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I have four pieces of news to offer. First, an announcement. The Council of Bishops of The
Society under the patronage of St Wilfrid and St Hilda has invited Anglo-Catholic charities to
apply for affiliation to The Society. Your Council decided to apply, and I am delighted to be
able to announce that the Council of Bishops has granted our request. They aren’t a push-over:
they do expect some basics of good charity governance to be in place, we have passed that test.
This won’t of course make any difference to how we administer our patronage: we are a
responsible, law-abiding patron. But it is another way in which we are proudly and
unashamedly flying the flag of our catholic identity as a society whose object is to promote and
maintain catholic teaching and practice within the Church of England.

Secondly, I would like to highlight one sentence in our Report and Accounts for 2025 as an
example of how our patronage can make a difference. Last year we became joint patron (with
a lay patron) of the new benefice of Hemsby and Lound, while remaining a joint patron of each
of the two benefices from which those parishes were transferred. Lound is a catholic resolution
parish in the Diocese of Norwich. In the appointment process for the multi-parish benefice to
which it belonged, we were resolute in defending the interests of Lound as a resolution parish.
We were clear that, as the strongest parish in the benefice, both numerically and financially, it
should have an incumbent whose ministry would fully respect the resolution. To its credit, the
Diocese proposed that Lound and Hemsby (another resolution parish, fourteen miles away)
should be taken out of their respective benefices and form a new benefice of Hemsby and
Lound, of which we are now patron jointly with the patron of Hemsby. With our co-operation,
Fr David Bailey was appointed as priest in charge and became the vicar when the pastoral
scheme came into force. As it happened, we were the historic patron of another parish in each
of the two benefices to which Hemsby and Lound used to belong, so now we are a joint patron
in three benefices instead of two. This is an example of how we, as a catholic society, are
making a difference and helping to maintain catholic teaching and practice within the Church
of England.

Thirdly, as an example of our vigilance in the wider scene, we made a submission to the
General Synod in relation to a proposal in the Draft Mission and Pastoral Measure, the
consequence of which (I’'m sure unintended) would be to enable bishops effectively to usurp
the patronage of independent patrons by creating patronage boards. The diocesan bishop would
be a member (with one vote plus a casting vote) alongside the historic patron (with one vote),
so the historic patron could be outvoted by the bishop in making appointments. Synodical
revision committees are not obliged to consider submissions from non-members of the Synod,
so I am very grateful to our Vice-President Fr Paul Benfield for adopting our submission as his
own, which meant that it had to be considered. I hope that Fr Benfield will be able to secure an
amendment that will preserve the rights of independent patrons.

One other thing we have done this year is to prepare a booklet for churchwardens and lay
representatives explaining how the patronage process works when we run it as the sole patron.



This should avoid misunderstandings and unwarranted expectations. A general point we make
is that in the patronage process we are not making an appointment: we are deciding whom to
present to a bishop for institution. The process is one of discernment about vocation: it is not a
secular employment process, not least because the SMF does not employ parish priests. Of
course, there are things that we can learn from any experience we may have of secular
employment processes, but what we are doing is a different thing, governed by different law,
so some aspects of secular employment processes are neither required nor appropriate.

Looking forward, we still hope to exchange patronages with a view to liberating ourselves from
responsibility for non-catholic parishes and gaining responsibility for resolution parishes. This
is all in the interest of simplification and rationalization, which is what diocesan authorities say
they want to promote. We get out of their way in respect of non-catholic benefices where we
can’t really add any value, and they let us concentrate our efforts on places where there is
catholic teaching and practice to be maintained. Win-win! What’s not to like? In 2023 we made
such exchanges with the Bishop of Sheffield and the then Bishop of Exeter. Last year I
mentioned that there have been agreements in principle for such exchanges in two more
dioceses — Portsmouth and Southwell & Nottingham. The wheels of pastoral reorganization
grind slowly, so nothing has happened yet, but Fr Corbett is keeping these proposals on the
agenda. I hope that we can make more progress in these and other dioceses in the coming year.
It really is in everyone’s interest.

It remains for me to offer some thanks. Thank you to our Treasurer, Michael Cooper, for all
his work, not least on simplifying and rationalizing our financial affairs (those words again!).
This year’s accounts are simpler than last year’s, and next year’s will be even simpler still! Our
General Secretary Fr Philip Corbett does a huge amount of work, notably in respect of
patronage. Some of that is visible to the Council, when he runs an appointment process where
we are sole patron, but a lot of it we only hear about, when he reports on his involvement on
our behalf in the appointment of priests in charge and the appointment of incumbents of
benefices where we are one of a number of patrons and are invited to send one representative.
Fr Corbett has acquired a detailed knowledge of patronage processes and forms. He seems to
know more about the law of patronage that quite a few archdeacons do and even (dare I suggest
it) more than some of those who work in diocesan registries. But he also brings to the work
priestly pastoral wisdom and diplomatic skill (coupled, of course, with appropriate firmness,
always deployed “more in sorrow than in anger”). I am tremendously grateful to him, as we
should all be.

As the years go on, I become ever more grateful to our Council members who serve on
interview panels for our sole patronage benefices and represent us at institutions and licensings,
especially for their support in meetings and between meetings. They do scrutinize what is done
and what is proposed, and I am very grateful for that: a Council composed of “yes men and
women” would be very unhelpful and in fact completely pointless.

May I also put on record our gratitude for all who have done so much to make this a splendid
occasion? We are grateful to the Cardinal Rector and his serving team for the mass, to the
Bishop of Richborough for his sermon, to the Director of Music, Ed Walters, and his choir for
the music. Our thanks will also be due to the St Magnus chef de cuisine Professor Frank
Keating, and his helpers, for the lunch that we are about to enjoy: previous experience tells us
it will be excellent.

And finally, may I thank all of you, members of the Society for the Maintenance of the Faith,
worshippers in our parishes, and worshippers here at St Magnus for making the effort to come
today to pray for our society’s work. Please keep up your prayers during the coming year.

2



