The Parish of Forton,
Saint John the Evangelist

Parish Profile

Welcome to Forton
Forton sits at the heart of the town of Gosport, a peninsula just to the West of the city of
Portsmouth. Largely made up of residential areas, with a few shops and small industries
thrown in for good measure, Forton is a great place to live, work and minister.
The Parish includes a Church of England Primary School; a community Primary School;
two parks; half a Naval base; a sixth-form College; two care homes and some sheltered
accommodation; a budget supermarket; an excellent café; several pubs and chippies (of
varying quality); and, most importantly, 12,500 people just waiting to get to know you…

The Church building (marked ) sits on the main road, towards the South-Eastern edge
of the current Parish. Plenty of people who live just outside the Parish boundaries
would regard Saint John’s as “their” Church; and, conversely, others who live within the
Parish at the western or northern edges presume their Parish Church is somewhere else.
This is a pattern repeated through much of Gosport, and the Deanery has traditionally
taken quite a relaxed approach to Parish boundaries.
Forton itself is a close-knit community with a strong sense of identity. Many people
have lived here their whole lives, with large extended families just a street or two away.
There are significant challenges here, with the Parish in the top 10% of most deprived
Parishes in the country. Forton people, both in the wider community and in the Church,
are used to being promised the earth but delivered nothing, so they tend to be sceptical
or even apathetic about change. Many people here have had limited education, and are
under-confident about the skills they do possess, so doing almost anything here can feel
like walking the wrong way up an escalator. Things that feel like massive successes here
will seem insignificant to the Diocese and the wider world. Nobody will give you a medal
for ministering in Forton!

Is it all doom and gloom, then? Not in the slightest. Forton people will take a very long
time to trust you; but once they do, they will give you their whole-hearted fierce love
and loyalty. Every one of those “insignificant” successes will be massive in someone’s
life, and if you allow yourself to become truly part of this community, you will feel them
too, and they will continue to give you strength for the journey.
Forton is a place which doesn’t stand on ceremony or etiquette. We don’t need you to
be formal, respectable or posh here; in fact, we’d much prefer it if you didn’t try. We
need you to be human; to floss with our kids in the street and talk with us on our fag
breaks, to cry with us in our deepest griefs and to laugh with us until your belly hurts.
Forton can be a tough place to live and minister, but there is also a lot to inspire,
energise and delight. We think it’s pretty impossible not to fall in love with Forton!

Leesland
The area to the South-West of the Parish centred around Southcroft Road is more
properly part of Leesland. Leesland is a discrete area of Gosport, with its own sense of
identity, but in Church terms it’s divided by Parish boundaries between Forton and
Alverstoke Parishes. Historically this has meant that Leesland has often been a bit
neglected in terms of contextual, relevant mission and ministry.
In 2015, The Revd Tim Watson was appointed as Leesland Pioneer Minister, and licensed
to both Parishes. Fr Tim has done much to facilitate and energise the community work
already happening in Leesland, and from this has been able to start a new worshipping
community, Leesland Neighbourhood Church. LNC is informal and largely non-liturgical,
and has been particularly attractive to families with young children. This communitybased ‘bottom-up’ approach to ministry has borne much fruit in Leesland, and it is a
model we think would work well in other areas of the Parish (rather than a traditional
‘top-down’ church plant).
The success of the Leesland Pioneer ministry is partly due to the warm and collaborative
relationship between the ministry teams of Alverstoke, Forton and Leesland. We have
chosen not to be precious about boundaries or theological traditions, but instead to
build one another up and rejoice in the successes of each. (Given that Alverstoke and
Forton have very different socio-economic profiles, occupy opposite ends of the Church
candle, and have had a rather rocky relationship in the past, this is no small thing.)
There is now quite a lot of ‘cross-fertilisation’ between Leesland and Forton; Fr Tim now
takes the lead on formal Chaplaincy in the Sixth-Form College (more about that saga
later), and there are a number of families who would consider themselves members of
both St John’s and LNC.
At the time of writing, we do not know what the Pastoral Reorganisation will mean for
the formal links between Alverstoke, Forton and Leesland. However, we believe it would
be a tragedy if the warm relationship and informal collaboration were to be lost. We
would urge the new ministry team to work with, and humbly learn from, their colleagues
in Leesland and Alverstoke.

Worship

Saint John’s sits firmly and full-bloodedly in the Anglo-Catholic tradition of the Church
of England. We have plenty of thuribles, fiddlebacks, aspergilia and monstrances, and
we expect you to use them!
What we don’t have, however, is the stuffiness that sometimes gets associated with
Anglo-Catholicism. Anyone leading the liturgy here should be fully prepared to bless
dogs, heckle the organist, cense the Church cat and give up their biretta to a toddler.
Our core services before the lockdown were:
Parish Mass: Sundays at 10:00 am
Our main community service, with all the bells and smells
and full Catholic privileges. Guitars and drum kits would
not be appropriate at this service, but we do sometimes get
the tambourines out, just because it annoys the Treasurer.
Sung Mass: third Wednesday of the month at 6:30 pm
A simple, quiet Mass, sung unaccompanied to plainchant
throughout.
Morning Prayer: Saturdays at 10:30 am
An informal service, part said and part sung, during which
everyone sits around a table in the hall and drinks their own
body weight in coffee. Participants are normally rewarded
afterwards with doughnuts.
All the usual high days and holy days are observed,
with appropriate splendour and madness.

Rosie wears a basket on her
head for Corpus Christi

Discipleship
Most of our teaching and learning about the faith currently happens during the Sunday
morning sermon slot. We have been used to a high standard of preaching here, and we
would love that to continue. We are used to both formal sermons from the pulpit and
more informal, interactive sessions. The latter have often been paired with some time
for response in place of the spoken intercessions, e.g. lighting a candle, writing a prayer
intention, building a cairn, etc.

Our responses to God’s rainbow covenant with the earth

On the last Thursday of each month, we run ‘Food for Thought.’ This is an informal
discussion group which meets for lunch and conversation at the Gosport Café just up
the road from the Church. It is very deliberately a no-agenda event, so people are free
to raise anything on their mind. This means that discussions can range freely from
chasubles to reincarnation!
After much trial and error, we have realised that traditional Church courses (e.g. Lent
courses, Pilgrim, Alpha) just don’t work very well in Forton, for either the congregation
or the wider community. Possibly, that’s because many people had quite negative
experiences of education and are not confident about their literacy or comprehension
skills, so anything that sounds like school is a turn-off. Unfortunately, we haven’t yet
found anything that could work; so we currently don’t offer any formal way for someone
to learn about the Christian faith or to deepen their knowledge once they have joined
the Church. This is something we would love to do better. Creative suggestions and
ideas would be welcome!

The Church Community

Owen and George are firm friends, despite the 87 year age difference!

There are currently 42 people on the Electoral Roll, of whom 16 are resident in the
Parish and 26 non-resident. The vast majority of the latter live only a few streets away
from the boundary, and will continue to be outside the new benefice boundaries.
The worshipping community as a whole numbers 77, although on any given Sunday you
will only see around 25 at Mass. This is largely because we have a relatively high number
of working-age adults and families with children, whose attendance pattern tends to be
less frequent than the 70+ group. It also means that the gathered community tends to
look a lot older than it actually is!
The worshipping community is roughly reflective of the Parish
as a whole in terms of age, ethnicity and gender identification.
Roughly half the congregation has joined Saint John’s Church
within the last decade, so there is a broad diversity of Christian
knowledge and commitment, from cradle Anglo-Catholics to
people just dipping their toe in the water, as well as a few who
have grown up in different Christian traditions.
Our Church community includes people who identify as Queer,
Trans and GNC; people with physical and/or learning disabilities
or long-term mental health conditions; Autistic and neurodiverse
people; and people from a wide range of backgrounds. We are
strongly committed to inclusion at all levels of Church life and
ministry, and would expect the new ministry team to show the
same firm commitment, actively and accountably.

Forton Worshipping
Community 2016-20

Open Church
Open Church is an emerging Fresh Expression which meets in the Church building every
first Wednesday of the month from 7:00 - 9:00 pm. As the name suggests, the project
started as a response to local people who said they wanted to come into Church to light
a candle or just sit and be still without necessarily coming to a formal service.
Over the last two years, Open Church has evolved into a fairly stable community of
around 12 people who meet for a very short, informal act of creative worship followed
by a shared meal. The members include people who are also members of the traditional
congregation; those who came to Open Church first and have subsequently joined the
Sunday congregation as well; and those for whom Open Church is their main or only
worshipping community.
It is on its way to becoming financially self-sufficient in
terms of food costs, etc., although the Parish still provides
the building and covers utility bills.
As Open Church has begun to stabilise as a worshipping
community in its own right, we believe it is now right to
allow it to develop organically. We are also aware that it
has grown into something very different from its original
intention, and may not be the best first contact point for
unchurched/dechurched people. We would love to
explore the possibility of growing new Fresh Expressions
as well.

Lynette, Shelagh and Carol
sharing a hug at Open Church

Children and Young People
On the face of it, it might look as if we don’t do
much for children and young people; there’s no
Sunday School or youth group, no crèche and no
special activities to amuse children during Mass.
But that’s a very deliberate policy. The children
and young people are very strong in their opinion
that they want to play a full part in the worship
and fellowship of the Church, not be shipped off
to Sunday School!

Aiden lights a candle and says a prayer
in memory of his baby brother

So, at Mass you will find children of all ages
serving the altar, carrying out Churchwarden or
sidesman duties, wandering around, lolling on
the floor or spontaneously deciding to act as
Subdeacon. They might look as if they’re not
taking much in, but their questions and
comments are profound enough to challenge
the most astute of theologians.

Gigs
One of the strangest and most wonderful things about
St John’s is that we are also Gosport’s premier live music
venue!
For a few years, we’ve been hosting an Elvis tribute concert
starring Mike Nova (whom we first met when he came to
sing at Midnight Mass!). From that, the music teacher at
the Sixth Form College asked if his students could hold a
gig here, and the team from Quay West Studios came to do
the sound and light. And the rest, as they say, is history…
Quay West now run music nights every couple of months,
under the inspired title of “Cool Gig in a Church.”
Each gig attracts 200-300 people, mostly young adults but some older people too, and
even some families with young children. The gigs provide a vital performance space for
local emerging bands, and give the whole community the chance to come together for a
good, safe and cheap night out. Apart from the odd spilt can of cider, we’ve never had
any trouble or damage, and everyone is respectful of the sacred space.
This is emphatically not a Church venture - we’re not trying to lure them into Christianity
by the back door - but it’s amazing how many conversations we have with people about
faith and the meaning of life at the gigs (often after they’ve had a couple of cans…).
Time and again, people tell us that what makes these gigs so special is that they take
place in “a living Church” - i.e. a building which has an active worshipping community
and is prayed in regularly.
The gigs, and our partnership with Quay West, are extremely important to the Church
and the wider community, and we hope and pray that they will continue.

Gosport Gaming Guild
The Gaming Guild was started in 2019
by a Church member and her partner.
Every Friday evening, around twenty
people (mostly teenagers) gather in the
Church hall for Pokémon, board games,
Dungeons and Dragons, Star Wars and
other assorted geekery, all fuelled by
huge amounts of sugar.
The club has no overtly evangelistic
purpose or faith content; it is simply a
way for us to bless the community
(although of course the young people
do sometimes talk to us and each other
about faith, the universe and the
meaning of life).
Many of the young people who attend are particularly vulnerable, owing to disability,
LGBTQIA+ status or family difficulties; almost all of them feel excluded from more
mainstream youth provision because of their niche interests in gaming and sci-fi.
The Gaming Guild is clearly a much-needed and valuable resource in the community,
and we are committed to continuing to support it.

Church Cat

Veneration of the Cross on Good Friday

Sarah is a street cat who first turned up at Midnight Mass 2013. She often sleeps and
eats at the Church, but what she loves best is really holy, hardcore liturgy, especially
the Triduum. We love Sarah as much as she loves Jesus; she is an integral part of our
congregation, and anyone trying to stop her worshipping will have to get past us first!

Schools

Year 2 job descriptions for clergy. If you’re a good singer and wear special clothes, you’re in!

There are two primary schools in the Parish, St John’s (CofE VA) and Brockhurst
(community school). Newtown (CofE Controlled) also technically falls just inside the
boundaries, but retains its historic links with Christchurch Parish.
St John’s was originally sited next to the Church building, but is now on Grove Road on
the northern edge of the Parish. The catchment area comprises the whole of Forton
Parish, plus some of the old Parish of Elson.
Brockhurst is a bit further along Avery Lane, split between two campuses on either side
of the road. Because of the nature of their site, Brockhurst has no hall big enough to
accommodate all their children, so they have traditionally come to Church for their
annual Mothers’ Day celebration, usually held on the Thursday before Laetare
Sunday.
St John’s School normally holds a service
in Church at least once a term; as you can
see, we just about manage to cram them
all in!
We have extremely warm relationships
with both schools. Our previous Vicar
led collective worship twice a term at
Brockhurst and weekly at St John’s,
as well as going on lots of school trips
and residentials.
We understand that we will no longer be able to be involved in schools ministry under
the new arrangements. This is a particular sadness to us, because it has proved so
fruitful for the Church, the schools and the Forton community as a whole. Both schools
are very anxious to retain their current level of ministry provision, and we pray that this
will be honoured. In particular, both schools would still love to be able to come to St
John’s Church building for worship, learning and other special events.

The ongoing uncertainty around the Pastoral Reorganisation has provoked a great deal
of anxiety, grief and anger in both schools, but especially at St John’s. There will be a
real and urgent need for the new ministry team to rebuild trust and repair relationships
with children, staff and families.

St Vincent Sixth Form College
Situated just a couple of minutes’ walk from the Church, St. Vincent College mostly
provides education for 16-19 year olds, although it also offers a range of adult education
classes open to the wider community. The College provides A Levels and vocational
courses, as well as a large Learning Support Unit for students with learning disabilities
and/or additional needs.
Historically, Chaplaincy was provided for the College by an ecumenical team drawn from
most of the Churches across Gosport, with the Vicar of Forton as Lead Chaplain. Sadly,
this arrangement broke down during the last interregnum, and despite our best efforts,
attempts to create a new structure for formal Chaplaincy in the College have largely
been unsuccessful.
We have some informal links with the staff and students through the gigs, but there is no
formal relationship between the Church and the College. Over the last year, Fr Tim (the
Leesland Pioneer, currently licensed to Forton) has taken the lead on contact with the
College. He was just starting to make some inroads, only to be scuppered by the COVID19 Lockdown. So the College remains a “watch this space” situation...

Noah’s Ark Preschool
Noah’s Ark has been based in the Church hall for around 20 years. From humble
beginnings as a playgroup, it is now a well-respected Accredited Preschool, and was one
of the first Early Years settings to receive recognition from the UN for its work on rights,
respect and responsibility.
Changing expectations and funding for Early Years provision have meant that the hall is
no longer an optimal space for the Preschool, and for the last couple of years they have
been actively looking for new premises, hopefully attached to a local Primary School.
For our part, although the Preschool has brought welcome community contacts as well
as a modest rental income, its presence also severely limits our ability to use the
building for worship, ministry and mission.
Although relations between the Church and the Preschool have not always been plain
sailing, we do have a cordial relationship with them, and recognise the important role
they play in providing affordable, good quality Early Years education in our community.
We would be keen to be sensitive to them as they navigate a transition to a new site.

Gosport Judo Kwai
The Judo club occupies the old church hall (at the liturgical East end of the site) on a long
term lease, and is responsible for the building’s upkeep. The Judo club provides a good
service to the community, and our relationship with them is entirely hassle-free, so it
would seem sensible not to change it. It must be said, however, that there is some
mystery over the exact legal status of the building, and there is no formal written
contract between the Church and the Club. This situation has caused us no problems,
so we have been blissfully ignoring it for years - but it probably does need sorting out
at some point.

Mission Plans / Hopes / Dreams
St John’s has been on a real journey over the last
decade or so. To be completely honest, the Church
used to be quite inward-looking, a bit cliquey and
pretty irrelevant to a lot of local people.
Those days have gone - hallelujah! We’ve worked
really hard to become a community where everyone
is welcomed and affirmed, where people of all
backgrounds and abilities can take part at all levels of
Church life, and where everyone’s particular gifts and
vocations are recognised and used. To take just one
example, Keely (pictured right) is a much-loved
member of our congregation. She has complex
Learning Disabilities, and communicates nonverbally. She serves on the PCC, often comments on
the sermon (during the sermon!), always welcomes
new people and occasionally takes it upon herself to
conduct the singing!

Through God’s grace and a lot of hard graft, we’ve built up a good reputation within our
local community, and there are now huge amounts of goodwill towards the Church. In
recent years, sadly, there have been a number of tragic deaths (mostly of children and
young people) which have really rocked the community - and we have been honoured
and humbled that people often turn to St John’s in those times. This is not just about
funerals; we have often opened the Church doors for people to come and light candles,
play music, drink cans of lager, shout, swear and let off steam as they process their grief.
Over the last five years, we have been very intentionally thinking and praying about our
mission priorities and the direction in which God is leading us. Through a process of
community discernment and a period of waiting on the Spirit, we began to sense a call
from God that St John’s should be a place of radical hospitality and service. Over time,
we began to see a picture of our Church hall transformed into some kind of café space
for the whole community.
After doing some basic costings and a lot of dreaming and praying, we invited the Rapid
Parish Development programme to work with us and help us discern how to move the
vision forward. As part of this process, we had a lot of conversations with unchurched
people in the community, and identified one area of need in particular: young adults
aged 18-30. Because of the low wages and shortage of social housing in Forton, many
young adults are still living in parental homes, and have nowhere to relax and socialise
with friends or meet new people. They felt that existing local facilities (e.g. pubs) and
community and church events (e.g. family fun days, summer fairs, barbecues, evening
classes etc.) were not relevant or attractive to them.

From this, we begun to believe strongly that God might be leading us to transform the
Church hall into a community café space, which we variously described as a common
room, NAAFI or ‘youth club for grown-ups.’ We could offer comfortable seating,
affordable food and drink, wifi, a couple of big screens and Nintendo consoles, etc.
The space would also be able to host book clubs, poetry slam nights, acoustic music sets,
and suchlike. In addition, we visualised that the café might be a welcome daytime venue
for parents, a place to hold small meetings (e.g. school SLTs) and perhaps even host
some community services such as health visitors.
That already felt like a big vision, but the Holy Spirit
wasn’t finished yet! Through our contacts with local
people with learning disabilities and their families,
we realised that the café could also provide training
and employment for people with learning disabilities
and/or additional needs; it might even be a fertile
ground for partnership with the St Vincent LSU.
Last but not least, we realised that a welcoming café
space would give us the facilities to try and develop
a new worshipping community with an informal feel,
particularly focused on young adults (with a similar
feel to the early days of the Harbour Six).
There was huge energy and enthusiasm for this vision amongst the existing Forton
congregation, and amongst many of the local unchurched people we spoke to. Forton
Church doesn’t have a lot of money, but we calculated that we had just enough to get
the project off the ground, and we were prepared to commit all our reserves to it. We
faithfully prayed that God would bless the project, and that it might in time even help to
provide financial sustainability for the whole mission of the Parish. We really felt (and
still feel) that this is a call from God on our lives and a Spirit-led vision for the future.
Unfortunately… along came Pastoral Reorganisation, and the brakes got slammed on!
It’s hugely frustrating that we haven’t been able to move forward with any of this over
the last two years; and, to be honest, some of the enthusiasm and goodwill has been
lost as people have felt very bruised and rejected by the Reorganisation process. Far
from being afraid of change, throughout the process Forton people have been urging the
Diocese to be more radical and risk-taking in their vision for Forton and Gosport.
We would love to be part of a genuinely innovative, contextual and community-led
refreshment and strengthening of the life of the Church here. We are excited and
inspired by the successes of Church growth ventures in the city of Portsmouth, such as
Harbour, the Choir Church and the St Margaret’s plant. We are also aware that those
models can’t simply be cloned and dumped on Gosport - we need something that will
work in our particular context, and our hearts are burning to be part of it!
We are praying that the new ministry team will listen to what the Spirit has already laid
on our hearts, and will work with us to develop, refine and realise that vision. Whoever
plants the seed and whoever waters it, it is God who makes it grow!

Who Would Work in a Place Like This?
If you’ve read this far without being horrified, you’re probably an ideal person to live and
minister amongst us. We don’t mind if you’re married, single or partnered; young or a
bit older; male or female; disabled or abled. We don’t mind where you come from, what
you’ve done or how you talk. What matters to us is that you are a real person, willing to
be authentic and to share with us in all the joys and trials of life and ministry.
A couple of things to bear in mind:


Forton is an unashamedly Anglo-Catholic Parish. You don’t necessarily need to
come from that tradition, but you need to be willing to work within it. We will
teach you how to swing a thurible and wear a cope if need be - but we do expect
you to believe and teach the faith as we have received it. If you’ve got theological
objections to Marian devotion or Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, you won’t
feel comfortable here.



We are a Church which strives to be radically inclusive. Within the Church and
Parish, there are people representing a whole spectrum of sexualities, backgrounds,
lifestyles and values. We seek to affirm people and value them the way God made
them to be, and we would expect you to do the same.



In Forton, if you’re not expecting it to happen, it probably will. For various reasons,
people’s lives here are often chaotic and take unexpected turns. Ministry here
requires a certain amount of flexibility, patience and understanding, and the ability
to think on your feet and respond creatively to people’s needs and wishes. People
won’t always respect your timetable and plans, but they will respect you if you
make time for them.



Did we mention that it was a bit bonkers? Toddlers in the pulpit, cats on the
Communion rails, Easter Vigils that start at 5:00 am ... We don’t need you to be
respectable. We need you to be you - and to let us be us.

What Do We Offer You?
We can’t promise you unlimited funds, a posh office or a
full-time support staff. If you choose to come here, you’ll
be washing your own cotta and doing your own admin.
What we do offer you is our support, prayers, loyalty and
love. We will strive to make you welcome and help you
to develop your own skills and ministry. We promise to
give you the freedom to try new things, to celebrate your
successes and support you if things don’t go to plan.

Above all, we promise that you will have fun here. There
will, no doubt, be some tough times and challenges along
the way; but there will be lots of laughter too. And if all
else fails, the Sacristy is always stocked with tissues,
Like all Forton people,
chocolate and gin.
Elliott is always polite and refined.

