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Extended Abstract

Aims: Religious heritage cannot be understood as a fixed category defined only by physical survival,
historical age, architectural merit, or artistic significance. In contemporary heritage discourse, it is a fluid and
constructed concept formed through the intersection of religion, culture, politics, collective memory, lived
practice, and heritage-making. Its meaning is reshaped through institutional processes of selection,
recognition, evaluation, and management. The central problem addressed in this study concerns the distance
between religious communities’ lived understanding of sacred places and the legal and administrative forms
through which heritage institutions identify, assess, and regulate them. Once sacred places enter formal
heritage systems, their meanings must be reformulated through concepts that can be recognized, protected,
and managed. This enables protection, but may also reduce sacred value to general cultural, historical, social,
or architectural criteria. Accordingly, the study traces the transformation of the normative foundations of
religious heritage conservation in international instruments, explains the expansion of its field of
intervention, and identifies unresolved conceptual and managerial challenges.

Materials & Methods: The research employed a qualitative, descriptive-analytical design based on
documentary research. The evidence consisted of international conventions, charters, declarations,
recommendations, resolutions, policy documents, and complementary legal, theoretical, and managerial texts
concerning religious, sacred, tangible, intangible, and living heritage. Particular attention was given to
documents issued by UNESCO, ICOMOS, ICCROM, the Council of Europe, and the United Nations.
Documents were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling according to their relevance to the
research question. Their authenticity, credibility, representativeness, and meaningfulness were assessed
before inclusion. Relevant propositions were extracted and organized into chronological and thematic
categories. Logical reasoning and comparative interpretation were used to identify relationships,
discontinuities, tensions, conceptual shifts, and trajectories of development.

Findings: The findings show that the international protection of religious places developed through
overlapping stages rather than a simple linear progression. Its earliest foundations emerged from two
concerns: the immunity of religious buildings, property, institutions, and practices during armed conflict, and
the recognition of freedom of religion, worship, and religious expression within human-rights frameworks.
At this stage, the relationship among material form, sacred meaning, ritual practice, collective memory, and
the custodian community was not yet treated as an integrated object of conservation. With the consolidation
of the international cultural-heritage system, religious buildings and sites were incorporated into broader
categories of cultural property, monuments, architectural ensembles, and sites. This strengthened formal
protection, but required sacred significance to be expressed through historical, architectural, artistic,
scientific, cultural, and, in some cases, Outstanding Universal Value. From the mid-1980s onward,
international approaches expanded beyond the isolated building to encompass historical setting, access
routes, pilgrimage, collective memory, continuity of worship, spiritual significance, and cultural landscape.
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Later developments concerning authenticity, cultural diversity, intangible heritage, spirit of place, living
religious heritage, sustainable management, and participatory governance broadened the field further.
Rituals, narratives, traditional knowledge, community participation, tourism pressures, and relationships
between sacred places and surrounding landscapes increasingly entered conservation discourse. This
expansion showed that damage may occur without direct physical destruction: disruption of visual
relationships, ritual routes, sacred times, patterns of use, or the continuing presence of the custodian
community can weaken the sacred experience of place even when its material fabric remains intact.
Nevertheless, three fundamental gaps persist. First, sacred value becomes institutionally legible mainly by
being translated into general heritage categories, potentially distancing formal recognition from lived
religious meaning. Second, the structural separation of tangible and intangible heritage fragments a living
whole generated through the interaction of material form, ritual, memory, belief, use, and human presence.
Third, although recent instruments emphasize participation, the custodian religious community is often
treated as a consulted stakeholder rather than an actor with effective interpretive and decision-making
authority. Together, these gaps reveal a deeper problem in defining the object of conservation.

Conclusion: The study interprets the historical evolution of international approaches as a process of the
institutional reformulation of the sacred. Religious meaning becomes a matter of public responsibility when
it is reformulated in terms that legal and heritage systems can recognize and administer. This process has
widened conservation from physical immunity and freedom of worship to historical and architectural value,
and subsequently to ritual, memory, spirituality, community, landscape, use, and sustainable governance. Yet
conceptual expansion does not necessarily produce deeper recognition. Religious heritage should therefore
be understood not as a collection of separable attributes but as a historically continuous and dynamic
relationship linking sacred meaning, material form, ritual practice, collective memory, patterns and
hierarchies of presence, and the custodian community. The legitimacy of restoration, adaptive reuse, access
regulation, tourism development, or managerial reorganization depends on whether interventions preserve
the place’s capacity to sustain religious life and sacred meaning. This does not imply unconditional priority
for religious custodians over public responsibility or professional expertise. The custodian community holds
interpretive authority regarding religious meaning and ritual continuity, conservation specialists assess
effects on material fabric and heritage values, and public institutions safeguard rights, equitable access, and
legal accountability. Credible conservation emerges when these forms of authority are coordinated without
one absorbing the others. Conservation should neither freeze religious heritage into an unchanging historical
condition nor accept every transformation in the name of living heritage. Change is legitimate only insofar as
the relational structure sustaining sacred meaning, ritual continuity, memory, and spiritual attachment to
place remains viable.

Keywords: Religious Heritage; Sacred Value; International Instruments; Conservation Challenges; Tangible
and Intangible Dimensions.
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