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1. Be prepared 

 

Fr Paul has already said this, but it is so important that I’m repeating it. Have you ever heard someone 

use the phrase: ‘If I die’ – as though, by putting off thinking about it, the inevitable won’t happen? 

Obviously, it’s not ‘if’ but ‘when’ – and it’s the same with a parish vacancy. Your parish priest won’t 

be with you for ever. If a vacancy is imminent because he has announced that he’s moving to another 

post or retiring, do your best to work with him to plan ahead – and start now. If your parish priest 

suddenly dies and no-one has ever considered what will happen next, you could well feel you are 

aboard a rudderless ship. I’m not suggesting that the day after an institution you start planning for your 

priest’s successor, but always live in the knowledge that vacancies happen – and be prepared. 

 

2. Review the Resolution 

 

The House of Bishops’ Declaration states in paragraph 21: ‘Parishes which have passed a resolution 

should review it from time to time, especially when a vacancy in a benefice arises.’ As Fr Paul has 

said, there is no requirement to vote on the resolution again and go through all the associated rigmarole, 

nor a mandatory five-year review, as was the case with its predecessor; just a recommendation to 

review the resolution from ‘time to time, especially when a vacancy in a benefice arises’. 

 

The Oxford dictionary definition of review is: ‘A formal assessment of something with the intention 

of instituting change if necessary.’ So the process may be as simple as your PCC checking that the 

majority of its members are happy with the Resolution and recording the fact in the minutes – if it ain’t 

broke, don’t fix it! And whatever some people may try to tell you, the words ‘when a vacancy in a 

benefice arises’ do not mean you have to wait until your priest has actually left. ‘Arises’, according to 

the same dictionary, means ‘emerges’ or ‘becomes apparent’, and of course a vacancy becomes 

apparent as soon as your priest announces he is leaving. 

 

3. Don’t assume the Archdeacon is an expert on the law 

 

… or that he or she knows what plans are in store for your parish’s immediate future. In an interregnum 

the archdeacon tends to be the person who represents the diocesan bishop. We realize that the majority 

are well-informed and will initiate clearly set-out, transparent deanery or archdeaconry plans with the 

full knowledge and consent of everyone involved, which is how it ought to be. But be aware that there 

are some who are not like this! It is possible – and there has been more than one isolated instance of 

this – that the Archdeacon doesn’t possess or follow any concrete plan about the future of a parish and 

has very little understanding of its theological conviction and scant knowledge of the Five Guiding 

Principles.  

 

One of the most important conclusions of Sir Philip Mawer’s Sheffield Report was about the urgent 

need for education in the dioceses. As more bishops and archdeacons are appointed who were not part 
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of the process which formulated or first embraced the Five Guiding Principles, that need for education 

is, if anything, greater than it was before.  

 

Remember always to remain polite and courteous, but don’t be afraid to stand up for what is right. 

 

4. If there are problems, Contact us – Early 

 

If problems arise and you need advice, don’t be afraid to ask – and don’t delay. Mutual support is one 

of the strengths of The Society.  

 

Contact your Bishop’s Representative, who is the eyes and ears of the Society bishop in your diocese. 

His details are available on The Society’s website under the tab marked ‘Dioceses’. Generally, he 

should be your first port of call, as he will have local knowledge and be of good standing in the diocese. 

If you are a Bishop’s Representative, please make sure you have an up-to-date list of priests with PTO 

who are willing to celebrate Mass in vacant resolution parishes which you can pass on to the 

churchwardens. Where would we be without our retired Society priests? 

 

If you have questions the Bishop’s Representative can’t answer, contact the Forward in Faith office or 

me (see the FiF website for details), and we will respond as quickly as possible. If the question is legal 

and we need to seek advice, it may take a few days to get back to you, but be assured we regard all 

such questions seriously.  

 

Whatever you do, don’t just sit doing nothing. 

 

5. If presentation is to be suspended, find out what the process entails 

 

Everyone here should have received one of the Vacancy booklets – copies have been sent to all 

Resolution parishes and all bishops and archdeacons – and further copies are available from Alison in 

the office. She even has some spare ones today. 

 

There is a good section – section 8 – on suspension of presentation and the appointment of a priest-in-

charge, but it is not – and cannot be – comprehensive. Different dioceses have different ways of dealing 

with suspension. As Fr Paul has intimated, in some the process of appointing a priest-in-charge is very 

similar to that of appointing an incumbent and in others it is completely different. If presentation is 

suspended in your benefice, it is sound advice to find out: 

a. how your diocese goes about appointing a priest,  

b. to what extent your Society bishop is likely to be consulted, and  

c. the level of involvement the parish representatives are likely to be allowed. 

 

6. Longer term objectives: Ensuring you have the best possible churchwardens and PCC 

 

Churchwardens play a vital role in a vacancy, but when a benefice is suspended the role is even greater, 

as generally it is they, rather than PCC-elected representatives, who liaise with the area/rural dean, 

archdeacon and bishop and – if the diocesan system allows – interview prospective candidates. So 

when your Annual Meeting of Parishioners or Vestry Meeting comes around, do pray and think 

carefully about electing the right people who will best represent your parish. Being good at raising 

money for the building, clearing gutters, editing the church magazine or setting out chairs in the church 

hall for a concert may be highly laudable, but these aren’t necessarily the best qualifications for the 

people who will need to ensure your theological conviction and catholic practice is maintained. 
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The PCC holds the key to the resolution in your parish – and it includes, ex officio, the deanery synod 

members already mentioned by Fr Paul, so act prayerfully when electing members at your APCM. It 

is so sad to hear from priests nearing retirement such things as, ‘I would love to have a resolution in 

place before I leave, but not many on the PCC reflect the outlook of the congregation. They were 

elected because they were good at…’, and they name something else. It is even more sad when the 

priest departs and a PCC rescinds the resolution. Fortunately, that has happened in only three parishes 

as far as we are aware but, like the wise bridesmaids of St Matthew’s Gospel, always be on your guard! 

 

7. If you happen to be from a parish without a resolution, consider passing one 

 

It is still perfectly possible to do it. Don’t be charmed by an archdeacon offering a ‘gentlemen’s 

agreement’ promising that a male priest can be appointed to your parish without a resolution being in 

place. Yes, occasionally that does still happen. It’s sexist, without merit or theological conviction, and 

contrary to the Five Guiding Principles, and ensures nothing except misogyny. There is only one way 

you can ensure that your parish is and remains under the pastoral and sacramental care of a Society 

bishop – and that is for your PCC to pass a resolution under the House of Bishops’ Declaration.  


