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Introduction

In an LBC radio interview this Easter, the world’s most
famous atheist Richard Dawkins described himself as a
‘cultural Christian’. By this he meant that he values the
Christian heritage of our nation — its architecture, its music,
and even its morals — despite welcoming and indeed actively
encouraging the decline of the faith that first inspired it. ‘I
am happy’, the author of The God Delusion explained, that
‘the number of people who actually believe in Christianity
is going down’. ‘But I would not be happy’, he continued,
if ‘we lost all our cathedrals and our beautiful parish
churches’.!

Unfortunately for Dawkins, the correlation between the
two is now indisputable. The 2021 census revealed that,
for the first time on record, less than half of Britons (46 per
cent) identify as Christian, and even fewer of those with the
Church of England.? This follows a steady decline from a
59 per cent Christian population in 2011, and 72 per cent
in 2001.> With dwindling congregations, thousands of
those beautiful parish churches have had little choice but
to close their doors. Since 1969, over 2,000 have been made
redundant; around 15 per cent of the total number which fill
the English landscape.*

The situation is worsening rapidly. Almost 300 parish
churches were closed between 2016 and 2021 alone,® and
dioceses® foresee that they will close some 300 more in the
near future.” As analysis published by The Daily Telegraph
found, this ‘works out as an average of 56 less parishes
every year and marks the fastest rate of parish closures in



RESTORING THE VALUE OF PARISHES

70 years.’® Those that remain are struggling to survive, with
some 9,000 places of worship on Historic England’s ‘heritage
at risk’ register.® It is estimated that parish churches have
a combined backlog of repairs worth at least £1 billion, on
top of annual maintenance costs of £150 million;!° costs they
cannot afford without donations and heritage grants which
are increasingly hard to come by.!!

The decline of England’s medieval parishes, whose stone
steeples rise above every town and village, is a tragedy even
for ‘cultural Christians” like Dawkins. For centuries they
were the beating heart of local communities, marking the
major moments of life through the rites of baptism, marriage
and burial. They are places of communion both in the
sacramental sense and in terms of providing, as the Bishop
Andrew Rumsey puts it, ‘common ground’ between the
members of communities and between people and place.?
To this day, churches contribute social services such as food
banks, childcare and counselling, the economic value of
which the National Churches Trust (NCT) has valued at £55
billion per year.!® Both spiritually and socially, parishes are
an integral part of English life. Yet we are losing them at a
rapid rate.

Secularisation has undeniably been a driving force. After
the cultural revolution of the 1960s, traditional religion
in Britain came to be replaced by liberalism and an ethos
of moral relativism. This posed a challenge to religious
institutions in general, but especially to the paternalism of
the parish model (the vicar would once have ‘corrected’
his parishioners” behaviour in public, exercising a moral
authority that would be unthinkable today). Alongside this
came the emergence of what the sociologist Grace Davie
called “believing without belonging’; private forms of faith
which occur outside of communal settings and traditional



INTRODUCTION

leadership.’* The New Age movement and ‘Mindfulness’
are popular examples, both of which take spirituality away
from the Church and into the private (and increasingly
digital) realm.

Another factor is multiculturalism. The unprecedented
rate of immigration since 1997 has displaced Britain’s
Anglican majority in terms of demographics alone (even
if, as is the case in cities such as London, many ethnic
minorities are Christian). Just as significant, however, is
its effect on underlying social attitudes. According to the
sociologist Paul Heelas, there is a direct correlation between
exposure to cultural difference and ‘detraditionalisation’;!
the undermining of previously unquestioned traditions and
norms. This is because the encounter with other cultural
‘meta-narratives’ threatens the exclusive legitimacy of those
which were once the default. Whereas once most people
would attend church on Sundays, in a pluralistic age such
conventions are called into question. Anglicanism is now
just one of many competing belief systems within society,
and has subsequently lost its cultural dominance despite
remaining the established religion.

Thirdly, and quite independently of religion, is the fact
that the strong local attachments upon which the parish
system was originally premised no longer exist. This has
increasingly been the case since the industrial revolution,
but is especially so in today’s hyper-mobile society where
fewer people integrate into their local communities in the
way they once did; a trend also evident in the decline of
pubs, post offices and village halls.’® While some of this is
a result of economic hardship, it may also be related to the
rise of what David Goodhart calls ‘anywheres’: people who
move for education and work and tend to be less rooted,
and so less invested, in their immediate surroundings (as
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opposed to ‘somewheres’, who live close to where they
grew up and have family connections to a particular area).'”
This, combined with the other external factors, can explain
much as to why parish churches have come to be underused
and undervalued.

These, however, are only half of the story: there are also
internal factors which have been furthering the extent of the
decline. Making headlines in recent years is the argument
that the Church of England has itself been neglecting the
needs of parishes, with a diminishing proportion of the
Church Commissioners” funds going towards parochial
ministry. In dioceses across the country, numbers of
stipendiary incumbents are being reduced by up to 53 per
cent.’® In Leicester, 98 clergy members are set to become
80 by 2026; in Hereford, 72 will become 55; and in Bath
and Wells, 178 will become 128.1° These cuts are part of a
process which the Church calls “pastoral reorganisation’;
the closing of parishes or merging them into large groups
which share the same ‘team’ of clergy. An example of the
latter is Cornwall, where the Truro Diocese plans to merge
23 parishes into one so-called ‘mega-parish’, causing much
controversy and criticism from parishioners in the region.?

These choices are not, it would seem, being made out
of financial necessity: the Church Commissioners are the
custodians of a £10 billion endowment fund which was
originally instituted for the sole purpose of providing
support for parishes.? Why, then, is it not being spent on
saving them? This is the question posed by the campaign
Save the Parish, established in 2021 by the Rector of St.
Bartholomew’s Church London Revd. Marcus Walker and
journalist Emma Thompson in response to growing concerns
about church closures and mergers across the country. They
argue that a managerial ideology within the Church of
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England has led to funds being misspent on administration
—with roles in human resources, safeguarding, and diversity
and inclusion proliferating in recent years — as well as costly
‘strategic development’ schemes and forms of Christian
mission which appear to decentre the role of the parish in
Anglican life.

Some defend disinvesting in the parish system on the
basis that it has become financially unsustainable. Churches
today are reliant on the donations of their congregations,
and these are reported to have fallen by 14-15 per cent in
recent years.?? As church attendance dropped by 19 per cent
after the pandemic, the number of people giving regular
donations to parishes has gone from 538,000 in 2015 to just
over 400,000 today.?* However, Save the Parish argue that the
Church itself is responsible for making parishes dependent
on donations in the first place —having transferred their other
income-generating assets to the dioceses in 19762 — and that
closing and merging parishes will only worsen the problem,
since doing so reduces services and vicar time, thus leading
to reduced attendance and giving. It is within the Church’s
power, they argue, to restore the value of parishes, even in
the face of challenging cultural factors.

This report will consider what such a restoration might
look like, beginning in Chapter One with an exploration of
what the parish system is and how, even today, it makes
an unparalleled contribution to national life. While the
religious role of parishes is of course paramount, Chapters
Two and Three will consider other parish assets such as their
heritage and charitable contributions. Chapter Four will
then address how all of these are at risk as a consequence of
collapsing institutional support for parish clergy, prompting
the all-important question of Chapter Five, ‘where is all
the money going?’. After examining the key issues, it will



RESTORING THE VALUE OF PARISHES

turn in Chapter Six to constructive reforms at the heart of
revitalising the parish. As the biologist, author and advocate
for saving the parish Dr Rupert Sheldrake says:

“There is so much potential for parish churches, and because
there’s been so little imagination put into them over the
years... the chance of making a difference with the Church of
England is much greater than any other area. Since it has sunk
so low in terms of popularity and use, the only way is up.’?»

Some of Sheldrake’s optimism could go a long way. As
the state of the parish seems indeed to have reached rock
bottom, now is surely the time to act — before many more of
our beautiful buildings are forced to close their doors, ‘left
rent free to rain and sheep’.?



1.
What is the parish?

Technically speaking, the term “parish” refers to the area of
land under the clerical jurisdiction of a church. This was,
from the Middle Ages until the late 19th Century, ‘the basic
territorial unit in the organisation of this country’,?” and still
exists today as a form of local government. Especially in
rural areas, the parish continues to define the contours of
geography even where these have been overlaid by modern
administrative boundaries.

Theologically speaking, the parish is the spiritual heart of
the community. It represents what Bishop Andrew Rumsey
has called ‘the Anglican covenant with place’; the binding of
the Holy Spirit to a particular location.? Parish churches were
established as sacramental centres where people would go to
be baptised, married, and take communion, and where they
would be pastored by priests who provided the ‘cure of souls’
(hence the term “curate’). It was hoped that the parish would
not only ensure salvation in the next life, but also allow each
community to realise its full potential in the present one; an
ideal evoked by the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge:

“To every parish throughout the kingdom there is transplanted

a germ of civilisation... in the remotest villages there is a

nucleus, around which the capabilities of the place may
crystallise and brighten.’?

The first parish churches emerged between the 7th and
10th Centuries, once Britain’s earliest Christian communities
had taken root. Originally, they served as outposts of
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minsters — larger religious buildings from which priests
would spread the faith — but many were then established
by local landowners for the use of those residing on their
estates. Thousands of these churches were built throughout
the Middle Ages, transforming the appearance of the
countryside in a relatively short space of time. Indeed,
England’s conversion to Christianity has been described as
a monumental ‘landscape event’.3

As of clerical reforms instituted in 1215, it was declared
that the priests of parish churches would no longer be under
the control of their landowners, but would be overseen by the
bishop of the local diocese (dioceses being the organisational
divisions of the Church attached to a cathedral). Despite this,
the buildings continued to finance and effectively govern
themselves. As historian Nicholas Orme has noted, parish
resources and boundaries were always provided locally as
opposed to by a central authority. Church leaders merely
‘adopted the parish system; they did not create it.”3!

By the end of the 16th Century, there were over 9,000
parishes in Britain. Almost every acre of land fell within one,
creating a system of geography which ‘gathered’ the country
together and provided a ‘symbolic unity that it lacked at the
level of secular authority.”®? It has been argued that, because
of its ecclesiastical structure, the people of England had a
sense of national identity long before the invention of the
modern nation state.??

The parish also provided a sense of local belonging and
identity. In addition to worship, it became the centre of
community celebrations and festivals, the collection of taxes,
the resolution of civil and legal disputes, and welfare.3* This
continued to be the case even amid the Reformation and the
English Civil War, and in fact it was during this period that
the parish was given an official administrative role. In the
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16th and 17th Centuries, Poor Laws were introduced which
created a commonwealth system centred around it. These
were accompanied by new settlement laws, under which
a person’s legal home was their parish.3®> By consequence,
the parish priest was not only a curer of souls, but served a
much wider social function. As Jeremy Morris explains:

‘The parish priest of early modern England and Wales did

not minister to a specialised, distinct group of Christians self-

defining as “Anglican”, nor did he conceive of his tasks as

exclusively concerned with religious needs; he served and

led a whole community, assuming that all members of that

community were his pastoral and moral responsibility by
virtue of living within his parish.’%

The parish was perhaps at its peak during this period,
being at the heart of communal life and providing numerous
local services from the licensing of public houses to the
running of schools. Towards the end of the 17th and 18th
Centuries, however, this began to change. Already since the
Reformation, nonconformist sects had posed a challenge to
Anglican hegemony, but had been barred from establishing
their own places of worship. With the Toleration Act
of 1689, this ceased to be the case. Subsequently, other
religious meeting places began to emerge, and with them
parallel social organisations. Although these groups were
numerically small (only five per cent of the population were
recorded as nonconformist in 1676),%” they began to offset
the institutional dominance of the Anglican parish.

This trend continued with the rise of nonconformity in
the Victorian era and the Catholic Emancipation Act of
1829, which finally gave religious freedom to all Christian
denominations. Since this new pluralism meant that people
were no longer attached to their parish church by default,
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a secular civic system for registering births, marriages and
deaths was introduced in 1836. For the same reason, Church
Rates — taxes which had been collected for the maintenance
of parish churches and clerical stipends — were abolished in
1868. These were part of a series of reforms implemented
in the 19th Century which led, in effect, to the ‘local
disestablishment’ of the parish.3®

Another was the introduction of the Local Government
Act in 1894. As urbanisation took hold, the medieval pattern
of parishes had become inadequate for administrative
purposes, mainly because they were unequal in size: while
some were only a few hundred acres large, others spanned
thousands of acres.® It was in response to this that a new
system of wards and municipal boroughs was created.
Although ‘civil parishes” were still incorporated within
this structure, Bishop Andrew Rumsey suggests that by
this point they had become a ‘relic of their former self’,4
losing the spiritual stronghold which they had sustained
throughout the Medieval and Early Modern periods.

Just as geography became rationalised, the institution
of the Church too became rationalised and increasingly
centralised around this time. In 1836, the Established
Church Act was passed, which equalised the stipends of
bishops and reconfigured diocesan boundaries as well as
introducing additional dioceses to accommodate new urban
settlements. This was implemented by a new national body
called the Ecclesiastical Commission, the forerunner of the
modern Church Commissioners. Arguably, the founding
of the Ecclesiastical Commission was the moment at which
the modern Church of England came into being. Whereas
previously parishes had managed their own affairs and
finances, from the mid-19th Century the oversight of a
central commission became a standard part of church life.#!

10
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One of the advantages of centralisation was the ability
to commission the building of new churches en masse. In
the mid 19th Century, around 300 new Anglican churches
were being built each year, reaching a total of 3,500 by
1875.42 Another wave of church construction began in the
20th Century to accommodate new suburban populations,
especially in Greater London: between 1923 and 1944,
49 new parishes were created. Though rural attendance
declined, many of these new urban parishes proved highly
popular. Throughout the 19th Century, 60 per cent of people
attended church; a percentage which was actually increasing
up until the 1930s.43

At the same time, parishes began to lose the autonomy
which they once had. The current body of Church
Commissioners was established in 1948, followed by the
Synodical Government Measure which led to the creation
of the General Synod in 1970: the central gathering of
church leaders to approve legislation, forms of worship,
and budgets for the whole of the Church of England.* In
1998, the Archbishops” Council was created as an executive
body to lead and coordinate the work of the Church, thus
adding an additional level of oversight where previously
organisational decisions had been made between the Church
Commissioners, bishops, and parishes themselves. Through
these reforms, senior Church leaders came to assume more
control over parishes — and their finances — than ever before.

Previously, parishes had sourced their own income
through donations and the Church Rate tax. Much of their
wealth, however, was generated by the land they owned,
known as glebe. As of the Queen Anne’s Bounty Act of 1704, it
was decided that the wealth of parishes should be centralised
and used to buy glebe in deprived areas, the income from
which would help to support the parish church. As of the

11
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Endowments and Glebe Measure of 1976, this land was
transferred from parishes to the Diocesan Boards of Finance
in exchange for the payment of a standard stipend to every
member of clergy. What this effectively meant was that these
assets — which had originally been from and exclusively for
the parish — would now be owned and controlled by the
diocese. As a result, parishes no longer directly benefit from
the use of their surrounding land, being instead dependent
upon donations — much of which are also expected to be
transferred to the diocese as part of a regular contribution
called the parish share.*

Itwasalsoin thelast quarter of the 20th Century, coinciding
with these organisational changes, that parish attendance
suddenly began to decline. Estimated congregant numbers
fell by 26 per cent between the 1960s and 80s in the onset
of the cultural revolution.4¢ Since then, concerns about the
sustainability of the parish have only grown. Some believe
that the Church’s historic endowments ought to be invested
in other means of spreading the Christian faith; ones which
are not bound to such small and functionally outdated
geographical units. Such views, and their influence on
the priorities of senior Church leaders, will be covered in
Chapter Six. For now, it is worth considering two aspects
of parishes which are still of indisputable value today: their
heritage, and their social contributions.

12



2.
The historic parish

A recent public consultation led by the National Churches
Trust found that 71 per cent of people value church
buildings as places of national and local heritage.#” This
majority, which includes not only Christians but also those
of other faiths and none,* is significant but not surprising:
churches are some of the oldest and historically rich pieces
of architecture in the UK, with places of worship making
up 41 per cent of all Grade I listed buildings. They are, as
the Revd. Marcus Walker has put it, ‘treasure houses’ of
national history.#

In some cases, the heritage of parishes predates even the
Middle Ages. Many of the early minster churches and their
surrounding parochiae® were built on ancient pagan sites,
in accordance with the Pope’s instruction that temples:

‘...ought not to be broken... for if said temples be well built,
it is needful that they be altered from the worshipping of
devils into the service of the true God’.5!

So it came to be that many parishes were established
on already sacred ground, sometimes in the presence of
magnificent yew trees which predate the church buildings
by hundreds of years.>

Certainly up until the Reformation, parishes continued to
be sites of para-Christian activity, including the celebration
of local festivals and folk traditions (Morris Dancing, for
example, has long been associated with the parish church).
Often, they contain remnants of this history, abounding

13
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with evidence of folk memories such as local woodland
deities.>® They provide an insight into the English spiritual
imagination as it has evolved over the centuries, as well
as many other aspects of local life and human experience.
N.G.]J. Pounds went so far as to describe the parish church as:

‘A tabloid newspaper, complete with its page three: the

villager expected to see, reflected in wood or stone, paint

or glass, the thoughts which filled his own mind, from the

sublime representation of his faith to nightmarish grotesques

[...] illustration in the medieval parish church spanned the

whole gamut of human thought and emotion. This is what
makes it so valuable as a social document.”>*

In the more literal sense too, parishes are archives of
human history. They are ‘community mausoleums” which
protect the memories of generations past,® their names
engraved on headstones in the cemetery if not the church
walls themselves. It is partly thanks to parish churches that
we possess extensive ancestral records, including those of
notable local figures and heroes who died for their country
in the First and Second World Wars. The encounter with
their stories is as humbling as it is inspiring, and reminds
us of society’s crucial contract between the dead, the living
and the unborn.

Finally, there is the material treasure they contain.
Church buildings are home to the rich musical heritage of
Anglicanism, including pipe organs, bellringing, and the
choral tradition. In their architecture, they boast remarkable
features in the form of wood, stone and stained glass,
from vaulted ceilings and capitals to monuments and
misericords.5 Perhaps their most valuable asset is their
uniqueness: each parish church has its own local style
or genius loci characterised by the use of materials and

14
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vernacular styles typical of its surroundings.’” Different
shades of stone, for example, tend to be found in different
regions, and the stylistic techniques used inside and out
reflect the particular skills of the craftsmen who worked
there. This aesthetic localism is something to be cherished
in an age where generic, homogenous styles of architecture
predominate. The parish church, by contrast, is something
deeply rooted in its environment.

These are just some of the reasons why 71 per cent of
people believe heritage to be one of the major purposes of
church buildings.?® But this should not give the impression
that parishes are mere relics of the past; for they continue to
play an active and vital role in local communities, not least
through charity and welfare.

15



3.
The living parish

As mentioned, churches have been centres of local welfare
since at least the 16th Century, when Poor Laws were
implemented through the parish system. Though they lost
this official status as a result of the 19th Century reforms,
they have continued to provide numerous forms of charity
and social service, often doing so more effectively than local
councils. This has especially been the case in moments of
crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic and the Grenfell Tower
fire, when the Church was able to provide the material and
emotional support for victims that local authorities could not.

Journalist and Save the Parish member Revd. Giles Fraser
describes how, in the days after the fire, St. Clement’s in
Notting Dale “became a hub for grieving families, generous
donations of clothes and food’. The simple fact that the
church could ‘open the doors and turn the lights on” in the
first place was, he comments:

‘...precisely the difference between the church and a local

authority that had become arms’ length from its residents,

continually dealing with local people only through
intermediary organisations.’>

Parish churches, unlike councils, are personally embedded
within their communities, making them ideally placed to
respond to emergencies (in this case, one of the priests had
himself been a Grenfell resident). On an everyday basis too,
churches are a refuge for some of the poorest in society, as
well as those who are bereaved, facing addiction, or simply
in need of community. Churches are, the National Churches

16
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Trust says, the ‘safety net that stops our most vulnerable
people falling through the cracks’.®

These claims are supported by a wealth of evidence,
provided by ResPublica’s 2013 report Holistic Mission and,
more recently, the National Churches Trust’s 2020 report
A House of Good.®! While the former demonstrated the
sheer range of social services provided by churches — from
Mothers' Unions and toddler groups to credit unions and
homeless shelters — the latter endeavoured to quantify their
overall economic contribution to society. The NCT’s figure
was initially estimated at around £22 billion per year, but
has since been revised in line with HM Treasury Green Book
guidance to reveal the actual social and economic value of
church buildings to be £55 billion.¢?

In terms of direct market value — activities and resources
that can be given a cost, such as the time taken to perform
a service — the study found that each individual church
building generates around £34,750 of value each year. This
includes counselling and mental health services, food banks,
youth groups, and drug and alcohol support. The value of
these four activities alone amounts to around £200 million,
based on the amount that it would cost the government or
another organisation to provide an equivalent service. Also
included in their calculation of direct market value were
the various forms of voluntary work which are organised
around church buildings. In 2020, each church reported an
average of 214 volunteer hours per month; hours which,
if paid at national living wage, would cost around £850
million per year.

Meanwhile, non-market value — activities and outcomes
which are less easily quantifiable — was conservatively
estimated at around £10 billion each year. £1.4 billion of
this is generated from the health and wellbeing benefits of

17
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simply going to church, based on evidence that attending
religious services makes people feel happier and healthier.®
Most of the total figure, however, pertains to the wellbeing
impact of charitable services and especially food banks.
Faced with the cost-of-living crisis, record numbers of
people are struggling to feed themselves and their children.
According to the UK’s major food bank charity The Trussell
Trust, 655,000 people used a food bank for the first time
between April 2023 and March 2024.%¢ The majority of
food banks in the UK — of which there are now more than
the number of McDonald’s branches — are attached to a
church building, making them perhaps the most significant
charitable contribution of parishes today.

In addition, many churches now provide ‘warm spaces’ for
those struggling to heat their homes, where they can work,
socialise, or simply sit and have a hot drink. This initiative,
launched in 2022 by the interdenominational Church Works
Commission and the Rt. Hon. Gordon Brown, has seen the
opening of thousands of heated spaces across the UK, 10
per cent of which are attached to a church building. Thanks
to the donations of six trusts and foundations, the Warm
Welcome Campaign has recently been able to give £1,000
grants to 164 faith-based warm spaces in some of the most
deprived areas in the UK.®® This funding, they report, has
gone ‘far beyond the monetary value, enabling spaces to
keep their doors open, and giving them a greater sense of
being part of a national campaign.’®”

David Barclay, the director of the campaign, also reports
that many warm spaces have evolved into other community
activities, such as dinner times for families and social
gatherings for students.®® This has created a range of new
volunteering opportunities as well as access to advice and
guidance; reduction in financial pressures for individuals;

18
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and reduced isolation and loneliness.®® As Save the Parish
campaigner Alison Milbank says from her experiences of
church-based warm spaces in Nottinghamshire, they have
become a refuge ‘for lonely people as well as cold people’.”°
In a time where it has been said that we are facing a loneliness
epidemic,”* they provide a much-needed opportunity for
conversation and friendship with other members of the
community, and also make accessible the many other forms
of support offered by churches.

These are just some of the charitable and social services
which church buildings provide, in addition, of course, to
their spiritual ones. For many of us, going to church provides
a vital space for reflection and contemplation of that which
is higher than ourselves. Even outside of services, they are
places which speak to us about the divine, be it through art
—as light illuminates the stories told through stained glass —
or liturgy in the bibles left in the pews. In the modern world,
they are some of the few remaining places which exist to lift
our minds to the transcendent.

Parish churches are, as the National Churches Trust puts
it, both a ‘House of God’ and a ‘House of Good’. Since
both aspects have developed alongside each other over
the course of centuries, the parish is an institution that
would be incredibly difficult to replace; some would say
it is irreplaceable. As the NCT'’s report highlights, if all of
its charitable services were not provided voluntarily, local
and national governments would have to spend millions of
pounds if they were to provide equivalent services. With
every parish that closes, numerous facilities and services
go with it, putting a potentially immense pressure on other
already struggling sectors.”2

This is now a major risk. Not only are church buildings
closing at a record rate, but numbers of clergy in those that
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remain are fast depleting. While many of the charitable
initiatives attached to churches are run by volunteers, the
support of a dedicated ministry is vital to their organisation
and outreach. It is also parish priests who are uniquely
positioned to provide direct support for those in their
communities, being the first point of call in times of crisis.
Their capacity to do so, some argue, is being seriously
hindered by changing priorities within the Church of
England, and what appears to be a collapse in institutional
support for parish ministry.

20



4.

Collapsing support for parish
ministry

The historic ideal of the parish priest is someone who, as
well as providing a ‘cure of souls” in the religious sense,
offers pastoral support and guidance to those in their
community. It is their presence which allows a parish to
become the ‘germ of civilisation” that Coleridge described:
traditionally, clergy would cultivate close relationships
with local business owners, farmers, and schoolteachers,
supporting them in their work so that the whole town or
village could flourish.

Increasingly, priests are unable to fulfil these roles — if they
are present in the parish at all. In just 70 years, the number
of paid clergy within the Church of England has almost
halved, from 13,075 in 1959 to just over 7,000 in 2020.”> Even
more posts are now being cut in response to low church
attendance during and after the pandemic, with parish
donations having fallen by 14 per cent in five years.”* A leaked
internal document from 2021 revealed that the Church was
planning to ‘prune’ the number of paid priests by 10-20 per
cent.”> Though the Archbishops” Council has since asserted
that there is ‘no national plan to roll out cuts to clergy or
buildings’,” reductions in stipendiary clergy are a stated part
of many dioceses’ strategy documents, which claim that these
reductions are being made out of financial necessity.

Typically, clergy cuts are part of “pastoral reorganisation’
schemes where churches are merged into large groups,
sometimes known as ‘mega-parishes’. In this model, clergy
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are reduced into small groups of ‘oversight’ or ‘focal’
ministers who manage several churches — as many as 23
— rather than one.”” This shift towards ‘teams’ of clergy
who serve larger areas can be traced to the 1960s, when
the sociologist Leslie Paul proposed to rationalise the
deployment and payment of clergy in numerical terms.”
While this may appear as a solution to declining parish
attendance from a utilitarian perspective, the reality is that
clerics become too thinly spread to carry out their ministry
effectively. Despite considerable evidence from the Church’s
own growth studies that this causes further decline, cuts
and oversight models are being implemented across the
country, including in the following dioceses.

Bath and Wells

The Diocese of Bath and Wells plans, by 2027, to reduce
the number of stipendiary clergy from 178 to 150 and
stipendiary curates from nine to seven.” This was decided
by projecting a lower level of parish income in the future
based on post-Covid contribution figures and the Diocesan
Board of Finance’s statement that “we have to recognise
that parishes are unlikely to recover their historic ability to
give’.80 However, some congregations in Bath and Wells feel
that this projection is misguided because their parishes are
in fact ‘thriving’ and in good financial health. The author
of one letter to Save the Parish claimed that the Diocese’s
new policy meant his local parish would have clergy cut for
no good reason, fearing that the decision would be a self-
fulfilling prophecy of decline.’!

Birmingham

In addition to clergy reductions, the Diocese of Birmingham
has gone so far as to ‘undo’ the entire parish system by
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restructuring the area into an oversight ministry model.®2
Having classified 100 of its 184 churches as ‘struggling’,
they have now been merged into large groups arranged not
by parish boundary but by population size. This has also
involved merging 13 area deaneries into just six. In place of
conventional parish ministry, they have introduced 72 paid
‘oversight ministers’, 28 ‘context ministers” and just 36 ‘local
ministers’. These ‘local ministers” (who essentially fulfil
the traditional role of a parish priest) are assigned only to
popular congregations who can source their own funding.
The Diocese says it has made this decision because:

‘...to make the best use of our limited resources, we will
have to use our paid people primarily to oversee: to inspire
vision, develop strategy, formulate action plans, teach, equip
and organise other disciples to be accountable for leading
worship, prayer, mission, witness, evangelism and pastoral
care to sustain and grow their local communities.’83

In practice, this has meant that very few of the remaining
stipendiary clergy are attached to one or even two specific
churches, instead operating between many at a time.

Chelmsford

In 2019, the Diocese of Chelmsford in Essex already had
plans in place to reduce clergy to the ‘minimum sustainable
number’ of 215 by 2025.8¢ However, faced with the
pandemic, the Finance Committee decided to accelerate
the reductions, bringing them forward to the end of 2021.
This entailed cutting 60 stipendiary posts in the space of
just 18 months. They introduced a traffic-light ‘RAG-rating’
system classifying the remaining posts either as green (‘to
be retained or filled if vacant’), amber (‘desirable and should
be retained if finances permit’), or red (‘this post is unlikely
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to be filled with a full-time stipendiary incumbent’). The
number of ‘green’ posts was restricted to 150, a conservative
figure 25 per cent less than the projected total number,
which the Diocese claimed was ‘a reasonable worse-case
scenario for long-term affordability’.8> It is unclear whether
these plans are still in order since the appointment of a new
bishop in 2021, however, it remains the case that significant
cuts were implemented that year.

Leicester

Leicester Diocese is undergoing a major reorganisation
in which parishes are being merged into large ‘minster
groups’. In one case, 35 churches are being brought into a
single group with one oversight minister.8¢ They intend to
cut 18 posts, from 98 in 2020 to 80 in 2026.%” If the number of
stipendiary curates is also included in the 2020 figure, this
amounts to a total clergy cut of 38 per cent.®® They say that
they do not seek to:

’...abolish parishes, but rather seek to put them on a footing
that is sustainable for mission and ministry in the 21st
Century, and are financially self-sustaining’.%

But many parishioners on the ground feel the plans to be
the opposite of sustainable. One told a local newspaper:

‘...we are in a very small village and the whole thing is the

church. We do not see how it’s going to survive. It's going to

happen so we have just got to make the best of it. But we are
not going down without a fight.”®

Truro
Similar plans proposed by the Truro Diocese in Cornwall
have been the source of major controversy. In 2021, they
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launched a proposal called ‘On the Way” which would turn
the current parish system into an oversight ministry model.
In one area, this involves merging six benefices and 23
churches into one ‘mega-parish’.”! Save the Parish Cornwall
believes that the plans are undemocratic and will create a
‘top-heavy bureaucracy’ which ‘removes ordained clergy
from day-to-day contact with their parishioners’.”2 Ordinary
people, they fear, will have even less influence on parish life,
having a potentially devastating impact on the community:

‘An easily accessible ordained minister in a parish can often

be an invaluable source of comfort and support for people

in need who can support people in ways that other agencies

cannot. Detach the clergy from the community (an inevitable

consequence of the “oversight” ministry model) and this
vital part of our Christian life will be lost.”®

Save the Parish Cornwall say there is ‘deep underlying
dissent’ to the Diocese’s plans but that “people do not speak
up out of fear’. The Bishop of Truro has responded to the
campaign, suggesting that their claims are unfounded
and that increasing clerical posts is a top priority for the
Diocese.?* Yet those in Truro still feel that the merging of so
many parishes will mean sacrificing a form of Christian life
which has evolved over centuries for one which they believe
to be unsuitable and unsustainable.

Against the evidence

Similar cuts have been implemented in Hereford, Lincoln,
Liverpool, and Sheffield. In every case, dioceses speak as if
mergers and team ministries are the only way forward: “We
need to stop working on our own’, the Diocese of Liverpool
say, ‘and start working in teams covering bigger areas and
focussing on mission and growth’.*® Yet such claims defy the
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overwhelming evidence that reducing numbers of clergy
per parish does not lead to growth, but decline — including
evidence compiled by the Church of England itself.

In their 2014 report, From Anecdote to Evidence, the Church’s
Church Growth Research Programme investigated the key
factors which lead to church growth and decline. Their
findings clearly demonstrate that the more clergy there are
dedicated to one particular parish, the more successful it is.
They even provide a positive case study of growth in Suffolk,
where the vicar decided not to spread his ministry thinly
across the whole area but rather focus on just one church.
In doing so, he was able to quadruple its popularity, going
from an average weekly service attendance of nine people
to 35 people in just one year. The report acknowledges that
amalgamations have the opposite effect, stating:

‘...there is evidence to show that in many cases [the

priest’s] job becomes increasingly focussed on the burden

of administration and buildings, and the task of sustaining

Sunday worship; all of which can detract from other activities
which have an association with growth’.%

A further Church of England report by Revd. Dr. Fiona
Tweedie, Going Deeper, analysed the data used in From Anecdote
to Evidence to find an even stronger correlation between
amalgamation and decline. She did so by isolating other variable
factors, such as geography and demographics, to control for the
clergy factor. Her results consistently show that:

‘...an increase in clergy is associated with the likelihood of
growth in attendance, while a decrease in clergy is associated,
on average, with a decline in attendance’.””

Church amalgamations, then, are hardly an investment in
the future of the parish — and they are a costly investment.
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Alison Milbank calculated in 2023 that the Church
Commissioners overall were spending £45 million in total
just to put them in motion, since the process requires
professional ‘implementation teams’ and other hefty
administrative costs. Thus, she concludes:

‘...the Church Commissioners are spending £45 million

overall in the dioceses to fund amalgamations which will

cause further decline, according to any metric and all
available precedents.’?

Some senior leaders are of the view that the missing roles
can be taken over by volunteers, encouraging what it calls
‘lay-led ministry’: church leadership by people who have
not been ordained as priests.®” The Archbishop of York
has personally expressed the belief that anyone who has
been baptised is qualified to lead Christian ministry and
mission.!® However, while there is precedent for lay roles
in churches, such as readers, and while volunteers are and
have always been a vital part of parish life, the idea that
they can replace ordained clergy is theologically contested.
Anglican worshippers require priests because only they can
administer the sacraments which are integral to their faith.
As Revd. Andrew Lightbown explains:

‘Within the reformed Catholic tradition of the Church of

England we are a sacramental church. And itis also incredibly

important that at the end of every service people are blessed

and sent out to do God’s work. You don’t do that with a lay-

led church. This plan could be rolling back hundreds of years
of theology and changing the Church of England.””!

It is not just sacraments that are at stake in these new
ministry models, but personal relationships. Emma
Thompson points out that oversight ministry ‘allows clergy
little time to comfort the broken-hearted or visit CofE

27



RESTORING THE VALUE OF PARISHES

schools’, among the other pastoral roles which they have
historically fulfilled. Instead, it presumes that ‘local people
will step into parish priests” shoes, under the deceptive job
description of “focal ministers”’.!®> She and many others
believe that such an expectation is simply unrealistic. Far
more likely is that the roles will be left unfilled, and parishes
left without anyone to shepherd their congregations. Alison
Milbank writes that:

‘...we are reaching a point where whole swathes of country
parishes are left in interregnum for as long as seven years or
organised into ever larger groups’.'®

Some churches report having no priest at all.'™

A vocation in decline
Adding to the problem is the growing shortage of
ordinands in recent years. Since 2020, the number of people
training for ordained ministry has fallen by 38 per cent.'®
This may, to some extent, be attributed to wider cultural
factors such as secularisation and the fact that the spiritual
vocation no longer comes with the social recognition it once
did. As Revd. Justin Lewis-Anthony writes, “the skill-set
possessed by clergy is not valued by society. Precedence
and tradition and transcendence are worthless currencies
in our measured, democratic age’.'” However, those who
do feel called to the priesthood may be dissuaded by the
unprecedented demands on clergy that have come with
parish mergers, in addition to worsening work conditions
and financial insecurity — all of which are consequences of
the Church’s increasingly managerial structure.

While it has long been the case that clergy receive a modest
stipend rather than a salary, and are ‘post-holders’ rather
than employees, parish ministry used to come with certain
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benefits which have since been revoked. Historically, every
parish priest would have had freehold of the church, giving
them a certain degree of autonomy over its governance. The
parson’s freehold also meant that they could directly benefit
from any additional income the church received, including
from glebe land and stole fees (charges for weddings and
funerals). This could go towards initiatives of the vicar’s
choosing or the maintenance of the building. In 2005,
however, the freehold system was abolished, and much of
the income that priests receive — including stole fees and
donations for regular services — now goes to the diocese
as part of the parish share. Moreover, many advertised
vacancies today are not for an incumbent but a ‘priest in
charge’; a role which is typically short-term and comes with
even less independence. Though the current model has
the benefit of providing all clergy with equal and regular
pay, it means that they are now subject to unprecedented
institutional regulation and control.

The result is a hierarchical dynamic which bears little
resemblance to the historic ideal. “The Church is becoming a
corporate structure in which archdeacons have become line
managers’, says one vicar who wishes to remain anonymous.
Another laments that:

’...we have moved from the vision of bishops being pastors

to the pastors, to them being master chess players. Clergy

feel like pawns, being picked up and put down as part of a

greater game, with no consideration of the impact on them
or [their] families’.!?”

Despite becoming more like a corporate structure, clergy
are in a financially worse position than ever. The trade union
Unite recently found that, of 923 surveyed faith workers (673
belonging to the Church of England), 23 per cent struggled
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to pay bills, seven per cent missed meals, and 21 per cent
relied on friends and family for support. ‘By the time you
calculate hours worked’, says the Union officer Sarah Cook,
‘most of these faith workers are in reality receiving less than
minimum wage."'®

The Church has responded to Union’s findings by
increasing clergy pay by seven per cent.!” Evidently,
however, there are deeper institutional problems which the
Church must address if it wishes to attract new ordinands.
When dioceses cut clergy and merge parishes, further
strain is put on new ministers who are expected to fulfil
their duties of pastoral care to congregations spread across
large areas. For a new ordinand with no prior experience
of rural ministry, being expected to serve up to seven or
eight parishes at once is overwhelming if not impossible,
and makes the role far less rewarding than they might have
hoped. The issue is not that fewer people feel called to
become priests, Emma Thompson suggests, but rather that
‘people do not feel called to become managers.”**

All the while the Church continues to reduce its
existing clergy, it sends the message that it does not value
parochial ministry; something which only further dissuades
prospective ordinands from pursuing the vocation. We
might conclude that this can only be explained by financial
necessity; indeed, parishes facing clergy cuts are often told
that ‘there is no alternative’.'"! Yet, there would not appear
to be a shortage of funding for personnel within the Church.
While numbers of paid priests have halved,'"* the number of
diocesan and suffragan bishops has remained the same and
even increased slightly since 1959.'" In addition, hundreds
of new, non-clerical roles have been created in each of the
42 dioceses, including some with salaries of up to £90,000.'*
At the same time that it was reducing clergy posts, the
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Diocese of Chelmsford had 48 job vacancies in head office.'
Evidently, there are financial resources within the Church,
which could presumably be used to support parish ministry
where evidence shows it would lead to growth. Where,
then, is all the money going?
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Where is all the money going?

The Church Commissioners are the custodians of
endowments worth around £10 billion. When they were
formed out of the earlier Ecclesiastical Commissioners
in 1948, they inherited the combined assets of the Queen
Anne’s Bounty. This was money that had been centralised
by parishes in 1704 with the sole purpose of providing
clergy for poorer churches. It did so by purchasing glebe, the
income from which would augment the living in deprived
areas. As of the Endowments and Glebe Measure of 1976,
most of the glebe is now owned by the dioceses, while the
bounty belongs to the Church Commissioners, who have
increased its value through investments.

Until recently, the distribution of the proceeds was
determined by the Church Commissioners, bishops and
parishes themselves. But in 1999, a new executive body was
introduced called the Archbishops” Council. The Council
prioritises long-term mission projects, ‘vision and strategy’,
and improving the state (and reputation) of the national
Church. After discovering that money from Queen Anne’s
Bounty had at one point been invested in the South Sea
Company, it allocated £100 million to be spent on addressing
historic links with slavery; a figure which they have now
pledged to increase to £1 billion by attracting ‘co-investors’
as of March 2024.""

The changing priorities of the Archbishops’ Council
have come at the expense of parish churches. Overall, an
increasingly small proportion of the endowments is going
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towards parishes and the payment of clerical stipends, despite
this being their primary charitable object. As of July 2024, the
Church is now proposing to shift its focus even further away
from the parish by bringing forward a new draft National
Church Governance Measure which drastically expands
the application of funds to other national institutions and
‘charities with a Church ethos’. If the Measure goes ahead, it
is likely that these provisions will be interpreted as excluding
parish churches from receiving funds distributed by the
Church Commissioners altogether.!”

The withdrawal of central funding from the parish,
however, isatrend thathasbeen ongoing for the past 20 years.
In 1990, 85 per cent of the Church Commissioners’ income
stream was channelled directly into funding parish ministry;
in 2022, it was just 25 per cent."® There are two principal
reasons for this. The first is organisational, pertaining to
expanding bureaucracies within each of the 42 dioceses. The
second is ideological and theological, pertaining to the use
of the money on new models of Christian mission which,
some believe, undermine the parish system.

Bloated bureaucracies

A significant proportion of the Church’s endowments
go to England’s 42 dioceses. In 2022, the dioceses were
estimated to have £6 billion worth of funds in aggregate,
accumulated through their own investments and glebe
income." These should in turn go to support parishes, but
increasingly remain stuck at the administrative level. This
is because dioceses now employ large numbers of staff,
having remodelled themselves from small offices existing
to support bishops into large professional organisations or,
as Emma Thompson describes them ‘bloated, costly and

duplicative bureaucracies’.'*
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Safeguarding, = human  resources, media and
communications officers are just some of the roles which
have proliferated in recent years. The Diocese of Oxford has
six communications and seven safeguarding officers. Bristol
has nine members of staff in external relations and six in
human resources. Dioceses across the country now employ
so many people that, on average, there is one administrator
to every three and a half priests.”” In extreme cases such
as Truro, there are as many as 39 diocesan officers to 41
clerics.”” Responding to criticism from campaigners, the
Archbishop of York has defended expanding administration
as necessary for running a church in the 21st Century.'” He
argues thatbishopstoday have morelegal and administrative
responsibilities than they historically would have done, thus
requiring a much larger team. Safeguarding, for example, is
now a statutory requirement, and external relations officers
play a critical role in an age of social media.

That may be so (though whether it justifies a diocese
employing half a dozen of those officers is debatable). Yet
it does not account for another trend, namely the rise of
politicised roles in the dioceses, as investigated in Civitas’
previous report, Radical Progressive Activism and the Church
of England.'** On top of its many administrators, the Diocese
of Oxford has two racial and social justice advisors.'”
Chichester has one LGBTQI+ officer and two NetZero
officers.'” These have received pushback from parishioners,
whose own donations go towards funding the diocese as
part of the parish share. Some are even withholding from
donating in protest of what they believe to be an ideological
capture of the Church.'” In seeming to prioritise bureaucrats
over shepherds, and politics over spirituality, a feeling of
distrust towards dioceses has become widespread.
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A stale parish?

Just as troubling are concerns that senior Church leaders no
longer regard the parish as central to its identity. The Church
of England is, famously, a ‘broad church’, accommodating
a variety of different ideas about what it means to be
Anglican. For some, the rootedness in a particular place and
sacramental worship provided by the parish is theologically
essential. For others, these are conventions that could -
and should - be replaced by more contemporary forms of
faith. Those of this view often blame the Church’s failure
to modernise for the decline in parish attendance. Among
them is the theologian Ian Paul, who implores that:

‘...the church in its present form will have to die. It is dying.
It’s slow and drawn out because we don’t have the nerve, or
the structures, to make clear and painful decisions’.'®

While this is not exactly the Church’s official line, the
sentiment that Anglicanism needs an update for the 21st
Century has been expressed by several senior leaders. In
2004, the Church published a report calling for a ‘mission-
shaped church’ focused on outreach to younger and more
diverse communities; communities less likely to encounter
Christianity in the traditional parish setting.’ Out of this
report came a new initiative called “fresh expressions’, which
aimed to spread the faith by bringing it to youth clubs, hobby
groups, sporting events and other non-parochial contexts.

Some accused this move towards a more ‘liquid” church of
giving into the trends of secular modernity, and especially
the dissolution of local and traditional ties in pursuit of
quantitative growth. At the time, the Mission-Shaped Church
report received criticism from traditional Anglo-Catholics,
who argued that fresh expressions were theologically
problematic — since they tended to sideline sacraments,
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including baptism and holy communion'® — and unfaithful
to the history of the English Church, which has always been
rooted in the parish system. The phrase ‘fresh expressions’,
Alison Milbank and Andrew Davidson wrote, implies that
the parish is ‘stale’; a view which they believed to be shaping
the financial decisions of the Church.'

The vast amount of Church Commissioners’ money
that has since been spent on non-parochial mission would
seem to confirm their suspicions. In 2014, the Archbishops’
Council launched a £198 million Strategic Development
Fund (SDF) for ‘fresh expressions’, many of these occurring
outside of the parish or involving a radical transformation
of the parish system. The first SDF project was implemented
by the Diocese of Liverpool, who were given £1.2 million
to ‘transform’ the area of Wigan. This involved reducing
clergy by 25 per cent and reorganising the churches into
seven ‘hubs’ accompanied by mission-focused ‘worship
communities” in unconventional settings.

Not only was this a huge investment which went against
the wishes of locals — there were over 100 objections'? —
but it failed catastrophically. The diocese commissioned
an independent review into the project which found that,
since its implementation, Wigan lost 30 per cent of its
regular churchgoers and a third of its parish revenue.'”
Several other strategic development projects also failed to
live up to expectations. A 2022 report by Sir Robert Chote
revealed that, of the 89,375 new disciples that the Strategic
Development Fund had promised to bring into the Church,
only 12,705 had been ‘witnessed’.’** In sum, the Church
Commissioners spent nearly £2 million on projects which, in
some cases, caused irreversible damage to existing Anglican
communities.

Another mission strategy generously funded by SDF is
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‘church planting’. This is where a group of missionaries
set up a worship community in a new or an existing but
underused church. In theory, plant churches can revitalise a
parish by bringing in new blood and attracting younger and
more diverse communities. However, they can also pose
problems. One is that plant churches can disrupt existing
church ecology by drawing people away from their original
place of worship.'* In Portsmouth, for example, the Harbour
Church plant took over two existing parishes in 2016 and,
according to the Diocese’s own report, ended up losing the
congregations that had worshipped there.”* In such cases,
church planting ‘chokes what life remained’ in the parish.'”

Another concern is that plant churches tend to import a
radically different style of worship to that of the original
Anglican congregation. Many of them derive from the
mission-endeavour of Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB),"®
a popular evangelical church in West London of which
the outgoing Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby is
a member.” In place of the traditional pattern of liturgy,
prayer and sacrament that one would usually find in a parish
church (including historical ‘low church’ Anglicanism),
their services involve live music — usually in a rock or pop
style — and a long sermon which may make little reference
to scripture." Because of this, some have accused HTB
church plants of colonising parishes, using Anglican spaces
but replacing their traditions with a hyper-modern form
of evangelical Protestantism. The Church Commissioners
money, Milbank claims, is ‘thus being spent on a form of
church that has no links with Anglican liturgy and practice
or even, arguably, belief.'*!

This is a complex theological issue, and the question
of what counts as ‘traditional” in the Anglican context is
complicated by the fact that the religion has undergone so
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many iterations both during and after the Reformation. Yet
aside from this, there are other reasons to be sceptical of
church plants. For one, they may give a new lease of life to
a church, but this tends to be contingent upon the presence
of one charismatic individual and funding which could
easily dry up. There are also concerns about the longevity
of converts gained from church planting: the HTB model
may attract young and diverse communities, but it is not
clear what their level of commitment is or for how long they
remain. It is true that there have been positive cases where
plant churches have successfully revitalised parishes. But
there are also cases, like Portsmouth, where church planting
works against them, being instead a cause of uprooting.

In 2016, the Strategic Development Fund was replaced by
a new Strategic Mission and Ministry Investment (SMMI)
Board. SMM], like SDF, gives grants for mission projects such
as fresh expressions or, as is now the more fashionable term,
‘new things’.!*? In their latest Vision and Strategy statement,
the Church says that it hopes to see the formation of 10,000
‘new worshipping communities’ in the next decade. While
the parish is ‘good for serving more settled geographic
communities’, they say, ‘it is less effective in the networks of
contemporary life.”'** They describe their ideal for the 2020s
as a ‘mixed ecology” in which these non-parochial forms of
worship can co-exist with the parish system. However, if the
case studies of the 2010s are anything to go by, this may be too
optimistic. Far more likely is that these two forms of church
will become in competition with each other, with the ‘new
things” depriving clergy and resources from the parish.'

Concerns for poorest and those in need
With the introduction of SMMI in 2016 came another
significant change in the Church’s distribution of central
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funding. From 2001 to 2015, a certain amount of the Church
Commissioners” money was given directly to poor parishes
using the Darlow Formula, a method of identifying low-
income congregations. But in 2015, the then-finance director
of the Archbishop’s” Council John Spence claimed the
Darlow Formula was subsidising decline by giving money
to inactive churches rather than those making an effort to
bring in new worshippers.'*> This was part of the motivation
for introducing an entirely grant-based model in which
dioceses, not parishes, can apply for funding for specific
projects.'4

The move from the Darlow formula to SMMI funding
has meant, effectively, that parishes have to be engaged
in mission activity to be deemed worthy of Church
Commissioners” money. On the one hand, the new model
can be effective when dioceses use it to fund focused
initiatives with a high chance of success. If, for example, they
identify a church in a wealthier area which is popular but
has few children attending, an SMMI grant might be used
to boost its outreach to schools so that it can realise its full
potential. However, a major disadvantage of the model is
that it creates what Save the Parish campaigner Admiral Sir
James Burnell-Nugent calls an ‘economy of grant writing’.
Pitching ideas and applying for grants is a time-consuming
process that requires an entrepreneurial personality. Not all
priests will have the skills or time to think up big projects;
they just want to support their congregations on the ground.
As a result, funding is less likely to go to poorer parishes
than ever.'¥

Indeed, one independent report found that the shift
had been ‘traumatic’ for poor churches in the dioceses of
Newcastle and Chelmsford."*® The charity Church Action
on Poverty also found that low-income communities have
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become disproportionately affected by church closures,'

since many had relied on Darlow funding which they now
no longer receive. It should be noted that the SMMI model
does include a provision of £50 million per year as part
of a new scheme called the Lower Income Communities
Fund (LICF). However, this uses a different and arguably
inadequate method of identifying which parishes are in
need of support, being distributed through dioceses and
local councils rather than directly to parishes themselves.
The latest annual report of the SMMI board admits that only
61 per cent of its LICF funding made it to parishes in the
most deprived areas."

The SMMI funding model seems to implicitly undermine
the many other functions of the parish discussed in Chapter
Four. By giving money primarily to mission-focused
churches, support is withdrawn from those who need it just
to keep their doors open. When parishes centralised their
money into Queen Anne’s Bounty in 1704, this is precisely
what it was for: churches did not have to be busying
themselves with ‘mission and growth’ to receive aid, but
were given it out of charity and compassion. Today, this
money should ideally go to deprived parishes in order to
maintain clergy and buildings so that they may be a ‘House
of Good’, providing food banks, warm spaces, and other
vital services. But all the while Church leaders are fixated
on high-level schemes, they overlook the poorest and those
in need, in doing so betraying the very imperative on which
their funding is premised.™"

A need for change

Both the expanding diocesan bureaucracies and new
funding models are part of a managerial turn within the
Church of England which has led ambitious new projects
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to be prioritised over support for existing congregations.
This apparent disregard for the local and parochial, Bishop
Andrew Rumsey observes, is typical of modern capitalistic
thinking: just as commerce abhors geographical boundaries,
those advocating for radical change within the Church see
the burden of parish buildings and clergy as a ‘key limiting
factor’ that must be overcome in pursuit of mission and
growth." Yet, 10 years after the launch of SDF, that growth
has largely failed to materialise. Churches are closing at
record rate, parishioners fear for their future, and some
clergy feel betrayed by their bishops.’® To make matters
worse, many of the dioceses themselves now report being in
serious financial deficit.”™ There is a pressing need to reform
the system so that the Church becomes a viable economy in
which parishes are able to flourish. So, what is to be done?
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6.

Constructive reforms for restoring
the value of parishes

At the heart of the problem is the fact that parishes have
become disempowered within the Church of England. For
centuries they were financially autonomous, generating
income not only from their congregations but also from
the land they owned. When the Endowments and Glebe
Measure was passed in 1976, people rightly feared that
transferring parish assets to the dioceses would increase
their power over clergy and disincentivise locals from
bequeathing money to them. In a parliamentary debate
that year, the late Lord Cormack warned that the Measure
would be ‘the beginning of the end of the parson’s freehold
and the parochial system."’*

What we are seeing today is thus a consequence of
organisational decisions made in the last century. Revd.
Dr. Colin Herber-Percy, author of Tales of a Country
Parson, describes the current situation as one in which
the organisation of the Church has become ‘centripetal’.
Whereas historically it was more ‘centrifugal’ — with
parishes having their own power and assets which were
centralised only to support other parishes — parishes are
now subject to the diocese and the executive power of the
Archbishops” Council. Reforming the system, Herber-Percy
believes, means restoring the original dynamic:

‘The parish system in this country is a deeply embedded
capillary network of neighbourliness and personal
relationships. But Church House and the dioceses no longer
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seem to view it as vigorous and life-sustaining. Swept
up on a tide of “strategy”, managerialism and corporate
leadership programmes, the Church of England has adopted
a centripetal model, choosing to cut away encumbrances like
clergy and church buildings, drawing resources from the
parishes, rather than pouring resources into the parishes.
This profoundly un-conciliar, centripetal direction of travel
needs to be completely reversed. The Church of England must
become centrifugal, recognising its roots in the parishes.”**

Getting back to a centrifugal model involves changing
priorities at the national Church and diocesan level as well
as innovation from parishes and local communities. The
following reforms, taken together, could help to restore
their value.

Church level

1.1: Invest in Parish-Based Mission

When the Queen Anne’s Bounty was created in 1704, no one
could have foreseen a future in which less than half of the
population were Christian. Had they done so, they might
well have willed the money to be invested in revitalising
the faith through national mission. It is not, therefore,
unreasonable for senior leaders to have made this a priority.
However, the Church must remain faithful to the original
intention of the endowments by ensuring that mission
projects work in support of parishes rather than against
them, as in Wigan and Portsmouth where SDF projects led
directly to the destruction of parish congregations.

The Church justifies its current approach by claiming that
the parish is ‘less effective in the networks of contemporary
life’.’” Yet they also admit that attempts to adapt to those
modern networks have not been successful, and that they
are still not sure ‘what works’."® The reality is that the
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parish is a long-established and familiar unit of Christian
worship that was able to survive centuries of religious and
cultural transformation. Perhaps for this reason, some of the
most successful ‘fresh expressions” have been ones which
occur within it. For example, Messy Church - a creative
form of worship aimed at families — typically takes place
in parish churches, and has proved highly popular. This
should empower Church leaders to prioritise investing in
the parish, not in spite of, but in aid of mission. In practical
terms, this would entail rethinking the current aspiration to
create “10,000 new worshipping communities” and instead
use the majority of strategic funding on initiatives which
work either within or in direct collaboration with the parish.

1.2: Fund parish ministry

To the same effect, the Church Commissioners should give
more money directly to funding parish ministry based
on the Church’s own evidence that more clergy leads to
increased attendance. When a priest is able to focus on
one area, he or she can take the initiative to get to know
new residents and personally invite them to be part of the
parish community. As the former Bishop of Carlisle Right
Revd James Newcome says from years of experience, ‘it
is relationships, not bright ideas, that will bring about
growth’."” The Church has, laudably, committed to giving
£94 million to fund additional stipendiary curate posts as of
August 2023.'° However, this should be given as a regular
contribution, and a certain amount should be reserved for
the poorest parishes to mitigate the negative impacts of the
SMMI funding model.

1.3: Fund church buildings
The Church Commissioners should also contribute to the
maintenance of parish buildings. If they are to be allowed to
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spend money on external ‘charities with a church ethos’,*®!

they should at the very least support the bare infrastructure
of the Church itself. Major contributions have been made
by charities including English Heritage and the National
Churches Trust, who have so far given over £14 million in
grants for conservation and repairs. However, the NCT are
only able to help one in every four churches that apply,'®?and
demand has increased after the National Lottery withdrew
their designated funding stream for religious buildings.
Supplementing the contributions of charities is therefore
now a responsibility of the Church Commissioners. These
buildings are what sustain the House of God, the ‘House of
Good’, and the religious heritage of our nation, the protection
of which should be paramount for the Church. As Emma
Thompson says, ‘if our church buildings close, they will be
a symbol of Christianity’s failure in this country’.

1.4: Build for the future

As well as protecting its existing infrastructure, the Church
could also think creatively about building for the future.
The political economist James Vitali proposes that the
Church Commissioners could use the acres of land that
they own to build almshouses;'®® charitable homes for local
people of the kind that were built in large numbers during
the Georgian and Victorian periods. Charitable housing
has the advantage of being exempt from certain planning
regulations and can be reserved exclusively for people with
a connection to the area or the parish church, making it an
effective solution to the housing crisis. This would be a far
more focused and direct form of charitable contribution
than giving money away to external organisations. What's
more, the almshouses could also have a subtly evangelical
dimension inasmuch as they would be run on behalf of the
local church and could overlap with their community events
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and services. This is a way for the Church to use its assets in
a way that responds to current economic challenges whilst
publicly promoting its values and mission. Vitali’s proposal
could also be implemented by dioceses which have glebe
land at their disposal. Though they would not profit from
the rents as such, any income could be hypothecated to the
parish church, providing an additional revenue stream for
clergy and maintenance.

Diocesan level

2.1: Cut admin down to size

The most effective way for dioceses to help parishes would
be to reduce numbers of administrative staff. Charities of
a comparable size and scope spend around 11 per cent of
their annual budget on office costs.’® The Church currently
spends nearly twice this amount, at around 20 per cent.'*Itis
estimated that reducing the current number of diocesan staff
by even a quarter could pay for a thousand new stipendiary
priests in parishes. Since many of the roles are duplicative,
little would be lost by doing so. As Martyn Percy points out:

’...the Church of England survived more than adequately for
many centuries without the substantial national, regional and
diocesan resources it presently enjoys. For many parishioners,
their primary experience of the Church of England is a local
one, occasionally tempered with a visit from the bishop...
parishes need bishops, but a diocese seldom.”*

Radical though diocesan reform may sound, making use
of modern technology could easily allow for reductions in
staff without sacrificing the services they provide. Instead
of having 42 sets of officers for each diocese, for example,
certain functions could be carried out via a central, digital
portal with a core team of staff who support the national
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Church. Some roles could also be carried out regionally by
grouping offices together by area rather than by individual
diocese, similar to how the police operate between counties.
The Church says that its vision for the 2020s is to be ‘simpler,
humbler, bolder’.'*” Reducing duplicative and unnecessary
diocesan posts would be an ideal place to start.

2.2: Improve investment strategies

While some dioceses manage their investments well, others
donot, and are missing out on additional revenue as a result.
Save the Parish recommends that all dioceses employ total
return accounting (TRA) to invest their Diocesan Stipends
Funds (DSF), (the income from parish glebe which is used
to fund clergy). They calculate that:

*...if all dioceses adopted TRA and invested DSF effectively,
a further £62 million could be generated to pay clergy
stipends, which would pay for 1,000 more clergy’.'s®

The Church Commissioners have, for the most part, been
highly effective in increasing the value of their endowments. If
the same expertise were employed by all of the dioceses, they
too could increase their funds and, in turn, their capacity for
stipendiary clergy. For significantly improved effectiveness
this could be achieved by handing over the fund management
(but not the funds themselves) of all of the Diocesan Stipends
Funds to the Church Commissioners’ investment arm. The
enhanced income would then be distributed back to dioceses
in proportion to the value of their DSF.'*

2.3: Rethink parish share

Each parish church is expected to give the diocese a
proportion of its income in the form of the parish share.
This money should be used to fund the provision of clergy,
but is now being spent on things of little value to parishes —
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including ‘pastoral reorganisation” schemes which deprive
them of clergy. During the pandemic, parishes all over the
country were struggling to pay, but dioceses made few
concessions. The Diocese of Oxford, for example, transferred
£5.7 million into its ‘Common Vision Fund’ in 2020, but still
expected the usual amount of parish share to be paid even
though this meant depleting parish reserves.'”’ For parishes
to pay dioceses large amounts of money — up to £88,000
each year'!
case for reducing or rethinking parish share altogether. If
incumbents did not have to pay this parish share, the money
could instead go towards running costs and building
maintenance. This reform could follow from point 2.1, since
reducing diocesan office costs would also reduce the need
for share.

— seems unjust in such contexts, and creates a

Parish and local level

3.1: Quick fixes?

Parish churches across the country have shown great
ingenuity and innovation when it comes to fundraising.
Particularly unconventional examples include ‘champing’
(hiring out the church for campers) and heavy metal
gigs.'”? There are, however, mixed feelings towards these.
On the one hand, there is historical precedent for using
church naves to hold activities other than religious services.
However, some of the recent examples seem to betray
outright the Church’s history as a sacred space, including
Canterbury Cathedral’s so-called ‘rave in the nave’ silent
discos.'”? While these attempts to appeal to popular culture
might raise money in the short term, they only weaken
the Church’s public legitimacy by showing disregard for
the wishes of their forebears and what they would have
regarded as sacrilegious. There is thus a need to find means
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of fundraising which are faithful to the history of the parish
and embrace its original purpose, including the following.

3.2: Embrace the wedding market

While secular marriages are now more common than ever,
many people still dream of a traditional church wedding in
a country parish. Unfortunately, this can be inaccessible for
couples who do not have a residential or familial attachment
to a parish, as is increasingly common in a mobile age.
There is thus an opportunity for churches to loosen current
regulations so that couples can pay to get married and
hold wedding receptions in their grounds. Considering
current market rates for weddings, this could be lucrative.
It could also be an opportunity for underused parishes to
save themselves where they are at risk of closure. Instead
of closing, they have the option to become registered as
a ‘festival church’, which means they can stay open for
weddings on the condition that they hold at least six services
a year. Where there is no other option, becoming a festival
church means that they can at least raise funds to protect
their infrastructure and heritage. For active parish churches
too, this is a way to increase income whilst staying faithful
to their original purpose.

3.3: Give parishes a ‘new lease of death’"

The same applies to burial. Around 80 per cent of people in
this country are now cremated rather than buried when they
die,'”” but not always out of choice. Land in cemeteries and
burial grounds across the UK is scarce, meaning plots are
either unavailable or unaffordable. Yet a ‘green burial’ is still
the ideal for many people, and parish churches could easily
fill this market — all it would require is the collaboration of
local landowners or farmers. If they could be persuaded
to donate or sell a parcel of land to the parish church, this
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could be used as a burial plot to provide additional income.
If burial plots were sold at £1,000 each, two acres could
generate up to a million pounds of revenue. This scheme,
Rupert Sheldrake proposes, could give a ‘new lease of death
for the parish church’, providing a stream of income that
would last for years. Since there are currently few planning
permission regulations for burial grounds, it ‘could be
rolled out nationally and transform the fortunes of parishes,
providing something that would be widely welcomed,
namely a chance to be buried in a village church’.'”

3.4: Celebrate heritage'”

Parishes could also revitalise themselves by organising
community events around their religious heritage. Most
Anglican churches in this country are named after a saint,
and every saint has a feast day in the liturgical calendar.
Parishes could use this day as an opportunity to hold
a patronal festival, with talks from local historians and
authors, an evensong service with a cathedral choir, a drinks
reception, or a traditional village féte. Recent examples
where this has been successful include St. Peter's Church
in Folkington, Sussex, which recently held a St. Peter’s
Day event involving a plant sale, locally brewed ale, and
a special choral evensong service. St. Mary Magdalene’s in
Newark, Nottinghamshire, celebrated the festival of St. Mary
Magdalene this summer with a festival eucharist service, a
pilgrimage from a nearby village and tours of the church,
including a rare opportunity to climb up to the parapets.
They also had an evensong with a drinks reception which
received around six times the usual number of attendees.
They also combined the event with the Festival of Local
Traditions, which saw a Morris dancing parade take place
around the church. In addition to holding patronal festivals,
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churches could also hold special services on All Souls” Day
each November to commemorate those who are buried there.
This would be an opportunity for families far and wide to
visit the parish, and could also bring in new donations and
benefactors. All of these, it should be emphasised, require
a parish priest who is able to devote his or her time to the
church: this kind of community-based regeneration cannot
be effectively managed from a distant central office.

3.5: Unlock the doors!

Finally, there is a problem in this country — especially after
the pandemic — of churches locking their doors throughout
most of the week. This is a missed opportunity, considering
that thousands of people each year choose to visit churches
outside of services,"”® and also wanted churches to stay
open during the pandemic."”” Being open would send a
welcoming message to local residents and tourists alike.
There are, understandably, security concerns. However,
using modern technology, churches could easily be kept
open without putting them at risk. They could, for example,
install a key safe with a digitally accessible password, or
a buzzer which notifies nearby church volunteers who
can open the building on request. Taking small steps such
as these could help to improve the public presence of the
Church, and inspire people’s sense of belonging within the
parish even when the building is empty.

The role of Parliament

Ultimately, the efforts of parishes will only be effective
within the context of wider institutional reform. A few
words should be said here about the role of Parliament. The
Church of England is, after all, a state Church, and elected
officials have the power tohold its leaders to account if they are
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failing to fulfil their historic duties, including those towards
parish congregations. This is the function of the Ecclesiastical
Committee, which today consists of 15 members of the House
of Commons and 15 from the House of Lords. They have
been appointed to scrutinise all draft Measures issued by the
Church of England’s General Synod and determine whether
or not they should be approved by Parliament. If the Church
continues to disempower parishes — as it appears to do in
the July 2024 draft of the New Governance Measure — the
Ecclesiastical Committee can and should challenge them.'®
By taking advantage of this parliamentary mechanism, the
Church’s implementation of policies which negatively impact
the parish system could be prevented.
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Conclusion

This report has considered the state of parish churches and
proposals for restoring their value. This restoration, above
all, requires both the Church and the nation to renew their
confidence in the parish as an irreplaceable cultural and
spiritual institution. It may be that, precisely by virtue of
being at odds with contemporary culture, the parish is
uniquely placed to provide a refuge from the challenges
of modern life. As the need for belonging is felt more than
ever, the same cultural conditions which led to the decline
of the parish could now pose opportunities for its revival.
It is true that there has been a decline in organised
religion, and that belief in Christianity is at an all-time low.
However, there is also evidence to suggest that younger
generations are now becoming more open to the possibility
of the supernatural, and are seeking ‘re-enchantment’ in a
secular age. Compared to Gen-Xers and millennials, Gen-Zs
are more likely to be drawn to alternative spiritualities and
to believe in religious doctrines such as life after death.'
As the think tank Theos has found, many of those who
identify as nones' ('no religion') in the census in fact have
a loose spiritual affiliation of this kind, and may even be
sympathetic towards aspects of traditional religion.'®> The
commentator Justin Brierly has gone so far as to suggest that
we are witnessing a ‘surprising rebirth of God” in popular
culture.” The parish could be in an ideal position to nurture
and direct this renewed receptivity to the sacred, being a
site not only of Christian faith but also the pre-Christian
heritage of ancient yew trees and holy wells. If the Church
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wants to be more ‘relevant’, it should stop trying to reinvent
itself — most recently, as a ‘new thing’ rather than a church'
—and rather embrace its role as a bastion of sacred tradition
in a postmodern world.

It is also true that multiculturalism has weakened our
confidence to assert Christianity in public life. References
to the Bible, for example, are no longer ubiquitous in
education and the media, out of a fear that they are not
sufficiently inclusive. It is this that explains why young
people no longer feel at home in the parish; not because the
Church has failed to modernise, but because as a society
we have lost touch with the cultural and liturgical rhythms
of Christianity. But it need not be this way: pluralism does
not have to mean renouncing our own traditions. In fact,
there are many religious minorities who would welcome
scripture being taught in schools, and a society that upholds
Christian morals. It is perfectly possible to defend our faith
in the presence of others, as evidenced by the coronation of
King Charles III, which gave an active role to representatives
of Judaism, Islam, Sikhism, and Hinduism whilst following
a thoroughly traditional Anglican service. The example of
the monarch should inspire us to reassert Christianity and
the centrality of the parish church in each community, even
where pluralism prevails.

Finally, there is huge potential to embrace the parish as
something which is deeply rooted in its local environment.
In the context of a global consumer culture where distinct
local and regional identities are fast disappearing, the parish
is one of the last institutions to embody the particularities of
place. The parish can appeal especially to those belonging
to an ecologically conscious generation, as well as those
who seek to reconnect with their surroundings in an age
dominated by technology. Also, by virtue of its localism,
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the parish can be a centre of community solidarity in a
time where both the young and the elderly report record
levels of loneliness and alienation. Parishes, Bishop Andrew
Rumsey says, have the potential to integrate ‘soul, soil and
society’,'®
as between the members of communities.

The fact that parishes are physically rooted in their
surroundings also gives them considerable advantage when
it comes to welfare. The new Labour government especially
should take advantage of this service that is free to the
taxpayer. More than just one amongst many ‘third sector’
organisations, the parish is an institution that is present in
every part of the nation, including the most deprived. As
such, it can be a highly effective source of social intelligence,
care and organisation — so long as it has the clergy to
support and sustain it. At a time when the public sector is
diminished and invisible in many communities, the parish
can be an ideal starting point for the renewal of civic life.

All of this should empower our confidence in the parish,
and with it our confidence in Christianity and our national
heritage. Like the seeds in Christ’s parable of the sower in the
Gospel of Matthew,'® parishes have been scattered across
the land in the hopes they will spread the word of God and
become germs of civilisation. We may now be facing a time
where they are dormant, and show little sign of life. But to
kill them now would be fatally mistimed; for, if properly
nurtured and resourced, they could soon flower again.

creating a bond between people and place as well
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