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Hereford Diocesan Synod 

The Palace, Hereford, HR4 9BL 

Tel: 01432 373300   Fax: 01432 352952 

Email: diooffice@hereford.anglican.org 

 
 

MEETING OF THE HEREFORD DIOCESAN  
BOARD OF FINANCE 
and  

MEETING OF THE HEREFORD DIOCESAN  
SYNOD 
 

Minutes of Meeting 17th March 2022 
 

Group Total Vacant Attended Apologies No Indication % Attendance 

Bishops 1 0 1 0 0 100% 

Clergy 64 25 10 10 19 26% 

Laity 57 17 19 5 16 48% 

Lay Co-Chairs 13 1 4 4 4 33% 

Rural Deans 12 0 8 3 1 67% 

Clergy Co-options 5 19 0 0 -14 0% 

Lay Co-Options 5 5 0 0 0 All Vacant 

Clergy Ex Officio 6 0 2 0 4 33% 

Lay Ex Officio 7 1 1 0 5 17% 

Bishop's Nominee 10 2 3 0 5 38% 

Total Places 180 70 48 22 40 44% 

Total Filled 110 Quorum = 37         

 

Welcome – Revd Preb Ashley Buck 

Opening Worship: Led by Telford Severn Gorge Deanery 

Presidential Address – Bishop Richard 

Please see Annex A to these Minutes 

 

Meeting of the Hereford Diocesan Synod – Bishop Richard in the Chair 

1. Apologies / Approval of Minutes / Matters Arising 

1.1 Apologies:  As indicated above. 

1.2 Minutes:  Minutes were approved and accepted. 

 .Proposed – Neil Patterson 

 Seconded – Christopher Whitmey 

1.3 Matters Arising:   

 There were no matters arising. 

2. Act of General Synod 

  

Act of General Synod, was read out by the Chair: 

“At the Group of Sessions of the General Synod held at Westminster in November 2021 the Vacancy in 

See Committees Regulation 1993 in the form it takes following its amendment in July 2021 was formally 

affirmed and proclaimed as an Act of Synod.  

Proclaiming Christ – Growing Disciples 

Shared Priorities 

➢ Spiritual & Numerical Growth 

➢ Contributing to the Common Good 

➢ Reimagining Ministry, Prayer & Worship 

 

 

mailto:diooffice@hereford.anglican.org
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An Act of Synod is the embodiment of the will or opinion of the Church of England as expressed by the 

whole body of the General Synod. Copies of the Instrument proclaiming and affirming the Vacancy in See 

Committees Regulation as an Act of Synod have been sent to members of this Synod.”  

 

3 Diocesan Synod Motions 

 Previously circulated by email 

 Floral Foam and Sustainable Flowers.  Encl. 3.1 

 An amendment has been received and circulated with the agenda papers.  

 Motion proposed by Charles Houston  

That this Synod calls upon the Diocese of Hereford to  

1. Bring in an immediate ban on all Floral Foam in its buildings both in weekly flowers but particularly at 

weddings and funerals (which will mean that outside floral contractors will have to comply). 

 

2. Note that flowers in church buildings and churchyards are viewed as an act of thanksgiving or 

remembrance and worship for God's creation, respecting that creation, rather than simply as decoration. 

This means that, ideally, flowers should be sourced locally and that wherever possible, only seasonal 

flowers or greenery are to be used inside churches and in churchyards. 

 

Amendment proposed by Revd Neil Patterson to point 1 of motion. 

 

“Strongly encourage all PCCs to adopt a ban on the use of floral foam in their churches as soon as possible, 

including for weddings and funerals” 

 

Rationale 

The Diocesan Synod does not have the power to introduce a ban as each PCC has authority over what 

happens in their own church(es). 

A ban would also require significant resources for inspection and enforcement which are not available. 

Although the issues apply equally to weddings and funerals, placing a particular emphasis on them could 

be interpreted as disapproval of those with a fringe connection to church. 

 

Questions were invited. 

 

 Q: Jemma Charlton- asked what would be used instead of foam.  

 A: Sturdier vessels and chicken wire are suitable for larger displays. 

 

 Encl. 3.2 amendment from Neil Patterson. Neil supported the principle of the motion but believes banning 

floral foam may be beyond the power of the diocese. The wording might be changed to ‘strongly 

encourage’. For funeral and wedding flowers brought in it would be difficult however, we can start 

with our own practice and this is a small thing that we can do.  

 

 Motion: with amendment 

 Proposed – Neil Patterson 

 Seconded – Charles Houston 

 Vote carried – by majority, 1 against,1 abstention 

   

 Standing Orders – 5 motions from Christopher Whitmey to be moved at the same time. 

 Relevant documents circulated with agenda papers. Encl. 4 and Encl. 5 

 

 1 Under SO 123 I wish to propose three changes to the SOs at the next synod.  If the Bishop’s Council 

and Standing Committee consider them appropriate I would be well pleased if the Committee tabled and 

moved the amendments. 
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Motion A: 

 That in SO 72 AFTER “ … in respect of each such original question.” INSERT: “c) and the original questions 

and answers shall be circulated to members by email at least 24 hours before the meeting.” 

Motion B: 

 That in SO 72 AFTER “… supplementary question in respect of each such original question.” INSERT a new 

paragraph: 

 “Any member may, in light of the answer given to an original question ask without notice one 

supplementary question in respect of the original question.  Unless the Chair determines otherwise, no 

more than two supplementary questions may be asked in respect of each original question asked. The 

member who asked the original question must have priority in asking the first supplementary question.” 

Motion C: 

 That in SO 30 “Questions under Standing Order 72    7 days ”  DELETE “7 days” and INSERT “10 days.”. 

Motion D: 

 That in SO 30 AFTER “… be required” INSERT “ (see Standing Order 121)”. 

Motion E: 

 That in SO 121. DELETE “date of despatch” and INSERT “date of receipt” . 

Reasoning for Motion A. 

2 The Diocesan Secretary has indicated to me that he wishes to encourage appropriate questions, that 

comply with SO 73 Content, to promote understanding in both directions between between the central 

administration and parishes. 

3 This concern also exists at national level. The General Synod Business Committee GS 2241 report for the 

February 2022 session included, “27. The Business Committee has given serious reflection to the handling 

of Synod Question Time having received substantial feedback from Synod members on how they 

experienced Synod Question Time at the Inaugural Group of Sessions.”  The agenda increased the amount 

of time allocated to Questions. 

4 At the last Diocesan Synod questions were helpfully listed as an item on the Agenda.  However the item 

did not seem to go smoothly.  The General Synod SOs include: 

 114. Circulation of questions and answers  (1) A written copy of each question of which due notice has 

been given for answer at a group of sessions, and of the answer to be given to that question, must be 

circulated to every member at least one clear day before the day on which the answer is due to be given 

at that group of sessions; 

5 I think a similar procedure would greatly assist Diocesan Synod meetings.  A prepared answer would: 

facilitate a concise and timely answer; give the questioner prior notice to more easily formulate any 

supplementary question; give the chair of the agenda item a clear guide; give all synod members an 

accurate record at the time without having to carefully listen and make a note; assist writing the meeting 

minutes.  The only downside is the marginal administration increase in processing and sending the list to 

synod members. 

Reasoning for Motion B 

6 The original question or answer may prompt another member to see a different aspect to either that 

merits further consideration. 

7 The drafting of the amendment is based on the equivalent General Synod SO. The Chair’s discretion to 

limit the number of supplementaries is prudent use of time 

8 Result - if amended by synod SO 72 would be: 

 72. Subject to due notice under Standing Orders 29 and 30 a question may be asked of:  

 a) any officer of the diocesan synod referred to in these Standing Orders;  
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 b) the Chair of any body constituted by the synod or on which it is represented; 

 c) and the original questions and answers shall be circulated to members by email at least 24 hours before 

the meeting. 

 provided that questions which, in the opinion of the Chair, are not relevant to the business of diocesan 

synod shall not be answered. A member may ask up to two original questions at any one meeting and a 

member who has asked a question may ask, without notice, two supplementary question in respect of 

each such original question.  

 Any member may, in light of the answer given to an original question ask without notice one 

supplementary question in respect of the original question.  Unless the Chair determines otherwise, no 

more than two supplementary questions may be asked in respect of each original question asked. The 

member who asked the original question must have priority in asking the first supplementary question. 

 A supplementary question shall be strictly relevant to the original question and to the answer given. 

Reasoning for Motion C 

9 With slightly increased administration a longer notice would be needed.  It could be that 14 days is a more 

appropriate period. 

Reasoning for Motion D. 

10 Standing Order 121 defines periods of notice in terms of clear days.  Without a reference to it in Standing 

Order 30 someone submitting question may interpret ‘days’ incorrectly and may not meet the notice 

period. Other Standing Orders refer to other relevant Standing Orders. 

Reasoning for Motion E. 

11 The present phrase “date of despatch” could mean, for example, that a letter posted second class late on 

a Saturday might not arrive at the diocesan office until the following Wednesday.  This could still comply 

with the SO but could result in the period for dealing with it in the office shorter than the number of days 

specified in SO 30.  The point of SO 30 is to ensure the office has time to deal with the matter. Whereas 

“date of receipt” should ensure the office has the full period to deal with it. 

12 Result - if amended by synod SO 121 would be: 

 Any period of notice required by these Standing Orders shall be deemed to consist of clear days or weeks, 

not including the date of receipt and the date of the event before which the notice must be delivered.  

 

  

 Christopher explained that these amendments to the Standing Orders bring the diocese in line with  

 National Synod.  Standing orders give guidance to have debates in a meaningful way. He explained each  

 motion and the reasons for it.  

 Motion A – Questions and answers will have to come in at least 24 hours before a meeting. This will give  

 time for clear prepared answers and assist in writing the minutes. 

 Motion B – Supplementary questions. The Chair will have discretion over how many supplementary  

 Are asked beyond 2.  

 The other 3 are consequential. More notice time is given, from 7 days to10 and this will be from the date  

 of receipt at the Diocesan office. 

 

 Motion 

 Proposed-Christopher Whitmey 

 Seconded – Chris Smith 

 Vote carried unanimously 

  

 

3. War in Ukraine – for discussion 

 

The motion to consider investment into fossil fuels has been withdrawn and replaced with space for the 
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Diocese to consider how it might support refugees from the Ukraine.  

 

 Ashley offered suggestions for areas of debate 

 1. How the Diocese might help and support churches working together to offer support in their 

communities. 

 2. Use connections in diocese to identify people in need of sponsoring or those with connections to 

Ukraine. 

 3. Share learning around issues of finding sponsorship 

 4. May be able to help with DBS support 

 5.Diocesan schools need to be ready to welcome Ukrainian children. 

 6. Use our networks to find interpreters. 

 Mike Edmunds, Church Stretton – People arriving here may be suffering from trauma, is their training 

available for people to help? 

 Guy Wilkinson, Kington & Weobley -Are there ways we can know wheat others are doing across the 

diocese? 

 Sam Pratley – Liz MacKay will be organising coordination across the diocese. 

 Lynn Money, Ludlow Deanery – Are our communities too isolated? Might it be better to offer money 

instead. 

 Andy Morgan, Hereford City – We should recognise not every parish or benefice will be involved. 

Therefore, it’s best to support those who are.  Also, should we have been doing more for other refugees 

already in the diocese? 

 Peter Pember – Will there be council tax exemption for those housing refugees. 

 Ruth Hulse, Hereford City – The Sanctuary Foundation are giving training for church leaders, she will 

circulate that. 

 Nigel Sellar -Are we in contact with other dioceses and would it be better to join with them? Is there any 

formal contact? 

 Sam Pratley – The national church is putting a toolkit together. Doesn’t appear to be any coordination of 

support. Sanctuary Foundation at https://www.sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk/ is a good way of finding out 

what is going on nationally. 

 + Richard answered a question about contact with Patriarch Kirill. He said Patriarch Kirill is very close to 

the Russian narrative but he stands alone in that with all other churches condemning the invasion.  The 

Pope and the Archbishop have criticised him. 

 Sue Harris, Clun – She has heard that some insurance companies are waiving additional premiums for 

homing Ukrainian refugees. 

 Emily Dalton, Condover -Is there a safeguarding risk to these vulnerable people? 

 Ashley Buck – the government are waiving the immediate need for DBS checks but there should be some 

form of light touch vetting. There is a need to be vigilent. 

 

5. Diocesan Listening events and Diocesan Strategy - + Richard 

 Presentation previously distributed with agenda papers 

 Many present may have been at the Listening events across the diocese during the Autumn of 2021 or 

contributed via the diocesan website. We are inching towards an overall strategy for the diocese to replace 

and refine what went before. In paperwork drew attention to the slide about Paradoxes and 

Contradictions. While there was a significant amount of agreement on issues parishes face the smaller 

listening events involving younger people and those on the fringe of the church show we are only listening 

to 3% of the population. This slide was an attempt to look at these different voices. 

https://www.sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk/
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 1. Established congregations lament the loss of younger volunteers to sustain existing church life but 

younger people are not interested in sustain existing church life. 

 2. The main anxiety was the survival of the churches without WOKE distractions yet the young said thee 

were the main things. There appears to be generational divide. 

 3. People asked for training in spiritual life yet clergy said people want them to do everything for them.   

 4.People had money anxieties yet there are £19m in parish reserves throughout the diocese with buildings 

in a better condition than when they were built. 

 5.There is a digital divide. People don’t want technology yet are here on Zoom tonight who wanted that. 

There are still a number of people cannot get online. 

 There was agreement on climate change. 

 People want a vision but are feeling exhausted. How do we meet this challenge? Two things seem to be 

emerging. 

 1. How do we revitalise the life of the parishes? What are the things we value? E.g. generosity and how we 

respond to our community.This is about culture and sense of place,  

 2. How do we best deploy our resources in a responsible and sustainable way? We have small resource at 

the centre compared to other dioceses so do we resource our deaneries teams and the parishes that want 

to be more missional? How do we best equip and engage people in our parishes to be faithful to God? 

Mission and community engagement happens in our parishes, how do we help them to be the best they 

can be? 

 Richard Mynors – More consideration should be given to how far people travel and where we meet 

together 

  

6. Questions from the Synod 

 Encl. 7.1 There was a question raised about how the churchwardens annual visitations will proceed this 

year . The question and answer were distributed with the agenda papers. There were no further questions 

on this. 

 Encl. 7.2 Report from the November General Synod – Emily Hill 

 The business on the November report was quite limited as it was the induction and inauguration of the 

new Synod. Emily read her report from the February General Synod.  

 Synod met for 3 days both in person and by Zoom. In his address the Archbishop of Canterbury 

highlighted how we love one another across the divides.  There was a report on racial justice by the 

Archbishop of York and Lord Boateng about progress being made with regard to racial justice in our 

churches. There was a report from Evidence into Action where 47 recommendations were made and 35 

are now in place or being started. As a church we are called to embrace and take responsibility for them. 

In February 2020 there was a motion to reach net zero by 2030 with recommendations to remove faculties 

for things such as LED lighting and draft proofing. An amendment to this was brought by Archdeacon 

Fiona Gibson to allow satellite dishes on churches rather than the current cable trenches. A motion was 

also passed to call on our government to pass more legislation to tackle modern slavery and human 

trafficking. It asks us to support those helping the afflicted, to raise awareness and to pray about the issue. 

Another motion was passed calling on churches to support the persecuted church.  +Richard gave a report 

on clergy renumeration. It was felt the current stipend is sufficient for the majority despite not keeping up 

with inflation over the past 20 years.  

 

7.  Introduction and prayer for our diocese – Dean Sarah 

 The Dean said hello to all present at her first Hereford Diocesan synod. She made two points. 
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 1. It’s good to hear the church being the church regarding the issue of refugees. The Dean’s mother was 

a refugee in this country in 1942 and her family is based on the kindness of people like you and your 

congregations. It is the right thing to do. 

 2. We all share one thing in common whether we are in a cathedral or a tiny church and that is the love of 

the church of Christ. I love the grace filled idea of the Church of Christ, I love the scripture, the music, the 

liturgy and the flowers and all the things we do so well .Most of all I love that it springs from God’s beautiful 

intent for the renewal of all creation and that we have been entrusted to be the pioneers of a new society 

and give to a reliable account of what it’s all about and how it changes things and the wider world. An 

upcoming exhibition at the cathedral about places of mourning was thought too depressing at a time 

when we need cheering up but can think about these things through hope, we are the people who are to 

model this new society.   

 The Dean prayed for the diocese. 

8. Intergenerational Mission Project – David Morris 

 David introduced a short video sharing the work of the Intergenerational Project so far. There will be 

another after the end of the project in 12 month’s time. It can be viewed here 

https://www.sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk/  

 David introduced Beckie Dotson IM at Sutton Hill and Revd Dawn Taffinder and Gerry Miller IM for 

Abbeydore and Revd Jane Rogers and asked them some questions about the project in their area. 

 Has anything new happened since the video was made? 

 Beckie: A youth church has been started an has 8 regular attendees. There have been 2 confirmations and 

in February they went on a Holy Spirit weekend. 

 Gerry: there is a Lent course running. Some young mums are attending and exploring faith. Messy Church 

has started up again.  

 What has changed as a result of having an IM? 

 Dawn: The biggest benefit has been everyone coming together as a ministry team. The congregation 

also get involved in new things. It really is relational and builds relationships within the church family 

and with  the community. 

 Jane: The parish priest doesn’t have the capacity to do what Gerry does. Mums and Tots in the church 

provides opportunities but it’s a slow job building relationships. It has been good for the parishes to 

be involved. 

 David: This is just an example of 2 areas. The project will flourish and grow in some places in the 

future. David asked if there is anything we can pray for. 

 Gerry: Pray for the schools work and the congregation we have lost over COVID, seeing mums with 

babies back again their confidence was really low and it has taken along time to rebuild community. 

 Questions were invited. 

 Jill Jones, Pontesbury – in the video Wayne Davies mentioned he went around the community and 

into homes. We would like to do it in our village but how did he start? 

 David: I can put Wayne in touch with you. Every IM is different and that is Wayne’s strength. For 

others it will be working with families and children. It depends on the context and the environment. 

https://www.sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk/
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It is a partnership between the IM and the leadership team they work to. There has to be local 

ownership of an IM project for it to work. 

 

9. Messy Church – Kathy Bland, Intergenerational Church Enabler. Encl. 9 

 Part of Kathy’s role is working with Messy Church Teams. A report has been produced (Encl. 9) by the 

Church Army Research Unit following work done in Hereford, Durham and Bristol dioceses. Kathy 

recommends reading it as it has a lot of wisdom in it. It contains some treasure not just for Messy 

Church but for the whole church community. Each diocese looked to help their Messy Church Teams 

grow in faith and discipleship 

 Each took a different focus, for Hereford the first strand was social action. Families were taken on a 

Messy Church journey with Jesus working with foodbanks, toilet twinning and involved in the things 

of justice. Would people grow in faith while they were doing this? The research showed that yes, 

when we do the things of God we see what it is to be a Christian. 

 The second strand was working with our Messy Church Teams. What would happen if we really focus 

on growing the faith of a Messy Church Team? It was found to transformational. 

 Kathy offered training. She suggested ways in which these things could work in the wider church. 

 1. Decide to become a community of reflective practice and grow as a team. 

 2. Decide to be a church all month as a community of believers journeying together. Be church  in all 

contexts all of the time. 

 3. Decide to give something up. Leaders were involved in many other things and were tired. COVID 

was an opportunity to give things up and we can decide what we don’t take up again. What is God 

calling us to do? 

 4. Value quality as well as quantity. Small is precious, small Messy Churches are where some of the 

best conversations can be had. 

 5. Decide to journey together. Christians in isolation don’t grow. 

 6. Decide to enjoy it! This is when we learn, when we enjoy learning together. 

 7. Decide to be disciples and make disciples. If we decide to grow in faith we can bring others along. 

  A video followed called A Voyage of Discovery. This can be found at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDhU5Q8TiMc 

10. Confirmation of Elections Encl.10 

 This has been circulated for information to show status of committee membership. There are still 

vacancies for elected clergy members and laity on the Patronage Board. In some vacancies the Board 

of Patronage has to be consulted. Occasionally members may be asked to be involved in the process. 

Meeting of the Hereford Diocesan Board of Finance Ltd (HDBF) – Jane Rogers in 

the Chair 

11. 2023 Parish Offer requests – Stephen Herbert 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDhU5Q8TiMc
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In his address + Richard said we are called to a place of trust, we know who holds the future. We are 

called to listen, discern and pray. It is this spirit we hope to approach this year’s Offer cycle. We hope 

to join in the work of resourcing mission and ministry in our parishes. Next week +Richard and the 

Archdeacons will send out a letter to every PCC and member of the clergy to consider their Offer for 

2023. The context this year is different. We were down 15% on 2022 and have a deficit of £1.3m. One 

of the largest deficits in the country. Every pound that comes in goes back to fund parish ministry. If 

we want flourishing local churches we must invest in parish mission and ministry. We need to work 

collaboratively with other parishes around us, ask you incumbent or Priest in Charge to facilitate 

across parish meetings, and work with your deanery to ensure we can equip thriving churches all 

over the diocese. Once the offer is agreed the form is online and only takes a few minutes. It needs 

to be in by 30th June. 

  

Guy Wilkinson, Kington and Weobley – he had received a reminder from the Parish Giving Scheme 

that there is a 2.2% increase for inflation and this gives a false impression of what is needed.  

 

SH – This is the annual uplift option for the Parish Giving Scheme. We will be linking up with the 

January 2022 RPI which is at 7.8%. This is more realistic. To support our own clergy they will get a 

4.2% increase on their stipend in Hereford Diocese.  

 

12.    Any Other Business 

 Ashley Buck informed synod that Dorothy Wilding has dies and there is a service of thanksgiving for 

her life at Hereford Cathedral on 24th March at 11.30am. 

 

Blessing and departure – Bishop Richard 

 

 

 

 

Dates of Future Meetings 

 

2022 Dates 

Saturday 16 July 1000 St Peter’s, Hereford & lunch at the Bishop’s Palace 

Thursday 10 November 1900 Zoom  

 
 
 
 
 

Chairman: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .             Date: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 
 
 

DIOCESAN SYNOD MARCH 17TH 2022 

Appendix A 

 

BISHOP RICHARD’S ADDRESS 

Jeremiah 17: 5-10 

I’m not quite sure how I ended up at the college I did at university.  It was described by one wag 

as rich, thick and full of clots. It had the reputation of being for those from aristocratic 

backgrounds. There were several students who looked forward to inheriting the family estate. 

They would walk around with their noses at a slightly higher angle than the rest of us mere 
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mortals. There was something about their self-understanding, their sense of personal identity, 

that gave them a certain confidence, an ability to navigate the difficulties of life rather better than 

myself as a direct grant boy from West London. 

Questions about identity and the confidence that flows from it are ever contemporary. It’s 

questions about identity that drive the current conflict in Ukraine. Questions of identity that may 

well be based on historical myths, but none the less have the power to inform and direct 

behaviour. The Russian understanding of who they are and how they relate to their neighbours 

is rooted in a historical myth – the Baptism Russ that the Ukrainians, Russians and Belarussians 

together comprise one nation. The temerity of one of the nations saying they want to go their 

own way has motivated Putin’s war of conquest and suppression.  

But we all have our sense of identity, our own self-understanding. This is sometimes rooted in 

our background, our education, or our nationality. We have a sense of identity rooted in our 

religious affiliation, our spiritual identity as members of the Church of England. Historically, the 

Church of England has been integral to the sense of English identity. Until comparatively recently 

most people would tick the box Church of England in a census or hospital admission form. In the 

last few censuses more people have been bold enough to say ‘no religion’. This is moving 

towards being the majority in our nation. Comparatively recently most considered themselves 

Christian and that would have been expressed in some of the liturgical actions of the church.  

Hensley Henson, Bishop of Hereford at the turn of the 20th century wrote a disgruntled letter to 

one of his clergy. He was wont to do that apparently. He had discovered (he had some time on 

his hands) the number of people who had come of age over the course of the past year in a 

particular village. He had compared this with the number of people the vicar had presented for 

confirmation. He wrote him a very acid letter telling him to pull his finger out. I wouldn’t do that 

now. 

COVID has amplified our sense of crisis in that identity. We know post COVID that on average 

25% to 30% fewer people come to church than before COVID. We can be inclined to blame 

ourselves sometimes for what we think of as the ‘performance’ of our churches. We clergy are 

terrible at comparison, always thinking someone else over the hill seems to be doing something 

better than us. We compare their perceived success to our own inner angst. But, of course it’s 

ridiculous to say it’s our fault that 25-30% fewer people come to church. 25-30% fewer people 

come to church because of COVID, not because there is anything we have done. That is true of 

many other aspects of the life of our churches.   

We need to communicate to people that the challenges we face are not actually someone’s fault 

for doing something wrong. We are all seeking to be faithful to Christ in our context, but we are 

all aware of how a shift has happened from our churches being the centre to becoming 

(sociologically at least) on the periphery, even in our village communities.  As a denomination 

we have proved particularly vulnerable to a loss of cultural reinforcement.  

The prophetic writings of the Old Testament are often about helping communities to navigate 

through these transitions. I think it’s fair to say the people of Israel in the Old Testament were 

either about to go into exile, were in exile or were coming out of exile. Exile is a prevailing motif 

through the whole scripture. In the passage from Jeramiah the prophet in his usual colourful 

language berates the people of Israel for the behaviour that has led them into this place. Exile is 

a difficult place to be. It’s the place where you lose your autonomy and independence. You find 

yourself as a small minority group and therefore have to be more keenly aware of what you are 

actually there for. They needed a reframing of their sense of identity in a very different context. 

These writings are powerful in helping us navigate our way through all of this. Time and time 

again in the midst of this dislocation and confusion the prophets call people back to the 

faithfulness and trustworthiness of God, not to rely on their own ingenuity.  They are called not 

to achieve a psychological equilibrium through balancing pride and insecurity but to flip these 

on their head. Elsewhere, Jeremiah deplores a dishonest scale. This was not just about crooked 

business dealings but a metaphor for life itself. They are called to flip their insecurity into 
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confidence in the trustworthiness of God and repent of their pride and autonomy and become 

dependent on God.  

They make it clear to us that even in times of confusion and difficulty there is the possibility of 

continued fruitfulness, even in their case in the face of doubt and disaster.  

Exile has a way of stripping all that had given them security away in order that they could 

rediscover the foundation of security to be found in their relationship with God.  I read a quote 

from a Ugandan refugee who said “I didn’t know Jesus was all I needed until Jesus was all I 

had”. We don’t welcome the dislocation, the difficulties, the way in which we are confronted 

increasingly with our peripheral status and the mere struggles of keeping the church going. But, 

we are not called to a place of worry, panic and ever more frenetic activity. I believe He calls us 

not to that but to a place of trust. We recognise such transitions have been navigated by the people 

of God before. God remained and remains faithful.  

We don’t know what the future holds but we know who holds the future. In our confusion God 

invites us to go deeper again, to reconnect ourselves to those deep wells of our tradition, and our 

relationship with God, that we may be refreshed and restored.  This is the source of life that will 

sustain us through our difficulties and confusion. It doesn’t mean we are not called to be strategic 

or use our strategic ingenuity, but above all we are called to be faithful, to trust and to pray. We 

are called to be more deeply Christian. It is there that we will find the resources to be God’s 

people in our own exilic moment.  
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