CHELMSFORD DIOCESE ESTATE CHURCHES NETWORK EMAIL
CONFERENCE 2020
We planned a face-to-face conference on 25th March 2020, but the coronavirus struck
and this wasn’t possible. We decided to have an email conference instead, with written
presentations circulated around the email group of 40 clergy and laity working in
Estate situations around Chelmsford diocese, and Q&A by email. It worked
surprisingly well. The overall theme was “Growing the Estate Church”.

Canon Dave Wade, Head of New Christian Communities for the Diocese,
wrote about his experience as a Vicar in Canning Town
Before taking up his present role last year, Dave had been Vicar at St. Luke’s Church,
Victoria Docks, since 1995. The parish, with a population of 12,000 people, was a large
Council Estate in Newham. The old St. Luke’s church building closed in 1987. He took on an
Electoral Roll of 7 people, who made up the whole congregation, with no building and a
Church School facing closure. St. Luke’s Parish was rated as one of the most deprived areas
in the UK.
When Dave left, there were 100 people worshipping each Sunday in a new joint use Church
and School Building. Over 300 people have been Confirmed down the years. St. Luke’s is
now a growing, sustainable church that serves its community and shares the Gospel with it in
many ways. A number of Community projects have been set up. Youth Work is very
important and has seen many come to faith. Dave attributes the change in the life of St.
Luke’s Church to prayer. The 7 people who decided they wanted to continue to be a church
in that place were a prayerful group of people.

Canning Town

St Luke’s Church and School

Today, the parish is undergoing huge change as a major part of the Council’s regeneration
programme, and the population of the parish is set to increase and will eventually have
40,000 people living within it. There are new challenges, but prayer is still the most important
thing in growing and maintaining churches on Estates.
Dave now has a new role, and he wants to encourage clergy on Estates to have ideas of
being Church in different ways and to start one of the ‘101 New Christian Communities’ that
Chelmsford Diocese wants to grow. It’s important to have a clear idea of what the future
holds and clarity of how this could be funded. Grants from the Church Commissioners (SDF)
are not generally available to parishes, but there is a Diocesan Mission Opportunity Fund
that could help to fund a new venture and Dave is willing to help clergy in Chelmsford
Diocese think through the vision and put an application together.
In response to an email question, Dave admitted that he missed parish ministry greatly,
“Being a Parish Priest is in my soul and walking on the journey of faith with each person is
something I will always value.” But he said he’s enjoying his new role, and he wants to
encourage others to be the wonderful Pioneers God has called them to be. “Estates are

wonderful and we must help people to see that in them they can grow the Church in a way
that relates to the people they serve.”
Revd Canon Jane Richards, Vicar of Basildon St. Andrew’s with Holy Cross, picked up on
Dave’s comments about the Diocesan Mission Opportunity Fund, “We received MOF for our
Children and Families Worker which is a real blessing - we have the funding for 3 years. Our
Youth Group applied for a small grant for equipment which was granted as well – we are
relaunching this work so this was a real boost to the young people concerned. I would really
encourage people to apply for funding!”

The first days, where do I start and what do I do next?
The 2nd presentation was by Revd Darren McIndoe who reflected on his recent move from
Burslem, Stoke-on-Trent, to Tye Green in Harlow, Essex.

While Darren realised there were many similarities, especially the genuineness and warmth
of the community in both urban areas, he was immediately aware of the challenge in moving
from a parish of 4,000 people to a parish of 13,000. However, previously he’d felt like a oneman band in a very small congregation, but now he had a leadership team of 5 and a
congregation of 30-40. On arriving in St. Stephens he needed to gather his leadership, and
listen to the congregation - in order to understand the things that were ‘sacred’ to them, and
to begin to think about the areas in which he would bring necessary and helpful change.
Alongside this he also took time to get to know the area: Where are the schools, what are the
local businesses, who are the community leaders, what makes this area tick? Then he
considered the wider context of Harlow, the politics and sociology of the town - the new
developments on the edge of the town, the announcement of a new hospital, even the
response of the community to Coronavirus. All of these added to the image of the parish, and
helped him to understand who he’s ministering alongside and to. Darren commented, “I am
hopefully in a better position to understand the opportunities, but I am also able to appreciate
the limitations. I can grasp the ways in which the Church is able to move on and grow, but
can also see the places in which I need to be prayerful and slow.”
Finally, Darren mentioned his commitment to working with others, “If we are to build
sustainable ministry in an Urban (or indeed any?) context we can only operate as part of a
wider partnership of Churches. The Parish system that we love and cherish within the
Church of England is a strong operating model, because it compels us to engage with our
wider community. But to effectively work with the whole community, we need to be able to
work across parish boundaries and in partnership with other Christians across the
denominations.”
Revd Dave Richards, Vicar of St. John’s, Stratford E15, responded to Darren:
It was great to hear you talk about getting to know your church members. I was Curate with
an Incumbent who believed in visiting the congregation. He didn't actually like doing it, so he
sent the Curate. I learned that if you spent time with people, and showed that you were
interested in them, they would trust you.

This stood me in good stead when I came to be Vicar at Thames View Estate. I was the outof-his-depth Welsh boy who had never been to London, so I spent time with the children of
the "Made in Dagenham" generation, listened to their stories, drank endless cups of tea and
built trust and confidence.
The same applied when I became Vicar at St. John's; I was even more out of my depth,
because I had never before worked in a multi-cultural area. Many of the congregation were
the Windrush generation, and wanted to tell me about the horrendous discrimination they
had suffered - yes even in some churches. Others were young Nigerians or Ugandans, keen
to tell me about their huge and vibrant "home" churches. It was humbling that people felt
honoured that I had visited their home; in fact I had learned a great deal about churches
which were growing.

The Story from Shrub End, Colchester
The 3rd presentation was by Revd David & Janie Beales. David is Leader in Pioneer Learning
for the Diocese of Chelmsford and Janie is Leader of the Colchester Pioneer Hub - the
Pioneer Hub brings people together with a passion for starting new Christian Communities
and trains and supports them in this work.
David & Janie gave an example of pioneer work taking
place in Colchester on the Shrub End Estate, a 40s/50s
Estate of 1,250 Council houses originally, on the southwest edge of Colchester. It started with someone
attending the Mission Shaped Ministry Course, and she
was encouraged to think and pray about what she could
do in the local community where she lived – Shrub End.
Within weeks she’d unearthed about a dozen Christian
people on the Shrub End estate who indicated their
prayerfulness and their desire to connect with others in
the area. This cross-denominational group began to
pray together on Friday afternoons, usually in one of their homes, sometimes in St. Cedd’s
Church, built in 1955 in the centre of the estate.
A visiting speaker, at an event organised by the Pioneer Hub, urged people to “get out of the
building”. When summer came, members of the group started an afternoon monthly mobile
cafe under a Red Gazebo which was stationed on different parks around the estate. They
knocked on doors to invite people to share a free drink and refreshments. These were never
big events, but they did enable worthwhile conversations to happen.
Meanwhile, the prayer continued weekly, and a real sense of team emerged with at least 7
churches represented. Christmas Carols were held in two of the local parks where the Red
Gazebo had gone. They were small events, with a handful of carollers holding candles, but
contact was made with more people especially through visiting front doors to deliver cookies
and handing a carol sheet to anyone who wanted one. A pub night for men resulted in an
Alpha course held in the home of a brand new believer, whose husband, among others,
wanted to explore the Christian faith.
David comments, “It is intriguing to see how the Holy Spirit is gently leading this ministry. We
are hearing from the leaders that they hope to form a number of house based churches over
the next season, but who knows? Currently, the group is pursuing a regular (approx.
monthly) 16 hours of prayer, where everyone takes an hour and prays in their unique way, at
home, prayer walking or creatively with their children. There is emphasis on looking and
listening, 'What is the Spirit saying?’ Discipleship is being "caught not taught” through prayer,
blessing the community and sharing stories."

Good News Down Every Street and in the Local Park – working with
Through Faith Missions (TFM)
Revd Dave Richards, Vicar of St. John’s Church, Stratford E15 and Revd Cornelius Henry,

Vicar of St. Saviour’s Church, Forest Gate, presented a joint
paper on their recent positive experience working with TFM.
TFM was founded by Revd Daniel Cozens in 1985. Daniel's
vision was to work outside of the normal church buildings and
programmes to reach those who don't normally come to church.
He began to speak in pubs, homes, clubs, the open-air anywhere he could bring the gospel message, and was soon
joined in this task by Revd Peter Adams (Vicar of Marks Tey,
subsequently an Associate at St. John’s in Colchester).
TFM is probably best known for Walk Missions, and the most recent was in Ireland last year,
mainly in rural villages, but there were some small Estates This is a link to a short film about
TFM and the activities in Ireland. https://vimeo.com/throughfaithmissions
Over 4,000 trained men and woman (volunteers from all over the country) have participated
in TFM missions, large and small, including a Walk Olympic Team at St. John’s, Stratford, in
2012 when there were 17 days of outreach, hospitality and gospel ministry in and around St.
John’s Churchyard. Dave comments, “It was an amazing time, when we were conscious of
God’s blessing, and, subsequently, we’ve heard about people whose lives were changed as
a result of Walk Olympics. A real bonus was the training for members of St. John’s and local
churches working with us – this is still evident today.”
In 2019 TFM was again invited to Stratford for a week-long training minimission, and St. Saviour’s Church in Forest Gate were keen to join in. St.
Saviour’s is a church embedded in the middle of the community in Forest
Gate, hidden from the main road, and sometimes difficult to find. When
Revd Cornelius Henry became Vicar he realised he needed to raise the
profile of the church.
Cornelius did a number of things to attract people to church and to Christ,
but he did not see much fruit. He then decided the Church needed to
have a week of mission to concentrate efforts on outreach in the
community. He realised his congregation needed help from outside. A
small team from TFM ran a training course on the Saturday, helped Church members to go
door-to-door visiting during the week and helped with Fun in the Park - a very successful
community event on the first Bank Holiday Monday in May.
Following up after the mini-mission proved difficult, as people flagged up for revisits were
either not interested or were visiting other churches or never responded. But the Church did
connect with some people and there were a few inquiries for baptism and requests for
prayer. Cornelius comments, “I believe this mission was successful in that it introduced many
people both to the church and to Christ even if we did not see the result in our building. It
showed the community that we are here for them and we have a Gospel to offer. It showed
us that many people, even if they do not
come to the church, are very open to
prayer and conversations about faith.
One member said, it is not as scary as
we thought. We planted a seed that we
pray the Holy Spirit will use to germinate
and grow into faith. This is only the
beginning for us. We have decided that
we want to do a Fun in the Park every
year. Last year was the beginning and
we were planning for this year as well –
except coronavirus has put that off for
next year. TFM gave us the tools to carry
on in faith and boldness in Christ.”
Fun in the Park May 2019

Estates Evangelism – A Commitment to Action
Ven. Mike Lodge (Archdeacon of Southend) is the Chelmsford diocesan lead person for
Estates, keeping estates issues on the agenda of the senior staff team in the diocese. Mike
told people that something that drives him is his own experience of being brought up on an
estate - "The church not having an impact on my formative years - and the challenge of
having a significant and relevant impact on those people's lives where often the church is
afraid to go...".
Archdeacon Mike gave a report of the Estates Evangelism Task Group Conference he
attended in January 2020. This was hosted by the Rt Revd Philip North (Chair of the Estates
Evangelism Task Group) and Canon Andy Delmege (Chair of NECN).
The Conference Commitment to Action
Jesus comes to proclaim Good News to the poor (Luke 4, 16). As His disciples, of different
denominations but united by our shared desire to listen prayerfully to His call, we commit
ourselves afresh though presence, service and proclamation to the ministry of evangelism on
our nation’s urban estates by:
Strand 1: Championing Estates Ministry
a)
b)
c)
d)

Challenging the Churches at every level to ensure that people from estates are
represented in every tier of our structures
Fostering and encouraging fresh and emerging forms of church life on the estates
Developing an effective communications strategy to raise the profile of estates
ministry and ensure that good news stories are celebrated
Working together as ecumenical partners

Strand 2: Theology and the Public Voice
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

Developing our apologetics and reflecting on the content of the Gospel we proclaim to
answer the question: ‘What is the Good News on the estates?’
Creating rich dialogue between theologians and estates practitioners to create a
contemporary theological foundation for estates ministry and evangelism, exploring
themes such as repentance, lament, cross and glory.
Defining effective evangelism. What is it? What are the indicators? What constitutes
success on the estates?
Understanding the changing socio-economic and demographic context of estates
ministry
Engaging with Government and structures of power

Strand 3: Leadership
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

Calling, developing and training local lay leadership
Forming ordained leaders from and for the urban estates
Offering support and high quality training to current leaders
Challenging the selection and training pathways for licensed ministries and
developing new forms of recognised lay ministry
Ensuring sustainable patterns of deployment and support for Estates clergy

Strand 4: Resources
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

Ensuring that appropriate financial resources are available to estates churches and
that these resources are not wasted
Helping local churches to find practical solutions to issues around buildings,
administration and finance
Signposting to contextually appropriate resources for evangelism, discipleship and
ministry to Youth and children
Working with partners to developing new resources where there is a recognised need
Passing on good practice and inspiration through models, research, stories and
toolkits

Q&A with Canon Andy Delmege, Chair of NECN
Andy kindly gave us some space in his busy diary and invited questions and comments by
email about what is happening nationally with the CofE and Estates. He also asked for
stories and examples of what is working in our Church and our community during the current
coronavirus lockdown.
Darren McIndoe from Harlow, was first to respond to Andy:
Much of ministry has now gone online - with Zoom being flavour of the month for most of us.
Here in Harlow that means that we are working with other churches a bit more closely - with
talk of sharing worship resources through recorded songs and the like. Pastoral care involves
telephone calls, emails or text messages - whatever works for most effectively keeping in
touch. As a plus - perhaps at the end of this some of us may choose not to give up on our
online presence. If we have built up a following, perhaps we will continue to livestream, only
this time involving a congregation as well as the solitary service leader in a room.
When life returns to normality - one of my concerns is the way in which the Anglican
Selection process seems to favour those with the right kind of education, and indeed the right
social background. I had an intern who was an absolute gem - with a really pastoral heart but he has perhaps been overlooked because he didn't get the right kind of grades at school.
Subsequently he has shown he is academically capable, but still fighting the system
somewhat. The wider context, he is 6 foot 2, built like a rugby player, with Tattoos, and he
related really well to the people in my community. Just thought I would throw that story into
the mix - because a mixed economy church needs mixed candidates and backgrounds for
ministry.
Andy replied:
It's really helpful to hear your reflection on how things are at the moment.
Your second point about Selection is well made, but there is hope in this. Ministry
Division have been reshaping Selection procedures. As part of this, they asked for
an estates voice, and Lynne Cullens, NECN Chair and Rector of Stockport, was
able to contribute to the process. One outcome of this, among other things, is
that they are going to experiment with non-residential BAPs.
Also, there are a number of different ministry pathways springing up around the
country. I know you've had something in Chelmsford (am I right with OLM's?).
Blackburn Diocese has an SDF funded pathway in Darwen which is about bringing
through local leaders; this is now going to lead to something with a few of the
dioceses up there and St Mellitus. As part of the AllChurches Grant for Estates
Ministry, we have two pilots. One in London, headed by Helen Shannon, which is
for raising local people to plant in estates where there is no Church presence. In
Birmingham we have a scheme which is for forming ordained and lay focal
leaders in Estate Churches which have no stipendiary clergy (we have a couple of
examples of this where the local leaders have turned round Churches which were
dying). Both of these will be evaluated by the Church Army so that we have
wisdom for the wider Church.
Darren responded to Andy:
My second comment was not in relation to Chelmsford Diocese - which I suspect is ahead of
the curve on supporting other pathways, but is a more general comment from previous
experience.
I am glad to hear some progress is being made. It will be interesting to see if the shape of
Estate Ministry is able to take on a more locally led flavour - in addition to those like me who
were called into Urban ministry from a more middle class background.
Another interesting question is how far Pioneer Ministry training can nurture the nascent
gifting of those with what I would refer to in a positive sense as 'the common touch'. Such
ministry could lead to some powerful and locally rooted estate ministry (both lay and

ordained) if locally raised leaders can be well supported, and allowed to stay rather than
having to move from their roots in order to learn.
Andy replied to Darren:
Thanks Darren. Yes - the local pathways I spoke about are all about not removing
people from their contexts and communities (I think Helen is in a context where
people might plant into the next door small estate) and there is an emphasis
nationally on blessing all sorts of ministry and all sorts of forms of church,
traditional and new, we just want to see things flourishing
Dave Richards from Stratford asked Andy a different question:
I am concerned that estate Churches will regress to being the "poor relations" of large
parishes/Team Ministries in the future. A combination of lower clergy numbers, and the
change of priorities by the Church Commissioners could, I think, be bad for estates.
When I was first ordained in 1981, estate churches tended to be served by 2nd Curacy posts
- usually for about 3 years. Many of these posts became Team Vicars in the 80s and 90s,
leading to more stable ministry. Teams have tended to be hardest hit by the cuts of recent
years - easy targets etc. I know SDF offers opportunities, but the impetus needs to come
from the "rich relations" in the wider team/large parish, who may not have the vision for revitalising struggling estate churches. Any comments from the national point of view?
Andy replied:
I will try to respond to this with a bit of narrative about where we have got to (see
also Archdeacon Mike's piece) - and then please come back and ask me more.
If we go back a few years, estates and Estate Churches were definitely the poor
relation. Archbishops Council asked where the decline was fastest - it was the
estates. They asked why, and the answer was that we fund them least. This is of
course both embarrassing and shameful. Philip North picked this up with energy.
There was a big conference on Estates Evangelism, and out of this The Estates
Evangelism Task Group came into being, a stand alone part of Renewal and
Reform. https://estatechurches.org/estates-evangelism-task-group/
EETG is about making change in the Church. We've had several big meetings of
partners to try to build a broad alliance and capacity (see Archdeacon Mike's
paper); the Commitment to Action has come out of a lot of listening; in Feb 2019,
General Synod gave its overwhelming backing to a drive to ensure there is a
church on every significant social housing estate in the country.
https://www.churchofengland.org/more/media-centre/news/general-synod-backsdrive-create-new-churches-estates
EETG is trying to make a difference in the Church centrally and in the dioceses.
We have Dave Champness as a Project Officer and he has been spending a lot of
time helping dioceses see estates as missional gift.
At the same time as this, it was clear that there needed to be an independent,
grassroots and bottom up body. NECN was relaunched and works independently
but in partnership with the CofE processes. We are supporting local groups, able
to have more conferences, looking at how we can really represent, listen to, and
resource estate churches. We have a grant from AllChurches that has enabled us
to step up and increase our capacity.
There is still a huge amount to do, but I think things are in a more positive place
than since Faith in the City. We all need to continue to work to ensure that the
Synod vision becomes reality.
Dave responded to Andy’s reply: This, combined with your reply to Darren is encouraging.
Faith in the City provided a great boost to Estate Churches, in some ways, but possibly
hastened the move to making Estates a part of Teams and Groups, often diminishing local

responsibility and leadership. Sadly, the good effects of FitC tended to lessen with the years.
I welcome the commitment to ordained leaders on estates - my collar has opened so many
doors over nearly 40 years. Also good to hear about training for existing leaders – so
important to recognise and nurture the gifts already there.
David Beales from Colchester joined the conversation:
This is a really interesting exchange. Thank you. As is Archdeacon Mike’s report.
The Leadership bit in Mike’s report speaks about enabling leadership from estates rather
than parachuting in 'experts' all the time. How can the normal C of E processes be subverted
to enable leadership for the estates to emerge from the estates?
For instance, in considering vocations, I have (foolishly) introduced unchurched, but
converted, gifted and maturing people to diocesan processes in which they have been
confronted with nine criteria on a piece of paper. In response, they have basically said, “Stuff
this, this is not for me.”
Academic training processes on their own are unlikely to equip people from the estates for
ministry on the estates. What can we do to subvert current course-based expectations
regarding training for both lay and ordained ministry?
Dave from Stratford endorsed David’s comments:
Well put - the processes are often very intimidating. Training, in my experience is not
necessarily intimidating. In our multi-ethnic situation in Stratford a large number of people
have undertaken appropriate training, and grown through it. Like you, I have had bruising
experiences with the selection processes. We have adopted Locally Deployed Ministry in this
diocese, but have not sufficiently taken on board the implications of "Local" in selection.
Chris Davies from Loughton added some comments from his own experience:
I have been interested in this conversation, as a priest who grew up in estates and is now
working in one. I think the passion for estate ministry needs to flourish across the whole of
the church not just in the estates. We need clergy in middle class suburban parishes to be
passionate as well. In our case here in Loughton, perhaps, in the past, it had clergy who
became drawn elsewhere at the expense of the estate. I have since my arrival attempted to
keep my focus on the estate. We too here have had a failed team ministry (I have seen them
work well) but have needed to see themselves as one team, rather than just a way of hiving
off the difficult bits.
This challenge will ever increase with the funding difficulties, I have been involved in my life
in over 6 solely estate parishes, not one has ever been able to pay the share that is looking
like a requirement from Chelmsford. It will depend on the whole of the church being willing to
support this work. If parishes do merge then the clergy in more wealthy parishes, which find
estates in their parish, will need to be encouraged to be excited by the work on estates which
can be so rewarding. If we are to stay with the same number of clergy, then the wealthy
parishes will need to be willing to pay more than their cost of ministry in order to help sustain
and support estate parishes.
It is perhaps time to raise the profile of estate ministry in the diocese as a whole, this is why I
think this group is important. The rural challenges in Chelmsford (and they are real) are often
raised I feel sometimes perhaps at the expense of other challenges.

The final part of the Email Conference was the presentation of 2 articles about the
Debden Estate in Loughton – the 1st by Fr Sam Maginnis, Pioneer Curate, on work
he’s doing in the Estate today, and the 2nd by Carol Richards on the history from the
East End to Debden.

Proclaiming God’s Love to the Debden Estate
– An approach to parish ministry
The Debden estate is a sprawling post-war
housing estate with a population of about 14,000
situated in Loughton, on the edge of London. It is
a pocket of deprivation within one of the
wealthiest areas of the country, with around
double the unemployment rate of the district as
a whole, and with a significant proportion of
residents living in affordable housing. St Gabriel’s
mission church used to stand as a visible Anglican
presence on the estate, but numbers dwindled
until it was sold over 20 years ago. The parish
church is St John the Baptist, Loughton, and the Rector, Fr Chris Davies, came up with a
pioneer project as a way to renew St John’s identity as the parish church of Debden, and to
transform how the church engages with and serves people living and working on the estate
in an innovative and flexible way to reach those previously overlooked.
Fr Sam Maginnis is the training pioneer curate, and he and Chris started by holding meetings
with local youth charities and senior staff at the two Debden secondary schools to explain the
plans, and had a very fruitful conversation with Angus Ritchie at the Centre for Theology and
Community where they discussed church planting in the Anglo-Catholic tradition and the
principles of community organising. From these conversations, and their own reading and
reflection, Chris and Sam came up with four ‘strands’ which would together form the initial
efforts to reach out in service and build a church presence on the Debden Estate.
The first and best-developed of the four strands is Sam’s role as chaplain at Davenant
Foundation School – an ecumenical Christian secondary school. He has taken Assemblies
and lessons and offered a praying and pastoral presence. He hopes to expand activities to
include more liturgical and Eucharistic elements once he is priested.
One shortcoming of the work at Davenant is that, with its religious entrance criteria and wide
catchment area, the majority of pupils do not live on the Debden estate. Many more attend
Debden Park High School, and Sam has made links with a Christian youth charity called
Spark that provides counselling and mentoring services to Debden Park to explore if he
could do work at the school under their banner. Unfortunately, COVID-19 and the school
closures have put these plans on hold.
The third strand is closely linked to the first two, and is the development of a weekly youth
group for local children. In this Sam says they have been blessed through their relationship
with another Christian youth charity, the Red Balloon Foundation, which had been running a
youth group on Wednesday evenings at another church but was looking for new premises. In
return for St John’s supporting and resourcing this ministry, RBF provided a ready-made
group of 12 regular attendees who have been meeting as ‘St John’s Youth Group’ since last
November. This strand has required some real experimental thinking, as the church hall was
already in use on Wednesday evenings and they wanted to avoid changing the group’s
existing routine if possible. Chris was quick to suggest throwing open the church’s doors and
holding the group there. There’s table tennis and some card games in the south transept,
whilst the kids can use the rest of the church building to sit and chat in groups as they
please. RBF has also been funding a Council youth officer to give cookery lessons at these
sessions on a portable hob, which leads smoothly into a shared meal to conclude the
evening. Incense covers a multitude of smells, as they have quickly learnt! Currently, they
are using video conferencing to check in with the young people on Wednesday evenings.
The fourth strand of the pioneer work is the most innovative. As Chris and Sam considered
ways of engaging with and supporting the needs of Debden residents, they came to realise
that the most effective way of serving the community was to become part of it, to be a real
presence rooted in Debden and committed to its regeneration. The Broadway shopping
parade has been in decline in recent years and there were several vacant shops. With

support from St John’s PCC, releasing historical
parish assets, and the diocesan Mission
Opportunities Fund, they supplemented the
project funding and approached the District
Council. A four-year lease was eventually agreed
and signed in March 2020 for a “community
regeneration hub and worship space” that they
are calling St John’s-on-the Broadway. They can
now cater their offering to the genuine needs of
the community – pensioners’ coffee mornings or
parent-toddler groups or job advice clinics or
whatever else. They have already offered St
John’s-on-the-Broadway to the local foodbank.
Chris and Sam have reflected on what has happened so far and feel, firstly, that they have
not discarded the parish model as they seek to minister in a new context, but see their
approach to pioneering as a renewal of St John’s historical ministry as the parish church of
Debden. St John’s already has spiritual and pastoral responsibility for the estate and its
residents, and as they develop new ways of serving and making God known in the
community these flow from and point back to the life and worship of the parish church. The
second aspect flows from this and is that this is truly incarnational ministry, the practical
outworking of St John’s responsibility to the estate and the life of faith and love that is
proclaimed in worship each Sunday. And the third aspect is that this is a formational ministry
recognising that we are all constantly moving forward to meet God’s plan for creation, and
that the work in Debden is not simply to serve people’s needs but to help them become
empowered individuals and a cohesive community that has a say in its own future –
residents can take on leadership roles in groups and the hub can provide opportunities for
community organising where residents can come and decide together how to improve
conditions and prospects on the estate.

From the East End to Debden This is an abridged version
of the article, which is on the Estates page on the Chelmsford
Diocese website.
Carol Richards, Chelmsford Diocese Mission in Regeneration
Adviser, remembered reading “Family and Kinship in East London”
by Young & Willmott when she was doing ‘O’ Level Sociology in
1977. The book is a study, undertaken in 1953-55, of the tight-knit
community of Bethnal Green (but it could be almost anywhere in
the East End of London), and then follows some couples as they
move to a new Estate built by London County Council just over the
border in Essex. Young & Willmott adopt a fictional name,
“Greenleigh”, for the new Estate to protect the identity of their
sample, but Greenleigh is widely thought to be Debden - though it
doesn’t actually matter because Young & Willmot chose the Estate
because it was typical of the many L.C.C. Estates being built on the outskirts of London
during the years after 1945.
Young & Willmot found that family and kinship were very strong in Bethnal Green, particularly
the bond between mother and daughter – generations of the same family lived in close
proximity in the same part of the East End. Then people started moving to the new municipal
estates for better housing, after the unsanitary conditions in the East End. A key point about
Greenleigh is the tube line – Debden Station is just 10 stops from Bethnal Green on the
Central Line. Young & Willmot found that ties of family and kinship remained very strong –
daughters continued to visit their mothers in Bethnal Green several times a week, if they
could afford it. Men, for the most part, continued to work in the East End and socialised in the
pubs there.
A key issue for people living in Greenleigh was loneliness, and some families left Greenleigh
and returned to Bethnal Green. Other families stayed in Greenleigh because of the new

house and for a better life for the children. Young & Willmot expected that people would
settle down in Greenleigh, but over the course of their study they didn’t feel this had
happened – it was as if people were just “lodging” in Greenleigh. People didn’t feel part of a
new community. A small number of “hardy people” attended meetings at the community
centre. Most people “bought a tellie” and kept themselves to themselves. The process of
settling down in the new area wasn’t helped by the fact that people in the local middle-class
area (called Barnhurst in the study) looked down on people in Greenleigh.
There were strong links to the Church in Bethnal Green. A small number of the sample were
regular churchgoers in Bethnal Green and others attended, on an irregular basis, for family
rituals like Christenings, Marriages, Funerals. Also, almost all the women went to Church for
Churching – a service after the birth of a child that was requested because people then had
the idea that childbirth had in some way made the mother unclean. People said, “It’s the
Mums. It’s not that I actually believe in it, but I’d get an uneasy feeling if I didn’t do it. You
don’t like to break tradition.”
There’s a section in the book on the unwritten rules on which family members should be
invited to different religious occasions – a small number for Christenings (including unwritten
rules about who should be Godparents), the wider family for Marriages and the whole
community for Funerals. An important point that’s made, in relation to people who have
moved to Greenleigh, is that the family rituals are “back home”. The small number of the
sample who were regular churchgoers probably made a link with St. Gabriel’s Church, the
new Church in Debden that opened in 1953, but most of the sample just turned up at the
Church in Bethnal Green for family rituals, and made no connection with the local Church.
There might have been an opportunity for the Vicar in the East End to talk to the parents
wanting their child Christened, or the couple wanting to get married, and try to explain the
Christian faith, but the situation in East End parishes in the 1950s made this almost
impossible. Bethnal Green is just 3 miles from Stratford. The parishes are in different
dioceses, but the situation in both parishes was probably very similar and it’s likely that
people moved from both places to Debden. Revd Donald Rooke had been Curate at St.
John’s, Stratford, in the 1930s and returned as Vicar from 1950-1958. He wrote his
memoirs,“These Days are Gone - Pages from the diary of a Parish Priest 1924 – 1968”, and
the challenges of being a Parish Priest at this time are clear.
In the East End, parishes were amalgamated and there were few clergy - “I was doing what
eight ordained men had been asked to undertake in the years between the Wars.” In addition
to the many Services and church groups and
committees, much of Donald Rooke’s time was
taken up with building work repairing the Church
and the Hall after bomb damage during the war.
There was also a marriage service every half hour
all day on Saturdays. He knows that he should be
talking to couples wanting their babies Christened,
but he doesn’t have the time: “Christenings took
place every Sunday afternoon and we could expect
five to twenty-five every week; forms had to be
filled in beforehand, but it was quite impossible to
visit all the families concerned. What was one to
do?”
Donald Rooke after a Service at St John’s, Stratford
Carol comments, “I think Donald Rooke was working so hard to try to keep the life of the
parish continuing as he remembered it before the 1939-45 War, but with a much reduced
staff. I don’t want to judge him too harshly, because it’s clear he was working very hard and
under a great deal of pressure, but, unfortunately, Donald Rooke, and other East End clergy
in similar situations, were reinforcing folk religion – the idea that people were CofE and
turned up for the rituals when they wanted them, without any real Christian faith. Many of the
couples turning up for Christenings had probably moved out to Estates like Debden, but
came back to Stratford for the family celebration. The fact that they maintained a link with the
Church in the East End, for family rituals, obviously didn’t help the new Church in Debden.”

St Gabriel’s Church in Debden was a multi-purpose hall, with a separate sanctuary that could
be closed off during the week. The hall was a well-used community centre, and on Saturday
evenings there was often Bingo and an “East End Knees-up”. The Service was at 11am on a
Sunday, to give the Churchwarden time to clean up after the Saturday night party. The
congregation was about 30-40 people from the 1950s through to the early 1980s and people
were very working-class, with a definite East End background. The church had a sense of life
about it, and the church didn’t seem to have a small congregation because the building
wasn’t large. Some people say that the great weakness of St Gabriel’s was that it was a poor
rather depressing building on a side street so hardly anyone passed-by, but people seemed
to find the building for social events. The opinion of clergy at this time was that, in general,
the residents of the Estate considered themselves CofE, and liked the Vicar and the Church
to be there when they needed them, but it was a matter of ritual not of faith. One of the
Curates also felt that the worship did not connect to the culture of the estate – it was all too
wordy and imposed the style of worship of the parish church (prosperous middle class).
The people who moved the Debden in 1953 were mainly in their 30s, so they were born in
about 1920. Their parents would have been born around 1900. By the mid-1970s, the father
in the East End had probably died and the mother often moved to be with the family in
Debden. In the 1980s funerals were taking place in Debden rather than in the East End, but
they were real old-fashioned Anglo-Catholic East End funerals, often with a horse-drawn
hearse.
By the mid 1980s the congregation was getting older and had dwindled to about 20 people.
St Gabriel’s was sold, together with the 2 Curates’ houses (which were next to the Church);
and the Anglicans joined with the Methodists, at their building, and formed Trinity Church.
For a time this worked well, but then less well when the clergy who had been part of the
original ecumenical project moved on.
Right to Buy changed the estate, but not immediately. The policy, introduced in 1980, gave
generous discounts for council tenants to buy their own home. By this time the mother was
often living alone in the Council house on the Estate, as all the children had moved out. The
children often bought the house for the mother, who lived there until she died (generally
between about 1990 and 2005). Once the mother died, the house was either sold or rented
out. Then came new people without the family link back to the East End. The Estate became
multi-cultural and some of the people who moved in might have been Christians who grew up
as Anglicans in Nigeria, for example. The Church could have put a real effort into the Estate
20 years ago, to engage with the new residents, but this didn’t happen. However, Christians
moving in at this time were more likely to see St. John’s in Loughton as the local Church, and
go there on a Sunday.
In conclusion, with hindsight (a wonderful thing!), there was an opportunity when people first
moved in to engage with the new residents and build community. A community leader was
needed, who could bring people together. While this could, theoretically, have been a local
Church leader, Curates coming from St. John’s on a 3 year cycle probably wouldn’t be able
to get to know people, gain their trust, and build community in this short time. If the Church
had become a central part of the community it might have helped the Church to grow, but the
draw back to the East End for family religious ritual was overwhelming. The overworked
clergy in the East End were unable to move people on from their folk religion, and the lack of
real Christian belief of the local people contributed to the demise of St Gabriel’s. The
ecumenical experiment was short-lived. However, there is now a new opportunity, with a
community that is very different from the old East End London-over-the Border Estate of the
past. The “weak and struggling” label of the Debden Church in the past, should not stop the
Church in this location from going from strength to strength in future.

