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We tend to think of saints as being historic figures, set in stained glass. Not so. In the Anglican 

calendar, one of our most precious was martyred in my lifetime, Janani Luwum, Archbishop of 

Uganda. It is on his saint’s day, February 17th, that I write. 

 

2015 was very much a Bladon year for me, with the 50th anniversary of Churchill’s death. 2017 was 

very much a Woodstock year, dominated as it was by our re-ordering project: inevitably much of 

what I write will be linked to that, and I hope that Bladon friends will bear with that reality.  

 

Let me begin with the Vikings – St Mary Magdalene’s has twinned with the Pastorat of Gränna-

Visingsö in the diocese of Växjö (itself twinned with the diocese of Oxford) in Sweden. We welcomed 

a delegation from there for the first time in March last year, and enjoyed their visit hugely. Hakan 

Englund, their kyrkoherde (vicar) preached in faultless English, and our relationship is growing. It is a 

relationship rooted in mutual prayer and learning, and, in May this year, six of us are visiting them for 

the signing of a formal agreement. 

 

After they’d gone I had a Churchill-related week, being a judge at the Winston Churchill, Public 

Speaking Competition at Blenheim (a good event to give local teenagers confidence in speaking in 

public), and then a meeting with members of the Spencer-Churchill family in London. We welcomed 

students from the theological college at Cuddesdon the following week on a study day looking at 

ministry in market towns and villages; then days full of home visits and meetings was punctured by a 

meeting of Wake Up to Woodstock of which I am a part. The came three Annual Parochial Meetings 

all in a row (our own two, and then Shipton, which I needed to chair last year), quite a wodge of work 

for the diocese, and the conference of the Ecclesiastical Law Society in Cambridge (actually more fun 

than it might sound). 

 

April began with the Shakespeare Festival at the Marlborough School, tons of visits, the beautiful 

concerts of the Woodstock Music Society – and the meeting when we opened the tenders for the re-

ordering work at St Mary Magdalene’s. I can still recall the joy that we felt when one of them came in 

right on budget: we could proceed. That joy took us into Holy Week, a strange one as the essential 

worship and prayer which characterizes that holiest time for all Christians also included essential 

meetings with Blenheim to see if they could help us financially so that we could start the reordering. 

They could, and we remain extremely grateful. Holy Week was also to include the funeral of Mary 

Douglas, and many of us gathered at St Martin’s to thank God for her, and to support all her family. 

We give great thanks to God for Mary, for her kindness, so often expressed with a big chocolate cake.  

I directed a ‘Come and Sing’ performance of Stainer’s Crucifixion at Bladon on Good Friday, with a full 

church, and a moving and musical performance enjoyed (I hope) by all. 
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Easter Day was also my birthday, and happy photographs reveal a birthday cake being presented 

liturgically in the midst of a packed church at the end of the service. The week after Easter was yet 

another mixture of joy and sadness as I not only took funerals in Woodstock, but also returned to 

Lichfield to play the organ at the funeral of my ordaining Bishop, Keith Sutton. The service was taken 

by the Archbishop of York, and he and I collaborated again later in the summer when Bishop Keith’s 

daughter got married. On Sunday 23rd April the mood was pure joy as (in a first for me) we celebrated 

the wedding of Pat and John in our 11am Eucharist. My next wedding was in Dresden, where I 

travelled (via lots of Bach churches and organs) to preside over the hochzeit of Paul and Andrea Beard 

(Paul is a Foundation Governor at the Marlborough School). 

 

May began in something of a hurry. We had so many arrangements to make at St Mary Magdalene’s. 

Our Methodist friends were wonderful, and offered Woodstock Methodist church to us for worship. 

We wouldn’t fit on a Sunday at 11am, so the Marlborough School was staked out to be a temporary 

home for us. In the week before our final service at Woodstock, Rosh and Henry were admitted to 

Holy Communion at a lovely service on Godparents Sunday, the new Bishop of Oxford visited our 

Deanery, and I had the pleasure of taking him to the Marlborough School and to Owen Mumford. In 

the same week we appointed Tom McCoy to be Organist and Choirmaster at Bladon. Tom has made a 

wonderful impact on our worship with his enthusiasm and talent, and has begun to work with 

children at Bladon Primary School to form a junior choir for St Martin’s. Working with Tom is a joy. 

Sunday 14th May was the official last service at St Mary Magdalene’s until November. Archdeacon 

Judy came to send us on our way – and then a frenetic few weeks of clearing and planning began. The 

church family were just brilliant, ably directed by the PCC with our wardens taking a strong lead, Mike 

Holmes doing much of the day-to-day operational work. After a couple of days at a Bishop’s Council 

residential I returned to take our first services in the Methodist church and at the Marlborough 

School. 

 

Throughout the spring and summer, St Mary Magdalene’s church undertook a journey of rediscovery 

– rediscovery of what it means to be a church, of what mission is like, of what discipleship is like. We 

were on a pilgrimage, and most of us were richly blessed as a result. Our worship became freer, and a 

great deal of growth took place amongst the church family. I’ve written a lot about this in other 

places, so I won’t take up too much space here: but it really was a time of ministry that I will never 

forget. The impact on clergy diaries was enormous – not less to do, but more, as planning services 

outside the building, and consequential pastoral work, took up much more time (I tried to make light 

of it when people suggested I must have much less to do without a church, though I suspect I didn’t 

always succeed!).  In the church itself work began in earnest. Firm friendships were made between us 

and the team, not least with the indefatigable Hudson Lister, our site manager, whose cheerful 

disposition endeared him to everyone. John Day and John Whitlock became especially close to 

Hudson as they visited the works almost daily to make two films (one long, one short) to tell the 

story. We’ll be showing them in church soon. 

 

I’ll return to the reordering. Let’s review the summer. June began at St Martin’s with a lovely Eve of 

Pentecost vigil, as part of Thy Kingdom Come. In my first summer as Assistant Archdeacon I took part 

in all the Archdeacon’s Visitations, and inspected churches.  
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Robert Courts, our MP, came to cut the ribbon on the new ramp at the Church Rooms, and Bishop 

Colin dedicated all the work, including the new loos. Mollie and all her team deserve hearty 

congratulations. I baptised at Blenheim, chaired meetings, gave talks, and preached sermons here, 

and elsewhere. Bladon hosted our Deanery Synod which I chaired, welcoming my good friend Darren 

Oliver, our Deputy Diocesan Registrar, who gave a brilliant talk to a packed house on a beautiful 

summer evening. Lots of meetings with fellow clergy around this time, my diary reveals, and the joy 

of going to Liverpool Cathedral for the ordination of one of Megan’s former students. There were 

lovely weddings all throughout the summer, and June saw my first, Jonathan Zwart to Natalie Anne 

Fauciglietti, which was a special privilege. The churchwardens and I entertained the Bishop of Växjö 

to lunch on his visit to Woodstock, and I joined Bishop Colin to entertain the Mayors and Council 

Chairs from across Oxfordshire to a reception at Dorchester Abbey. 

 

July began with another ordination, our former placement student Shahriar Ashrafkhorasani in 

Blackburn. Great fun was had at the Bladon Feast, and a special service at St Martin’s. Bishop Colin 

came to confirm at St Martin’s on yet another lovely summer evening. Woodstock PCC had a 

successful and happy strategy day at North Leigh, the fruits of which are published on our website. In 

addition to these great occasions scores of visits and meetings pepper my diary before happy 

weddings at Bladon, and a much-needed summer holiday. 

 

September began with a visit to our twin parish on Sweden, and it was lovely that Megan could join 

me. Lots of school ministry, as always, dominated early September, and busy PCC meetings in both 

parishes. We welcomed a new placement student from Cuddesdon, Andy Brown, and, it turns out, 

gained two for the price of one, as Sarah du Boulay joins him too; it’s great having them around. 

Bladon had a lovely Harvest festival with the usual outrageous Harvest auction afterwards. This joy 

was followed by a great personal sadness – my training incumbent, Ned Townshend, died at the age 

of 72, and I had the privilege of preaching at his funeral in Surrey. With the deaths of him, my 

formational college chaplain, long-standing spiritual director, and my ordaining Bishop, it has felt 

sometimes like the four pillars of my vocational journey have given way. That’s been hard at times.  

 

At the beginning of October Bishop Steven held a day for the whole Archdeaconry at the 

Marlborough School. The rest of the month was dominated by plans for the re-opening of St Mary 

Magdalene’s – so many meetings! We had our final services at the Methodist Church, and at the 

Marlborough School, with the bread of the Eucharist baked specially for us by Bishop Steven. Even 

with the busyness of the reopening pastoral work does not cease, and I recall many precious visits at 

that time. November 1st saw our annual All Souls’ service held at Bladon this time, so very poignant, 

and so appreciated by all those who came. Then came the reopening of St Mary Magdalene’s, with 

press interviews, TV and radio, last minute ‘snagging’, and the welcome arrival of Hakan and 

Elisabeth from Gränna. It is hard to find words to describe it all, and, as I type, tears spatter my 

keyboard. The mix of emotions for all involved, with the sense of both an ending, and a new 

beginning. I have written much about all of this in many places, but I’d like to remind you of 

something that I wrote in the introduction to the order of service. It is important, I think, to repeat it 

here: 

 



RECTOR’S REVIEW 2018 

 

 

 

Unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labour in vain became our guiding text – and held us to a conviction 
that, unless we adhered to God in prayer, and sought his will, we would achieve nothing. It is therefore with deep 
gratitude to God that we gather tonight in His name to give Him the glory. 
 
Determination, drive, and dedication have also been exhibited by hundreds in our community through fund-raising, 
planning, decision-making, and endless meetings. The congregations of St Mary Magdalene’s have demonstrated their 
love of God, and one another, in exceptional ways in these last few years, and, in particular, these last six months when we 
have been worshipping in the Marlborough School and the Methodist Church. We are deeply grateful for their hospitality 
and kindness. 
 
Embarking on this project would have been impossible without the hundreds of donations received from individuals, trusts 
and grant-making bodies; the first legacies from the estates of Elizabeth Bowles and John Turner; the generosity of His 
Grace the Duke of Marlborough, and the Blenheim Estate, enabled us to begin on time – to them, and to all our donors, 
we express our heartfelt thanks. 

 

St Mary Magdalene’s has been in constant use ever since, beginning that Sunday, Remembrance 

Sunday, sharp and sunny as always, and deeply moving. We hosted the Deanery Synod (my first as 

Area Dean), and then came our opening concert, a packed church to hear the wonderful Orchestra of 

St John’s, with Megan’s beautiful singing, and me at the organ. It was fun. The following weeks were 

non-stop, so fast-moving that I hadn’t noticed that I was ill. As many of you know, this culminated in 

a fall, with me ending up in hospital, and missing all of Christmas and New Year. I was devastated: 

after all the hard work I had been so looking forward to celebrating Christmas in these parishes, and 

it was tough, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The team were outstanding, especially Alice, and 

everything went without a hitch and full of festivity. It was humbling and good to recognize that I am 

not indispensable. Thanks to all of you for your ministry, not only over Christmas, but all year round, 

every day, and in every way. 

 

Saying thank you seems like a good place to draw to a close, and next year’s review will begin from 

January 1st this year. So, for now, my thanks, as always, go to my secretary Marion, all my ordained 

colleagues, stipended, honorary, and retired, our amazing churchwardens, all who hold office, all 

who maintain the mission and ministry of our churches.   

 

At the start of my review I recalled the ministry and martyrdom of Archbishop Janani Luwum. 

Archbishop Janani was full of courage and hope. He refused to be bullied by Idi Amin’s regime of 

terror, and in February 1977, he delivered a protest to Amin against all acts of violence that were 

allegedly the work of the security services. Church leaders were summoned to Kampala and then 

ordered to leave, one by one. Finally alone, he was taken away and murdered. You and I are unlikely 

to be called to bear witness to our faith as he was. But bear witness we must. I invite you to commit 

yourself afresh this Easter to the work of the gospel in our amazing communities. God bless you in 

your witness and your commitment, yes, to our churches, but above all to his Son, Jesus Christ our 

Lord. 

 

 

 

 

The Reverend Canon Adrian Daffern 

The Feast of Janani Luwum, February 17th 2018 


