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As you know, if you have been to one of these before, admitting of Churchwardens is one of my favourite parts of being an Archdeacon!

I make no apology for always beginning the same way, I genuinely believe it is the most important part of this charge, THANK YOU to all of you who have served as Churchwarden and those of you who have been willing to do so again this year. It is a vital role within the church and we are very grateful.

The office of Churchwarden is an ancient one, an officer of the Bishop, it carries with it a great deal of responsibility. It is a calling.

Churchwardens, by canon law, are called to represent the laity and co-operate with the Incumbent (when you have one, I realise many of you are still living in vacancy and it is hard) within your calling as Churchwardens there are multiple aspects but I want to talk about four of them particularly today.

Spiritual leadership
Safeguarding leadership
Buildings care
And
Administration.

Churchwardens, as we will hear at the commission part of this service, are called to work in collaboration not only with the Incumbent but also with the people of God, all the baptised, to be persons of integrity and to live a holy life. 

Part of this calling is leading others in worship (Morning or Evening prayer) not every Churchwarden is comfortable with this and to help we have given you Morning and Evening prayer which you can just read – they are in the Churchwardens section of the Diocesan website.

A life of holiness is not just public worship, it’s mostly not public worship, it is about your own prayer for your place and your people. The Church of England has an App called ‘Daily Prayer’ which allows you to listen to Morning or Evening prayer and one called ‘Time to Pray’ which allows you to listen to Prayer during the day or Night prayer (Compline) these can be really helpful in keeping our life of prayer going as a regular practice.

I hope that you have Churchwardens meetings with your Incumbent and I would encourage you to pray together during this time, it is a good practice for Churchwardens to lead this, either evening prayer or night prayer, everyone can use the app! It can often be daunting to lead worship and Churchwardens will sometimes do that without much warning so being used to the practice of leading others is a great benefit. It also reminds us all that Churchwardens and Incumbents co-operate together, our calling is different but it is not better or worse, the responsibility for the spiritual life of our churches is a shared responsibility and not the sole prerogative of the Clergy although of course Clergy and Lay ministers carry their own particular responsibility and the Incumbent (or Rural Dean in a vacancy) has oversight of the ministry within the benefice.

Back to Churchwardens though and our first reading from Samuel. This is a beautiful story of calling and I believe has something significant to say to us.

We hear the story, often given the heading ‘Samuel’s Calling’, yet this is not a story just of Samuel and God. This is a story of collaboration. This is a story of the very young and the very old – so wherever you are on that age spectrum you can find yourself here.

Samuel here’s someone calling his name and he thinks it is Eli. You may well be a Churchwarden because some body, perhaps of great age and experience, or not, suggested your name.

This can often feel pragmatic, I can do it and there is nobody else willing, yet it is still a call from God even when we don’t recognise the voice of God directly. Samuel doesn’t recognise God’s voice at all it is Eli that realises it must be God’s voice.

Eli tells Samuel to answer ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening’ and when Samuel does he hears God speak. Eli has the wisdom to know and Samuel the bravery to try. Churchwardens need both these qualities – whatever age you are!

As part of this spiritual responsibility we hold there is the element of Safeguarding. There has been a great deal spoken about safeguarding in recent years, we have had scandals and resignations and it can be tempting to think we know everything about this situations and can make judgements, that is very rarely true.

What we can do is recognise that mistakes are made and for those of us in leadership commit to being a church that learns from its mistakes and seeks to be a safer place.

Churchwardens are key in this. 

So if we return to Eli and Samuel…

Eli has the wisdom to know it is God, however in the verses following that we didn’t hear tonight Eli has got things badly wrong (we are all capable of both) the story unfolds that he did not learn or challenge inappropriate behaviour.

All of us will make mistakes and fail in some areas but equally all of us are capable of learning and changing. We are all aware that sometimes people have suffered from actions which are not mistakes but behaviours that move from unhealthy to abusive, this can happen anywhere to anyone.

How then do we ensure that we both recognise our own ability to make mistakes and actively seek to learn and change? 

Training is part of the answer to this and it is why Churchwardens need to complete their Basic and Foundation safeguarding modules and the Domestic Violence module (along with all the PCC as trustees) if the parish is about to go into vacancy Churchwardens need to complete the Leadership module because they will be stepping into a greater legal responsibility.

Training is sometimes regarded as difficult or a demand on our time, and it does require some time, however training is one of the ways we gain wisdom not only for ourselves but in conversation with others and so for the Leadership training particularly there is individual reflection, conversation with others and a planned way forward as to how this newly gained wisdom can be implemented in the benefice.

Churchwardens along with all the PCC work with the Parish Safeguarding Officer and the Diocesan Safeguarding Team to make real God’s love and care in our communities.

The reality of God’s love is expressed in the way we listen to every voice, value all people, have a concern for the most vulnerable, working together in a way that is aware of the pain some people will be carrying because of their experience and being willing to sacrifice our own likes for the sake of others needs.

As a community, and often as a building, we the Church are a sign of God’s love in the community. Still it is the case that when people have experienced abuse, within the church or not, they will seek out the Church as a place to say what has happened. Making sure that the information about how to report something is available 24/7 is part of our response to this. Additionally having the whole PCC and others understand how to respond well should this happen is vital.

These buildings should stand as signs of Love and Safety. Which brings me to the third responsibility of Churchwardens that of gutters and drains, windows and roof’s!
Our buildings matter. They are beautiful and symbolic. They are our spiritual home. Like all homes though they need the general everyday works such as cleaning the gutters, the emergency repairs like the roof and the re-ordering projects that change the way we use them.

Churchwardens are involved in all of these, it may seem unimportant to give a fabric report each PCC and an annual overview at the APCM but as we hold these buildings in trust for the next generation they are very definitely important.

The care of our buildings and their contents, recording what we have, meeting the Archdeacon, Rural Dean or Lay Chair for the church inspection are all vital parts of our communal life.

Thank you for all you do to keep our buildings in good order and allow for the multiplicity of uses we need, gathering to worship, quiet open spaces, community resources for books or foodbanks, community gathering spaces where they are the only public buildings and clear symbols of God’s love to anyone who walks through the doors or sits in the churchyard.

Finally Churchwardens have some administrative responsibility. Churchwardens are asked to provide information to the Diocese, some of which is for National Church use, mission, energy use and Articles of enquiry might feel pointless sometimes but the information you provide gives us the ability to respond and support.



The information about energy use and mission statistics are for the national church and that information will drive decisions around what support (financial and otherwise) the national church will provide in the future. This is really important.

Churchwardens – it might feel like a very big role…It is!

You don’t bear the weight of this calling on your own though. God will give you the strength to complete the calling. God will give you wisdom and bravery.

In our reading from Matthew 4 we hear Jesus calling his disciples and Jesus says to them “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people”

You’ll notice that the ‘making’ the transforming the power to do the task is from Jesus. Jesus doesn’t say ‘you will learn to fish for people’ Jesus says ‘I will make you fish for people’. This is not in the force you sense, this is in the empower you sense.

God gives us the strength we need to complete the calling we have been given. As Churchwardens this is true for you also. God will strengthen and equip you for your part in the body of Christ.


So if I can now ask all of the Churchwardens to stand….

Together please will you make the declaration as it is in our service sheet….
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