What has the Church of England ever done for us?
'The Church of England is an institution: do you want to spend the rest of your life in an institution?'
For each person actually asking a question there may be ten thinking it! Before Christmas someone asked if we got much out of our C of E membership for the money we pay, and wondered if maybe 'they could put more into' our Chaplaincy as we struggle towards meeting the ongoing cost of ministry. This isn't a question about Anglican beliefs, or services (which matter to me and some others a lot!)– it's about the organisational side of things: a fair question (though not a proposal!).

To explain, the Church in England in Europe doesn't operate like a business with branches (unprofitable branches get closed down!), but more like a brand represented by locally organised franchises. Someone in a town recognises a gap in the local market, and aspires to fill it. A town needs a burger restaurant, a group of potential customers is recognised. The founders invest time and energy in the startup: if they believe in their 'concept' and have done their homework, they are confident of a positive return in an established business. 

One decision to be made is whether you will do better as an individual business or a national franchise. Belonging to a franchise hems you in: you pay them money, they lay down rules, standards and identity. On the other hand, the franchise offers you a widely recognised instant identity - a 'badge', it offers 'big name' publicity and marketing, it offers training and guidance, it offers your customers reassurance that what they find when they come through your door will be recognisable, properly prepared, and of healthy standard.

Forget for now the glories of the Anglican tradition and the richness of our worship and life – some of us value these things more than others, and even some of us who love them are driven nuts by some aspects and attitudes in the Church of England! The founders of our Chaplaincy apparently made a pragmatic decision to affiliate to the C of E: it does no harm to review big decisions in the light of changed situations. Each year we pay £3.8K in cash, plus a fair bit of administrative time/energy to 'the Church of England' – what do we get back? (Of course in England we'd get a share in a priest paid centrally, but then financial contribution to the diocese would be 10x what we now pay!) What does belonging to this 'franchise' give us?

First is 'big-brand identity' – our 'brand' carries a world-wide recognition: 85 million  members in 165 countries. The Church of England is widely recognised (if not understood!) by the majority of those we hope to attract through our doors. (The public image of the C of E has been damaged in recent years by scandals and perception of decline, but is it still overall more positive than negative? When I announce I'm the 'local C of E Vicar I'm usually welcomed.) Publicity? The internet offers the freest means open to us – through the Church of England 'Church Near You' site our Chaplaincy details were viewed by an amazing 25K people last year: it is the 'go to' English-language source for people looking for a church to visit! Other benefits? Belonging to the C of E offers things we would otherwise need to provide ourselves: training, structures for simplified legal registration and permission to use church buildings, uniform standards of Safeguarding and accountability, the training recognition and validation of ministers, some assurance that when you walk through the door what is offered will be what the 'label' suggests!

What do people think? Do advantages outweigh costs? Which advantages would we be happy to do without? Which 'central' aspect would we then need to replicate in local form in order to avoid losing out on something important? It would be technically possible for us – our people, our mission – to exist outside the C of E. Would the effort involved in the change be rewarded? What do you think? Come to 'Soup Lunch' at Gratot on 11th Jan and have your say!
