Assistant Rural/Area Deans

Jesus sets out a pattern for ministry, as he sends out the disciples in pairs, both the Twelve (Mark 6:7) ands also the 72 (Luke 10:1). Paul had companions on his journeys, at various times including amongst others Barnabas, Luke, and especially of course the young protégé Timothy. The Old Testament chimes in on companionship and collegiality, reminding us ‘One cannot keep warm alone’ (Ecclesiastes 4:11); and right from the beginning, in Genesis 1&2 we hear that ‘it was not good for the man to be alone’.

Duetting in Solo Ministry

Commonly in ministry though, individuals are launched out on their own. This is particularly the case with Rural or Area Deans; especially currently, when the assumption that the RD ‘gets a curate’ is not the fore-gone conclusion it once was. Amongst the Senior Staff in a Diocese, there is often a complementarity and co-operation between the roles and personalities of Bishops and Archdeacons, that greatly aids the work they do. If we continue to proclaim the Deanery as a principal mission unit within the diocese, and the primary focus for collegiality and collaboration between local clergy and parishes, there is scope for developing this sort of co-operation at the Deanery level too.

Assistant Rural Deans are fairly thin on the ground, and the role is not fully worked out at a national, or even local level. There is no national legal standing: they are not mentioned in the Canons, for example. Even the dioceses that have some AssRDs do not have an expenses or honorarium structure to support it. Yet in terms of practicality, gifting, and workload-sharing, more appointments of AssRDs are currently being made. Certainly, this pattern is often found in other ‘secular’ vocational work situations. The medical profession has many examples, and hardly a school classroom in the country exists without the help of teaching assistant.

Help: I Need Somebody, Not Just Anybody…!

So, for what purpose; and how might having Assistant Rural Deans work out in practise? Some Deaneries are geographically very large, and just having someone ‘at each end’ can be very helpful in terms of supporting morale, and keeping abreast of local pastoral concerns. Other deaneries may not cover many square miles, but have so many worship centres, clergy and parishes packed into a relatively small space, that it makes effective pastoral awareness too hard for one individual to manage. In another practical way, it can help sharing ‘cover’ during vacancies in the Deanery.

Then there is the complementarity of gifts and skills. Some Rural Deans are superb organisers and administrators, others great carers; some gregarious, out-going and enthusiastic leaders; others gentle encouragers, or deeply spiritual guides. But given that no one individual will be all of these things at once, having another colleague with recognised authority in the Deanery team will reap considerable benefits to a Deanery.

Mission:MorePossible

Two people sharing the responsibilities within the Deanery also allows some role specialization, possibly rather like a local version of some of the Advisors based in some Diocesan offices. 

Perhaps these ‘starter’ suggestions might give you some ideas for either the RD or AssRD’s role:

· a focus on mission within the Deanery

· lift the burden of most of the Deanery administration

· focus as a Deanery Theologian/Adult Ed trainer

· facilitating work-place ministry, schools chaplaincy, or music, across the Deanery

· head up a Deanery Pastoral Review

AssRDs could easily be included within the local Deanery Standing Committee structure, occasionally sharing the chairing of Chapter or Synod meetings with the RD and the lay chair. Being co-opted as a non-voting member of the Area or Diocesan Pastoral Committee, as RDs often are, would also help the role.

The appointment of AssRD also gives the scope for gaining some experience, or on-the-job training; potentially preparing a junior colleague as a future RD, or for another Deanery or Diocesan responsibility. (It is perhaps also a way of acknowledging and celebrating the valued contributions some individuals make to the vigour of a deanery; and  recognising it with an authoritative appointment, in an otherwise very flat promotional church structure.)

Future Church:

An alternative suggestion for the future administration of Deaneries might be the introduction of full-time stipendiary Rural/Area Deans, without specific parish responsibilities. These could operate with a much clearer oversight; potentially a bit like a local Archdeacon, as already happens in some other provinces of the Anglican Church. But that is undoubtedly the basis for another article! The Church of England is probably not ready for that structural change, and financially it would be hard for many Dioceses to consider currently. However, the appointment of Assistant Rural/Area Deans may well be just the way to re-vitalise the existing Deanery structures for the next stages of mission
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