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HELENSBURGH and the Local Area  
 

The church of St Michael’s and All Angels is located in Helensburgh, 25 miles 
north west of Glasgow on the north bank of the River Clyde. Helensburgh is a 
commuter town for Glasgow, with which it enjoys good rail and road links. 
Current population is 15,500.  
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Helensburgh was founded in 1776 by Sir James Colquoun who directed the 
town’s formal and spacious layout based on Edinburgh New Town and he named 
it after his wife Helen. Born of the industrial revolution, Helensburgh became a 
fashionable place of residence for the wealthy Glasgow tobacco and shipping 
merchants, and a legacy of their patronage is the number of substantial houses 
in the upper part of the town, the most famous being the Rennie Mackintosh 
designed Hill House. 
Shops and artisan businesses sprung up in the lower part of town to serve the 
big houses. Helensburgh thus developed without any industrial base. Local 
wealth was invested in infrastructure to serve the religious and leisure needs of 
the small town. Although that wealth has long gone, the grand houses designed 
by notable architects have become a tourist attraction set in a grid along tree 
lined streets.  Once known as the “Garden City of the Clyde”, that character 
persists.  The Victoria Halls is still a centre for Theatre Arts, Concerts, 
Exhibitions etc. Once there were five large Church of Scotland churches. Now 
just one church serves the whole combined parish. Some of the other churches 
have been sold, one has become a digital arts centre and submarine museum. 
Of all the churches in town occupying historic buildings (C of S Parish Church, 
Baptist, URC, RC church and St Michael’s and All Angels), St Michael’s is the 
only grade A listed building (see later). 
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Helensburgh is not a museum but has adapted and still thrives. The later-
comers over the past hundred years have included many professional and 
business people and the population has grown. Several of the big mansions 
have been split up and many house niche businesses. Others have been 
bought up by people from the south seeking a better quality of life. The town 
has over 100 different active clubs and societies which themselves become 
communities within a town too large to be a single community.   Helensburgh 
has successfully resisted the pressures of developers to build massive housing 
estates, smaller estates having being developed at different periods mainly to 
the north and east of town so that it remains compact but continues to change. 

Helensburgh is socially and economically very diverse but not without its poor 
and needy. 

 
HM Naval Base Clyde, home of the Royal Navy submarine service and the 
biggest employer in the west of Scotland with some 7,000 service and civilian 
personnel, is located on the Gareloch to the north of Helensburgh. The naval 
base is therefore an important contributor to the local economy, and significant 
numbers of serving and retired service and civilian personnel have settled in the 
area, contributing socially and economically.   

 
Helensburgh Facts and Figures 
 
Local Authority:  Argyll and Bute. 

Travel links: Rail to Glasgow and Edinburgh, 45 mins by road to 

Glasgow Airport, West Highland line to Oban and Fort William. 
Population: 15,500 excluding local villages; balanced 
demographic profile.  
Schools: 2 Senior schools: Hermitage Academy and 
Lomond School (private) 4 Helensburgh primary schools, 
Lomond Preparatory school, and 6 other primary schools in 
outlying villages. Parklands School for the disabled. 
Shops: Main shopping area in town with large Co-op, Waitrose on the 
edge of town. Specialist small shops attract visitors. Several prize-winning 
restaurants. 
Sport: Royal Northern and Clyde Yacht Club, 
Helensburgh Sailing Club, 2 Tennis Clubs, Squash courts,  
Replacement swimming pool and new leisure centre in process of 
development. Athletics, Cricket, Rugby, Football, Hockey, Fitness related 
activities. Numerous country walks, including the John Muir Way. 

Culture Orchestras, choirs, art, theatre arts, horticulture, literature etc. 

Tourism ‘Hill House’ draws international interest. Submarine Museum just 
opened. 
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MINISTRY TEAM 
 

We have an unpaid Lay Reader who plays a leading part in church life, including 
taking services. There are 3 Eucharistic Ministers who between them take 
communion to those members of our community who are no longer able to 
attend our services in church. We have an ‘Interim Priest’ who keeps a watching 
brief during the vacancy.  
 

 
THE CONGREGATION 

 
We have 190 on the Congregational Roll, most of whom are active members of 
our congregation. The best supported service is Sung Eucharist on Sunday at 
1030 which is attended by an average of 70 - 80 members of the Church. 
Occasional ‘special’ services take place such as a recent ‘Songs of Praise 
Evensong’ which attracted 90 people. 
 
The congregation is drawn from all age groups, but our age profile is mainly the 
older generation, confirmed by data compiled for the May 2016 Church Census 
which revealed that 70% of the people attending at all services on an average 
Sunday were 65 or older. The congregation is loyal, almost half have been 
coming to St Michaels for over 20 years. 60% of our congregation live within 3 
miles of the church, but there are others who travel from outlying communities 
such as Cardross, the Rosneath peninsula and Arrochar.  
 
St Michael’s is noted for its inclusive and welcoming approach to worship, and 
our congregation is drawn from all walks of life. We have people with experience 
of a life in business, trade, leisure industries and academia, and a number of ex-
service people. We have numerous ‘active’ retired people. Some of our 
congregation serve at the Clyde Naval Base, and although the nature of service 
life means that the uniformed people do not always stay in the area, the civilian 
staff, who are less peripatetic and who comprise at least 50% of the base, and 
retired base personnel, do have a significant impact on our church community.  
 

 
 

WORSHIP and MUSIC 
 

St Michael’s is considered to be middle of the road liberal Anglican, sensitive to 
the rich traditions handed down to us but open to the moving of the Holy Spirit in 
our approach to worship and to our calling to reach out to the spiritual needs of 
the community. This is reflected in the variety of services offered, which range 
from the traditional Eucharist said to the 1970 Rite, to the ‘Open Spirit’ service 
which attracts a younger congregation seeking a more informal style of worship. 
We recognise that, if we are to grow, we need to attract more young people. 
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Our Sunday services are: 
0800 Said Eucharist (1970 Rite) (average attendance 10) 
0930 Open Spirit Contemporary Worship (average attendance 15) 
1030 Sung Eucharist (average attendance 75) 
1830 Prayer Book Choral Evensong (not during July & August) (average 
attendance 20) 
In addition there are Said Eucharist (1970 Rite) services at 1030 on Tuesday and 
1900 on Thursday (in abeyance during the vacancy). Monthly House Communion 
services, which are ecumenical and attended by up to 12 people, take place in 
the outlying villages of Cardross and Kilcreggan. 
 
There are 2 Bible Study Groups meeting regularly, and a Sunday Club and 
crèche for children during the 1030 service. 
 
We are very keen to maintain our tradition of keeping the church open and 
accessible to all during the day, and have received regular messages of 
appreciation for this initiative from people in the community who visit the church 
for peace and private prayer.  
 
Members of the congregation act as servers, crucifers, sidespersons and there 
are rosters to lead the intercessions and to read the lessons. Other volunteers 
clean the church, arrange the flowers, teach Sunday School, act as sacristans, 
ring the bells, clean the church, serve coffee after the 1030 service. 
 
St Michael’s has a strong tradition of high quality church music, and our choir 
lead the singing at Sung Eucharist and Evensong services. Our long serving 
Director of Music left us to be head of music at a prestigious boarding school in 
December 2015, and although we had recruited a replacement who joined us in 
September 2016, relationships did not work out and he left us in March 2017. We 
currently rely on a team of organists to support our services which works well and 
we are not currently minded to advertise for a replacement Director of Music. 
 
 

 
ECUMENICAL ACTIVITIES 

 
We have a particularly close relationship with Helensburgh United Reformed 
Church (URC) with whom we hold regular shared services. St Michael’s 
participates in ecumenical events in the town, particularly during Easter-tide. 
 
Some church members participate in an ecumenical Christian Meditation group 
which meets every 2 weeks. St Michael’s participates in the monthly ecumenical 
‘Messy Church’ events. 
 
Ecumenicalism has been kept active by the participation of the Rector and Lay 



 

7 
 

Reader in the monthly Helensburgh church leader’s breakfast.  
 

OUTREACH 
 

St Michael’s retains a close association with and gives financial support to the 
Helensburgh Area Christian Youth Project ‘Contraflow’ which seeks to bring 
God’s love to young people. 
 
There are a number of groups within the St Michael’s community that serve to 
extend the Christian message. Our healthy Mother’s Union Branch runs regular 
and informative meetings as well as giving active support to various good causes 
both home and abroad. We provide some of the volunteers to run the tea and 
coffee bar at the Vale of Leven hospital. The St Michael’s hill walking and 
rambling club organise regular outdoor activities open to all. We are proud of our 
Eco-Congregation status, and we run regular ‘Fair Trade’ stalls.     

 
VESTRY 

 
Our constitution allows for 6 – 9 elected members plus Honorary Treasurer, 
Secretary, Property Manager and Vulnerable Persons co-ordinator. The current 
Vestry strength, including the 3 ex-officio members, is 10, and we meet every 2 
months. The Rector chairs the meetings (Vestry Secretary during the vacancy). 
 
Vestry members typically serve for 3 years, although many return to serve for 
further terms. We have attracted fresh faces to fill the roles of Secretary, 
Treasurer and Property Manager in recent years, which has brought new ideas 
and shared the responsibility of office more equably.  
 
 

FINANCES 
 

In summary of our financial position, we have significant assets, including an 
investment portfolio worth £130,000, but this is made up of permanent and 
expendable endowments to generate income for specific purposes, so there are 
unavoidable restrictions on how we can use these funds. 
Our unrestricted income was £102,735 last financial year, largely derived from: 

• the congregation’s charitable giving, (£92,850 last year) 

• hall lets (£6,753 last year) 

• Interest income from our unrestricted investments (£1,835 last year) 

There are unavoidable routine expenditures as follows: 

• Employment items (42% of our income), e.g. stipend, pension 

contributions. 

• Property expenditure (25% of our income), e.g. insurance, routine repairs. 

• Quota (14% of our income), our contribution to the wider church.  
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• Worship & Mission (9% of our income), e.g. organ, organist, sanctuary 

expenses. 

• Fundraising costs (3% of our income), e.g. proportion of hall running 

costs. 

• Miscellaneous costs (3% of our income), e.g. accountants fees. 

That leaves only 4% of our unrestricted income to spend, and for the last 6 
years we have spent more than we have earned, although last year we 
managed to reverse this trend largely because we reduced our charitable giving 
from church funds, and our congregational giving increased. We now need to 
work towards achieving our declared “Reserve Policy” of maintaining £30k 
against contingencies.  
 
For many years St Michael’s had donated around £8,000 per annum to charity 
out of church funds, a legacy from times when we were in a stronger financial 
position. We reduced this in 2017 by focusing on just supporting local charities 
from church funds so that we can better live within our means. The St Michael’s 
community regularly supports other charities through special events, for 
example the local food bank, Christian Aid, Preshal Trust & MU Overseas Fund. 
 
We ran a ‘stewardship campaign’ in the summer of 2016, and this was 
successful in increasing our unrestricted income by 10%. It is noted that levels 
of giving by the congregation at St Michael’s are quite strong as compared to 
other charges. 
 

BUILDINGS 
 

St Michael’s and All Angels is one of the 13 Grade A listed buildings in 
Helensburgh, and is the only grade A listed church in town. Designed by Sir 
Robert Rowand Anderson and consecrated in 1843, it is notable as an example 
of his early ‘French’ style. The stained glass is of high quality, and the carved 
chancel screen and nave pews are all original. The organ is of notable quality 
and is listed on the National Pipe Organ Register. It was last overhauled in 2000. 
We are blessed to worship in such a magnificent building, but on the other hand 
the responsibility for maintaining it is a significant drain on our financial 
resources, particularly when combined with our other mandatory expenditures. 
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An extensive restoration was carried out in the first decade of the 21st Century. 
After a long period of planning and fund raising physical work started in the 
autumn of 2004 and was carried out in 3 phases. The last phase was completed, 
apart from snagging, in October 2009. The Architects ‘Quinquennial Review’ 
which took place in December 2015 highlighted a number of issues, but most of 
these have been addressed. Internal and external redecoration has been carried 
out in 2017. 
 
The church is therefore in good condition, but continued expenditure will be 
required to keep it that way. A plan for future expenditure over the next 5 years 
has been put together. The most notable future expense will be to upgrade the 
boilers (planned for the summer of 2019). We are also assessing the possibilities 
for an improved and more accessible light refreshments servery in the upper hall, 
and we will need to consider refurbishing the organ in the not too distant future. 
 
The church halls are regularly hired by local groups, including dancing classes, 
music groups and a mother & toddler group. The Upper Hall is badminton court 
size, and there are 2 lower rooms and a very basic kitchen facility. The toilets 
were all recently refurbished thanks to a generous private donation.  
 
Disabled friendly access between the church and upper hall has been achieved 
thanks to the recent installation of a wheelchair lift, with an adjacent disabled 
toilet. 
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The adjoining rectory is a 6 bedroom Victorian listed building. Having considered 
the alternatives, the vestry decided to retain the rectory, which is in reasonable 
condition but will need upgrading during the vacancy. 
 
The forthcoming vacancy also presents an opportunity to create a bespoke 
entrance to the lower hall, because currently the only access is through the upper 
hall or through the rectory, which is unsatisfactory.   
 

INFORMATION and COMMUNICATION 
 

There is a St Michael’s website which has just been significantly improved and is 
now kept fully up to date. Our website will often be the first port of call for anyone 
wanting information about St Michael’s, and is therefore a very important aspect 
of our ‘outreach’. 
 
The St Michael’s church magazine ‘The Messenger’, produced bi-monthly and 
distributed free of charge, contains current information about what’s going on. It 
is accessible on the new website. 
 
The information leaflet about St Michael’s church was updated in 2016. It has 
been distributed around the town in the expectation that it will attract more 
visitors.  
 
A recently installed high quality interior notice board, funded by voluntary 
contribution, has significantly improved the sharing of information. To further 
raise our profile we have also provided a new exterior notice board in West 
Princess Street and there will shortly be new ‘finger signs’ in the town indicating 
the location of St Michael’s church should help to raise our profile.   

 
 

ASPIRATIONS  
 

Growth We are very conscious that we are an ageing congregation and that we 
need to attract more people. We are resolved to grow the St Michael’s family, 
which means accepting change and reaching out into the wider community.    

 
Mission Action Planning (MAP) The St Michael’s response to the diocesan 
growth strategy has been to form a ‘MAPing’ team to consider the future direction 
of St Michael’s. There are currently 6 streams of activity: 
(i) Make good use of our new notice boards and promote our revised website 

to communicate with the wider community. 
(ii) Improve our church prayer life through providing refresher training for our 

team of intercessors and by reviving the weekly Tuesday prayer group. 
(iii) Promote engagement of church members with the eco-church movement 
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and encourage Christian stewardship of God’s creation. 
(iv) Increase our support of the local Helensburgh and Lomond Foodbank, 

understand more about local needs, and how we can help in practical and 
spiritual ways. 

(v) Strengthen our links with the chaplaincy team at HM Naval Base Clyde. 
(vi) Invite the diocesan Mission Leadership Team to address the Vestry in 

March to encourage new ways of doing mission and equipping church 
members to be mission-focussed. 

 
Financial.  We have in the last financial year managed to arrest the trend towards 
spending more than our annual income, and we are now resolved to build up our 
financial reserves. 
  

 
 

CONCLUSION and SUMMARY 
 
The St Michael’s and All Angels community is strong but ageing. We are 
financially viable because of a healthy level of stewardship giving, but 
maintaining a grade A listed church together with the other mandatory 
expenditures such as stipend and quota against diminishing reserves has been 
difficult. 
 
We need to grow our community, and we understand that we must accept 
change in order to build our Christian family. Continuing to develop our MAP 
strategy and maintaining our efforts at ‘outreach’ will contribute to achieving 
growth. 
 
We seek a Rector able and willing to give us strong leadership in our aspirations 
to grow, while also maintaining respect for our traditions.  


