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Placement Abstract 
 

 
Name: Rachel Noël 
 
Placement: Westminster Abbey 
 
Supervisor: The Canon Steward & Archdeacon, the Venerable Dr Jane Hedges 
 
Year:  2013 
 
Abstract: 
 
This report uses ethnography and theological reflection to identify the dynamics at 

work within the unique setting of Westminster Abbey. A rich picture is created of the 

many different facets to the Abbey’s work, and the conflicting interests and 

worldviews of internal and external stakeholders. 

 

It identifies two key areas: 

• Worship and Visitors 

• The Nation’s Church 

 

Within each area creative tensions and principles are explored to understand the 

meaning the Abbey gives to its work and the way it discerns how to use its resources 

and influence. There are reflections on these areas, to address the two key research 

questions: 

• Where is God present in this place and for these people? 

• How can the people (or organisation) live faithfully towards God’s future? 

 

In conclusion this report finds that the Abbey experiences an intense version of the 

issues faced by all in ministry about discerning the way to live and work faithfully. 



M8 – Assignment – Placement 25/06/13 

 

3  

 

Contents 
Placement Abstract ................................................................................................................................. 2 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 4 

Methodology .......................................................................................................................................... 4 

Ethnography........................................................................................................................................ 5 

Theological Reflection......................................................................................................................... 5 

Research Methods .................................................................................................................................. 5 

Participant Observation ...................................................................................................................... 6 

Interviews ........................................................................................................................................... 6 

Literature ............................................................................................................................................ 7 

Photographs ........................................................................................................................................ 7 

Rich Picture ......................................................................................................................................... 7 

Theological Reflection......................................................................................................................... 8 

Brief History ............................................................................................................................................ 9 

Rich Picture ........................................................................................................................................... 11 

Worship and Visitors ............................................................................................................................. 14 

Overview ........................................................................................................................................... 14 

Guiding Principles ............................................................................................................................. 15 

Hospitality ..................................................................................................................................... 15 

Excellence ..................................................................................................................................... 16 

Creative Tensions .............................................................................................................................. 16 

Observations ..................................................................................................................................... 18 

Boundary Points: Working Church—Historic Monument ............................................................ 18 

Boundary Points: Deep Spirituality—Brief Encounters ................................................................ 22 

Boundary Points: Conservation—Restoration .............................................................................. 23 

Reflection .......................................................................................................................................... 25 

The Nation’s Church ............................................................................................................................. 27 

Overview ........................................................................................................................................... 27 

Creative Tensions .............................................................................................................................. 28 

Observations ..................................................................................................................................... 28 

A place—of Tradition and Independence ..................................................................................... 28 

A place—in the Nation .................................................................................................................. 30 

A place—in Establishment ............................................................................................................ 30 

A place—connected to Power and Privilege ................................................................................ 31 

A place—to nurture intelligent faith ............................................................................................. 32 

A place—in local life...................................................................................................................... 33 

Reflection .......................................................................................................................................... 34 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 36 

Bibliography .......................................................................................................................................... 37 

Appendix One – Programme ................................................................................................................ 38 

 

 

 



M8 – Assignment – Placement 25/06/13 

 

4  

 

Introduction 
 
This report is based on my full-time placement at Westminster Abbey between 27th 

May and 9th June 2013 addressing two research questions: 

• Where is God present in this place and for these people? 

• How can the people (or organisation) live faithfully towards God’s future? 

 

I will explain the methodology and research methods used, a brief introduction to the 

Abbey and will present an overall picture of the dynamics of the place, concentrating 

on two key areas for investigation: 

• Worship and Visitors 

• The Nation’s Church 

 

 
Westminster Abbey (in the shadow of Methodist Central Hall) 
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Methodology 
 
The methodologies used are: 

Ethnography 
 
This research is predominantly ethnographic, aiming to tell “a credible, rigorous and 

authentic story.” (Fetterman 2010:1) I used anthropological approaches to 

understand people’s stories, values and beliefs and organisational theory, notably 

soft systems methodology to understand the organisational dynamics. 

Theological Reflection 
 

I used theological reflection to interpret the phenomenon encountered, and to 

discern God’s work in the present and future. 

Research Methods 
 

I used several research methods: 

Data Collection 

• Participant Observation 

• Interviews 

• Literature  

• Photographs 

Analysis 

• Rich Picture 

• Theological Reflection  
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Participant Observation 
 

Participant observation is used to build up a meaningful picture. The guidance 

suggests: 

“observe for as long as it takes to recognize a regular pattern in a particular 

place...the variations which occur and the factors which seem to be 

responsible for these variations.” (Keller in Bradshaw 2007/211-2) 

Given the brevity of my placement, this method deepened my understanding and 

observation skills.  

Interviews 
 

My supervisor arranged a comprehensive programme for me (Appendix One). I 

spent the majority of time in informal interviews, talking with people to understand 

their experience of the Abbey. Key questions I used included: 

• How did you come to be a part of the Abbey? 

• Tell me about your role here 

• What are the challenges you face in your role? 

• What do you enjoy most in what you do? 

As these were informal, I followed the interests and enthusiasms of the people, to 

build rapport and increase my understanding of life at the Abbey. 

 

 

 
Informal lunch with the vergers and Sister 
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Literature  
 

I collected pieces of information that the Abbey says about itself, including 

informational leaflets, flyers, their annual report and website. Given the learning 

outcomes for the unit are based on social research and analysis, I have not included 

reference to other literature about the Abbey, as this would move away from the 

ethnographic focus. 

Photographs 
 

This is not a full visual ethnography, as 

photography is not allowed at many times 

and places within the Abbey. However I 

have included some photos, to aid 

understanding of this unique place. 

Rich Picture 
 

This method from soft systems 

methodology is used to build up a picture 

of a messy or complex situation. I have 

chosen to only use the first stages to 

illustrate many of the different internal 

and external stakeholders involved, and 

their focus in the organisation. 

(Checkland 1999) 

 

 
View of the Abbey from the West Door, including grave of 

Unknown Warrior 
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Theological Reflection  
 

I used Lartey’s method of theological reflection: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I have woven these stages together 

throughout my research process 

discussing reflections and 

interpretations with key people 

throughout. If time allowed, I would 

extend interactive feedback to further 

my development and understanding, to 

gain engagement from stakeholders 

and to discuss how the research may 

inform future action.  

  

 
Lartey’s five-phase cycle (Thomson 2008:60) 

 
View of Little Cloisters Garden 
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Brief History 
 

A Benedictine monastery was founded on the site in 960AD, focused on five 

practices: 

• Prayer 

• Work 

• Study 

• Hospitality 

• Renewal  (http://www.benedictfriend.org/article/3/the-rule-of-st-benedict) 

 

There has been regular worship there ever since. Edward the Confessor built the 

first Abbey, consecrated in 1065. From 1066 it has been the land’s Coronation 

Church, witnessing all 38 coronations that have taken place since. Henry III 

commissioned the current Gothic-style building, consecrated in 1269. There were 

 
Pyx Chapel, in the Undercroft – earliest surviving buildings in the Abbey precinct 
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many changes to the organisation 

through the Reformation and 

dissolution of the monasteries. In 1560 

Elizabeth I refounded the Abbey as a 

Collegiate Church, a Royal Peculiar 

exempt from any bishop’s jurisdiction. 

(http://www.westminster-

abbey.org/our-history/abbey-history) 

 

These Benedictine values are reflected today in the Abbey’s mission statements: 

1. To serve Almighty God as a ‘school of the Lord’s service’ by offering divine 

worship daily and publicly 

2. To serve the Sovereign by daily prayer and by a ready response to requests 

made by or on behalf of Her Majesty 

3. To serve the nation by fostering the place of true religion within national life, 

maintaining a close relationship with members of the House of Commons and 

House of Lords and with others in representative positions 

4. To serve pilgrims and all other visitors and to maintain a tradition of hospitality  

(http://www.westminster-abbey.org/worship/deans-welcome) 

 

To focus this report I will address these in two groups 

A. Worship and Visitors. This covers statements 1 & 4, focusing on the majority 

of people that come into the Abbey. 

B. The Nation’s Church. This covers 2 & 3, focusing on the Abbey’s role in public 

life. 

 
Tomb of Elizabeth I 
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Rich Picture 
 

The diagram represents the complexity of the organisation, illustrating the differing 

expectations and worldviews of many stakeholders. I constructed this diagram from 

my interviews and literature. The underlying diagram has three concentric areas, 

representing three distinct groups of stakeholders: 

 

1 Dean and Chapter “more analogous to school governors than board of 
directors, setting strategic direction and sharing liturgical 
duties.” (Canon Theologian) 

2 Staff and Volunteers Contracted by the Dean and Chapter to carry out the 
operational strategy 

3 External 
Stakeholders 

Anybody external to the Abbey with expectations of the 
organisation 
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I discerned eight areas of work within the Abbey which

focus awareness of the dynamics. These sections are not as discrete as the diagram 

may suggest with many people having 

 

Where I have been able to ascertain the views directly from a

stakeholder I have paraphrased

 

 

 

Due to time constraints, w

direct conversation I have made an intelligent guess and placed this in a thought 

bubble.  

 

Typically a rich picture would also

areas of conflict or tension. I have not 

included these as it is complex enough 

already. These will be overlaid in 

subsequent sections. 
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areas of work within the Abbey which give some structure and 

focus awareness of the dynamics. These sections are not as discrete as the diagram 

with many people having interests in more than one area

Where I have been able to ascertain the views directly from a

stakeholder I have paraphrased their quotes in a speech bubble.

Due to time constraints, where I have inferred views without 

I have made an intelligent guess and placed this in a thought 

would also show 

areas of conflict or tension. I have not 

these as it is complex enough 

hese will be overlaid in 

 

View of the Quire from the Triforium
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give some structure and 

focus awareness of the dynamics. These sections are not as discrete as the diagram 

in more than one area. 

Where I have been able to ascertain the views directly from a 

their quotes in a speech bubble. 

I have made an intelligent guess and placed this in a thought 

  

 
uire from the Triforium 
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Worship and Visitors 

Overview 
 

The welcome leaflet received on entry to the Abbey states: 

“Westminster Abbey, a living Church... Above all the Abbey is a working 

church—a place for Christian worship.” 

It also states: 

“We rely heavily on visitors’ entry fees and donations to pay for the Abbey’s 

daily running and for the conservation of this historic building.” 

This is evidenced in the unrestricted income figures for 2011: 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Annual Report, p35 
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In 2011, over 1.2million people visited the Abbey “as pilgrims and tourists”. (Annual 

Report, p14) This is a large number of people in the same place for two very different 

purposes. The dictionary defines: (Collins 1984) 

Tourist – “one who travels for pleasure” 

Pilgrim – “one who journeys to sacred place”  

Several suggested one of the aims of the Abbey is for people to “arrive a tourist... 

leave a pilgrim”. 

Guiding Principles 
 

I observed two strong principles of hospitality and excellence throughout this work. 

Hospitality 
 

Many staff and volunteers stated the importance of ‘the strategy, behaviour and 

attitude of the Dean and Chapter in setting the tone and culture in the Abbey’, and 

several reported changes in these personalities affecting the culture of the place. I 

saw many examples, including a marshal, upon being asked for directions by a frail 

man, using his initiative to also ensure the man could successfully navigate the 

uneven steps he encountered on the route. 

 

There is still potential for improvement. For example, on seeing a member of the 

public about to take a photograph, I heard a marshal shout ‘Get him’, pointing at the 

offending person from across the Abbey. 
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Excellence 
 

1 Corinthians 10:31b seems to be another underlying principle of the Abbey. 

“Do everything for the glory of God.” 

  

Be it liturgy, music, art or architecture, most things seem to be done to the highest 

standards. One of the clergy described this as the importance of “reflecting the 

beauty of God.” From its earliest days the Abbey has clearly sought out the finest 

craftsmen to create the physical building, and visitors entering the Abbey react in 

awe to this incredible space, through to one of the cleaners, whilst moving one of the 

thousands of chairs that are rearranged each week described his role as “my chair 

witness for God”. 

 

   
New stained glass window recently installed in Lady Chapel, and ceiling of Lady Chapel 
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Creative Tensions 

The focus on worship and visitors

stakeholders.  
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focus on worship and visitors leads to areas of creative tension between 
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e tension between 
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Observations  

Boundary Points: Working Church—Historic Monument 
 

The welcome leaflet gives 

visitors the service times for the 

week, and all are invited to 

attend.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
On a typical day, the first two services take place in St Faith’s 

chapel. Various people described this to me as: 

• “the small, dark womb of the Abbey” 

• “the most numinous space in the Abbey” 

• “a place of peace and calm in which I can encounter 

God” 

I appreciated the quiet, said services that took place every 

morning in this place, experiencing a time of grounding and 

centering on God for the resident community and any 

pilgrims before the day begins. 

Extract from Welcome leaflet 

 
Thirteenth century 

painting of St Faith above 

altar in St Faith’s Chapel 
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Once the Abbey is open to tourists, there is a sign 

explaining it is a space for private prayer. Some prefer the 

sign against the closed door, making it difficult for anyone to 

enter the chapel, ensuring tourists are kept out 

(unfortunately preventing all but the most ardent pilgrim). 

Others prefer the sign further away from the door, making it 

easier to access for prayer, but more accessible for tourists. 

During the day, this sign may be relocated several times by 

people with different opinions. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Door from South 

Transept to St Faith’s 

Chapel 

Some other monuments in Poets Corner, outside St Faith’s Chapel  

(Dickens, Shakespeare, Poets window, Handel) 
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There is a more volatile boundary point
route around the Abbey flows as shown below:

 
For the 12:30 Eucharist many barrier
create a new sacred space in the midst of the tourists

Usual Tourist route around Abbey (Underlying map from Welcome leaflet)

M8 – Assignment – Placement

boundary point that occurs at lunchtime. The normal
route around the Abbey flows as shown below: 

many barrier-ropes are moved to re-route the tourists and 
a new sacred space in the midst of the tourists: 

Usual Tourist route around Abbey (Underlying map from Welcome leaflet)

Tourist route for services in the nave 

Placement 25/06/13 

 

 

 

The normal tourist 

route the tourists and 

 
Usual Tourist route around Abbey (Underlying map from Welcome leaflet) 
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There are diametrically opposed views on this service. For some staff, this is a “key 

opportunity for public worship and witness, allowing tourists to experience this 

possibly for the first time”.  

 

However, for other staff this service is a “logistical nightmare”, feeling “more like 

theatre than genuine worship”. This is a difficult job trying to manage these two 

discrete flows of people, and prevent people using worship as a free way onto the 

tourist route. 

 

Twice whilst I was there the service moved to St Margaret’s Church. On these 

occasions the numbers attending significantly dropped from ~80 in the Abbey to ~20, 

suggesting many tourists do join the worship in the Abbey. 

Some of the marshals at the entrance gate are almost guarding it, interrogating 

potential pilgrims to ensure they really do want to attend the service. I overheard one 

encounter where the marshal said ‘are you really sure you want to come in for a 

service, it will be about half an hour and you won’t be able to see much of the 

Abbey?’ 

 

During one choral service there were 114 people who joined the congregation during 

the first 30 minutes, and 28 people who left before the end.   

 
Queue at Abbey Gates, ahead of a Sunday event 
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Boundary Points: Deep Spirituality—Brief Encounters 
 

The Canon Treasurer described his ministry of “brief encounters... fleeting 

encounters! May only say four sentences to a visitor, but they may be remembered. 

We are ambassadors for God, a unique opportunity with visitors”. A volunteer 

described “showing welcome in small ways to a microcosm of the world passing 

through each day”.  

 

The Minor Canons estimated “for 50% of the people worshipping in the Abbey, this 

may be their only experience of Christian worship in the year”. They described the 

importance of this being “a shot in the arm for people who come, a pit stop or service 

station for the transient and 

traveller.” 

 

At the same time, they described 

the “real, adult discipleship, through 

preaching ministry”. The Canon 

Treasurer described the opportunity 

to “engage in an intelligent way with 

people.”  

  

Pulpit by the High Altar 
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Boundary Points: Conservation—Restoration 
 

The dictionary defines: (Collins 1984) 

Conserve – “keep from change or decay, preserve” 

Restore – “build up again, repair, renew,”  

Both activities flourish within the Abbey in 

tension, potentially also in conflict. 

 

For example, “The Cosmati pavement is a 

unique work of art but it is also a working floor 

surface within a busy church.” recently restored 

at a cost of £500,000. (http://www.westminster-

abbey.org/conservation/the-project) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Another example is the Abbey’s fine collection of ecclesiastical textiles. Should these 

be kept in their original state and displayed to the public in the museum? Or should 

textiles be repaired and restored, so that they can continue to be used within the 

regular worshipping life of a church?  

 
The Cosmati Pavement in front of High Altar 

 
Cosmati pavement restoration 

http://www.westminster-abbey.org/conservation/gallery/the-

conservation-project/gallery-nine/waxing 
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Does the answer to the question change depending on the age of the embroidery or 

its uniqueness, and who decides? 

 

 

  
Altar Frontal & close up, showing the embroidery carefully covered in net, to prevent further wear 

   
Charles II Coronation Copes, 1660, stored in crypt for potential use in worship 

   
Dean Sprat’s cope, worn at Queen Anne’s coronation 1702. Traditional cope worn by Dean of Westminster. 



M8 – Assignment – Placement 25/06/13 

 

25  

 

Reflection 
 

It is easy to give a glib answer to the research questions 

• Where is God present in this place and for these people? Well everywhere, in 

all the diversity 

• How can the organisation live faithfully towards God’s future? By continuing to 

be the unique organisation that they are, and balancing the needs of tourists 

and pilgrims. 

Yet there is some truth in the glibness. Through these creative tensions Westminster 

Abbey has thought through what it means to be a working church, and what really 

matters in that. In the way that this tension is worked out, we can see some 

principles at work that help us to discern God’s presence.  

 

Through their actions the priority is to continue to give God glory in all things, and to 

use the best that humanity can offer in that worship. Although it is a place full of 

treasures, it uses many of these in the regular offering of worship. 

 

I had to think some of this tension through when I lead prayers on the hour in the 

Abbey. As I prepared my minute-long prayers, I was aware that they would be 

broadcast across the buildings, and that the hearers would be people of all faiths and 

none, including: 

• tourists (for some maybe their only encounter with Christian prayer) 

• staff and volunteers (who hear these prayers hourly every day)  

 

In order to discern the way forward for the organisation, it is likely that there will be 

even stronger pressures on this area of tension. Finance is likely to exert additional 
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pressure in terms of extending opening hours, to increase the main income stream. 

There is also likely to be increased expectations from tourists in terms of the 

‘product’ they receive for their money. The Abbey will need to continue to look at how 

best to offer deep hospitality in the current culture. (There is already work in progress 

with consultants in this area.) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Decoration above the choir stalls 



27 

The Nation’s Church

Overview 

This section relates to Westminster Abbey’s 

world that is more uncertain, more fluid, the question of place is powerful. It 

encompasses issues of identify, belonging, roots and connections.

Gilbert, Director of the Westminster Abbey Institute, described the other three sides 

of Parliament Square as representing the national legislature, executive and judiciary 

(See photomap below). She asks 

this national stage?” 

M8 – Assignment – Placement

Nation’s Church 

is section relates to Westminster Abbey’s role in national life. In a post

world that is more uncertain, more fluid, the question of place is powerful. It 

encompasses issues of identify, belonging, roots and connections.

tor of the Westminster Abbey Institute, described the other three sides 

of Parliament Square as representing the national legislature, executive and judiciary 

She asks “what then is the place of Westminst

Placement 25/06/13 

 

 

 

In a post-modern 

world that is more uncertain, more fluid, the question of place is powerful. It 

encompasses issues of identify, belonging, roots and connections. Claire Foster-

tor of the Westminster Abbey Institute, described the other three sides 

of Parliament Square as representing the national legislature, executive and judiciary 

hat then is the place of Westminster Abbey on 
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Creative Tensions 

Examining questions of place reveals further 

Abbey. 

 

Observations 

A place—of Tradition and 

It is easy to see how Westminster Abbey could be 

over one thousand years of Christian worship, the nation’s coronation church and the 

venue for many national services

more surprised to find the counter to this in the fierce independence

The Canon Treasurer said 

peculiar than the Queen”. 

Peculiar status  

M8 – Assignment – Placement

Examining questions of place reveals further creative tensions with

and Independence 

It is easy to see how Westminster Abbey could be seen as a place of tradition. W

over one thousand years of Christian worship, the nation’s coronation church and the 

for many national services there is a lot of tradition to be maintained

more surprised to find the counter to this in the fierce independence

The Canon Treasurer said “there is no greater defender of the freedom of the royal 

. The Canon Theologian described the way the Royal 

Placement 25/06/13 

 

 

 

 

creative tensions within life at the 

 

 

seen as a place of tradition. With 

over one thousand years of Christian worship, the nation’s coronation church and the 

there is a lot of tradition to be maintained. I was 

more surprised to find the counter to this in the fierce independence that is present.  

o greater defender of the freedom of the royal 

The Canon Theologian described the way the Royal 
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“gives freedom to show hospitality. You can go beyond the Church of England 

boundaries, for example in prayers, because we are not bound by Canon 

Law. But with this freedom comes responsibility.”  

 

Several people were keen to explain the importance of this in regard to interfaith 

relationships.  

‘The Abbey doesn’t issue statements. It is a safe place. Inclusive, but not 

neutral, for example the Commonwealth Observance service interfaith prayers 

where other faith leaders are invited to lead prayers with us in the language of 

their own tradition; within a fully Christian context.’ 

This goes beyond liturgy restrictions in other UK Anglican churches. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

However, despite this independent, inclusive streak, I was struck that the Abbey 

does not yet embrace inclusive language. For example in the Coronation 

Anniversary service one of the hymns included the line 

“from men and from the angel-host” 

 

 
Photo from Commonwealth Observance service 2013 

(http://www.commonwealththeme.org/2013/opportunity-through-enterprise/commonwealth-

day/observance/) 
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A place—in the Nation 
 

The Canon Theologian described the “distinctive constituency is the public nation”.  

 

On the website it states:  

“Westminster Abbey has been described as 'the parish church of the world'. 

As well as historic links with Europe and America it maintains strong 

contemporary relationships with all Commonwealth countries.” 

(http://www.westminster-abbey.org/our-

history/countries) 

 

During my placement there was a special 

service, marking the 60th anniversary of the 

Queen’s coronation, highlighting its connection 

with the monarchy. For many British people, this 

will be the only church service they have seen 

recently (probably since ‘the Royal Wedding’ or 

Diana’s funeral which also took place in the 

Abbey); and these services therefore strongly 

shape the public expectation and experience of 

church. 

A place—in Establishment 
 

Although Westminster Abbey doesn’t come within the usual Church of England 

jurisdiction, it is probably seen as the example of Establishment church. Previously 

the Canon Rector role was also the chaplain to the Houses of Parliament. In 2010 

the Commons’ Speaker chose to appoint his own Chaplain, and so the roles were 

 
The Dean saying farewell to the Queen after 
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separated. However, the Canon Rector still describes his role as “a perch from which 

to build relationships and influence in three directions—Parliament, Whitehall and 

other faith communities.” This different role gives the Abbey the opportunity to focus 

energy on influence and support for Members of both Houses, as well as senior civil 

servants. 

 

A lot of this work with the establishment takes place in private. ‘It is not about public 

statements or large meetings; it is about building relationships, facilitating 

conversations, nurturing intelligent discussion, and encouraging faith in public 

servants.’ 

 

 

 

 
The Abbey on the left and Parliament on the right – literally across the road from each other 
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A place—connected to Power and Privilege 
 

The Canon Theologian explained 

“The place looks as if it has extraordinary privilege (not power), but it has 

influence. It is connected with people who think they have influence. We need 

to use the opportunities we have with integrity, and not fall for the seduction of 

power.” 

 

The Minor Canons explained that “the Abbey has links to old power, Parliament, the 

Royals, but it also has links to new power, financial institutions, and the media.” 

 

The Canon Treasurer explained the Abbey’s  

“unique opportunity with visitors great & good. For example someone wanted 

to bring in 15 members of Chinese embassy one evening, including the 

ambassador and foreign secretary of China.” 

 

  

 
Prince Harry talking with the Dean and Canon Treasurer, after 

unveiling a plaque 
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A place—to nurture intelligent faith 
 

One of the Benedictine foundations is study. The Canon Theologian role is an 

academic theologian position, with close ties to Kings College, aiming to “nourish 

theological reflection”. The Institute has been set up “to increase faith in public life, to 

nourish and nurture spiritual capital in the public servants and public institutions 

around Parliament Square; so that faith can flourish and inform public thinking.” 

 

The Abbey is a place that thinks first about how it lives its own Christian faith, in how 

it treats its staff, how it invests, how it shows hospitality. A shop-worker explained 

“this is the first place I’ve worked where I get paid for my lunch-hour”. 

A place—in local life 
 

The Canon Steward explained the lack of parish and the focus of resources for wider 

influence rather than for pastoral support for local people. Although the Abbey 

explicitly sets out not to foster this pastoral relationship with the local community and 

regular worshippers, there were several things to indicate that this also forms part of 

life here. For example the local Mental Health Chaplain was brought in to assist a 

regular member of the congregation who was showing increasing signs of agitation. 

St Margaret’s Church was hosting an exhibition of local students’ photography of the 

Abbey. There was also an open evening planned later in June offering free entry for 

local residents. 
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Reflection 
 

This section reveals some different answers to the research questions 

• Where is God present in this place and for these people? Through its unique 

place, this organisation is able to mediate the presence of God to many 

organisations and people of national and international significance. 

• How can the organisation live faithfully towards God’s future? Through deep 

theological reflection and discernment, continuing to seek a path of integrity 

through its unique place. 

 

This section offers a tiny snapshot of some of the incredible opportunities and 

challenges created by this question of place. There is a huge underlying tension 

between working with the elite, building trusting relationships with these people and 

being an intelligent, spiritual resource in this national stage against the much wider 

spectrum of being seen as the nation’s church, and hence for all people.  

 

Given the many opportunities, the Canon Theologian explained “a challenge is to 

use these resources with integrity”, “to decide who to build a connection with” and 

how to make the most of the opportunities, ensuring these decisions are 

theologically informed. 

 

In looking to the future there are some interesting questions. The Abbey is a Royal 

Peculiar, with close ties to Parliament. There have already been some changes to 

this relationship. If there were further changes to the Church of England as the 

established church, would this impact on the Abbey’s opportunity for influence at a 

national level? Similarly, what difference would changes to the Monarchy make? 
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Prince Charles has suggested a change of title from ‘Defender of the Faith’ to 

‘Defender of Faith’ when he becomes king. This seems like it would fit well with the 

Abbey’s developing role in the world of interfaith, and in nurturing wider spiritual 

capital. However, if there was a bigger shake-up to the Monarchy, or challenges to 

the concept of the Royal Peculiar, what would that mean for the Abbey’s role. 

 

In the past there have been significant changes that had potential to destroy or 

challenge the Abbey (for example the dissolution of the monasteries), as well as 

more recent changes (such as the change to Speakers’ Chaplain). History has 

shown that in these situations, where the Abbey is able to focus on God, on 

discerning the changing landscape and the opportunity for continuing its mission of 

worship, prayer and hospitality that it is able to not only survive, but flourish in its role 

of nurturing faith in this land. 
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Conclusion 
 

This was an intense placement in a unique setting. Given the vast workings of the 

Abbey, this report gives just a snapshot of some of the ways in which God is working 

in this place amongst the incredible opportunities for ministry.  

 

I think the questions faced by the Abbey are more intense versions of the questions 

faced by all in ministry.  

• In the midst of many different tensions and opportunities, how do you discern 

the right way and the right time to use the resources available to you?  

• In each situation, what does it mean to serve God faithfully and with integrity? 

 

I conclude with a prayer of St Benedict, printed on many Abbey service sheets and 

on a prayer card for people to take away: 

 

O gracious and holy Father, 

give us wisdom to perceive you, 

diligence to seek you, 

patience to wait for you, 

eyes to behold you, 

a heart to meditate on you, 

and a life to proclaim you; 

through the power of the Spirit 

of Jesus Christ our Lord. 

AMEN 

 
Word Count: 4,086 
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Appendix One – Programme 
 

Programme for Rachel Noel 
27th May – 9th June 2013 

 
 
Tuesday 28th 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist Shrine 
8.30am Breakfast with Canon Jane 
9.00am Meeting with Floor Staff 
10.00am Morning in the Abbey ~ Verger Guided Tour (at 10.00 am) 
12 .30pm Eucharist     Nave 
1.00pm Lunch 
2.00pm Afternoon in the Abbey 
2:30pm Meet with David – Duty Chaplain – talk about prayers on the hour 
3.00pm Attend Shrine Prayers 
3.30pm Attend meeting re 6th form Conference, Education Centre 
5.00pm Evensong 
 
Wednesday 29th 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist Chapel of the Holy Name 
8.30am Breakfast 
9.30am Reception – 20 Dean’s Yard 
11.00am Meet with Catherine, send flyers 
1.00pm Lunch  
2.00pm Minor Canons 
3.30pm Break 
5.00pm Evening Prayer Nave 
6.15pm Parish Pilgrimage 
8.00pm Finish  
 
Thursday 30th 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer  
8.00am Breakfast 
9.30am Shadow Duty Chaplain – Lead Prayers on Hour 
11.00am Shrine Prayers 
12.30pm Eucharist – Lead Intercessions & Assist ~ St Margarets 
1.00pm Lunch  
2.00pm Afternoon with the Vergers 
5.00pm Sung Eucharist ~ Corpus Christi  
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Friday 31st 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer St Faith’s Chapel 
8.00am Eucharist 
8.30am Breakfast at 2 LC    
9.30am Meet Canon Bob Reiss (Treasurer) 
11.00am Spend time with Guild of St Faith (Sewing Ladies) 
1.00pm Lunch 
2.00pm Time in the Abbey 
3.00pm Observe Special Services Meeting 
4.00pm Meet Canon Vernon White (Theologian)  
5.00pm Evensong 
 
Saturday 1st June 
 
Day Off 
 
Sunday 2nd June  
 
Observe all services 
8.00am Eucharist 
10.00am Matins 
11.15am Sung Eucharist 
1.00pm Lunch break with the vergers 
3.00pm Evensong 
5.45pm Organ Recital 
6.30pm Evening Service 
 
Monday 3rd 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist St Faith Chapel 
8.30am Breakfast 
9.30am Meet Andrew Tremlett (Rector) 
11.00am Deliver flyers around Westminster 
1.00pm Lunch 
2.00pm Afternoon with the Education Department 
4.00pm Observe rehearsal for Coronation Anniversary Service 
5.00pm Evensong 
 
Tuesday 4th 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist 
8.30am Breakfast 
9.30am Coronation Anniversary Service 
 Observe Preparations & Service 
12.30pm Picnic Lunch 
2.30pm Observe clear up  
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Wednesday 5th 
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist 
8.30am Breakfast 
9.30 am Time in the Abbey – view vestments in the crypt with the vergers 
11.00am Morning in Museum   
1.00pm Lunch 
2.00pm Shadow Duty Chaplain – Lead Prayers in Shrine 
4.00pm Royal Quiz ~ Education Centre 
5.00pm Evening Prayer 
6.15pm Parish Pilgrimage 
 
Thursday 6th  
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Eucharist 
8.30am Breakfast 
9.30am Meet with Claire Foster-Gilbert – Westminster Abbey Institute 
10:30 Time in Abbey  
11.00am Meet Canon Jane to reflect on Placement 
12 noon Lunch 
1.00pm Tour with Education Department (Kings, Queens and Coronations) 
2.30pm Conservation 
3.00pm Meet with Pamela (Rector’s Secretary), visit to Chapel of St Mary Undercroft, 

Houses of Parliament. 
5.00pm Evensong 
6.00pm Charles Dickens wreath laying 
 
Friday 7th  
 
7.30am Morning Prayer 
8.00am Breakfast 
9.00am Westminster School Assembly 
9.30am Development Director 
10.30am Information Desk and Cashiers 
12.30pm Eucharist 
1.00pm Lunch 
2.00pm Library & Triforium  
5.00pm Evensong 
6.30pm Coronation Lecture ~ Bishop of London 
 
Saturday 8th 
 
Day Off 
 
Sunday 9th 
 
As last week but miss 8.00am Eucharist & add Baptism at 4.30pm  
 

 
 


