July 21, 2001

Notes Regarding the Maintenance of

Parish Registers at HCEC

Conversation with Alice Kerr at the Diocesan Center

I had a phone conversation with Alice Kerr on July 20, regarding some of the irregularities contained in the Parish Registers for HCEC.  Alice

has had extensive training in records management via the national society for certifying records management personnel. Her advice regarding the questions I had follows.

Appropriate signatures missing:

Apparently, such missing signatures frequently happen, albeit irregularly, in other parishes also.  Although a frequent occurrence at HCEC, we do not need to make an extraordinary effort to obtain those signatures after the fact.  

Missing Entries in the Register of Church Services:

Although we MIGHT be able to reconstruct the entries, it is unfeasible to do so -- especially since huge gaps have occurred. 

Maintenance of written records vs. computer records:

Even though we may keep parish records on computer now, it is still considered better practice to keep BOTH written and computer records.  The written records are considered the best legal documentation and allow for signatures on appropriate occasions (as, marriages and confirmations).  The legal status of computer records is still considered to be in a gray area.  Since computers are subject to hackers, access by more than 2 or 3 authorized custodians, and have problems in the areas of chain-of-custody and backup when a computer failure occurs, the computer records are not considered the best legal authority for parish records.  However, since a set of computer records is invaluable for doing searches (birthdays, availability for service on vestry, skills inventories, etc.), it is considered good practice to maintain both written and computer equivalents.

Master Index:

Our creating a master index of the contents of our parish record contents  (both written and computer) in very much in line with national standards on record keeping.

Creation of a Disclaimer Statement:

Considering the history at HCEC, it would be wise to create a Disclaimer Statement or equivalent either now or whenever the Parish 
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Records at HCEC are in shape.  This “Statement” should be made a part of the Parish Records, and should contain a statement of the condition of the Parish Registers as found upon the arrival of The Rev. Steve Ferguson as rector, and possibly statements concerning the efforts to bring them into legal and diocesan standards since his arrival.  It would be a good idea to include in the “Statement” any formal policy that will be followed in the future about how the records are to be maintained, and mentioning in the body of the procedure proper chain-of-custody provisions to be in effect in the future.  (By the latter, I mean, name who is authorized to sign the records when, and who, by job title, who is responsible for keeping the records up to date, including filling out baptismal/confirmation cards and appropriate “response” sheets to the bishops’ offices, and computer backup procedures.)

Database Selection:

While there are several databases available for use in this area, including ones that are tailored to the Episcopal Church, Alice’s personal preference is for ACCESS or EXCEL.  She herself is not that proficient in the use of databases, but has found that, because of the proliferation of MicroSoft programs, databases in either ACCESS or EXCEL are easier to maintain when personnel authorized to maintain those databases leave the church for any reason.

Current Status of Parish Records


     Parish Registers are currently being reviewed.  Virtually all written Parish Records (but not the Registers of Church Services) have been reviewed to the extent that the entries in the body of the registers are entered into the index of each register.  The next step will include checking each index against the body of the register (we are missing entries this way also) and crosschecking each register against the indices in the other registers.  When this process is completed, letters of transfer received/requested  since the Ferguson’s arrival will be entered and appropriately indexed. I may need to also check past files for prior letters of transfer, in order to validate some entries in the books.


     A Master Index is being generated as a preliminary for creating a database on the computer.  A printed version of this index will be kept with the written registers, in order to provide an efficient means for looking up individuals in the parish records.  

                A procedure sheet for keeping parish records will be created, and upon completion, three to five people will be part of a committee charged with consistent maintenance of those records and the computer edition.  Filling out 
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baptism cards, confirmation cards, etc. will be part of this committee’s charge. The rector and parish secretary will be considered to be part of this committee. 

        Database definitions will need to be defined before HCEC begins to create a database of the current members.  I anticipate that the database will have more fields than the parish register, in order to enable search on skill levels, ministry involvement, birth dates, wedding anniversaries, and who can serve on the vestry/who is eligible to vote in elections.   


I hope to have a valid listing of members, current/past/inactive within the next two months and anticipate using it to generate an invitation and query list for HCEC’s 30th anniversary celebration next year.  

Submitted by Peggy Metcalf

