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Presidential Address November 2019  

 

Synod, today we are invited to consider what I believe could be the most significant 

decision we have made since I became Bishop of Chelmsford almost exactly 9 years 

ago. We are being invited to discuss for approval next March a policy where the 

ability to cover the cost of ministry will become the chief, but not the only, 

determining factor in deciding whether or not a new priest can be appointed when a 

parish falls vacant. 

 

This won’t sound revolutionary to anyone outside the church. In every other walk of 

life, it is taken for granted. If I want to buy something – be it a cup of coffee, a 

takeaway Chinese, or a new car – I have to have the money to  pay for it, or at least 

be able to borrow it responsibly and pay it back, either that or I simply can’t make 

the purchase. 

 

But for the ministry of the church it has been different. For years, for generations, 

the cost of ministry has been subsidised by others: usually the giving and 

endowments of the past, occasionally the generosity of neighbours. 

 

As I explained in my address to Synod in March, all that has changed. 

 

Over the 10 year period of 2015–2025, the diocese of Chelmsford will lose £2.1 

million of income which we used to use to subsidise parish ministry. 

 

There is no point in moaning about the fact it has gone. That money is now being 

used by the Church of England for strategic development, and we have been the 

recipients of this. We also receive £1 million from the low income community fund. 
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All of this is directed towards our low income parishes, bringing down their total 

ministry cost. 

 

But for everyone else, i.e. the majority of parishes in the diocese, there is no longer 

any outside financial assistance. The situation has become startlingly simple: if you 

want to priest you have to pay. 

 

But what exactly is the cost of ministry? 

 

Joel will say more about this when he introduces the item itself, but it is important 

to note that it isn’t just the stipend. 

 

For a stipendiary priest the cost is stipend, plus housing, plus pension, and then for 

all clergy and lay ministers there is the vital infrastructure we require for nurturing 

new vocations, training clergy and lay ministers, and the essential and often 

mandatory services that support this – finance, housing, legal advice, safeguarding, 

communication and several others. 

 

It is always tempting to imagine that these things could be cut. However, without 

these things the smooth and safe operation of the Church would soon be in danger. 

Moreover, if your parish has ever had a safeguarding, media, legal or HR crisis to 

face, you will not need persuading that professional help is an essential part of what 

it means to be a responsible and effective church. 

 

As it happens, the investment income we receive – which is smaller than many more 

historic dioceses – is equivalent to these central costs, meaning that the parish share 

is the only means of financing everything else. 
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However, we have a big aspiration, not only that we cover the marginal cost of 

stipend, pension and housing, but that the parish share covers all the costs of all the 

ministry in the diocese. Our hope is that we can use our investment income to 

provide even more help to ministry in deprived areas and to new mission initiatives, 

particularly in new housing developments. 

 

We are definitely not there yet! 

 

But today we are asked to take a first step by considering what will be a profoundly 

simple yet very far reaching decision by saying that when a parish is vacant, the 

appointment of a new priest will depend on that parish and MMU being able to 

cover its ministry cost, always remembering that the total ministry cost takes 

account of the low income support and, we hope, our own investment income. 

 

So you know: most parishes don’t do this at the moment. Even those of you who 

faithfully pay your share in full and have done for many years, what we used to call 

platinum parishes, the parish share does not necessarily cover the ministry cost. 

Where it does and where parishes are in MMUs, a new appointment will be 

automatic. Where this isn’t the case we will look at other ways of sustaining a 

flourishing ministry. But subsidy is no longer an option. 

 

I don’t like this any more than you do. And I gather at the APCM meetings earlier 

this month there was much consternation. I am not surprised. However, we simply 

cannot carry on running up a deficit of £1 million each year. It is unsustainable. It 

will lead to much more drastic and unplanned decisions being forced upon us. So we 

either have to do this, or someone must come up with another solution. But I will be 

failing in my responsibilities, if I did not lay the truth of our situation before you. And 

it is that truth, and engaging with it honestly, that will set us free.  
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Actually, for a very small increase in giving, not much more than 50p per person per 

week from every regular worshipper in the diocese, and this problem is not only 

solved, but we have a surplus. 

 

But until this happens we can no longer just sell houses to balance the budget. We 

are flogging the family silver so as to buy silver polish. It can’t go on. 

 

We remain as committed as ever to a sustainable, flourishing ministry in every 

parish, and to a culture of mutual support where we help each other out, but exactly 

what that looks like is up to you. My hope and prayer is that in many parishes 

people will rise to the challenge of increasing their giving and increasing parish 

share. But in some places there will have to be other patterns of ministry. I am 

confident we can do this and hugely grateful to the self- supporting clergy and 

licensed and authorised lay ministers who are an absolutely indispensable part of 

the mixed economy of ministry that is developing across all our parishes and 

emerging MMUs. I’m also hopeful that within each MMU you will have soberingly 

honest conversations about what ministry you can afford and, therefore, what other 

ministries you need to develop amongst yourselves. And we will support you with 

this. I am humbled by the generosity of many individual who give sacrificially, and 

for those parishes that give above their ministry cost to help fund the ministry of 

others. We need much more of this. But until it happens mutual support doesn’t 

really mean anything.  

 

Synod, this is a big reality check. We are approaching a moment of grave but hugely 

significant decision. There is still detail to examine, and work to be done, not least in 

how we communicate the decision we make and how we work out its implications 

and introduce it in ways that will not damage the ministry of our churches. This is 

the reason we are discussing the policy change today, and planning to make a 
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decision in March. We can do this. However, what we can’t do is carry on as we are 

and expect a different outcome. That is the first sign of madness. So we either need 

to work out the detail of this and face up to its consequences over the next few 

months. Or someone has to suggest an alternative. 

 

When I speak to visiting bishops from other parts of the Anglican Communion, not 

least our partners in Kenya, and tell them that many of our parishes do not cover 

their ministry cost they are incredulous. How do you pay for it, they ask? 

 

Well, until a few years ago the answer was we were living off the giving of the past. 

In the past few years, it has meant selling a house. 

 

But when the houses run out we will face what is happening in some other dioceses 

up and down the country where drastic and inevitably less well-planned cuts have 

had to be made. 

 

We have an opportunity to do this strategically. Synod, we are invited to start today. 

 

It won’t be easy. It will take some getting used to (after all, the subsidies go back 

several centuries!) It will require resolve, togetherness, collaboration, sacrifice and 

generosity. But we have the building blocks in place: a culture of mutual support; 

Mission and Ministry Units where we are already committed to working together 

and supporting each other in sustainable ways. On top of this we need further 

generosity and a stewardship renewal. We also have to look again at the huge 

burden of the upkeep of buildings, particularly in rural communities, and what this 

does to morale, not to mention financial priorities. We will need to pray and cry out 

to God to resource us and inspire us to give. 
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But we have to do this together. We must stop talking about the diocese as if it was 

something other than us.  

 

This is not the diocese taxing you. It is not the diocese withholding funds from you. It 

is not the diocese imposing upon you.  

 

We are the diocese: that body of churches, schools, fresh expressions, new 

communities and chaplaincies across East London and Essex. If we want a future 

that is sustainable and growing, we need to pay for it. And this is a spiritual issue. It 

is about being the church ourselves, the church that is formed by the dying and 

rising of Christ, the church that is charged with a responsibility to share this good 

news in the communities where we serve. We must, therefore, rise to the challenge 

of paying for the ministry we need. 

  

This Synod is also discussing the pastoral guidelines issued by the Church of England 

and their relevance for so many issues we face in welcoming people to our churches 

and living out the radical hospitality we see in Christ. 

 

In many ways these two issues of sustainability and hospitality are connected. If we 

only see a sustainable future in terms of paying for our ministry in our church then 

we do not deserve to flourish. But if it is paying for the ministry of the whole church, 

and enabling that ministry to grow and develop and reach into new places and 

enable more people to know Christ; and if it is truly about welcoming the stranger, 

whoever they are, as if they were Christ; if it is about the ministry of not just the 

church where I worship, but my neighbour’s church as well, then I believe we will be 

transformed and can be God’s transforming presence in the world. 
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Finally, you may not have noticed, but there’s going to be an election in a few 

weeks’ time. 

 

I’ve been thinking about what our contribution might be. Here is my suggestion – 

 

 

Ten Commandments for Voters and Candidates 

 

1. Vote.  

 

Voting is a privilege and democratic duty. People have died so that we can have a 

vote. When we vote we express our commitment to ourselves, to each other, to our 

country, and to the world. Make sure you are registered to vote. You have till 

midnight on 26th November to do this. Use this link gov.uk  The polling stations 

open at 7am and close at 10pm. 

 

2. Read and scrutinise the policy and manifestos of each party. 

 

3. Remember the environment (it is an even more important issue than 

Brexit!) 

 

4. Evaluate policies by their impact on the poor, the neglected, the rejected, 

the marginalised and the broken. 

 

5. Respect the views of those with whom you disagree.  

 

Iron sharpens iron. We need a diversity of views and ways of working together in 

order to find ways forward that honour conscientiously held disagreement. 

https://www.gov.uk/register-to-vote


Page 8 of 9 
 

 

6. Honour the gift of truth. Do not slander, ridicule or misrepresent your 

opponents.  

 

Reject the language of prejudice. Do not stoke stigma or hatred towards people on 

the grounds of their religion, their culture, their origin, their identity or their belief. 

 

7. Get to know who your local candidates are and what they think about local 

issues.  

 

Remember, you are electing a representative whom you believe will be wise enough 

to change their mind where necessary and respond to new challenges and new 

circumstances when they arise, not a delegate who will always do everything you 

want. In five years’ time you can change your mind too.  

 

8. Try not to lose your sense of humour.  

 

It will all be over soon. Whoever gets elected can only be as good as their ability to 

work with others and our readiness to support them and give them a chance. 

 

9. Don’t just vote for the outcome that best serves you. 

 

Vote for what you believe will best serve the common good of all - and not just in 

the UK but across the world. Our best interests are always tied up with the best 

interests of our neighbour. This is the Christian way. 
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10.  Pray.  

 

Pray for the election and for all who are standing for election. Pray for the unity, 

peace and prosperity of our nation. Pray for our future relationship with Europe -

whatever the deal, no deal or second referendum we end up with. 

 

 

A prayer for the 2019 General Election 

 

God of grace and truth, 

send your spirit to guide us 

as we discover your will for your country. 

Help us to discuss the issues before us  

with courtesy, truth and mutual respect,  

and grant that all who stand for parliament  

will seek to serve the common good,  

through him who came not to be served but to serve,  

Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

 


