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THE DEANERY – FIT FOR PURPOSE? 
 

A discussion document prepared by the Bishop's Staff 
 
 
Background 
 
The structures and practices of the Church have all developed over time and as a 
result every element, role, and rule is to a degree open to question in terms of the old 
Yorkshire saying "if you are going there, I would not start from here".  Unfortunately, 
when it comes to the Deanery (in all its visible aspects – boundary, chapter, area dean, 
synod), this seems to be a more commonly held view.   
 
The consultations which both led up to and included Our Calling under God on 1st 
April 2006 clearly showed that the Deanery is the least favoured and least understood 
element in our current structure, mainly due to the lack of any perceived role(s).  The 
digest of the consultations in the autumn of 2005 is attached as Appendix 1. [it refers 
to the full text of the comments made at the consultations which remain available for 
reference on the Diocesan website.] The scale of the issue was recognised in the fact 
that one of the four commitments which we made together at the Diocesan 
Conference related specifically to the Deanery (see Appendix 2). 
 

"Alongside continued efforts to ensure frameworks are flexible and sustain 
growth, we will review the size, structure and role of the Deanery to allow it to 
function as a source of mutual support and growth." 

 
Nevertheless, despite the constant and repeated calls for the Deanery to be "wound 
up", when the Review of Synodical Government ("The Bridge Report"), issued for 
consultation by the General Synod in 1993, recommended that Deanery Synods 
become optional, the outcry was deafening.  In addition, it was clear from the 
consultation workshops on structures that there is a recognised and owned need for a 
means of drawing Church communities away from the local into partnership with 
neighbours to enhance the opportunities for mission, at a level below that of the 
Diocese. 
 
In seeking to address this paradox we need to examine both the Deanery as it is 
experienced, together with some of the questions which seem to be emerging with 
regard to its future. The current shared understanding of the Deanery and its 
constituent elements as set out in the Diocesan Handbook is shown as Appendix 3.  
This paper is being offered as a discussion document in the light of the Conference 
commitment and in the clear understanding that any solution which emerges has to be 
deliverable at the level to which it applies.  In addition, if we are to alter practices and 
structures, we can only proceed to do so if the support for change already exists 
because it may require the Diocese to question some of the structures which are 
actually elements of national church legislation 
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The Process 
 
The Conference commitment, when it was presented to the Synod for implementation, 
was originally to be assigned to a Working Party.  Whilst this method has served us 
well in the delivery of the other commitments, the passage of time before its initiation 
(which was deliberate in the original timeframe) has meant that other factors have 
emerged which have altered the context in which the review is to take place.  Firstly 
there has been a revision of the structures of the Pastoral Committee, which have seen 
the bringing together in membership terms of the Area Teams and the Area 
Committees, along with the creation of Island Deanery Pastoral Committees.  
Secondly, the discussions relating to the revision of the method for allocating parish 
share has highlighted a potential role of the Deanery in terms of both allocations and 
mutual support. Finally, the work relating to Mission Audit and Ministry, again 
arising from other Conference commitments, has repeatedly identified the need for a 
forum for the sharing of resources at a level between the local and the Diocesan.   
 
For this reason, with the support of the Synod Standing Committee, we have brought 
together the ideas which have come not only from the consultations and Conference, 
but also from the ongoing conversations each of us have with those engaged in 
Deanery life, as well as drawing on the considerable length and breadth of experience 
of the working of Deaneries we have between us.  We are now sharing this paper with 
the Area/Rural Deans and Lay Chairs (and with their assistance to a wider audience in 
their Deaneries) in order that they may work with us to discern a way forward that 
meets and serves Our Calling under God. 
 
Why do we need a "Deanery"? 
 
In some ways the consultation and Conference process has, as is set out in Appendix 
2, already resolved this matter.  The Conference noted:- 
 

"we need a structure for the bringing together of church communities in their 
locality which is effective in meeting these needs [mutual support and 
encouragement] and has the appropriate levels of responsibility and available 
resources to make shared aspirations a reality". 

 
In addition, the subsequent discussions noted above have continued to affirm this 
element within our frameworks as being of necessity.  Nevertheless, it we are to be 
successful we will all need to recommit ourselves to the need for a Deanery. 
 
What is the purpose of the "Deanery"? 
 
From the conversations that have surrounded our discussions on this subject it is clear 
to us that the tasks currently assigned to the Deanery Synod remain valid, in terms of 
the purpose for the element of our structures which lie between the local and the 
Diocesan.  Whilst the Handbook (Appendix 3) states them in accordance with the 
Synodical Government Measure from which the Synod derives its existence, the 
following are more a statement of purpose for the Deanery as an entity.   
 

·  Consider matters concerning the C of E and make provision for such matters 
in the area designated 
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·  Bring together church communities to discuss common problems and 
formulate common solutions 

·  Foster a sense of community and interdependence 
·  Provide a channel of communication and interdependence 
·  Foster ecumenical relationships and other partnerships for the benefit of all 

 
So, having reaffirmed our commitment to an entity known as "Deanery" we must then 
review, revise and endorse a statement of its purpose.  In doing so, we accept that the 
context in which these are worked through will have an impact but as a family we 
need to be clear about the core purpose we are assigning to this element in our 
structure. 
 
What frameworks do we require to deliver these purposes? 
 
As was noted with regard to purpose, there is little doubt that context and history play 
a significant element in the workings of existing Deaneries and therefore colour the 
perspectives of each of us in differing ways.  However, the following seem to be 
reflections on the Deanery as it is which are shared widely:- 
 
1. While the situations in Jersey and Guernsey are more congruent no single 

pattern of life/activity for the Deanery/Chapter exists across the mainland 
Diocese. 

 
2. While the relationship between Deanery Synod and Chapter is clear on paper 

the reality is often more complicated. A lot of examples have been cited of 
matters of strategic policy etc being “pre-discussed” in Chapter and as a result 
the clergy attendance at subsequent Synod is often very patchy. 

 
3. While the membership of Deanery Synods is prescribed by statute law, there 

are many examples of local variations or extensions by invitation for specific 
subjects. This clearly show that a debate continues as to the appropriate 
membership of Deanery Synod. 

 
4. While the Diocesan Synod members elected from each Deanery (and parish 

representatives on the Deanery Synod) are charged to represent one body to 
the other and therefore act as a channel of communication, the extent and 
impact of this communication between parts of synodical governance is 
variable. It is also insufficiently reliable and hence the need for additional 
channels of communication to be used instead.  

 
5. While the system is designed to connect the local to the Deanery and to the 

Diocesan, Deanery matters are often relegated to minor slots on PCC agendas.  
It is also very rare for Deaneries to pass resolutions for debate at Diocesan 
Synod.  

 
6. While the ownership of pastoral planning at a Deanery level has been 

encouraged for the past three years, the level of engagement varies between 
Deaneries.  In addition, the size of some make it almost impossible for them to 
plan innovatively since they have very little allocated resource to deploy. 
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7. While the role of Rural (Area) Dean is an established one, the resource 
implications for the relevant parochial appointment and the increasing 
requirement for the post holder to be lead significant processes of change have 
not been addressed.  As a result, some post holders have reflected a concern at 
their ability to adequately meet all the expectations made of them. 

 
8. While the clergy chapter has a defined role in the support of those engaged in 

parochial ministry, there are many instances of low attendance. Also some 
have expressed concern that the timing and content of meetings no longer 
reflects the changed nature of the parochial ministry itself. 

 
9. While we have an elected Lay Chairman of the Deanery Synod, which is a 

defined role, we are increasingly reliant on these post holders to exercise a 
representative function for the laity of their respective Deanery.  This has been 
an organic development and we have not examined the implications of making 
this adjustment. 

 
There will be other, more specific instances of concern and these too need to be aired 
and addressed.  However, this list raises the following questions:- 
 
1. What framework is required to deliver the purposes in terms of:- 
 

·  Elements – Deanery wide; clergy only; ministers only? 
·  Composition – who should attend each element; should there be elected 

membership or should it be determined by offices held? 
·  Size and number of meetings – should there be a minimum; who should 

agree a variation? 
·  Relationship between the elements?  
 

2. What form of leadership will this framework require in terms of:- 
 

·  Roles and responsibilities – do we need leaders for specific tasks and/or to 
represent specific constituents? 

·  Selection and ongoing training for the leaders? 
·  Resources: Financial/administrative/time needed to exercise such roles? 
 

3. Is there a critical mass needed for effective working? 
 
 
Next Steps 
 
This paper is to be shared and discussed as widely as possible, with the intention that 
Area/Rural Deans and Lay Chairs will bring feedback to a meeting on 16th October 
with the Bishop's Staff.  From that meeting, and owned by it, draft proposals will be 
prepared to be discussed first by the Standing Committee and then with the Diocese 
during 2008. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Structures  
 
The Structures seminar asked people to: 
  

·  Identify their frustrations with the current structures? 
 

·  Offer possible solutions to these frustration? 
 
Although a high number of “frustrations” about the current structures were identified at all the 

consultations, in very general terms many seem to focus on the apparent complexities of the 

working of the church and a feeling that parishes are disconnected from Diocesan wide 

decisions. As well as this there are a number of points recorded that are based on inaccurate 

beliefs or lack of understanding of the current systems. (C14;27;39;60;79;81;137) 
 

Synodical Government 

1. However, a number of clear recommendations and suggestions frequently occur. The 

value of Synodical Government is called into question especially the role and authority of 

Deanery Synods. Opinion is split between calling for the complete abolition of Deanery 

Synods and the suggestion that the membership is revised to allow only Churchwardens 

and clergy to attend meetings. 

(C20;36;108;122;129;D6;313;345;376) 
 

2. The other issue that is mentioned often is the number of people the current structures 

absorb at parish levels. There are calls for fewer PCCs and comments that it is hard for 

some parishes to fill vacancies and posts. (C59;77;E23) 
 

Deanery and Parish Roles 

3. Connected to this are a number of queries about the role of the deanery itself. Some 

people questioned the value of deaneries, suggesting that more authority needs to be 

given to Rural/Area Deans to make deaneries have more of an impact and role. Others 

felt that the deanery model actually hindered the sharing of resources and the 

deployment of both lay and Ordained ministers and should therefore be abolished 

entirely. 

(C71;104;106;101;123;D72;108;180;243;250;D251;278;281;303;339;347;363;380;393;39

5;471; 169;173;190;208) 
 

4. Other recommendations call for the abolishment of parish boundaries, especially in urban 

areas, to allow a more flexible deployment of resources and personnel. However, this 

suggestion would appear to go against a repeated call for a “identifiable leader” to be 

present in every parish. (see Ordained Ministry Seminar Digest) (C74;75; 

D48;82;163;163; 304; 316;) 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

FRAMEWORK FOR MINISTRY 
 

“You encompass me behind and before and lay your hand upon me” 

 
 
CONFERENCE COMMITMENT 
 
Alongside continued efforts to ensure frameworks ar e flexible and 
sustain growth, we will review the size, structure and role of the Deanery 
to allow it to function as a source of mutual suppo rt and growth. 
 
One of the constant themes of our consultations was the frustrations felt by 
many with regard to the current structures of the Church which are seen as 
being a burden, a restriction, and a waste of time and money.  The Deanery 
Synod was a favourite frustration, along with the perceived waste of resource 
represented by parochial and diocesan structures and the regulations which 
accompany them. So, as a Diocese we are already engaged in efforts to 
remove unnecessary structures and regulations to free the Church for its 
objectives of witness and growth.  The recent review of Support Services has 
altered management structures; minimized committee numbers; and revised 
the priorities for the use of limited resources. There is little doubt that such a 
report was well received by all those who attended the Conference. 
 
However, at the same time we had to recognize that we need frameworks if 
the Church is to grow healthily since we rely on the support of others for some 
elements of our life and work. We also need to give confidence to those we 
serve that out activities have a necessary degree of oversight and 
accountability.  For we are neither individuals nor individual church 
communities but we are branches of the ‘Diocesan family’ vine and this 
provides us with our comfort in times of challenge and our encouragement in 
times of opportunity.  Nevertheless, we are a geographically large and a 
socially diverse Diocese and if this comfort and encouragement is to be 
appropriate and deliverable then it needs to be more local. 
 
Therefore we need a structure for the bringing together of church communities 
in their locality which is effective in meeting these needs and has the 
appropriate levels of responsibility and available resources to make shared 
aspirations a reality.  In doing so, we have to accept that we are part of an 
established church whose patterns of government are regulated by Measure 
and that the changes we may wish to pursue may take some time to achieve.  
Nevertheless, other Dioceses are engaged in similar reviews and we have 
much to learn from them. 
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