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Big buildings and big institutions fall down slowly but there comes a point when the roof really does 

fall in and we move from being Durham Cathedral to Fountains Abbey. . . My own gut feeling is that 

there will be serious questions of viability before I retire, probably camouflaged in pastoral 

reorganising at diocesan level. Say seven to ten years." These are words written by the present 

Archbishop of Canterbury when he was the Bishop of Durham, and are quoted by Andrew 

Atherstone in The Road to Canterbury (DLT, 2013). 

Thank you for your series of articles on the state of the Church. The sobering statistical analysis by 

Professor Linda Woodhead has been particularly telling. As many of your articles have proclaimed, 

flexibility in thinking and radical structural change is urgent. We must make the best use of abilities 

available. In the past, the greatest waste was the sidelining of women; in our day, inflexibility of 

movement between categories, especially lay to ordained, marginalises many unpaid ministers. So 

that the fewer paid clergy can devote more time to mission, the maintenance of ministry will fall 

increasingly on volunteers. Yet the talents of Readers remain under-used. 

As so often in the Church of England, those with influence can easily frustrate the will of the people. 

A survey of more than 1000 Readers found that one-third felt frustrated, and the vast majority sought 

significant change. Their views were all but ignored. We cannot afford to waste such talent and 

experience. 

Sadly, many with power regard ministry as static. To my mind, it should be dynamic, offering 

movement between categories, progression matching flourishing talent and accumulated 

experience. As numbers diminish, the survival of the Church in a recognisable form will depend on 

this. Mission impossible? 

NIGEL HOLMES 

Woodside, Great Corby 

Carlisle CA4 8LL 

 


