Anglican Churches in Cheltenham.

You’ve read about it in the Newspaper, 

now here’s how it actually affects St Peter’s…

In early December, the Bishop released to the press the details of his response to the Cheltenham Deanery Mission Action Plan submitted to him at the beginning of November.  Unfortunately, reports in the press contained some inaccuracies.  I thought that it would be right to let you all know how this affects us at St Peter’s. 

For the last three years the Deanery Pastoral Committee has been working towards a plan for the whole of the Cheltenham Deanery, looking at all our resources – buildings, clergy and laity.

There is no doubt that many things have to change…….. 

a) There are too many churches in Cheltenham and they are not all now necessary. The number of people attending Sunday worship has dramatically fallen – although there is evidence that people will worship on days other than Sundays and also people can experience ‘church’ in places other than consecrated buildings.

b) There is a shortage of ordained clergy in the Church of England. When compared with other dioceses Gloucester has more than its fair share of priests.  Cheltenham also has more than its fair share of ordained ministry compared with the other deaneries in the diocese.

c) The new Parish Share calculation has come up with a £400,000 deficit across the diocese for 2006.  The diocese has no choice but to face up to the challenge – but it is easy to understand that this deficit cannot be borne for long.  £400K is the cost of 10 parish clergy.

The process that the Bishop has outlined for the Deanery, which has to be presented to the Deanery Synod in February for acceptance, contains many points – but those that effect St Peter’s can be summarised as follows:

[N.B. In the text below, all in italics are direct quotes from the Bishop’s response – the bold is my highlighting.]

Mission Areas

“There will be four Mission Areas / Units  - the North, West, South and East. [St Peter’s will be in the South Cheltenham Mission Area.]

“These units are to be the primary units of church life. The Mission Area, more than the Parish or the Deanery, is where we need to look for vision, collaboration and strategy for mission.
“South Cheltenham would develop a collaborative relationship among a group of three benefices – Leckhampton St Peter, Leckhampton St Philip & St James (with Warden Hill) and Cheltenham Emmanuel with St Stephen.

“We note that although in the geographical area, St Philip & St James, Up Hatherley cannot be included because of its non- acceptance of the ordained ministry of women and its consequential separation from mainstream Anglicanism.

“In each of these Mission Areas the churches would need to commit themselves beyond the occasional (quarterly?) united service and monthly clergy breakfast. There would need to be clear leadership, a real sense of clergy team work, marked by prayer and quality meeting time together, a group council with strategic aims and worship together by the congregations sufficiently frequently to create a second layer of loyalty above that of the individual parish.

The Area Dean

“The report indicates the appropriateness of linking the post of Area Dean with the post of Rector of St Mary’s and St Matthew’s, building on the civic links with St Mary’s, so that the role of Area Dean is partly in relation to the cohesion and mission of the whole deanery, but also relates to the interface with civic and civil life, especially in the town centre. We propose to go down that path and the present Rector, The Rev Andrew Dow, is willing to undertake this ministry.
Stipendiary Clergy Staffing

“The proposed South Cheltenham Mission Area will, if St Philip and St James Up Hatherley is included, initially have four priests of incumbent status – the incumbents of St Peter’s Leckhampton, St Philip and St James Leckhampton, Emmanuel and St Stephens and Up Hatherley. Our proposal is that the first of these posts to fall vacant will not be replaced. The associate priest post at Up Hatherley will also disappear in 2006. This in time will make a saving of two posts. 

“On the other hand we propose that, when there has been a saving in the deanery to allow it, a house-for-duty priest be appointed to St Christopher’s for a five year period to keep the staffing in the Mission Area at a slightly higher level than can be maintained long term, in order to give time for there to be developments in relation to LMTs and OLMs  [LMT = (local) Lay Ministry team; OLM = Ordained Local Ministry].  It is not anticipated that there would be a second appointment to that post, which would come to an end after five years. The saving in the Mission Area will therefore be two stipendiary posts, though in the medium term there will be the cost of a house for duty post.”      

What this means for St Peter’s

Things are moving rapidly. The loose collection of churches previously known as the South Cheltenham Cluster, and of which St Peter’s is part, is now to become a much more formal grouping.

The Parish of St Mary’s Charlton Kings is to leave our cluster to become part of the East Cheltenham Mission Area.

We will have to explore the development of Local Ministry Teams – and do so with a sense of urgency.

In the future there will be fewer people in ordained ministry – and churches in our group will have to share their clergy.

When the churches within the group have worked together for a while and established structures and confidence – then we will have to look seriously at which, if any, churches will have to close or be used in different ways.  Proposals will be required by 2009.

Other churches in the Mission Area will also have to take into account existing relationships with churches of other denominations.

All this requires a new understanding of church, which transcends the current parochial and church building boundaries.  To help you understand what is happening and ask questions there will a meeting of the Church Council on 

Wednesday, January 11th at 7.30pm, in church,

to which you are invited.  This will be the main item of business and the PCC will deal with its more routine business afterwards.

Please do not hesitate to ask Felicity or me about these proposals – especially if there is anything that you do not fully understand.  The Diocesan Press Release and a copy of this summary are on the Notice Board at the back of church.

Paul Wilkinson
