
 

FOREST CHURCH  

 

 

Forest Church is a fresh expression of church. But it is not 

normal church taking place in the open air. It draws on much 

older traditions when sacred places and practices were 

outdoors. 

 

Why is Forest Church important for us to-day? 

 
In the last two hundred years humankind has begun to sever a connection with the earth 

itself which our ancestors intuitively understood to be the essence of life. 

 

To-day we and our children live in a world that judges  soil, water, oceans, trees and 

rainforests only in terms of their economic value. Our loss of our forbears’ instinctive 

awareness that everything is connected to everything else in nature is already having 

dire consequences. Our artificial- light- soaked and globalised shopping culture cuts us 

off from the changing seasons and we are in real danger of forgetting a sense of the 

sacredness of the gifts of creation.   

       

Perhaps it is a form of church whose time has come again. In Celtic spirituality we have 

a living vital force which is speaking with a new relevance into our scientific minded and 

environmentally threatened age. In the words of Grace Clunie: “Celtic spirituality inspires 

us in practical and ethical ways to ‘bless our world into sacredness’ by being conscious 

of the sacred in every part of life.” 

 

St Albans Forest Church at St Peter’s 

 

Our quarterly gathering in the churchyard to mark the turning of the seasons, welcomes 

all, even those who are just passing by. Gathered around a glowing  fire-pit in the cold 

months and under a wide green canopy of trees in warmer times, our prayers and 

meditations from the Celtic tradition enrich our sense of connectedness to the natural 

world around us. 

 

In creation’s annual cycle of birth, growth and decay, the height of summer is energizing 

and abundant and winter is reflective and inward. We embody these changes in listening, 

walking, singing and story-telling. 

 

We make links with local as well as global environmental problems too, focusing on 

seeds or soil or water or plants or trees and we pray in different areas of our churchyard 

each time: the wildflower meadow, the apple orchard or the story –telling circle, to 

emphasise these gifts of creation.     

 

Why call it Forest Church in the middle of St Albans? 

 

Forest Church is an umbrella term for a wide variety of approaches to praying outside, 

whether on the coast, in the hills, along a riverbank or in woodland. 



It can take many forms: it may be a ritual community gathering or a prayer walk or a 

contemplative practice or a lament for a lost landmark or a blessing for a new community 

garden. 

 

Every kind of gathering invites you to “seek God in nature’s own liturgy, to mourn with 

nature within the earth’s dark night and to be transformed by a deepened attention to 

the world all around “(Stephanie Paulsell,Harvard Divinity School) 

 

At a time when nature has never been under greater threat perhaps it’s not really 

surprising that we should rediscover a ‘form of ‘church’ which draws its life from ancient 

tradition when sacred places and practices took place outside. 

 

Contemporary research into wellbeing also suggests there are mental and physical 

health benefits to spending time in nature, whether in wild places or in the green oases 

of our cities. 

 

Not only that, the scientific evidence is stacking up to support the view that climate 

change is the major challenge facing us this century. If we do not succeed in limiting 

global warming to less than 2 degrees C, there will be consequences for our human well 

being, the health of the earth and the survival of future generations. 

 

In homage to the priest who greatly contributed to the revival of Celtic spirituality in the 

early part of the last century, here is a prayer by the Revd Alistair Maclean which sums 

up the spirit of ‘seeing with open hearts’ and the sense of joy in the gifts of abundant 

and burgeoning life, that so often accompanies our Forest Church gatherings: 

 

“As the hand is made for holding and the eye for seeing 

Thou hast fashioned me for joy. 

Share with me that vision that shall find it everywhere.” 
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