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Address to the APCM, 20th September 2020. 
By Father Damian Stewart Harrison-Miles – Vicar of Thorpe.   
 
An APCM is meant to be a reflection upon the previous year – in this case 2019, and 
a chance to set the agenda for what is to come – 2020! But we had to postpone our 
meeting in April, and we are already 9 months into 2020. So, we look back, perhaps 
with glassy eyes to the world of 2019 but face the realities of our present time, when 
life is different. So, this is no ordinary APCM, and we are not living through normal 
times. Our lives have been disrupted like never before, we are effectively at war with 
a virus, Covid 19, and since the last APCM we have been thrown into lock-down, 
with Holy Week and Easter 2020 delivered from the Vicarage study. What a strange 
time we are living through.  
 
Less than a year ago we had not heard of Covid-19 and we all had plans – for our 
families, among friends, in our work context and of course our beautiful Church. For 
our PCC it was delivering that last part of our 2020 vision for Thorpe. We wanted to 
find and appoint a family & Children’s worker. We had quotations ready to seek a 
faculty for the installation of technology, including a screens/projection fitted inside St 
Mary’s, along with some improvements to our sound system.  
 
We had a full drain survey completed, to see why we were having problems with 
groundwater flooding and we were looking to improve drainage and our footpaths. 
We had long desired to create an outdoor surface for social and fundraising events 
and had met with our church architect to think about and draw-up plans. 2019 was a 
good year for St Mary’s with another increase in some congregations and finances 
remaining strong, meeting our second increase in Parish Share in full.  
 
We had built up our finances, not least following a successful Christmas season 
2019, and were able to pay a chunk of Parish Share up-front at the start of 2020, but 
from then on finance remained on balance tight. 2019 had been a good year, and a 
sure foundation for 2020. 
  
Our PCC asked several tree surgeons to inspect the great Canadian soft-wood, a 
form of Yew that graced the front of our building since Victorian times, but had no 
idea it would come crashing down in freak gales in March, just as lock-down started. 
It was a marker of the kind of significant change to come. Our dear John Brittain 
falling ill, and still without a full diagnosis now – just one of many people who have 
deteriorated in health or struggled in this pandemic, even if not directly attributable to 
Covid-19. We lost Bob Castledine to caner and were unable to gather as a faith 
family to say goodbye and support Jenny as we would have liked. Our buildings fell 
silent – locked, with groups and activities suspended and no idea when they may 
return.  
 
Worship was conducted from our homes with the Vicarage study transformed in just 
24hours into a chapel for filming Live. The team worked exceptionally hard to keep 
our worship as regular and as normal as possible, with the Eucharist – the Mass at 
the heart of our faith family. Andrew spent hours recording and preparing tracks so 
the voices of our congregation could be heard with readings and prayers in worship 
and David with his daughter Annie recorded hymns, songs, and anthems from York, 
that have inspired us. The clergy zoomed into worship as we experimented with 



2 
 

technology to see what was best, but we soon found Facebook Live offered a 
missional approach, drawing new people into our liturgical life – some who had not 
been to church in many years.  
 
We were busy conducting many funerals, re-arranging weddings and baptisms with 
pastoral care and support a number one priority. We wrote monthly to those without 
internet, we delivered food packs, toilet rolls and crosswords, puzzles and even 
some jokes to keep spirits up. We created a buddy-up scheme and phoned the 
lonely and housebound, took prescriptions to those in need and shopping where 
possible. I know we couldn’t meet everyone’s needs and I have to say I am sorry we 
couldn’t do more, but I am so thankful for what we have achieved together – well 
done team.  
 
We moved meetings onto zoom and messenger, we set up various trial systems for 
managing data and communication, with Workplace by Facebook proving the easiest 
to use and having the largest take-up, with 42 members of the congregation now 
engaged in teams from Communication to Deputy Wardens. Our Social Committee 
plan to expand upon that with the bubbles project, creating small groups of six 
people who make it their task to keep in touch with each other and pray with and for 
one another. We will make Workplace available for those bubbles, as a free 
communication tool.  
 
Many have found the past 6 months to be a time of real challenge; emotionally, 
personally, spiritually, mentally physically and in many other ways, but I realise that 
not everyone disliked it – there are mixed feelings and experiences. For some they 
found peace, quiet and safety alone. But for many I have talked to it was the 
opposite, a time of isolation and struggle, of loss and loneliness, of burdens that 
couldn’t be shared and of financial hardship too – and of course fear, which hasn’t 
gone away. This pandemic affects different people in different ways, and we must all 
be sensitive to that reality. Friends, there is no room for, “I’m alright jack,” in the 
Christian faith – pastorally and spiritually, we are all in this together.  
 
We were busy in a practical sense too, with damage caused by the fallen tree our 
priority. Then Barry, Margaret and I set about jobs, finding tradespeople where 
possible, such as repairing stonework and the front pathway, and doing a lot of work 
ourselves with help from Pete, Terry, Jane and others – you know who you are! Pete 
refurbished the Lychgate and began re-painting the black metal memorials around 
our churchyard. Jason and I repainted the Rutherwyke Room, Barry and Terry added 
new kitchen flooring and Jane set about a thorough spring-clean and together we 
achieved a complete re-configuring of our facilities to create a one-way system, in 
line with national Covid-secure guidance. It is hard to over-play the enormity of the 
challenges we have faced this last six months, with a lock-down and then the 
gradual re-opening of some services and activities.  
 
The PCC agreed to put the Audio-Visual project on hold, but we did purchase new 
equipment to help with live-streaming services, so we could move back into Church 
for worship at the earliest opportunity. The PCC, still meeting but via Zoom, also 
agreed to progress the footpaths and patio project to planning, knowing we would 
have two years to complete the work if approved by faculty. But we also had to make 
tough decisions about where to spend any money, which at times has felt like 



3 
 

Hobsons choice. We prioritised paying the Parish Share in full – we didn’t accept the 
offer of a grant from the Diocesan Board of Finance because we believed this money 
should go to church communities in poorer areas. We also prioritised church 
cleaning, re-employing our cleaner for more hours each week, so we could get the 
church open again at the earliest opportunity.    
 
Your response to our financial challenge has been a real blessing. Some of you have 
set-up monthly standing orders to ensure our finances were not destroyed by Covid 
and others handed over a wadge of green envelopes for all the weeks the church 
was closed, or made a one-off additional donation – thank you. I know that not 
everyone can carry that burden, but I ask everyone to reflect upon their giving and to 
see what can be done, so those less able to carry the load moving forward are 
supported by those who can.  
 
And now, we have worship back in church, the art class will be back soon, and we 
are trying to find a new normal. Of course, we have got nowhere near the maximum 
48 people in church for the Sunday Eucharist so far, with general attendance at 
services very small, and hardly any families and children, not least because so many 
fear a resurgence of this vile virus, which it seems we are now seeing internationally. 
But also, people are out of the habit of attending worship and that could have longer 
term consequences for St Mary’s.  
 
Attendances for all services and activities is limited – new blue posters remind us of 
the numbers permitted, with Covid-secure protocols in place, and we are reviewing 
what that could mean for the run-up to Christmas, with some events and festivals 
needing to be ticketed for the first time ever – some services like Remembrance 
almost impossible and some, like our annual Memorial Service we will have to re-
imagine. Although ever hopeful things may get better, we must be prepared for any 
future lock-down, or for some or even many of us to fall ill and what that could mean 
moving forward. 
 
We simply must keep everyone who uses our church safe. We can do this by 
maintaining our welcome teams, ensuring all hands are washed at entry, wearing a 
face mask, social distancing and keeping 2 meters apart where possible, not singing 
in church, and using copious amounts of hand gel! I know not everyone likes or 
agrees with these protocols, but they are important, and we will maintain them for as 
long as is necessary to keep people safe. Thank you for your forbearance.  
 
The truth is that our church community is made up of different, diverse people, 
whose lives, priorities, and personalities are unique – wonderfully so! I have used 
this past few months to reflect further on mission and what it means to be a church 
community today. We have very suddenly lost most of our church ‘fringe’ – the 200 
or more people of all ages and backgrounds who call St Mary’s their church but have 
a tentative connection. In essence this group have all but melted away as regular 
activities ceased. It will take some time to draw people back and we need to face the 
missional challenges of Covid head-on. This situation won’t improve any time soon.  
 
I know these times have weighed heavy upon some of you and I am so proud of you 
and of St Mary’s and what we have achieved this past 9 months. Recognising our 
differences is essential for maintaining and growing our church family moving 
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forward. I’m afraid we can’t always be everything to everyone – we have limited 
resources. As our new PCC sets priorities in the coming months, we will endeavour 
to take the whole church on a journey, united. We face a barrage of new and 
changing legislation from the government, with Church of England guidance updated 
at a moment’s notice, and we are trying to  communicate to the best of our ability – 
and while we are at it trying to navigate wider church politics too. We will all need to 
pray for the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to lead us safely into all truth – for 
discernment to know what to prioritise and for a further deepening of our corporate 
and private prayer.  
 
We have only achieved so much this year because of the excellent foundations we 
laid in 2019 and because of you, the part you have played. Thank you. So, we also 
look to the future, with some fear and trepidation, that we may we build on our 
strengths and draw everyone together in our diversity, which makes us stronger. 
Now more than ever we need your commitment, your time, and your ideas – please 
complete and return those questionnaires because they will be the basis of 
discussion as we re-set our Church development plan post 2020.  
 
This is your church and I will only be here to guard and to guide for a time, but I do 
believe that together we can grow again, so we must try and be positive in 
challenging times. With the Lord’s blessing of our endeavours, we can be stronger 
than ever – because we have a Lord who loves us and who longs to reconcile us into 
his very presence, his kingdom. We are building the church of tomorrow, upon the 
foundations of today and I do believe there is a lot to look forward to in Thorpe. 
Thank you for your part in that journey. And may the prayers of Blessed Mary, our 
Patron be with us as we move through this time of great challenge.  
 
Amen.  


