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St Thomas à Becket - an Introduction 

Welcome to the Anglican Church of St Thomas à Becket!   

Whether you are reading this profile as a prospective applicant in the  

context of our search for a new Chaplain, or simply as somebody who  

is curious about our parish, we welcome your interest.   

In this profile we wish to show how we see ourselves as a  

community, what moves us, what future challenges we face 

together.  This text has been written by the Church Council and  

draws upon established sources as well as a parish survey that  

took place in October 2010. 

 

 

 

 

St Thomas à Becket Community Profile 

 

The Church of St Thomas à Becket is a diverse community consisting of people of 

many nations and Christian traditions.  We offer English-language Anglican worship 

in the northern German city of Hamburg.  The Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg, 

as it calls itself, is located towards the ΨneckΩ of Germany.  Thanks to this strategic 

location between the North Sea and the Baltic and its harbour on the River Elbe, it 

has for centuries been a major centre for trade.  Today it is the worldΩs eighth-largest 

port and one of the most affluent cities in Europe.  The citizens of Hamburg 

(population 1.8 million) have a great affinity for water.  The Alster, IŀƳōǳǊƎΩǎ 

beloved, centrally located lake, and its many canals give the city a spacious feeling.  

Due to its trade history Hamburg has traditionally been home to many foreigners, 

and the city is certainly very international and welcoming.  It is arguably the most 

Anglophile of German cities as well.  With numerous concert halls, museums and 

universities, Hamburg offers a varied and vibrant cultural life. 

 

 

 

 

        2 

                                                          

 

Hamburg harbour   Hamburg city centre and the Alster   



 
Like Hamburg, our congregation is extremely international, with Americans, British, 

Germans, Ghanaians, Indians and Nigerians from diverse backgrounds and socio-

economic groups all well represented.  Currently, we have an electoral roll 

membership of about 90.  We are one of three English-speaking congregations in 

Hamburg and are centrally located near HamburgΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ [ǳǘƘŜǊŀƴ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ St 

Michaelis, and the harbour.  Excellent proximity to public transport links make our 

church easily accessible to anybody seeking to worship with us on Sundays and most 

of those who regularly attend live less than 30 minutes away.  Those most likely to 

come to us are Anglicans or Episcopalians arriving to live in Hamburg; international 

families; German Lutherans seeking livelier services with a stronger liturgical content; 

university students, young professionals and families seeking a church community 

during a shorter stay in Hamburg; and to a growing extent, enquirers who find what 

they seek on our website (www.anglican-church-hamburg.de).  

 

 

A growing segment of our congregation is African families with young children ς Ghanaians being the most 

numerous ς living in Hamburg on a long-term basis.  Most of our African members have themselves had an Anglican 

upbringing.  This growth reflects a recent shift in the demographic composition of our community, which in former 

years largely consisted of Anglican or Episcopal expatriates from Britain or the United States who were here mostly 

on temporary assignments with the consulates or international businesses. Another significant segment of our 

community is made up of expatriates who went on to remain in Germany ς either as spouses of Germans or out of a 

desire to pursue international careers ς and raise families here.   This group, many of whom are now in retirement, 

hƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪōƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ŜƴŜǊƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ 

and making it a vibrant community.  Germans are an important part of our parish; they are for many of us our 

spouses, friends, and partners in raising our children.  The number of families with small children attending services 

regularly has started to grow recently, with eleven baptisms and a confirmation class taking place in 2010.  Young 

adult singles, young couples without children and youth are presently underrepresented in our numbers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our congregation can be described as devoted and consistent.  We see many familiar faces on Sunday.  As such our 

community differs slightly from other Anglican congregations in Germany and Europe in that we do not see as much 

rapid fluctuation in our membership, with only about 20 per cent considering themselves to be temporarily in 

Hamburg.  Instead, we are mostly a community of Germans and internationals who are committed to life in 

Hamburg and who have found an English-speaking spiritual home in the Church of St Thomas à Becket.   
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Church attendance on a typical Sunday varies between seventy and ninety worshipers from about ten different 

nationalities, mostly from an Anglican background.  According to our recent survey about 75 per cent of our 

members have university degrees.  Sixty per cent of our congregation are native English speakers, but the remainder 

speak English fluently; our 

children are raised bi- or 

multilingually and attend local 

German schools rather than 

bilingual or international 

schools.  We value our 

internationality and diversity 

and aim to be inclusive.  For 

many of us this diversity 

provides an accepting and 

comforting home in a modern 

German society that is 

struggling with its emerging 

multicultural identity.  At the same time we value the traditions we come from.  Our services are consistent and 

traditional, offering a welcome familiarity to those who know the beauty of the Anglican liturgy.  Favourite hymns, a 

choral anthem on many Sundays, and organ postlude complement the weekly service.  

 

St Thomas à Becket and the Anglican Episcopal Churches in Europe 

St Thomas à Becket belongs to the Church of England Diocese in Europe.  This far-reaching diocese stretches from 

Portugal to Russia and includes over 200 chaplaincies in 42 countries.  Of the sixteen parishes in Germany, some 

belong to the Church of England and some to the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe, but all are part of 

the Anglican Communion.  The Council of Anglican Episcopal Churches in Germany (CAECG) coordinates the work of 

these churches in Germany.  In Hamburg we are one of many international churches, including English-speaking 

Methodist, Baptist and Roman Catholic congregations.  We are also enthusiastic members of Hamburg Churches 

Together (ACKH ς Arbeitsgemeinschaft Christlicher Kirchen in Hamburg).   

 

A Brief History of the Parish  

Our church boasts a 400-year-long history and its story is ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ IŀƳōǳǊƎΩǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊƛƻǳǎ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ-speaking Christians had worshipped in Europe since 

before the Reformation, the Hamburg congregation played a particularly pivotal role in the 17th century in 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ  Lƴ мсмм ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƛƴ IŀƳōǳǊƎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ 

of the York-based Guild of Merchant Adventurers ς for centuries the most powerful cloth-trading company in 

northern Europe ς were granted the privilege of holding services in the English language according to the rite of the 

Church of England.  In securing an unprecedented religious freedom, our church became the first sanctioned non-

Lutheran congregation in the city and the first legally established Anglican Church in mainland of Europe.1 

 

 

                                                           

1
Keith Chambers, The Church of St Thomas à Becket: The Legacy of the Merchant Adventurers at the Zeughausmarkt in Hamburg 

(Victoria, Australia: John Garratt Publishing, 2005), 12. 
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ñThe multicultural atmosphere. The feeling of being part of an 

extended family.ò   

 

ñThe weekly Sunday Eucharist, the Anglican liturgy and our hymns.  

 Worship in an international community that reflects the universal 

character of Christôs Church.ò  

 

wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƭƻǾŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΚΩ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ 



 
 

Services were held in a chapel located in the ΨEnglisches HausΩ in Gröningerstraße.  This chapel ministered to 

company members and non-members alike, enjoying long years of prosperity.2  From 1633 the chaplaincy was under 

the jurisdiction of the Bishop of London, and remained active for nearly 200 years until 1808, when by Napoleonic 

decree the Merchant AdventurersΩ guild was dissolved and the English House subsequently demolished. Fortunately, 

some treasures from the chapel, like the silver, the registers and parts of the dismantled 18th-century organ, were 

squirreled away and stored in private homes.      

The British community in Hamburg then found itself 

without a place of worship and stripped of its special 

rights and privileges.  Upon their return following the 

Napoleonic Wars, the Merchant Adventurers 

negotiated with city authorities for the construction 

of a church building.  On 15 April 1835, city 

authorities assigned a plot of land in our present 

location, Zeughausmarkt.  After a period of fund-

raising and construction, our present neoclassical 

building was dedicated on 11 November 1838 and 

ǿŀǎ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ά/ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘέ.  As with 

many of the international churches of the time, the 

ministry centred around the expatriate community; 

mission work in the city; and the hundreds of British 

seamen at port in Hamburg each year, who were 

entertained at weekly church concerts.  The work of 

the Church continued along similar lines into the 

twentieth century, always accompanied, then as 

now, by its need to support itself and care for its 

building.   

 

In the massive firebombing raids by the Royal Air Force in the last years of the Second World War, our church ς like 

most of historic Hamburg ς ǿŀǎ ǊǳƛƴŜŘΦ  !Ǝŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ (including the 107-year-ƻƭŘ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ wŀǇƘŀŜƭΩǎ 

Sistine Madonna and the two altar panels showing the Creed and the Commandments which had been ordered from 

England in 1837) survived in hidiƴƎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊΩǎ Ŧƭŀǘ ŀƴŘ IŀƳōurg bunkers.3  Following an intensive 

period of reconstruction, the church was reopened in 1947 and named after the patron saint of the Merchant 

Adventurers, St Thomas à Becket.  Over the course of the next sixty years the congregation changed substantially.  

From a large group serving the community of the British armed forces and consulate; to the expatriate home of 

British, Commonwealth and American civilians; to its present smaller, multicultural face, the congregation has met 

these cycles of change with a remarkable resilience and consistency. 

 

 

                                                           

2
 Chambers 13. 

3
 Chambers 51, and Stübs, Church of England in Hamburg, 17. 
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Mission Statement 

 

The Anglican Church of St Thomas à Becket aims to: 

Ë Be a welcoming and inclusive Anglican community reflecting the universal character  

of /ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ 

Ë Serve God through our worship and nurture the faith of our congregation 

Ë Cƻƭƭƻǿ /ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ  

social injustice 
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