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The Time has Come: Closing a Church Well in the Baptist Denomination
Preface

I am grateful to the Reverends Colin Pye and Andrew Henton Pusey, Regional Minister for the Central Baptist Association and Minister of Walsworth Road Baptist Church, Hitchin respectively for encouraging me to write on the topic of closing a church well.  Having been through the experience of closing a church which was not at the point of ‘breathing its last’ it has been helpful to sit down and reflect further on that act, fifteen months on.  I can still see in myself the five stages of grief identified in Kubler-Ross’s book The Stages of Dying over the closure even now.  How very much like the experience of a loved one dying is the experience for those involved in a church ‘dying’.  Others expressed sadness and some empathy at the time…and then, quite naturally moved on; either to other problems or to something rather more uplifting.  The members of the church’s congregation and, in this case the pastor of the church, continue to live with the grief.  

However, I believed and still do, that the closure of an individual church can also be a time for celebration as well as a time for mourning.  It all depends on your perspective.  Let me try and explain.  

1: Introduction and Scope
“No congregation aspires to close.  When a church’s founding members first gather as a new church, they dream of great things.  Maybe it was just 30 years ago or maybe it was 130 years ago [or longer], but those first members surely imagined classrooms filled with children and sanctuaries filled with people praising God with glorious worship.  They imagined making a difference.  But churches eventually close.  Every single church eventually closes.”

A paragraph from an article on the internet, written just this year, about “Joyfully Closing a Church”; written by someone who is part of the Presbyterian Church in the USA, (as are nearly all the articles I could find when I searched the internet for ‘Closing a Church’; that is, written from an American perspective).  And those which weren’t American in origin appeared to relate only to the Church of England’s process and procedures for closing a church.  There was nothing that I could find from the Non-Conformist tradition nor general opinions and advice from a UK perspective.  
And yet, of course, it’s not that churches in the UK don’t close.  I have carried out a small amount of research within my own denomination which I refer to in chapter 2 but simply driving around the country it is possible to see chapel buildings and even larger church buildings converted into domestic dwellings or other community buildings.  Signs of change at least; if not probably, signs of numerical decline in the practising Christian community.   But certainly visible signs of church closures, whatever their cause.
As a Minister-in-Training it was my privilege, in 2010, to become pastor of a very small church in Watford - Kingswood Baptist Church.  Three years later, when I was ordained, the church voted unanimously to call me to be their part-time-stipended minister.  Sadly though, just two years later, after a total of 64 years of work and witness in that community, we took the decision to close the church.  The story of our journey to and through closure can be found in two papers: KBC Mission Audit 2104 and Who Gets the Flowers?  Both of these papers are available from the author.  
The Time has Come has, therefore, been my own experience.  

Of course, during that journey many conversations were held; both face-to-face and electronically and, as a Baptist minister of a Baptist church in England, those conversations were governed by the ecclesiology and structure of the Baptist Union of Great Britain as well as by Charity Law.  As I seek, therefore, to offer something to the UK Christian community’s thinking about church closure this paper, as the title suggests, is looking at closure from within the Baptist denomination.  However, it is my hope that some of the reflections offered might be of help within the wider Christian community. 
Church closure is not a favourite topic of conversation.  No-one likes to talk about it.  We all like to talk about growth and new life; new churches being planted – “success stories” we might call them.  (Although, straight away the use of such a term should challenge us as to what we mean when we talk about “success” in the life of a church.)  Perhaps that is why there is little, if any, literature on the topic.  On the other hand the Christian world is awash with resources relating to pioneering ministries and church planting. (Internet searches reveal a plethora of choice).  Yet often, new life only comes because there has previously been a death.  Jesus when speaking to his disciples, Andrew and Philip, about the Son of Man being glorified used this illustration: 

“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”

Many of the resources from the Christian community in the USA seem to be embracing that view as they face the issue of church closures in their country and it is a scripture that is vital for us to hold onto when facing up to the reality of our own diminishing resources – both human and financial.  For this verse speaks to the heart of the Christian Gospel – sacrifice; hope; resurrection; new life.  

So this short paper is looking at how we might approach the topic of closing a church positively, from a Kingdom perspective and not from a hand-wringing, “woe-is-us” perspective.  My aim is to help us see that even in the closing of a church God is at work, it’s his church and we should seriously embrace the very real likelihood that we have not failed.  
2: Churches Close
“…a denominational leader who served at the national level remarked, “All the churches the Apostle Paul started have since closed.””

It is helpful to be reminded of this, I think, especially in these days when it’s not uncommon to hear of the ‘need to get back to the New Testament church’ expressed.  The implication being that all will then be well with the 21st Century church.  (If only it was that simple – let alone relevant.)
In chapter 1 I mentioned that churches in the UK close and many of us, I suspect, can name churches that we have known, perhaps even been part of at one time, that have closed.   
In terms of numbers, Stuart Murray in his book A Vast Minority writes:
“…over the past thirty years in Britain a new church has been planted on average almost every day.  Even though almost as many have closed and not all the newly planted churches have thrived, this is encouraging…”

A recent request to the Regional Ministers of the Baptist Union of Great Britain for information regarding churches that have closed in their Associations over the last 20 years has revealed the following.  In my naiveté, I expected each Association would have a file recording a church’s closure.  I have discovered that this is not always the case!
The two questions asked were:

1.  How many churches have closed in your Region in the last 20 years?  
2.  How many of those churches had a minister in post at the time?
In reply:
· The Baptist Union of Scotland does not have such information.

· The London Baptist Association is “not sure on the stats on this. There have been several which have ‘closed’ but quite a number of these have been replanted as new congregations - either as an ‘injection’ into the historic church or a complete restart.”

· The Heart of England Baptist Association mentioned “Pendeford in the Black Country which had no minister/pastor and Wythall, which did, a retired minister.”  A follow up email also said, “Other Associations may well keep a record! We don’t close churches very often here, and when we do, once the official business is concluded… we don’t keep a record in the office.”

· The Central Baptist Association had records of nine churches closing; two with accredited ministers in post, two with lay pastors in post, one overseen by moderators and four overseen by the church secretary. 
· The Yorkshire Baptist Association provided a list of (‘from memory’) 15 churches that have closed from 2000-2015, including three with an accredited or lay pastor.
Full responses can be found in Appendix A.
The information is limited and certainly no firm conclusions can be drawn from these responses but in my opinion there is still a hint of preferring not to talk about closing churches.  In particular the LBA response seemed very keen to move on to the good news elements rather than stay simply with the information asked for.  However, the ‘what next?’ question is a very important one in closing a church and we will look further at that in chapter 5.
Why do churches close?  Often it is because there is no other option.  The remaining few members are too old to be able to organise the church’s ministry and mission and there is no longer enough money left to pay the bills.  In the Baptist tradition of each church governing its own affairs through the Church Meeting and with very little authority being given to the Association or Union over an individual church this scenario is more likely to be identified by the church itself rather than by a governing body as might be the case in episcopal or connectional denominations.
However, it is possible for a church to be closed for reasons other than there simply being no other option.  It requires openness to the leading of the Holy Spirit, courageous leadership and an ability to be honest in ‘discerning the failure to thrive’.
  This term is one that is taken from the hospice movement and is explored in detail in Irwin’s book as it relates to church life.  Beth Ann Gaede, in her book, Ending with Hope, suggests five warning signs that might encourage an early consideration of a church’s future:

1. Total concentration on member-oriented activities
2. Excessive emphasis on the past

3. A neighbourhood church without a neighbourhood constituency

4. A rebellion against denominational requests for financial support

5. A firm resistance to change

Yet in my own personal experience, none of these factors were applicable.  So, whilst a kind of check-list such as the above might be helpful for some in asking serious questions about the future of a church perhaps it’s more important to be able to live with the truth that no local church has a right to last forever and allow that to shape our ministries.
Sometimes it is not possible to identify why a particular church closes and another, in similar circumstances thrives.  But no two churches are identical and while one may continue to have purpose and a mission in its location, with its leadership team and amongst its particular community, another may not.  And it is unlikely that the reason for a church’s closure can be linked to one single event or decision.  Over a church’s life-time a number of factors will have contributed; perhaps imperceptibly at first, but slowly, potentially setting up a domino-type effect.  And this needs to be acknowledged too, so that a congregation does not despair that it has been unable to locate the answer that would make everything alright again.
Yet for all that it is hard to shake off a sense of failure when your church comes to the end of its life-cycle.  For that’s what closure is; the cycle of life has brought the church to the end.  There has been a time to be born and now there is a time to die.

So if the failure to thrive is not anyone’s fault, perhaps it’s part of a bigger picture.
3: Part of the Plan?

As mentioned above, no local church does last forever.  However, what does last forever and is significant in closing well is to remember that Christ’s church, the universal church does.  Individual expressions of church are but one small part of the body of Christ; they are not the whole body.  So it is always important to look beyond our own limited ministry and mission and look to the wider ministry and mission of God.  
“The human mind may devise many plans, but it is the purpose of the Lord that will be established.”

Can the decision to close a church before that decision is just ‘when to turn off the life-support machine’ be part of God’s plan?  At Kingswood we discerned that the answer to that question was a definite ‘yes’.  During our times of reflection, as individuals, in ones and twos and as a diaconate we looked at scriptures, such as:
“Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”

“And going a little farther, [Jesus] threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him. He said, ‘Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.’”

“And Jesus answered him… “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”
 (Italics mine).

“[Jesus] said to them, ‘When you pray, say: Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come.’”

It was important that during the discernment process, as we considered the future of one local expression of the body of Christ, we remembered whose church it was and who we were serving.
Understandably, when people have given so much to a local church, seeing it come to an end is painful and sad and difficult.  Money has been given, meetings have been attended, significant life moments have been celebrated, work has been done, worship has been offered in that place with like-minded others.  And so, letting go is not easy.  However, helping the members to ‘see the bigger picture’, to see their church as only a part of the one great church, to see that the mission of God is so much bigger than theirs is releasing.
“[As t]he interim pastor [of Omega Presbyterian Church said], “I dare to say this as a member of the institutional church but, regardless of how much ownership we take, it’s never our church.  The church doesn’t belong to its members – the members belong to the church of Jesus Christ.””
 
At that point, although at Kingswood we recognised that we were custodians of a building, land, and not an insignificant amount of money
 and that we were living among and trying to serve a community full of life, we allowed ourselves to wonder whether holding on to those things was the best way for God’s kingdom and purposes to be served.  We began to look upwards and embrace the possibility that despite all the wonderful things that had happened over the previous decades (and in small but significant ways were still happening), now was the time to let go and let God do that new thing that the prophet Isaiah had foretold.
Despite our prayers and our trust in the God who “by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine…”
 to enable ministry and mission to bear fruit at Kingswood, and despite the many sincere efforts by many different people over the years, we knew the church was really only struggling on.  We knew that slowly but surely the money was running out and in a similar way the active membership was also ‘running out’.  We wanted to do a new thing but as we seriously considered how we might do that we realised that we needed to do what God wanted and not what we wanted.  And as painful as that was going to be emotionally, we were being called to be faithful to him…and we needed to do that ‘even unto death.’  
For without death there can be no resurrection - and keeping our doors open to serve the existing members was not mission and was not going to lead the congregation to grow either numerically or spiritually.  New life could not come from that which had not been allowed to die.  But, “it is difficult to confront and name what needs to die in us so that we might allow God the room to do something new.”
  So there was still work to be done.
And there were two other questions that we needed to face.
1. Is a good closure of a church possible?  And, 
2. Even if this is possible, does this mean then that a church’s members are failures?
Here we had a choice.  Here we could decide.  Would we limp on, determined to keep the doors open until the bitter end, hoping against all hope that God would work that longed for miracle and then end up feeling betrayed and let down by God when it didn’t happen?  Or would we face the future with confidence, able to give thanks for all that had been and rejoicing in all that would be enabled through our ending?  The church members showed great maturity and strength of character when they were able to embrace the latter although each one had been on a separate journey to reach that point.  “Good” and “closure” did not have to be mutually exclusive words.
Accepting that we were not failures has taken a little longer and for some that may still need some work.  I am inclined to agree with this statement from Ending with Hope:
“Many members might also have felt that by participating in a community liturgy to conclude the life of the congregation, they were participating in “churchicide.””
  
We are back to the idea of perspective again.

4: Some practical and pastoral considerations

How does a church know when it is time to consider closing as a serious option?  Hopefully, long before that option is looked at the church will have already taken the decision, years before, to face up to the reality of its viability and vitality.  A church that recognises that it is declining numerically and financially needs to address that issue and speak it out.  A spirit of integrity and openness within the church community should be fostered to allow someone to name the ‘elephant in the room’ so that it can be spoken about freely.  Acknowledging a church’s declining situation does not mean that closure is inevitable.  Failing to do so early enough though, on the other hand, means that it may well be.

These words from the book of the Revelation to John are a helpful reminder that we need to be willing to let God set the agenda.
“Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.”

For many of today’s churches considering closure may become a significant issue in the next decade and being able to face up to that possibility sooner rather than later will allow more options to be considered.  And like many fears in life, simply speaking them out loud brings a freedom and a release to tackle them head on rather than hoping that by ignoring them they will just go away.
Having allowed the topic to be discussed, I suggest there are three main options for the future.

1. Continuing to be church in that place 

Considering new ways of doing ministry and mission in the same place is something that should always be near the front of a church’s consciousness whatever stage it is at in its life but is particularly relevant for a church recognising it is in decline.  Addressing the challenges of being church in 21st century Britain are beyond the scope of this paper but are dealt with in a wide variety of publications and articles.
2. Merging with another church community of the same or different denomination
Merging churches is not an easy option.  A merger of two declining congregations should never be pursued simply to enable those congregations to survive.  The chances are that such a move will only succeed in delaying the inevitable.  There needs to be a clear sense of the Spirit’s leading and each congregation needs to be committed to making this work by leaving behind their own ways of doing things and creating a new way together.  
From a Baptist perspective the demands of funding the deficit in the defined benefits Pension Scheme may also play a significant part in deciding whether a merger is even worth considering.  There may also be other legal considerations under Charity Law which will need to be taken into account.  It is vital, therefore, that even at the earliest exploratory discussion stage regional ministers are at least informed if not involved.  Their expertise and experience will be invaluable.  Their pastoral care and support will also be invaluable.
There is experience within the Baptist denomination of churches merging and again, a few books and articles have been written.
  And again, this is beyond the scope of this paper.
3. Closure

This is the option that is the focus of this essay and this decision will usually have been reached when there is no other choice left.  However, let me emphasize again the value of approaching this with a kingdom-based perspective.  This chapter is headed, ‘Some practical and pastoral considerations’ and so below is the process that pastor and people of Kingswood Baptist Church went through, working together to end well.  The time-line has been included in order to give an idea of the pace at which we worked.
In June 2014 we seriously faced up to the reality of our circumstances and weighed that up against the dream that we continued to hold onto trying to find a way to bring new life.  As part of that discernment we accepted that we could not measure our success by the world’s terms or even our own terms.  As the people of God we needed to march to a different beat.  We determined not to keep looking back to the past through rose-tinted spectacles and allowed ourselves to let go of what had worked well in the past but was now ‘in the past’: numerous conversations about the size of the Sunday School and all the associated outings and activities were gently brought to an end.  

Whenever we met as deacons or as a Church Meeting
 everyone was encouraged to be open to ‘God-incidences’ and listen to direction from the Holy Spirit in a way that they had perhaps not been used to doing before.  And we talked with our Regional Minister on two occasions; firstly, exploring the possibilities for the future with the deacons and assistant treasurers
 and then looking more determinedly at closure.
We gathered together and talked and prayed often over the next six months continuing to look at other options.  Sometimes these gatherings were organised such as Church Meetings and sometimes they were ad hoc / informal at Coffee Mornings or after morning service; in this way everyone was given a voice and everyone had an opportunity to listen to each other.  As the months continued to pass though, it became apparent that we needed to meet officially to make a decision.  Again we called on a Regional Minister for guidance and pastoral support and invited them to be present at the Special Church Meeting called in January 2015.  Having made the decision, we contacted the Baptist Union Corporation for guidance over legalities.
More importantly though, I would suggest, was that we deliberately recognised that God was still at work in us; that he had not abandoned us and this was not failure.  We encouraged one another in the ministry of ending well.  We viewed this from a wide kingdom perspective and not a narrow single congregation perspective.  We set a date to close which was appropriate in terms of the date when the decision had been taken; appropriate to the calendar year and also significant in the life of the on-going local church community.

We were not ashamed in sharing the news with the local community.  We acknowledged that this was a bereavement and that grieving needed to and would happen – and that each of us would be affected in different ways and at different times.  We celebrated and marked every ‘last’ happening or meeting of all the church’s groups.  Nothing was allowed to end ignominiously.   We gave the community an opportunity to reminisce and say ‘goodbye’ by holding an Open Day.  We cleared out all the rubbish including the paper-work so that everything was left in good order.  We arranged for minutes and other historical documents to be archived.  We arranged for financial records to be retained for as long as required by law.
We gave away all the church’s possessions freely to bless the local residents, community and other churches, raising money for a local charity through donations, but allowed those in the current church community to have first claim on anything they wanted.  Particularly poignant was the handing on of the church’s chalice at the final communion service to a deacon from a sister Baptist church in the town.  We recognised and gave thanks to God for all that had been achieved in the church’s life at the last service of worship for the current church community where opportunity was also given for members to share any memories.
We made the final act of worship at the end of August 2015 a significant and special occasion by holding it with others from the local Churches Together group and involved ministers of some of those churches in the service.  As the congregation left the building and the doors were locked for the last time, the final blessing was spoken by a minister from another church sending us all on our way to continue to love and serve the Lord in new ways and in new places.
Through all of these actions and discussions the members began to realize that closing did not mean defeat.  The congregation could celebrate the fact that it had provided Word and Sacrament ministry for 64 years in the community and it had supported the church’s broader mission work in a meaningful and generous way.
 
5: Is that it? What next?

Is there life after closure?

As Easter people who believe in life after death, then the answer to the above has to be a most assured ‘yes’.  It’s just that life will look different from what it did before.  And here, I want to return to that idea of perspective that I mentioned previously.  Having made the difficult decision to close, as long as the process is not drawn out interminably, it is possible to find a new energy for all that needs to be done and so to end well; an energy which comes from keeping focused on the wider kingdom of God.  This is helped, as is the ability to look to the future, if the members are reminded of the truth of the cliché, “Every end is a new beginning”.  

Truly ‘letting go and letting God’ is a hard lesson to learn.  Speaking personally, I would have to say that fifteen months later this is something which continues to be a challenge.  I and the other members of the church, most of whom all still live on the estate and pass the building often, want to know now what’s going to happen to the property.  And we wait impatiently.  But wait we must.  It seems to me that even in this ending God is building up his people; teaching us to be patient and to trust him.  
According to the trust deeds, the buildings (church, hall and manse) are now the property of the Baptist Union and so we have no say over the buildings’ future.  And whilst it is inevitable that some of us may still feel that they are ‘ours’ we talked often about the handing over the buildings to others before ending and so better prepared ourselves, I believe, for this time.
What happens to the buildings is out of our control but what remains within the control of each person is their own attitude to the events and their own attitude towards God.  Very few people welcome change.  Most of us are hard-wired to settle for the status quo.  We get comfortable and enjoy the safety and security of what we know and like.  A church closure such as happened at Kingswood needs to be embraced by the people saying, “Right Lord; now what?  What are your plans for me now?”  They need to know that Jesus is still saying to each one, “Follow me”.
  
If the church is going to end well, then this also needs to have been addressed before the actual closure.  The people need to have been given the opportunity to try out other churches whilst their closing church is still open.  They need to know that this is not betraying their current church family; they need to know that such action is good and is that of a true disciple who is seeking to follow where God is leading.  The danger is that if no links have been made with another worshipping community before the church closes then the rhythm of regular worship is broken and may not be restored.  

 It is essential too that any members who are no longer able to attend a place of worship are also cared for.  Linking these church members with another church can be made easier if there are good relationships with other churches’ ministers that have been long-standing.  It is important that no-one feels abandoned.  It may be, of course, that some will not transfer to another church fellowship, but that should be their choice and not through a lack of care on the part of the closing church.

Drawing attention to the many practical resources that the church is able to give away is hugely important too.  These things will be put to good use and will enhance the ministry and mission of other churches in ways and in places that the closing church could not.  As we often pray over a weekly monetary offering taken during a church service that what we are giving is simply returning to God what he has given to us, then likewise all the goods and chattels that the closing church is giving to others is simply returning to God what he provided for them.  And now God is able to use them in his continuing mission elsewhere.  Although the closing church might not know exactly how each item is to be used, if they are helped to recognise that they will be used, then letting go of such things can be a time for rejoicing.  

Whatever the future holds for those members who took the decision to close and for the buildings that were left behind, the impact that the people of God who worshipped and worked in that place over the years cannot be underestimated.  Spiritually ground was tilled, seeds were sown, lives were influenced, the word of God was preached, people came to faith, mission work was carried out and supported, the community were loved and received blessing year by year; innumerable acts of kindness were carried out and the kingdom of God came near.  Each one who has to move on can take heart from such memories.  
Tom Wright in his book Hebrews for Everyone uses an illustration to make a comment on verses 1-10 of chapter 9.  The particular passage is not relevant to this topic but the illustration, I believe, is.  Wright tells of a journey in a taxi through the streets of Boston taken while one of the largest construction projects ever was being carried out to create a whole new road system.  And in order to facilitate movement around the city during the building work which would take several years, temporary roads would be built, demolished, new ones built, demolished etc. until  eventually those roads would not be necessary anymore as the new system was finally completed.   Part of Wright’s observation was that he only saw a small part of the project at a particular moment in time and not the final plan.
  It was his final comment that seemed to sum up for me the attitude those of us who are involved in closing a church well should take:

“If anyone tells them they should still use the old roads, the answer is not that those old roads were a bad thing, but that they were a good thing whose purpose has now been accomplished.”

A popular quote from the book of Esther is usually used to refer to something rising up for a particular time to be used by God to serve his purposes.    “…Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this’”
  (italics mine).  I wonder if it is possible to consider that this might also be applicable to bringing something to an end.  The time for just such a church as this is now over.  It’s not that the church was a bad thing but it was a good thing whose purpose has now been accomplished.         
However, it may be that there is another way of looking at this too.  For a number of years now churches of the Baptist Union of Great Britain have had to deal with the realities of a pension deficit accruing in the defined benefits scheme.  An email communication from the General Secretary, Revd. Lynn Green in December 2016 revealed the size of the problem at that time.
  Whilst I might hesitate to go so far as to say that closing churches and selling off their assets is how the pension deficit will be resolved I do wonder whether this could be part of the answer.  Taking the brave, courageous step to close a church now might be “for such a time as this…”  Certainly, as Kingswood closed it was with one eye not just on how our resources might be used locally but also on how our resources might be used nationally, and those resources offered gladly and willingly to meet that need.  

Of course, the restrictions that the Charity Commission put on the use of money obtained from the sale of property might prevent that from happening, and the amount of money obtained from the sale might just be a drop in the ocean, but it was important that we saw the big picture of ministry and mission of the whole of the Union.   

6: The Time Has Come

Closing a church is hard on many levels and is hard whatever the circumstances that have brought a group of God’s people to that place and to that decision.  Choosing to close a church before the last rites are the only thing left to do requires courage and a willingness to lay down everything for the sake of the gospel.  But, perhaps, as never before, now is the time for that option to be faced and embraced.
“Congregations who make the spiritually mature decision to close – because it’s time – are to be appreciated and honored.  It’s not a sign of failure.  It’s a sign of faithfulness.  And it’s an excellent opportunity to allow resurrection to happen.”

This option will still not be the right one for every congregation that is facing numerical and financial decline to take.  Resurrection can take many forms and there are many opportunities for new, creative and imaginative ways of bringing life back to such churches.  And it is to be hoped that for many this will prove to be the way forward.  

However, having had the privilege of leading a church to a good end, it is my hope that this paper affirms those who are discerning that the time has come to close and assures them that ending well is possible.  
Appendix A
Correspondence between the author and the Regional Ministers of the Baptist Union of Great Britain:

Email sent out from Jane Robson, on 21/11/2016:
“Dear Friends,

 

I am in the process of writing my final essay for my NAM studies and as I have had first-hand experience of closing a church, namely Kingswood Baptist Church in Watford, it has been suggested to me that I write about the topic of closing a church well.

 

I know that Baptist churches do close but I wonder if you might answer a couple of questions to help me with my essay.

 

1.  How many churches have closed in your Region in the last 20 years?  (20 is a completely random number...if you can give a break down over the years that would be great, but not essential)

 

2.  How many of those churches had a minister in post at the time? – non-stipended or stipended; minister-in-training, NAM or Fully Accredited...”
__________________________________________________________________________________

Email from Phil Barnard of London Baptist Association received on 23/11/2016:
“Speaking with Norman, we are not sure about the stats on this.  There have been several which have ‘closed’ but quite a number of these have been replanted as new congregations - either as an ‘injection’ into the historic church or a complete restart.  Good examples of these include Harmondsworth, Sipson and Bedfont.   The irony is that the former two are likely to be demolished due to the Heathrow expansion.  As far as I know, none had pastors.

Another example of this Kingston BC (Union Street).  A failing church, Everyday Church Wimbledon (Queens Road BC) ‘took over’ a few years ago.  Again, no minister - but a small single figure congregation.    Now a very large congregation.  Everyday are looking to come back into the LBA.

A current development which does have a (stipendiary) minister and is considering ‘closure’ is the other Baptist church in Kingston:  John Bunyan.  The church withered on the vine of Eric Blakeborough’s Kaleidoscope Project.  Once this moved to Wales in the early noughties, the church has dwindled to single figure membership.  Ken Walker is retiring next year and it is almost certain that they will try to ‘hand over’ the (historic) church to a southern Baptist grouping who are developing a work at the University.  It’s not nailed down yet and there are discussions to be had with the LBA - and a pension issue to resolve.  However, the bravery and maturity of these believers is to be commended.  They have felt the church has run it’s (sic) course in its current incarnation and lack the energy for one final push.”
My reply sent on 23/11/2016:
“It’s particularly relevant to my own situation of closing Kingswood Baptist Church, Watford that you should mention the pension issue with regards to Kingston: John Bunyan.  In some ways we felt constrained by the pension issue and that some options, as a result, could not be considered...”
Phil’s follow-up received on 27/11/2016:
“I know what you mean. In fact, I had completely forgotten about the pension issue at John Bunyan until I realised the potential cessation event towards the end of the meeting.  The sad thing is that these things don't go away if we keep the 'historic' church in place and seek to pass it on. Everything gets passed on - the benefits and the liabilities.  With Bunyan, the pension debt is likely to be huge. Probably in excess of 150k. BUT they could potentially create crystallise their debt and sell the manse to pay it down.  A smaller property could be obtained I guess.

I've got further research to do on this myself.....we have a lot of churches in the LBA which are on the verge of being unsustainable. The one thing we have in our favour is the value of assets. If these can be unlocked - and a church is brave enough to think creatively - then I believe a rebirth is possible.   But our congregationalism means it is difficult to broker this kind of thing.  Amalgamation is also something we think a lot about. Unlike the shires, the sheer density of Baptist churches in some parts of the city is remarkable. And you have these huge Victorian buildings which are such massive liabilities to small congregations.

I remember Kingswood. My first ministry was at Hertford BC and I remember having ministers meetings there.  It was a small congregation even then.”
__________________________________________________________________________________

Email from Karen Martindale of Heart of England Baptist Association received on 22/11/2016:
“The only two I can think of during the past 20 years are Pendeford in the Black Country which had no minister/pastor and Wythall, which did, a retired minister.”
Follow up email received on 23/11/2016:
“Other Associations may well keep a record! We don’t close churches very often here, and when we do, once the official business is concluded – trying to help the remaining members settle somewhere, disposing of property, sending records to local or Baptist Archives – we don’t keep a record in the office.  

We have a History of the Association that was written by a local minister a few years ago, that would note church closures up to the time of closure and I have a volunteer coming in next Wednesday who could look some things up – if he knows what to look for.”
Follow up email received on 29/11/2016:
“Of the two I mentioned, one had shrunk to (virtually) nothing.  They had no building or regular ministry for a number of years though, towards the end, another local minister managed to get alongside them – he eventually took the remnant into his church membership.

The other church had a lay pastor in his late 70s and quite ill. Over the 12 months or so before they finally closed, the Regional Minister worked very hard to encourage them to use their considerable cash funds to reinvigorate the work.  Alas, they were too tired and old, and although devastated that the closure should happen on their watch, they took the decision to close.  Their pastor and the RM walked closely with the members and gave them lots of love and care throughout the process.”
__________________________________________________________________________________

Email from Stephen Copson from Central Baptist Association received on 21/11/2016:

“…here are the results from Central (and its predecessors) from 1997…
CHURCH




Pastoral oversight

Blunham




lay pastor

Loudwater




church secretary

Watford, Kingswood



accredited minister

Cogenhoe




church secretary

Corby, Rowlett Road



moderators

Grendon




church secretary

Whitwell




lay pastor

College St, Northampton


accredited minister

Oxhey Village




church secretary”
__________________________________________________________________________________

Message via Geoff Colmer from Martin Hodson, Baptist Union of Scotland received on 23/11/2016:
“I also received a response from Martin Hodson in Scotland who doesn’t have that information.”
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Email from Graham Ensor from Yorkshire Baptist Association received on 21/12/2016:
“…The attached info was forwarded to me by our previous Trust Officer who had a photographic memory when it comes to YBA churches – alive or closed! 

It is a stark reminder of reality of life in the post modern world. 

For info I have closed three or four churches in the last 5 years with an accredited or lay pastor 

West Vale

Bolstermoor

Heaton…”
The following Word Document was attached:

CLOSURE OF YBA AFFILIATED CHURCHES

Years 

Last hundred years 1900-2000                                                     97

Transfers out to N York’s                                                                 7

                                                                                                      _____

                                                                                                         104 

                                                                                                     ______  

If we remove the 7 transfers we have 97 churches closed during 100 years = just under one per year  

Relying on my memory!!!

2000 - 2015                                                                                        15
Askern, Doncaster                                                                                               2000?

Glusburn, Sutton                                                                                                 2000

Slaithwaite, Huddersfield                                                                                  2002?

Birkby, Huddersfield                                                                                           2002?

Girlington, Bradford                                                                                           2002? 

Christ Church, Keighley (remnants of former Albert Street)                       2002?             6

Wainsgate, Hebden Bridge                                                                19th June, 2005             

Farsley, Leeds                                                                                                         2007?         2 

East Park, Hull                                                                                      6th October,2010

Primrose Hill, Huddersfield                                                               2nd February, 2011

West Vale, Halifax                                                                                ?     January, 2012

Priory, Hull                                                                                                           ?                       4    

Bolstermoor (also known as Sunny Bank)  Hudders’d                  6th October, 2013

Hawksbridge, Keighley (second church)                                        17th January, 2014

Heaton, Bradford                                                                               31st March, 2014           3

2000-2015 fifteen churches closed in fifteen years – one per year 

The picture is one of clusters of closures at certain times which due to the complex nature of dealing with them suggest a constant closure programme up to one per year this century so far. 

Allen 
Appendix B

Gillespie-Mobley, R.



We really are Better Together!: A Case Study on a 





Church Merger forming New Life at Calvary (Kindle 





Edition, Dr Rick Gillespie-Mobley, 2016)

Hilliard, L.M. & Switzer, G.J.


Finishing with Grace: A Guide to Selling, Merging, or 





Closing your Church (Booklocker.com, Inc., 2010)

Johnson, G.




Merging with Grace (Xulon Press, 2016)
Internet articles on merging all accessed on 12/12/2016

http://www.themergeblog.com/2008/05/merging-two-small-churches.html
http://leadnet.org/when_churches_merge/
https://smartchurchmanagement.com/church-mergers/
Appendix C
Part of an email from Revd. Lynn Green, General Secretary of the Baptist Union of Great Britain received on 15/12/2016:

“Looking ahead to 2017

As you know only too well, our local churches, and indeed all parts of Baptist Together, are affected by the prolonged economic downturn which we have been experiencing in the UK since 2008.  Investment returns are low, wages are stagnant and this is reflected in the income we have as Baptists Together.  The most significant financial challenge for us, however, is the Defined Benefit Pension Scheme deficit.  Along with everyone else in the U.K. we are caught up in extremely challenging times when it comes to pensions. Until recently, while we were painfully aware of how financially challenging the deficit was to our churches, it seemed possible for Baptists Together to keep focusing primarily on our worship and mission whilst treating the overall pension deficit like a mortgage which, over  time,  would be paid off and done with.  However, the continuing pressure on pension deficits driven by the prolonged period of ultra-low interest rates has meant that, despite the sacrificial support of so many of our churches, the pension deficit has continued to increase, from about £84m in 2013 to around £124m today. Thankfully, changes to the investment strategy during this period have protected the Scheme, which would otherwise have had an even higher deficit.   

In response to this worsening situation it is clear that our current plan will no longer adequately deal with this issue and so we need to change our approach.  We recognise the vision of our forebears, who created pension provision for ministers so that they would be honoured and adequately provided for in retirement.  And challenging as the situation is, we certainly do not want to align ourselves with other organisations who are seeking to default on their legal responsibilities!  So after much prayer, reflection and listening to the wisdom and expertise of our Pensions Employers Group, BUGB Trustees and All Team Leaders we believe we cannot leave this issue to be a burden to another generation and let it threaten our worship and mission. Rather, we perceive that now is the time to do all that we can to deal with this Defined Benefit Pension deficit in the next 10 years and 2017 will be the start of that.

How can we respond?

The first and most important thing for all of us to do is to keep our focus on Jesus in worship and mission! Above all we need to make sure that "the main thing", remains "the main thing"!  In faith, we must not let financial issues deflect us from God’s call.

Pray! As the nations are shaken we need to be continuing to pray for our world and the coming of God’s Kingdom.  As we seek to address our pension’s deficit in particular, we need to pray and remember that we worship an abundant and generous God and we can trust that as we turn to Him we will have the resources we need to fulfil the call He has given us. 

If you are an employer in the Defined Benefit Scheme (and 1,300 churches are) you will be receiving a letter from the Pension Trustee giving more detail about the possible impact of the deficit on the scheme employers in 2017.  You need to read this carefully and, as you get a clearer picture of your own responsibilities, think about how much you can deal with yourselves and where you might need the help and support of the wider Baptist family.

If you are not a Defined Benefit Pension Scheme employer (and nearly 700 churches are not!) then please can I invite you to be praying alongside those among your sister churches who have responsibility for the deficit.  As 2017 unfolds there may be ways in which you can help and we will be in touch again to let you know more about this.  As it says in 2 Corinthians 8:13-15,

"This isn’t so others can take it easy while you sweat it out. No, you’re shoulder to shoulder with them all the way, your surplus matching their deficit, their surplus matching your deficit. In the end you come out even. As it is written, ‘Nothing left over to the one with the most, Nothing lacking to the one with the least.’” (The Message)

"Nothing is impossible with God."

Sisters and Brothers, whether we are thinking globally or for Baptists Together, humanly speaking these things are beyond us.  When it comes to pensions no one part of our Union has anywhere near the money we need to deal with this deficit, but with God and as Baptists Together this is not beyond us.  It is going to be a huge challenge, but I believe that the Lord is giving us a huge opportunity, too!  We are definitely at the end of ourselves on this one, but we know that this is precisely where we meet God.  I have been through the shock, the denial, the anger and even the acceptance, and now I am actually feeling a sense of anticipation about what God is doing amongst us and wanting to see what He is going to do in and through us as we depend on Him.  With time and prayer, I hope that you make that journey as well.”                                 
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