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 When Reverend Edward Barrow retired, after some years of very faithful and fruitful ministry, we were invited 

to join the Westborough Group of Churches which comprised Westborough, Normandy, St. Peter’s (on 

Bellfields) and Worplesdon, under the guidance of Revd. Derek Wensley. 

This worked well at first. Derek held periodic meetings without lay preachers and they planned services 

together. Derek took just one service each month. Later, at Derek’s suggestion, we employed a Pastoral 

Assistant, who, together with his wife, took over the running and organisation of services and the day-to-day 

running of the church, which, sad to say, did not suit all of our members because of a clash of styles. After a 

quite turbulent time in the church’s life, we were invited to join the Woking Group. 

During that time when Worplesdon URC had no minister, the pulpit was taken by a wonderful team of lay and 

in-house preachers. Most of the lay preachers came so regularly that they became good friends of Worplesdon 

members. 

In 1987, the decision was taken to share a minister with York Road URC, Woking. This was a very radical step 

for both churches. York Road had taken an even more radical step two years earlier by calling a young 

American woman, named Roberta Sears, to its pulpit. Many people found this remarkable firstly that the 

church had an American minister but that she was also female! Others thought that it a Robert A. Sears who 

was coming. 

Well, it was that same Roberta Sears who became the first shared minister we had. She was with us at 

Worplesdon for three years and two months - inducted on the 3rd May 1987 and leaving us on the 29th July 

1990 when she went on to a church in North London then became the Moderator of the North Thames Synod 

and later the General Secretary of the national United Reformed Church. 

It was Roberta who changed the style of elders’ meetings and splitting the role of Church Secretary/Treasurer 

into two separate posts. Stella Harris who was carrying out both tasks chose to remain as Treasurer with David 

Kelly becoming Church Secretary. 

Many joint activities with York Road began at this time and further associations developed during the later 

shared ministries.  

Blair Kirkby from Canada, with his English wife, Ann, and two small boys, came in 1991. Their third child, a 

daughter was born in England almost as soon as they arrived. 

Blair brought a new style to the pulpit - quiet homespun, almost like an out-west old timer passing on words of 

prairie wisdom - all of which was much appreciated by Worplesdon congregations. 

The church was still thriving with families and children’s activities - York Road youngsters coming over to enjoy 

the youth club fun.  

The shared ministry with York Road was continued after the Kirkby family left in 1998 to return to Canada. 

After an interregnum of nearly two years, we had another American as minister. Reverend Howard Reed, with 

wife, Larraine, and two teenage children, was inducted on the 16th April, 2000, and stayed for three years and 

ten months completing a previously agreed period as pastor of the two churches. 

During the whole period of shared ministry, the association with York Road was strong and good support was 

given by each church to the other. There were joint elders’ training days and, when necessary joint elders’ 

meetings. We shared a Church-in-the-World Group and members at York Road came to the annual signing of 

the Amnesty International Greeting Cards. We shared services; we sang together in Roger Jones oratorios; we 

shared, with both York Road and St. Andrew’s Woking, in the organisation of a new style extra hymn book, 

called ‘Voices United’, and when the sharing ended we took over the York Road contact with the Marinya 

Church in Meru, Kenya. 



We helped at York Road musical and dramatic evenings and whenever York Road needed backroom caterers 

for some of their events, David and Elaine were always willing to help. (The Kelly sandwiches were always 

looked forward to) 

One of the most enjoyable occasions was when both churches had an “Away week-end” at Swanage (inspired 

by the minister, Blair) - a real chance to relax together with friends from both churches. 

During this busy time there was an extra strain on the elders who, led by David, found time to think about 

improving our premises - and a lovely new hall was built (building work being organised and overseen by Dave 

Glynn, then a York Road member) 

The shared ministry came to an end in 2003 when York Road took the decision to unite with St. Andrew’s to 

form a single United Reformed Church in Woking. “What would happen to us at Worplesdon?” we asked.  

God’s hands were holding us tight as Wessex Synod gave us a good scoping and promised that we would have 

a minister of our own, albeit not a full-time minister. Well, we were used to that. 

Meetings were held and possibilities were discussed over many months and Alison Toplas, a member at 

Guildford URC and in ministerial training, came to preach on Sunday 27th June 2004. Alison’s ordination and 

induction took place ten weeks later on 

Friday, 10th September and she became our very own non-stipendiary minister. Tragically, we lost our leader, 

David Kelly, who died in the following January. 

David’s contribution to life at the church was immense. 

Since that time we have seen further changes at Worplesdon and although we are still fairly traditional we do 

not stand still living in the past. We’ve increased charity involvement; our premises are regularly used by 

others (even if we have become too old to do all the cleaning!); we are becoming more involved again in the 

local community; we have developed stronger links with other churches; there has been a slight increase in 

membership and we do not forget to enjoy ourselves with social occasions. The message from the pulpit is 

strong and presented in an interesting and encouraging way both on Sundays and at other meetings. We have 

also replaced our beloved but tired organ and we even have guitar and clarinet in our services. 

It is true that we have no young people and some activities have been discontinued for example ‘Hymns and 

readings at Tarragon Court but we still cater for the elderly in the neighbourhood and we are putting the 

resources we have (physical and material) to good use.  

We are a small church but people still like coming to enjoy the love and warmth of our welcome. The church 

has been a little beacon of God’s love for 190 years in our local community and we intend to continue sharing 

that love for many years yet. 
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