The Story of the St. Stephen’s Church, Netherthorpe Re-ordering Project

‘The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy.’  Psalm 126:2
One morning somewhere in the autumn of 2000 my wife woke with the sense that the Lord was telling her that He was going to take the roof off the Church building. Neither of us knew what that meant but we made a mental note and got on with our lives. Then just a few weeks later on 5th December, she again woke sensing the Lord was speaking to her saying that he would provide all the financial needs of the church. A few hours later the Church Warden Joyce Huckle received a letter from our church Architect saying that the Church roof had nail sickness and would need to be replaced within the next ten years. He quoted a cost of about £100,000. When Joyce phoned to tell me, I laughed and told her what we had felt the Lord say to us. (Perhaps I should emphasise that this news came as a complete surprise to us all.) The Architect recommended applying to English Heritage for a grant, but added this would only cover two thirds of the cost, and at that time the congregation was little more that 45 people, a third of whom were children. 

At that stage the Church Council was working through a Social Audit report that a church member, Andy Wier, had completed on the parish. I had already been thinking that we should reorder the Worship Area so we began to explore the idea of both re-ordering the interior and re-roofing the church. In July 2001 the Church Interior Re-ordering Team was formed and began planning and in February 2002 we launched a fund for the project. We set a target of £50,000 from the church members and were delighted when we found that we were well past it. Around that time we sensed God speak again, that He wanted the Church to be a home and a blessing with Jesus at the centre. 

The planning developed well. We received several large grants from church and secular funding bodies and from individuals. The authorities, both secular and ecclesiastical were helpful, and around February 2003 we went to tender. When they were returned that May we found that one contractor, T & C Williams, was offering to do the work at cost because work was short and they wanted to prevent redundancies. They had done excellent work on other churches so we entered into a contract with them. What is extraordinary about this is that they told us that only a few months later they were having to turn away work because they were in such demand. In other words if the tender had been just a few months later we would have had to have accepted the next figure which was about £40,000 higher. And if that had happened we would have only been able to do half the downstairs work. When everything was ready the Quantity Surveyor told us that the estimated project cost was £426,000. That week we had £427,000 available. 

Our last Sunday before we moved out was on the 6th July. We had arranged for three adult baptisms that day to mark the occasion, but an extraordinary thing happened. Five minutes before the service began, without any notice, the previous vicar but one, William Mather walked in with his family. (They were camping at Matlock and only decided that morning to visit St. Stephen’s). Under William’s ministry the church had grown substantially, but he had not visited the church on a Sunday since leaving eleven years earlier. They walked into a packed church. We were astonished to see them, and they were astonished to see what was going on. It was as if God had planned that very moment for eleven years, and had kept William away until literally three hours before we started to gut the worship area so the Builders to begin work the next day. For us it was one of those curious signs that God had his hand firmly on St. Stephen’s and has a plan for the future of the church. 

The work proceeded well, with hardly any problems at all, and because money kept coming in we found ourselves in a position to plan extra work downstairs re-siting the toilets and creating the Parish Office. The builders completed the work early in March 2004. The total cost eventually worked out at just over £500,000 and at a Gift Day in May we raised pledges of £15,500 which was enough to clear our outstanding debts and replenish our deposit account for the next stage; the Stained Glass windows. Roughly, the money was raised in the following proportions; the Burgesses gave  £170,000, English Heritage £130,000; other grant making bodies £50,000; and St. Stephen’s Church £160,000. 

Another feature has been the provision of people and skills. Even though we are a small church, (of only around 80 on a Sunday), throughout the project individuals with just the right skills and professional experience have been in just the right place at just the right time. The whole project has gone ahead with a smoothness and order and has been virtually problem free.  

I want to thank everyone who has given money, time and energy to this project along with all the organisations that have granted money for this development and the professionals that have worked with us.  We are absolutely delighted with the results. And we all want to thank God for His provision. He has given us a lovely building which will facilitate effective ministry in the parish for the next decades, and we want it to be used for and by others as a home and a blessing with Jesus at the centre. 

‘Remember today that it was …your own eyes that saw all these great things that the Lord has done.’   Deuteronomy 11:2&7
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