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THE CONTINUOUS SERVICE
by Margherita Moscardini

The Bethel Chapel, located in The Hague, is a neighbourhood chapel built in
1920 by residents, who came together in a cooperative for the occasion. Over
time, it was acquired by the Diaconia of the Protestant Church of The Hague
which uses an apartment in the sacristy as a temporary residence for fragile families
and has annexed an adjacent residential facility as a place of welfare activities for
the neighbourhood community, with tables and a large kitchen, always in
operation.

When, in 2018, five members of the Tamrazyan family from Armenia received an
executive order of deportation from The Netherlands where they had lived as
political refugees for nine years, they sought sanctuary here, in The Hague’s
Bethel Chapel.

In The Netherlands, there is a law that prohibits authorities from interrupting a
religious rite. The board of the Protestant Church of The Hague decided to take
advantage of this, beginning a worship service that, starting at 1:30pm on 26
October 2018, was performed non-stop, night and day, eventually involving over a
thousand ministers from churches from various denominations around the world,
who alternated leading the service, guaranteeing continuity of worship.

Over weeks, the Church Asylum grew spontaneously, as an organism welcoming
hundreds of visitors, ministers, and followers from churches all over Europe,
united in a liturgical practice that took on unusual forms, turning into moments of
reflection, celebration, and conviviality. Journalists from around the world came to
Bethel, entering without cameras and notebooks, as visitors to the ritual. Because
the Church Asylum could not become a media case, but had to remain a dense,
untouchable prayer, of such substance that, even in the absence of such a precise
law, no authority could interrupt.

“We are not in a fight” — wrote the minister Derk Stegeman in a 13 December
2018 press release. “This is not a matter of who wins or who loses. Our aim is to
create time and space. We are creating time for a real dialogue with the authorities
and members of parliament. And we are creating safe space for the family to stay.
We are creating also a space of compassion and justice. Justice that goes beyond
law enforcement and compassion that offers space for amnesty.”

The continuous service at the Bethel Chapel came to an end, after 2375 hours, on
30 January 2019 when, in response to the children’s appeal for amnesty, the

government agreed to review its decision, renewing the residence permit for the
Tamrazyan family and around 700 other families in similar conditions.

The non-stop service was a performance that lent itself to wide-ranging
speculation spanning every area of thought: theological, aesthetic, political,
economic, ecological, legal, and the sphere of inhabiting.

The Reverend Hans Lessing, General Secretary of the World Communion of
Reformed Churches, recognised the endless worship service as an opportunity for
churches to revisit their political role through pragmatic action that testifies to the
“sovereignty of God in a scandalous world”. In another time, Martin Buber’s
anarchist socialism was based on direct theocracy. If God is sovereign, the
(promised) land can only belong to Him. “The land is mine and you reside in my
land as foreigners and strangers” (Vayikra/Leviticus 25:23).

Private property allows individuals, upon becoming States, to possess a territory
and arm themselves to defend it, protecting only those belonging to that territory
with citizenship. In anticipation of a time when private ownership of land by
individuals seems as absurd as private ownership of one man by another (Karl
Marx), the most radical act of responsibility we can imagine is generating and
negotiating temporary spaces of immunity, freed from territorial sovereignties.
Herein lies the absolute political power of the act of civil disobedience performed
by the Bethel community, which succeeded in inhabiting the in-between spaces of
the law and expanding them, creating an exceptional time and space outside of the
State and, at the same time, in dialogue with the State, urging the government to
review its decision.
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Works

Bethel Chapel’s Annex, 2023, 500
m2 fabric, print on linen 75x75x90
circa, print on paper 29,7x21 c¢cm

Metropolitan Voids Agency #The
e L Hague, 2023, print on paper, 40x60
cm, ed. of 3 +1AP
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Margherita Moscardini followed Bethel’s continuous worship service from afar,
recognising it as a powerful act of civil disobedience, akin to the very substance of
the arts.

Four years later, the artist decided to get in touch with Derk Stegeman, minister of
the Protestant Church of The Hague and spokesperson of Bethel Chapel while the
Church Asylum was in progress.

Their encounter in The Hague led to a dense exchange of great inspiration for
both, many ideas, and one product: Bethel Chapel’s Annex, the first mobile annex
of the Bethel Chapel, a rug that can be unrolled and used anywhere, anytime there
is need for a non-stop worship service.

The Bethel Chapel’s Annex rug is roughly 500 m2, equal to the surface area of the
Bethel Chapel in The Hague. In the Gian Marco Casini Gallery, the object is
exhibited as a sculpture that, in its folds, holds the possibility of continuously
negotiating its spatial presence, shape, and spread, based on the context of use or
display.

This reflects an important feature of the Bethel Chapel, which is a shared space
between three different protestant congregations, with mobile furnishings that
enable it to fulfil the needs of the different communities.

In other faiths, rugs are a space for prayer and, as Derk Stegeman pointed out,
recall the garment, the cappa (cloak) that Martin shares so it becomes a blanket
and bedroll that, miraculously maintaining its wholeness (the one is given only in
relation to the other), is protected as a relic by the keepers of the cloak, the
chaplains. The word “chapel” originates here: a place for prayer that, in the form of
an annex (detached from the mother church) still finds its place today in public or
private civil buildings, like stations, hospitals, or airports.

Even before that, a rug or carpet spread on the ground was the original gesture of
land occupation. It was an object that materialised the act of enclosing a portion of
land as private, an act that gave rise to the practices that regulate inhabiting. In the
case of the Bethel Chapel’s Annex, it offers itself as a void, an empty space needed
for reception, an empty space that must distance itself from territorial sovereignty
in order to practice welcoming.

Can a sculpture therefore provide continuity for the exceptional time and space
offered by the Bethel Church Asylum? What will it mean to unroll the rug in some
public square in Europe, starting a non-stop worship service? What will it mean to
open itinside a public exhibition space? A private one?

The Hague is home to some of the highest institutions of the United Nations, such
as the International Criminal Court and the International Court of Justice,
established to protect human rights where nation states are unable to do so.
Livorno was founded in the sixteenth century as a city of nations, ensuring that
minorities could live, practice their faiths, and trade freely. Jews, Greeks,
Armenians, and Dutch people populated this city, designed for them by the Medici
family.

The exhibit “The Continuous Service™ is also a way to bring together two places,
two ways of inhabiting, through the arts, with the hope that, together, they can
contribute to the creation of tools that are more suited to this time.
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Metropolitan Voids Agency #The Hague
2023

print on paper

60x40 cm

ed. of 3 +1AP
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No Tided
2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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Story Of The Mantle Which
Became A Hole To Protect Me

2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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The Carpet Becomes A Hole
2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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Abitare L’ Abito.
The Chapel Arises From Martin’s Cloak

2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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Fabric Becomes A Tent
2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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The Fabric Becomes A Blanket And Then A Bed
2023

black pigment on paper
70x50 cm
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