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1. CHURCH COUNCIL   
 
1.1 District Church Council  

  
The District Church Council met on six occasions during 2021 through a combination of Zoom 

and in-person events. Most members of DCC would prefer to meet in-person whenever this is 

possible and the Committee hopes that this will become the norm in 2022. DCC considers a 

wide range of issues relevant to the life of St Helen’s including matters devolved from the PCC, 

notably in questions of finance. In addition to the clergy, the Committee contains fourteen 

members and would welcome additional nominations; the Committee is ably supported through 

its secretariat (Gwen Bevington).   

 

In addition to its statutory responsibilities, the Committee aims to support the clergy in shaping 

the activities of the church. This has been particularly important as St Helen’s attempts to return 

to normality. Among the many issues discussed by the Committee in 2021 were: the 

maintenance of the church fabric; the installation of the computer network in church; compliance 

with COViD-19 restrictions and the best ways to keep our congregation safe; proposals for 

developments in church lighting; reaching out to the community (for example through the 

successful West Porch events); the opening of the church for longer hours; the development of 

the parish web site; the autumn stewardship campaign; changes in safeguarding requirements; 

ways of obtaining more helpers from the congregation for the many groups that make up St 

Helen’s. The Committee also invited members of different groups to attend so that it could 

better understand any difficulties they may be facing.       

Geoff Meen   

                      
1.2 Vicar/Team Rector’s Report 

         
My experience 2021 was akin to a roller-coaster: deep dips and high ascents at points that I 

couldn’t anticipate. Frankly, I’m glad to see the ‘back-side’ of the year! 

 

We entered upon 2021 with constraints and concerns afflicting the church as a national 

institution as well as individuals/families. Fortunately during 2021 central government, national 

church and diocese began to devolve some key decisions to the local clergy and leadership, 

which enabled us to make more appropriate decisions in light of our situation and building. The 

wardens, Standing Committee and, as to worship, the Director of Music were important partners 

in this. We were able to develop a live Zoom and recording routine for the Sunday morning 

Eucharist (huge thanks to Rob Rutherford, Steve Thomas and Norman Gee for their expertise 

and commitment of time and energy to that big step forward for us).  

 

As the spring and early summer began attendance was both low and patchy and I for one 

wondered whether there would be anything like a return to ‘normal’. Of course in at least one 

sense there wouldn’t be since we had lost by then about 18 worshippers (well-established in our 

congregation) to illness and age. (Covid-19 was a direct cause in only one instance that I am 

aware of.) So our ‘pew-scape’ was irretrievably changed. 

 

The return of the choir in force was a boost for our worship through the summer, and the clergy 

and Team gave their best to perform their ministries. 

 

Through the spring and summer periods weddings (delayed from 2020) took place whether they 

were small or large in scale. Couples were delighted to fulfil their plans and the Team and 

assisting clergy who officiated were all pleased to be able to do so after such delays. 

 



In May the new marriage protocol prepared by central government a few years before came into 

effect. A lot of time (and some anxiety) was expended learning (on-line) what it would involve 

and how we were to see to materials and documents related to the customary ‘Registers’ 

system which had prevailed since the mid-19th century. The chief change in the system is that 

the CoE clergy no longer issue the actual Marriage Certificate. Instead, we gather the 

information for what is now the ‘Marriage Document’ (I know, typical bureaucratic bland 

designation!), sign it on the day, together with couple and witnesses, and then pass the 

document on to the local Registry which then issues the legal Certificate to the couple. In the 

case of marriage to a non-British person a comparable ‘Marriage Schedule’ is prepared not by 

us but by the local Registry. The document is then sent to us before the wedding; we complete 

it with signatures and then return it as in the case of the ‘Marriage Document’. In fact the new 

system is easier and so far seems to work well. (Our unused wedding Registers, books of 

Certificates, etc., have all been returned to the Registry, though we retain old complete 

Registers in our church archive. (We were approached in the autumn by solicitors needing proof 

of marriage for the late Sir John Chilcot, married at St Helen’s, who had overseen the Iraq War 

public enquiry). 

 

Just about the time of this change we said farewell to our Administrator Jenny Balshaw, who left 

the area after her marriage. This took us by surprise when first announced, but Jenny was 

generous in giving us time to consider ways to adjust the working requirements and routine of 

the office and then to advertise for her replacement. Parishioner Linda Cole stepped into the 

breach for what we thought might be a long as six weeks or even longer; in the end we 

appointed very quickly so that Linda was with us only a few weeks. Jackie Cunningham came 

on board and has spent the rest of 2021 learning our ways and giving us vital support for our 

work of ministry and administering a big, busy church and parish. In that transition we were 

again grateful to volunteers who supported the work of the office. 

 

We also received notice of intention to leave his post from our long-standing caretaker Phil 

Atkinson. In fact, Phil became acutely challenged with arthritic problems at the start of August 

so that he couldn’t perform his usual duties through August. Practical tasks like mowing the 

Centre lawns, dealing with bins both inside and outside the church, sweeping paths and 

cleaning toilets fell to me. In fact I did much of that work into early October. We advertised to 

replace fill and after a false start happily took-on Mr Robin Day for a trial period through January 

2022. At the time of writing his review remains to be done. But the wardens and I have valued 

Robin’s work and initiative, so we hope that a longer-term arrangement will be possible. 

 

August was an unusually busy month since my aim was to give something like a customary 

shape to the autumn as far as services and parish programmes were concerned. But that would 

be done without the same corps of excellent volunteers. (An audit of our volunteer base has 

revealed some significant gaps where recruitment is a high priority.) We did it, but I found the 

process relentlessly tiring. 

 

In September we began offering Morning Prayer in the Lady Chapel Monday through Friday. A 

rota of Team members plus honorary clergy lead the prayers and members of the congregation 

read the lessons. On Mondays Elizabeth Dawson is present to lead intercessions on behalf of 

the Mothers’ Union using its prayer cycle. 

 

While that rota manages itself I prepare a quarterly clergy rota for the Sunday services 

throughout the parish. This is a time-consuming, somewhat complex task always aiming to give 

priority to members of the Team while still offering valued opportunities to our excellent corps of 

honorary assistant clergy to exercise a priestly ministry in collaboration with us. (Their 

availability is wholly in their own gift and in most cases changes season by season, which is 

why their presence leading services is not as regular as that of the Team itself.) 



 

We bid farewell to both Administrator (Jenny Balshaw) and Caretaker (Phil Atkinson) in the 

summer. For both the time was right for different reasons. Suitable ‘farewells’ were organized 

for each in St Helen’s customarily generous way! I worked with wardens on advertising and 

interviewing for each post and we found excellent candidates to appoint. Reviews for all staff 

began to be scheduled at the end of the year looking into the early part of 2022. 

Staff reviews which would normally take place annually did not take place in 2021. 

 

There are additional rotas to be prepared in a seasonal basis: for the Wednesday Holy 

Communion, the Newsletter cover and prayer points, the Clergy Consultation, and the pastoral 

programmes, and Pastoral Offices (baptisms and weddings). Funerals, of course, I cannot 

schedule in advance (!), so those are allotted on an occasional basis. In fact our pastoral 

programmes have been largely dormant during the pandemic, though I led a Circle of Love 

course of marriage preparation in the autumn, which was a gratifying experience. 

 

One special service for the autumn was a joint Memorial Service for those in our congregation 

who died through the pandemic phases and who therefore could not or did not have a St 

Helen’s based funeral. Canon Charles Masheder drove this initiative which was appreciated by 

many. We also opened the church around All Soul’s Day (November 2nd) so that people could 

come in, say a prayer, light a candle for a departed friend or loved one, etc. Clergy were 

available through the day and a layperson was on hand to greet. It was good. 

 

The broader issue of the open church initiative, which I support, is something the wardens 

comment on elsewhere in this booklet, as is the work of the stewards. From my point of view our 

church seems much more alive with its doors open and people trickling in and out. I hope it can 

continue. 

 

Teaching and learning has been a hallmark of St Helen’s for many years. It happens in varied 

ways but our Sunday Pattern consultation over ten years ago resulted in the Faith Forum. Our 

Associate Priest Jen Brown comments on that elsewhere in the report since she has been 

responsible for that programme for several years. In response to our Bishop’s encouragement 

to present material related to the national church’s ‘Living in Love & Faith’ material I offered to 

present a very digested version of that vast ‘suite’ of materials at the four autumn Faith Forum 

sessions. Though the turn-out was low, we did what was asked of us; at least those who 

attended gained a broad sense of the concerns addressed by the material and had ways to 

delve further into it themselves. I also began a discussion group about the topics for 16-25 year 

olds which carries on into 2022 with five participants from around the parish. 

 

The Team Rector is the chair of the trustees of The Friends of St Helens charity which supports 

the maintenance and enhancement of our Grade I listed building. 2021 saw our Treasurer, 

Elizabeth Irumba bring all of the charity’s accounting and book-keeping on-line. Alas, at the end 

of the year she tendered her resignation owing to big changes in her personal situation. But her 

contribution was big, so we are grateful indeed to her for the time freely given to the Friends. 

Over 2021 Mary Anderson accepted the role of charity secretary; she has brought energy and 

new perspectives to the trustees discussions; she has also been efficient in enhancing 

communications both with the Friends membership and with the community. The Friends began 

a programme in late autumn which was a big success and look forward to gaining more 

momentum in 2022. New Friends are always welcome! Have you considered joining? 

 

An important part of my job of oversight is regular meetings with the Team as a ‘chapter’, which 

happens each Wednesday morning, and meeting with individual members of the Team to reflect 

on his or her ministry and overall ‘posture’ within the life of St Helen’s and the parish. The 

chapter meetings took place on Zoom for much of 2021 but gradually we moved back to in 



person meetings, which we all find far more satisfactory. The New Year will see the meetings 

with individual Team members occur more frequently as the general situation of work and 

socializing opens up. 

 

Amid all of the above I try to make time for pastoral work, home visits and Home Communions 

and opportunities for spiritual counselling. Probably the high-point for me in 2021 was preparing 

a young adult enquiry for Holy Baptism and Confirmation, which we celebrated with our new 

Area Bishop on All Saint’s Sunday. Our DoM composed an excellent baptismal anthem for the 

occasion which added to the joyful solemnity of the service. I remain grateful to him, the choir, 

clergy and others who made that All Saints’ Sunday morning so special! 

 

The Team Rector is also an ex officio Governor of Christ’s Hospital, Abingdon, the sixth oldest 

charity in the nation. Apart from operating the collection of almshouses in Abingdon the charity 

owns and operates Albert Park (the one remaining privately owned such park in the nation), and 

administers a range of benefactions under its charitable support scheme. The charity has made 

significant strides in recent years in broadening its approach to fulfilling its purposes. At a 

strategy day last year I advocated for focusing resources on projects where big capital grants 

are needed. I was pleased that there was unanimous support for moving in that direction. (The 

current Master of the charity is Laurence King, former warden of St Michael & All Angels, 

Abingdon.) The governors meet once a month with occasional extra meetings in the course of 

the year. 

 

The Team Rector’s role as occasional chaplain to the Mayor has suffered during the pandemic 

period. This is chiefly because of the absence of public meetings at which prayers would 

typically be said, and because (the Fair Service in October aside) there has been no mayoral 

welcome service for the past two years. Involvement from the town clergy is, in any case, 

always at the discretion of the serving major. Latterly there have been mayors without any 

interest in that sort of church link. 

 

A bit later in November I had my annual Ministerial Development Review with our Archdeacon. 

In the course of that I expressed regret that in 2021 there was no opportunity or planning for an 

annual retreat or for annual ministerial development (e.g. study leave, taking a course, etc.). I 

will rectify that in 2022. In the course of the discussion the Archdeacon urged me to consider a 

sabbatical in 2023 – ten years after my first sabbatical. Hard to believe that a decade has gone 

by! I am considering her advice. 

 

Work with the formal ministry Team and the associated honorary clergy has been helpful and 

enjoyable through the year. Canon Charles Masheder has been assiduous in overseeing 

pastoral care and the Pastoral Care Team, and as promoted a number of excellent ‘outreach’ 

events which the congregation has both appreciated and supported. LLM Gwen Bevington has 

done a fine job as Baptism Coordinator interfacing with families, and Fiona Tonks, toward the 

end of the year, has excelled in efficiency as Wedding Administrator. Both roles ease the 

burden on the Parish Administrator and help us conduct pastoral ministrations smoothly for 

those concerned. 

 

I continue to be hugely thankful for the excellent team of wardens who serve our congregation, 

as for our pro-warden, our treasurer and bookkeeper who do such fine and sacrificial service. 

Our Administrator and Caretaker big assets too. Altogether, I – and we –are well-supported by 

them all, and they deserve sincere appreciation. 

 
 The Revd. Dr. Charles Miller 

 
 



1.3   Wardens’ Report 
 
2021 was inevitably, again, a year of uncertainty, and the pandemic heavily influenced the 

deliberations of the six DCC meetings, (administered by Gwen Bevington). Nevertheless, it was 

also a year of some progress and hope for the future; it is on these aspects that our report 

concentrates.  

The year began with the completion of repairs to the North Aisle and Nave; consequently, most 

of the work on the fabric this year has concerned the more routine work that is always an on-

going feature of a mediaeval church, with work once again being overseen by Steve Thomas. 

Work has included repairs to the lightening conductor, repairs to the electrics, and permission 

obtained to install an external light at the South Porch.   

 

Financially, 2020 had been a difficult year with a loss of approximately £25,000; this was no 

surprise and most churches suffered badly, but, clearly, we could not continue in that position. 

Although 2021 is still likely to have recorded a further loss, it will be much lower than in the 

previous year. Since income from hiring the church and parish hall is still very low, we continue 

to rely on the generosity of our congregation through the Planned Giving scheme. Financial 

control has also been improved with major work to standardize the accounting practices of the 

three churches in the parish; this has been a time-consuming activity for the Parish Treasurer, 

Susan Read, to whom our thanks must go. 

 

Given the restrictions on congregation numbers that were in place for much of the year, there 

was considerable concern whether attendance would recover, as restrictions eased in the 

autumn. But, despite the need to be aware of social distancing and the continuing and valuable 

streaming of our services -  a crucial (and probably permanent) feature of our worship - we have 

been delighted with the numbers who have returned  to worship in person; numbers are now 

approaching pre- pandemic levels, indicating the centrality of St Helen’s in the community.  

 

The electronic provision within the church has continued to be improved; an important addition 

has been an internet network link from the Parish Centre to a new hub at the amplifier box near 

the West door of the church. This has, for example, allowed the streaming of wedding 

ceremonies to external audiences. We are extremely fortunate in having a highly competent 

technical team consisting of  Norman Gee, Rob Rutherford and Steve Thomas (although they 

would appreciate new volunteers).  In addition, work, (led by Margaret Horton for Helen’s) is 

taking place on a new parish-wide website which is due to come into operation shortly.  

 

Concern for the wider community, lay behind the decision in the summer to open the church for 

prayer and to visitors each day between 10.00 am and 3.00 pm. This extended period means 

that the church is open even when stewards are not available to welcome visitors. 

Nevertheless, our stewarding team, led by Elizabeth Simpson, continues to play an important 

role. The longer opening hours involved some risk and was originally introduced for a monthly 

trial period. However, we have been delighted with the response and the respect with which the 

church has been treated; therefore, the church still remains open daily at these times. To have 

the church open is an important outreach initiative which we hope to continue. Further outreach 

initiatives in the community included the West Porch displays at Christmas, Easter and Harvest 

(supported by a team of volunteers) and an input on church history during Abingdon’s Heritage 

Day. This year, in November, we were pleased to reinstate the Christmas market, organised by 

Margaret Horton, producing a valuable surplus of more than £2,000 for church funds. 

 

Faith Forum was once again able to take place in the Parish Centre; the Rector led a short 

series of discussions on the topic ‘Living in Love and Faith’. It is anticipated and hoped that the 

coming year will allow these popular Sunday morning lectures to be enjoyed by more 

participants.  



The important work of the Pastoral team has continued, led by the Reverend Canon Charles 

Masheder; the team has continued to meet regularly, either in person or by zoom. The 

necessary requirement to observe Covid restrictions necessitated, on occasions, that contact 

with our more vulnerable members was by phone, but this important contact continued to 

provide a much-appreciated link with the life of the church. It is hoped in the months ahead, as 

restrictions ease or are lifted, that home visits and visits to care homes will, once again, be 

possible.  

 

As with most of our groups, the Pastoral Care group is in need of more volunteers; please give 

consideration to the possibility that this could be a way in which you could serve the church and 

its congregation. 

 

As part of the re-ordering scheme, it has been agreed that improvements in the lighting should 

be the priority. The re-ordering team, led by Chris Jefferis, has visited a number of churches in 

the area and has seen how good lighting can transform the atmosphere. This is an exciting 

development and the team is currently in consultation with our architects. However, a high-

quality scheme will not come without cost; we hope that this is an initiative that our congregation 

will, in due course, wish to support financially. 

 

On a smaller scale, new seating cushions have been ordered for all the pews (they are wine-

coloured) and should be in place in the next couple of months. They should afford greater 

comfort, both during services and external events such as concerts. The cushions have been 

financed from the annual grant we receive from the Friends of St Helen.  

 

With the easing of lock down restrictions, the Friends has been able to restart its activities. 

These are discussed elsewhere in the annual report and we encourage you to join the Friends 

and, indeed, to become involved in its organization.      

  

DCC has discussed its priorities for the coming year. In addition to the lighting proposals, two 

developments are considered particularly important. The first is, inevitably, financial stability. 

Financial strength is not an objective in its own right, but it facilitates the activities that we 

believe are central to church life. If we are able to reach a position where we can maintain a 

modest surplus each year, it allows us scope for expansion into new areas. The second priority 

involves promotion of church membership.  

 

Currently, a significant constraint concerns the number of people coming forward to volunteer; 

this has resulted in it becoming increasingly difficult to maintain even present activities. DCC, 

through Norman Gee, recently carried out a survey of the different groups in our church (of 

which there are approximately twenty) and almost all are suffering from a shortage of 

volunteers. Wardens receive large numbers of worthy and exciting new ideas, but they 

generally require people to carry them out. As wardens, we do not like to dampen enthusiasm, 

so please think about volunteering if you are not already involved. To be an active participant in 

the work of your church is both rewarding and enriching. You might like to have a look at the 

Book of Numbers, Chapter 11, from verse 11.   

DCC also considered the results of the external energy audit during the year, to which it will 

have to return.     

 

The Parish Office, ably and efficiently managed by Jackie Cunningham, supported by a small 

team of volunteers, Alexandra Green, Susan Scott and Rosemary Smith, has been instrumental 

in enabling us to move smoothly through the many changes in services and protocols 

necessitated by Covid. The weekly Newsletter, produced both in paper and electronic forms, 

has enabled everyone, whether able to attend church or not, to stay connected with the life of 

the church.  



A small banking team of volunteers (Mike Austin, Jeff Dale, Linda Hobbs, Geoff Meen, John 

Thompson, Alex Titcombe) meets each Monday to count and bank all monies received; this 

help is appreciated by the Parish Treasurer Susan Read and her assistant Ann Murdoch. 

 

We should in addition note and thank Jenny Balshaw and Phil Atkinson for their years of service 

as administrator and caretaker respectively; Jenny left us to be married, Phil to enjoy a well-

deserved retirement. They are both missed, but we welcome Jackie Cunningham and Robin 

Day who have quickly and efficiently settled into their new roles, making the lives of the 

wardens much easier.  

Finally, as can be seen from the various reports in this annual review, there are many people in 

the congregation that we need to thank for their support over the last year. St. Helen’s continues 

to offer a supportive and varied ‘church life’. We are very blessed by the staff, clergy and 

volunteers who work to support all aspects of the work of the church.  

 

Linda Hobbs, Geoff Meen  
                    

 
1.4 St Helen’s Church Fabric Report  

 
The priority for fabric work in 2021 has been repairs and modifications of the electrics in the 

Church and Parish Centre to correct unsatisfactory conditions which had been identified in the 

2019 Electrical Installation Reports. In some cases, it was possible to reduce the overall cost of 

the repairs by choosing to lower the capacity of the system. For example, one of the 

modifications was to add residual current devices for 32A sockets, which would have required 

an expensive upgrade to the distribution board. These sockets had been fitted some time ago, 

with the expectation that they might be needed for stage lighting operating at high power. We 

now have the option of lower-power LED lighting rigs, plugged into standard 13A sockets, so 

there is no longer any need for 32A capability. The 32A sockets have therefore been removed, 

avoiding the cost of an upgrade. 

The electrical modifications also included the installation of an earth bonding cable for the 

lightning conductor, intended to reduce the likelihood of a sideways flashover into the church 

tower electrics, with the associated risk of fire. The lightning bond would normally be connected 

to the incoming mains earth terminal, but the large distance (over 50 metres) would have made 

the bonding ineffective because of the propagation delay for current along the cable. The 

electrician instead fed the cable through an existing hole in the church wall, following the route 

of wiring for the slype external light, with a connection then to the earth of the nearby distribution 

board.  

For the Parish Centre, there were measurements of low insulation resistance for the circuits 

connecting to fluorescent emergency lights. The faulty lights have been disconnected and will 

be replaced with LED emergency lights. 

There was a problem with the church lightning conductor where it crossed the tower parapet 

walkway. The fixings into mortar joints were working loose and an unsupported section of the 

conductor was flexing during windy conditions, with a risk of developing cracks. This section has 

been cut out, with a new section bonded in, now anchored firmly into mortar along its whole 

length. 

Stephen Thomas 

 
1.5 Music Report.                      
 No report.                      



1.6   Treasurer’s team report 2021              
Please refer to separate document. 

 
1.7   Electoral Roll 
 
We are nearing the end of the electoral roll update process. There are currently 218 on the 
electoral roll. The updated roll will be displayed in church at the beginning of April. 
 

Jackie Cunningham 
 
 

2 EDUCATION AND FORMATION. 
 
2.1 Baptism Preparation 
     
After suspension during lockdown Baptisms resumed during 2021. I have taken over from 

Susan Scott as co-ordinator. As yet baptism preparation classes have not resumed but will do 

so during 2022. 

Gwen Bevington 
  

2.2 Junior Church 
 
Junior Church takes place during the 10.30am service on Sundays. We welcome any child 
attending church whether a ‘regular’ or a visitor, from age three to seven/eight. Younger siblings 
are welcome if accompanied by an adult. Our sessions are usually based on the Gospel 
reading, which we explore through games, craft and music. 
 
Up until the end of the summer term 2021 we continued to ‘meet’ via a private Facebook group. 
Leaders posted a presentation with suggested activities each week and families often posted 
pictures or videos of what they had done. Parents are to be congratulated on engaging with the 
sessions with their children.  
 
Junior Church usually meets every Sunday, but we decided to take a break over the summer 
holidays. We did however meet up for a picnic and games in Abbey Gardens one Sunday and it 
was clear that everyone was more than ready to return to church. We therefore started meeting 
in person again at the beginning of September. At the moment we start the sessions in the 
church centre as it is not currently possible to process behind the choir and we felt it would 
reduce congestion round the entrance area. We keep the centre well ventilated and encourage 
hand sanitisation before sharing craft materials. As before, we return to church for the second 
part of the service and report back to the congregation at the end. 
 
When we started meeting again, we did wonder how many children we would have as several 
were ready to move up to Quest. It has therefore been a great joy to welcome several new 
families to the church, and since September twenty-five children have attended at least once. 
 
The leadership team comprises Melanie Brown, Catherine Kimber, Alison and Jonathan Oliver 
and Sue Pemberton. We were very sad to say goodbye to Rachel Brignall in January. Sadly a 
new job and family issues meant she felt she could not continue. We miss her, and are very 
thankful for all she has contributed over the years. It may appear that we have a good number 
of leaders, but we need two adults present at each session and most leaders are also involved 
in services in other ways so we are often dependent on accompanying parents for the second 
adult.   

Sue Pemberton 

 
  



2.3 Quest 
 
For much of 2021, our Sunday offering to young people had to remain on line. It was great to be 

back in church after Easter, but the need to wear masks and to avoid too many households 

meeting in a small space, meant that in person meetings were still not advisable. At last, in the 

autumn, we were able once again to leave church after the Gospel and meet in the upstairs 

room in the church centre for discussion and activities. As leaders, our first realisation was that 

we now had an almost new group of young people. After all, our pre pandemic group were all 

now at least 18 months older! We are a smaller group than we were, but it has been good to 

welcome young people new to the church, like Victoria. Our leaders (Martin Kimber, Norman 

Dawson, Elizabeth Irving, Margaret Horton) have remained very loyal and a big thank you must 

go to them, and also to our helpers. 

 

As many of our young people had now outgrown Quest it felt a shame not to be able to offer 

something by way of Christian discussion to them, so we launched ‘Senior Quest’ in the later 

Autumn. We meet just once a month on the last Sunday and squeeze into the vestry area. At 

the time of writing we have met only twice but have had excellent discussions about immigration 

and asylum seekers (Nov) and whether vaccination should be compulsory for NHS workers 

(Jan), looking at both sides of the argument and also the Christian angle. With 10 young people 

attending the last meeting, it has felt like a worthwhile (and enjoyable) new initiative.  

 

Margret Horton 

                                  
     2.4 St Helen’s Baby and Toddler Group 
                  

Despite planning and writing risk assessments during autumn 2020, so that we could  start 

meeting again in person,  the winter lockdown from January to Easter 2021 meant that the Baby 

and Toddler group continued to exist on Zoom where Jenny Shouler led a singing group,  and 

on the Facebook page where we  posted  ideas for crafts and  things to do on walks. 

Once the restrictions began to lift slowly in spring 2021,  we tried to balance the risks of meeting 

in person when  the majority of those we would expect to attend would not have been 

vaccinated, and the vital need for children, including those born during Covid restrictions, and 

their parents, to be able to meet and socialise in a way that felt safe. 

 

Our first solution was to use the outdoor space outside the parish centre. The shrubs were cut 

back (thanks to those who organised this) and we got a groundsheet that covered most of the 

grass so that children and parents could sit and play outside. Water play and ride on toys were 

enjoyed and a small group of parents and children began meeting outside from May 2021 

onwards. We can report that from May to December 2021 during school terms,  it only rained 

twice on a Monday before 11.00am! 

 

We have continued to use the outside space and this was preferred by most parents until it 

started to get frosty.  It reminded us that children often prefer being outside, and we have 

continued to use this space throughout the winter, while keeping the doors open for adequate 

ventilation. As the weather got colder we introduced more activities inside, including simple 

crafts, while asking adults  to continue to wear masks indoors.  We re-introduced  tea and 

coffee for parents from October.  This is the pattern which is continuing into 2022, as we are 

aware that the age groups coming to this group (children and their parents) are currently  the 

two age cohorts with highest infection rates, and we want the group to feel a safe place. 

Numbers of children and parents have been variable, partly because there have been so many 

viruses going round young children, but are gradually increasing. We have no plans to try to add 

a second session, as was the case until Covid, because we do not currently have enough 

volunteers.  



 

There are some committed volunteers who gave  many years to this group but who have 

decided not to return. We were not able to thank them formally but would like to do so now: so 

thank you Elizabeth Simpson, Cathy Meen, Sue Phipps and John Thompson. 

Val Whitlow took over the administration of the group in 2020, and kept this up despite the 

demands of her work during the pandemic, but since December has had to step back because 

of family commitments. The current team of volunteers is Jenny Shouler, who leads the singing, 

Becci Franklin, Sue Pemberton, Sue Cox,  and Rosalind Rutherford, while Emily Downing   

continues to administer the Facebook page. We can run the group with this team, but it would 

be very helpful if one or two others could volunteer either on a rota or be willing to cover any 

weeks when we are short of help.                      

                                                                                                   Rosalind Rutherford 

 
3 THE WIDER CHURCH   
 

3.1 Church in Abingdon Twinning Group  
    
The CiA Church Twinning Committee continued to meet quarterly through 2021. Two of these 

meetings were on Zoom, due to covid restrictions; in September and December we were able to 

meet in person. We have had to endure another year in which we have been unable to make 

planned exchanges with any of our twin towns. As a reminder, these are Argentan and Colmar 

in France; Sint Niklaas in Belgium; Schongau in Germany; Lucca in Italy. We were obliged yet 

again to postpone our planned invitation to all five towns for an ecological weekend, considering 

'green' churches and Christian stewardship. We have a programme mapped out for this theme 

and plan to send out invitations to our twin towns for the weekend of 27th to 31st October 2022.  

 

In early summer we shall be asking our congregations for hosts to accommodate our guests. 

The committee felt that the international situation regarding the covid pandemic was so 

uncertain that plans for a visit to Schongau and the opportunity to attend the Oberammergau 

Passion Play, postponed to 2022, would have to be put on hold until the invitation was renewed 

by the Schongau committee. At the September committee meeting a banner bearing the Church 

Twinning logo was presented to the committee. This had been created by Jenny Murray (of St 

Helen's) following the design agreed by the committee. The banner will be given to the Argentan 

twinning group, to be installed in the church of St Germain, Argentan when we are next able to 

visit that town. In the summer we were very sad to learn of the untimely death of one of our 

committee members, Rosemary Perrow (All Saints), who has been hugely active in so many 

aspects of Church Twinning. She is very much missed.  

 

 In September the committee agreed for a third year to produce a Christmas card. Two designs 

were printed. The cards were sold in packs of ten for £4.50 per pack. The profit, after all cards 

were sold was £449.50. This sum will go towards the cost of hosting visitors when we are able 

to realise our plans again. Sadly, we have recently learnt that the planned invitation from Sint 

Niklaas to attend their Passion Play has been cancelled. Our hosts advised us their Passion 

Play has had to be cancelled due to covid travel and performance restrictions in Belgium, and 

consequently our visit will not now take place. It is possible a postponed visit may be arranged 

for mid September.  

 

Your Twinning Committee has kept up friendships with many members in each of the twin 

towns and very much look forward to being able to offer further exchanges before too long to all 

the members of the Church in Abingdon. St Helen's Representatives on the Committee: Anne 

Dodd and Elizabeth Simpson. 

Elizabeth Simpson 



 

3.2 Food Bank  
 
Abingdon Food Bank continues to be an important lifeline for many families in need within our 

community. The food bank is now under the management of the Trussel Trust, although local 

management remains unchanged. 

There are now two food banks within Abingdon, the Christchurch hub operates on a Tuesday 

and Friday morning, with the Preston Road food bank operational on Wednesday afternoons. 

 

Due to the continuing Pandemic, there is an ever increasing demand for support, recent 

changes in the rates of Universal Credit payments, whilst seeming small, have had a negative 

impact, increasing food poverty in the area. 

 

The Parish of Abingdon has continued to actively support the work of the Food banks, with 

regular donations of tinned foods and gifts of money.  

 

Harvest Festival saw a large quantity of food donated to this local cause, a cause which many 

people feel needs to be actively supported. 

 

Christmas again saw FoodBank users being given parcels of “goodies” in addition to their 

normal food parcels. These parcels are intended to provide some of the “extras” that we expect 

to provide for our families at Christmas. Where there are children in the family, age appropriate 

toys are included, all designed to assist at a difficult time of the year. This year in excess of 250 

Christmas parcels were packed and handed out. 

Thanks must go to all who have contributed in any way to the work of Food Banks, both locally 

and nationally.  Staff, volunteers and of course “clients” appreciate the support given at a time 

when everyone is facing increased demands on their resources. 

 

Linda Hobbs 

 
 

4     CHURCH GROUPS AND ORGANISATIONS  
 
4.1 Uniformed Organisations 
 
10th Abingdon, (St Helens) Scout Group 
                

The last year has been very different for the Scout Group.   We started the year under national 

Covid-19 lockdowns restrictions which meant that we couldn’t meet face-to-face, so continued 

to provide Scouting via weekly joint online Beaver & Cub Zoom meetings.    We were still able 

to do crafts, quizzes, cooking and individual outdoor challenges. 

After Easter we were, at last, able to meet face-to-face again, but only outdoors.   We met every 

week either in Albert Park or the Abbey Grounds and, in spite of the fact that quite a number of 

evenings were wet, we had good turnouts as our youngsters were really happy to be meeting 

up again.   We took this opportunity to do athletics, wide games and navigation activities and 

improve our knowledge about trees, plants and the local wildlife.   It was also encouraging that 

almost all of our youngsters returned to face-to-face meetings once they restarted and that we 

had lost very few despite all the problems caused by the pandemic. 



By September we were allowed to meet almost normally (except for the continued use of face 

coverings for adults).   So, we have been able to do construction challenges, knots & 

pioneering, road safety & personal safety, first aid, local knowledge and lots of craft activities. 

Our team of leaders is small and we are always looking for adults who are prepared to help on a 

regular or occasional basis.  In addition, we are still looking to start up a Scout troop to allow the 

Cubs to stay at St Helens until they reach 14.   If any members of the Church know of anyone 

who can help with Beavers, Cubs or Scouts than please contact the Group Scout Leader 

(gsl@tenthabingdon.org.uk), who will be happy to provide more information. 

Finally, the leaders, helpers, committee and children would like to say ‘thank you’ to the Church 

and the congregation for their continued support and for the use the Church Centre. 

Tom Kyffin 

 
4.2 Hand Bell Ringers 
 

Every autumn, the team of handbell ringers starts practising tunes for Christmas season 

performances.  Again, this year the pandemic restrictions prevented a normal programme of 

practices and performances.  However, it was possible to entertain at the carol services. 

 

Susan Read 
 

4.3 Tower Bell Ringers 
 

Compared with last year’s, this report is more positive.  The gradual waning of restrictions due 

to the pandemic has meant that since June ringing activity has been very gradually able to 

recover, though not yet completely.  The length and frequency of sessions and number of 

ringers allowed have all improved, though face coverings in the tower have been required.  

Sunday morning ringing and Tuesday evening practices are normalising.  Ringing for weddings 

has restarted. 

 

The Friday teaching sessions have resumed and we are delighted that all our young learners 

are back after a break over a year long.  We are happy to teach girls and boys (from age 10) 

who may be interested in learning to handle a bell and join in. 

 

At St Nicolas’, masonry damage to the tower in September 2019 meant that all ringing had to 

stop.  After the delay to the work due to the pandemic, the tower has finally been repaired and 

strengthened.  After so long, it’s good to hear the bells again on a Sunday morning. 

 

Brian Read 

4.4 St Helen’s Guild 
 
Flowers 
  
St Helen’s has a very long traditional of having flower arrangements to enhance our worship.  

A very big thank you to the present members of the group, for their support, time and planning 

that go into the arrangements.   

 

Sadly, two of our team members passed away. They will be sadly missed. 

 

We have managed to fulfil our rota, by team members doing extra duties. 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:gsl@tenthabingdon.org.uk


Our main Festivals Easter and Christmas, were celebrated on a smaller scale. 

Thank-you for your donations for the poinsettia’s /lilies/flowers as an act of remembrance of 

loved one. Hopefully this brought warmth of remembrance at Christmas and Easter day. 

 

At the Information Desk, there is a pink folder containing photos of arrangements over the 

past few years.  Lilian Antill has been kindly taking photographs so that we can build up a 

photo archive.   

 

We have not met as group for some time, planning to meet 26th March 10.30 in church. 

Hopefully that this year we will be able to build up our team as we do need extra arrangers for 

the normal rota and extra’s for the festivals. 

Liz Norman 

                             

Holy Dusters 
                                                                     
There was only one change in the ‘Holy Dusters’ team last year. Very sadly Gill Titcombe died 

suddenly and we are grateful to Petra Greenland for agreeing to take her place cleaning the 

choir stalls and the South Aisle. Gill’s husband, Alex, has kindly offered to be our reserve. 

 

Val Casemore 
 

 
4.5 St Helen’s Archivist Report              
 
The St Helen’s archives provide a rich record of our history, in some cases dating back to the 

Reformation. The archives have been maintained and expanded by Anne Smithson for many 

years; Anne decided to retire this year and we give her our enormous thanks for undertaking 

what has clearly been a labour of love. The archives have been left in a user-friendly condition 

from which the community will continue to benefit.   

 

The archivist receives a diversity of requests from the public; some of these are from individuals 

researching their family histories, others come from solicitors for probate purposes, whereas 

some might want details of their baptisms or marriages. But, in addition to these individual 

requests, the records reveal information on the social history of Abingdon and a limited number 

of our records were put on display for the town’s Heritage Weekend. The richness of the 

archives was also revealed in Anne’s recent presentation to the Friends of St Helen.    

 

       Geoff Meen 

   

4.6 Sidespeople 
 
The church closed for a substantial period during the first wave of the pandemic in 2020, and 

then a limited number of people returned in late 2020 and early 2021 for restricted services.  At 

Pentecost 2021 I returned to take back over the role coordinating the sidespeople.  I am 

extremely grateful to the small group of early returners who filled the gap, particularly to Linda 

Hobbs for her direct organisation as churchwarden. The position in early 2022 is that the 

combined effects of the pandemic, and demographic change more widely, leave us with a 

reduced team.  To some extent, the decrease in typical congregation size makes regular 

services easier to run; but it will be challenging to provide sufficient sidespeople for our larger, 

seasonal services unless new volunteers can be found.                                         

Martin Kimber  



 
4.7 Ministry of Welcome  
                                
Our efforts to make new members of the congregation, visitors and users of the church feel 

welcomed have been curtailed as you would expect by the Covid Pandemic. However, one 

initiative taken by the clergy and wardens in keeping the church building open every day from 

10am to 3pm has proved very successful. The Rector’s lighting scheme has created a 

welcoming and special atmosphere.  

 

Mary Anderson took the lead in developing a new welcome leaflet for visitors and newcomers, 

which describes what St Helen’s has to offer etc. A welcome addition to the more formal guide. 

 

Hospitality was offered following the service to remember those of our number (18) who had 

died during the previous year, and for whom a normal funeral service had not been possible. It 

was also offered at the Wedding Fair on February 12th. Sunday coffee has resumed but more 

helpers are needed if it is to be offered on every Sunday. Hospitality has resumed before Faith 

Forum. 

 

We are looking again at the cards newcomers are invited to complete folk and hand in to the 

clergy, and how a more positive welcome could be given in addition to the newcomer’s lunch.  

 

Susan Scott 

 
4.8 Friends of St Helen’s  
        
The Coronavirus pandemic caused much of the FoSH programme to be put on hold this year. A 

delayed 2021 AGM was held in August, with a substantial attendance by members and guests, 

and was followed by a scrumptious tea. 

 

We then resumed our programme with a fascinating talk in November by Margery Szurko 

entitled ‘Sweet slices of history’, in which she traced the origins of desserts dating from the 

Middle Ages. Margery very generously invited us to partake of a delicious range of delicacies 

that illustrated her talk. This was followed in January by an evening with recently-appointed 

Bishop of Dorchester, Gavin Collins. Our 2022 AGM in March attracted a very good attendance, 

with a talk by our retired archivist, Anne Smithson, and another delectable tea. FoSH is hoping 

to develop the programme with the support of voices from church and community alike.  

 

We are grateful to Elizabeth Irumba, for bringing the FoSH accounting system into the electronic 

age. Unfortunately she has resigned as treasurer because of other commitments. In her place, 

Jackie Cunningham has been employed to fulfil that role.  

 

During the course of the year, FoSH trustee Rob Bough has effected the linkage of FoSH and 

the Trust for the Development of St Helen’s. They are now legally linked charities whilst 

retaining their two separate charity numbers. 

 

Since Anne Faulkner’s retirement, FoSH has been actively inviting a volunteer or volunteers to 

take over the running of the FoSH shop. All enquiries to the Rector, please.  

 

During the past year, FoSH has contributed £8,000 to replacing cushions for the church pews. 

The cushion covers zip off and can be washed. Ongoing work funded by FoSH includes the 

maintenance of the building, including the repair and renewal of existing features. The project 

team is currently focussing on lighting, which will enhance the worship and community space.   



 

FoSH receives income from three sources: approximately £10k from investments, and the 

remainder from trade (i.e. the shop) and subscriptions. Over the course of last year, FoSH 

reported a small surplus, driven mainly by the success of high-tech stocks that are administered 

by CCLA. We must be mindful that stock markets may not perform so well in future. Please refer 

to separate document for further details.  

 

 Mary Anderson 

 
4.9 Abingdon Deanery Report      
No report 
 

4.10 Mothers Union Abingdon Branch 
                     
Abingdon MU meets once a month in the parish centre. Our current membership of 26 come 

from several churches in and around the Abingdon area. Average attendance is between 15 

and 20. After almost 15 months of no face- to- face meetings, we restarted our monthly 

gatherings in June 2021. Since then, we have met 9 times. Our theme for 2021, “Rebuilding 

Hope and Confidence” along with our strap-line “Christian Concern for Families” have been 

reflected in our meetings and services during the last year. Our branch prayer partner initiative 

enables us to support and pray for each other, and was much valued during the lockdowns. Our 

fundraising for MU charities, locally, nationally and internationally continues, and during the 

course of 2021 we contributed over £1,200. We also made Mothering Sunday cards for 

prisoners to send to their mothers, provided toiletry items and tea and coffee for parents staying 

with sick children at the JR, knitted items for needy families in Milton Keynes and contributed 

Christmas gifts for an Abingdon care home. Our meetings and services are open to all, and we 

are always keen to recruit new members of whatever age.   

 

Elizabeth Dawson 

 

4.11 Street Pastors 
 

After not-much-activity in lockdown, Street Pastors resumed regular active shifts later in 2021. 

Debra McKnight is now the ASP administrator. As Abingdon Baptist Church, the original “base”, 

is not currently available, the Pastors worked first out of Trinity Church and then the Salvation 

Army. 

 

As neither the prayer pastor team nor, especially, the street pastors are at full strength following 

the pandemic, it has not been possible to be on the streets every Saturday. Generally, the 

Street Pastors have been out on two Saturdays each month, for a slightly shorter shift than in 

the past. Several people have come as observers with a view to starting training.    

 

The Police continued to be supportive of ASP work; two PCSOs keep in regular contact with the 

team. 

 

Gwen Bevington 

 
 
 
 
 



4.12 Readers and Intercessors 
 
Following the disruption caused by Covid-19, the team of readers and intercessors has partially 

recovered as people have returned to church. There are currently 12 intercessors and 31 

readers, compared to pre-Covid numbers of 15 and 36.respectively. Most people will normally 

read and/or lead the prayers once a quarter, though this fluctuates according to season. There 

are always more people available to read at the morning service than in the evening. As the 

number of evening services increases, gradually returning to the pattern we used to have, this is 

something which will need to be addressed. 

 

My thanks to everyone involved in reading or leading the intercessions, for the ways they 

deepen our worship. I am grateful for their commitment, and for their willingness to step in, 

sometimes with very little notice. I welcome new volunteers, so if this something you are 

interested in doing, please speak to me in church, or contact me by email: susan@gee-

family.net 

Susan Gee 
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