
Power Grab or Pastoral Measure?

Fr Christopher Johnson asks important questions about proposed changes to the
Mission and Pastoral Measure. He questions why so much power is being placed in the
hands of diocesan machineries, and whether it is right that ‘dioceses’ themselves are
driving this change.

We have had over a year now of the Church of England making quite a considerable
effort to close churches.

My latest encounter with this came last week in the form of a discussion with the Church
Commissioners in the context of a Diocesan Mission and Pastoral Committee meeting.
The meeting itself was excellent: there was a positive contribution about church
buildings from the Church Buildings Council, and a great introduction to the legal
processes by the home team, amongst other things. But then there was a presentation of
a document proposing changes to the Mission and Pastoral Measure, GS 2222 (as it now
is).

GS 2222 starts off surprisingly well. In the first chapter we read that ‘Virtually everybody

All Things Lawful And Honest
A blog pertaining to the future of the Church



living in England is a parishioner, and as such they are entitled to the ministrations of
the Church, and the priest with the cure of souls has a corresponding duty to minister to
the people’. 

It substantiates this by reference to The Archbishop’s Committee on Church and State
(1916), noting that ‘The incumbent has from early times been under obligation to baptise
infants, to admit parishioners… to Holy Communion, to solemnize their marriages, to
visit their sick, and to bury the dead dying within the district in the churchyard or other
parochial cemetery. Parishioners have a legal right to demand from their parson these
and all other ministrations belonging to the cure of souls’. What a beautifully balanced
statement of rights and responsibilities this is: people and parsons, being the Church of
England, worshipping God, serving the nation.

But as we move away from statements about our historic context, another actor comes
into the scene: ‘the Diocese’. There are 98 references to ‘the diocese’ or ‘dioceses’ in the
document, and it is interesting to see what this hitherto historically minor character has
to say.

To begin with, we learn that it was discussion with ‘dioceses’ which prompted this review
of the Mission and Pastoral Measure. Then we learn that, having prompted the review, it
is ‘dioceses’ which have so far been consulted about it, especially through ‘Diocesan
Secretaries, Archdeacons, Pastoral Secretaries and their Closed Church and property
officers’, who believe they should have more autonomy.

This desire of ‘dioceses’ manifests itself in the proposals. Hence we are asked periodically
whether ‘Dioceses need more powers’ and ‘responsibilities could be moved to dioceses’.
‘Dioceses’ would also make decisions about the need to consult people like the wider
deanery, the PCC, the parishioners, the public, and parish patrons. In the longer-term
changes proposed – notice this shift in power is gradual – the question is asked whether
the ‘diocese’ should decide ‘who has the rights to be involved in the consultation and
where there would be no rights of representations’ at all.

These proposals would enable dioceses far more easily to take an axe to the present
parish system. Indeed, we are told ‘many dioceses’ are ‘completing reviews’ of pastoral
organisation, 26 are planning church closures within the next 2-5 years, 5 of those are
planning up to 40 church closures each, and 4, we are informed, ‘were thinking about
shutting 152 churches over the medium term (5 years), which would represent a
significant increase on recent trends.’ The authors add, ‘It was also likely that dioceses
would want to close many more churches if the funding arrangements and processes
were different.’

And what in place of the parish? Well, some dioceses are moving towards a ‘super-
benefice or super-parish type model, whilst others are moving towards a deanery
structure with paid Deanery administrators’ – that is despite evidence in the report itself



which highlights that this model has not worked well in Wales. Or then there are these
10,000 new house churches – but others are addressing the assault on the national
Church posed by those.

The authors of this report consider it their job to propose changes to the Mission and
Pastoral Measure so that dioceses can make the arrangements they need. They want to
‘help dioceses’. But I ask: who is ‘the Diocese’? Is it the bishop? Is it the diocesan
bureaucracy? Is it the diocesan synod?

And what about the people and parsons of England? Or the parish patrons? – our
speaker at the diocesan meeting I mentioned earlier was surprised to hear that I felt she
should consult them. Or even churchwardens and area deans, sequestrators and others?

There is, surely, a legitimate question to ask, about how the church reduces its
expenditure on buildings and people to make itself sustainable, but the Church of
England is not a supermarket chain, where mangers look at the profitability of an
individual branch, and decide it can close, or even replace the business model itself.

Nor can it be right for dioceses to accrue powers in this way, which will then enable them
to set the framework of discussions about changes to parishes, hold discussions as they
see fit, and then produce the outcomes they desire. What if ‘the diocese’ was so minded
that a parish church did not serve the Diocesan vision? What if it didn’t suit the bishop’s
tradition? What if it doesn’t pay its share out of genuine poverty? The churches do not
belong to ‘the Diocese’, they belong to the people of God, led by their parish priest, who
is established in office through the possession of his or her benefice received from the
parish’s patron in order to exercise the bishop’s cure.

In this disastrous document, every other stakeholder in the parochial system could
potentially have his rights to representation in pastoral reordering denied, for the sake of
expediency for ‘the Diocese’. My opinion is that the model proposed by GS 2222 is
disastrous, and we parishioners, priests and patrons should not give up our rights so
easily.

The Rev’d Christopher Johnson is Vicar of Horbury with Horbury Bridge in the Diocese
of Leeds.
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Froghole
July 14, 2021 at 11:11 am

The other element of the ‘grab’ is that the DBFs have appropriated parochial assets since
1976-78 and the parishes
have received what exactly in return bar demands for elevated parish share contributions?

The document also includes proposals to bar people from making representations in
connection with closure schemes if they are not resident in the applicable parish or even if
they are not PCC members. That is intended to bar troublemakers like me!
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Oliver Harrison
July 14, 2021 at 12:22 pm

First glebe, then freehold, then incumbents’ fees. It’s been incremental and inexorable.
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Froghole
July 14, 2021 at 12:38 pm

Indeed! Basically it’s been theft by legislative fiat, endorsed by supine Synods and
ecclesiastical committees of parliament who either don’t know what has been going on
(an almost dead cert) or are the shills of the authorities.

Essentially, the Church cannot be trusted with its own property. Having sanctioned the
theft of the parishes, I think that it is time that the Church was fleeced (by stripping the
Commissioners of about £6bn, which is their growth since the Pensions Measure 1998,
a large part of which has been capital drawn up, indirectly, via parish share), with the
money expropriated from the Church being used as a fund to support the maintenance
of the buildings, which would be taken from the Church and vested in a national
agency. This would be so that parish churches can continue to be used by the Church
for public benefit, rather than allowing the Church to sell them off as and when it feels
it needs the cash.

By all means have 10,000 new churches, or whatever, but do so in conjunction with a
coherent national plan to secure the future of the buildings for public benefit and
Christian witness, and be honest with, and supportive of, the clergy. GS2222 merely
endorses current, Micawberish, arrangements, and thus the ability of the Church to flog
assets (church buildings) as and when it pleases. This is a Church which is inherently
untrustworthy.
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V. good article. Power Grab indeed in my view.

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 10:11, All Things Lawful And Honest wrote:

> All Things Lawful and Honest posted: ” Fr Christopher Johnson asks > important questions
about proposed changes to the Mission and Pastoral > Measure. He questions why so much
power is being placed in the hands of > diocesan machineries, and whether it is right that
‘dioceses’ themselves a” >
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Alb
July 14, 2021 at 4:20 pm

Not very keen on the photo you have used to illustrate this, which is of a powerful looking
man grabbing at the arm of what looks like a woman with some force. It would be a good
illustration for an article about domestic violence, (and may be triggering for some who
have gone through that) but it feels inappropriate here. Are you suggesting that the
Church’s Mission and Pastoral Measure is akin to domestic violence?
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revdamanda
July 15, 2021 at 8:56 am

Thanks for a good article.
In my experience, church buildings cost nothing for the diocese or central Church of
England. The whole cost of buildings is met by parishioners with some grant funding.
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rossnorthing
July 19, 2021 at 8:26 am
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Parish Churches and Parsonages are ‘Benefice Property,’ not diocesan property. Virtually all
of them were built with local money for a particular Parish.
I am amazed that the ‘asset stripping’ tendencies of certain elements has not been subject
to legal suit.
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