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1. Setting The Scene 
 

I was 67 when we got the call to move to Oxford.  

 

I am supposed to be slowing down, but I’m speeding up!  

 

Many of my colleagues and friends who have been in church ministry 

are now retired and enjoying life in their mortgage free retirement 

property by the sea, enjoying country walks with the wife and the dog, 

cooking great food from the Jamie Oliver “how to cook wholesome and 

nourishing food in 10 minutes” recipe book, and doing the occasional 

guest preaching slot, picking their best sermons and favourite 

illustrations without all the demands of church leadership. 

 

But not me.  

 

There’s something in me that always wants to take the toughest route, 

the most difficult journey, the more challenging adventure!  

 

I’m not saying that this is an attribute, it’s extremely annoying at times. 

Why me?  

 

As they used to say in the old days, “Steve, you’re making a rod for your 

own back!” 

 

And now, on top of all that, I’ve landed my toughest assignment yet! 

Taking on two parish churches in rural Buckinghamshire and becoming a 

traditional vicar - right out of my comfort zone!  

 

What will my children think?  
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They already know I’m a little crazy, but this assignment is in a different 

league. This is dad stepping into unknown territory. After all these years 

of “radicalness”, he’s finally flipped. 

 

Will they think I have lost my marbles? 

 

Have I finally entered into the alien zone of planet Zorg? I know what 

they’re are thinking:  

 

“These are the voyages of the Starship Enterprise. Its five year mission: 

to explore strange new worlds. To seek out new life and new 

civilisations. To go where no man has gone before!” 

 

OK. I know I’m being over dramatic! But that’s how it felt at the time. 

 

These reflections contain an account of my personal journey during the 

first three years as Team Vicar with charge of two delightful rural 

churches, Holy Cross & St Mary, Quainton and All Saints, Oving.  

 

We often fall into the trap of approaching life with pre-conceived ideas 

and mis-conceptions about people and situations that we’ve never really 

encountered. And all this is often driven by the media. 
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The only encounter I ever really had with rural church was watching the 

Vicar of Dibley on TV. I’m not naive enough to believe that’s the way it 

really is, but you can understand why I was worried - and intrigued. 

 

The fact is that the people I have come to know and love in these 

beautiful villages are nothing like the people of Dibley! 

 

I learn from them in so many ways, and have come to appreciate God 

working in the most unlikely places and through people who give so 

much to the community. 

 

Stay with me and I’ll share with you many of the things I have 

discovered - mistakes made, lessons learned, and victories won! 

 

Along the way I discover some important truths about myself and how 

to be effective as a priest in rural ministry. I discover that what I 

thought were my strengths, are actually weaknesses in this new 

assignment.   

 

I learn lessons as my preconceived ideas about the traditional Anglican 

church are shot out of the water. I am educated into the value of real 

community and take a dip into the waters of choral Evensong. 

 

Peoples’ names have been changed to protect the innocent (and the 

guilty!) - you know who you are! 

 

Let’s get started. 
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2. 100 Concerts A Year 
 

I released my first album in 1978 on the Kingsway Music label and then 

more followed, releasing a new album every two to four years until I 

reached a grand total of ten. 

 

During the years that I worked as a professional musician, I travelled all 

around the UK, then the Nederlands, then out to Canada. And from 

there India, Sri Lanka, the USA and all over Europe.  

 

Ever since my teenage years, I’ve been passionate about connecting my 

Christian faith with people of all ages through contemporary music - not 

so much in churches, but in places where people meet. 

 

So I performed my 

style of contemporary 

rock music in schools, 

universities, pubs, 

bars, clubs and 

theatres with the 

occasional skirmish 

into larger venues such 

as the Royal Albert 

Hall, Wembley Arena, 

the Marquee Club in Soho, Main Stage Greenbelt, Spring Harvest and 

various other music festivals.  

 

I found myself singing to audiences ranging from less than a hundred to 

several thousand. 

 

Numerous appearances on television and radio followed including the 

Rock Gospel Show on BBC, my own talk show on London’s LBC Radio, 

the Breakfast Show on County Sound Radio, Guildford, where I was also 

Religious Affairs Producer and clocking up over 100 appearance on ITV 

co-presenting a religious current affairs programme called “Company.”  
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I was even short listed 

to present Songs of 

Praise but was pipped 

at the post by someone 

else - who still presents 

from time to time! 

 

Several of my 

contemporaries chose 

to break in to the 

commercial music 

business and some had 

minor success, but I always felt my calling was to create messages 

through music that would be accessible in the more specialised mission 

field of schools, clubs, bars, prisons and universities.  

 

Over the 20 years or so that I was “on the road” I performed to tens of 

thousands of young people all over the world often performing in more 

than one hundred concerts a year. 

 

Schools work has become known as ‘the forgotten mission field’.  

 

A typical 

“schools mission” 

would involve 

taking lessons on 

anything from 

current affairs to 

sex education. 

Obviously not 

“preaching” at 

the kids, but 

taking an 

educational approach, the doors were flung open in hundreds of schools 

around the UK and Europe.  



P a g e  | 8 

 

 

After a typical week long mission we would organise a concert 

performance, inviting people to this main event to hear my Christian 

story and how the Good News of Jesus can transform our lives and our 

world. We saw thousands of young people giving their lives to Christ at 

these events. 

 

It’s one of the great joys of my life when I receive emails and messages 

from people who made that commitment all those years ago and are still 

moving forward in their Christian faith. 

 

I’d like to say a big thank you 

to those who travelled with me 

during those years, helping 

with PA systems, lighting rigs 

and media presentations 

including Richard Moyes, James 

Loring, Kevin (Boo Boo) Brown 

and Richard Baker. We drove 

tens of thousands of miles in 

our old Long Wheel Base Ford 

Transit van. 

 

God bless ‘em! 

 

So how did I end up going from 

all of that, to all of this? 

 

Stay tuned! 
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3. What Makes 
Your Heart Beat Faster? 

 

Sarah and I had been co-leading a church in Chichester for ten years.  

 

Together with the leaders of the church we caught a vision to re-open a 

decommissioned NHS Chapel on the Graylingwell Hospital site next to 

the University.  

 

A developer bought the site with a view to building an estate of eco 

friendly homes with a combination of social housing starter homes to 

expensive private residencies. Their plan was to redevelop existing 

hospital buildings into luxury flats while retaining some for NHS use, the 

main part of the estate would be completely transformed by several 

hundred new homes. 

 

Right in the middle of 

this development was 

Graylingwell Chapel, 

once used by the 

hospital, now virtually 

derelict and boarded 

up. We managed to do 

a deal with the then 

Homes & Communities 

Agency to re-open the 

chapel as a centre for 

the community and a sacred space for our church. 

 

We experienced something of a miracle. 

 

At first the owners said we could use the building for an annual charge 

of £20,000. As a church we were sure that God was calling us to move 
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into this building, so we continued to pursue our goal of moving in on 

Easter Sunday, 2010.  

 

Shortly before we were due to move in, I had a call from the Home & 

Communities Agency saying they had changed their minds - they would 

be charging us a peppercorn rent of £2 per year!  

 

We continued to pay 

this for the whole time 

that we were there in 

the chapel. And it did 

become a hub for the 

community with all 

kinds of activities 

taking place, including 

a 200 strong 

Community Choir 

running every Tuesday 

night. 

 

As a Bishop’s Mission in the Church of England, we had the flexibility to 

do church a little differently and drew people of all ages and 

backgrounds into a lively and growing church family. 

 

But then it happened. It was bound to happen sooner or later.  

 

After 10 years of ministry in this challenging but exciting situation, 

Sarah, who is also ordained as a priest in the Church of England, felt 

God calling her to further study in Oxford.  

 

Her own journey following God’s call on her life would fill a book all on 

its own. The challenges she had to overcome and the battles she faced 

would have been insurmountable to many, but she kept pressing 

forward and she was accepted into Oxford University to study for a 

Masters in Theology based at Wycliffe Hall.  
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Now we needed somewhere to live.  

 

At my age it is far more likely that a House for Duty post in the Church 

of England would be a possibility, so that’s what we were looking for 

within a 20 mile radius of Oxford. House for Duty is where you are able 

to live in a Vicarage or Rectory, in return for giving two days a week 

plus Sundays to church ministry. This would enable Sarah to have a 

home base and present a new ministry challenge for me. Is it possible to 

look after two parish churches in two days a week plus Sundays? No, of 

course not! But that’s another story. 

 

Almost by chance we came 

across an advert for a 

House for Duty post in 

Quainton, just over 20 miles 

from Oxford. Even before I 

made a formal application, 

we drove into 

Buckinghamshire to visit the 

village.  

 

We remember very well 

driving up Station Road into the Village, turning right then left by the 

Village Green as we searched for the church. At the top of the Green we 

turned right into Church Street and there it was!  

 

As soon as we arrived, we knew this was to be our new home.  Perhaps 

a little presumptuous, but there was something about this place that felt 

right to us. We walked into the church and felt the presence of God 

there - the building steeped in history, where tens of thousands of 

people have worshipped and prayed, finding God, finding peace, finding 

forgiveness and new life. 

 

Someone once said that the way you can tell if God is speaking to you, 

is that your heart starts beating a little faster! Well, it was just like that. 
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However, the thing that really convinced us was a verse from the Bible 

which has followed me in every change in my life over the years. It’s 

Isaiah 43:19 and it popped up again as we were considering the next 

move for our lives: “See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do 

you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in 

the wasteland.” 

 

Quainton and Oving, here we come! 
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4. The Joke About  

The Horse And Descartes 
 

What came over me? 

 

There I was, having been shortlisted for the position of House for Duty 

Team Vicar in the Schorne Team of churches, with responsibility for two 

beautiful rural parishes, sitting with fifteen of my interviewers over lunch 

on the day of my interview and out popped the joke!  

 

To be fair, it was probably because I didn’t feel I had any chance of 

getting the job.  

 

After all, the second person shortlisted was an accomplished vicar with 

years of experience in traditional church. And I’m sitting there, bald 

head, earring, with a slight Cockney twang, no experience in traditional 

church, let alone rural ministry, without any real idea about how things 

work in these parts. 

 

It’s like when you first fall in love with someone you really want to have 

a relationship with, but at first, the whole situation is rather intimidating 

and overwhelming and you end up saying ridiculous things to try to 

impress them!  

 

First encounters like this are normally memorable for all the wrong 

reasons, but never very impressive! 

 

The interview process was over two days and involved meeting various 

people, including the “competition” who was chaperoned along with me 

by the Rural Dean who spoke enthusiastically and realistically about the 

opportunities, challenges and expectations awaiting the newly appointed 

Team Vicar. On the first evening we shared a meal together in a local 

restaurant accompanied by Parochial Church Council members of the 
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two parish churches concerned and clergy colleagues in the Schorne 

Team. 

 

The meal was great, the conversation stimulating and the people 

interesting and interested in the both of us. Sarah, my wife, joined me 

and we stayed overnight in the delightful home of one of the Church 

Wardens and his wife.  

 

The second day was interview day and lasted several hours, with various 

groups of people involved in the interviewing process. We had been 

asked to present a five minute reflection on verses from Jesus’ prayer in 

John 17. It came to my turn and I dispensed with notes and clutching 

my big black Bible, spoke from the heart. It has always been my custom 

to prepare well, rehearse well and remember bullet points to which I 

attach the salient points of my talk - rather like using pegs to hang 

clothes of all shapes and sizes on a washing line. It seemed to go well, 

although I worried that I may have been a little informal in my 

approach.  

 

Oh well! If you try to be something you really are not, people know it 

immediately. I could only be me, as inadequate as that might be. 

 

Then came lunch and the inevitable joke! 

 

I know you want to hear it! 

 

A horse walks into a bar. The bartender asks the horse if he’s an 

alcoholic considering all the bars he visits, to which the horse replies "I 

don't think I am." And suddenly, POOF! The horse disappears. Now if 

you are into philosophy you would know about Descarte’s proposition of 

cogito ergo sum - “I think, therefore I am.” But if I had told you the 

meaning of the joke at the beginning, that would have been putting 

Descartes before the horse. 

 

Yes, I know! And the miraculous thing is - I got the job! 
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5. Thank God For Recycled Furniture 
 

As mentioned in an earlier reflection, my job at Quainton and Oving with 

Pitchcott is House For Duty Team Vicar.  

 

At my ripe old age, House For Duty is the most likely new job you could 

hope for in the Church of England. It means exactly what it says. You 

get to live in a lovely Church of England Vicarage or Rectory in return for 

giving two days a week plus Sundays to the ministry of the church. No 

salary/stipend. This was perfect for us, with me on my State Pension 

and an amazing base for Sarah to work from. 

 

I know what you’re thinking. How can you look after two parish 

churches on two days a week plus Sundays? And the answer is - you 

can’t! But that really doesn’t bother me because I find ministry so 

fulfilling and a real privilege.  

 

The real issue for us was furniture. We didn’t have much and we had a 

five bedroom house to populate! 

 

Not a bad problem to have. 

 

In our previous church in 

Chichester, we lived in a 

small end of terrace 

house on an ex council 

housing estate near to 

the University. Lots of 

student Let’s, loads of 

people living in 

challenging 

circumstances, some 

private homes but mostly 

rented. Although the house was small, it was definitely God’s place for 

us. We were at the heart of the community to which God had called us. 
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And unbeknown to us at the time, we had moved within 200 yards of 

Graylingwell Chapel, a decommissioned NHS Chapel which had been 

disused for 13 years.  

 

A perfect location to plant a church! 

 

We had some memorable community events on the green at the front of 

our house. Every year the church would pitch up and we would run a 

Christmas Street Party with all the trimmings and in the summer we’d 

run another Street Party with live music, stalls and activities for the 

children. We became a hub for the community. 

 

Space in our house was an issue. Our office for most of the time we 

were there, was in a 12’ by 8’ shed at the bottom of the garden, kindly 

donated by my wonderful mother-in-law. 

 

Arriving in the Quainton and moving into a five bedroomed Rectory was 

amazing if not a little daunting. We had nowhere near enough furniture 

- not even a dining room table and chairs. However, we were soon 

directed to a used furniture warehouse in Aylesbury run by the Florence 

Nightingale Hospice. 

 

We picked up a very nice dining room table with chairs for £60, three 

beds, including a double king size for a spare guest room, various useful 

bits and pieces for the kitchen, living room and study. We even picked 

up a coffee maker for £5 which we use almost every day. 

 

All good to go! And all proceeds for the amazing work of the Hospice. 

 

Now, with a good base to work from, we started to learn more about 

our patch. And one of the first things we discovered, was the story of 

the devil in a boot! 

 

That comes next! 
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6. The Devil In A Boot 
 

As newly appointed Team Vicar in the Schorne Team of churches, I was 

intrigued about the story of the devil in a boot! 

 

And so it was that we drove to the nearby village of North Marston to 

see the shrine set up to commemorate the extraordinary life of John 

Schorne, a man of great faith, who exercised supernatural powers 

around these Buckinghamshire villages 700 years ago. 

 

 

John was rector of the church at 

North Marston in 1282 and his 

fame spread far and wide after 

it was reported that during a 

time of drought, he struck the 

ground with his staff and a 

spring of water came pouring 

out, thus saving the village. The 

water was found to have healing 

properties and was particularly 

effective in curing gout, which 

was a common and painful 

disease of the day.  

 

So amazing was this incident that the news even reached the court of 

King Henry VIII who suffered from gout himself. He must have been 

convinced by the story, because he made at least two pilgrimages to the 

shrine in North Marston, which is located by a well where it is thought 

that the spring first appeared.  

 

But what about the devil in a boot? 

 

Gout typically starts in the foot and was described in the middle ages as 

‘the devil in a boot.’ Thus, at the shrine to this day, there is a depiction 
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of the devil being thrown out of a boot. This image became associated 

with John Schorne up until his death in 1314 and continues to this day. 

 

By the 1400’s, pilgrimages to 

the Holy Well in North Marston 

became the third most popular  

pilgrimage in England. 

Schorne’s bones were moved 

to St George’s Chapel, Windsor 

in 1478, but the story of his 

remarkable life lives on. 

 

I don’t like labels.  

 

We tend to put people in boxes depending on their ‘churchmanship.’ If 

you wanted to pin a label on me, call me a card carrying fully paid up 

member of the evangelical charismatic brigade! This has been my 

emphasis over the years as I’ve tried to serve God in various ways.  

 

So the thought of being Team Vicar in the Schorne Team of churches is 

quite exciting for me! We have a heritage dating back 700 years to a 

man who saw God at work and wasn’t afraid to wear his faith on his 

collar and kick the devil out of a boot! 

 

But what about the little yellow ducks? 

 

That comes next! 
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7.  The Little Yellow Ducks 
 

Drivers in Buckinghamshire! 

 

They are nuts! 

 

I’m not a slow driver. I rode my XTZ 750 at 120 miles an hour several 

times and my trusted Volvo packs a fair punch. Since picking up a 

couple of speeding fines, I have mended my ways! 

 

But the drivers around Aylesbury and the beautiful surrounding villages 

are something else!  

 

I enjoy driving, but not so much in these parts! 

 

I used to drive long distances, hours on end on the highways of America 

and the motorways and autobahns of Europe. 

 

Every New Year, for several years, I was resident musician for the 

German Youth For Christ Conference in Nuremberg Castle. Great 

location overlooking the city. Always a family treat to climb to the top of 

the building and watch the fireworks at the stroke of 12 midnight.  

 

So we all piled in the transit, fitted with three old aircraft seats in the 

back and a 1000 watt PA and lighting rig stacked to the rear and we’d 

drive the 2 hours to the ferry and then 5 hours across France and into 

Germany. It was an annual pilgrimage. 

 

But that’s nothing compared to the time I had to make a dash through 

the night from Copenhagen to Oostend to catch the ferry in time to 

preach at the morning service at a church in Kent. 

 

So I’m not afraid of the accelerator! But it worries me that I have to 

drive defensively around here to protect myself from being run off the 

road by some lunatic trying to impress his girlfriend! 
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But there is something else that 

worries me - it worries me alot.  The 

potholes.  

 

I’ve never known anything like it. 

Protests have been made, notably by 

one gentleman in a village not too far 

away from here.  

 

One rainy day, when all the potholes 

around the village were filled with 

water, he floated 100 yellow plastic ducks in the little pools created by 

the potholes. You might well be wondering... where did he get 100 

yellow plastic ducks? And the answer: they were left over from the 

village fete. The sight was hilarious, and made a powerful statement. It 

hit local news and went viral on YouTube! The local authority soon 

jumped into action! 

 

And that true story gives me a great illustration when I’m talking to 

young couples getting married. 

 

In every relationship 

potholes occur.  

 

Challenges and 

difficulties, 

disagreements and 

fallings out. It’s a normal 

part of navigating life 

together. I know where 

all the potholes are in 

the villages around here, so I can avoid them. The worst thing we can 

do in our relationships however,  is to ignore the potholes and simply 

navigate around them. 
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That’s why it has been known for me to present two little yellow plastic 

ducks to the happy couple on their wedding day with the following 

instructions: when a pothole appears in your marriage, whichever 

partner feels unhappy or aggrieved should put their yellow plastic ducks 

in a prominent place in the home so that when their partner comes in, 

they will know immediately that there is something to deal with! 

 

It’s amazing the inspiration you can get from village life! 

 

But what about the ancient monuments in church? No, I’m not talking 

about the people! I’m talking about places of worship being filled with 

historical memorials of those days gone my. 

 

What’s the value in them? 

 

More about that coming up! 
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8. 700 Years With God At Work 
 

I’ve always been fascinated by old buildings. 

 

If I hadn’t felt called into full time Christian ministry, I would have 

become an architect.  

 

As a teenager I had a collection of books all about Roman and Greek 

architecture and I loved learning about the differences between Ionic, 

Doric and Corinthian columns. I was given a draughtsman’s drawing 

board and quickly learned how to draw house plans whilst being careful 

to refer to local building regulations. To this day, there are at least two 

buildings still standing on the Isle of Sheppey that I designed and drew 

plans for as a teenager. 

 

Sarah and I have been 

members of the 

National Trust for 

years. When my 

children were young, 

there may have been 

occasions when they 

didn’t appreciate 

looking around another 

‘ancient relic’, but now, 

at least one of my 

children has taken the 

plunge and is herself a member, along with her family. 

 

One of the interesting things about coming to Quainton and Oving was 

the extraordinary history attached to the church buildings. The first time 

we talked into Quainton Church, the sense of history was tangible. But 

more than that, in both All Saints, Oving and Holy Cross and St Mary 

Quainton, God has been at work in these for more than 700 years. 

That’s quite something. 
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Within the walls of these churches, which were built to the glory of God, 

people have found acceptance, forgiveness, hope, love, peace and new 

life as the work of the church has impacted the communities around 

them. 

 

What a privilege to continue the tradition. 

 

It seems possible that 

the Order of Knights 

Hospitaller were 

responsible for the 1340 

rebuilding of Quainton 

church, on the site of an 

earlier church with roots 

in the Saxon period.  

 

The Hospitallers are also 

credited with building the 

preaching cross that 

stands on the village 

green. They appeared in 

the early 11th century, 

during the time of the 

Benedictine Reform, as a 

group of individuals 

associated with an 

Amalfitan hospital in 

Jerusalem where they provided care for the sick, poor or injured pilgrims 

who travelled to the Holy Land. This Catholic organisation was 

influenced by the effects of the Reformation in Europe and many 

became Protestants as a result, expanding into England and developing 

their desire to serve the poor and needy. 

 

The main feature of interest at Quainton is the large number of historic 

monuments that crowd the interior. Among these are fascinating 
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memorials of the Dormer and Pigott families, as well as a lovely 

monument to Dr Richard Brett, one of the scholars responsible for 

translating the King James Bible. Dr Brett served as rector of Quainton 

for 42 years before his death in 1637. There are several memorial 

brasses, the earliest of which is to an unnamed girl (died c. 1360). 

There are further brasses to a priest (d. 1422), and a local man (d. 

1510). In the north aisle is a monument to Richard Winwood (c. 1689), 

who founded a row of almshouses in the village that still stand today. 

Winwood's statue is shown reclining and dressed in armour. 

 

All Saints, Oving is 

the oldest building 

in the village, 

dating back to the 

13th century. An 

earlier wooden 

church was 

probably on the 

site. The nave, 

chancel, lancets 

and north and 

south aisles are 

13th century, the 

East Chapel is 14th century and the tower was completed in 1674. Local 

tradition has it that Oliver Cromwell watered his horses in a spring near 

the church and the village would have seen Royalists and Roundheads 

passing through, sometimes taking refuge from their opponents in the 

church building. 

 

It’s a privilege to serve the church and community within such a rich 

historical tradition and to discover new ways to communicate the 

unchanging Gospel message which is at the heart of all we do. 

 

Anyway - I was soon to face the question: to chasuble or not to 

chasuble? I settled on a solution. Coming up next! 
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9. To Chasuble Or Not To Chasuble 
 

When I first started out as a Baptist Minister at South Ashford Baptist 

Church in Kent, I wore a full clerical collar. Never wore robes, but 

always quite smartly dressed. After five years at the church I embarked 

on an itinerant music ministry - that was in 1978. I released my first 

album, Freefall, in 1979 on the Kingsway Music label. 

 

So naturally my dress code changed dramatically! I remember with 

some embarrassment, taking the main stage with my band at the 

wonderful Greenbelt Festival, dressed in ‘hippy’ gear. It may have been 

cool at the time, but not by today’s standards. Mind you, walking 

through Oxford City centre and observing what people wear, can be a 

real eye popping moment. It seems like today, anything goes! 

 

Then there was the hair style! I used to have long dark hair with blonde 

streaks and ‘beaded rat tails’ hanging down the back! A good friend, 

Rachel, used to do my hair and I remember on occasions sitting at home 

with a plastic bag on my head, through which she would pull strands of 

hair and using some rather toxic substance, cover the strands 

thoroughly, and turning them blonde. I’m sure she still has a picture 

secretly stashed away somewhere of me in this rather embarrassing 

state and I’m hoping it never sees the light of day! 

 

Of course, in those days I’d be looking out for any fashionable gear that 

you could constitute as being ‘cool’ for my concert performances. 

 

I can’t remember ever wearing a suite for anything - apart from at the 

wedding services of my kids. It was all black leather, black T-shirts and 

ripped jeans. You can still buy ripped jeans these days - they have never 

gone out of fashion. 

 

Clerical clothing is an interesting subject and we all have our own views 

on what vicars should or shouldn’t wear. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a 

church leader or vicar in one of the HTB churches wearing clerical gear. 
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And certainly, when I, together with Sarah, was called back into a 

pastoral church based ministry in Chichester, we never wore dog collars 

or any other form of clerical gear. I sometimes wore a dog collar for 

hospital visiting - the uniform gets you in to see people at any time of 

the day or night - with an ID card obviously. And for some, it brings 

some degree of comfort to see a ‘proper vicar.’ 

 

So when I landed the 

job as Team Vicar in 

Quainton and Oving, 

there was an 

expectation that I 

would wear clerical 

garments...dog collar 

(obviously), cassock, 

surplice, preaching 

scarf, different 

coloured stoles 

according to the 

changing liturgical 

colours of the church 

year - green, red, 

white and purple and a cassock-alb when presiding at Holy Communion. 

 

There is a well-stocked wardrobe in my vestry at church and in them are 

a number of chasubles and cassocks, donated by various clergy through 

the years. A chasuble is an ornate sleeveless outer vestment often worn 

by Catholic or High Anglican priests when presiding at Holy Communion. 

 

I took the decision very early on in my ministry at Quainton and Oving, 

that I would wear a chasuble, which would be a step too far for many of 

my colleagues, particularly the evangelical brigade. I made this decision 

out of respect for my people, who found this sign of my priestly role 

helpful and engaging. 

 

From The Left: Beli, Claire, Sarah and Me 
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Dress code is important in the particular setting into which God has 

called me and gives me an opportunity to demonstrate that I am a 

servant of the people and a servant of God. 

 

A chasuble is one thing, but sung evensong, rock style? 

Find out what happened - coming up next! 

 

  



P a g e  | 28 

 

10. Like A Rock 'n Roll Singer 
 

I’m taking a risk making the following public! That might sound overly 

dramatic but I have my reputation at stake after all! It’s takes a lot to 

shock me these days, I’ve seen it all, bought the T-shirt and the fridge 

magnet, so when the day came that I realised what I’d let myself in for, 

it did come as a shock. 

 

We all remember things that made us stop in our tracks. The are usually 

things that we don’t expect and that we are suddenly confronted with. 

I’ve been round the block enough times to know that life is never black 

and white and there are various shades of grey in terms of the way 

people live their lives. 

 

I’ve seen extremely traumatic things that have shocked me, like 

watching a baying crowd urging a young man to jump off a high 

building in Bombay or meeting a lady who had lived on the street 

outside a Baptist Missionary Society Home in abject poverty. She had 

lived there for 38 years.  

 

Then there have been the more trivial “shocking” experiences like the 

time I was thanked for a concert I performed at a girl’s school in 

Reigate. The rather naive Christian teacher thanked me by saying, “Well 

girls, obviously Mr Flashman has something that we haven’t got,” 

referring to my Christian faith of course, but it didn’t come over like that 

to the girls! 

 

Anyway, back to the story in hand. I was sitting in my priests’s stall at 

one of my first services in Quainton, and my colleague, sitting opposite 

me, suddenly started singing the liturgy. It was Sung Evensong.  

 

Now, you might not think that is such a big deal, but the fact is, 

although I was expecting a service of Evensong, I hadn’t realised it was 

‘Sung’! I had no idea what I was doing. The best part was everybody 

else thought I knew exactly what I was doing. I’m the Vicar after all! 
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It is amazing that if 

you look like you 

know what you are 

doing, everybody 

thinks that’s they 

way it should be. It’s 

just your special 

style! 

 

Anyway, fortunately 

John, sitting 

opposite me, led really well and all I had to do was preach. So I just sat 

there looking spiritual and Vicar-like and joined in where I could. 

 

I’ve been in Christian ministry most of my adult life and worked in a 

variety of settings, but this was totally new to me. I should have known 

this, but for some reason the penny didn’t drop!  

 

After my initial shock and a degree of panic, I got together with 

Geoffrey, our very wonderful and accomplished organist, and he taught 

me how to sing the liturgy for Evensong. So armed with the music in 

front of me, I was ready and prepared for my first experience of leading 

Sung Evensong. 

 

I led the service a few weeks later and it seemed to go really well. The 

call and response by our equally wonderful robed choir led the 

congregation in meaningful worship. 

 

Back home after the service, I was feeling rather pleased with myself 

and asked my lovely wife Sarah how I did. She said, “darling, it was 

note perfect. But you sang like a rock ‘n roll singer!” 

 

“Vicar! Someone’s trying to kill me!” 

 

More about that coming up… 
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11. Someone's Trying To Kill Me! 
 

A few short weeks after arriving in Quainton I got a phone call from a 

local man. “Are you the new vicar?” “Yes, I am, how can I help?” “What 

shall I call you vicar?” “Call me Steve. Now how can I help?” 

 

“Steve, can you come round straight away, someone is trying to kill 

me!” 

 

My wife Sarah and I have been confronted with all kinds of pastoral 

situations over the years. Family break-ups. Bigamy. People struggling 

with gender identity. Trying to support families facing with the loss of a 

loved one.  

 

Offering a safe place for people rejected by those who should be 

supporting and caring for them. Picking up the pieces of people’s broken 

lives for reasons, often no fault of their own.  

 

Dealing with the trauma that many people are faced with through 

bereavement, loss, divorce and separation or the death of a child.  

 

However, I was worried when I got the call from this person who was 

obviously distressed and in fear of losing his life. I’ve never had to deal 

with a potential murder on my own doorstep! 

 

“I’m just nipping down the road for a minute darling,” I said to Sarah, as 

I walked out the front door, making sure she knew the address where I 

was going. 

 

In rural ministry, you need to know your demographic.  

 

What kind of people live in your patch? Age group? Young families? 

Older folk? Commuters? Social and cultural background? Education?  
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All this enables you to begin to pray through appropriate ways to 

connect with people where they’re at. A colleague of mine many years 

ago said to me, “Steve, the problem with many theologians these days 

is that they are answering questions that no-one is asking.” 

 

Very true. 

 

So off I went, walking through the village at quite a pace, wondering 

what I would encounter following the rather dramatic telephone call. I 

had my mobile phone at the ready, in case I needed to phone the police 

or the emergency services. 

 

One of the delightful things about village life, is that it can take 30 

minutes to get to the shop, which is only 3 minutes away. If there are 

people around, it’s quite the normal thing to stop and have a chat.  

 

But not today!  

 

I don’t often run anywhere these days, but I can get up quite a fast 

walking pace when I’m in a hurry. And today I was in a hurry! 

 

When I reached my destination I met this rather charming elderly 

gentleman who was receiving a lot of support from his family, but had 

somehow got it into his head that someone was trying to kill him. 

 

But knowing the family as I do, nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

Dementia is a crippling illness that affects not only the person going 

through it, but also family and friends who feel as if they are losing a 

loved one prematurely.  

 

However close you may have been to someone, the distance between 

you grows as the days and weeks reveal a gradual deterioration in 

physical and mental health and a loss of mobility.  

 

It’s heartbreaking and demeaning for all concerned. 
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All I could do was to offer some prayers, give reassuring advice and 

ongoing support and try to walk the journey with those concerned. 

 

I am continually struck by the privilege I have of getting alongside 

people in the critical and celebratory times in their lives. 

 

But then I was called into the home of a dying man who didn’t do God, 

Church or vicars. 

 

The outcome became one of the most memorable moments of the last 3 

years. 

 

Coming up next. 
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12. He Doesn't Do God,  

Church Or Vicars 
 

 

In my first year as Team Vicar, I conducted 28 funerals. 

 

I look after three open churchyards, one in Quainton, one in Pitchcott 

and one in Oving. All three are in beautiful locations and the sense of 

the presence of God is tangible.  

 

So much so, that people often sit in one of the churchyards and have a 

time of reflection and prayer. These sanctified places give us a sense of 

our own mortality, but also the abundant grace and mercy of God. 

 

The words of God, “Do not be afraid,” feature many times in the Bible, 

notably just before and after the death and resurrection of Jesus, when 

He said to His followers, “Let not your heart be troubled, neither let 

them be afraid.” 

 

These words of Jesus lead me often into a funeral service, where I can 

offer hope, peace and a future to the bereaved as we leave their loved 

ones in the safe hands of a living God. 

 

I often come across people who say to me, “I don’t do God, church or 

vicars, but you do, so could you say a prayer for me.”  

 

It’s interesting that many people still have a sense of “something else” 

beyond themselves. Or to use the strap line from the Alpha Course, “Is 

there more to life than this?”  

 

Many people I meet, particularly in and around the villages, have a 

sense that there is more to life than this. They don’t translate that into 

church going, but they love the church and like to think of it as their 

own. 
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And so it was, that shortly after arriving in Quainton I was called by a 

lovely lady who told me about her sick husband. “Can I come and see 

him?” I asked. “You can try,” she said, “but he doesn’t do church or 

vicars, or God.” 

 

I was invited into the house and sat down opposite this delightful elderly 

gentleman. I was wearing my dog collar. “Hello (name),” I said, “My 

name’s Steve, I’m the new vicar.” 

 

“I know who you are,” was the rather brusque reply. 

 

“Tell me about your life,” I asked in as friendly a way I could muster. 

 

He looked rather bemused and then catching on to the idea, started 

telling me his life story, which was fascinating. An hour and a half later, 

he came to the end of his story. 

 

I then asked if I could pray with him before leaving. “OK, why not,” he 

said. I prayed for him and his wife and left. 

 

He asked me back again a couple of weeks later and then again a few 

days before he died. I was able to talk to him about God’s love for him 

and we said the Lord’s Prayer together. Before I left he said to me, “I do 

believe you know.” 

 

It was an encounter I will never forget and taught me so much about 

listening, not jumping to conclusions about people and enabling those at 

the end of their life, to reach out with a simple faith and take hold of 

God’s loving hand. 
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13. Smashing The Myth 
 

Like so many people I have met over the years, I had a very distorted 

view of the Anglican Church.  

 

I was convinced that most people who called themselves C of E were 

not real Christians because on the rare occasions when they would 

actually turn up at church, they would perform weird religious rituals 

that didn’t mean anything in the grand scheme of things. For me, this 

was a million miles away from the life giving and life fulfilling design of 

God for our lives. 

 

Anyway, if ticking all the right boxes gets you to heaven, I’m definitely 

in! I was christened at St Luke’s Church, West Norwood in South 

London. Then I was baptised by full immersion in the Baptist Church at 

age 14. And much later in life I was Confirmed in Chichester Cathedral.  

And my professional Christian credentials are just as impressive!  

 

I was Ordained as a Baptist Minister after 4 years of rigorous academic 

training at Spurgeon’s Theological College in London, taking exams 

through the London University.  

 

Then in my late 50’s, jumped ship and was Ordained into the Anglican 

Church. Quite a journey. But of course, you and I both know that all of 

this doesn’t guarantee me a place in heaven!  

 

My earliest memory of ‘real’ church was Chatsworth Baptist CHurch, 

where my parents ended up, my dad having found faith under the 

powerful ministry of Baptist Minister, Revd Frank Goodwin.  
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Incidentally, Frank 

had a profound 

effect on my own 

emerging faith as a 

child, his preaching 

was vibrant, 

powerful, relevant 

and challenging 

and his prayers 

were spoken from 

the heart - no 

script required! 

 

It wasn’t until after leaving theological training as a Baptist Minister, that 

I became aware that something extraordinary was going on in the 

Anglican Church led by towering figures such as David Watson, Vicar of 

St Michael le Belfrey in York.  

 

David was one of the first ministers to welcome John Wimber, a 

prominent Vineyard Church leader from America to the UK, bringing with 

him the creative and influential Charismatic Movement into mainstream 

Anglicanism. 

 

When I had the chance to attend a week long ministers conference led 

by David in York, I jumped at the chance and found my stereotypical 

view of the Anglican Church smashed to pieces. The week I spent there 

formed the foundation for much of my future ministry. 

 

And later in life I would find myself working alongside many God-

centred and Spirit filled priests, vicars and bishops who’s lives were 

focused on the holiness of God and His mission in the world.  

 

However, I still struggled with certain kinds of churchmanship within the 

Anglican Church. I also struggled with the many people I met who 

wanted their babies christened, without having any sense of a personal 

commitment to Christ themselves or any real awareness of the promises 

Chatsworth Baptist Church 
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they would make on behalf of their child. This was certainly true of my 

dad, when he had me christened at St Luke’s. It was the done thing. 

 

This still bothers me. 

 

But then it 

happened! I landed 

the job of Team 

Vicar with 

responsibility for two 

traditional village 

churches and I 

imagined I would be 

like a fish out of 

water.  

 

To be honest, at first I WAS like a fish out of water! But I soon found 

myself jumping in lock, stock and barrel as I started to encounter 

‘traditional’ Anglicans who had a deep and profound faith in God and a 

prayer life to go with it. 

 

Notably this happened when I went to visit an older couple, who, in 

another time and place I would have viewed suspiciously as people with 

little or no knowledge of God. I was shocked as they told me that they 

prayed for me and Sarah every day, that they prayed for the village and 

the church regularly and they were just completing the Bible In A Year 

course with Nicky Gumbel of Holy Trinity Brompton! 

 

I felt ashamed that I could be so judgemental. 

 

Since those days, I have come to know and appreciate many deeply 

committed Christian folk in the villages that I serve and they have given 

me a lesson I needed to learn. We all have our own spiritual journey, 

and we can learn so much from others who might express their faith 

differently, but that doesn’t mean they are less spiritual or second class 

Christians.  
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My distorted view of traditional Anglicanism smashed. 

 

Up next: Matt Redman versus Hymns Ancient and Modern! 
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14. Matt Redman Versus  

Ancient And Modern 
 

I haven’t sung so many traditional hymns since my childhood! 

 

And, you know what, it’s been like a renaissance for me. We have such 

a rich musical heritage from some astounding hymn writers who had a 

profound sense of the holiness and glory of God.  

 

In my parish churches we have a variety of services, some using 

contemporary worship songs and others using traditional hymns and I’ve 

come to value both. 

 

I’ve got to be careful I don’t get on my high horse at this point because 

one of the things that niggle me, alongside shopping trolleys with 

wobbly wheels and cafe tables with one leg shorter than the others - oh 

and middle lane drivers on the motorway - extremely annoying - is what 

I perceive as the commercialisation of contemporary worship music. 

 

A quick glance at Song Select, by far the biggest source of worship 

material in the world, run by Christian Copyright Licensing International, 

demonstrates simply by looking at the posed images of many our best 

loved worship leaders, how far down the road of commercialisation we 

have come. 

 

Please don’t get me wrong.  

 

I know that the labourer is worthy of his pay, but over the last decade 

or two, worship songs have generated millions of pounds and dollars 

worth of revenue through royalties and album sales worldwide. 

 

It’s concerning to me that some worship leaders seem to get inspired to 

write worship songs and release albums just before Christian Conference 

season begins, in time to pick up sales from devoted punters! 
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Without a doubt, there are some great worship songs out there which 

have been inspired by God and bring Him the glory. 

 

Matt Redman’s “Bless The Lord Oh My Soul” is one such classic and has 

been used to bring millions into the presence of God. And there are 

many more. 

 

However, in my view, we 

do need to address this 

issue of 

commercialisation. I’ve 

been to many charismatic 

services - which I love by 

the way - but found that 

the worship band takes 

centre stage, in every 

meaning of that word.  

 

Charles Wesley wrote more than 8000 hymns and travelled the country 

sharing his faith, and he didn’t earn royalties and he didn’t do photo 

shoots and he didn’t sign autographs.  

 

I know it was a different time and place, but I can’t imagine he would 

have had any part in the commercialisation of his worship material if he 

were alive today. The money he did acquire, he swiftly gave to the poor 

and needy, which gave even more credence and credibility to the Gospel 

he was proclaiming.  

  

He composed some of the most memorable and lasting hymns of the 

church: "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing," "And Can It Be," "O for a 

Thousand Tongues to Sing," "Love Divine, All Loves Excelling," "Jesus, 

Lover of My Soul," "Christ the Lord Is Risen Today.”  

 

Hymns that go right to the heart of the Gospel and raise our spirits in 

worship to God. 

Charles Wesley 



P a g e  | 41 

 

 

It was on Whitsunday, May 21, 1738, that Charles experienced an 

encounter with the Holy Spirit - it was God bringing him into contact 

with a personal pentecostal moment.  

 

He wrote in his journal that the Spirit of God, “chased away the 

darkness of my unbelief.” He later wrote a hymn to commemorate his 

day of salvation. There is some debate among scholars as to which of 

three hymns this was, but the most likely candidate is the hymn that 

asks, “And can it be that I should gain an interest in the Saviour’s 

blood?”  

 

The last verse triumphantly proclaims: 

 

“No condemnation now I dread,  

Jesus, and all in Him, is mine: 

Alive in Him, my living Head, 

And clothed in righteousness Divine, 

Bold I approach th’ eternal throne, 

And claim the crown, through Christ, my own.” 

 

OK. I’ve got that one off my chest, now I’ve got to grapple with the 

church running a beer festival! 
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15. What! The Church Runs  

A Beer Festival? 
 

One thing I’ve learned over the years is that I need to lighten up a little 

bit! 

 

Christians can be - unhelpfully - intense about their faith.  

 

Don’t get me wrong! The foundations of our Christian faith are non 

negotiable, but the way we express our faith can take on different 

shapes and forms according to our cultural setting and the way we do 

church. So the way we do church in an urban setting would be very 

different from church in a rural setting.  

 

Fairly obvious I know. But it takes a little time for the penny to drop 

with me! 

 

When I heard that the church in Quainton ran a Beer Festival in the 

summer every year, I wondered what was going on. Beer Festival? 
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People enthused about it! Barrels of beer were donated by local 

business people and generous benefactors, the local pub would give 

space on the forecourt outside to sell the beer to the consuming public. 

There would be lots of stalls selling various things from bric a brac to G 

’n T and there would be fun activities like a dog show and pram race. 

Obviously live music would be playing on the Green for most of the day 

with local bands strutting their stuff. All profits raised would be for the 

benefit of the church. 

 

It didn’t take me long to catch on to the idea! Not because I am in love 

with beer, although I quite like a pint now and then but because I 

witnessed that first summer the community coming together in large 

numbers, picnicking together, playing together, laughing together and 

generally having a good time. They applauded the dog show - especially 

the dog with the shaggiest tail - and showed appreciation to the solo 

artists and bands playing for their entertainment. 

 

Of course! The rural communities are all about building relationships 

with neighbours, friends and family and being part of something 

together that, in the end, is meaningful, because it benefits the ongoing 

ministry of the church. 

 

Almost from the word go I was roped in to take charge of the music and 

the last couple of years I have organised for a friendly local farmer to 

bring his large covered trailer which he carefully negotiates through the 
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narrow country lanes from Oving to Quainton, and then sets up at the 

top of the Green ready for the live music soloists and bands to perform 

from 1.00pm to 10.00pm in the evening. 

 

During my second year of managing the stage, I was leading our 

Community Choir on the trailer and was suddenly overcome with the 

heat. I felt myself falling and managed to hand my guitar to someone 

nearby as I went down.  

 

Immediately, there was a flurry of activity from concerned onlookers all 

around me and quickly there was a medic on hand to sort me out. I 

hadn’t been drinking enough water and had become very dehydrated. 

As I was helped off the stage, there was a round of applause and the 

relief from everybody was tangible. 

 

That’s village life for you. There is a genuine care for one another and if 

someone is in trouble, people come to help. 

 

Then I had a dilemma - should I bless the chicken or say grace? 

 

You’ll find out in the next episode! 
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16. Shall I Bless The Chicken  

Or Say Grace? 
 

I loved the Vicar of Dibley series on TV. So many memorable comedy 

moments. Dawn French falling down a hole in the ground thinking it was 

a small puddle!  

 

Dawn French dressing up as an Easter Bunny to keep the village 

tradition going. Dawn French eating several Christmas dinners for fear 

of offending anybody. And how could we forgot Dawn French at the Pet 

Service! 

 

A short time after arriving, my Parish Church in Oving announced they 

had organised a Pet Service on the village green. It was set up 

beautifully with a medium sized marquee, wonderful refreshments - 

especially the coffee and walnut cake! (To which I am treated on a 

regular basis by the way!) 

 

Quite a few families came carrying or leading their pets to be blessed by 

the Vicar! 

 

Before becoming a country Vicar, I would have dismissed a service like 

this and relegated it to the box marked “weird and absurd.”  

 

As a father and step-father, I have done my fair share of pet burials in 

various gardens, not just anybody’s garden you understand!  

 

And mainly guinea pigs, although I once tried to revive an ailing hamster 

by offering it a touch of brandy from a syringe. The poor little thing did 

respond for a while and was probably very happy when it finally left this 

world. 

 

I’ve also had my fair share of awkward questions about animals in 

heaven and have come to the honest conclusion that it is unlikely that 
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God would create such wonderful creatures, only to relegate them into 

oblivion. 

 

I have a feeling the New Heaven And New Earth will be teeming with 

interesting and colourful creatures.  

 

As the prophet Isaiah says, “the lion will lay down with the lamb...”  

so I’m not just being a sentimental, pet loving, wishful thinking 

exponent of this idea. And I’m not just thinking about... 

 

...Mary, Floppsy, Emily, Tom & Jerry, Millie & Harry, Biscuit, Fudge and 

Lightning, Lillie, Lou Lou, Pinkie, Rosie, Mimmie, Daisy, Binky Patch, 

Pepper, and Sweet Pea. 

 

And of course our lovely dogs: 

 

Paddy Wo Wo, Ruff, Tess, Jack, Freddie, Roxy and Molly, and not 

forgetting Albert the hedgehog and Harold the frog. 

 

Anyway, I have been converted!  Converted into seeing the great value 

of our annual Pet Service! 

 

The community 

come together with 

the pets that mean 

so much to them, 

that bring such joy 

into their lives. 

They bring them 

because they care 

about them - and 

rightly so, they are 

God’s creatures 

and deserve our respect and care. So I have no problem praying for 

God’s creation and even pronouncing a blessing or two. 
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Then it happened! 

 

I was not expecting it. It was my first Pet Service after all. A little girl 

came forward with a cardboard box and very carefully and lovingly 

opened the box to reveal her pet chicken.  

 

To be honest with you, at that moment I didn’t know whether to say 

grace or pray a blessing! “My chicken is not well,” she said, looking up 

at me pleadingly. I took hold of the box, looking extremely Vicar-like, 

and after examining the poor creature, lifted my priestly hand and said 

grace - ooops, no I didn’t mean that! I said a prayer of blessing on the 

unsuspecting chicken and off home it went with its satisfied owner. 

 

Priceless! 

 

These kinds of events build community by building relationships and that 

is what it’s all about.  

 

Call me the Vicar of Dibley all you like, but come along with me to the 

next Pet Service and see what a blessing it can be for all concerned. 
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17. The Vicar Got The Turkey! 
 

I didn’t mean to! 

 

I wouldn’t have bid for the turkey at the pub Harvest Auction if I had 

known that someone else always gets it!  

 

It was only a couple of weeks after arriving in Quainton that one of the 

guys at the George And Dragon, our local pub, asked if I would open 

the Harvest Auction which was always held at the pub in the autumn 

and the vicar opens it. 

 

Of course I said yes, and the big night came. 

 

The pub was crammed, as it always is for community events like this 

one. I managed to elbow my way to the front and sat, ready for my big 

moment. The Auctioneer pushed a small step ladder in my direction and 

handed my a radio mic. I climbed the ladder and introduced myself. It 

was pretty obvious that I was the new vicar because I was wearing my 

dog collar - that’s what you do in a village community.  

 

I told some ridiculous joke - I think I said something like, “Hello 

everyone, I’m the new vicar and it’s great to be with you. And by the 

way, this is not my real ladder, it’s my step ladder.” No - one laughed.  

 

Early days. They are still checking me out. 

 

Auction opened and out come all the exhibits - mostly food and flowers. 

Boxes of bedding plants, huge marrows, prize onions and baskets of 

vegetables all hoisted in the air and the bidding begins. 

 

Then came the star moment - it’s the turkey, donated by a local family 

every year to raise money for local charities. I started bidding and 

couldn’t stop! 
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I got the turkey! 

 

For a few weeks after that the story went round the village. “The Vicar 

got the turkey!” 

 

I didn’t realise the significance of this until someone tipped me off.  

 

Ole Mr So ’n So always gets the turkey. 

 

I felt dreadful. I’m the new Vicar, trying to make a positive impression 

and I’ve blown it! I haven’t even got my feet under the table, and 

already my reputation is seeping around the village - “The Vicar got the 

turkey!” 

 

Fortunately people are very forgiving and we soon settled in to village 

life. 

 

The following year at the Harvest Auction I’m there again, but not 

bidding for the turkey. I’m sitting near the front and again the place is 

crammed. Suddenly the auctioneer cried out an expletive! “Oi,” I said, 

“enough of that language, but I forgive you,” waving my hand in the 

shape of a cross in front of him. “Well done Vicar!” he cried, “you just 

won the bid for this beautiful plastic tiered cake stand!” 

 

I went home that night with some bedding plants, a small carton of local 

beers and a plastic tiered cake stand! 

 

The cake stand is still in its box in the garage. 

 

Anyone want it? 
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18. Five Services A Day 
 

I have a habit of shooting myself in the foot! 

 

It was entirely my own fault. 

I had the best of intentions. 

I really thought it would work out. 

I clearly made a massive mis calculation. 

 

Now to be honest with you, it might be that I was trying to be a little 

over zealous and dare I say it, trying to impress people with my 

dedication and spiritual stature. 

 

I’ve fallen into the same trap several times in my life - well actually, 

many times in my life. 

 

The thing is, it’s not wrong to have a high work ethic - it’s when you 

become a workaholic that you hit problems! That won’t impress anybody 

and just gets you into trouble with the wife! 

 

My father was the same, so I probably got the work bug from him. He 

was a hard working builder, decorator and worked for himself most of 

his life. He scraped together a reasonable living, although we lived in a 

downstairs rented flat in London when I was growing up.  

 

No TV. No telephone. Outside loo. No bathroom. My mother would boil 

kettles of water and fill an old metal bath dragged in from the backyard 

and squeezing into the scullery, there I would have my bath once a 

week. The rest of the time it would be sitting in a massive old white sink 

and getting clean the best way I could. 

 

So my father worked long hours to maintain what little we had. My 

mother worked too. She had an old bicycle with a basket on the front. 

We used to call them “Hallelujah bikes” in those days because they’d 
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been made famous by the Dutch Reformed Church, the people of which 

used their bikes to cycle to Sunday worship. 

 

She would cycle around the streets of London as a mobile hairdresser, 

cutting and perming the hair of her clients, whilst being quite “preachy” 

with them about her faith.  

 

When you’re cutting someone’s hair, you’ve got a captive audience for 

an hour or two! 

 

So that’s my excuse! Blame it in the parents!  

 

No not really - we all have to take personal responsibility for our lives 

and stop blaming other people. 

 

So I confess - it was my own fault. 

 

“What?” You may well ask. I’ll come to that in a minute. 

 

Being busy and doing things can lead us into another pitfall. 

 

We can easily mistake who we are by what we do. And of course what 

we do doesn’t define us. It might explain things about us, but it’s not 

who we are. And my problem for many years was that I compared 

Filofaxes with my colleagues and had to make sure that mine contained 

more diary entries than anyone else. 

 

I still use a Filofax by the way. But I digress. 

 

And so it was that after arriving here in Quainton and Oving I discovered 

that, in both churches there were some Sundays where there was no 

morning service or no evening service. 

 

Shocking! I was brought up to go to church every Sunday morning, 

every Sunday evening and Sunday School in the afternoon at 3.00pm. 
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So fairly quickly I filled in the gaps. 

 

It meant that some Sundays I was leading and preaching at five 

services. 8.00am Holy Communion, Book of Common Prayer in 

Quainton, followed by a 9.30am Family Service. The off to Oving where 

I led an 11.00am Family Service followed by a 5.00pm Holy Communion 

or Evensong. Then back to Quainton for a 6.30pm Evensong or Holy 

Communion. 

 

After a few months of this, I wore myself out! 

 

Surprised? 

 

Now, with the help and wisdom of both PCC’s - for those not versed in 

Church of England governance, PCC is the Parochial Church Council - a 

bit like Deacons would be in some churches or Elders in others - I have 

come to a sensible and workable service rota. Still busy, but 

manageable! 

 

Up next: Show em your cross! 
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19. Show 'Em Your Cross! 
 

You have too learn quickly in these parts! 

 

For instance, you don’t call the standard carried by the Royal British 

Legion, a flag. That’s a big “no no” and of course, incorrect. I referred to 

them in this way once, and was very promptly corrected! 

 

Quite right! 

 

As a boy growing up in London I joined the Boys Brigade which was 

connected to our church, and we would parade down Norwood High 

Street once a month, wearing the distinctive navy blue uniform, pillbox 

hat, short trousers and one inch white canvas belt with the appropriate 

BB Buckle, together with buglers and drummers making quite a racket I 

can tell you.  

 

Not sure how much it was appreciated on a Sunday morning! 

 

I remember the parade very well, because we always marched past the 

flats where Jean Springate lived - a childhood sweetheart. Although I 

never spoke to her - it was a kind of long distance love affair. I always 

hoped she’d lean out of her window as we were passing in our smart 

uniforms and somehow notice me and perhaps blow a kiss! 

 

Never happened. 

 

One of the big events of the year in our villages is Remembrance 

Sunday, and a lot of people come to church to pay their respects to 

those who sacrificed so much during times of conflict.  

 

The Royal British Legion play a prominent part in the proceedings. They 

carry a lot of respect from us because of their support for the Armed 

Forces, and veterans and their families. Their support continues through 

life, offering help to those often traumatised by the scars of war. 
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Remembrance Sunday is also one 

of the occasions when, together 

with the choir and uniformed 

organisations, we have a grand 

procession into the church being 

ably led by our cross bearer, 

Nicki. 

 

On November 11th, 2018, more 

than 1,200 beacons were lit 

across England to mark the 100th 

anniversary of the end of the First 

World War.  

 

Our village of Quainton was one of those locations and we had the 

privilege of lighting our beacon on Mill Hill overlooking the village.  

 

Leading up to this memorable moment, we had our Remembrance 

Service in church and then processed through the village to the 

Memorial Hall for a reception. 

 

There were a lot 

of people on the 

road, including the 

uniformed 

organisations and 

the Royal British 

Legion carrying 

the Standards - 

Nicki was leading 

carrying the cross. 
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Suddenly a few cars appeared and we were in danger of being mown 

down. Someone shouted from the back of the procession, “Nicki! Show 

‘em your cross!” At which we all fell about laughing! 

 

Later in the evening, several hundred people gathered on Mill Hill and 

after a short speech from the Vicar - that’s me! - and some prayers, the 

Beacon was lit. 

 

And very impressive it was too! 

 

That’s all well and good, but how am I going to get the people singing, 

Sha La La?? 

 

Up next! 
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20. You'll Never Get Them  

Singing "Sha La La"! 
 

It all started with a dream! 

 

It was 2010 and our church had moved into Graylingwell Chapel in 

Chichester. It was such a memorable day. I’ve written elsewhere about 

the miracle of how we were able to set up church here, but just to say 

that leading up to this day, Easter 2010, we saw God do some amazing 

things. 

 

This disused chapel had been standing there for 13 years and 

subsequently was in quite a state. No electricity, hence no lighting or 

heating. One of our members happened to pass a skip outside a local 

school with a dumped lighting rig sticking out of it. He got permission to 

grab it for the church and a few days later it was up in the church with a 

temporary electrical connection which local builders put in for us. 

 

So now we were in the heart of a growing community. 

 

I don’t often watch Songs of Praise on TV. But on this one occasion I 

was inspired by a Welsh choir singing Guide Me O Thou Great Redeemer 

to an amazing arrangement accompanied by lighting effects. It looked 

and sounded amazing. 

 

That night, much to the surprise of my long suffering wife, I sat bolt 

upright in bed singing, Guide Me O Thou Great Redeemer - and I had 

been dreaming about it! 

 

I resolved the next day to start a Community Choir and within weeks we 

had a choir of 200 local people singing every Tuesday night in the 

Chapel, pop, rock, gospel and soul music - accompanied by me on guitar 

and with the help of a conductor who led proceedings. 
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Community Choirs UK was born and soon we had seven choirs running 

in West Sussex. 

 

On moving to Quainton, I felt that a community choir would be a great 

thing to bring people together. I was expecting a turn out of perhaps 15 

or 20 people at our Friday morning slot booked at the local Memorial 

Hall. But on the first rehearsal day we had more than 30 people and it 

has maintained numbers ever since. 

 

“You’ll never get them singing ‘She La La’” said Sarah before the first 

rehearsal. Not only did they love singing pop, rock and gospel, the choir 

thrived and grew. And people of different ages and backgrounds all 

came together to sing their hearts out.  

 

It’s a joy to see people gaining in confidence and finding their voice in a 

stress free zone.  

 

Now we have two choirs running, one in Waddesdon and one in 

Quainton and both choirs are thriving. We hold regular concerts and 

have raised hundreds of pounds for local charities. 
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I’ve come to appreciate the value of community and building meaningful 

relationships with people from all backgrounds.  

 

It’s been an incredible experience and long may it continue. 

 

 

Coming Up In The Next Book In The Series: 
 

1. The Pony, The Plough And The Morris Dancers 

2. Where Do All The Charismatics Go? 

3. Dancing With My iPad In The Chancel 

4. Fender Strat In Quainton School 

5. Rock Music In Church – But Will They Come? 

6. Victorian Pews And A Grand Banquet 

7. It’s My Church! He’s My Vicar! 

8. Bats In The Belfry 

9. To The Tower With The Grandchildren! 

10. Jettison The Lectionary Readings 

11. My Struggle With Infant Baptism 

12. Responding To The Moment 

13. A Letter From The Bishop 

14. Triumph America! 

15. I Haven’t Got A Vision! 

16. Looking At The Apple Tree 

17. If You Want To Dream, Cut Out The Picture 
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