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As Christmas approaches and the year draws to a
close, here's a round up news from the last six
months from St James' & St Basil's.
View this email in your browser

17th December 2020,
Feast of Eglantine Jebb, Social Reformer and founder of
the Save the Children’ fund.
Dear Friends,
As Christmas rapidly approaches, we find ourselves heading
to the end of an unprecedented year; a year of great
challenge and a year of loss and exhaustion. It has also
been a year of extraordinary team work and opportunity in
the Parish.
Our church building began to re-open back in the middle of
June, with services commencing again from early July. We
have adapted, been frustrated by technology, faced anxiety

about finances and uncertainty about what might be possible
in constantly changing times. This is almost certainly no
different to many local families.
I write this on the feast day of Eglantine Jebb. Eglantine
witnessed first-hand the impact that the First World War had
on the lives of children in the Balkans. On her return to
London in 1919, she campaigned for the rights of children to
be recognised, culminating in 1924 when the League of
nations adopted the ‘Declaration of the Rights of the Child’,
known as the Geneva Declaration, famously stating that
humanity ‘owes to the child the best that it has to give’. Jebb
is honoured by the Church as a Social Reformer.

The only other Eglantine I have ever heard of features in the 1971 Disney film Bedknobs
and Broomsticks; a somewhat ridiculous tale of the experience of three young evacuees
relocated from London to the bizarrely named fictional coastal village of Pepperinge Eye. A
childlike fantasy ensues where the youngsters finally succeed in defeating an invasion
from German forces using long forgotten spells rediscovered in animated world
of Namboombu, all down to the influence and encouragement of their war time host, Miss
Eglantine Price. One contemporary review published in the New York Times described the
film as ‘a mixture of wizardry and ineptitude’, the film however, was nominated for five
Academy Awards so it wasn’t all bad, (though sadly, it didn’t win any)!
I – like many - have been frustrated this year by ‘systems’ designed to help ‘manage’ in the
context of Covid that might also be best described as ‘wizardry and ineptitude’ – it has only
been on the second glance, that it has become clear that the best of intention was the
motivating factor, even though the reality of the various scheme never really became that
of Academy Award winning status. For example, the lack of logic of being able to hold a
‘Carol Service’ in church with a congregation, but not a ‘Carol Concert’; or being permitted
to operate a ‘take-away’ kiosk with drinks and cake, but not – officially – to allow the same
after a Sunday service… at times, this year has defied understanding.
At the start of the lockdown period in the Spring, the Wardens and I made a confident

decision that we wouldn’t simply pause and close down; that in spite of all things, there
were plans for the year and we were determined to continue to see projects completed and
life to carry on at Js & Bs – it was in that same spirit of owing to those around us ‘the best
that we can give’.
As we reflect on some of the struggles that have been faced this, I want to share with you
some highlights too.

Sunday Services
We were one of the first Churches to re-open in the Diocese. In part due to our flexible
space, but importantly down to a ‘can do’ attitude that met the challenge head on. We have
not had a single report of transmission of COVID-19 occurring within our buildings and we
note our thanks to everyone who has joined us as they have followed the guidance and
systems that have been put in place. Our morning services continue in church whenever
we’re allowed and are now streamed online too.
The Church Gardens

The Church Gardens have proved
themselves to be community treasure.
They are a real place of encounter, and
they act as a frontier between the church
and community, this space has been a
real point of connection. The Gardens are
one of our most important assets, offering
a neutral oasis in an urban landscape.

The Js & Bs Café
The café continues to operate as a
takeaway Kiosk serving drinks and cake.
Despite the changes and restricted
menus, the summer weeks saw some of
our most profitable days ever. We have
recruited new bakers, but this remains a
great labour of love for the few who have
been in almost every week, and I remain
ever thankful for their significant effort.

Buildings
Following a spring and early summer of inspections and surveys we have completed a

number of projects.
In the hall, the entrance lobby, toilet corridor and upper landing have been redecorated. We
have installed 24 new leaded window panels, either to repair broken or dangerous panels,
or to replace discoloured acrylic – the back of the hall appears to sparkle as you walk by
with the sunlight reflecting off the different angles of the glass. We have continued the clear
out and tidy up. As part of our longer term COVID recovery, we have recently restored and
prepared the Old Kitchen for re-use as a Drinks Kitchen (many of our regulars didn’t even
know this room existed!).
As we look to the future, the PCC has received initial conceptual designs from our
Architect for a complete renovation and refurbishment of the entire building; suggestions
include a new glazed terrace, relocation of the Js & Bs Café (to be operated possibly on a
daily ‘franchise’ basis with paid employees), an extended second floor accessed by a lift
and one of the first ‘Changing Spaces’ accessible toilet facilities in the West End of the city,
together with a new carbon neutral heating system. This is all conceptual and just initial
ideas, but it is a great place to start a New Year with new opportunity for vision forming,
daydreaming and wider community consultation.

In the Church, we have (only just) seen the completion of the installation of a new audio
and recording system, (together with a permanent WiFi connection throughout the
building). This is already been put to creative use by the parish and by outside groups who
are keen to use the facilities that are now on offer. The hope of raising funds for this
system began as we closed the building in March, it is all the more remarkable that we
have been able to raise almost all of the £16,000 that was needed to pay for this (though
any further donations towards this are most gratefully received!).

Finance
This year has been a challenge – the choice was to pause and stop some activity, or
continue in ambitious fashion and hope that things would work out; we ploughed on
determined that life would continue and that we would be ready to return to full and active
life once the restrictions were lifted.
This has been a careful balancing act, but the generosity of many, but together with the
award of a number of grants from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Catherine Cookson
Charitable Trust and Newcastle City Council we have been able to prepare for the future
and finish the year in better financial than we might have hoped back in June. I estimate
that our reserves will remain around £18,000 at the year-end (subject to confirmation by
our Treasurer Tim, when accounts are settled in early January). This compares with just
under £27,000 at the start of the year, (though when we consider that income from ‘trading’
– hall hire, concerts, café etc – was in excess of £71,500 in 2019, and that this fell to under
£36,000 this year, this is actually a far better outcome that we might have anticipated). My
sincere thanks are noted to all those who have supported and encouraged our aims this
year.

Music
We were pleased to host – at short
notice – a new series of concerts in the
garden on Sunday afternoons in the
summer. The response from local
people was fantastic and we look
forward to the return of this in 2021.
Our choirs have managed to some
limited opportunity to rehearse and sing
together giving much needed colour
and character to our church life. We

also played host to the Northern
Chords day at the end of October
which saw audiences in church enjoy
some of the best musicians in the north
east perform a fantastic programme of
music - some of which was streamed
online by Classic FM to a worldwide
audience of over 170,000 people… this
was true escapism for mind, soul and
body in autumn respite of lockdown.

As you reflect on you year, I hope that you will find moments of joy in the often frustrating
and challenging life that has been 2020; even if this is in some of those often-overlooked
moments, like an afternoon sat in sunshine in August, or walk on the Town Moor amongst
the cows!
As Christmas approaches, we remember that like Eglantine Jebb (and her namesake), we
hope for the greatest of things to emerge from the midst of chaos, disruption and trauma
and that when we surface from the present situation, we might find a world that has a little

more creative compassion for those who are amongst the most vulnerable – a promise
seen in the most the vulnerable acts of all time, the arrival of a tiny baby as a promise of
hope of what is to come.
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