
Rectory Road United Reformed Church, Stoke Newington, Hackney, London 

An Inner London Multi-Cultural Church from the 1960’s onwards:  

 

So how come an excited mixed group of people from Ghana, Nigeria, Jamaica, the UK, Guyana, 

Trinidad & Tobago, and many other places came to be waiting outside a URC Church on the 

corner of Rectory Road and Evering Road in Stoke Newington, waving the flag for a flame passing 

by marking the beginning of that international Olympic sports event?  

Seeds were planted when a Church building was built and opened on that site in 1871, when a 

Railway line from Liverpool Street had opened up the area to mass housing over its then largely 

village and market gardening existence, and a station was opened at Rectory Road (now opposite 

the Church).  Largely white and middle class folk settled in the area, church life flourished, there 

was a thriving youth and children’s work, and things went well by all accounts until a fateful night 

in September 1940. In the Blitz a stick of German bombs badly damaged the Church building, and 

the nearby Parish Church. That might have been the end of things, as was the case for a number of 

congregational churches and missions around London, but the Congregationalists decided to 

invest in rebuilding, albeit in ‘temporary building’ format. This was the building many Rectorian’s 

(as the later Church magazine of Rectory Road in 1980’s dubbed them) came to know and love. 

The building was not pretty, nor distinguished, but a later notable minister – the Rev Lance Stone 

– quipped it was that unpretentious and down to earth quality that appealed to many new 

incomers. Activities, especially Youth work continued, and ministers and leaders were loved: one 

such was an early Congregationalist woman minister (a Miss Kathleen Mitchell) in the 1950’s.  

The 1960’s saw the Windrush generation from the Caribbean settling in the area. Though 

numbers at that stage were never large, bit by bit new people settled into the area and Church, 

encouraged by the forward thinking of the ministerial team, as then the Church was part of 

variously named groupings of Hackney churches. One respected minister from the 1970’s, Rev 
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Cyril Lucraft, ensured that there were Black faces warmly welcoming people on the door, and 

selected for the diaconate and later Eldership.  

Cyril was keen to enable people to offer for whatever ministry they had potential for, and Rectory 

Road (it has been found in the research for this submission) was a Church where a number of 

future ministers who had not been warmly accepted elsewhere, were encouraged and championed 

into Christian ministry. Obstacles were challenged, tackled and overcome in wider Church 

structures and elsewhere. So whilst membership numbers in the 1960’s & 70’s year books were 

always modest, a significant contribution was made to the URC Church nevertheless. Throughout 

this time the strong youth work continued and has remained a noted feature of the church.  For 

example in 1971 there were 30 church members, but 63 children and 6 teachers.  

The social life of the Church helped to, with Church outings, weekends away, various fellowship 

groups, Bazaars and the like. The Baptismal and Marriage registers show significant use by the 

surrounding community. Many admired the well kept Church garden, which bought some beauty 

and place of peace to the area.  

A joyful time was the new phase in the Church life with a Hackney team ministry, led by one Rev 

Lance Stone from 1984, and the purchase by the then Province of a community house where he 

and his family lived. It became the centre of many activities. Church numbers and life increased, 

often marked by what some describe as a ‘creative kind of chaos’ in which nevertheless the spirit 

moved.  With the passing of old church stalwarts (the Thompson’s) new people came forward to 

take on leadership roles. Changes were made to the Sunday worship services making them more 

interactive and increasing the number of people involved. The ‘first 20 minutes’, led by lay 

people/Elders on a rota, increased a sense of confidence in people’s abilities. That continues to 

today, though it is now the ‘opening prayer and praise’ as the timing of 20 minutes was a bit of a 

misnomer, being rarely just 20 minutes in length once people begin to share their testimonies  and 

news for prayer. One could sing various lively songs, such as one favourite about Jesus being 

dynamite – it could be a mind blowing experience at times. Not everyone found it easy at times, 

and those who desired quieter and more contemplative worship drifted to other places. But it was 

attractive and welcoming to many who found other Churches unwelcoming and overly staid in 

their order.  

Cell groups meeting in people’s houses and flats, high rises and low, increased a sense of the 

community of the church. As part of Mission England 

and outreach in the 1980’s a monthly community meal 

was started called Manna Café, which also continues 

today. It attracts people from the area beyond the 

Church community of both black and white 

backgrounds. Rice and peas are a favourite, as is 

Curried Goat. Don’t bleat, just eat? Recently an 

addition to this has been a Fairtrade stall, and the use 

where possible of fairly traded goods in menus and 

refreshments, meaning the Church is one official Fairtrade church where the majority of the 

congregation is from a black background.  

 



Whilst there was a good mix of Black and White, from the 1990’s more people from African 

backgrounds joined the Church community, bringing another dimension to Church Life.  At 

refreshments after the Sunday service one could over hear comparisons of various airport services 

and experiences throughout the Caribbean and West Africa, the merits of various menus, and 

people’s plans for exporting or importing various goods to deserving or otherwise relatives ‘at 

home’. Frequent comment on the coolness and 

vagaries of British weather could also be heard. 

In all this the power of personal invitation was 

important in encouraging people to give the 

church a try, and many stayed.  

Lance Stone stayed as minister for some 12 

years, seeing the church through a new build 

project.  The old 1950’s building had declined and 

money was raised to replace it, partly through a 

joint project with a housing association taking 

some of the land and building flats. Thus there was a new building for people to get used to, and 

largely it has proved positive, though some unresolved building issues still test the patience and 

skills of the Elders and Church officers. A new 

minister came in 1999, staying for 5 and half years. 

Numbers had dropped off a bit when Lance moved, 

but then picked up with the new minister David. The 

church likes to focus its pastoral life around the 

presence and leadership of a minister, which has 

pros and cons (often coming to the fore during a 

time of vacancy).  

Almost 20 years on from the 1990’s it is interesting 

that 1/3 of the congregation around when Lance was minister are still worshipping and connected 

with the Church. But many have moved on. A challenging feature of inner city London life, that all 

London Churches can struggle to adjust to, is the rapid turnover of population. A good number of 

people move on and ‘up’ to outer London Boroughs and beyond, but they don’t always find the 

more settled ways of suburban Church life in suburbia easy. A number drift back to old Rectory 

Road and stick with it, even though it can mean significant journeys for them on a Sunday. Some 

sadly drift away from Church altogether.  

Some have been lost to the Church for more tragic reasons, such as when a loved young white 

woman, Ali, who was a leader of the young people died of cancer. It tested the faith of the church 

and the young people significantly. But a joy was when Ali’s husband met and married again, and he 

is now training for the URC Stipendiary Ministry; yet another URC minister who passed through 

Rectory Road. So there can be silver linings to clouds of gloom, just not always in the places we 

expect to see them.  

The area around the Church has noticeably changed. There are far fewer white folk around, more 

people of Turkish/Kurdish background (who tend to be very self contained as a community), and 

other people of Muslim background. Not far from the Church is the significant largely Orthodox 

and Ultra-Orthodox Jewish community of Stamford Hill with their Black hats and coats, and lively 



street celebrations during Purim. This might be perceived as ‘an issue’, but something worth noting 

from the older members of the Church who say that is was largely the Jewish community who 

were willing to employ people from the Caribbean when they came in their factories and shops, 

having known what it is like to migrate to places who did not warmly offer a welcome. One 

Church member is part descended from a Caribbean Jewish grandfather. So there is some 

understanding and respect between the ordinary people of different faiths. In the last few years 

significant numbers of Brazilians are to be seen moving into this and other areas of North London. 

Many of them desire places to worship for their multi-varied Pentecostal churches. “Quando? And 

quandaries result?” As Rectory Road already hosts other churches this is hard to cater for. There 

is challenge for those churches, and host churches like so many in the URC, as to what ecumenism 

and mission might mean in 2013 London.  

Going into the new millennium one way of responding to mission was Rectory Road taking part in 

Hackney Night Winter Shelter (HNWS), an initiative introduced to the Church by David 

Downing. The Church still supports this, though this last year not by the means of providing  floor 

sleeping space due to staffing difficulties. As Anne Morisy notes (basing some of her theological 

reflections in Beyond the Good Samaritan and Journeying Out on the Hackney Night Winter Shelter 

experience) it is often the Church communities like Rectory Road who feel less precious about 

their buildings who are more willing to open up their space to the down and outs. Post 2004 many 

of these people making use of HNWS came from Eastern Europe adding another Multi-cultural 

dimension and challenge; the folk at Rectory Road learnt much about themselves and the wide 

variety of the new white communities in London from Eastern Europe.  

Rectory Road also provided volunteers to the ecumenically run local Children’s Contact centre 

until that to sadly had to close due to funding difficulties. It had begun serving a largely Christian 

and black community, but towards its’ end served mostly Muslims (many men had married a 

British born Muslim woman, settled in the UK and got citizenship, then the marriage broke down 

for various reasons, but disputing access issues for the resulting children).  

It met a need that that community was reluctant to acknowledge existed and also fund. But the 

Church volunteers were very dedicated in their service, making no distinction about who they 

served, and felt quite sad when the decision had to be taken to close down the project.  

Another form of partnership in the 2000’s has been participating in the Area of Shared Ministry of 

Islington and Stoke Newington, with three other smaller URC Churches, providing support and 

fellowship. This has been mutual support and encouragement to all the Churches involved in Bible 

Study sessions, summer picnics, and shared services amongst a number of other things.  

So to 2013: Last year the Olympics and Queen’s jubilee inspired many. For a largely Black church 

there were many Union Jacks around! And many were waved, as water was handed out to people 

welcoming the Olympic Torch which went straight past the Church.   

Quite a few of the younger people got summer jobs in the Olympic park, and others were 

volunteers of one sort or the other. It reminded the Church, as if it needed reminding, that we 

live in a Multi-international world, with many layers to it. People come and go, and tempting as it is 

to try and ‘stop the world and get off’, the world keeps spinning and bringing people past the 

Church down the A10, often by Bus, looking in the windows of the Church, wondering what is 



going on and who this Jesus is and what he means. No-one knows how long the current building 

will be there: will it last the 70 years the 

first building did before being bombed; or 

the 40 years that the second building did 

before there was one to many leaks in 

the roof? But despite appearances a 

community that in the 1950’s that looked 

like it was dying out, is still alive and well, 

and in membership terms comparable to 

the early 1990’s. It’s just mostly Black, 

not white as it was then. Maybe in 40 

years it might be mostly Latin American, 

speaking English with a Brazilian lilt, 

instead of the various Caribbean and African lilts of today. Who knows? Only God?  

 

 


