
Dear Friends 

The St James Toilet and Parish Room 
Newsletter No. 5 

 
At their meeting on June 13th the PCC was presented with the renewed scheme to build a parish 
room and toilet in phases. After discussing and refining the proposal a majority of the 15 members 
present voted to go ahead with the scheme. There were 5 abstentions and no votes against.  
 
The cost of the build is £396,200. The first phase, erecting the shell of the building and fitting out the 
toilets, is the most expensive, £286,400. Phase 2 involves fitting out the main hall at a cost of 
£91,500 The third phase if the smallest, £18,300 to fit out the kitchen. When you add on 
professional fees of £59,400, some of which have been paid already, the total estimated cost is 
£455,600. The cost of putting up a new building is largely VAT free.   
 
Clearly this is a huge sum of money! Since the meeting we had last September the spending of 
such a large amount of money on toilets and a parish room has continued to be contentious, so why 
have the PCC decided to go ahead? Let’s look again at the story of how we go to this point, the 
vision and purpose behind the building and the financial details of how the scheme will progress.  
 

The story so far 
St James needs toilets. Everyone agrees with that. The initial plan was to build an additional ‘side 
aisle’ on the North of the church to house the toilets and a storage area. This was initially endorsed 
by representatives of the Diocese, who with the PCC are custodians of the building. They also 
encouraged us to think of creating an additional meeting room. Unfortunately, the full Diocesan 
Advisory Committee (DAC) rejected the plan. St James is a very rare example of a brick built church 
from the reign of King Charles I. Any new building could not obscure the church, and must be both 
sympathetic to, but distinct from, its design.  
 
From that brief the plans for the parish room and toilet emerged, and have been agreed by the DAC 
and Historic England who oversee all listed buildings. However, meeting the requirements that 
enable us to put up a building so close to a grade 1 listed church is costly. At £3,329 a square metre 
it is twice the cost of an average house build.  
 
Building a toilet and parish room cross the road from the church has been talked about as being a 
cheaper option. However, for the last 4 years the Diocesan Glebe Committee, who own the 
paddock next to Ruscombe Vicarage, have been in conversation with Wokingham Borough Council 
about selling them the land for a Borough Burial Ground. For the last 18 months those 
conversations have been dormant. Earlier this year both parties agreed that in principle they wanted 
to go ahead with the purchase. These plans, which were private until the last few months, are one 
of the main reasons why it hasn’t been possible to pursue this option. 
 

The Vision for a Parish Room 
The development of the idea of building a parish room in addition to the toilets didn’t just grow out of 
the conversations with the diocese. It also grew out of a vision for how such a room could enable 
the church to grow and flourish in the future.  
 
St James is a very special ‘spiritual space’. Having a parish room will enable us to make it more 
accessible to people through quiet days and school visits. It will be a tool to enable people to 
encounter God in new ways.  
 
It will also be a ‘community space’, which Ruscombe is lacking. A place for small activity groups to 

use, the parish council to meet, the residents to gather for special occasions and to cast their votes 
at elections. Our research suggests that there is room for additional capacity despite the number of 
halls in Twyford. And all of this activity would be gathered around the church. 



All of this would be in addition to being able to provide proper hospitality to wedding, baptism and 
funeral congregations. This parish room is therefore far more than “just a Sunday morning coffee 
room!” It is the means of growing and developing a ‘fringe’ around the church through which people 
can be drawn to Christ. By building it now we’re throwing a life raft out to the church of the future.  
 

And the money?  
There are some important things to keep in mind when considering the finances. 

1- One of the guiding principles of the project is that it will be funded entirely from specifically 
donated money.  Existing church capital will not be used. None of the ‘stewardship’ income 
of the church will be used. Individual church members can choose to support the scheme 
with donations or not. No other church money will be diverted to it.  

2- A ‘toilet only’ scheme would have attracted very little external funding. Building a parish room 
as well makes it possible for us to apply to a wide range of trusts and grant making bodies. 
Indeed, the majority of the preliminary works have been funded by a grant making trust. The 
project has also drawn us into a closer working relationship with Ruscombe Parish Council. 
They are committed to supporting our grant applications and can open up additional funding 
streams. Building a parish room as well as a toilet may well prove to be less of a financial 
burden to the church than building just a toilet would have been. 

3- Jeremy Sharpe, a professional Christian fund raiser, has drawn up a fundraising strategy 
and will work with us on applications for grant. His costs are being covered by a separate 
private donation.  

4- No contracts can be signed to begin the work until we have a legal document from the 
Diocese called a Faculty. This will not be issued until we have secured 60% of the total cost 
of the project, £273,360.  If we have completely misread God’s intentions and we cannot 
secure adequate funds then we’ll feel a little foolish yes, but the building won’t go ahead. 
The church will not be lumbered with unnecessary debt or endless fund raising. 

5- The bottom line is that we are asking God to raise this money! Yes, the project team, the 
PCC and members of the churches will work really hard with Him to help make it happen, 
but underneath all the thinking, the planning and the effort this is a step of faith.  

 

So what now? 
In previous letters (Sept. 2015, Jan., May & June 2016) I talked about having ‘flip flopped’ in my 
views on the wisdom of this project. It is a scary sum of money to contemplate spending on ‘just a 
building’. I share people’s fears that it might create tensions between St Mary’s and St James. Many 
on the PCC have had similar thoughts and feelings over the last 18 months. In that time, they have 
digested the facts, discussed their concerns, reflected. and prayed. After all of that a clear majority 
of these elected trustees of the charity have voted for the project to go ahead. Not everyone will 
agree with this decision, and in a lively active community that is to be expected. However, one of 
the things we need to do next is make space and time for further conversation and prayer together 
across our two congregations. I hope we can set that up in the next few weeks. 
 
As I write this I am very aware that the ‘we’ is about to become ‘you’. It has been suggested that it 
would be better to wait until a new vicar is in place before agreeing on the project. But this isn’t ‘my’ 
project. I haven’t been a member of the project team, and this vision for the parish room is shared 
by many. Waiting would only stall the project and increase the costs. Expecting the new vicar to 
come to a mind about it in their first year would also place them in a very difficult position. The fact 
that a project like this is being moved forward during an interregnum can be seen as indicative of a 
confident and faithful church. It is an expression of what you know yourselves to be ‘Loved by Christ 
and Challenged to Grow’. 
 
But before anything else can happen the project team are working with Ruscombe Parish Council to 
apply for final planning permission from Wokingham Borough Council.  

Yours in Christ 
      Simon   Revd. Simon Howard, Vicar 


