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I have begun writing this Rector’s Report on 
Mothering Sunday, exactly two years since our first 
online service when Coronavirus so rudely closed the 
churches. While our joint 10.30 am service is 
underway at St Andrew’s, here I am stuck at home 
having tested positive with Covid 19. So much of 
daily life has returned to familiar rhythms and 
routines but the pandemic continues to disrupt.  
 

Thank you to everyone who prepared a written 
report for this APCM, and to Jackie Aspin for 
coordinating us. The Annual Report and Accounts, 
the PCC Working Group Reports and the Report of 
Church Activities give a comprehensive picture of life 
at All Saints & St Andrew’s over the last year. Forty 
pages of reporting represent a huge amount of 
faithful mission and service in the name of Christ.  
I am aiming not to repeat too much. 
 

Happy New Lockdown 
At the beginning of 2021, an upsurge in Covid cases 
meant that almost all our onsite worship and activity 
was again on hold, with James Simister and Sarah 
Griffiths furloughed part time. The Government 
recognised that most churches had taken care to 
keep people safe, and did not prohibit us from 
opening, but we chose to proceed with caution. 
Thanks again to Dave Barker who devoted hours to 
revising our risk assessments, and to the church 
wardens, the office team, the staff, and others who 
worked so hard to implement them.  
 

From January to June our main Sunday services 
continued to be livestreamed, while Sarah did an 
extraordinary job of providing for children and 
families. As the NHS vaccination programme rolled 
out, restrictions were relaxed; and following a 
Sunrise Service on Easter Day in All Saints 
churchyard, and an outdoor service at St Andrew’s 
on Pentecost Sunday, we embarked on ten weeks of 
al fresco worship from June to September. The 
weather was mostly congenial, and something of a 
festival atmosphere prevailed; it was wonderful to 
sing together again. Services included Holy 
Communion and baptism (by full immersion as well 
as from the font), and activities for children including 
Forest Church. Our outdoor space also helped us to 
re-launch other activities in the summer, including 
Forest Tots, Messy Church, the Thursday youth 
groups around a campfire, and in-person PCC 
meetings. Again, thank you to everyone willing to 
think outside the box to make these happen. 
 

For me, one of the most memorable events was 
Youth Fest. James Simister has now been with us for 

ten years, but his perpetual creativity and ambition 
for the Gospel continues to astound me. What a 
privilege to have him! When national events for 
young people were cancelled, James drew on the 
help of youth leaders from across the city to 
transform the site at St Andrew’s with a cafe in the 
wood, an arts and crafts marquee, football cage, 
prayer tent, double-decker bus, and a collection of 
crazy games led by Warren Furman, aka Ace from 
the TV show Gladiators. The young people joined in 
with worship and teaching in the main marquee, and 
transformed our storage container with their 
artwork. Covid 19 brought the week to a slightly 
premature end, but it was a magnificent event. 
 

A casualty of Covid for the second year running was 
our planned residential weekend at Wydale Hall. We 
had hoped this would be a timely opportunity to  
Re-Gather but sadly the virus swept it away. We are 
now looking forward to a weekend at Wydale in July 
2022 with Rev. Dave Casswell. Theme: Wait and See. 
 

Comings and Goings 
In June, we said goodbye to Dan and Alice Thomas. 
Dan joined us in 2019 for a placement as part of his 
ordination training. He is now a curate at Selby Abbey. 
Part of Dan’s legacy was to establish our Green Group. 
The combined knowledge and passion of its members 
have enabled us to make real progress in caring for the 
environment this year. We had a particular focus on 
ecological issues in November to coincide with the 
COP26 Climate Change Conference, and we are now in 
a position to apply for a bronze Eco-Church award.  
 

At the last of the outdoor services, we welcomed Isobel 

Powell as a Children and Family Work Apprentice. 
Isobel, a member of Thursday Group, has used her 
gap year to help cover for Sarah who began 
maternity leave in September. Isobel has combined 
her role at All Saints & St Andrew’s with the New 
Wine discipleship programme at St Michael le 
Belfrey, and grown in the job. Meanwhile Sarah and 
Ben welcomed baby Robyn as a sister for Rory. Some 
of us have had the privilege of a cuddle. Sarah and 
Robyn have begun to attend Tiny Tots - a group 
Sarah herself launched last April.  
 

Fill This Place With Songs Again 
Towards the end of August I remembered a song 
that I couldn’t shake off, especially the second line:  

Rise up church with broken wings, 
Fill this place with songs again 
Of our God who reigns on high; 
By His grace again we'll fly! 

I knew the Holy Spirit had laid it on my heart, and in 
September we reinstated something resembling our 
usual pattern of Sunday services, with a fortnightly 
8.30 am Holy Communion and regular 10.30 am 
worship at All Saints and St Andrew’s. By operating 
different levels of ‘Covid safety’ at each of the three 



services, as well as livestreaming one of the 10.30 
am services, we aimed to make it possible for 
everyone to worship in a way that was right for 
them. Wonderfully, it all ran almost entirely to plan. 
Fill This Church With Songs Again became the theme 
of Prayer and Gift Week in October, with worship 
each evening. We planned a full complement of 
Christmas services, including Carols by Candlelight 
with music from the choir, and the new All Saints & 
St Andrew’s Youth Band which began in lockdown, 
thanks to the enthusiasm of Clair Rodgers and 
Andrew Powell. Once again, James came up with a 
mad scheme to feed, entertain and evangelise 26 
teenagers in the week before Christmas.  
 

Encouraged by all this, we issued a ‘term card’ to 
advertise services from January - Easter 2022. As it 
turned out, Covid brought more disruption in the 
new year than in the autumn. The schedule included 
Presence Live, a new ‘hybrid’ development of our 
online worshipping community that began in 2021. 
The project is still a tender plant, exploring new 
ways of being church for late teens, 20s and 30s.  
 

Taking it to the Top 
An initiative that has continued since the first 
lockdown is livestreamed Daily Prayer. The number 
tuning in has reduced as life has got back to normal, 
but it still feels important to be talking to God 
together about the challenges we face. The Lord 
spoke to us clearly at the beginning of the pandemic 
about making prayer and unity a priority.   

 

Most of our Small Groups have met regularly online. 
In March, April and May, Chris Park led Alpha. In 
June and July, we used Pete Greig’s Unanswered 
Prayer course. These video-based resources worked 
really well online. In the autumn, some groups began 
to meet again in person. We still have our nine Small 
Groups though three now function without a named 
leader, and most are smaller than they were. 
Nonetheless, they have been a vital source of 
pastoral support throughout the pandemic, 
alongside the faithful ministry of the Pastoral 
Visiting Team, the ‘doorstep deliverers’ and the 
countless hidden acts of kindness that are a constant 
feature of All Saints & St Andrew’s. The Cake and 
Company team masterminded two goody-bag 
deliveries to almost 100 people in the first part of 
the year, and cautiously began meeting together 
again in the autumn, to the delight of many. 
 

More Movement 
On Ash Wednesday 2022, I was sadly aware of 
several missing foreheads at the moment of ‘ashing’. 
We have said goodbye to too many saints again this 
year: Chris Bell, Enid Cross, Ken Elliot, Joan Hughes, 
Jean Radford, Janis Thomson, Francis Whitelaw and 
Evelyn Witcombe. It is a painful privilege to officiate 
at the funeral of a friend, and sad when (as 

sometimes happens) unbelieving relatives sweep 
their faith under the rug; but we know that Jesus has 
brought them home.  
 

As we emerge from the pandemic, several people 
haven’t returned, or have moved on to other 
churches, or they are worshipping less regularly, or 
they have stepped down from ministries that once 
depended on them. Talking to other church leaders 
in York and friends in other parts of the country, we 
are not unique. It seems that a shake-up in church 
membership is a post-Covid phenomenon, along 
with hesitancy about taking on responsibility, and a 
reduction in regular giving. We are facing both these 
challenges. But - praise God! - we are also blessed by 
a surprising number of newcomers, some of whom 
are finding their place within the body.  
 

For All the Saints 
I thank God for all who serve the Kingdom of God in 
this place, not least Chris Park and Judy Lindsey, 
excellent clergy colleagues; James, Sarah and Isobel; 
Alison Walters, whose bright optimism keeps us 
afloat; and the leaders, preachers, musicians, 
vergers and intercessors (online and in-person), who 
have been so flexible in challenging times. Thank you 
to those who support me personally in prayer, or 
listen patiently to my external processing; without 
your love and support I would not have survived 
these recent weeks which have been some of the 
hardest I can remember in ministry. Thank God for 
Liz Barker who, despite her struggle with long Covid, 
has served diligently as Buildings Manager at St 
Andrew’s; and Keith Blanshard whose vision for 
what our buildings could become for the Kingdom 
and the community continues to spur us on. And 
thank God for our first-rate churchwardens: Alison 
Hodgson and John Farrell who, wonderfully, are 
willing to serve again at All Saints, and Peter Aspin 
who is standing down after a year at St Andrew’s. I 
have really enjoyed working with Peter as a brother 
in Christ who has brought practical nous, a servant 
heart, and thoughtful commitment to God to the 
role. Thanks, too, for Jackie Aspin who has been a 
superlative PCC secretary for three years; for 
Andrew Coombes and his rare gift for managing our 
finances; and for Ian Richardson, especially his wise 
counsel as our Safeguarding Representative. 
 

Finally: Simplify to Multiply 
I believe Simplify to Multiply is a word in season 
from the Lord. It has helped me personally as God 
brings me back to the essentials of my own ministry, 
but I believe it is also a word to All Saints & St 
Andrew’s as a whole. Going forward, I think we must 
be brave in asking ourselves which of our activities 
really bear fruit in terms of Knowing Jesus and 
making him known in our community and beyond. 
 

Ian Birkinshaw 4.4.22 


