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Launched in 2016, Retreat House Chester brings the benefits of retreat to the city. 

Rooted gently and deeply in Christian spiritual tradition, we seek to be relevant to all 

people, offering thoughtful and open ways to retreat right in the middle of Chester, 

while we work towards opening a non-residential city-based retreat house. 

 

Who we are: Structure, Governance & Management 

Retreat House Chester is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO), governed by Constitution. 

Trustees are appointed by serving trustees, in accord with the Constitution and good practice set out 

by the Charity Commission. 

Trustees: 

The Very Reverend Peter Howell-Jones   founding trustee, appointed August 2015 

Mr Gerard Johnson    founding trustee, appointed August 2015;  

reappointed August 2017 

Mr John (TERRY) Green (Chair)   appointed November 2016 

Canon Rosemary (JANE) Brooke   appointed March 2017 

Rev Paul Towner    appointed February 2018 

Mrs Clare Black     founding trustee, appointed August 2015;  

stepped down March 2018 on appointment as 

temporary Co-ordinator of Retreat House Chester 

 

Treasurer: 

Mr Don Dickson     appointed March 2017 

 

Co-ordinator: 

Mrs Clare Black     appointed for 12 months part-time, March 2018 

One new appointment has been made to the trustee body this year.  In making this appointment, 

and in trustee induction, the trustees were careful to follow guidance from the Charity Commission, 

and had full regard for the needs of the charity.  Paul Towner, a retired Church of England minister, 

joins the trustee body having served as a volunteer for Retreat House Chester for more than a year 

and after a move to Chester from Hereford where he was instrumental in highly successful church-led 

charitable city centre projects.  We are pleased to benefit from the experience, skills and knowledge 

that he brings.   

 

The resignation from the trustee body of founding trustee Clare Black was in line with her 

appointment as temporary Co-ordinator of Retreat House Chester. Last year’s Annual Report 

stated that the trustees were aware of the need for a paid Director’s post for the day-to-day 

management of our operations, and made this a priority for 2017-18.  This was considered an 
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essential part of the charity’s development and sustainability.  As the charity entered a significant new 

phase with the likely imminent development of permanent retreat space, and since finances were 

considered to be in a sound position and activities were very positive, this appointment was made in 

March 2018 on a 12-month part-time basis, and in the light of Clare’s management of Retreat House 

Chester since its inception.  Committed to good practice, we were guided in the employment 

processes by the excellent experience of our Treasurer.  This development is detailed later in this 

report. 

 

This year, members of the trustee body have attended training in Good Governance (including self-

assessment), GDPR, and Health and Safety (Fire Marshal) – all with direct impact on our operations.  

Trustees recognise the attention currently given nationally to the importance of governance and seek 

to operate accordingly.  We are aware of our need for business input / expertise in sympathy with our 

objectives and ethos, and this is a priority in developing the trustee body further.   

 

Retreat House Chester is supported by a team of fifteen volunteers.  Volunteers come from across 

the community and are involved with administration, fundraising, marketing and our programme.  This 

year has seen volunteers develop their own expertise – for example, an experienced counsellor and 

spiritual director assisting in setting up a team of 1-to-1 retreat guides, and others bringing their 

knowledge and experience to facilitate programme activities.  We hold seasonal volunteer gatherings 

to reflect together, to support the team and learn from one another. Their involvement and enthusiasm 

strengthens our community character, and their skills and experience reinforce our belief that a 

grassroots venture such as ours can be very successful.   

 

Alongside our grassroots nature and independent character, we believe in the importance of 

networks and collaboration.  We network widely, both locally and nationally; we are grateful for our 

relationship with Chester Cathedral; and we are a member organisation of the Retreat Association, a 

national ecumenical body promoting and supporting retreats, and Chester Voluntary Action. 

Furthermore, in response to enquiries regarding collaboration, this year we have set out criteria by 

which someone can work with us to support our charitable objectives.  

 

Retreat House Chester has a close working relationship with Chester Cathedral, who are supportive 

of our activities in that these are compatible with their mission of outreach and spirituality.  Throughout 

2017, we hosted a number of our activities in space at the Cathedral, and appreciate greatly this city-

centre presence and the profile we gain this way.  At the same time, our independence from the 

Cathedral ensures that we maintain our ecumenical character and our independent governance and 

management.  Last year’s report indicated that there was a risk sometimes that we were seen to be a 

Cathedral project; in 2018, as we have moved away from hosting most of our activities in the 

Cathedral, partly due to an increase in charges made to use that space, we continue to build our own 

presence and public understanding of this.  The Chapter of the Cathedral, which itself has undergone 

a number of changes recently, has asserted this year its desire to see a retreat space run by Retreat 

House Chester in Abbey Square: the plan for this is detailed in the next section of this report. 

 

Since Chester Cathedral is the landlord of our current premises and the planned Retreat House 

space, we are very careful to avoid conflict of interest where it may arise.  In addition, risks are 

considered in our strategic planning, and we hold and review a risk register.  We have developed and 

review a thorough range of policies.  As a young charity, our attention to regulatory requirements 

and good practice is thorough. 

 

In summary, the contributions of many people have helped to develop this innovative venture in its 

second full year, and we are thankful to them all.  We ask in hope for continued support of retreat in 

the city and all it offers. 
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What we do and why: Objectives and Activities 
 
The object of the CIO is to advance the Christian religion for the benefit of the public 

mainly, but not exclusively, through the provision of facilities, education, training and 

personal support to enable the exploration and experience of spirituality. 

(from our Constitution) 

Retreat House Chester offers retreat in the city, to make the many benefits of retreat available to as 

wide a range of people as possible and to make it as accessible as possible. Our firm aim from the 

start has been to do this through a non-residential retreat house, open to all, and as we work towards 

this aim we run retreat and retreat-related activities in a range of venues – increasingly in 2018 in our 

own temporary rooms in 9 Abbey Square.  Our initiative for an independent charitable non-

residential facility, with paid staff, volunteers and visiting facilitators – as well as a provision for hire 

by groups – is an imaginative response to contemporary needs.     

 

The intention has been that the ‘Retreat House’ would be on the ground floor of the old retreat house 

associated with Chester Cathedral. The property needs considerable refurbishment, and we have 

been working alongside the Cathedral (the landlord) in this project.  In February 2018, however, we 

were disappointed to learn from the Cathedral that for their own financial reasons this shared intention 

and agreement was no longer considered viable: they were instead seeking investment in the whole 

property, and suggested that we take instead the ground floor of 9 Abbey Square, just next door to 

the old retreat house and where we currently have temporary space.  After thorough consideration of 

this news and possible alternatives, and with the careful management of consultation with key 

stakeholders, especially benefactors, we judged that the objectives of the charity can be fulfilled as 

tenants in 9 Abbey Square as is now proposed, enabling us to develop the charity and its activities, to 

open a non-residential city-based retreat house, and to build towards a sustainable future.   

 

Our programme for retreat in the city is shaped around four key areas: find… 

experience…explore…connect….  In effect, this means activities related to an exploration and 

experience of spirituality and reflective living, both personally and socially, at home and at work, in our 

daily lives:  

“  wonderful gentle and thoughtful opportunity to explore – thank you 
a warm, comfortable, non-judgemental atmosphere – most helpful 

beautifully-led – just enough direction and input while also creating space    

                                                                   – wonderful resources provided too 

well-led and inclusive – thank you 

reminded me of some of the things I had forgotten – thank you 

a really helpful opportunity ‘to retreat’ for a short while – wonderfully led  

enjoyed being with a lovely group of people who were willing to share thoughts at depth 

good group size, very good comfortable room, lovely atmosphere – thank you! 

What a lovely, loving day. 

challenged… encouraged… hopeful… calm… peaceful…                                         

from a sample of feedback cards across 2017                         ”
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 find a time of stillness;  

 experience different ways of developing our reflective nature;  

 explore spiritual tradition in a Christian context, from ancient wisdom to contemporary 

spirituality;  

 connect with daily life and with one another, as individuals and as communities. 

 

Our provision is non-denominational, and our operations reflect this.  This has developed to be a key 

characteristic and gives a firm basis for work with the interfaith and non-religious communities.  

 

We take thorough consideration of Charity Commission guidance on public benefit, and our 

charitable objective is a standing item at trustee meetings.  Our regular programme was still new at 

the start of this reporting period (April 2017), and a further number of new developments were made 

to the programme in January 2018.  All our programme planning takes account of public benefit, and 

the fact that we have received some small grants (in this period, from Chester Business Club and 

Cheshire West & Chester Council (Diversity Fund)) is validation of this.  

 

Our programme activities have included: led retreat days and workshops with invited facilitators; in-

house retreat days; contemplative prayer evenings; reflective conversation groups; creative 

workshops; pilgrimage walks; reflective evenings; open mornings; and pop-up information events. 

Titles and themes have included amongst others: ‘Dreaming Another Future’; ‘Noticing’; desert 

experiences; ‘Peace be with you – a singing retreat’; ‘Waiting and Seeing’; ‘Discovery’; Lent; Advent; 

permaculture; soul friends; science and faith; hope.  Facilitators have ranged from the international, 

such as Margaret Silf and St Beuno’s, to the local worker such as a mosaic artist, counsellor, 

theologian or minister, to the local person such as the environmentalist or the mother of a disabled 

son.  Importantly, this helps to create a sense of a public forum for spirituality, and a drawing-out 

and development of spiritual literacy as well as personal spirituality and human flourishing.  We 

have begun to form a team of retreat guides who will be able to offer one-to-one spiritual 

accompaniment.  We have now reached the stage where we are ready to offer the welcome, 

character, facilities, versatility and availability a retreat house would afford, and anticipate keenly the 

opening of such a space in 9 Abbey Square.   

 

In order to make our programme available to a wide range of people, our activities are varied and 

offered at different times of the day and week, making sure that there is daytime and evening 

availability and weekday and weekend availability.  Where we make a charge, this has been set after 

comparison with other providers and aware of the charity’s need for income. Concessions are 

available. We have offered some activities in 2018 at a lower cost than in 2017, as we host more 

events in our own rooms and in an attempt to improve accessibility; nonetheless, for this to be 

sustainable further funding is necessary.  The programme is widely advertised and open to all.  Our 

website and newsletters include reports on our key events, often written by participants themselves, 

enabling us to reach a wider audience than attend events and share some of the benefits with them. 

A key priority for the next year will be to develop provision for specific groups – such as younger 

people, students, refugees, carers – and to do this by invitation to events designed especially for 

them.   

 

We have begun to offer tie-in events with local cultural life – for example, the Chester Retreat, our 

walk along the Two Saints’ Way, and our creative workshops inspired by visits to the Cathedral - and 

are able to make a much-needed contribution to the local offering for residents, workers and visitors. 

Positioned as we are in Abbey Square, in one of Chester’s heritage properties, and on the site of the 

monastic courtyard, we are able to promote local religious and cultural heritage.  
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We are careful to publicise that we are rooted gently and deeply in the Christian spiritual 

tradition, while offering activities with a range of appeal which enable people to engage with, 

experience and explore spirituality. 

 

From research and feedback, we are able to demonstrate both personal and social benefits. 

Published research shows that benefits include amongst others: improved wellbeing and 

relationships; reduced isolation (a well-recognised feature of urban life); enhanced spiritual 

experience/depth experience; improved community health; improved workplaces; increased 

knowledge of Christian spirituality; and the opportunity for dialogue between Christianity and the 

public realm.  Our own successful performance in this, this year, is detailed in the next section. 

 

During our launch year, our survey suggested that although more than three-quarters of the people 

who came to us say they pay attention to their spiritual life, only a quarter say they have enough 

resources for this, and fewer than half know where to find these resources.  We remain committed to 

a city-based high-profile Retreat House which can respond to this need for provision and offer a good 

place for people to find what they need.   

 

 
 
 
Our success: Achievements and Performance 
 

 

This reporting period (our second full year) has seen a number of significant achievements: the 

development of a regular programme; the move to hosting more activities in number 9; the ongoing 

establishment of operations and especially the appointment of a Co-ordinator; the appointment of an 

additional trustee; recruitment of further volunteers; some successful fundraising; and a raised profile. 

 

 

“  fuel to continue the journey 

more reflective in my day to day life and interactions with others with a prayerful base 

in a better place to face some challenges ahead 

to seek out more knowledge on the spiritual way of life 

hopefully it will slow me down long enough for what really matters 

face coming days with more expectation than fear 

more patient, more hope-filled 

to try to do something for myself to keep me mindful and calm 

a deeper acceptance of self; a better understanding of others 

giving me insight into avenues I can explore to develop skills 

the spur and confidence to think about tackling things that might have frightened me before 

from feedback cards through 2017, in response to invitation to name the changes the event might lead to 

                         ” 
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2017: a year’s programme in approximate numbers (ten months - no programme events in 

January or August) 

500: total number of visits to our programme events 

250: number of visits to our bookable activities – 110 individuals, with 59% making more than one visit 

250: number of visits to our drop-in activities 

25: facilitators 

Attendance records show 77% ideal (not maximum) capacity.   

 

2018: February – March in approximate numbers 

86: number of visits to our bookable activities – 51 individuals, 15 for the first time 

8: facilitators 

Attendance records show 77% maximum capacity.  Many events were fully booked, with only a larger 

event bringing down the % (16/30). 

 

These figures suggest a 2017 average of 25 booked visits per month rising to an average of 43 

booked visits per month in the start of 2018.  In 2017 the summer months were quieter: we continue 

to monitor attendance figures for patterns and plan our programme accordingly.  Of course, these 

figures may be expected to increase again with a fully open retreat house. 

 

A profile of 70 random feedback cards from 2017 is overwhelmingly positive, with content analysis 

showing these top three outcomes: peace and calm; relationship and connection; hope and 

encouragement.  This shows that we are scoring highly on delivering wellbeing, reducing isolation and 

enhancing depth experience. 

 

Amongst others, those who come to us include people who live alone, are bereaved, retired, elderly, 

or new to Chester: all these are at risk of loneliness and isolation. 

 

A sample group from one event (a Soulful Saturday) showed that as well as local residents we had 

attracted visitors from Bangor, Llandudno, Oldham, Bolton, Peterborough: three of whom were 

returning to us after a previous event.  We recognise that many who come then come back, having 

liked RHC, and that we are making a regional offering of something distinctive and worth travelling for 

– partly because of our city base and non-denominational character.  There is still challenge in 

making Retreat House Chester known better locally. 

 

In addition to our programme, another major achievement of the charity this year has been the 

development and strengthening of people involved: the appointment of a Co-ordinator, the 

nurturing of volunteers and facilitators, the learning and self-assessment of the trustee body.   

 

Income generation is the third area of achievement this year. This has been through a combination 

of charges for some of our activities and fundraising. We have been running a start-up appeal since 

June 2016.  This appeal (‘The Fifteen Appeal’) draws on the story of the foundation of the original 

Retreat House in 1925, with its fifteen benefactors.  There has been some good fundraising this year: 

sponsored swim, sponsored walk, a volunteer-led Christmas Stall, a Marmalade workshop, a donation 

from Chester Business Club, a Cheshire West and Chester grant (from the Diversity Events Fund, to 

support ‘A Chester Retreat’), and donations received from three Founding Benefactors. Nonetheless, 

if we are to be sustainable in the long term it is essential to build up our income generation: through 

grants, further Founding Benefactors, programme revenue, and the introduction of regular giving.  
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In the light of this year, targets for 2018 – 19 will include:  

 

 open long-term retreat space 

 create funds for the employment of a Co-ordinator 

 appoint business expertise to the trustee body 

 develop collaboration opportunities 

 develop provision for specific groups, such as students and carers 

 monitor programme success and patterns of attendance 

 develop local marketing and profile 

 build up income generation, especially Founding Benefactors, grants and regular giving 

 

After our second full year, we are glad that ‘retreat in the city’ has developed firm foundations on 

which we continue to build. In a climate where young charities and independent projects are 

challenged in their survival, despite a clear need for them, Retreat House Chester continues to 

respond to need and make a difference.  

 

Financial review 
   
For most of this reporting period Retreat House Chester has had relatively small out goings and our 

policy has ensured that our reserves did not fall below £2 500.  As we end this reporting period with 

new commitments to a salary, a revised reserve of £4 500 is recommended.  This will again be 

revised when we are committed to accommodation in 9 Abbey Square. 

 

In committing to a 12-month salary, trustees agreed that this was a most important decision for the 

charity, and in taking it we were demonstrating our confidence in what had been achieved and 

demonstrating our confidence in the future of the charity.  The work of our experienced Treasurer in 

setting up the employment structures was invaluable, and this move to employment gives Retreat 

House Chester a more robust infrastructure. 

 

Since June 2016 we have been running our Fifteen Appeal. Fundraising through our Appeal has 

included one-off donations, sponsored activities on our behalf, and significant contributions from 

individuals or organisations who can contribute £5000 or more as a Founding Benefactor.  Just as the 

original Retreat House opened with fifteen benefactors, so too we are seeking fifteen Founding 

Benefactors.  To date we have gained the support of seven such benefactors: two religious orders, 

two grant-making bodies and three private individual donations. Such support is an encouraging 

endorsement of our plans, and reflects the collaborative nature of the charity.  As we seek to raise 

sufficient funds to take on and equip the Retreat House, and build up a sufficient reserve, our 

fundraising is crucial – especially since our programme income is limited to what we can achieve from 

events running in other venues or temporary accommodation rather than the income a full-time 

Retreat House can generate. 

    2016-17 2017-18

  

Income    £31,899 £26,720 

Founding Benefactors   £20,000 £15,000 

Donations    £  8,037 £  7,501 

Grants    0 £     400 

Programme   £  3,862 £  3,819 

A comparison of these first two full years indicates a 

largely consistent performance and the difference 

made by larger donations from Founding 

Benefactors.   
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Expenditure has been kept well within our budget.  We have outgoings associated with 

administrative requirements, developing provision in 9 Abbey Square, providing our events and 

resources, and marketing including fundraising.  As in 2016-17, while we are ready to spend on the 

current needs of the charity, we are directing the majority of our funds towards the future of the charity 

in a retreat house, although these are not restricted funds.   We had anticipated that the retreat house 

would be open by November 2018 at the latest; this timescale may need some revision now that the 

Cathedral has changed the plan for accommodation and we will need to manage our finances 

accordingly. 

 

   2016-17 2017-18

   

Expenditure   £7,696  £10,391 

Office    £3,177  £  4,920 

Marketing   £1,860  £  1,639 

Programme  £1,501  £  1,877 

Set-up   £1,158  £     887 

Staff            0  £  1,068 

 

As with income, expenditure across the two years 

shows consistency – with differences due to a full 

year’s rent in 2017-18 rather than only part of a 

year in 2016-17, and the introduction of a salary.   

 

All in all, the trustees believe that the consistent accounts of two years and careful management 

regarding the future commitments of the charity indicate a hopeful future for Retreat House Chester. 

 

 
Conclusion 
 
As we end our second full year, this innovative venture to offer retreat in the city meets with both 

success and challenge.  We have always recognised the inherent challenges of this initiative, which 

seeks to run a city-based non-residential retreat house which, unlike traditional retreat houses, has 

not first been set up and funded by a body such as a religious order or diocese. This has been a 

successful year for the programme at Retreat House Chester, which is the key means by which we 

fulfil our charitable object; and the people coming our way, as either visitors or as volunteers and 

facilitators, is an encouraging validation of what we are doing.  We recognise that the Cathedral’s 

change in plan for the old retreat house creates a significant challenge for us, and we are ready to 

adapt to another way of opening retreat space in the city, so that there can be a sustainable way for 

people to benefit from this worthwhile offer to find, experience, explore and connect. 

 
Declaration 
The trustees declare that they have approved the Trustees’ Report above. 
Signed on behalf of the charity’s trustees 
 
signature 
signed copy in office 
 
full name  J.T. Green 
 
date 7 August 2018 

signature 
signed copy in office 
 
full name  R.J. Brooke 
 
date  7 August 2018

  
full accounts can be viewed on the Charity Commission website 


