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1. COR: A New Way Forward 

At the 2013 AGM, as President of the Conference, I very strongly invited the members to 
have a radical re-think about the rasion d’etre of COR and its functioning. 
For 50 years the Conferences of Religious under various names have existed to assist the 
many Religious communities and their leaders in England and Wales to work more 
effectively together for the good of the Church. However, as with the Church herself, 
every now and then there is a need to stop, reflect and renew. We are not strangers to 
this, through the effect of the Second Vatican Council and the subsequent extraordinary 
changes in the lived experience of Religious. 
At the AGM, I rather forcefully offered my assessment, that although the business of COR 
was being managed by the Executive and a dedicated team in the office led by the General 
Secretary, there was a general lack of a cutting edge. It seemed to me that in the time I 
have been in the Executive, COR has ‘lacked teeth' and has been unable to speak out on 
some of the major issues facing our society, our Church and our Religious Life.  My own 
assessment of the reasons for this, I gave to the Conference. Members of the Executive 
are generous in allowing their names to go forward for election. However, the 
discernment for membership of the Executive, it seems to me, has been minimal. It has 
been more a case of “who is available”, and, more often, who can be persuaded to serve. 
This may of course mirror what is actually happening in many of the Congregations in the 
Church today; but it does not make for effective and cutting-edge leadership. 
It would be unfair and untrue to say that COR is not working. However, I believe it is true 
to say that COR could be a much more effective and relevant body in the Church if it were 
radically restructured.  I have said that what is needed are members of the Executive who 
have time, energy and commitment. And yet, that alone is not sufficient. I now believe 
that we need to re-design the whole structure to provide an effective way of operation for 
our Conference. 
To this end, a few months before the AGM we invited Sr. Ellen Flynn, DC to work with the 
previous Executive and to brainstorm in terms of future possibilities. Ellen met with the 
Vice President and myself, she met with the Executive as a whole, she met with a focus 
group, and eventually with all the members present at the AGM. The Executive and I 
became increasingly convinced that only a radical re-think of COR will achieve lasting and 
focused results. This is what I put to the membership at the AGM in my opening address, 
and this is what was almost unanimously endorsed at the end of the meeting. 
The membership is equally convinced of the need for something new and fresh and 
incisive in COR; and we left the AGM with the mandate to continue the discernment and 
the search for a new working model for COR. We present the ‘bones’ of this in this 
working document which we call our Strategic Plan.  Since the AGM, we have met as an 
Executive, and with the assistance of Ellen, we are progressing this Plan so that at the 
General Meeting at the end of October we can listen to your responses and reactions to 
the Plan and move forward. Obviously this will affect every aspect of the life of COR. As 
we all know, Connie our present General Secretary is retiring after many years of faithful 
service. In appointing a new General Secretary and looking at the whole administration, 
we will be working against the backdrop of our new vision for the Conference.  
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We will also be facing our new reality. Having seen the responsibility for managing 
Safeguarding move to the ‘one Church’ model in concert with the Episcopal Conference, 
we are now in a different space. Another major consideration for the future is the size of 
our membership. Since 2009 the number of Religious members of COR has decreased by 
almost 1,000. This has profound implications for our future, and also for our income.  
Therefore, I believe we face major challenges. However I think these challenges are the 
seedbed of exciting possibilities. I repeat the last sentence of my address at the 2013 
Conference. “What this means is up to you - our membership. I hope and pray that our 
deliberations will produce the new wine, which will be a springboard for a revitalized 
Conference.” 
The General Meeting is therefore the opportunity to put into action the overwhelming 
desire expressed at the Conference for a spirit-filled restructuring.  
 

Ronald J. McAinsh, C.Ss.R. 
President – COR 
1st September, 2013 
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2. Some Theological Aspects of Religious Life in England and Wales 

A Less Travelled Road 

Religious Life in England and Wales Today 

Religious Life in England and Wales has had its highs and lows and goes back more than 1500 
years.  The monks of Rievaulx at the time of Aelred could never have foreseen that in the 
future their beautiful Abbey would be a ruin visited by tourists.  Religious Life flourished 
during the Middle Ages.  It was dissolved at the time of the Reformation when, paradoxically, 
new Orders and Societies of Apostolic Life were springing up in Europe following Trent and 
the Counter-Reformation.  After Catholic Emancipation in the early 19th Century, and the 
anticlerical suppression on the Continent at around the same time, Religious communities 
returned and were re-established in England and Wales.  Alongside these were the new 
Apostolic congregations founded in response to the social needs of the nineteenth century, 
and the call to bring the Gospel to new Mission territories.   
Since Vatican II there has been a movement away from the ‘one-size-fits-all’ model which 
characterised Religious Life from the Council of Trent until the mid-60s, the model, perhaps 
applied more stringently to women than to men, which prescribed a quasi-monastic routine.  
Religious prayed most of the Divine Office (or at least the Little Office of Our Lady), observed 
silence, ate together while listening to spiritual reading, spent time in common recreation.  
Their apostolate fitted around this.  They were conspicuous in impractical and sometimes 
outlandish Habits modelled on peasant costumes not seen elsewhere for a couple of 
centuries. Nevertheless, those who entered Religious Life before the Second Vatican Council 
or in the euphoria which followed it joined communities which were vibrant and flourishing, 
immersed in the work of education, health care, social justice, and bringing the Gospel to the 
margins of society.   
As the Council documents were disseminated, specially Lumen Gentium,  Gaudium et Spes, 
and Perfectae Caritatis , Religious, faithful to the Church’s call to aggiornamento and the new 
sense of urgency to bring the Reign of God to all, rediscovered the unique charisms their 
Founders had been given for the Church.  They were called upon to renew and adapt their 
lives in the light of the original charism, and in relation to the ‘joy and hope, griefs and 
anguish’ of the world in the latter part of the twentieth century.   
Some were disillusioned with the pace of change (too fast for some, too slow for others) and 
left.  The Second Vatican Council brought a renewed understanding of Baptismal vocation and 
alternative ways of responding.  The sexual revolution of the 1960s and the rise of feminism 
changed irrevocably women’s role in society and in the Church.  It has constituted a challenge 
to the role of men. The context of a post-Christian, post-Modern world has influenced 
attitudes of secular as well as Religious men and women towards the world and the Church.    
Those called to Religious Life are invited to follow Christ radically, to be totally committed to 
living the Gospel and free to proclaim the Good News of the imminence and immanence of 
the Reign of God.  Religious, as Lumen Gentium VI states, reflect the many aspects of Christ:  
‘in contemplation on the mountain, or proclaiming the kingdom of God to the multitudes, or 
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healing the sick and maimed and converting sinners to a good life, or blessing children and 
doing good to all, always in obedience to the will of the Father who sent him.’ 
The vocation of enclosed nuns and monks will always be a challenge to society, while at the 
same time never losing its appeal as the ideal for those who wish to dedicate themselves 
totally to God.  It is a different story for apostolic Sisters and Brothers.  What are they doing 
that is different from other committed lay-people?  Can what they do not be done just as well 
or better by people who are married, who have their own income and independence?  Or by 
men and women (frequently very young, always very idealistic) who give months or years 
working radically to bring the Reign of God to the poor and oppressed, before returning to 
‘the real world’?   The essence of religious Life is in being rather than doing.  It is not a 
question of ‘plugging the holes’, of providing an efficient (and cheap) workforce for the 
Church.  It is about ‘the sign we give’ of total lifelong dedication, consecration, to Christ 
through a life vowed to Chastity, Poverty, and Obedience, in whatever way these might be 
expressed by specific Congregations, whether enclosed or active.  
As Pope Francis has reminded us, Religious Life is at the heart of the Church.  Individual 
Congregations come and go; if necessary, God will raise new Congregations ‘from the very 
stones’ in response to a specific need.  We see this already in the emergence of the New 
Orders, and the revival of the Eremitical life and the Order of Consecrated Virgins.  Those 
which have fulfilled their purpose can celebrate their achievement and know their legacy 
continues in the education they have delivered, the networks they have initiated, even (as 
with Rievaulx) the structures they have left.  The role they once fulfilled as an efficient 
workforce within the Church is now the task of the laity.   
For many, individuals as well as communities, it is a time of diminishment, of letting go.  The 
pessimists say Religious Life, or at least the Apostolic form of it, is dying out.  Religious Life in 
England and Wales may be at a time of crisis – in terms of both challenge and opportunity.    
There are ‘green shoots’ emerging, but most of the growth is in the developing world and 
Eastern Europe.  We do not know how many religious there will be in future or what their role 
will be.  The way forward is not in numbers but in accepting this change and in courageously 
continuing to live it, continuing to witness by perseverance and faithfulness. 
Such is the less travelled road of Religious Life in England and Wales today.  It will surely be 
here in 1,000 years’ time, because the life of consecration by means of the evangelical 
counsels is a gift of God to the Church and world which of its nature is permanent, and ‘God is 
always faithful.’ 
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3. The Identity of COR 

Conferences of religious superiors date from the 1950’s, and the Second Vatican Council 
said, in its Decree on the Renewal of the Religious Life, “This synod favours conferences or 
councils of major superiors, established by the Holy See. These can contribute very much 
to achieve the purpose of each institute; to encourage more effective cooperation for the 
welfare of the Church; to ensure a more just distribution of ministers of the Gospel in a 
given area; and finally to conduct affairs of interest to all religious. Suitable co-ordination 
and co-operation with episcopal conferences should be established with regard to the 
exercise of the apostolate.” (Perfectæ caritatis, n.23).   
 
The Code of Canon Law of 1983 gives more precise directives: “Major superiors can 
usefully be associated in conferences or councils so that by common efforts they work to 
achieve more fully the purpose of the individual institutes, always without prejudice to 
their autonomy, character, and proper spirit, or to transact common affairs, or to establish 
appropriate coordination and cooperation with the conferences of bishops and also with 
individual bishops.  Conferences of major superiors are to have their own statutes 
approved by the Holy See, by which alone they can be erected even as a juridic person 
and under whose supreme direction they remain.” (Canons 708-709). 
 
The purpose of COR, as defined in its Statutes, reflects these Roman documents, though 
they state that one of COR’s goals is to represent religious to civil authorities as well as to 
the bishops.   
 
In England and Wales, two conferences had been established before the Council, one for 
men religious and one for women religious, and these have been united since 1979.  The 
Conference of Religious is, therefore, an organisation set up by the Holy See and its 
Statutes are approved by the Holy See.  Anglican Religious institutes are associated with 
COR and there is a member of one of these Institutes on the Executive Committee.  While 
all institutes of apostolic religious and societies of apostolic life, both of men and women, 
are all eligible for membership of COR, as are monastic institutes of men, autonomous 
monasteries of nuns are not eligible.  COR is associated with the Association of British 
Contemplatives and with the Union of Monastic Superiors, and has links with other 
Conferences, in particular the Conference of Religious of Ireland (CORI), the Conference of 
Religious in Scotland (CRS), the Conference of Leaders of Anglican Religious Communities 
(CLARC) and the Union of European Conferences of Major Superiors (UCESM).   
 
COR has also been recognised under civil law in England and Wales as a charitable trust, 
which facilitates its financial operations and gives it legal status at civil law. 
 
The inspiration behind the activities of COR is the teaching of Jesus, and the ways in which 
this is put into practice will respond to the needs of the Church and of society in any given 
moment of history, and will always be guided by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit; the 
engagement of individual Congregations in the different activities and initiatives of COR 
will be determined on their particular charisms.  
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There are different ways of looking at COR.  Four may be summarised here:- 
- in Church law, the members of the Conference are the major superiors, while the 
Executive Committee and the General Secretariat serve the Conference. 
- in Civil law, the Trustees (who are the members of the Executive Committee) are 
entrusted with ensuring that the aims of the Conference (as defined in the Trust deed) are 
respected and they are responsible for the administration of the Conference’s assets.  
- the Conference has described itself as “a membership group of Religious leaders or 
leadership teams – bringing together the strengths, insights, commitments and charisms 
of the various religious congregations, and offering support, challenge and co-ordination 
as needed so as to witness effectively to God’s loving and creative presence in the world.” 
- the common understanding of the Catholic Church in England and Wales is that the 
members of COR are the congregations of religious and societies of apostolic life 
themselves. 
These different perspectives complement each other in forging the identity of COR.  
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4. Vision, Mission and Values 

Vision Statement 
 
The Conference of Religious seeks to be a dynamic and proactive presence in the Church and 
the world today. 

Mission statement 

The Mission of COR is to: 

 

 enable the prophetic voice of Religious Congregations to be heard 

 unite its membership in collaborative initiatives translating Gospel vision into 
reality  

 offer support to its membership and particularly those in positions of 
leadership  

 make Religious Life better known 
 

 
 

 
Values 
 

All our activities are inspired by Gospel Values. 

The hallmarks of COR are:  unity in diversity,  

justice,  

integrity  

hope  
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5. Our Aims and Objectives 

1. Our Prophetic Voice 
 

 to be a prophetic, corporate, pro-active voice in the Church and in Society 
 in particular to speak on behalf of people who live on the margins, promoting justice  

 
2. Our Internal and External Collaboration  

 
 to actively promote collaboration amongst members 
 to find ways of improving communication between members 
 to promote greater links with Vicars for Religious 
 to seek greater dialogue with the Church and its agencies at national and local level 
 to foster coordinated liaison with the Bishops, nationally and in local dioceses 
 to build deeper ecumenical relationships 
 to liaise with other Conferences of Religious internationally 

 

3. Our ways of tending to each other 
 

 to provide easy access via COR office to enquiries and to respond to members’ needs  
 to develop structures of mutual support  
 to set up a professional database and informal group mailing systems 
 to find ways of sharing gifts, skills and resources, ideas, books etc. 
 to be active participants in Safeguarding initiatives in the Church in England and Wales  
 to support the work of the Religious Life Institute 
 to participate in the work of Vocations and to support the National Office 
 to encourage and support the formation of new Religious Life initiatives 

 
4. Our Witness 

 
 to promote visible witness of the Good News of Jesus Christ, and Gospel values in 

reality today     
 to witness to the gift of community living                                                                                    
 to witness to unity in diversity 
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6. Personnel 

 

 

 

 Apart from the Executive these are all paid posts – not necessarily full time except for the General Secretary 

The Sub-Groups on the following page are all volunteers drawn from the aider membership for their relevant skills and co-opted 

from other sectors if desired. They all report directly to the General Secretary and are attended/serviced by staff members. 

Executive 

Communications 

(inc. media) 

Admin Finance 

General Secretary 

(Full Time) 
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Sub- 
Groups 

Advocacy 

(social/ethical issues. 
Justice and Peace) 

Witness 

(Evangelisation, 
education) 

Religious Life 

(0ngoing Formation, 
Initial Formation, 

Vocations, Ageing, 
RLI, New Religious 

Initiatives) 

 

Executive Advisory 
Safeguarding Group 

 

(EASG) 

Collaboration and 
Networking 

(church dialogue,  
ecuminism,  

internal mutual 
support and 

communication) 
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7. Finance and Fundraising 

The Conference of Religious income and expenditure figures for the last 3 years are: 

 

 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 

Income  296,988 301,378 296,929  

Expenditure 378,519 355,228 363,069  

Net movement (48,241) (66,971) (20,239)  

 

The current financial situation is not sustainable in the longer term unless either  

- income from Membership Fees and other sources increases, or 

 - expenditure is reduced. 

 

Income: 90 – 95% of income is generated by Membership Fees 

There is a 200 – 230 reduction in membership per year 

This represents a reduction of between £8400 and £9660 per year,  

and perhaps even more as some communities are struggling to pay the fees. 

COR holds £400,000 in investments which generate £10-£12,000 income. 

Other sources of income are difficult to find. 

 

Expenditure: Understandably the highest single expenditure is ‘running COR’,  

that is staffing, rent and expenses of the COR Office. 

 

The overall financial situation is changing and some of the changes are not yet reflected in the 

end of year balance sheet: 

- COR no longer pays £40,000 to CSAS, but that is reflected in a reduction in the 
membership fees from £48 - £42 
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- COR no longer supports the Religious Life Institute (up to 2010-11), but does now 
support the National Office for Vocations (since 2011-12) 

- COR no longer operates a counter signatory office, and reduced its staff accordingly 
- Some of the activities of COR and aspirations expressed at the AGM have not yet been costed 

out, but may/will have cost implications 
- A new General Secretary is being advertised 
- The stock market changes with time and so dividends on investments are difficult to predict 

 

These factors and changes make accurate forecasts and predictions difficult, and although the 

financial situation is  not yet critical, it is clear that COR cannot continue to spend more than its annual 

income.  

Which of the following options, if any, might be the best way forward for COR? 

 A - increase membership fees 

B - spend some of the investment each year 

C - generate ‘other income’ 

D - look at expenditure and try to make savings  

which would allow COR to ‘live within our means’. 

 E – Any other strategies or suggestions 
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8. Risk 
 

Risk falls in four main areas which are extensively interlinked if somewhat roughly drawn. 
 

Expectations   Structural Financial         Accountability 
 
EXPECTATIONS 
 
The revised structures proposed by the COR executive have the objective of trying to meet 
the aspirations and expectations of the membership. Thus the first and perhaps over-riding 
risk area will be failing to do this. Whatever the final structure put in place it is there to serve 
the objectives and to be sustainable. It is this area of sustainability that could be the Achilles 
heel of any structure.  Having enough of the right personnel to take leadership in various 
capacities and to have support networks for them is essential for COR to work. This is 
especially so since most of the work to be done will be undertaken on a voluntary basis by 
members. Overarching all this is developing a false high level of expectations. If this new 
structure is to be effective it essential the membership must put forward/release   women 
and men to do this work. 
 
STRUCTURE  
 
The structure needs to be simple and straightforward with clear lines of communication and 
accountability. The personnel to fill the roles must have clear job descriptions and 
management via the General Secretary. The risk is that such personnel might not be available 
or, if they are, that they are not managed/supported/affirmed in their role. 
 
FINANCIAL 
 
At present we do not know precisely the costs of a remodelled COR. It is clear that we need a 
fulltime General Secretary. A new General Secretary will have to be paid for as will any 
ancillary administration staff.        
The risks at present are: 
 

1. Not pitching the package and salary correctly for a competent General Secretary, 
2. Not having clear budgetary benchmarks/limits over and against income for 

administrative costs including, wages, National Insurance, Pensions, office 
administration, premises etc. 

3. Causing distress to members if the annual membership fees rise too high for the 
package on offer.                     i.e. failing to provide value for money. 

4. Not having the capacity of resources to support a structure that could grow like Topsy. 
5. Continuing to maintain a base of operations beyond our means 
6. Continuing to eat into our patrimony 
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ACCOUNTABILITY 
 
If a remodelled COR is not put in place then the risks are 
 

1. A failure of the Executive as stewards of the vision, mission and resources of COR to 
have in place effective monitoring and controls or act upon them to meet the 
expectations of the membership 

2. A loss of its reputation to speak and  act credibly on behalf of religious in England and 
Wales  

3. A loss its ability to influence appropriate developments in safeguarding procedures. 
 

Whilst these risks have been put under four headings, their interlinked issues could be 
summarised alternatively as: 
   

Aspirations:-failing to meet them,   
 Personnel;- failing to commit to finding and getting  the right folk,    

Sustainability;  failing to build and effective voice and support for Religious Life in 
E&W.    

 Legality: failing to be wise stewards of the assets. 
     
In the final analysis if we fail to undertake a strategic revision of the mission, structures and 
running of COR we risk failing all those in Religious Life, all those we work with and all those 
who support us,  love us and look up to us for help both in and outside the Church. This failure 
will happen if we do not commit ourselves to this process of renewal through practical as well 
as spiritual support. 
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9. Monitoring and Review 

The monitoring of a plan is essentially the agreed management process. This includes 

ongoing review and analysis of the implementation of the plan to determine if it is 

proceeding as planned, as well as whether necessary adjustment is needed within the 

parameters of the agreed document. It is mainly concerned with the carrying out of action 

plans and the delivery of outcomes by the team. The work plan, the budget and other 

operational plans are the basis for the monitoring. 

 

In this case the General Secretary is responsible for implementing the Strategic Plan as 
agreed by the membership and entrusted to the Executive.  
The General Secretary manages his or her staff team and monitors progress against the 
tasks given to them in order to implement the plan. The General Secretary pulls the 
progress together into a report for the Executive on a quarterly basis, having monthly 
contact with the President. 
A separate report against budget is also required quarterly. 
 
The first task is to prioritise the objectives and decide in which order they should be 
implemented, allocating them to a year (2013-2015).  
This then forms the Annual Plan using the same format as the Strategic Plan. 
 
Each objective in the Annual Plan is then broken down into Action Plans which 
themselves form a monitoring tool and can be used in the quarterly reports.  
 
The Executive discusses the reports with the General Secretary making any necessary 
adjustments to the plan or the budget. 
 
Distribution of the reports can be as wide as the Executive chooses. 
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(Appendix 1) 
 

 

Action Planning 

Each of the above objectives will need an action plan something like the format below. 

A sample of ideas for action planning (which came from the AQGM 2013) 

 promotion of inter-congregational projects; links amongst congregations. 
 support for religious leaders; facilitating good practice in leadership; meetings for new Provincials - 3 day workshop for new leaders 
 encouragement of Regional meetings - there needs to be a regional link with Executive; e.g. regional meetings open to membership 

(general) 
 development of the Directory (resources) 
 provision of workshops – addiction/sexual problems/anger management etc 
 establishment of ‘desks’/co-ordinators/areas of expertise/ specialist groups.  E.g. Health, Education, Elderly, Safeguarding, Justice and 

Peace, Social and Ethical issues 
 support for retiring/returning missionaries re placements, adjustment 
 formation opportunities - spirituality of Religious Life – initial formation, on-going formation, spirituality of ageing. 
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ACTION PLANNING FRAMEWORK  
(rows may be added) 

 

 

Objective: 
Personnel Responsible: 

 

 

 

  

 

 

       

TASKS/ACTIVITIES  

         

         

         

         

 


