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1 Introduction 

Stockton Parish Church stands in a prominent position in the centre of the town, overlooking 
the newly redeveloped High Street.  The Grade I listed church is built in distinctive orange 
brick, with an eye-catching three-stage bell tower upon which is a clock that faces the High 
Street. 
 
There has been a church on this site for at least a thousand years, and the foundation stone 
for the current building was laid in 1705.  It has been added to, adapted and renovated a 
number of times since then, continuing to respond to the needs and aspirations of 
congregation and community throughout the last 300 years.  This includes the addition of a 
grand chancel in 1906 and a church hall on the south side in 1976. 
 
In heritage terms, the church is notable for its distinctive architecture as well as its peel of 
twelve bells, two more than Durham Cathedral; its individually carved pew ends, which are a 
mix of memorials and celebrations of local people and achievements, many carved by Ralph 
Hedley; the reset 1828 east window by Gibson of Newcastle; its porch, which was originally 
used to store the town fire engine; and the evidence of the galleries added during the 18th 
century, crowding the church and cutting out the light, which were removed in 1893. 
  
Even without the galleries, the church can still seat some 800 people today and is a lively 
and active place of worship.  It serves a large and growing congregation, and welcomes 
even greater numbers to its seasonal, civic and schools services and to funerals and 
weddings. 
 
The congregation and local community face a number of social issues, not least high levels 
of deprivation and the challenges of a significant transient population of many different 
nationalities.  The church team works hard to provide pastoral support, facilitate integration 
and help address other core issues, as well as to boost skills and self-confidence in an 
inclusive and welcoming environment.   
 
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

There is a service every Sunday morning followed by refreshments and an informal service 
with lunch every Wednesday.  There is a church membership of over 200 with attendance at 
the Sunday service of around 150 and growing.  Around a quarter of the congregation is 
aged under 18. 
 
The lively and contemporary style of worship, with music and singing, draws a range of ages 
and a mix of nationalities that includes 13 different nationalities including Iran and several 
African nations; the church has recently introduced a remote headphone system providing a 
translation of the services in Farsi.  Holy Communion is shared twice a month, and there 
separate groups for 5-11 year olds and 11-18 year olds as well as a crèche.  The church also 
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holds a Sunday School, with about 40 regularly attending, and members of the team deliver 
assemblies occasionally at local primary schools. 
 
Around 40 funerals are held in the church each year, with between 50 and 600 attending, 
and about four weddings, involving between 100 and 250.  Stockton Parish Church also 
hosts civic services such as Remembrance and the Mayor’s carol service, attended by up to 
800 people, as well as school services about four times a year attracting up to 400 children, 
parents and teachers.  It also works with Love Stockton, hosting four united services each 
year, where up to 300 people gather from all of the town centre churches. 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

The church and church hall are used for a number of church and community activities and 
events, including: 
 

 The building is used by the Life Church, with about 40 people attending its weekly 
services 

 A regular drop in session for asylum seekers  
 Meetings of other groups such as drug and probation support  
 Regular coffee mornings in the hall, led by a member of the congregation 
 Weekly lunches are provided as part of the Wednesday service 
 Holiday lunch club for local primary schools 
 Various orchestras and choirs perform in the church, with about ten events a year 

drawing in audiences of about 150-250  
 The church was a venue for activities and events associated with the World War I 

commemorations in 2014 (working with the creative director of Stockton Borough 
Council) 

 Council events are hosted in the adjacent Parish Gardens, a grassed area to the 
south of the church that is thought to be the site of the earlier church and has now 
cleared of monuments; the events include street markets and a Christmas market 
 

The church also hosts a very active group of bell-ringers, as the 12 bell peal is so unusual.  
The Durham team comes once a month to practice and other bell-ringers come from a wide 
area to ring here on an occasional basis.  As yet, there is no dedicated team for the church. 
 
2.3 Visitors 

Outside of services and events, the church is open between 12pm and 2pm every Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday.  The incumbent is also willing to provide informal guided tours of the 
church on request and already does so on an occasional basis.  There is an aspiration to 
open the church every day – or at least more often – but the building needs to be stewarded 
when open because of the diversity and nature of the different users. 
 
It is not known exactly how many visitors come to the church but it is estimated that 
between 2 and 4 people come each week specifically to see the building.  Visitors also come 
very occasionally to see the Books of Remembrance, the pew carvings and other memorials; 
these are usually a mix of local people and those with family links to the town or area.  
Feedback from the visitors’ book and anecdotal evidence seems to confirm that most visitors 
have existing links, either having used the church when they were younger or have family 
members with a connection to it.  The team also receives one or two messages a month 
from genealogists following their family history; they are directed to Durham Record Office.  
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Numbers of those coming to the church outside of services and events are inevitably limited 
by the fact that the church is mostly closed.  This is compounded by the fact that, even 
when there are lively services or events going on inside, the building looks lifeless from the 
outside.  The railings around some of the external spaces also create a rather unwelcoming 
barrier.   
 
The path between the church and the Parish Gardens is an important and well-used through-
route and many people use the library and swimming pool just behind the church and the 
High Street in front; there are therefore many people regularly passing by who could 
become occasional or regular visitors to the church if it was regularly and very obviously 
open and inviting. 
 
This is something the team would very much like to address and, in the longer term, has 
aspirations to enhance the exterior welcome, extend opening and enable people to see and 
enjoy the services outside.  
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is generally locked and therefore not available outside of 
services and the thrice-weekly lunchtime opening for anyone looking for a place for quiet 
prayer or contemplation, seeking solace, wanting to follow family links or explore the 
building. 
 
There is good access for all into the church and the nave is level.  Some of the pews have 
been removed, creating some easily-accessed flexible spaces for activities and events at the 
back of the nave and in the side aisles.  However, the removed pews and folding chairs are 
now stored in the Lady Chapel and, along with a lack of storage generally, the church 
inevitably feels cluttered and disorganised. 
 
There are stairs up to the gallery and tower at the back of the church, and steep ladders 
from the ringing chamber up to the clock chamber and belfry.  Access to the gallery is 
therefore limited and is very restricted inside the tower. 
 
Facilities for users with special needs are reasonable: there is a fully accessible toilet, an 
audio loop and audio-visual equipment in the church. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

The church offers a small number of ways to find out about its mission, special qualities and 
history currently, including: 
 

 Church leaflet: a colourful leaflet providing an engaging overview of the history of 
worship on this site and a tour of the current church and its highlights (2011) 

 The church website, http://stocktonparishchurch.org.uk/: this distinctive site 
provides a very useful insight into the mission and activities of the church; it also 
includes a section on the history of the church, based on the leaflet content.  The 
website is still in development, awaiting the addition of a blog and talks and 
teachings.  There is an events section but, at the time of writing, this was still 
showing Christmas 2013 events.  The church is also included in A Church Near You, 
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http://www.achurchnearyou.com/spc/; this includes a friendly welcome and contact 
details but does not include service information   

 Facebook, www.facebook.com/stocktonparishchurch: the church has a Facebook 
page but it does not appear to be updated consistently and does not feature event 
information 

 Guided tours, the incumbent will provide guided tours for visitors, special interest 
groups and schools on request although resources are currently too stretched to 
deliver these more regularly 

 
3.3 Facilities 

The church offers a good level of supporting facilities, including: 
 

 Toilets, including one fully accessible 
 Kitchen for refreshments 
 Reasonable lighting and heating (although the heating is very expensive to run) 
 Audio visual equipment 
 Staging 
 A welcome / office area in the entrance lobby 
 Areas in the side aisles for children’s play, sales, displays, meeting and 

activities 
 Space in the Lady Chapel for displays, activities and informal storage 
 Two vestries and an office in the former Organ Chamber 
 Noticeboards at the back of the nave providing information about worship, events 

etc. 
 The bell tower; as noted, access to the tower is difficult (possible for special / 

managed access only) 
 Direct access from the church into the church hall 

 
However, with the growing congregation and aspiration to provide new and different 
community activities and events, it is clear that the current building layout and facilities are 
not appropriate or adequate. 
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A large congregation of up to about 150 to weekly services, with 13 nationalities 
represented, and with larger numbers for seasonal services and funerals.  There is a good 
relationship with Stockton Borough Council, local schools and the other town centre 
churches, all of whom use the church for services.   
 
4.2 The community and other users 

The high levels of deprivation in Stockton town centre are reflected in the congregation, with 
issues including very significant levels of poverty, unemployment, poor health, lack of 
education and skills.  Many asylum seekers have also been located in Stockton in recent 
years, with young men and families being a key part of this new community.  New 
developments also mean that more students and older people will soon be part of the town 
centre community, many of whom will also have particular needs. 
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The good news is that positive action is being taken in the borough by the council and other 
organisations to try and address these core issues and the PCC is taking an active part in 
this.  Indeed, the church team is already working hard to provide important services for the 
community, and has aspirations to do much more.  However, the team is at capacity and it is 
essential to attract and engage more volunteers so that it can continue to deliver and 
develop facilities and activities for congregation and community.  It is also recognised that 
the facilities and spaces within the church are not ideal currently for worship and its many 
other activities. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

As noted earlier, the numbers and nature of visitors to the church is uncertain beyond 
services and events.  Feedback from special interest groups like the bell-ringers does 
demonstrate that the church can draw people from near and far, and local people’s interest 
in family connections suggest there is some appetite for its history and stories.  Suitable 
activities and events on the right topics could attract a more diverse audience, particularly if 
well promoted and publicised.  However, the church’s primary purpose will continue to be to 
reach out to and meet the needs of the local community. 
 
The heritage offer could be developed at the Parish Church with careful and sensitive 
projects that will deliver benefits for the community; this will also require partnership 
working and effective promotion.  Opportunities include: 
 

 Using the heritage as an opportunity to work in partnership to provide training for 
community members and to develop and share new skills; this might begin with 
training on digitising the church archives and making them available on the new 
parish website  

 Building on those activities and special qualities that have already been shown locally 
to inspire adults, young people and children, and which can be part of celebrating 
local talent and creating exciting new heritage-related resources, including musical 
activities, art projects, film and performance  

 Looking at opportunities to use the church and community’s history and heritage for 
broader benefits with e.g. local schools, the university, care homes and young 
families.  Opportunities exist to e.g. create reminiscence boxes for dementia sufferers 
as part of the outreach work with local care homes and/or develop church resources 
for visiting schools and other groups 

 Capitalising on the specialist interest in the church bells and their unusual peal.  The 
team could consider ways to engage local people and non-specialist visitors with the 
bells and their story, testing this in the first instance with some special tours of the 
tower, for example 

 
4.4 Volunteers 

The dedicated and loyal core church team offers a range of very useful skills, not least their 
knowledge of and enthusiasm for the church and commitment to developing and sharing its 
mission and addressing the needs of the community.  Practical skills such as partnership 
working have proved invaluable to date. 
 
However, the core team is small, already stretched and determined to do much more.  It is 
therefore key to attract new volunteers and other support in order to move forward.   
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4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the Stockton 
town centre community and context, and the team’s successes to date, the suggested target 
audiences for heritage engagement in the short to medium term are: 
 

 Local people interested in using and developing their skills, by developing 
and promoting broader opportunities to get involved and by delivering heritage-
related projects that develop new skills and build confidence 

 Local families and young people, through greater engagement with schools and 
by offering family-friendly activities, stimulating interest in creative activities like 
music, art and performance 

 Local people and visitors interested in history and heritage, including special 
interest groups and individuals; the heritage aspects in particular may also be a 
useful tool for engaging with local older people through activities at the church and 
in its outreach work  

 
 

5 Heritage engagement opportunities 

5.1 Review of aspirations 

The team has a number of aspirations for continuing to grow the congregation, developing 
engagement with the community and helping address social issues.  Repairs to and 
refurbishment of the building are at the heart of the vision, requiring a major reordering that 
will provide useful, flexible spaces for worship alongside a range of other activities and 
events.  Ideas to date include: 
 

 Making the church and church hall look and feel more welcoming on approach and 
once inside 

 Establishing a community café and nursery, to meet particular needs locally 
 Developing the youth ministry to engage more effectively with the significant 

proportion of the congregation that is under 18 
 Developing new skills and facilitating social enterprise; skills training opportunities 

include catering and service training (food is already provided for events in house 
and would like to do this more effectively; for example, a pop-up Iranian food stall 
would use and develop existing community skills); sound engineering and production 
(the team already transmits services onto a big screen and would like to develop 
these skills); music and performance (concerts are already held but would like to do 
more and better) 

 Developing a Jobs Club type resource on site or elsewhere, in partnership with others 
 
With regard specifically to the heritage, opportunities discussed with the team to encourage 
greater participation, attract new volunteers and stimulate visits include: 
 

 Developing heritage-related skills – the team would consider projects relating to the 
church and community if they included skills development opportunities, but would 
need a project leader as there is insufficient capacity in the team for this 

 Art installations – the team would consider commissioning a piece of art for the 
church as well as temporary artworks and exhibitions, but these would need to be 
appropriate and in keeping with the mission and ethos 
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 Military heritage – there is the opportunity to do more in association with 
remembrance, particularly in the week running up to Remembrance Sunday, not least 
because there is notable military heritage in the church 

 
5.2 Key recommendations 

The church is beginning to formulate a longer term plan to reorder the building, enhance 
facilities and develop its community engagement activities, and arguably heritage activities 
can play a meaningful part in that process.  Meanwhile, we recommend the team aims to 
undertake some modest, quick win activities to help improve its welcome, enable new 
activities and develop skills.  These can be used to test the impact and efficacy of different 
actions on target audiences and assess likely demand for other projects and activities. 
 
Taking small and achievable steps will help raise the profile of the church and its activities 
and events, demonstrate to local people and visitors that change is afoot and hopefully 
stimulate new interest in getting involved with the life of the church (whether as a 
worshipper, visitor, participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable 
feedback to inform likely demand for new or different facilities. 
 
5.3 Opportunities for engaging with the church’s heritage 

These opportunities build upon existing successes and new ideas identified by the church 
team and during discussion with the Inspired Futures consultants.  The short term proposals 
here are a suggested list from which the team can cherry-pick, in order to test different 
approaches to engagement with the church mission, building and heritage.  Inviting 
comment and feedback at every stage, and evaluating each project against clear targets, will 
provide robust guidance on how best to target effort, resources and funds in the future. 
 
The short term activities recommended here are designed to raise the profile of the church 
and test sample events.  It is hoped that this will encourage new volunteers who might help 
steward the church (with the aim of developing a regular programme of opening outside 
services) as well as potentially attracting other folk who would be interested in taking on the 
development and delivery of some of these new activities in the medium and longer term. 
The medium and longer term projects suggested here will be dependent upon the successes 
or otherwise in the short term, and the team should remain open to developing and adapting 
its vision to respond to findings and feedback.  All these elements are suggestions only and 
should be explored and reviewed at each stage within the parameters of the church mission, 
other projects and activities and the overall vision for the site. 
 
Suggestions for short term actions and activities: 
 
 A heritage activity and interpretation plan – the church team’s main priority is 

maintaining and reordering the building but there is a range of opportunities for 
complementing this work and engaging more and different users through the church’s 
rich heritage and active partnerships.  It is therefore recommended that the team 
prepares a plan for any activities and interpretation to identify appropriate heritage 
projects, phase the work and plot the necessary aims, actions and outcomes 

 
 Consultation – the team should consider more opportunities to consult with the 

congregation, community and visitors on what people like, dislike and would like to see 
in future.  More active engagement brings considerable benefits in testing activities and 
directing future resources and effort and will always be welcomed by funders.  
Opportunities include: 
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 Developing a simple online questionnaire that asks how people use the church and 

associated facilities currently and invites feedback on various potential future 
activities and events; this could be circulated widely and well promoted, perhaps with 
an incentive to take part, such as a prize draw (sites such as Surveymonkey are easy 
to use and offer up to ten questions for free) 

 A small display of ideas and opportunities in the church and church hall, with an 
invitation to leave comments and vote on preferred ideas 

 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the 
church and elsewhere locally e.g. in the church hall, at the local library, ideally when 
people are gathering there anyway; take along some plans and archive material and 
things to look at and do, for participants to browse through, and a simple display of 
proposals to discuss and invite comments on 

 Encourage feedback and support during and after all activities and events; 
provide very short questionnaires for people to complete before they leave (give out 
cards and pencils at the end); consider a supermarket style voting system to keep it 
even simpler (some Perspex or plastic boxes with simple options showing 
development options, different activities or asking simple questions, then give each 
person a token to vote with) 

 Continue to talk to local schools, special interest groups and other potential 
partners to tell them what you’re planning and invite their input on needs and 
expectations; garner their support and respond to their suggestions 

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Look more active and welcoming: The team has aspirations to make the church look 

more welcoming from outside, as it is mostly locked when no activities are taking place 
and looks quiet and closed even when large services and events are in full swing.  
Options to consider and test on congregation and community include:   

 
 A photographic banner, showing a beautifully lit view down the nave, perhaps 

during a big event or busy service, to hang over the main doors regularly or 
occasionally.  This would give the impression that the doors are wide open and the 
interior is lively and enticing (with clear supporting information to say when the 
church is actually open for worship, quiet prayer etc.) 

 Facilitating an art project – perhaps in partnership with a suitable arts 
organisation and local schools or college – to design large eye-catching fabric 
banners to suspend on the church frontage or around the building on a temporary or 
permanent basis.  This could be done through outreach work with the education 
establishments or through a programme of open workshops held in the church 

 Colourful freestanding banners – such as teardrop or feather flags1 – placed near 
the main door whenever there is a service or event on.  Purchasing a range of 
banners in several in different colours and with different wording might help make 
them even more eye-catching, particularly for those who pass the church regularly 
and need something new and different to catch their eye 

 Trompe l’oeil – the team could even consider creating a real show-stopping trompe 
l’oeil feature using fabric hangings at the doors and/or on the sides of the building; 

                                           
1 Many companies produce these types of banners at modest cost.  This website has been selected 
simply to indicate the key styles of banners that might be both suitably eye-catching and permissible 
at the church entrance http://www.discountdisplays.co.uk/html/flags.html 
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these would be a great way of presenting the kinds of activities going on inside the 
church and/or showing the vision for its interior in the future.  See John Pugh’s wall 
murals2 for inspiration! 

 Film / projection outside – the team also has a long term aspiration to install 
signage outside that can be used to transmit live services and other activities and to 
play back pre-recorded footage, images and messages as required.  As part of this 
project, the church team could work with partners to facilitate the creation of a 
community film to show on this exterior screen (or be projected onto one of the 
walls), showcasing the mission of the church and the life of the community.  This 
could be achieved through a partnership with a local school or college and/or a 
drama or performing arts group, setting up a team to write, record and produce the 
film.  This could also be linked to the ‘Changing Lives’ project explored below 

 
 Extending the church’s presence on line: Stockton Parish Church has a website with 

a strong identity that reflects its mission.  It does however need some updating as, 
despite its ‘work in progress’ message it is clear that the site has been live for some time 
but hasn’t been added to recently; for example, the most recent event on the site is 
Christmas 2013.  It is also better to remove notices about elements that are still to be 
developed, such as ‘Mark’s Blog’, than to leave these pages empty.   

 
There is a very useful section on the website that gives information about the heritage of 
the church, using the content from the 2011 church leaflet.  There is potential to develop 
this section, perhaps to include photographs (as in the leaflet) and also to add new 
elements inspired by the history of the church, its evolving heritage and contemporary 
community (see below).  

 
 Social media: developing a team – the church also has a social media presence with 

a Facebook page but it would appear that this is only updated fairly sporadically.  It may 
be beneficial to look at sharing out the web and social media responsibilities with a wider 
working group; this may require delegating duties and/or attracting new volunteers to 
help keep these resources lively and engaging.  NB we note the call for computer support 
skills on the website 

 
 

Suggestions for longer term actions and activities: 
 
Developing skills and engaging the community: the church team has made it clear 
that it does not currently have the time or resources to deliver heritage projects without 
help.  The following suggestions are therefore recommended as partnership projects and 
that, when funding is sought for projects of this nature, that the applications include an 
allowance for bringing in a project leader / manager with suitable skills to help the team 
develop and deliver these initiatives.  
 
The following projects are likely to be interlinked, enabling the church to be part of a 
community history project and be able to showcase its own story and the local heritage.  It 
is also hoped that new and different volunteers would be inspired to take part and that 
sharing and developing new skills would be at the heart of this work. 
 

                                           
2 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1187338/Off-wall-The-astonishing-3D-murals-painted-sides-
buildings-trompe-loeil-artist.html 
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It is therefore recommended that the church consider drawing in specialist skills to help lead 
and develop the projects, and that the team looks for someone with experience of working 
with community groups and specialises in developing heritage-related skills and initiatives 
 
 Pew carvings – consider a photographic project to document and record the pew ends; 

this might help strengthen the case for removing the pews in future if the carvings have 
been catalogued effectively and the information widely shared e.g. by putting it on the 
church website.  There is the potential to make this a community project by offering 
useful new skills opportunities; this could include running workshops to train local people 
in photography, research and digital archiving, perhaps working with the local museum 
and/or history group.  The project could also feature a temporary exhibition for the 
church at the end, to showcase the work and celebrate the community’s new skills. 

 
In the long term, if the pews are ultimately to be removed, consider ways to keep some 
or all of the significant pew ends and displaying them creatively in the church.  This 
could be achieved by working with a suitable artist who could create e.g. a unique 
sculpture for the building such as a cross made from the carvings. 

 
 Changing Lives project – a project designed to capture a snapshot of Stockton Parish 

Church and its congregation and community as the latest chapter in a story that is 
already over 300 years long.  Again, this could be an exciting opportunity to offer skills 
training for participants, which could include photography, oral history gathering, creative 
writing, research, creating digital archives, with the aim of create a digital resource and a 
temporary exhibition for the church.   

 
It is strongly recommend a high quality temporary exhibition system be included as 
part of this project, so that the church can use the system for other this and other 
exhibitions in the church in future and offer the opportunity to other groups or individuals 
to hold suitable exhibitions there.  The system should offer optimum flexibility, and be 
easy to store, loan out and/or adapt for other use as necessary.  The team could also 
consider leaving the display system in situ some or all of the time and creating a ‘holding 
display’ about the church or community that becomes the default display whenever it is 
not in use for anything else. 

 
 Breaking bread – food has been used as successful community heritage theme in a 

number of places, as sharing different foods, reminiscing about favourite family recipes 
and talking about food traditions can be a shared and unifying experience.  The church 
team could therefore consider facilitating a community food event that provides 
opportunities to showcase food traditions from the different cultures living locally, try 
different foods and share food stories.  Projects like ‘Pie Days & Holidays’ in Margate3 in 
2011 demonstrates that food can bring even the most fragmented communities together. 

 
  

                                           
3 Check out the 2011 Margate ‘Pie Days & Holidays’ project for inspiration on engaging communities 
through food http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b010lyy6 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


