
Evidence for Candidates 

At the launch of Save the Parish, there was a call for evidence to help the movement in its 

campaign. This document is a compilation of some of that evidence. We are very grateful to all 

those who have contacted us, and if information you sent has not been used, please do not think 

that it has been omitted because it wasn’t important. There was simply too much to assemble into 

a readable document. 

When it comes to writing your election statement, try to stick with local issues and concerns – 

these will carry much more weight. What follows is designed to give you talking points, ways to 

illustrate to others the effects of what we are trying to oppose. In particular it is intended to 

provide you with an object lesson in what will happen in more and more places if we do not make a 

stand now.  

There are two broad themes behind the evidence assembled here: a) the way in which dioceses and 

the central church use the funds at their disposal and b) an increasingly managerialist or ‘top-down’ 

approach to governance. However, it is also important to state at the outset that even if it was 

possible to wave a magic wand and remove the incompetence and managerialism, the Church of 

England would still be in a poor financial situation. Expenditure currently exceeds income. The issue 

from our point of view is that instead of trying to rebuild from the bottom up by using the parish 

system that we already have, the response has instead been to target funding towards churches that 

are ‘successful’ and remove it from those that are ‘not viable’. Since viability and success are 

measured by the number of people in church on a Sunday morning and the amount of parish share 

that they can raise, this has meant that communities most in need have found themselves without 

support. The current situation in the diocese of Lincoln illustrates this well. 

To put it bluntly, the Diocese of Lincoln is broke. Their response to the situation in which 
they find themselves, “A Time to Change Together: Resourcing Sustainable Church” can 
be found at https://www.lincoln.anglican.org/ttct and makes depressing reading. There are 
currently 157 stipendiary posts in the diocese, but only 117 of them are actually filled. The 
intention is to reduce the number of stipendiary posts to at most 100, and probably fewer 
– in other words by at least a third. This will be achieved by removing parish boundaries, 
extending deaneries into larger municipal groupings focused around ‘resource churches’ 
and filling the ‘ministerial gaps’ with laity and non-stipendiary ministry. At the same time, 
the diocese has set up a strategic development fund which is intended to plant new 
churches in urban areas. One major recipient of the fund has been a church in the centre 
of Lincoln with a congregation of 200 whose building is being repaired at the diocese’s 
expense and which pays almost no parish share. The diocese has also set up a Mission 
Department with six full-time paid members of staff. 

There is a similar situation in the Diocese of Derby, as the following account shows. 



 

At present our rural White Peak Benefice of 6 parishes has been in an interregnum for 
some two years. The original reason given for the initial delay in appointing a new 
incumbent was that our present Bishop was newly appointed and was going produce a 
new ‘Vision and Strategy’ for the Diocese and no appointment would be made until that 
had been completed in June 2020. The Vision and Strategy first appeared as a draft for 
consultation some 7 months late at the end of 2020. 

This document of some 43 pages had a very inspiring Vision – “The Kingdom of God: 
Good News for All – “Transformed lives, that Grow Church and build Community”. 
Unfortunately, the contents and proposals bore no relation to the claimed outcomes. The 
major new proposal was to appoint a third Archdeacon while reducing the number of 
incumbents from 114 to 80. Much of the document was devoted to the reorganisation of 
Archdeaconeries and to me it seemed that the whole document had been written to 
support this outcome. In my personal view we need a third Archdeacon like a fish needs a 
bicycle, to borrow an expression for another well known campaign.  It is a waste of money 
at a time when we need more clergy on the ground. 

During the early meetings at the start of the interregnum, it was said by our Area Dean 
and Archdeacon that they realised it was not possible for one incumbent to look after 6 
parishes with 5 Church schools. The final solution recently announced is now to merge 
another 4 parishes with the 6 already in our rural benefice and to make a temporary 
incumbent appointment who will be based outside the newly enlarged benefice in a local 
town. I hope that they will give us a photo of the person they appoint so we can 
remember who they are. 

The possible result of such amalgamations can be seen in this account from Leicester. 

Our parish (a rural village) has become a member of a benefice of ten parishes, and until 
recently we had a small team of ministers providing monthly services and other support. 
The last stipendiary minister left her post a year ago, and since then we have had only a 
pioneer minister. The diocese is consulting about possible future strategies, none of which 
have much to do with parishes and some have nothing to do with traditional churches at 
all. 

The consequences of this lack of pastoral support have only recently become clear to me. 
We look to the parish (or area, or benefice) priest to provide support to those who are 
sick, dying or bereaved. In such situations, it is really important that the clergy are familiar 
to the person concerned, a familiarity largely derived from officiating at services in the 
local church or from knocking on the doors of those newly-arrived in the village. 

We rely now on outsiders, often very pleasant retired ministers, to provide our services (at 
our cost, via the benefice office). Nobody provides care. The sick have been told that 
pastoral support is not the responsibility of the pioneer ministers. Those who have 
attended church for years and perhaps provided faithful service via their PCC or fund-
raising are apparently not worth a visit. I have in mind one neighbour who has been 
churchwarden for over 20 years, a  member of the Deanery Synod, a generous benefactor 
of the cathedral, a member of senior diocesan committees, a man well known to and 
supportive of successive bishops, who suddenly became very ill. Not one member of the 
clergy, as far as I know, and certainly not our pioneer minister, has thought it worth their 
while to enquire about his health or ask whether he would like a visit. 



 

One notable feature of these developments is the extent to which the parishes themselves do not 

feel that they have had any chance to argue their case and are being forgotten, as shown by this 

example from Newcastle. 

After our Vicar retired a year ago, the Bishop of Newcastle has signed the necessary 
papers to prevent any attempt to recruit another and indicated that we must share the 
Vicar in the neighbouring benefice taking her from 5 to 9 congregations. This was done 
despite the Church Wardens of all four churches which make up Aln and Coastland 
Parishes writing to her to be clear that we all opposed the merger. There was no 
consultation prior to her action and in the 7+ years she has been Bishop she has never 
visited the church in Alnmouth of which I am a member. 

Could it be sensible to impose on a priest already committed to 5 rural churches to accept 
responsibility for 9? Has such a merger ever worked well anywhere else? We feel we are 
being asset stripped without our consent. 

As can be seen from the examples above, alongside the withdrawal of support from individual 

parishes and the move to amalgamate them into larger groups, there has also been an increase in 

administrative posts. For example, Coventry (according to their own figures) currently have 243 

churches, 101 vicars, 50 diocesan staff, 2 archdeacons and 2 bishops. Not only are lay posts within 

the diocesan structure multiplying, but so too are clergy posts that involve no pastoral 

responsibility. One priest in Oxford writes: 

In Oxford Diocese in my thirteen years here, whilst stipendiary parish posts have been cut, 
the Diocese created a forth Archdeacon’s post (Dorchester) with the need to purchase a 
suitable residence. Many parishes objected, including mine, but all to no avail. We have 
capped our share ever since. 

In the last two years the diocese have now created three “Associate Archdeacons”. They 
are paid a Residentiary Canon’s stipend and are provided with a house and admin 
support. In my Archdeaconry of Berkshire, the newly appointed Archdeacon, Ven Stephen 
Pullen, declined to live in the well-established large residence in Newbury, so the Associate 
has moved in there and the diocese has had to purchase yet another large house in a 
smart area of Caversham to house him. 

In addition, in the last few years the following central paid posts have been created: 

Environment Programme Manager 
New Congregations Team Administrator 
Director of New Congregations 
UKME Development Enabler 
New Congregations Enabler 
And a number of new full time Area Deans with no parish responsibilities. 

The situation in Derby seems similar: 

The diocese is very top heavy to my mind.  They employ 7 safeguarding advisers, 3 
communications advisers, 2 learning and formation officers and a children’s adviser.  On 



 

top of all this they are about to form a 3rd Archdeaconry which will cost a lot to set up 
and run. 

It has also been people’s experience that explanations of why additional posts are necessary are 

difficult to come by: 

I have engaged with Bishop Christopher [Bishop of Lincoln] on several occasions and 
pointed out how much money is wasted in paying for people "above parish", but it is like 
asking Turkeys to vote for Christmas! At least he replies to me though only to say all 
suggestions are being discussed by the management team pushing this wholesale 
reorganisation forward. When I contact the Archdeacon he stoically ignores me, never 
have I ever had a reply. 

One last testimony will serve to sum up much of the pain and frustration being experienced around 

the country. A Churchwarden from Liverpool writes: 

We are a healthy family church but our congrgation do not have the vast wealth of our 
founders. Our people give generously according to their means and we have tried every 
avenue to increase funds. Because of COVID our fundreaising opportunities have been 
greatly reduced. We have a good number on the Parish Giving Scheme but we can only 
give according to our means. Because we have a healthy congregation the Parish Share 
we've been expected to pay has greatly exceeded our monthly income(about £45,000 per 
year) which has now become unsustainable. 

We see in the Deanery and in the wider Diocese, churches who pay far less then us being 
supported with large leadership teams. As both our readers have now retired, we are 
reduced to the Vicar, who we share in a United Benefice with our sister church, Christ 
Church. I, as Warden, am now taking services when the Vicar is at Christ Church. I do so 
gladly for the Church and for the Lord but the point is, why are churches who pay much 
less contribution than us being supported with larger leadership teams? 

I agree with the view expressed by one of your contributors, that the incumbent who lives 
and is known in the area cannot be replaced by someone who comes from some distance 
away to take a service and then disappears. This could mean a viable local and much 
loved local chuch going under when it has so much to offer. 

It has also become increasingly clear that this model of church reorganisation into large municipal 

groups has become normalised. Even when parishes are able to fund themselves, they are being 

prevented from doing so in favour of establishing the resource church model. In his excellent essay 

on the subject at Psephizo [https://www.psephizo.com/life-ministry/do-we-need-to-save-the-parish/] 

Frog Orr-Ewing writes: 

I have on several occasions had chances to help advise lay leaders in villages on how they 
could respond to a local church financial crisis—a lack of vicar, a church roof collapse. In 
three villages there was the money available to pay the full stipend and pension, and to 
repair the church, but a decision had been made by a DBF to remove the vicar, and use 
the vicarage for a new centralised post. This has happened in my direct knowledge, in 
three unrelated incidents, in Wiltshire, Surrey and Oxfordshire—so to be clear in three 



 

different dioceses. Lay leaders, church wardens in these cases, were happy to face the 
facts, but were not allowed to solve the problem as they saw fit. In all three situations, it 
was made clear to them by either an archdeacon or a bishop that it was not their place to 
decide on how to use the assets of their village or save their parish. In all instances, the 
posts are gone forever even though the communities had both the desire and capacity to 
solve the problem locally. 

We have received information about a similar situation in Derby: 

My benefice of Ashover has recently entered an interregnum and we have been told we 
can only have a part-time priest next time in spite of the fact that our combined giving 
between 4 churches is about £62,000 per annum. I am one of the unfortunates who has 
offered to help choose a new priest and I don’t foresee a happy outcome.  The 2 
candidates who came forward recently have already dropped out and we are having to re-
advertise.  We have also been told that the benefice will almost certainly be enlarged.  
How can a part-time clergyman possibly cope? 

This is particularly worrying, because it suggests that at least part of the motivation behind these 

schemes of amalgamation is to replace the parishes with something that is deemed to be better 

according to current orthodoxy. It’s no sort of conspiracy – nobody in the organisation is 

competent enough to manage that – but it is symptomatic of a view of the Church of England that 

sees it as existing for the benefit of its members, while forgetting that those members are not just 

the 2% of people in the pews, but the 98% elsewhere. 

 

We are running out of time to deal with all this. At its next meeting, General Synod will be 

considering legislation that would make it much easier for dioceses to dissolve current parish 

structures. If that happens, and the developments we are seeing continue, there will be no going 

back. Once the parishes are gone, the buildings sold and the people dispersed, they will never 

return. 


