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The Cathedral context 

 
As for churches across the world, 2020 was a year like no other in our lives.  For Blackburn 

Cathedral and its community, it has been a time of hard work for all and sacrifices for many, 

and has shown how an institution under intense stress can hold fast to its underlying mission.  

The Dean summed it up in a pastoral letter,  

 

As the writer to the Hebrews put it, ‘Let us hold to the confession of our hope 

without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful’.  Amongst the multiple 

overwhelmings that 2020 has showered upon us, we need to remember that 

there is a bigger narrative than Covid.  It’s a story of hope and love in the face 

of adversity, sin and failure.  It’s a story into which hope can be found, sins 

forgiven and death can be destroyed.  It’s a story into which each of us has 

been invited. 

 

 The rest of this report should be read with those words in mind, and in deep thankfulness to 

all whose who did not waver. 

 

The year began strongly.  The Venerable David Picken was installed as Archdeacon of 

Lancaster on 4 February, and Revd Canon Jenn Strawbridge agreed to become our honorary 

Canon theologian.  The Chapter was delighted to congratulate the Bishop of Blackburn, the 

Rt Revd Julian Henderson, on his appointment to the House of Lords.  There was a special 

welcome on 6 February for the re-launch of the Cathedral café, under the proud name of 

Checks and Greys. 

 

On 17 March, however, a letter was issued by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, 

requiring the closure of all places of worship.  For the rest of the year the Cathedral operated 

under successive changes of national and regional policy about what could be opened and to 

whom. Great efforts were put into the provision of worship through virtual media, with a 

welcome exception for the Eucharistic installation on 4 July by the Bishop of Blackburn of 

the Interim Precentor, Revd Canon Gary O’Neill, as a residentiary canon. At the same service 

the Revd Canon Andrew Horsfall, who had generously stepped aside as residentiary canon, 

was installed as an honorary canon and continuing member of the Chapter. 

 

 

Cathedral work, worship and service to the community 
 

Meetings of the Chapter and other Cathedral bodies went on line. The Cathedral was able to 

make extensive use of the government-funded furlough process for staff, and the Church 

Commissioners gave what support they could, including the upfront payment of Section 23 

funding.  Inevitably any prospects of commercial activity were halted for the rest of the year, 

the long-planned flower festival was cancelled, and the gift shop closed. After much painful 



but careful discussion, significant reductions in staff were agreed by the Chapter, leading to 

the departure in the autumn of the assistant director of music, a verger, and the part-time 

postholders of events coordinator, music administrator and cleaner.    

 

However, some sources of income held up, including much of the stewardship income. Over 

the summer the scholars’ residences were made available to young doctors training in the 

area, bringing in a new income stream, and in October Blackburn with Darwen borough 

council approached the Cathedral for the use of the Crypt as a possible venue for a Covid 

vaccination centre. Extensive preparatory work took place at no cost to the Cathedral. A 

licence to occupy the premises was signed off by the NHS Strategic Estates Lead and the 

Dean on 25 November, with a formal opening scheduled for January 2021.  

 

The management and provision of safeguarding policy and practice at the Cathedral, led by 

the Canon Missioner, continued to make good progress, and after an initial period of 

adjustment in the first lockdown phase, the Safeguarding Management Group met monthly.  

The Cathedral welcomed the appointment of Ms Jenny Price as the Cathedral Safeguarding 

Adviser in January, providing critical support to casework management and strategic 

direction, as well as benefitting the working relationship between the CSA and the Diocesan 

Safeguarding Adviser.  In March a positive and encouraging report was received about the 

audit of October 2019 by the Social Care Institute for Excellence. An audit action plan was 

drawn up and approved by the Chapter in July.  

 

A special emphasis for safeguarding during the year has been on communication in key areas 

of the Cathedral. Safeguarding procedures relating to Under 18s are now well embedded but 

there is more to be done in respect of Vulnerable Adults.  Departmental risk assessments are 

now standardised and quality assured, training has been completed by relevant postholders, 

and much effort has been put into ensuring that all those new in post have been safely 

recruited.  National work on safeguarding continues to be dominated by the second Past 

Cases Review, and the final report is awaited, so that improvements in safeguarding practice 

can be focussed on the welfare of the vulnerable, on the needs of survivors, an ethos of 

accountability and openness. 

 

Irenaeus of Lyons, a second century church leader, saw the glory of God as a human person 

fully alive, and the Commissioned Pastoral Care Team take human flourishing as the 

fulfilment of the purposes of God.  The current members of the team, chaired by Canon 

Horsfall, are Ms Val Edge, Ms Rachel Fielding, Ms Caroline Knight, Ms Joyce Wicks, and 

Canon Michael Wedgeworth. During the shutdown every possible form of communication 

was deployed to keep in touch with as many people as possible, including by telephone, 

cards, the internet, a weekly newsletter, and practical help when permitted, especially for 

those who were ill at home or had been bereaved. The responses show how much these 

contacts have been appreciated, while at the same time the team emphasizes that pastoral care 

is something to which everyone is called, to meet each other’s needs in love, friendship and 

mutual concern for the well-being of all. Team members look forward to the resumption of 

home visits and home communions when they are permitted. 

 

The Music Department was profoundly affected by the lockdown.  The Cathedral choir 

volunteers have lost a full twelve months of song, while the boy and girl choristers have sung 

together only from September to Christmas.  A new pattern with both boy and girl choristers 

singing alternate services on Sundays with additional choral mid-week services being sung by 

the boys have all helped to build vocal confidence with both groups. Canon O’Neill has 



crafted liturgies with the benefit of his great experience, especially for on-line worship. The 

time had come when primary reliance on adult volunteers was no longer viable, and work has 

begun to explore the options available for six remunerated lay clerks.  During lockdown we 

have welcomed the inclusion of female altos for the first time.  

 

The Cathedral is grateful to Mr Shaun Turnbull, Assistant Director, for his steadfast work and 

cheerful spirit at the organ and in conducting some of the voluntary choirs during his years at 

the Cathedral.  The next challenge will be to recruit more treble voices, and there is also a 

need to review the outreach work of Sing Together.  Finally, work has begun on the 

establishment of The Lantern Music Trust.  This perpetual trust will help to secure the 

ministry of music within the life of the Cathedral for generations to come.   

 

The Education department was inevitably profoundly affected, although the provision of in 

situ visits and trails by schools across the Diocese until March, and virtual activities from 

September to December, meant that overall attendance numbers and income for the year were 

not far behind the levels for 2019.  The Education Officer was resourceful and flexible in the 

alternative arrangements she set up, including the production of Teacher Resource sheets, an 

on-line resource with interactive visual aids under the title Bring the Cathedral to You, and 

careful preparations for mosque virtual tours that proved to be a great success. Some of the 

innovations introduced as a response to the pandemic may prove to be lasting contributions to 

the education offer. 

 

The Sunday School remained strong, with up to 24 children on the register. Weekly meetings 

were held until lockdown commenced, after which the Canon Missioner provided regular 

sheets with ideas for worship and connecting activities. Canon Michael Wedgworth’s weekly 

letters, including news of Sunday School families, were much appreciated, and some 

members of the team were able to make contact with visiting families. The intention had been 

to help the Cathedral Community Forum, including giving assistance to make the garden at 

the Wish Centre in Blackburn more attractive, but that activity had to be put on hold. 

 

The Cathedral bells were rung for all the Eucharists up until March, the majority with ten 

bells, and practices were well attended.  There was a guest evening in February that proved 

most enjoyable, and several members of the Cathedral band supported the monthly Blackburn 

Branch meetings.  All these activities ceased at lockdown, and since March it was only 

possible to ring for eight services, with four or five bells, and with no ringing at all after 

Sunday 13 September. 

 

Similarly, the flower arrangers have provided arrangements whenever the Cathedral could be 

open, albeit on a smaller scale than usual, and with flowers arranged in advance at home. 

Donations were also reduced.  The team is poised to spring back into action as soon as it is 

possible to do so. 

 

 

Cathedral bodies and their business 
 

The Chapter met on a regular monthly schedule, including the attendance of Ms Carol 

Fletcher of the Church Commissioners, with some additional meetings as necessary.  The 

accounts were signed off in April, leaving scope for close attention at every subsequent 

meeting to the management of the Cathedral’s financial situation.  Mr Gary Bullock, Finance 

Manager, resigned in November for career reasons.  The Chapter agreed to use funding 



already in place from the Church Commissioners for a post that combined the roles of chief 

operating officer and director of finance.  Interviews for the post of Chief Financial and 

Operating Officer took place in December, and it was with much pleasure that the 

appointment was announced just before Christmas of Mr Colin Jones, BFP, FICA. 

 

The Canon Sacrist, the Revd Andrew Hindley, continued to be on sick leave throughout the 

year.  On 17 June the Bishop of Blackburn issued a notice requiring a special meeting of the 

Chapter to be summoned in order to consider, under the 1949 Church Dignitaries Retirement 

Measure, whether Canon Hindley was unable through disability to discharge adequately the 

duties relating to his post, and if so, whether it was desirable he should retire.  Discussions 

about the procedures for such a special meeting took place during the remainder of the year, 

supported by the appointment on 23 September of Mr Stuart Jones, the Registrar of the 

Dioceses of London and Norwich, as Chapter Clerk.  

 

In September the Bishop of Blackburn announced the appointment of Mr Andrew Pratt, the 

Diocesan Interfaith Adviser, as the new chairman of the Cathedral Council.  Two meetings of 

the Council took place, on 4 November and 9 December, at which the annual accounts were 

received, the Dean was able to update members on current Cathedral business, and members 

enabled to find out more about each other. 

 

Blackburn Cathedral Developments Limited continued its work on outstanding issues relating 

to Cathedral Court, and was greatly assisted by the expertise of Mr Kevin Smith.  The 

problems about the floor of the Deanery were satisfactorily resolved with the input of John 

Turner Limited.  On the matter of the damp proof course at eaves level, the Cathedral 

Architect, Mr James Sanderson, carried out an investigative procedure to determine whether 

and to what extent the DPC could have been incorrectly installed.  The results clearly showed 

defective areas, and discussions were initiated to find an acceptable plan to correct the 

problem.  

 

The Cathedral’s long-standing final claim against the structural engineers for Cathedral 

Court, was filed in December 2019. The lawyers acting for the structural engineers issued a 

rebuttal, issuing a counter-claim. The Cathedral in turn took further professional advice, 

including a key witness statement, and rebutted the counter claim.  The year concluded with 

the parties agreeing to try and resolve the case at mediation. 

 

Mr Sanderson also oversaw an application on 8 September, through the Church of England to 

the Government’s Cultural Recovery Fund, for high level repairs to the Cathedral fabric: the 

renewal or partial replacement of pointing, masonry, glass, and existing rainwater goods.  All 

these items had been identified in the Quinquennial Inspection and were already the subject 

of a priced schedule of work.  The total value of the grant awarded, including fees, was 80% 

of £116,226 plus VAT, and the Friends of Blackburn Cathedral kindly donated the balance of 

£30,000.  The successful contractor is Heritage Conservation Restoration Limited.  Work 

began on site on 20 November, and is due for completion by 31 March 2021.  

 

The Friends of Blackburn Cathedral, through their Council, maintained formal FoBC 

business throughout the year, but talks, visits and services were not possible.  In addition to 

the cancellation of the flower festival and the support for the fabric repairs, the Friends also 

responded to a proposal on behalf of the Chapter for the funding of high-resolution cameras 

and sound equipment for live streaming and recording of services and other events in the 

Cathedral. These discussions are ongoing. 



Members of the Chapter 

 

Very Revd Peter Howell-Jones, Dean 
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Revd Canon Gary O’Neill, Interim Precentor (Residentiary Canon from 4 July 2020) 

Revd Canon Andrew Hindley, Residentiary Canon [suspended] 

Revd Canon Andrew Horsfall, Honorary Canon (from 4 July 2020) 

Revd Canon Andrew Sage, Honorary Canon 

Lady Alton, Lay Member 
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