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Opening Prayer
As you begin Session 4, read together the words from
Matthew 11 and root the conversations to come in prayer.
Lord Jesus Christ, you called all who are weary and burdened to
come to you, to take your yoke upon them and to learn from you,
for you are gentle and humble in heart. Your yoke is easy and your
burden is light, and you promise rest for our souls (from Matthew 11:
28-30).
In our coming to you, we pray for your gifts of gentleness and humility
as we learn to share our gifts and common loads, that they may be
lighter for all to carry.
This we ask in the name of the Son, the power of the Spirit and the
loving, merciful goodness of our heavenly Father. Amen.

A reflection
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The traditional model of parish governance in the
Church of England has been two churchwardens
and a PCC looking after the church building(s)
and the administration for a single parish. In
recent years that model has come under pressure
because of the increasing problem of finding
people prepared to be churchwardens, PCC
treasurers and PCC secretaries. The average
age of our PCCs in rural areas is high, and there
is a very real prospect that in many rural multiparish benefices, this model will be unsustainable
within the next 10 years. Already many benefices
have churches with no churchwardens, or one
churchwarden who wears numerous hats,
including being PCC treasurer.
Our church buildings are a blessing – a sign of
God’s presence amongst us, a sacred place of
prayer and Sabbath rest, a symbol of heaven
touching earth and earth aspiring to eternity. And
yet, these wonderful places hallowed by centuries
of worship in our communities are also a burden to
look after, one which often falls on a small group of
people.
Financial resources to maintain our buildings are
scarce and will be even scarcer post Coronavirus.
Parishes hope that the Diocese or the C of E or the

government or the National Lottery Heritage Fund
will ride to their rescue and fund building projects,
but in reality there is no 7th cavalry. Diocesan
resources are stretched covering stipends and
we are not a wealthy Diocese; the national
church funds mission initiatives, not clergy costs
or building costs; unlike some countries there is
no government money other than VAT reclaim
through the Listed Places of Worship Scheme;
NLHF grants may well be harder to get in future;
legacies to churches are fewer; funeral collections
often go to charitable causes, not the church;
many churches have sold their investments. The
cupboard looks worryingly bare.
None of this will be new to you. It is the current
reality, and not one we can ignore. Coronavirus
forced a pause upon us. Our buildings were closed,
our fundraising activities postponed. We had to be
church in a different way for a while. That pause,
those new ways, gave us cause to reflect and
it may well be that now is a golden opportunity
to step back and examine how we can lighten
the load of buildings and bureaucracy in a root
and branch way. This session will help you do
that, focusing first on our buildings and then on
administration.
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Exercise 1
It’s best if you have read the Options for Church buildings document
(Appendix 1) beforehand and have it with you to refer to. Look back at your
Mission Community as you laid it out at the start of Session 3 with cards for
each church building and its surrounding opportunities. Take time to talk
through each church building and consider what its unique vocation may be
in the life of your Mission Community.
Considering the Mission Community as a whole, use the table on the following
page to consider how God might be calling you to use each of your church
buildings to worship Him and serve your rural communities.
Select any options that might provide a future use for each building over
the next 10-15 years, given your knowledge of your communities and the
challenges of resourcing ministry. Many of these options overlap and
remember you are not making decisions at this stage just exploring ideas,
so you might select more than one option for some church buildings.
Remember that at this stage you are focusing just on how you might
use each building and not the organisation and administration that
surrounds that.

Closing the church
to free up energy
for opportunities
elsewhere in the
Mission Community.

Leasing part or all of the
building to another group

Explore cultural or
commercial partnerships
who might use the
building

Explore additional ways
the community could use
the church building.

Becoming a Festival
Church

Specialist missional
use within the Mission
Community e.g. focused
children’s work or Taize
worship etc

Maintaining regular
Parish worship

Church 1

Church 2

Church 3
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Church 4

Church 5

Church 6

Church 7

Exercise 2
Take time to read through the Thinking outside the box table below. The table
below sets out some of the options you might want to think through. There is more
information about some of the legal options in the Options for Church Buildings
document (attached). Think through some of the possibilities you considered in
the previous exercise. Look at where your opportunities are focused and consider
how you can release energy most effectively to make the most of these.

Thinking outside the box: ideas to consider
Ideas to think about
Admin and Data
Protection

• Admin is a calling. Is there someone in the Mission Community who has a vocation
to admin and could be trained as a volunteer Mission Community administrator/
manager?
• A single Electoral roll officer for all the churches (or the Mission Community
administrator/ manager
• A single Data Protection expert for the Mission Community

Church
maintenance

• One or two people in a Mission Community with a particular interest/skills who take
responsibility for arranging the maintenance work on all the churches
• Joint service contracts for all churches on boilers, fire extinguishers etc.
• A single Health and Safety officer for the whole Mission Community
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• A Friends Group from the community to help with the repairs and maintenance of
the building.
Communications

• A single point of communication for email enquiries (i.e. a Mission Community
administrator/manager)
• If this doesn’t happen already, a single newsletter for all parishes in the Mission
Community
• One and the same folder of orders of services across all the churches
• If this doesn’t happen already, a single website for all parishes in the Mission
Community

Finance

• A Joint Council with a single set of accounts with separate columns (and ringfenced money) for each parish
• A single treasurer for the Mission Community supported by individuals who do the
banking
• Greater use of the Parish Giving Scheme to take the pressure off treasurers
• A single person reclaiming the Gift Aid for the whole Mission Community
• One or two people in a Mission Community with a particular interest/skills who take
responsibility for grant applications for all the churches
• Establishing Friends’ Groups to raise money for the fabric of the building

Thinking outside the box: ideas to consider
Ideas to think about
Working together

• Gathering PCC treasurers/PCC secretaries/administrators together for an evening
of filling out returns forms
• Some meetings by Zoom

Governance

• Working as a Mission Community Council with short PCC meetings held
immediately afterwards in the same venue, or in Zoom break out groups for legal
business and to formally agree recommendations of the Mission Community
Council.
• Establishing a joint council for all the parishes, with the PCCs either becoming
dormant or remaining active, but delegating certain responsibilities
• Combining two or more Parishes into a single new legal Parish with one stable PCC
• Pastoral reorganisation to make your Mission Community a single legal benefice.

Policies and
templates

• Adopt the same policies and templates in each parish across the Mission
Community.

Questions for discussion
As a group, reflect on these questions.
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1. How might the needs of your
Mission Community change over
the next 5-10 years?
2. Within your Mission Community
is each church able to have its own
governance and administration or
would you free up more energy and
resources if you had a system where
responsibility is shared by a whole
Mission Community and each Parish
supports each other?

3. Within your Mission Community
where might you want to ask the local
community to be involved? What
needs to be focused around the local
community at Parish level, what can
you share as a Mission Community?
Are there areas that might work more
effectively at Deanery level?

Lightening the Load session 4: Buildings and Bureaucracy
What options for governance and administration given do you think would strengthen your Mission Community and free up time and energy for mission and worship?

What concerns do you have about the examples and the prospect of making changes in your Mission
Community?
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A closing thought and prayer
“We, who are many, are one body in Christ, and
individually we are members one of another”
(Romans 12.5). St Paul’s image of the Body of
Christ in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 reminds
us that we each have different gifts and each need
one another if the Church is to thrive as Christ’s
Body. That applies within a parish, but also across
parish boundaries within a Mission Community. We
are stronger together. What does that look like in
practice? What do we need to change and what
do we need to let go of?

Almighty God, by your grace alone we are
accepted and called to your service.
Strengthen us by your Holy Spirit and make
us worthy of our calling;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who is alive and reigns with you and the
Holy Spirit,
one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Below is a short summary of the range of options for church buildings
that you can consider. As part of Lightening the Load you are just
considering options at this stage. There is much more information,
guidance and toolkits available if you decide that you want to
consider any of these further. If you can, think as courageously and
creatively as you can about the possibilities for your church buildings
and remember you can always change your mind if, or further
exploration, you decide it’s not right.
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Continue as a Parish Church
If each of your buildings has a stable PCC you can continue to operate as
individual PCCs. You should continue to plan your mission for the coming
years together as a Mission Community with clear thought given to each
building within the Mission Community and how they will support your
Mission Action Plan. Where you have larger worshipping communities with
more resources available consider how each parish can support the others.

Specialist missional use within the Mission Community
Are there particular church buildings that may be best suited for different
missional activities and worship that you might do more effectively together
as a Mission Community? If a number of churches are struggling to engage
children and families can you identify one church where you could focus this
work? For example, could you run a Mission Community Messy Church in the
church building that is closest to local schools? Or perhaps there is a smaller
church building that you might use for more contemplative, intimate candlelit
services or a monthly Evensong. In ‘A Theological Reflection on Rural Ministry’
we reflected on the description of church buildings in the ancient Exeter Book.
It describes churches as “leomo laemena”, limbs of clay: the church Body,
fashioned of the same clay (limmus) as Adam. People and churches: living
and compacted clay, both fashioned for prayer and praise. Try to think of the
use of each building as its vocation. What might God be calling this building
to be to those living nearby?
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Becoming a Festival Church
A Festival Church is one that is no longer open for regular services but
celebrates the major festivals and other significant events within the
community. It is seen as a Mission Community resource and those festival
services are big events which are resourced and supported by people from
across the whole Mission Community. Their focus is missional around these
festivals and they should be aimed at engaging a large number of the wider
community. Festival Church status is seen as a stopping off point. Ideally the
community will engage and church membership will grow with a need for
more regular services again. If there is no significant community engagement
after some time then as a Mission Community you might consider if there is
still a need for a church building in that location.
Explore additional ways the community could use the church building.
This would involve consulting your community and others to find out if there
is any need or interest in using your building for something else when it is not
in use for worship. This could be something such as a café, library or shop, or
simply offering the space for hire by existing community groups.
This could be something that church members want to develop jointly with
the community which you would be actively involved in running the initiative,
or you could take a more hands off approach. Either way, you will need to
have a small group from your Mission Community who are willing to be
involved in managing the project.

Explore cultural or commercial partnerships
who might use the building
You may want to work more directly in partnership
with individuals that might wish to use your
building for their own business. Examples of
this could be partnering with a local artist or
entrepreneur to develop a commercial or cultural
use for the building. This can provide a really
exciting opportunity to get your local community
talking about and interested in your church
building. It’s also likely to bring a demographic
of people into your church building who might
never think about entering a church. This then
gives you a great opportunity to let them know
what you use the building for and how welcome
they would be to join you for worship. This small
rural church in Norfolk has really embraced this
opportunity.
www.historymystery.games/escape-gameblickling-norfolk
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Leasing part or all of the building
Similar to the additional uses above, you can
consider another party leasing all or part of
the church building. They would then have
responsibility for repair and maintenance of this
section.
These types of lease generally contain a clause
whereby either the Chancel remains the full
responsibility of the PCC and available for regular
public worship (also retaining responsibility for
repairs and maintenance), or the whole building
remains available for occasional offices.

Closing the church
Making a decision to close a church building
is always going to be painful and difficult.
Demographics of our rural landscape change
over time and communities develop and shift.
Sometimes there is simply no longer a need for
a space for worship in a particular location. If
you have consulted the local community and
they have expressed no interest in supporting
you to find an alternative use for the building
then sometimes it is better to free up your time
and energy by closing the building to focus more
on the other opportunities within your Mission
Community. Although this decision is one that
must be made at Parish level it’s crucial that the
PCC and church members are supported in this
decision by the wider Mission Community. This will
help to ensure that they continue to feel that they
belong as part of it.

Thinking outside the box – Options for Governance
Mission Community Councils
Forming a Mission Community Council is the simplest and most informal way
to make changes to the governance of your Mission Community. You can do
it immediately with no need for application forms of legal changes. It’s just an
informal agreement so it’s the ideal way to try out working together as you
can adapt is until it works for you, or stop it at any time. Ideally it should have
representatives from every PCC, but sometimes you may find that two or
three parishes work more naturally together so you could start with that with
other parishes joining at a later date.
Each PCC still legally has to meet regularly, however this can be simplified so
that that majority of the discussion is at Mission Community level and PCC’s
can then have a much shorter meeting just to agree the recommendations
of the Mission Community Council. This can be as simple as each PCC
moving into breakout groups at the end of a Mission Community meeting,
or by a short follow up PCC meeting using an online platform such as Zoom.
Joint Councils
Joint Councils are a more formalised approach to working together as a
Mission Community and require legal changes which diocesan staff would
support you through. There are two types of Joint Council.
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1.
Each PCC delegates all powers to the Joint Council. The PCC
then goes into abeyance and does not meet regularly. Its only legal
requirement is to hold the APCM to perform its legal functions, elect
officers and representatives to the Joint Council and to agree to
continue as part of the Joint Council for the coming year.
2. Each PCC delegates specific areas to the Joint Council but retains
others (for example, mission and worship planning may be delegated
but care of the building retained). In this case each PCC will still need
to meet regularly but meeting should be shorter.
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Pastoral Reorganisation
Pastoral reorganisation is when two or more parishes are dissolved and
a new single parish boundary is created. It is a legal change and requires
wider public consultation. Usually one building in the new parish boundary
retains parish church status with the other building(s) becoming a chapel
of ease. There is a single PCC with responsibility for the care of souls in the
geographical area and the repair and maintenance of all buildings. If you
have a number of PCC’s struggling to have enough people to be quorate it
could be worth considering pastoral reorganisation as well as a Joint Council
so that the responsibilities can be shared by the whole Mission Community.

