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St Mary’s, Egton-cum-Newland

St Mary’s, Egton-cum-Newland, in the Diocese of Carlisle is right on the southern edge of the Lake District National Park. The church serves the two small South Lakeland villages of Penny Bridge and Greenodd, and their surrounding farms. It’s a beautiful rural setting, with views north to the mountains, and the river Crake flowing out of Coniston Water forming the boundary to the neighbouring parish of Colton, part of a benefice of three parishes with Egton. 

The parish has a total population of around 900, and a regular congregation of around 28, mostly retired people, with 35 on the electoral roll. Minister Gary Wemys looks after all three parishes, supported by an NSM, a retired minister and a commissioned lay minister. There is a church primary school, which provides the home for the JAM (Jesus and Me) club which is the Friday based "‘Sunday’ school".

Why Giving in Grace?

St Mary’s had been running at a deficit of £4000 a year for 3 years but crunch time came when most of the church’s reserves were used to repair the roof. It was clear that in less than 3 years they would not be able to pay their parish share. The PCC were clear and firm that they would not fail in their commitment to the wider church, and by chance found the newly released Giving in Grace website on Google. 

St Mary’s is one of the first parishes outside the Diocese of Liverpool to run a Giving in Grace programme. In addition, St Mary's is a deeply rural community and the lessons learned from this case study for running Giving in Grace in a rural community are invaluable.
Planning

A steering group was established in January 2006, although serious planning commenced in April 06, with the Giving in Grace events occurring in September 06. This was just enough time for preparation with a four person planning group. The overall structure of the programme was enormously useful in providing a proven methodology for running a stewardship campaign, without having to devise it all from scratch. This was terrific in saving time and thought for busy team members.

However, although the team found the Giving in Grace material comprehensive in the planning stage they were unclear about the implementation. Accordingly they developed a simple bar chart which identified the various steps and provided a simple overview of the tasks and their timing. See the illustration in PowerPoint format A spreadsheet version has been prepared to assist the case statement planning process on the website. 
The case statement

The development of the Case Statement was valuable in two ways. Firstly analysis of giving patterns indicated that 40% of the church’s planned income came from a single giver and that planned giving was only 40% of the church’s income. It was clear that there was a significant risk to the church’s income looking forward. Secondly the Case Statement helped the difficult process of developing a target budget based on priorities for the church – every initiative needs a target to aim at!
Involving the community
St Mary’s serves a rural community with a strong sense of ownership of the church by the local people. A key early decision, based on experience when the church needed a new roof, was that the Giving in Grace programme should focus not just on the congregation, but also request support from the wider community. The parish magazine, which contains more local content than church news, is personally distributed to 200 homes in the parish and this became a key source of database content
The database was based initially on the planned giving register, but very substantially enlarged using visits to the Electoral Roll office in Kendal, Baptism, Marriage and Funeral registers, the parish magazine distribution list, and personal knowledge. Eventually every home in the parish received an individually hand addressed Giving in Grace pack.  

A member of the planning group with a lifetime in the village gave key insights into village thinking, and knew very many of the parishioners personally. Having someone who knows most people in the parish helped enormously and it is worth identifying such people for the team just to assist with the database input. Individually addressed letters were sent to every house in the Parish. The planning group were concerned about data protection and checked whether the database would need to be registered with the data commissioner and considered it did not. The letters were issued immediately after the start of the preaching programme, which seemed to work well. 
Written communication

The parish magazine contained reinforcing Giving in Grace material in the three months leading up to the event. Given the focus on the fringe, this reached many more people than the sermon series. The packs of literature were distributed with the Parish magazine, which was a special Giving in Grace edition. This avoided postage, and reduced the distribution effort. Magazine distributors covered all the homes in their, sometimes widely spread, area.

The decision to include the wider community, together with a varied understanding of the meaning and purpose of church in the core congregation had two implications.

· Firstly the template letters provided on the Giving in Grace website needed significant revision and the wording of the ‘fringe’ letter was particularly critical.
· Secondly, because most packs were distributed to  the fringe category, it was decided to modify the response form  to allow a ‘one stop’ response by including Gift Aid, Standing Orders and one off gift data to be completed in the first response. This minimised the chance that a two stage approach would provide two opportunities for inertia to prevent return of the forms. 
The parish did not run a formal visiting programme, and in retrospect believe this would have been worthwhile. However, the contacts made during Giving in Grace will be useful in providing focus for evangelism although no new givers took up the invitation to the Thanksgiving service. This suggests that they are happy to give, but not to come. Nevertheless their relationship with the church has been altered in some manner from passive assumption to a small degree of increased ownership and awareness. 
Sunday worship
Egton used the narrative based Exodus material with its largely familiar stories for the preaching series. The choice was deliberate. The Matthew material was felt to be too familiar. Paul’s in depth and sustained teaching on giving in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 was felt to be inappropriate for the pattern of rural church membership and existing giving. The Exodus material also leant itself well to one family service within the preaching series and the Feast of Shelters material was used by the staff in the church primary school. The liturgical material was particularly appreciated by the congregation.

To supplement the preaching material Egton produced some ‘take away’ bible study notes for home study. These notes can be accessed from the Egton case study page on the Giving in Grace website. 
The response to Giving in Grace
Responses from congregation and community came back quite slowly. The team were initially discouraged, but eventual results exceeded expectations:

· The number of planned givers increased from 26 to 44 – mostly from outside the church. In the regular congregation there are 18 ‘giving units’, so there are now more givers from outside the regular congregation than within it. This is perhaps a feature of rural areas, and should be an encouragement to small rural congregations. 

· Most existing givers increased their standing orders, with average giving increasing from £6.81 to £8.76 per week.

· Overall planned giving increased from £9,200 to £15,800, +71%, with a further £1600 in one off Gift Aided gifts. 

· Dependence on a single giver has been significantly reduced, with 7 givers providing 50% of church income

· The extra income will allow the parish to more than balance their books, begin to rebuild reserves, and fund some additional ministry activities. 
Conclusions

The Egton church family has been tremendously encouraged in seeing God work in our community. The planning group strongly commended the Giving in Grace process as a model for stewardship activities. 

Above all, however, Giving in Grace has encouraged the congregation that there is a future for their church and most importantly that God answers prayer, – this is much, much more important than the money. 
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