Speech to the Rectory Society AGM, 15th January 2009

St George’s, Hanover Square

When my son was very young he flew into a paddy. And as children of three or four do, he reached for a naughty expression current in the family circle to express his wrath. He stamped his feet and said with dreadful emphasis – “deanery synod”. 

Now “rectory” has quite different reverberations. My mind goes at once to Plumstead Episcopi and the well appointed breakfast table of the Grantley’s. When I was being assessed for my suitability for the ordained ministry at a conference held in a former rectory, once the home of Mary Sumner founder of the Mothers’ Union and organised by a body which in those days was called ACCM, I was asked whether I could name any clergyman whose example had particularly encouraged me to seek ordination. I said Archdeacon Grantley. They thought I was jesting and when later it transpired that I was not I was told that a person with my views had no future in the modern church of England.

Now of course that the formica veneer on the image of Cool Britannia has chipped and is in process of degrading, there is a new accent on continuities. Of course the children of this world are wiser in their own generation than the soi disant children of light and members of this Society have read the runes have bought into rectories with enthusiasm.

The prophet of the movement seems to be Rupert Sweeting of Knight Frank to judge from the entries which you can find by typing “rectory” into Google. He encourages us to believe that “rectories are a good bet in a recession”. He advises us that rectory enthusiasts are unlikely to be gazumped by a sheikh: “Middle Eastern buyers are wary about living next door to graveyards”.

Other Estate Agents are equally eloquent. According to Houseprice.com “The Old Rectory is the most popular name for properties valued at over £800,000 and there is a suspicion that such a name actually adds to the value of a property.”  

I quote also from find–a-property.com. “Home at various times to the likes of Gordon Brown, Jane Austen, the Bronte Sisters, Ken Follet, Sir Jeffrey Archer and Jilly Cooper, ecclesiastical residences retain a whiff of respectability and status long after the church has cashed the banker’s draft.” There is the occasional confusion of categories in this list but it is an eloquent testament all the same.
There are of course some still left in ecclesiastical hands and I was delighted to visit the handsome residence of the Vicar of Dorchester on Thames recently which has somehow escaped the attentions of the Diocesan property department. My own relationships with Archdeacons deteriorated quite sharply after I insisted that the Rector of St George in the East should be moved from the modern apartment in the partially bombed out church back into the adjacent Hawksmoor Rectory – a wonderful house whose front door is strengthened by the iron plates installed at the height of the ritual riots in the 1850’s.

Personally I have never had the good fortune to live in a Rectory. I was invited to consider moving to a country parish in Dorset on one occasion. Caroline and I were excited to see close by the handsome mediaeval church a reasonably sized Georgian Rectory. Our disappointment was acute when we learnt that the Rector had in fact been moved to a new development on the edge of the village in Gruggs Lane where the Reverend Gentleman was installed in a modern detached villa which clearly identified him with the bourgeoisie without the excuse provided by being the custodian of a historic house.

The reason for all this is of course, in part, the fact that the Church of England is the most comprehensively disestablished church in Europe with huge historic responsibilities but shorn of the means which are provided in almost every other country to look after them. When England ceased to be a confessional state at the end of the 1820 and the free market in religious ideas was established, it was logical that the public purse could no longer be expected to underwrite the active Christian ministry of the Church of England but successive changes have also removed any publicly sanctioned way in which the fabric of historic ecclesiastical buildings could be maintained for the benefit and aesthetic pleasure of the whole community. 
St Paul’s Cathedral for example receives no subsidy from public funds for its running costs, 80% of which are met from visitors’ contributions. There was no public contribution to the recent successful appeal to clean and repair a building which must always be prepared to be the venue of some great national event like the service which marked the conclusion of the Northern Ireland deployment – Operation Banner - last year.   
It is different as we know in France where all ecclesiastical building before 1904 are the responsibility of the state and in Germany where my friend the Bishop of Berlin as head of the German Evangelical Church received, last year, 4 billion euros in church tax. The Roman Catholics received a similar sum.
The Church has economic problems as it has done ever since it was half plundered at the Reformation. And here I should declare an interest as the current Chairman of the Church Commissioners. But in this brief address I want to suggest that the financial problem, which is real, is only half the story of the retreat from the Rectories. 
If you are a bishop, one of the particular pressures is that you not only have to fulfil your own diary obligations but a large part of your predecessors as well. Every time they laid a foundation stone fifty, one hundred, one fifty and so on years after, you must return to retell the story and note any developments. 

There is at present a rash of fiftieth anniversaries of churches that were opened at the close of the post war reconstruction period and to serve the burgeoning suburbs. The church was full of confidence at a time of bulging Sunday schools and shoals of ordinands. In 1958 with superb assurance, Pius XII named St Clare Patron Saint of TV and that picture of Churchill’s Britain “Bridge over the River Kwai” dominated the Oscars.

Change was in the air however. Philip Larkin famously thought that 1963 was the watershed year “when sexual intercourse was invented” but of course 1968 just over forty years ago has become the symbolic turning point.

The period of forty years, the time of a whole generation, has been significant ever since Israel’s sojourn in the wilderness. 2008 marked the fortieth anniversary of a number of events which have shaped our contemporary world. 

One of the most significant was the repudiation of inherited wisdom in the social revolution of 1968. Les Soixante Huitards describes a whole generation whose leaders now rule what is called the developed world. I was recently in Sweden, in Uppsala, at the request of the Archbishop of Canterbury to attend an interfaith summit on Climate Change. Some of the delegates fell to musing on what they had been doing in 1968. One of the Swedish bishops revealed that he had been part of a demonstration in Uppsala University against bishops. He had been punished by being appointed one.  

But also on Christmas Eve 1968 we saw “earthrise” for the first time; the first photograph was taken from space of the entire globe sapphire blue and beautiful. This photograph has become a symbol of hope which proclaims afresh the interconnectedness of all things on the planet.    

The church with some honourable exceptions has spent much of the past forty years wandering amazed, confused about what its response should be to the mocking apostles of the social revolution and the new global realities. 

We have spent much of the past forty years elaborating a defensive bureaucracy, fidgeting with structures and other in house pre-occupations; keeping our heads down and retreating from the public stage. It seems to me that the rage against the rectory was not only a pragmatic response to financial exigencies because after all adaptation and development might have been a more sensible course but it was part of a repudiation of the past of the church and a vacating of the public square in favour of Gruggs Lane.  

In this the fortieth year, I believe that we are re-gaining our nerve and that in the new world which will unfold the other side of the encircling turbulence there will be a fresh appetite to do justice to the moral and spiritual context necessary for any sustainable and cohesive society but it will be a titanic struggle if the church is to re-engage with the big picture. One of the most striking things about the icons of “the harrowing of hell” in which the risen Christ drags the ancestors of the whole human race, Adam and Eve, from their tombs is how reluctant they seem to come out. The thermostat in the tomb seems to have been set at “comfort”.
There are some encouraging signs. The recent campaigns, “Jubilee 2000” to relieve the debt burden on some of the poorest countries in the world and “Make Poverty History” were partly inspired and largely sustained by Christian individuals and organisations. They demonstrated the capacity and the will of the Christian community to enlarge the room for manoeuvre in the public square so that sympathetic politicians are freed to act without fear of electoral suicide.

Now that we have learnt once again from the banking crisis that the unprecedented is not the same as the inconceivable we shall all have to consider afresh the foundations on which we are building our life together. Deep down we knew it could not last. As Jonathan Swift said when the South Sea bubble burst, “Most people thought it wou’d come but no man prepar’d for it; no man consider’d that it would come like a thief in the night”.
Rectories are an eloquent testimony to one attempt to marry Christian social insights to a particular society. Its time will not come again and since I do not subscribe to the Laura Ashley view of history, I know that the achievement of the rectory builders in projecting a picture of stability and repose at a time of widespread rural violence and memories of civil war so acute that in contrast to France, the possessing classes chose to tax themselves rather than risk any kind of poll tax, that the achievement was huge. Its inspiration deserves to be understood because there are materials here which will be useful as we contemplate what comes next.
There is however considerable prejudice to overcome before we can listen to the rectory builders without condescension and a civil leer.

A fascinating sidelight on this is provided by the publication at the end of last year of a report from the Institute for Public Policy Research.

“Faith in the Nation – Religion, Identity and the Public Realm in Britain Today. 2008”
Gordon Brown, son of a manse rather than a rectory in his foreword says, “Britain of course has a strong Christian tradition but the landscape of our country today is resolutely multi-faith.” How true is this in reality? It is true that 3% of the population are Muslim but even in Greater London sober secular statisticians say that there are 650,000 baptized Christians worshipping [we are not referring to nominals] in more than 4,000 churches. This is a non trivial fact given the difficulty of bringing citizens together in any other way in face to face assemblies which intend the common good. All the candidates in the recent Mayoral elections remarked that only the churches could organize hustings in which large numbers of ordinary citizens attended. Multi-faith talk of course hardly ever emanates from those who follow other spiritual ways it is a device to edit out the Christian contribution and potential from our national story.    
Mr Brown continues that the conundrum is, 

“How can we recognise and value the role of religion in British society without compromising the essential equalities that lie at the heart of the secular state?”

It is of course true that religions are accessible to one another in a way inconceivable to the rectory builders. In consequence in some quarters there is a relativistic despair about the possibility of any universal moral and spiritual truths – except of course that one. The default assumption seems to be that the world is simply what we choose to think it is. 

I believe that the public sphere should be the place for rational discussion of such matters. There is a danger of driving religious people into the shadows where they can speak words of fire to one another among consenting adults with disastrous consequences.  Let us not close down discussion and the possibility of scrutinisng truth claims in rational discourse. 
Then if Christianity is to be banished in the name of equality and respect, the question arises – who says that people are equal and worthy of respect. Was this Nietzsche’s view? For him equality was a fraud perpetrated by the weak upon the strong. It is no accident that assertions about human beings which for the moment appear to need no grounding have in fact been nurtured in Christian soil where the fatherhood of God makes possible human brotherhood.

At the same time by pretending to be absolutely neutral in respect of truth claims of religious bodies the state opens itself to exploitation. The Church of the New Song was founded in the early 1970’s by an inmate in an American goal. It required initiates to be served Harvey’s Bristol Cream and steak every Friday at 5 pm. “This would be laughable but for the fact that the Eighth Circuit of the US Court of Appeals actually concurred with a District Court that this was a genuine religion which should be freely exercised.” Page 47 of Roger Trigg’s book Religion in Public Life 

Faith radically divorced from reason and expelled as a subject for public debate makes any distinction between religions impossible on any rational basis.

The existence of strong religious institutions in society also serves to put limits on the infinite extension of state power. Individual human rights have often been seen as a sufficient protection against the growing power of Caesar to regulate every part of our lives in ways undreamt of by Cyrenius Governor of Syria. In truth however they have a religious and indeed Christian basis in history and are precarious and groundless without it. Insistence on rights on an excessively individual basis risks undermining those communities and associations in which a sense of the sanctity of such rights is incubated. Our business at present is both to build and to dig for the ground which gave rise to the truths which we now hold to be self evident although they have not been for most of the world centuries.

There have been a rash of books celebrating the rectory in history. One of my favourites is Timothy Brittain-Catlin’s “The English Parsonage in the Early Nineteenth Century” with superb illustrations published last year. I also imagine that members of the Society are looking forward with eager expectation to the appearance of Anthony Jennings’ new book “The Old Rectory”. Anthony is Director of “Save Our Parsonages”. I find gossip from the muniment room delightful. But at the same time contemplation of the society in which rectories held a significant place can stimulate reflection on how and in what conditions human beings best flourish and what kind of moral and spiritual context must be developed now that the project of growth without limit with no end in view beyond the process itself is revealed as unsustainable.                   
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