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Chicken Churches, Churches in Motion, and Open Spaces
Inspiring Church Architecture from around the world

By Sabine Hiibner, Regional Service UEM

Introduction

Today we gather from different parts of the world, and through God’s Spirit we are
brought together in one shared space of faith, prayer, and fellowship. We celebrate this
devotion in the name of God, the Creator, Christ, the Risen One, and the Holy Spirit, who
opens new spaces of hope and life. Amen.

Bible Text: John 20:19-22

90n the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the
doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them and
said, “Peace be with you!” 2° After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The
disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 2' Again Jesus said, “Peace be with
you! As the Father has sent me, | am sending you.” 2 And with that he breathed on them
and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.

Beyond Walls

The disciples are gathered behind locked doors, gripped by fear. The room is closed, and
the future is uncertain. Everything seems overshadowed by anxiety and insecurity.

Then something unexpected happens: Jesus comes and stands among them. He brings
peace where people see only walls. He opens new possibilities where everything seems
shut. God’s Spirit transforms closed spaces into places of new life. Again and again,
Christians have experienced this same transformation in very different contexts. For the
disciples, the locked room was not the end of the story.

And that is why | would like to take you on a short journey around the world today to
churches that look very different. At first glance, these buildings may seem surprising,
even strange. They challenge our expectations of what a church can look like. And
perhaps that is one of the question our Bible reading is also asking:

If God opens closed spaces, what kinds of spaces do we create in response? It is
not only about architecture. It is also about mindset.
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Indonesia - From Chicken and Doves

Deep in the forests of Central Java in the Magelang area stands one of the most unusual
church buildings in the world: Gereja Ayam, the so-called “Chicken Church.” People call
it a chicken because of its shape, but that was never the intention. The builder wanted it
to resemble a dove, the biblical symbol of peace and the Holy Spirit. Even more
remarkable is its purpose. It was not designed as a church only for Christians. It was
envisioned as a place of prayer and reflection for people of different faiths.

The dove reminds us that the Holy Spirit is never trapped inside our own walls. The Spirit
blows where it wills. Sometimes it even invites us into conversations we never expected
to have. A church for all people, shaped by the Spirit, open beyond boundaries of
faith and expectation.

Gereja Ayam, Magelang area in Central Java (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bukit_Rhema_-_July_2024.jpg)
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India - Churches in motion

The Kappal Matha Church (Our Lady of Good Health) on the coast line of Tamil Nadu has
the form of a ship carrying an airplane. The original church of St. Mary was damaged by
sea erosion and replaced by this one, built in 1974. In Kerala, another church takes the
form of a great vessel moving through the waters.
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By Beno Fernando - Beno Fernando, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4975989

At first these churches seem almost playful. But they tell an important story: After India
gained independence, many Christian communities wanted to express their faith in
ways that were no longer copies of European architecture. The Syro-Malabar Church in
Kerala became especially creative. Churches were built in the shapes of ships, stars,
castles, and other striking forms. Christian communities wanted to express their faith
through their own forms rather than simply repeating European architectural traditions.
These buildings embody a postcolonial shift: from imitation to creative self-
expression in shaping Christian identity.

For centuries Christians have described the church itself as a ship. A ship is not meant
to remain safely in the harbour, an airplane should not stay at the airport. They are built
to move. And perhaps that is exactly what Jesus does in our Bible text. After speaking
“peace”, he immediately sends his disciples into the world. The same is true for the
church. The church receives the Spirit not in order to stay where it is, but in order to
move toward the world.
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China and Belgium — Open spaces

In Chengduy, China there is an artwork that is called “The Shadowless Church”. At first
sight it almost looks unreal. From certain angles, it seems semi-transparent,
shimmering like a hologram. Many people who first see photographs of it think they are
looking at a manipulated image. But the effect is created through carefully arranged
aluminium tubes and hidden supporting structures. It challenges our eyes.It makes us
question what we think we see.

In Beglium existes a church that is named Reading
Between the Lines. From a distance it looks solid.
As you approach it, the walls become transparent.

. The landscape shines through. The building remains
achurch, yetitis open.

For me, this is a powerful image of what the church
is called to be: Not a closed system; not a wall

< separating insiders from outsiders, but a space that
‘4 remains open to God's future and to the people. A
space through which people can glimpse

| something beyond themselves. A church can have
| aclear identity without becoming a closed space. It
can be rooted and open at the same time. A church

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reading Be
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can be transparent, without losing its shape.
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Closing: Spirit at work

Perhaps these churches visualize what happened on Easter evening: The disciples
began in a closed room. But Christ creates new spaces for faith, hope, and community.
He surprises us. He challenges our expectations. And then he turns to his disciples and
says: “Receive the Holy Spirit.”

Fear becomes courage. Isolation becomes community. And mission becomes possible.

This is not only a story of the global Church, but also of our local congregations. In very
concrete and often fragile contexts, churches continue to search for new ways of being
present, shaped by their neighborhoods, their cultures, and their everyday realities.
Their diversity is hot a weakness, but a sigh of the Spirit’s creative freedom at work
in local life.

As churches throughout the world face uncertainty, change, and new challenges,
perhaps this is a message we especially need to hear: The future of the Church begins
wherever Christ enters our closed rooms, speaks his peace, and breathes his Spirit upon
us.

Amen
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