
1 
 

A response from Lawrence Moore, Director of the Windermere Centre 
between 2002 and 2016, to the Mission Council resolution on the 
Windermere Centre  

 
 
1. Introduction 

i. The Windermere Centre has failed to meet its income targets for 2016.  In addition, the 
level of support needed from central funds exceeds the £150K upper limit agreed by the 
finance committee at its meeting on 3 September 2015, and which formed the basis of 
the 2015-2018 business plan that was ratified by Mission Council at its November 2015 
meeting. 

ii. Paper D1 was submitted confidentially to the October 2016 Mission Council.  It laid out 
the options open to the URC, one possibility of which was to recommend closure of the 
Centre.  Mission Council elected not to recommend immediate closure, but tasked 
education and learning (E&L) with exploring the implications of closing the Centre and 
bringing proposals to the May 2017 Mission Council Meeting.  Specifically, Mission 
Council required E&L to be mindful of: 

a. The pastoral care of the Windermere Centre staff 
b. The requirement for proper consultation with the staff 
c. The necessity to take seriously any alternatives suggested in that consultation 
d. The value of the work of the RCL to the denomination  
e. The need to consult with The URC Trust, the Windermere management 

committee, the North Western Synod and Carver URC. 
iii. This paper is informed by my experience as Director of the Centre, a position I held from 

1 April 2002 – 4 September 2016.  It is limited by the fact that I went on sabbatical April-
June this year, and submitted my resignation on my return.  I have, however, been the 
recipient of staff concerns while hosting and running courses for the Centre after my 
departure – concerns I passed on to Fiona Thomas.   

iv. In summary, this paper recommends that the only course of action worth pursuing as an 
alternative to immediate closure of the Centre is to reverse the current running down of 
the Centre and reinstate and resource a full-blown Pay What You Can/It’s Your Space 
(PWYC/IYS) model, which has proved remarkably effective and offers the church 
something genuinely worth retaining. 

 
 
2. The priority of mission 

i. The Windermere Centre exists to ‘resource the church through hospitality and 
theological adventure’.   It is not the mission of the URC to support the Centre.  It would 
be a poor use of the URC’s resources to preserve the Centre for non-missional reasons.  
Non-missional reasons include sentiment, past effectiveness, nostalgia, and fear that 
closure emphasises the narrative of decline.   

ii. The Centre is worth keeping open only if it is making a unique and vital contribution to 
the mission of the United Reformed Church.  The question of uniqueness can be framed 
in terms of whether the Centre is providing ‘purple cows’.  A ‘purple cow’ is a marketing 
term to distinguish something that stands out as unique and noteworthy (as a purple 
cow would stand out among a herd of ordinary cows). 

iii. It needs to be financially sustainable.  The question of financial sustainability needs to be 
worked out carefully: there are competing calls on the E&L budget.  The course currently 
being advocated is simply to look at the bottom line: the Centre has exceeded the £150K 
ceiling agreed by Mission Council, so it needs to close. That is not a faithful way of 
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executing the task of discernment. The challenge is to make mission-driven decisions 
about finance, rather than finance-driven decisions about mission priorities.   

iv. Practically, this means discerning: 
a. Whether there are good reasons for funding a financial bail-out on the 

assumption that 2016 has been an exceptional year for perfectly explicable 
reasons. 

b. Even if Paper D1 is correct in its assertion that: ‘The Windermere management 
committee (WMC) do not believe that they can continue to operate the Centre 
within the funding limits currently authorised’ (an analysis contested by key 
business members of WMC), does a mission-based analysis suggest that the URC 
ought to divert funds from less mission-critical areas of expenditure?  When the 
entire E&L budget is scrutinised in this light (rather than, for example, solely the 
RCLs), is it possible to identify other areas of expenditure that could be diverted 
to Windermere?  Would it be appropriate to do so? 

c. Whether there is a viable alternative business model that would prevent a 
future 2016 collapse in income.   

v. This paper supports the conviction that: 
a. The Windermere Centre makes a unique and vital mission contribution to the 

URC. 
b. PWYC/IYS has proved its worth by achieving an unprecedented 24% growth in 

the Centre’s business over 2015.  More importantly, it provides a gospel-shaped 
alternative financial model that is a ‘purple cow’. 

c. The current financial position is inevitable, given the active disinvestment in the 
Centre’s marketing strategy of PWYC/IYS. 

d. It is the task of E&L to re-invest in the PWYC/IYS model to enable the Centre to 
run until 2018 as laid out under the business plan.  This will allow proper 
consideration of its future place in the life of the URC as Walking the Way 
crystallises and comes on stream. 

 
 
3. ‘Purple cows’: a Centre fit for purpose 
The Centre makes a unique and vital contribution to the URC’s life and mission in the following ways: 

i. It is the area of greatest investment in the development of lay ministry.  We operate at 
present with the anomaly that we (a) espouse a theology of the equal value of the 
ministry of the whole people of God and (b) recognise that the future of the URC will 
depend on vital and effective lay ministry, while maintaining an enormous differential in 
our spending on ordained ministry.   

ii. The Windermere Centre actively resources around 2,000 church members residentially 
every year, and reaches approximately 9,000 members monthly through its newsletter, 
which provides resources for use in local churches.   

iii. iChurch and the Windermere Online Festival are widely recognised as ‘purple cows’ well 
beyond the confines of the URC. 

iv. Hospitality has proved to be sacramental: the ‘Windermere Experience’ of being cared 
for and provided with outstanding food is regularly and widely reported as contributing 
fundamentally to the transformative experiences people undergo. 

v. The Centre has actively been exploring and promoting missional discipleship through its 
‘What’s the Point of Church?’ and ‘When Church & Kingdom collide’ programmes.  It is 
the place where churches are actively encouraged to the face and grapple with the 
difficult issues facing the denomination. 

vi. PWYC has taken Windermere out of the business of ‘selling’ within an educational free 
market, and allowed it genuinely to be a resource centre available to whomever needs 
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its resources.  It is a resource centre to the whole church, not just to those who can 
afford it.  It has literally become a means of ‘feeding the hungry’.  It is gospel-shaped, 
modelling the radical generosity and abundance that we preach about while operating 
usually instead out of scarcity and anxiety.  

 
 
4. PWYC/IYS: an alternative business model to be celebrated 

i. The Windermere Centre moved to PWYC/IYS in August 2014 because it was facing 
certain closure because of the URC budget cuts: we anticipated a certain deficit of 
£40K but recognised: 

 (a) the final figure could be significantly larger, (b) there was no way of quantifying 
future take-up and (c) as custom diminished, per capita costs would rise, very quickly 
making the Centre unaffordable either to individuals and groups or the denomination as 
a whole. 

ii. The decision was made to carry out our mission of ‘resourcing the church through 
hospitality and theological adventure’ for as long as the church made it possible to 
keep doing so.   

iii. The Centre finished 2014 with a £35K budget deficit.  By June 2015, the Centre was 
virtually on budget for the first time since the 2008 recession.  As well as increased 
use of the Centre during the first six months, pipeline bookings (i.e. bookings made 
ahead) showed a similar significant increase. 

iv. By the end of 2015, PWYC/IYS had achieved a fundamental turnaround in the 
Centre’s business: 

a. The business grew over 2015 by 24% 
b. The average per capita income increased under PWYC from £50 (before 

PWYC) to £58, rather than dropped 
c. Donations quadrupled to support PWYC 
d. Course income grew by £32,560 (22%) 
e. Expenditure was 2% below budget 
f. In 2014, Booking.com (holiday accommodation) accounted for 11% of the 

£160,276 total income from course and B&B accommodation; in 2015, it 
accounted for 3% of the total £180,078 income from the same sources 

g. Growth trends were set to continue: the pipeline bookings indicated that 
there would be a reducing reliance on the URC annual subsidy. 

h. IYS meant that courses were not being cancelled. The system of setting a 
programme in anticipation of what people might like and trying to persuade 
people to buy had proved bankrupt (interestingly, this is the model 
advocated by Christian Guild (CG) to the URC in Paper D1 as a more effective 
alternative to PWYC/IYS.  The paper relies heavily on what it identifies as 
CG’s expertise, which is in the hotel trade rather than in running a church 
Resource Centre for Learning). 

v.  It was a joyful thing. It was making a difference to people’s lives – particularly the 
most vulnerable – and regenerating URC use of and engagement with the Centre, 
and significantly increasing ecumenical and non-church use of the Centre.  It 
provided a model for the wider church: when under pressure, turn to the gospel, 
rather than to consumerist models.  We need to be more ‘church’ in those 
circumstances, not something different. 
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5. 2016: an exceptional year  [redactions so as to avoid personalising remarks] 
2016 has been an exceptional year.  The reasons for the present outturn are clear and were 
anticipated and flagged well ahead of time: 
 

i. The Centre paid Christian Guild approximately £40K over 2016 for management 
support.  Additionally, they identified approximately £10K of remedial spending 
required to make the Centre compliant with Health and Safety legislation.  The 
Health and Safety issues thwarted the ability to get bookings.  It was an atypical year 
in terms of expenditure. 

ii. [The marketing manager] was diverted from marketing to standing in for me as 
Director.  It was recognised that there is a direct correlation between the 
investment in marketing and outturn.  This was flagged to WMC, E&L and the 
finance committee.  2016 was the year in which PWYC/IYS was not able to run 
effectively. 

iii. The narrative in which income has plummeted inexplicably while expenditure has 
risen uncontrollably is untrue and the level of alarm that it has generated is 
unnecessary. 

iv. Management of the Centre shifted over 2016 from the URC to Christian Guild.  
[Changes made in line management] dismantled the team management 
arrangements: [The] marketing/Directing role and [the] operational management 
role became two separate spheres, unrelated in managerial terms.   

v. The Centre’s senior staff found themselves operating to contradictory briefs: [The 
operations manager’s] was to manage the operations of the Centre in ways that 
were maximally similar to the CG commercial model, while [the marketing 
manager’s] was to market the Centre according to the Marketing Strategy based on 
PWYC/IYS. 

vi. Christian Guild operate large hotels on a commercial basis. This is a very different 
ethos from PWYC/IYS, to which CG is opposed. Their model runs counter to the 
Centre’s policy of permission marketing and content marketing, which recognises 
that the key to long-term success is repeat custom.  People are prepared to pay 
more for ‘purple cows’ and become enthusiastic advocates (a term known as 
‘sneezing’) as well as repeat customers.  CG has sought actively sought to minimise 
the operation of PWYC. 

vii. Together with the health and safety issues, there was insufficient hosting/night 
porter cover to enable the Centre to make unused accommodation available to 
Booking.com. People enquiring about holiday use of the Centre were turned away 
because of lack of hosting cover. 

viii. It seems a curious conclusion, therefore, to abandon a business model (PWYC/IYS) 
that has proved to be effective and so clearly in keeping with the ethos of being a 
Resource Centre for Learning to the church.  The sudden downturn in income and 
increase in expenditure are easy to understand.  The fact that the marked change in 
income tracks so closely the disinvestment in the key resource components of 
PWYC/IYS (marketing, brand management, staff development and buy-in and 
relationship maintenance) should encourage confidence in the model: when it is not 
resourced, it doesn't work.  The corollary is that reinvestment in the model will turn 
the 2016 trend around.   

ix. Running the Centre into the ground and allowing the narrative to persist that 
PWYC/IYS failed is both soul-destroying and dishonest.  The clash of ethos has 
caused staff uncertainty and anxieties that have not been properly addressed.  Staff 
are confused by the change in message.  Morale is low. Competing business models 
have destroyed confidence in the way that the Centre operates; PWYC/IYS has been 
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tacitly abandoned, despite being the official policy endorsed by the councils of the 
URC.  The only staff member with management authority and decision making is a 
CG employee who is not being line managed from within the URC.  

 
 
6. Conclusions 

i. Either the Centre needs to close immediately in order not to prolong a toxic 
situation, or be restored to proper URC-endorsed, mission-driven operating 
principles and be allowed to do its work of resourcing the URC. 

ii. Closing the Windermere Centre would lose unique and significant mission resources.  
It would do so at the time in the URC’s life when these particular resources are most 
needed and the Centre has the potential to be a significant and necessary resource 
to Walking the Way. 

iii. It is the calling of the church as disciples of Jesus to make mission-driven decisions 
about its use of money. The meeting should recognise that there are exceptional 
and preventable reasons for the outturn of 2016.  There are excellent reasons for 
enabling the Centre to keep operating at least until 2018, without minimising the 
importance of the financial considerations.  

iv. The E&L meeting should move immediately to reinstate, resource and rigorously roll 
out the policy of PWYC/IYS, which has proved to be such an effective business and 
mission model. Effective brand management will be the key.  

 
Lawrence Moore 

16 December 2016 


