
 

St Margaret’s mission and ministry today 

St Margaret’s Church is part of Westminster Abbey, and is sited between Westminster Abbey and 

Parliament Square. Its mission and values are those of the Abbey as a whole: 

• To serve Almighty God as a ‘school of the Lord’s service’ by offering divine worship daily and 

publicly;  

• To serve the Sovereign by daily prayer and by a ready response to requests made by or on behalf 

of Her Majesty;  

• To serve the nation by fostering the place of true religion within national life, maintaining a close 

relationship with members of the House of Commons and House of Lords and with others in 

representative positions;  

• To serve pilgrims and all other visitors and to maintain a tradition of hospitality.  

As one we serve each other, our visitors and the wider world in all that do with the values of: 

• Truthfulness  

• Integrity  

• Empathy  

• Excellence  

These are values for everyone, of any faith and none. They are not exclusively Christian values. 

However they are distinctively Christian. 

Given its place on Parliament Square, and in accordance with its historic links with Parliament, St 

Margaret’s seeks to engage primarily with those who work in and around Parliament Square: 

members, officers and staff of the House of Lords and the House of Commons, civil servants based in 

Whitehall, the judiciary, officers and staff of the Supreme Court, and various professional bodies 

whose headquarters are sited in central Westminster. We also have regular contact with the armed 

services, especially around Remembrance-tide; and with a number of charities whose carol services 

we host. The Rector holds twice-yearly evening receptions in the church for our near neighbours and 

those with whom the church has regular contact. 

St Margaret’s is part of Westminster Abbey: the largest of the Royal Peculiars, and accountable (via 

the Dean and Chapter) to the Sovereign alone. The governing body of St Margaret’s is the Dean and 

Chapter of Westminster. The day to day running of St Margaret’s is, however, overseen by the Rector, 

on behalf of the Dean and Chapter. The Rector is advised by the eight elected members of the 

Congregational Forum, meeting bi-monthly. 

 

Worship and music at St Margaret’s 

A weekly Sung Eucharist is held at 11 am each Sunday in St Margaret’s. The order of service is that of 

traditional language Order One (Common Worship). The congregation normally numbers around 60 

adults, a few children, plus clergy and choir. The Sunday congregation may occasionally be 

considerably larger, especially on Sundays when St Margaret’s is hosting the only Sung Eucharist to be 

held on the Abbey site on that day. The congregation will normally include a number of visitors from 

across the globe, some of whom may have little or no English, and little or no knowledge of the 

Christian faith. 



Midweek services at St Margaret’s may be said: typically Morning or Evening Prayer, when these 

services have occasionally to be transferred from the Abbey. 32 of these services were held in St 

Margaret’s in 2018. 

Services of Thanksgiving, almost always for Parliamentarians, are normally held at 12 noon on 

Tuesdays or Thursdays in St Margaret’s. In 2018, Services of Thanksgiving were held for Clifford Dann 

MBE (former President of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors), The Lord Temple-Morris, The 

Rt Hon The Lord Sutherland of Houndswood KT, The Rt Hon The Lord Crickhowell PC, and The Rt Hon 

Sir Edward du Cann KBE. A memorial concert was also held to celebrate the life of Caroline Brown, 

founder of The Hanover Band, whose first concert had been held in St Margaret’s. The St Margaret’s 

choir, conducted by the Director of Music, and accompanied by the St Margaret’s organist, invariably 

sings at these services. The Director of Music works with the Rector, Minor Canons and family 

members to choose music appropriate to each occasion. 

Baptisms, weddings and funerals are held in St Margaret’s, with numbers varying from year to year. 

In 2018, there were one wedding, six funerals, and three baptisms. In 2019, six weddings are currently 

booked to be held in the church. The St Margaret’s choir, conducted by the Director of Music, sing at 

weddings and funerals, accompanied by the organist. If a baptism is not being held during the Sunday 

Sung Eucharist, an organist may sometimes be required for the service. 

Other instrumentalists/solo singers sometimes contribute to Services of Thanksgiving, weddings and 

funerals – always by mutual agreement between the Director of Music, the Rector and the family 

concerned. 

Additional special services held in 2018 included:  

The Christians in Government Passiontide service (annual service) * 

Good Friday Choral Matins with Litany and Sermon (annual service) * 

The St Margaret’s Deanery School Leavers’ Service (annual service) 

The Coptic Nayrouz Service (annual service) 

Service for Parliamentarians to mark the Centenary of the end of the First World War * 

RICS Remembrance service 

Armed Forces Christian Union Remembrance Service (annual service) 

Service of Holy Communion for Parliamentarians (said, monthly during Parliamentary sessions) 

11 Carol Services for Parliament and other local charities/organisations, (xx *) 

St Margaret’s Christmas Carol Service (annual service) * 

St Margaret’s Christmas Eve Sung Eucharist (annual service) * 

Christmas Day Choral Matins and Sermon (annual service) * 

 

Music for the starred services was provided by the St Margaret’s Choir, Director of Music, and organist. 

 

The choir 

The choir currently comprises a core of 18 professional male and female singers (16 full regulars 

together with two official ‘regular deps’), appointed following audition and interview by the Director 

of Music, who between them are able to cover most services,  but are supplemented as necessary 

from a list of approved deputies. The normal choir size for a typical Sunday morning is 10 adults, 

usually increasing to 14 for major special services such as memorial services, major feast days or carol 

services. In additional, a group of boys from Westminster Under School (currently 12 in number) sing 

on the front row for the Sunday Eucharist 4 or 5 times per term, normally supported by two or more 

sopranos on the top line.  



Adult choir rehearsals take place in the choir stalls for around 40-45 minutes prior to each sung service, 

i.e. for an 11 am service, the choir will meet to rehearse from 10 am – 10.45am, ready for an 11 am 

start. 

Boys’ rehearsals are held at 4.10pm-5.00pm every Tuesday during term-time (at Westminster Under 

School, Vincent Square) and at 4.15-5.45pm on certain Fridays (in St Margaret’s) on a pre-arranged 

termly schedule to prepare as necessary for Sunday services.  

The Music Assistant arranges for members of the choir to be present at all sung services, and 

undertakes all other administrative work to do with the choir (recruitment, termly bookings, accounts, 

boys’/parents’ liaison, choir robes etc.) 

A library of choir music is currently held above the music office in the tower of St Margaret’s, and is 

administered by the Music Assistant. 

The choir robes were replaced in 2017. 

 

A girls’ choir at St Margaret’s 

A major review of the life and mission of St Margaret’s was undertaken in 2015. Following this review, 

the Dean and Chapter have formally endorsed the recommendation that a girls’ choir be formed at St 

Margaret’s. The purpose of having a girls’ choir at St Margaret’s is two-fold: to enlarge the choral 

resources available for public worship in the church; and to provide girls with the musical, and 

specifically choral, educational opportunities that are currently only open to members of the St 

Margaret’s boys’ choir. 

It is expected that members of the girls’ choir will be recruited from one or more local schools; and 

will sing at a new mid-week service (not Evensong) to be held at a time not clashing with Abbey 

Evensong, but provided for those who work in and around Parliament Square. The girls’ choir is likely, 

in due course, to sing at some Sunday Eucharists. 

Plans for the girls’ choir are at an early stage, and the new Director of Music may expect to be fully 

involved in their development and implementation. 

 

The organ 

An organ was installed in St Margaret’s in 1806 by John Avery. The current organ is largely built by J. 

W. Walker & Sons Ltd. A specification for the organ can be found on the National Pipe Organ Register. 

Organ lessons, given by Ben Bloor, are currently held on the St Margaret’s organ during school terms 

for pupils of Westminster School. Thomas Trotter also gives organ lessons in St Margaret’s, in addition 

to his regular practice schedule. 

 

The Chapel of St Mary Undercroft 

The Chapel of St Mary Undercroft is sited within the Palace of Westminster. The Chapel seats 

approximately 200 people, and has its own small organ. The Chapel falls within the jurisdiction of the 

Dean and Chapter of Westminster, and is run by the Speaker’s Chaplain, Prebendary Dr Rose Hudson-

Wilkin. 



Liturgical support for Chapel services is provided by the Abbey’s Minor Canons’ Department, and by 

the Senior Verger and musicians of St Margaret’s. In practice, this normally means that any music for 

weddings held in the Chapel is provided by St Margaret’s musicians (organist/choir) under the 

direction of the Director of Music. Occasional special services in CSMU may also require support. 

In 2018, 13 weddings, 28 Baptisms, and seven special services were held in the Chapel. 

 

Other events at St Margaret’s 

The church building is used weekly for assemblies during school-term time by Harris Westminster Sixth 

Form, and on for termly services by Westminster City School and Grey Coat Hospital. 

The Abbey’s Learning Department uses the church for occasional school visits, and a twice-yearly 

Sixth-Form Question Time event is held in the church. 

The church hosts art exhibitions, recitals, lectures, education events, and occasional book launches 

throughout the year. In 2018, these included: 

March  Japanese earthquake vigil and memorial tree 

March  Westminster Abbey Day of Prayer 

April  Martin Luther King Symposium 

May/June    8 x Lunchtime recitals by the Park Lane Group 

June  Medici Summer Concert 

June  Windrush Lecture given by Arthur Torrington 

July  Abbey Choir School Summer Concert 

September Westminster School Musician of the Year recital 

September Harris Westminster Sixth Form College Initial Teacher Graduation 

October British Caribbean Association 60th anniversary service 

October Family Remembrance Day event, in conjunction with the Abbey Learning Dept. 

October Exhibition, Lecture and Symposium to mark the 400th anniversary of the death of Sir 

  Walter Raleigh 

November Armistice and After GCSE RS conference 

November There but not There exhibition 

 

The summer lunchtime series has been running for some years now, originally in partnership with 

the Martin Musical Scholarship Fund and latterly with the Park Lane Group Music Trust, who engage 

the artists for each recital series. The 45-minute recitals are presented free of admission (with a 

retiring collection) at Monday lunchtimes, typically to audiences of between 80 and 200 people. The 

Director of Music has liaised directly with the PLG Music Trust to organise the concerts, with 

administrative support provided by the Music Secretary 

Note that all musical events held in St Margaret’s (recitals and concerts) are only held with the 

mutual agreement of the Director of Music and the Rector. St Margaret’s is not available for hire for 

concerts/recitals by external organisations. 

 

Brief history (extract from the Westminster Abbey website) 

It may seem surprising to find another large church standing so close to the might and magnificence 
of Westminster Abbey. Why was an additional church needed in such a position? 



To answer that question we have to recall that Westminster Abbey was originally a Benedictine 
Abbey. In 1065 Edward the Confessor gave orders for the consecration of the abbey church of the 
Benedictine monastery. That great church was to be the centre of life for the monks of Westminster. 
Following the Rule of St Benedict, they would assemble at fixed times throughout each day to 
worship God by singing what is known as 'the Divine Office'. That was their duty - 'office' comes from 
the Latin word for 'duty'. This was their main task in life, so they called it Opus Dei - 'God's work'. 
Nothing was allowed to disturb them in carrying out this basic duty. 

However, the monks of the newly-founded monastery of St Peter in Westminster were disturbed by 
the people of Westminster who came to hear Mass. So the monks set about building a smaller 
church next to the Abbey where the local people could receive all the sacraments and ministrations 
of the Church, thus leaving the monks in the Abbey undisturbed. The church was dedicated to St 
Margaret of Antioch about whom little is known, though her cult was extremely popular in the 
middle ages. 

It seems that St Margaret's was built in the latter part of the 11th century, although we do not have 
a precise date. From then until the dissolution of the monastery by Henry VIII in 1540, ministry to 
the ever-growing population of Westminster was undertaken by the monks of the Abbey. This 
arrangement was the basis for the close relationship between St Margaret's and Westminster Abbey 
which has existed ever since. 

The first church was Romanesque in style and survived until the reign of Edward III (1327-1377). Its 
nave was then replaced with one in the Perpendicular style, the chancel still being in good repair at 
that time. Towards the end of the 15th century, however, the whole church had fallen into such a 
state of dilapidation that it needed almost total reconstruction. Robert Stowell started to rebuild the 
church in 1482. The work continued over many years and the church was consecrated on 9th April 
1523. Despite restorations in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries, the structure is still substantially the 
same. 

St Margaret's Unique Status 
In July 1189, the Abbot and Convent of Westminster received a grant from Pope Clement III which 
confirmed that St Margaret's Church was outside the jurisdiction of the Bishop of London. In 1222, 
the Abbey and its property was declared not only to be outside the diocese of London but also 
exempt from the authority of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

When Elizabeth I re-founded the Abbey as a collegiate church in 1560 she maintained its exemption 
from episcopal authority and made her new foundation a 'royal peculiar', subject to the authority of 
the Sovereign as Visitor. St Margaret's church and parish were part of this peculiar jurisdiction until 
1840 when they were placed within the diocese of London. By the 1970s the resident population of 
St Margaret's parish had dwindled to a few hundred and in 1972 the Westminster Abbey and Saint 
Margaret Westminster Act redefined the church's status. Its parish was re-allocated to neighbouring 
parishes while the church and its churchyard were placed once more under the governance of the 
Dean and Chapter of Westminster, with one of the Canons of Westminster serving as Rector of St 
Margaret's. 



 

Interior of St Margaret’s looking east 

Who’s who at St Margaret’s 

The St Margaret’s team is headed by The Rector, The Reverend Jane Sinclair. Jane is a Canon of 

Westminster and is a full member of the Chapter of Westminster Abbey. 

The Rector is supported in her work by the Rector’s Secretary, Pamela Carrington, and the Senior 

Verger, Nigel Harris. Six volunteer Priest Vicars assist with the liturgical, pastoral and spiritual work of 

the church. 

The music staff is headed by the Director of Music (to be appointed). The Director of Music is 

supported in his/her work by the Music Assistant, Suzanne Wilson (20 hours p.w.). The choir is as 

described above. 

The regular organist at St Margaret’s is Thomas Trotter. Richard Pearce usually covers for Thomas 

(organ) or the Director of Music (conducting) when either are absent on holiday. If necessary, one of 

the Abbey organists will play and/or conduct if the Director of Music, Thomas Trotter or Richard 

Pearce are unavailable. 

 

Further information may be found at:  https://www.westminster-abbey.org/st-margarets-church 

If you have any questions about St Margaret’s and its music please contact: 

The Reverend Jane Sinclair, Rector of St Margaret’s 

Email: jane.sinclair@westminster-abbey.org 

Tel: 020 7654 4815 

or 

Aidan Oliver, Director of Music at St Margaret’s 

Email: aidan.oliver@westminster-abbey.org 
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