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Minutes of the Forum Meeting held on Tuesday 23 September 2025 at 6.30 p.m.


Present: 
Canon Matthew Vernon, Very Rev’d Joseph Hawes, Canon Katy Cunliffe, Fiona Knapp, Barbara Pycraft, Carol Arnold, Robert Lant, Sandra Lant, Penny Bentley, Judy Broadway, Sue Cockram, Kierstan Foreman, James Mansfield, Valerie Moore, Dan Soper, Liz Steele, Abbi Thorpe, Catherine Walsh, Simon Waters, Chris Andrews, Rosemary Austin, Alan Bond, Margaret Bond, Sherril Furnell, Robert Gargiulo, Charles Jenkin, Susan Jenkin, Steve Jones, Fiona Knapp, Alan McAndrew, Pam Pitts, Tim Stevens, Richard Summers, Doreen Young, Lewis Wright, Katie Robson.

1. Opening Prayer and Welcome
Canon Matthew welcomed everyone to the meeting with a reading from part of Psalm 103 and an opening prayer.
MV welcomed Canon Katy Cunliffe to her first Forum meeting 

2. Apologies
Apologies were received from: Sarah-Jane Powell, Caroline Rouse, Terry Stark, Liz Rowlands, Alice Sheepshanks, Felix Nathusius and James Stark.

3. Minutes of the meeting held on 13th May
The minutes of the last meeting were accepted with one name correction. 
The question of the cycle of Forum members would be discussed at the November meeting.

4. Safeguarding
Reporting on behalf of Sarah-Jane Powell, MV thanked everyone who had completed the survey. SJP and Drew cover the safeguarding work alone at the moment. The INEQE audit will start in the next two weeks with various interviews of staff and volunteers. 
The safeguarding culture at the Cathedral has continued to be promoted; members of the Safeguarding team, with whom problems can be raised, are introduced in the weekly bulletins.
JH highlighted the enormous amount of extra work this had added to SJP’s workload and the need for a part-time Safeguarding Officer. Currently we have no money for this role but the National Church Institutions, overseen by the Church Commissioners, are looking to fund a two-day a week post in cathedrals and to support it with appropriate training.

5. Dean’s Report
Cathedral Master Plan
A paper concerning the Cathedral Master Plan update had been circulated to members of the Forum. (The original plan from 2020 is being updated for use in the next 5 years.)
The plan is used by the Cathedral staff to guide, support and review their work on a regular basis.   
There were four main areas to consider: Worship, Mission, Hospitality and Sustainability.
MV proposed that the meeting divide into four groups to consider the new wording and to come up with comments, suggestions and any additions. Groups reported back as follows: 


Worship:
We found almost immediately that we all approved the content and wording of the draft version with nothing to criticise or request changing.

An addition was suggested however, with reference to point d in the text. This was that explicit mention should be made in the new version to ensuring that Cathedral spaces are physically accessible to all. It was generally agreed that this is an area which needs improvement. For example, the present ramp into the Quire was discussed.

Otherwise more general suggestions to do with worship were put forward, mostly concerning the young. As we said while we talked, these ideas were more for the "Suggestions Box" than for the Master Plan. One suggestion was introducing a service along the lines of the 9 o'clock Sunday service but geared more towards teenagers. Another was to form what "in our day" was called a Youth Club, perhaps in collaboration with other churches.

It was mentioned that several families of present Cathedral choristers are bonding well and the intention is to help this friendship develop further into the future within the Cathedral community.

Lastly, a criticism of the present service books was raised. Given the number of alternative prayers etc. in the books, it was said that some members of the congregation, as well as newcomers to the 10.30 Sunday Eucharist, do/may find it difficult to understand exactly what page we should be on, though it was recognised that occasionally those officiating do say "please turn to page...".

Note taker Carol Arnold

Mission:
Overarching aim: in a world which has changed significantly since the 2020 Masterplan was published, becoming at once more polarised, dangerous, prone to violence and extremism, how might the mission of the Cathedral need to reflect the response of the Church to this changing context. 
Some ideas might include:  
1. How the articulation of our faith and social ethic might reflect and refer to the history of the place which we seek to share: history shows how humanity has made the same mistakes time and again. How might learning from our past inform the current context?
2. How to help children and young people navigate the pressures, traps, challenges of today: social media, climate change, the rise in polarisation, extremism, ultra nationalism? What forums for reflection in a safe space might we want to provide? 
3. ‘Until you’re 16, school is a place you learn to survive, especially if you’re a girl’…so how might we make home for those most vulnerable in education?
4. How might we work with the development of chaplaincy at King Edward VI to provide space for discussions around Big Issues at the cathedral?
5. How might what we offer to children continue to be as exciting, safe, diverse as possible. Don’t forget Messy Cathedral!
6. It’s important to be aware that’s when we stage forums for debate, people really do turn up, so while ‘The Big 3 Lectures’ are great and important, how about occasional ‘major issues’ forums?
7. Should we be engaging more intentionally with national Church initiatives such as Thy Kingdom Come? As an act of service to the diocese?
8.  How to make transformatively missional experiences in how we speak of our past so as to inform the future: Edmund and martyrdom, the glory days of the Abbey and issues of power, Magna Carta and human rights, Dissolution and issues of encountering change, the Cathedral as a gathering and sending space?

Note taker The Dean

Hospitality: 
It was mentioned in our group that Hospitality is everyone’s responsibility. We felt some of the proposed language was a bit deskbound and looked for more positive wording:

New version
We are a welcoming space in a world greatly in need of compassion
and sanctuary. We celebrate diversity and difference and want to help
those who come here to have an enriching spiritual and cultural
encounter, to strengthen their sense of belonging within their own
faith, or none. We want to tell a thousand years of stories to new
audiences and share our faith and heritage for another millennium.
Building upon the Benedictine principle of Hospitality we will:

a. work with our established heritage partners towards a unified abbey area:
improving visitor access and facilities for those with additional needs, 
providing area-wide interpretation and contributing to the growth of 
Bury St Edmunds as a visitor destination;

b. tell the story of Saint Edmund to national and international
audiences, establishing the Cathedral and the whole Abbey area as an
important focus for pilgrimage;

c. host artistic events and exhibitions - music, theatre, art installations
- to reflect and nurture diversity in the communities we serve, creating space 
for meaningful encounters;

d. develop, with our established heritage partners, new models for guided tours
and engagement with the Cathedral and its treasures;

e. develop the profile of volunteering at the Cathedral to reach out to
a wider demographic and adapt volunteering roles to match new
patterns of volunteering;

f. enable people to access the worship we offer on their own terms
and to help them grow in awareness of God.

Note taker Barbara Pycraft

Sustainability & Finance:
The Abbey regeneration project has the ability to affect aspects of business plans.
· Discussion covered several of the issues covered in the new version, noting that spiritual growth is a key requirement for real sustainability.
· An overarching issue and opportunity is the Abbey Reborn project, which will allow development of an integrated site and a redefinition of how the Cathedral, gardens, ruins, wider environment and town are linked.
· We were reassured by Joe’s description of how the project and activities within the Cathedral are operating. It’s clear that management is objective, flexible and professional. They will need to be in an uncertain future.
· Once the project and associated financial support is completed, long-term sustainability is the crucial issue. As well as financial stability secured from efficient operations, further projects will be needed for future developments.
· Need to ensure “silos" are avoided: individual business plans and operating procedures must be integrated as far as possible to generate best outcomes.
· Tap into volunteer talent and skills across all areas to supplement professional management and reduce costs.
· Make best use of IT, which is evolving rapidly, to deliver key messages, attract real and virtual visitors, and generate direct income.
 Note taker Steve Jones

Thanking the groups, MV asked them each to come up with one comment (incorporated above) from each group before opening up to the floor for general comments or questions. 
On a question of process and how the Master Plan is used, JH and MV confirmed it is five-year plan that is owned by the Cathedral community. Annual programmes from department heads come out of the Master Plan. The agendas for Chapter meetings are arranged according to the Master Plan areas of work. The annual plans are reviewed at the end of the year to see what has been achieved, to see if there are areas that the plan did not cover or where it had not been relevant.

The Forum appreciated being asked to comment and asked about the next steps and further feedback. As the Master Plan becomes an action plan each year, will there be a progress report, and how can the Forum’s comments into the plan? The Master Plan will be part of future Forum agendas.
The final updated version is expected in the first quarter of next year - the Forum will be able to see how their input has affected the plan. The plan will be sent to Bishop Joanne for her to write an introduction and so it becomes a living document for her as she starts her ministry here at St Edmundsbury.

A final question was raised as to whether if we are heavily into Abbey Reborn project in two or three years’ time, will this not suck a lot of energy, time, people out of what we are talking about this evening? JH acknowledged that this was a very good question and one with real danger that can 

be avoided. If the award is made, we will have five years of funding from the NHLF for extra posts, particularly in learning, volunteer management and fundraising. Within the five years we will have to work hard to ensure that we have enough additional funding coming in at the end of that period.
JH stressed that Abbey Reborn has to be a living experience: the history and stones prompt living questions for today (as above Mission 8.) His goal is for people who come here as a visitor/tourist to leave having had a pilgrimage experience.

Abbey of St Edmund Reborn project update
The Fabric Advisory Committee is looking at the detail of the Abbey Reborn Project; the details of the new visitor centre, the west cloisters, bricks, mortar, floors, rooves and more. Detailed drawings are being made, permissions sought, and meetings set with English Heritage, Historic England, West Suffolk Council for planning permission and the Cathedral Fabric Commission for England who have regulatory statutory oversight of the cathedrals in England.
The work of the Design Interpretation group involves what it will all look like, how to tell the story, how we welcome people, how we attract non-traditional visitors and how we reach out.
Fundraising is well under way. There is an exhibition telling the story touring the county. Money has been raised through individual donors. The next stage is to build a group of businesses in the town and in West Suffolk who would support the project ideally with pledges of £10,000 minimum. We hope to get 20 or 30 businesses to support us. We are also approaching grant-making trusts and looking for larger-scale donors.

St Edmundsbury Primary School new Foundation Governors
Canon Katy is joining the Foundation Governors, along with Scarlett Blacker, Alice Sheepshanks, Francis Parr and Claudia Grinell. Alice will give a report at the next meeting.

Chapter minutes March and May meetings
Regarding the Income Generation Committee, JH confirmed that Felix Nathusius, James Stark and Lewis Wright and anyone responsible for income generation are on the Committee which meets between Finance Committee meetings to discuss generation of income and discuss what they are doing in their areas. The recent two-day training for ‘Welcome Assistants’ has been very valuable. This has also helped with the Donation boxes.
We are still behind budget but the shortfall is narrowing each month.
Finances are generally very challenging at the moment. The recent CofE funding round did not prioritise the Cathedrals but rightly focused on clergy stipends, pensions and retirement housing for clergy, and safeguarding. This year the Cathedral has not received extra funding other than an extension of the Sustainability Fund.
JH has been using the refurbished Deanery to entertain, including welcoming Bishop Joanne to meet the Diocesan representatives prior to the announcement of her appointment. He hopes to offer it to local charities once a year for fundraising events.


6. Financial Report
JH gave a financial report in Caroline Rouse’s absence.

· The net result for the eight months shows a loss of £39,518 against a budgeted loss of £27,613, a negative variance of £11,905. 
· Still behind budget, but the shortfall is narrowing each month.
· The levels of stewardship, visitor and patron income remain causes for concern, with both areas being significantly under budget. An income generation plan has been tabled to the Finance Committee and, with the arrivals of a new visitor experience manager and a fundraising manager, we intend to get on with implementing that plan.
· Expenditure remains under control and there is little we can trim in the way of costs to reduce our deficit; the solution is finding ways to increase income from our community.

· A detailed cashflow forecast is now prepared each month, which enables us to manage cashflow tightly. 

Finance Questions
Are we managing to generate a higher level of income this year at this point in comparison to last year?
JH reported that there is a slowish decline in planned giving but that is largely due to people being promoted to glory. There are approximately five new people joining the planned giving scheme per month.
What difference do the concerts make? 
Concerts by candlelight make a huge difference, bringing in around £200,000 a year. Other events also making money including the Beer Festival, Silent discos and the Christmas market.

For information:
Fiona Hall our new Visitor Experience Manager is joining in the next weeks, she is coming to us from the National Trust in Grantham.
Tenor Vicar Choral – to be announced soon.
Fundraising Manager – we are looking for a new manager as Katie Schutte sadly departs this week to go back to Oxford
Bishop Joanne will be our Holy Week preacher next year.
Edmund Lecture – Chris Smith (Lord Smith) Chancellor Cambridge University Oct/Nov 2026.
Benedict Lecture - Chris Jameson, Abbot of Worth Abbey early next year.
Ronald Blyth Lecture – to be announced.
There has also been a conference celebrating Rural Mission led by Archdeacon Sally whose post ends at the end of the year.

7. Next Meeting
The next Forum meeting is on Tuesday 25 November 2025 (dates for next year to be advised).

The meeting closed 7.59 p.m. with the Grace. 
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