
The Well Community is based 
around a large house with library 
and meeting rooms in three acres 
of land next to Willen Lake on 
the outskirts of Milton Keynes in 
premises converted from the local 
vicarage into a small priory for 
The Society of the Sacred Mission 
(SSM) an Anglo-Catholic religious 
order who had relocated to Milton 
Keynes in 1972. In common with 
many religious orders SSM was fac-
ing continuing declining numbers 
and in the mid 1990’s Dilly Baker, 
the then vicar of Willen Church, 
discussed with SSM the idea of set-
ting up a lay, family-based, ecumeni-
cal community. The order were 
sympathetic to the idea and over a 
three year period of planning, pub-
licity and meetings a small group 
explored the possibility of forming 
a new community.

After some basic plans had been 
put together a group of thirty or 
so people were attracted by a 
combination of placing small ads in 
The Door, Church Times and on 
notice boards of local churches 
and through networking with 
friends and acquaintances lo-
cally. Out of this group came the 
original members of the com-
munity three couples, two singles 
and six children who moved into 
the converted priory in 1997. The 
support of SSM has proved to be 
a crucial and enduring through 
The Well’s early years. The fairly 
extensive building work required 
to convert the single rooms into 
family accommodation and convert 
and extend the workshops into 
meeting rooms and additional 

communal facilities was all paid 
for by SSM. The community also 
inherited some of the contents 
of the priory when the Society 
moved to smaller premises nearby 
including; large quantities of furni-
ture, domestic appliances, carpets, 
curtains and a set of stainless steel 
crockery. 

The name “The Well” comes from 
a story in Luke’s Gospel offered 
to them by a local priest who had 
reflected about what the future 
might hold for the new community. 
The story of the woman by the 
well talked of a well as a source 
of community through providing 
refreshment and a meeting place 
where different people can come 
together. The group say that they 
spent very little time in discussion 
before they adopted the name.

After nearly ten years of com-
munity life things have settled 
down into a fairly regular pattern. 
The members aim to share a daily 
meal and one act of reflection/
prayer together, which is led by 
a different member of the com-
munity each week in accordance 
with their own beliefs. Household 
tasks (cooking, cleaning, shopping) 
are shared out on a rota system. 
Members also give 10 hours a 
week to community projects 
and events. There are a number 
of guest rooms which are used 
to welcome and support a wide 
range of people from local home-
less young people, travellers (what 
might be called gentlemen of the 
road or tramps), asylum seekers 
and a wide variety of international 
guests. Each Friday the community 

host an open house communal 
meal sometimes followed by a 
presentation from a speaker. These 
have proved to be a successful way 
of recruiting new people who can 
come and “see what we’re like, get 
a chance to join in and find out 
more about us”

Most members have outside jobs 
and whilst full time working is 
discouraged they accept that this 
is not always possible. Having a 
life outside the community is seen 
as a vital part of living at The Well 
which is not a problem for most of 
the busy active members. Though 
there have been occasions when 
members who have been only 
inward looking have ended up suf-
fering from what is affectionately 
known as ‘Well-fever”.

“One of the hardest problems is  
finding enough people committed 
to seeing it through – it’s very hard 
the idea of welcoming someone, a 
stranger, into your home who is in 
crisis. Not knowing who might be 
at breakfast the next day.”

The group are constituted as a 
housing co-operative and mem-
bers all pay rent on their private 
living quarters. They have also 
set up a charitable trust to do 
the things that a housing co-op 
can’t. They have what they say 
may sound like a lot of meetings; 
once a week community meeting 
/ two business meetings a week 
/ four times a year Co-op and 
Charity meetings. But say they are 
essential to keep the community 

The Well going. Decisions are made through 
discussion that hopefully moves to-
wards agreement and then a vote 
is taken. Additional to the internal 
organisation there is an External 
Steering group of six or seven 
people who help the community 
“do some of the difficult stuff – 
They ask us difficult questions that 
we usually can’t answer!”  There is 
also a looser Friends of The Well 
group that grew out of the pool of 
local people who showed an inter-
est in the community in the early 
stages which supports the work of 
the community.

Whilst residential members cur-
rently work as volunteers within 
the community they also employ 
a manager and caretaker to look 
after the business side of their 
activities – this has proved much 
easier than a community member 
doing these jobs as it makes it 
much clearer where responsibility 
lies.

Part of the development proc-
ess has been to implement and 
update the 5 year business plan, 
which guides their long term aims 
and keeps them focused. This may 
sound like a harsh reality but has 
proved important for the survival 
and growth of the Community. 
It is in fact part of some sort of 
group ageing process “it feels like 
the community is a toddler grow-
ing up and taking more responsibil-
ity. It’s taken 9 – 10 years to work 
through all the dreams and desires 
to find a stable reality”.  It has 
also been part of redefining their 
relationship with SSM who have 
continued to support the commu-
nity through its first decade.

Looking back over a decade of 
community forming, storming and 
norming the biggest problem and 
the root of most problems was 
seen to have been a lack of frank 
communication amongst mem-
bers and a lack of the  processes 
needed to effect this.
The Community also draw paral-
lels between  the formation of the 
community and getting married; 
First you go through courtship 
– getting to know people. Then 

there’s the Ceremony - signing up, 
which is a big deal – then a hon-
eymoon period when everything 
is whiter than white – followed 
by the reality which is never like 
you imagined it would be – people 
turn out to be different and they 
change ... and then you have to 
make it work or you don’t!

“It can be tremendously reward-
ing, extremely funny and at other 
times absolutely heartbreaking.”


