
LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
(5)

On 5th October, a Parish meeting was attended by the Bishop of Rochester, Rt. Rev.
James Langstaff and the new Archdeacon, The Venerable Canon Julie Conalty.
The meeting started with an introduction by the Bishop where he brought everyone up
to date. He reminded us that he had visited the PCC in the interregnum and as part of
the application process he had advised that he would want the new priest-in-charge to
engage positively with the clergy and people of the Southborough Team. He had
advised applicants that he hoped that informal patterns of collaboration would soon be
developed and prove beneficial, such that more formal arrangements might be
considered when an opportune moment arises. The retirement of Gerald Hovenden at
Christ Church represented such an opportune moment.
The Joint Working Group set up between St. Thomas’, Christ Church, St Peter’s and
St. Lawrence, Bidborough had advised him that they believed that working together as
a Group rather than a Team ministry would be the best way forward, while St.
Matthew’s is now looking towards Tunbridge Wells rather than Southborough. The
Bishop’s experience in the Diocese is that Groups generally work well, particularly
where there is a joint sense of “place” or community as there is in Southborough.
The Bishop told us that he had met with the PCC of the Southborough Team Ministry,
and that they also are looking to explore this formation of a new group, but that there
are decisions to be made about St. Peter’s because of the issues that the church there
faces. Resolving these matters will take time, and therefore nothing will happen
quickly. A further working group would be convened to consider the position at St
Peter’s.
He spoke a little about how a group structure works, and that as each church retains
its PCC with its legal structure and responsibilities, that this removes many of the
concerns that might have arisen in joining a Team with regard to patronage and
churchmanship. A group structure is a group of equals working together on matters of
joint concern.  It would be up to the PCCs to decide what was dealt with by the Group
Council. There would be no significant financial responsibilities taken on by forming a
Group.
There was then a time of questions and comments. These included:
 What is the advantage of a Group over working together informally? Response: A

Group is not a legal entity, but it does have a legal structure, requiring the various
churches and clergy to work together, so it is not as dependent upon individual
personalities. It enables the clergy to support one another, and also others working
together in a particular area. The positives on working together for reaching out to
young people and the elderly in care homes were expressed.



 Had consideration been given to working with St. John’s Methodists, or other former
members of the Southborough Fellowship of Christian churches? Response: The
Bishop has had discussions with his counterpart in the Methodist church, and more
could be done in the Diocese with regard to the Anglican-Methodist covenant, and
more generally ecumenical activity could be enhanced. Consideration could be
given to how this may effect on the group formation and composition.

 What impact could this have on parish boundaries? Response: It is helpful if parish
boundaries reflect where people in a community naturally look to for their church.
Depending upon what decisions are made about the future of St Peter’s this could
be an opportunity for St. Thomas’s parish to expand.

 What impact could this have on the clergy and their time? Response: Stephen Hills
currently is taking responsibility for the services at St. Peter’s as well as St.
Lawrence’s. Rachel has been appointed to a part-time post, because of the small
size of the parish, as well as the financial commitment. Depending upon the future
group requirements, if she took on additional responsibilities, there could be an
opportunity for her ministry to be full time. A group would mean that there could be
some cross-over of clergy responsibilities, with people playing to their strengths.

 What about finances? Response: Under a Group Structure each church retains
control of its own finances, and does not take on any liability for other churches.
Most expenses of a Group would be small. However, a Group could decide
together to appoint a youth worker, for example, whose cost would be shared, but
this would require the approval of each separate PCC.

 What is the way forward? Response: The diocese will be working with St. Peter’s
on the possibilities there. The Joint Southborough Churches Working Group will
continue to look at the Group structure and the churches will continue to collaborate
together, particularly on sensible areas of shared ministry. The new Archdeacon,
Julie Conalty, will be our main contact about this in future. Now that St Thomas’s
PCC has recommended a move towards Group Ministry, the APCM of 2018 may be
an opportunity to agree the proposal, depending on progress in the interim

This was a positive meeting that helped to answer many people’s concerns. With
thanks to Michal Nadin, who took notes at the meeting, a full copy of which is available
on the notice board near the old baptistery.
Since that meeting, the Joint Working Group has again met and will continue to meet
over the coming months.  Although no formal steps will be possible until the future
arrangements for St Peter’s are decided, much work can be done to develop ways of
working together which should become apparent before any formal changes are
completed.
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