Summary: Pulling out the Darnel – Proposals for the Future Governance of Saxon Shoreline Benefice
Reflecting on the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel (Matthew 13:24-30), I see clear parallels with our situation in the Saxon Shoreline Benefice. Just as the farmer must wait until harvest to separate wheat from weeds, I have delayed making significant changes to our worship patterns and structures, hoping to nurture what is good without risking harm to our community. However, the time has come to take stock and make decisions that will ensure sustainability and a future for our local church on the edge of Romney Marsh.
For me, the “darnel” represents those structures, attitudes, and sometimes people that hinder the growth of the Kingdom—whether intentionally or not. Since arriving in April 2023, I have focused on the positive, encouraging what is already going well, and promoting our Benefice’s strapline: “Sowing the Seeds of Hope.” Growth in the Church is ultimately God’s mission, but we must also act wisely and missionally. I have shared lessons from Leading Your Church into Growth (LYCiG), and these have shaped our Mission Action Plans.
I have aimed to lead collaboratively and respectfully, honouring parish traditions and sensitivities. Now, as your Incumbent, I believe it is my responsibility to make some tough choices, in consultation with you, to identify and address the “darnel” that impedes our mission.
Facing Reality
If our Benefice is to survive, we must confront hard truths. We need to rethink how we use our human and financial resources, foster a missional heart, and work more collaboratively. Fear of change is natural, but resisting or ignoring reality will not secure our future. We are operating in a post-Christian society where organized religion is often seen as irrelevant, and the Church of England’s national strategy increasingly focuses on urban renewal, leaving rural parishes like ours with fewer resources.
We face a vocational crisis, with fewer people discerning a call to ordained ministry. Locally, our seven-parish Benefice has about 80 regular attendees, most of whom are elderly. Recruiting volunteers for key roles is becoming difficult, and some parishes struggle to meet legal governance requirements. Financial challenges are mounting, with one parish in debt and others unable to pay their Parish Share in full. Our clergy team is stretched thin, and the current pattern of worship and administration is unsustainable.
Much of my time is spent on administration and strategic planning, rather than pastoral care—the heart of my calling. I have become more of a manager than a shepherd, which is deeply frustrating.
Naming the Darnel
The main obstacles I see are:
· Governance: Our medieval structure is unsustainable and drains our energy. The “one priest, one parish” model is no longer realistic. We spend too much time in meetings, not on mission.
· Maintenance vs. Mission: Our focus is on survival and maintaining the status quo, rather than missional growth. PCC meetings are dominated by building and finance concerns, not mission.
· Unrealistic Demands: Current worship and administrative patterns risk burnout for clergy and volunteers. Our teams are aging and tired.
· Parochialism: My role is to lead the Benefice collectively, not as the priest of each parish. Progress toward unity has been partial; we must embrace the collective and share resources, including finances.
A Way Forward
Inspired by the Early Church’s unity (Acts 2:44), I propose we commit to a common vision and mission—not uniformity, but collaboration for survival and sustainability. Sometimes, as with the rose bushes in my garden, heavy pruning is necessary for new growth. We must trust that this is God’s Church and be willing to undergo change.
Outline of Remedial Action
After much reflection and prayer, I propose the following actions:
· Become a Single Parish Benefice: Simplifying governance will free clergy for pastoral care and make the Benefice more attractive to future incumbents. Local teams can handle day-to-day operations, with one PCC for legal governance.
· Review Individual Church Status: Some churches (initially Kenardington and Orlestone) may become Festival Churches, focusing on special occasions.
· Review Worship Provision: We need to use clergy more effectively and consider more informal, lay-led services to attract new congregants.
These are proposals for consultation, not final plans. Leadership means making difficult choices, but we must do this together. If you disagree, I invite you to propose alternatives. We cannot afford to wait; we must be proactive.
Consultation Process
On Monday, 3rd November, I will present these proposals at the Churchwarden’s meeting. In 2026, I will hold public meetings in each parish for discussion, followed by PCC final decisions in November. If the majority support these proposals, implementation will begin in January 2027. The process for Festival Churches will begin in Spring 2026.
I offer these proposals in the spirit of hope and collaboration, trusting in God’s guidance and your partnership as we seek a sustainable future for our Benefice.
Revd Geoff
Rector, Saxon Shoreline Benefice
22nd October 2025
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