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How to use this workbook
This workbook is designed to provide a stimulus to discussion
on specific issues and includes questions and activities to help
groups consider different options to engage in mission. Each
section deals with a single issue such as worship, work with
the wider community, church buildings or children and young
people. There are illustrations from actual examples and case
studies that give more detailed information. Each section and
sub-section can be used on its own as different issues arise.

Each section can provide the material for one session of about
one hour and contains information, with some stories or other
illustrations (on cream background), as background material.
Each section has some questions for discussion and some
activities for groups to be involved in. Discussion groups can
be formed from several churches, a single church or small
groups as well as church councils. Groups do not have to use
all the questions, but may choose whichever of them seems
most appropriate for the group’s make-up and context.

The first question in each section has a general nature and is
offered alongside a Bible passage to enable groups to focus
down into Bible study if they so wish. The second question
invites the group to apply issues from that section to their own

situation. The third is designed for groups who enjoy making
lists and diagrams in order to look at issues more quickly. The
last questions in each section quote directly from the text and
invite groups to engage directly with what the content means for
them.

Activities are specifically linked to worship, mission, the
surrounding community and to celebrating rural life and can be
used on their own or in conjunction with the questions. 

Groups work best when everyone is encouraged to make a
contribution, and the leader is not the one with the strongest
opinions. At the end of any group session there should be time
to reflect on what lessons have been learned from the
discussion time and the group work process.

It is hoped that you will use this workbook to help to discern
God’s will for your rural church. We are all called to be part of
the body of Christ and to be obedient to God’s will for us and
for His church.

Further information about using this material can be obtained
from Jill Hopkinson or Anne Richards, via email:

jill.hopkinson@c-of-e.org.uk
anne.richards@c-of-e.org.uk
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Rural churches are an essential part of
the life and fabric of rural
communities. There is a worshipping
presence in almost every rural
community, there to proclaim the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, the love of
God. The rural church is therefore at
the spiritual heart of the community. 

In the Anglican tradition, the parish
depends upon a proper sense of place
for its identity, and not simply upon a
form of ministry. The rural parish
church is therefore open to all who live
in that place. However, the presence
of a church building brings with it
problems of maintenance and repair,
but also opportunities for sharing that
building with others for the benefit of
many people. 

In many rural places, people have to
take on several different tasks or
positions of responsibility in the
community, so regular congregation
members can be involved in all
aspects of rural life and work. In the

church too, where regular worshipping
numbers may be small, the tasks of
worship, ministry and mission are
often shared between clergy and lay
people.

This workbook is not about
encouraging rural churches to try to
do even more, to spread the available
personnel more thinly. Although there
are many examples of innovative
ideas, good examples and new forms
of ministry, the aim is to do only a few
things, perhaps only one thing, but to
do whatever is done really well. It is
quality and not quantity that counts
for the rural church. This workbook
will help with the reflection and prayer
that is needed to help rural churches
to grow in strength and ability.

Rural churches are a valuable part of
the Church and need to be cherished
and encouraged. This workbook is
prepared specifically for rural
churches, recognising the uniqueness
of some of the challenges faced and

the great potential that so many have. 

Thank you to the many people who
have contributed stories, text and
photographs to this workbook.

Jill Hopkinson
National Rural Officer

Introduction
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Some 10 years ago a rural
Archdeacon described the parish
system, especially as it operated in
the countryside as ‘a string vest which
can be stretched so far, but no
further’.  If that is an apt analogy we
might say that the string vest can now
seem to be tattered at the edges and
is more holes than string.  And yet
there are aspects of the parish system
that remain deeply important.  A
network of churches relates to every
inch of a nation’s life. It speaks of God
who, in Christ, commits himself to
specific local communities and
contexts, and who, through Christ,
draws people into a new community
or fellowship with him.  Locality and
Community – both are important.

A local church is called to be a
microcosm of the whole church – one, holy, catholic and
apostolic.  It is to be a community of Christians amongst
whom the Word of God is faithfully proclaimed and the
sacraments of God’s saving love are celebrated.  It is a

community in which the love of
Christ is demonstrated in the
pastoral care of its own members
and those who live and work
alongside them.  It is a community of
faith which brings the challenge of
the Gospel to the wider community.
It has a care for unity both within
itself, with the wider church in the
Diocese and beyond, and with other
denominations and fellowships as
well.  

I am grateful to those who, drawing
on their own deep experience of the
rural church and country life, have
put this workbook together to help
rural congregations explore how they
may be true to this calling in the
midst of rapid change in church and
community alike.

Michael Langrish
Bishop of Exeter and Chairman of the Church of

England’s Rural Affairs Committee
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Where are we now? 
The State of the Countryside 
9.5 million people live in rural England, some
19% of the population (2001 Census). This is
broken down into ‘less sparsely populated’
areas (8.9 million) and ‘sparsely populated’
areas (0.6 million).

The rural population is growing and ageing.
There is net migration into the countryside
from towns and cities of approximately
100,000 people each year. Just under half the
rural population is aged over 45. Young people
often move to towns and cities to find jobs,
higher education and affordable housing. 

One of the major problems in most rural areas
is the very high cost of housing, especially
affordable housing for young families and
single people on moderate or low incomes.

Manufacturing, wholesale and retail are
important employers, with hotels and tourism
being especially important in sparsely
populated areas. There is a broad trend
towards home-working and a high proportion
of self-employment.

Household income tends to be high and the
countryside is considered to be generally well
off. However, there is still much disadvantage
in rural England that is dispersed and hidden
and therefore difficult to identify.

4

Farming
Over 70% of England is agricultural land with around
187,800 farms in England in June 2002. Some £133 billion
is spent on food in the UK each year and accounts for 12%
of the national economy. However most of the money
consumers spend on food rewards activities that take place
after the product has left the farm, so the benefit does not
go to the farmer. 200 years ago agriculture supplied around
30% of the nation’s income and 40% of employment. Now
it produces only 0.8% of Gross Domestic Product and
employs only 1.9% of the workforce.

Structural changes in agriculture continue at a very rapid
pace with many farmers needing to diversify into new
enterprises or seek work off-farm in order to survive.
Average earnings from farming were around £15,000 in 2004
with the total income from farming falling by 8.1%.

The system of subsidy payments changed in 2005 with the
introduction of the Single Farm Payment. Each farm gets a
single payment based on an area system rather than
payments for what they produce. This will result in further
structural changes to the agricultural industry. Each year the
number of agricultural workers and farmers declines.
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Culture
A large proportion of the rural population lives in the
countryside but commutes to work in the local town or city.
Some villages have become dormitory settlements, where
very few people are around during the day and commuters
return home late in the evening.

Many rural residents obtain their basic needs and services in
places other than where they live. Grocery shopping may be
done at the local market town, possibly in an out of town
superstore, clothes are bought in town and city centre shops
and other goods are purchased over the internet. People
drive to obtain their basic needs, as well as to entertainment,
restaurants and even exercise. As a result many communities
continue to face closure of local services such as small shops,
Post Offices, pubs, and garages.

Many rural residents have professional and social networks
beyond the rural settlement and may well be centred on work
or their children’s school. Even long standing residents enjoy a
geographically dispersed network of contacts, until immobility
makes accessing those contacts difficult or impossible. For
those on low incomes or without access to transport there can
be an increased feeling of isolation – of social exclusion. The

biggest social and cultural differences are now between those
who live and work in the countryside and those who live there
but work in towns and cities.

78.8 % of the rural population classify themselves as Christian.
A Countryside Agency survey in 2004 asked rural people what
were the five services they valued most in a community. These
were (in order): a pub, a shop/post office, a primary school, a
village hall and a church. That the church is a wanted part of
any rural community represents a great opportunity for mission. 

5

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that the rural

population is ageing. What ages and
social groups are present in your
local church and community? [The
Parish Council and your local
district council will have some
statistics on this, otherwise go to the
website of the Office for National Statistics
www.statistics.gov.uk or try www.caci.co.uk/acorn] If
you have age groups in the community with whom
the church has little contact, what could be done to
change this? [Suggested Bible passage Titus 2. 1-8.] 

•  What five services in your community are most
important to you? How can the church be an
important part of those people’s lives who have no
connection to church? What do you do already to
respond to this and what more could be done? What
resources will you need?

•  Make a list of all common interest groups you are
involved in (WI, coffee mornings etc). In what ways
does your life as a Christian make it possible to
share your faith in these groups? If it is difficult, what
would help to make it possible? 

•  This section says that for some ‘there can be an
increased feeling of isolation’ in rural areas. Where
do you see signs of this in your community? In what
ways can the church reach out to the lonely, the
poor, the struggling and the isolated? What are you
doing already and what more might be done? What
resources will you need?

•  Mission link: using the questions above,
make an action plan listing:
What you already do
What you already do well that could be
even better
What else you might be able to do and what
resources you might need
How you might develop those resources

•  Worship link: Ask the group to choose a
couple of people to find out what key
issues are facing local small rural
businesses and farmers. Use these
issues in any prayer groups you have and
use them in the intercessions at your services.
Give thanks for positive changes and good results.

•  Community link: Invite a local farmer
and/or business person to talk to your
congregation about what they do and
what problems they are facing currently.
Incorporate their stories and issues into
intercessions or a time of silent prayer, into
the newsletter or in photo or discussion form on
the noticeboard. Find positive ways to keep the link
with that person going.

•  Celebration link: the church is important
to rural communities. Plan a small (or
large!) celebration to recall the
contribution of your church to your
community over the years.
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What is the role of the rural
church?
‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer reminds us that …‘Christianity means
community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ.’ …This
central aspect of the gospel is often lost in our culture with its
overemphasis on individuality. Recovering a profound sense
of community is one of the major tasks of mission anywhere.’
Rt Revd Michael Langrish, the Bishop of Exeter, in Changing
Rural Life (SCM-Canterbury Press 2004).

He goes on to list typical features of a local rural church’s life
and mission:

1. Incarnational: Christ became flesh and lived among us. A
church should be involved with its local community,
listening to the people and responding to their real
concerns and needs. 

2. Unifying: Christ took down barriers that divide. So a
church cannot be content to be just another interest
group, but must be open to all, not a closed group of
people defined by membership.

3. Open-doored: the church cannot be a private club, which
cannot adapt to the fresh and the new. People need help
to feel that it is natural to come in and to belong.

4. Celebratory: the church should provide appropriate
opportunities for people to mark important moments of
both personal and community life, such as weddings,
funerals, baptisms, harvest festivals, village fetes and
carnivals etc.

5. Light on structures: not having to be like town
churches, with many meetings. It is not possible to do
everything with a small congregation; why worry if
activities come and go according to who is available.

6. Buildings taken seriously, but not a means to an end: a
well looked after and welcoming building is a great
witness to faith, but if it becomes the most important
thing in parish life it becomes a millstone. 

7. A culture of nurture and growth: the church should
provide opportunities for people to grow and develop 
in understanding and in skill, based on mutual
responsibility and support, driven by people’s own
needs.

8. A spiritually growing people: with prayer and worship of
God the Trinity at their heart.

In a busy world the small rural church offers gifts of
intimacy, recognition of individuals, listening and simplicity.
These gifts are key to the future of the rural church.

Churches in the countryside 
As well as 9,639 Anglican churches, there are 2690 Methodist churches, 506 Baptist chapels as well as numerous
Roman Catholic, URC, Congregational and other churches in rural England. The church building is a major
symbol of the presence of the Christian faith within the community and offers significant opportunity for mission
and service. 

Most, if not all, rural churches are part of larger groupings, teams or multi-parish benefices. Consequently, the
services of the lay and ordained authorised ministers may be shared across several congregations, putting strain
on old ways of doing things. As a result nowadays rural churches are generally led by lay people with the
assistance of a minister who probably lives somewhere else. Laity and clergy alike may find these situations
stressful, but the reality is that stipendiary clergy will have to look after increasing numbers of parishes. The

responsibilities for managing parishes fall increasingly on
church members. Churchwardens have a vital role to play, but
all are called to take responsibility for the life of the church in
community.

Relationships between church members and others around
them contribute to the wellbeing and spirit of the
community. Sociologists and policy makers refer to this as
‘social capital’. Members of rural congregations tend also to
be involved in community activities such as WI, local sports
teams, village hall committee, Parish Council, local school
and children’s activities. It is part of the responsibility of the
church to equip and enable these multi-tasking people to be
effective Christian witnesses, where God has placed them in
the community.

6
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A Healthy Church?
The Healthy Churches Handbook by Robert Warren (Church House Publishing
2004) lists seven marks of a healthy church. 

1. energized by faith
2. an outward –looking focus
3. seeks to find out what God wants
4. faces the cost of change and

growth
5. operates as a community
6. makes room for all
7. does a few things and does them

well.

The Handbook contains material to help churches assess their relation to
these seven marks. Peterborough Diocese has used this material with
rural multi-parish benefices and found that doing it as a group allows
churches to be honest with each other, recognise that they face similar
issues, draw on strengths from different churches and help everyone
with areas that need developing. It helps churches focus thinking and
planning and their shared collaboration, the better to make Christ
known in their local communities. 

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us

that rural
congregations have
a great deal to
contribute to
social capital.
In what
activities outside
church are
church
members involved?
How can these
activities be supported
and sustained?

•  How does your church relate to
the Bishop of Exeter’s list? How do the events
and worship of your church relate to its role in
your community? [Suggested Bible passage
Acts 2.38–end.] 

•  Make a list of the ways in which your church
reflects the different aspects of the seven marks of
a healthy church. Which aspects need work? What
resources will you need to improve your ‘healthy
church’ rating? (refer to The Healthy Churches
Handbook for this activity). 

•  This section suggests that the church must be for
all, not just a private club. Referring back to the
Bible passage in question 2 (43 – end) how outward
looking is your church? How could it be made
more inclusive? What would it feel like to attend
your church for the first time?

•  Mission link: decide on which few things your
church does really well (mark 7) and choose
one. Consider how this one thing can be more
mission focused and form a plan to
concentrate on using that activity for the mission
of the church. Review your results after a few months
or a year. What have you learned?

•  Worship link: Construct a simple monthly or
weekly rota for intercessions so that church
members can pray regularly for community
and village organisations. Ask church members
to ‘shadow’ a chosen organisation through prayer
and to make contact with it at Christmas and Easter or
on other appropriate occasions. 

•  Community link: Find a way to reflect in
church the good work of any of the following
community links you may have: schools,
parish council, youth clubs, Brownies, Scouts
and toddler groups, WI and its committee, Young
Farmers Clubs, sports clubs etc. Kneelers, banners,
photographs and displays can all provide creative
possibilities.

•  Celebration link: Make a chart showing the
different organisations that members of the
congregation are involved in. Use this chart
to celebrate the work and activities of these
organisations in your parish by displaying it in
the church. 
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Tell
Rural churches are uniquely placed to offer to God the life and

work of the rural community of which they are a part. Rural

churchgoers, even in the smallest congregations, are part of a

living witness; to go to church is to make a public statement

of Christian faith. This is proclamation, as is explaining why

your faith is important to you. The quality of that life and

witness, in both good and bad times means that anyone who

worships in the countryside can be an ambassador for the

Kingdom of God.

Teach
Nowadays people may go out of villages to work, school,

shopping, and recreation. However, unlike many urban and

suburban areas where there may be no clear links between

being church and being in that place, the quality of the rural

church’s nurture is reflected through overlapping networks of

rural home, work and community life, creating opportunities to

teach and nurture new and growing Christians. 

Tend
Rural communities are often places where people know

each other and look out for each other’s needs. In times

of great struggle, such as the BSE crisis and the foot and

mouth outbreak, the strength of that loving service is a

tremendous witness in the countryside.

Transform 
Many urban powerbrokers live in rural areas and the

experience of rural Christian life can have a powerful

effect on their ability to transform our whole society.

Sometimes, however, it is more difficult to challenge

problems on rural doorsteps, especially if you are a

tenant of a powerful landowner. But the Bible has much

to tell us about tenants and landowners, and about what

a truly just society would look like. So rural Christians

have much to do for the socially excluded, migrant

workers, farmers and others in fighting injustice. Rural

churches can be honest brokers to deal with tensions in

the community.

Treasure
People with rural roots often live closely with cycles of life

and death and the passage of seasons; it can be part of

their life or livelihood. Those who live daily with animals

or rear animals for slaughter may have much to contribute

to a society which tends to avoid death. So many rural

congregations particularly understand the need to

safeguard the environment. Churchyards in rural areas

often represent the last area of uncultivated land and as

such can be a precious refuge for wild plants and other

wildlife. Rural churches and communities have much to

tell about this particular mark of God’s mission and

treasuring is informed by a powerful rural spirituality.

Mission in the
countryside
Sometimes people think that rural churches can do
less successful mission than those with large
congregations or active mission teams, but this is far
from true; indeed evidence of the five ‘marks’ of
mission within the rural church, outlined below, is
something to celebrate:

8
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Spirituality in the countryside
This spirituality of Christians in rural areas includes God’s
care for trees, birds, animals and insects. So knowledge
and love for the countryside’s seasonal cycles is
profoundly linked to spirituality. Walking about and
noticing the environment are ways in which God attracts
people’s attention. Jesus says that God knows when every
sparrow falls, but who notices when sparrows are
disappearing altogether from our woodlands and gardens? 

There can be an intense connectedness in rural
communities between the needs of the land and
spirituality. The Bible tells of the need to lose oneself in
praise of God’s goodness, but also to recognise
brokenness, hardship and loss. Both of these can be
features of rural spirituality which have something to teach
the comfortable church. Harvest can be a time of the
spirituality of the fields and field-workers, where
thanksgiving is not just a sop, but a gathering up of all the
land has to offer under human nurture in its due season.
Yet also, when farming and fishing fail, animals die and
people lose their livelihood, prayers acknowledging that
loss and spurring Christian action have a prophetic
element that can lead to new hope. This reflection and
action in response to God’s world is truly missionary.

But rural spirituality is often less clerical and ‘churchy’.
There can be a strong spiritual life being nurtured well
beyond the walls of the church and this can be an
important means of witness to others even if it does not
come ‘by the book’.

Society often has criteria for success which spill over into
notions of church. Dwindling congregations in cold
churches are seen as evidence of decline and failure, but
Jesus himself was out in the countryside eating and
drinking, healing and loving, saving the lost and meeting
with God in a silent wilderness. In rural communities that
hospitality, hard work and healing ministry is so often
evidence of God at work through his people. 

9

An elderly farm worker in Oxfordshire only ever used
to come to Book of Common Prayer Evensong. When
the vicar asked why he never came to Holy
Communion, the farm worker said that when he had
finished his work on Sunday and cleaned up he went
to have a meal with a widowed friend in the village and
to share with her the joys and tribulations of the farm’s
work during the week. For him, he said, that meal was
as spiritually nurturing as coming to the morning
service. The vicar said that clearly it could not be the
same, but the man replied ‘for me, it is the same’. 
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Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that the rural church has an

important part to play in mission. Looking back at
the past year, what events in the church stand out
as occasions when new people made contact with
the church and had the opportunity to meet Christ?
Include any baptisms, marriages, confirmations,
special events, flower festivals, concerts, tourist
events etc.

•  Now imagine you were a guest at one of these
events and had never seen your church before,
what would you see, hear, smell, taste and feel?
[Suggested Bible passage John 2.1-11.]

•  Taking the five marks of mission listed in this
section, talk together about the different activities
carried out by individuals and the congregation as
a whole, both for the church and for the
community. Make a list of the things you are proud
of, and of those things where you struggle. 

•  Make a list of all the advantages you can think of
for having a small congregation.

•  This section includes the story of a man who felt
that his Sunday lunch with a friend was as precious
and sacred as going to Holy Communion. What do
you think about that?
What times of
ministry and
sacrament are
going on out in your
community
beyond the
walls of the
church? In
what ways can
you help people
recognise Christ at
work through 
others out in the community?
Does your discussion help
answer Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s
question “Who is Jesus Christ for us today”?

• Mission link: if you have used the
questions for this section, make an
action plan from your discussion of
the five marks, listing:
What you already do
What you already do well that could be even
better
What else you might be able to do and what
resources you might need
How you might get those resources

•  Worship link: Incorporate the
Benedicite (a Song of Creation) into
worship, using times of silence and
reflection, to allow the congregation to
think about the wonder of God’s
creation. Another idea is to arrange a
Rogation Service (the Sunday before Ascension
Day) to move around the village with stops for
reflection, prayer and praise at allotments,
gardens, footpaths, fields, farms, woods, streams
and churchyards. Gather up what you noticed, or
what struck you as worthy of thanksgiving in a
final time of prayer back at the church. 

•  Community link: We are called to be
God’s partners in mission. Ask the
congregation or PCC to think about
the contribution of those who may live
in the village or rural area but work
elsewhere and vice versa. What connections do
they have that could be important to the mission
of the church? How should they be supported
and made welcome?

•  Celebration link: choose an occasion
when the spirituality of rural life can be
celebrated, such as Harvest Festival or
All Saints. Design a celebration which
includes an understanding of death and
rebirth, dying and new life, and faith in Christ
crucified and risen. If possible, invite as many of
the year’s ‘guests’ at the occasional offices as
you can.
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The Rt Revd Graham James, the Bishop of Norwich, quotes
this in Changing Rural Life (SCM-Canterbury Press 2004). He
explains that: ‘this sense of community stretches well beyond
our present life and circumstances… Communities have a
history and a future. In worship the church is constantly
remembering the past, presenting itself as a living sacrifice in
the present and directing attention to the coming kingdom of
God, already anticipated even if in a shadowy way in the liturgy.
Belonging and vision have to do with more than transient
connectedness to those among whom we may happen to live.’

Sometimes people imagine that change is a good thing in itself
and that churches which do not adapt or alter become
outdated and eventually die. This leads to pressure to put

energy into innovations which end up
having little effect and disturb the

settled process of worship. But
Christian faith holds in tension

a gospel that is given in
trust, containing eternal and
unchanging truths about
Jesus and yet which
contains a story of
salvation which must be
proclaimed afresh in
every age. In rural
communities especially,

the sense of the gospel proclaimed here in this place,
generation after generation, can be powerful testimony to its
life-giving nature and to the way in which God sustains His
people. As T S Eliot says, ‘you are here to kneel where prayer
has been valid.’ That validity matters. 

The local church may also be the only building capable of
sustaining other kinds of community life, such as facilities for
children, older people, meetings, plays and concerts and many
other community activities. As village shops and post offices
disappear, the use of the church and church halls can assume
more importance as the centre of community life and similarly
extend spiritual life deep into the surrounding area.

The Importance of Place 
A visitor came to England to visit the small Dorset village from which her ancestors came. Finding the church
where many of her forebears had been baptised, married and buried and finding their names in the records
and in the churchyard was for her a powerful spiritual experience. She said that gaining a sense of history,
continuity and place helped her feel rooted in both place and in her Christian faith and part of something
intensely valued and meaningful. ‘But what is the most wonderful’ she said, ‘is that it is all still here’.

In an increasingly busy and fast changing society, people often need to have roots, a sense of memories held
in trust and a sense of continuity. In rural communities, that sense of place, and the faithful worship, even by
only a few people, can have significance well beyond the church walls. It is not surprising, then, that when
services cease or the local church is under threat, there can be outrage and outcry from people who would
never darken the church door. They need their church. This need is not superficial: for some people, their own
walk with God is especially supported by the knowledge that prayer and worship is taking place within their
locality. In some small communities, there can be an unspoken understanding that the prayer and worship life
of the village sustains others in their lives and work, whether that be a prosperous local business or the
intense hardship of events like the foot and mouth outbreak. 

11

In one of her novels, In the Springtime of the Year, Susan Hill describes the feelings of a young woman whose husband
has just been killed. This young widow is at his funeral in a village church.

‘She became aware not of the presence of the village people sitting or kneeling behind her, but of others, the church
was full of all those who’d ever prayed in it; the air was crammed and vibrating with their goodness and the freedom
and power of their resurrection, and she felt herself to be part of some great living and growing tapestry, every thread of
which joined with and crossed and belonged to every other, though each one was also entirely and distinctly itself.’
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The Anglican parish system has a
‘notion of a common life, in a common
place for common concerns and
interests, moments of exploring the
possibilities of a common perspective…
Rural communities have always
provided an important model of how
the gospel works: the focus is upon the
identity and connections made around
a sense of parish and place.’ The Rt
Revd Alastair Redfern, now the Bishop
of Derby, in Changing Rural Life (SCM-
Canterbury Press 2004). So rural witness to the gospel is an
holistic matter involving both church and community. Missionary
hospitality and friendship unites people more effectively than
theological documents or discussions about faith and order. In

small communities Christian friendship
built on the importance of place can be
particularly sustaining and nurturing.

Consequently, a church building in a
particular place can be proclamation,
the spire or tower providing a visual
reminder of continuing Christian belief
and witness; the old stones speaking of
continuity, memory, life’s ups and
downs, God’s grace. That can become
the kernel of faith kept in a person’s

memory, so that when communities disperse, even to the other
side of the world, it can be the place of God’s presence for
people looking for the roots of their faith. The importance of
place can never be overestimated. 
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Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that the sense of place is very

important to rural mission. Imagine that someone
arrived back in the village after many years of
isolation. How could you help them find out about
their family, their childhood home? Where might
the church figure in this? So, what can the church
do to help people really feel they have come
‘home’? [Suggested Bible passage Luke 15.11- 24.]

•  What kinds of issues unite people in the
community? Why? Or, imagine waking up and
finding the church completely gone, what would
be the impact on your
community? How could the
church get your
community to think about
what is important to
their sense of place? 

•  If you have a visitor’s
book, look back
through the entries 
and make a list of words
used to describe visitors’
experiences of your church. How
do these words relate to the sense of place that
you have? What more could be done in your
church to enhance the sense of place for visitors
and the whole community, and how could that be
linked to a sense of God-with-us? For more
information see Rural Visitors (Acora Publishing
2001).

•  This section quotes T S Eliot: ‘you are here to
kneel where prayer has been valid.’ How could you
enhance the sense that the church is more than an
historic building or a museum, but a place where
the living God is constantly at work, a God who
always listens to, and answers prayer?

• Mission link: Spend some time walking
around the churches in the benefice, the
churchyards and the villages. Identify
things which contribute to a sense of
place eg tombs, memorials, bells,
headstones, war memorials, stained glass, parks,
gardens, farms, historic buildings etc. Plan one or
two activities, such as talks, open evenings or
school visits, in which these things are highlighted
as precious treasures of place and memory.

• Worship link: All Souls Day in early
November gives an opportunity to hold a
special service to remember those from
the community who have died in the last
year (or few years). These services are
often very well attended by those who do not
normally come to church. Use the occasion to focus
on the shared sense of place and belonging that
unites those who have died and those who live on. 

• Community link: Are there people who
remember what life used to be like in the
village, perhaps before World War II? If
so it would be a good opportunity to get
a few people to record their memories and
gather old photographs, artefacts and other
historic papers. Make a display of the information
collected in the church and invite the whole village
to see it and to compare changes. 

• Celebration link: If you undertake either
the mission or community activities, take
the opportunity to celebrate these
activities with a special service of
thanksgiving and celebration for the
distinctive life and history of the community.
If there is a local history group in the area see if they
would be involved in helping plan the celebration. 
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A United Christian Presence
Much can be learned from other Christian denominations, and
an effective Christian presence is always changed and shaped
by Christians uniting in rural areas for a common purpose.

The Methodist Church has suggested that an effective Christian
presence is ‘one in which a priestly, prophetic and evangelising
ministry is exercised’ (Presence 2004). These three elements
can help describe what a rural church should look and act like,
at the heart of rural community life.
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Priestly
•  Offering to God: adoration, praise, gratitude, penitence and intercession on behalf of and for the whole community
•  Celebrating the story of God’s self-giving and redeeming love in word and sacrament
•  Making known through its presence and its life the creating, redeeming and sustaining God revealed in Jesus Christ and

known through the Holy Spirit
•  Demonstrating the reality of God’s purpose to reconcile all things to himself in relationships of acceptance and

forgiveness
•  Reaching out to the community in acts of grace, love and kindness

Prophetic
•  Accepting and challenging others to obey the call to Christ-like living
•  Setting before the church and the world the values of the Kingdom of God
•  Interpreting those values into the every day life of the local community
•  Recognising and challenging injustice
•  Standing alongside, empowering and enabling the oppressed and vulnerable
•  Challenging people to recognise their responsibility to the world community

Evangelising
•  Interpreting the story of God’s love for every community and every generation
•  Witnessing to what God can do in the life of individuals and communities
•  Setting the claims of Jesus before people and challenging them to a response
•  Enabling a gracious encounter with the God whose redeeming love is for everyone
•  Creating and maintaining welcoming communities where people can be nurtured in discipleship.

For more information see Presence: a workbook to help promote and sustain an effective Christian presence in villages.
Available from the Methodist Church www.mph.org.uk and bookshops ISBN 1 85852 267 6, cost £2.95 each or 
£2.50 each for five or more. 

These elements call the Church to structure ministry and
mission within these guiding principles, so that churches think
and act differently, - in worship, in sharing faith, in acts of
caring witness and charity and in serving the wider community. 

Presence also tells us that an effective Christian presence in
villages will always be ecumenical. Rural churches often have
members of other denominations within their congregations.
The broader experience of prayers, understanding of scripture,
lay participation and worship styles can help to deepen

understanding and relationship with God. However, this natural
ecumenism of many rural congregations is often forged in the
informality of relationships between individuals rather than by
regulations.

For many rural communities, there may be only one place of
Christian worship. Adopting the ‘Declaration of Ecumenical
Welcome and Commitment’, can be an effective way of
welcoming people from different denominations within the
community. 
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Local Ecumenical Partnerships 
A Local Ecumenical Partnership (LEP) is an effective
mechanism for enabling two or more congregations of
different denominations to worship and work together in one
place. It is not suitable for every situation, but in many
places forming an LEP could significantly strengthen mission
and ministry.

An LEP is defined as existing ‘where there is a formal written
agreement affecting the ministry, congregational life,
buildings and/or mission projects of more than one
denomination: and a recognition of that agreement by the
Sponsoring Body, and authorisation by the appropriate
denominational authorities.’

LEPs can take several different forms and may be very

useful to a place that has more than one small congregation

from different denominations. The most common LEPs are:

1.  Single Congregation Partnerships: the merger of two or

more different congregations or a new congregation

established by two or more denominations

2.  Congregations in Covenanted Partnerships: who usually

continue to worship in their own buildings but with a

strong commitment to united witness and ministry

3.  Shared Building Partnerships: which have a Sharing

Agreement to permit the property of one church to be

also used and supported by others.
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Making a Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome and Commitment
The village church, open to all, can be one in which everyone who lives locally, feels welcomed and able to engage in
worship. One way of working towards this is to make a ‘Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome and Commitment’. 

The aim is to make members of other denominations feel at home and able to worship locally without sacrificing their loyalty
to their original denomination. The insights, gifts, strengths and graces of other denominations can be incorporated into the
whole life of the congregation, without insisting on ‘membership’.

The host church will need to be aware of the need to be broad,
flexible and open, which could be affirmed through:

•  the choice of hymns 

•  prayers for other churches and their leaders

•  invitations to ministers of other traditions to lead worship or preach

•  careful use of inclusive language 

•  offering the use of the building to other denominations
occasionally or regularly

•  creative use of liturgy and non-Eucharistic services as appropriate

•  consultation with those who have pastoral oversight in the area about the responsibility of care, initiation and nurture etc.

When thinking of offering a ‘Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome and Commitment’ always seek the advice of the local
Ecumenical Officer about sensitive consultation. Small house groups can feel oppressed, or fear ‘poaching’. Done with
consideration, a Declaration can create many opportunities. 

For more information go to: www.churches-together.org.uk/resources_ecumenical.html

For specific information for Anglican churches considering making a Declaration:
www.cofe.anglican.org/info/ccu/england/resources/

At Loddon in Norfolk there is an Anglican/Methodist LEP, where the two buildings complement each other. Most activities,
including services, take place in the Methodist chapel during winter, but during summer the parish church is open and fully
used for worship. In the Loddon Methodist Circuit many of the chapels have been closed but there are regular Methodist
style services in the parish churches.

At Saltfleetby in Lincolnshire, the LEP uses the parish church. Louth Methodist Circuit has invested in a caravan which can
be taken to villages as a base for pastoral, youth work or worship and is shared through the LEP.

For a wide range of resources to help with the establishment of Local Ecumenical Partnerships go to:
www.churches-together.org.uk/resources.html
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Removing Boundaries
In an example from North Yorkshire, many administrative boundaries were removed to
create a network to support small rural churches, based on sensible local geography.

The Rural Christian Community Network was formed during 2003 in the North
Yorkshire Wolds. It is an informal ecumenical group ministry of 41 churches cutting
across established boundaries, sitting within two counties and comprising parts of
two archdeaconries, three deaneries and five circuits. There are three full-time
ministers, five part-time ministers, four house-for-duty posts, two ordained local
ministers and several readers and local preachers. The average congregation in
each place of worship is around 10-15. 

However, this is not about structures. All the churches and chapels involved have similar size problems and similar size
congregations. The villages, while of course all totally different, are similar demographically and there are strong links between
them. The aim is for congregations to support each other better by fulfilling needs and offering gifts, by attending each other’s
celebrations and fund-raisers and sharing personnel wherever possible. Collectively there is a critical mass sufficient in size to
provide effective, professional training, for example in leading worship, Bible study and discipleship. 

Equal emphasis is placed on each village; large settlements are not allowed to dominate and soak up resources. This makes it
easier to bear each other’s burdens and understand each other’s problems, without the fear of the attitude ‘you are too small
and therefore too insignificant to bother about.’

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that the rural church has an

important part to play in Christian unity. In what
ways does your church offer the priestly, prophetic
and evangelising ministries for the whole Church?
What things are done well, and what things could
be opened out to become more inclusive in your
community? [Suggested Bible passage: Ephesians
4.11-13.]

•  Invite any members of the congregation to speak
of their own backgrounds in other denominations
or faiths. What are they sad to have left behind
and what are they glad to have found? Gather this
up by listing the skills, insights and experience
that can be brought into the church by individuals
from other denominations. 

•  In pairs, think about people of other Christian
denominations that you know or whose churches
you have been to. Share together what you know
about the churches and worship of other
Christians. Make a list of the denominations you
have encountered and add some words which
describe your experiences. 

•  This section mentions a caravan
which is used as a base for
pastoral care. How could your
church offer more mobile
witness and care for the
community? In what ways
can the church reach out and
include people of other
denominations and faiths?

• Mission link: Make a plan to find out
how people outside the church in your
community register Christian
‘presence’. What does the church
building mean to them and what effect
does the presence of churchgoers have on the
sense of community? Find three things which could
strengthen the sense of ‘presence’ and act on them
(e.g. the church open during the day, bell ringing,
noticeboards, Remembrance Day procession).

• Worship link: Agree a plan to include
hymns, prayer and experience from
other traditions into worship. Allow
people from other denominations the
chance to offer something from their
own tradition to the rest of the
congregation, perhaps explaining the rosary,
using icons, or praying with scripture. 

• Community link: Consider whether it is
appropriate to make a ‘Declaration of
Ecumenical Welcome’ in your
community. This is a good starting
point before considering whether
becoming an LEP or working across a wider
area is really a possibility.

• Celebration link: choose a time and
place to celebrate Christian unity and
plan activities and/or worship, to enjoy
the diversity of Christian traditions.
Use the question material and other
activities as a foundation for this occasion.
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The sacrament of baptism links Christians together in 
time (now and through history) and in place, (everywhere
that Christian witness has touched). Just as those
members of the early church were astonished at the
privilege and awesome responsibility of being a member
of the Body of Christ, so baptism in rural communities
today gives every one of the baptised the understanding

that no matter how small, isolated, lonely or struggling
their communities might be, they are part of a greater,
dynamic community, as commissioned for mission and
ministry within God’s greater Church and to God’s
extraordinary world. So no matter how few baptisms take
place in a year, each one deserves special preparation –
and celebration.

These words, which may be used within the Anglican
service of baptism make an important point about
baptism itself. While many people tend to see baptism
as an end of something, this prayer shows baptism is
not a sacrament to be visited passively upon young
children or adults and signified only by a certificate in a
scrapbook. It is the threshold to an active life in Christ.
Baptism commits every Christian to ministry, loving
and serving others. It is the start of a life-long journey
which folds the baptised person into Christian
community in this life and beyond it. Baptism invites all
kinds of dynamic processes, exploration and growth,
which enrich both relationship with God and life in
God’s world. It is often in the smaller congregations,
indeed, that the ministry of the baptised is most clearly
seen in the heart of rural faith and worship. 

The great Covenant Service prayer from the Methodist
Church exactly captures the essence of the new
relationship:

Baptism, Community, Discipleship
In baptism God invites you on a life-long journey. 

Together with all God’s people,

you must explore the way of Jesus 

and grow in friendship with God, 

in love for his people,

and in serving others. 

With us you will listen to the word of God

and receive the gifts of God

Common Worship (Archbishops’ Council 2000)
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‘I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, rank me with whom you will: put me to doing, put me
to suffering: let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full,
let me be empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing. I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your
pleasure and disposal.

And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours. So be it. And the
covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.’

The Methodist Worship Book (Methodist Publishing House 1999).
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This story shows some important things. In rural
communities there needs to be strong faith, faith which
comes first and which is strengthened by mutual
interdependence. The doctor was not a priest but a lay
person, performing emergency baptism as part of his caring
duty, drawing people back to the church rather than
partitioning health and spirituality into different boxes with

different professional overseers. The story shows that
baptism is part of healing and hope, and that there is no life,
no matter how short, that is not important to God and
worthy of celebration. This story demonstrates the centrality
of baptism in community, and how prayer, love and
celebration can lift people out of adversity and teach a
longer and more positive view. 

Baptism and Discipleship in Community

Preparation for Baptism
Young children and babies are often brought to baptism in
rural churches because it is felt to be the ‘right thing’ to do or it
is part of local family tradition, or perhaps because the parents
want to explore their own faith. Either way, this is an important
opportunity to introduce people to Christianity at a pace that is
appropriate for them.

Preparation for baptism is therefore a very important part of
mission and has three main parts:

•  Introducing the family to other members of the congregation

•  Providing an opportunity to think through the Christian faith

•  Giving welcome and support for the new parents who are

doing a hard job.

Effective preparation for baptism cannot be done by the

minister alone – ideally a small team of lay people are needed

to help with visiting and nurture before baptism and most

importantly, on an on-going basis as the child grows up. This

is the experience of a rural four parish multi-parish benefice. 
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Baptism Visiting in Rural Parishes
The vicar asked if anyone from four parishes would help to prepare families for baptism as
part of a small group of people involved with visiting. Six people from the benefice
volunteered to get involved. The vicar arranged through the diocese for the volunteers to
do a short listening skills course over four weeks. The course included advice on how to
listen more than talk, how to respond in an appropriate way and the importance of
retaining confidentiality. The vicar also led a session on talking about the Christian faith
and baptism with families, so that the volunteers would feel comfortable in talking about
these things. A short commissioning service was held as part of regular worship once
training was complete.

In response to a baptism enquiry, the vicar would make a first visit with one of the lay
visitors when she would chat to the family, briefly explain what would happen next and
hand over detailed support and explanation work to the lay visitor. The lay visitor would
visit the family several times to befriend, support and guide. If more complex or difficult
issues became apparent these would be referred back to the vicar. At the baptism the lay
visitor would pass the lighted candle to the parents and would be responsible for maintaining contact with the family
thereafter.

One reason for the success of this scheme was the partnership between laity and clergy, especially during the first home visit. 

An old country doctor used to say that in the first part of the last century, priorities in rural health care were very different to
today’s ideas. Healthcare and spirituality were locked together in a much more holistic way. Often if he was called out to a
difficult birth and the baby was sick, he would not spend time trying to get the child to a hospital miles away, but ask the
parents for some water and baptise the child himself. 

When asked why he did this, he said that despite all his years of medical knowledge, baptising the baby was a way of
bringing hope into the situation. Getting the parents to pray, to commit their child to Christ, to give the child a name and to
welcome the child into the community of the living was the best way of bringing value and meaning into the situation. Even if
the child died, the parents could feel that he or she had had a life, a life that had been committed to God, that their love for
the child had been acknowledged and offered. For the doctor, baptism was the greatest healer, whatever happened.
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Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that baptism

is the beginning of an active life,
growing and exploring in
Christ. See if each person in
the group can name the
church where they were
baptised, who their godparents
were and who baptised them. What
gifts have people still got from their
baptism? On the basis of people’s recollections,
what would it take to make a baptism in your
church today to become a truly memorable and
life-changing occasion, to which the baptised
person could always refer? What could be done to
make that happen? [Suggested Bible passage Acts
2.38-47.]

•  If your church has a baptism policy or baptism
preparation process, take some time to review its
principles. What things might be done to link
baptism more closely with ideas of community and
discipleship and what might be done to prevent
people feeling baptism is the end of a process
rather than the beginning? Try to find three things
which could be incorporated into baptism
preparation or policy to enable this. What resources
will you need? 

•  Make a list of all the baptisms which have taken
place in the last month/year/ten years (whatever is
a manageable number). Pray together for each
person, perhaps lighting a candle or placing their
name on a table or altar, asking God to help them
fulfil an active ministry and life in Christ.

•  This section tells the story of a doctor who saw
baptism and healing as belonging together. What
reactions do you have to that story? What do you
feel about lay people administering the sacraments?
Where could there be more room in your community
for lay people to exercise ministry? If there are
problems with that, how might these be overcome?

• Mission link: Ask the diocese to
provide a short course in
listening skills for a small group
of volunteers. Set up a scheme
to pray for the volunteers and to
allow them to feedback what they
have learned to the rest of the
congregation and community.

• Worship link: Include prayers for
adults, their children, and their
families at an early stage in the
preparation for baptism, so that
the congregation get to know of
them and can support them
through prayer. Find ways to
celebrate those baptised, perhaps with
prayer sponsors or congregational friends
remembering them within the events of the
liturgical year.

• Community link: Look at ways in
which trusted lay people are, or
could be involved in parish
visiting, especially for baptism
preparation. In what ways could
this be extended and improved? If
there are difficulties, how can these
be addressed honestly and sensitively?
Could this idea be applied across your benefice?

• Celebration link: Spend some time
planning how to celebrate
baptisms imaginatively. Since
some people see these services
as a public recognition of their
relationship when they are not
married, how can celebration of
the sacrament be extended to allow
people to think more fully about a lifetime of
active growth and commitment to each other, to
family life and to God? 
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Local Ministry 
Local Ministry Teams (LMTs) or Ministry Leadership Teams as
they are also known, consist of a group of lay people, ordained
and other authorised ministers such as Ordained Local
Ministers or Readers, who work together to lead services,
home groups or to provide pastoral care. Twenty-three
dioceses now have such local ministry schemes. In rural areas
teams commonly start across a benefice, with congregations
praying for discernment as they nominate people for the team
members. A range of gifts and skills is needed to cover the
wide set of ministry needs within a benefice.

LMTs in the diocese of Gloucester initially covered the whole

of a benefice, with individuals having responsibilities in their

own village. More recently LMTs in large benefices have

adapted to have more of a group presence in each village.

For example in the Painswick group of six parishes there is

one LMT which has four locally focused and based groups,

helping to meet local needs and expectations. In Lichfield

Diocese the large Uttoxeter group of parishes includes a

market town. Here the LMT is divided into five groups which

operate locally in the villages and draw strength from each

other across the whole benefice.

Ordained Local Ministers 
Some members of LMTs may find that they are being called to enter ordained ministry as the result of a process of
discernment which includes their own congregation and Christian community. They are then trained as ordained local
ministers (OLMs) with the agreement and blessing of their local congregation. OLMs are usually licensed only to the
community where they live. They receive a full training for ordination. OLMs, who are non-stipendiary (i.e. self-supporting),
lead services and celebrate Holy Communion, preach and teach, take funerals and baptisms and offer pastoral care.
Many OLMs willingly undertake these duties alongside their paid employment and family commitments. Not every diocese
operates such a scheme but where OLMs are part of a wider ministry team, the ministry they offer is extremely valuable. 

Sharing Ministry
Often when people hear the word ‘ministry’, they think it
means the ‘vicar’. But ministry is not just something for
ordained clergy; every Christian is called to ministry among
others, whether among family, friends and colleagues and to
the wider community. Ministry follows from the fact of
baptism; ministry follows from being Christ’s disciple. Some
people come to understand that they are called to a formal or
accredited ministry as a Reader, Evangelist, Ordained Local
Minister or as part of a local ministry team, but everyone has
something to contribute to the life of God’s church and the
sharing of the gospel with others. God uniquely equips and
gifts each person with the means to reflect His glory and
grace. This means that lay and ordained ministry does not
belong solely with active ‘doers’. People with disabilities,
children and the elderly, all have the capacity to minister to
the needs of others, through prayer, friendships, and
relationships nurtured at home, work and school.

In rural areas, clergy have for some time been expected to have responsibility for several parishes. Five or
six is common and some have as many as fourteen. It is impossible for one person to take on all the
duties and tasks of ministry in several parishes, which may stretch over a wide geographical area.
However, some congregations still expect clergy to do it all, and will try to avoid taking on responsibility of
being church in the local community. In some cases this has led to depression and burn-out, as the
burden mounts on a single person. So, if rural churches are to grow then members of the congregation
and wider church community will have to be willing to work together in sharing Christian ministry. This is
not about retaining the status quo, or being a second best substitute for the ‘real’ minister, but is about
learning how to be the presence of Christ in the community.

19
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Readers, Ely Diocese
In the countryside to the north and east of Cambridge in Ely diocese, Readers are a very important part of rural
ministry, forming teams with clergy and lay people. One such team of two Readers and two priests, covering six
parishes, is a good example of effective shared working. Reader ministry is a calling to a preaching and teaching
ministry and this is reflected in the different roles that Readers have. This includes morning and evening prayer,
services of the word, working with others to prepare all age worship, school assemblies, home Communions and

Communion by extension. Readers can take funerals and can offer continuing care for
bereaved families. Long intervals between clergy appointments have also led to Readers having
formal charge of parishes. Encouragement is given throughout the diocese to use the Readers’
Parish Agreement to ensure appropriate balance of time and use of skills, - which is essential
when such a wide range of ministry is available. Ruth Kightley, Registrar of Readers in Ely
diocese comments: ‘Readers in Ely diocese count it as a privilege to speak of God’s love
wherever they go.’

Pastoral Workers, Chester Diocese
Pastoral Assistants and Pastoral Workers (PWs) can also be
commissioned in dioceses. For example, as a licensed lay
ministry in Chester Diocese, PWs enter training for three
years, as Readers do, but their ministry is pastorally focused.

The first year of training is a foundation for ministry course
which sets the scene for collaborative ways of working, as
PWs train alongside Readers and other lay workers. Over the
next two years there are six short courses on: listening,
working with teams and volunteers, baptism preparation and
follow-up, marriage issues, bereavement care and pastoral
care for the sick. The modules include theological
understanding and practical skills. A project on one aspect of pastoral ministry is also completed. Those training
can opt to have their work accredited by University College Chester.

The first PWs trained in this way were licensed in July 2005. A good number were from rural villages and will be
working across a wide breadth of pastoral concerns within individual parishes and multi-parish benefices and
encouraging other people to work with them.

Commissioned Lay Ministry, Carlisle Diocese
Carlisle Diocese recently introduced a scheme for Commissioned Lay Ministry (CLM). It aims to develop shared
ministry, encouraging everyone to use their gifts in Christian service. In particular it aims to train people to work
within a team which embraces a collaborative style of ministry and to follow a calling to be a CLM. Once selection
and training by the diocese is complete CLMs have a specific title to describe their particular role in e.g. pastoral
care or outreach. Training is carried out over a four year period tailored to suit an individual’s needs and
circumstances, which helps to develop their own ministry and calling.

The Inglewood Group of Churches comprises seven parishes in rural Cumbria, north of the Lakes and south of
Carlisle. The Group serves farms and villages over an area of 120 square miles with an adult population of 4500.
The ministry team consists of the rector, curate, non-stipendiary priest, retired clergy living in the benefice and four
commissioned lay ministers.

Once a large ministry team is formed, care is needed to ensure that the team functions effectively, especially when
members are drawn from a wide range of church traditions and from a wide geographical area. The role of CLMs is to
make Christ known through word and deed. This involves leading study groups, co-ordinating visiting teams, working
with children, developing outreach, baptism and marriage preparation and giving extended home Communions.

By working collaboratively with a team of ordained clergy and Readers, CLMs have brought the Inglewood Group of
parishes excitement and enthusiasm for this new form of ministry.
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Collaboration from the beginning 
In Changing Churches, Jeanne Hinton recorded a gap
between lay people and clergy. ‘There seemed to be very
little relevant training to enable lay people to be the church,
to engage in the task of ministry as church in the world.
…the development of laity and clergy is mainly separate
even though they are required to work together
locally.’(Jeanne Hinton & Peter Price Changing Communities:
church from the grassroots, Churches Together in Britain &
Ireland 2003).

This is an important point, because there is no doubt that
true collaboration and sharing requires a blurring of
boundaries and an element of risk. The collaboration is not
about one person or group of people delegating tasks to
others. It involves all contributing their different skills and

experience to more effectively achieve a common purpose.
Collaborative ministry can sometimes require the giving up
of power, of responsibility, of control of particular activities
and trusting others to share ministry responsibly and wisely.
This can be difficult for people who have spent a long time
in training to be professional ministers who feel that they
have been given a sacred trust. It can be hard to let go of
things you like doing or feel you are good at, or have been
specifically trained for. Because of this, there can still be an
implicit (or very explicit!) divide between clergy and laity or
between readers and other lay people. Such a divide can
underpin the assumption clergy and readers are the prime
movers in any decision or initiative and the lay people are
helpers or servants. This tension is often seen very clearly
during vacancies, when often lay people run parishes very
efficiently, only to find that they are expected to play
subordinate roles when the new vicar arrives.
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East Richmond Team Ministry
In North Yorkshire 13 parishes came together as the
Benefice of East Richmond Team Ministry, with a reduced
clergy team of two stipendiary posts. The churches
recognised that a more collaborative approach to ministry
would be needed and that people would need training.
They asked their Diocesan Training Officer to help people
gain skills and confidence in order to share in the ministry
of the church.

A training session was arranged in the benefice, and clergy
and lay people were invited to go to two of the four
workshops offered. These focussed on leading
intercessions, reading scripture, all age worship, and
Eucharistic ministry (distributing communion in church and
to the housebound).

As a result of the greater collaborative involvement in
ministry, there are now more regular worship services held
across the benefice than there were before the Team
Ministry began. Many more shared worship and social
opportunities have developed for the benefice as a whole.
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Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section suggests that shared ministry plays

an essential part in rural benefices. What does
‘collaborative’ or ‘shared’ ministry mean to you?
[Suggested Bible passage, Ephesians 4. 11-16.]

•  Look at the ministry team/range of ministries
available in your local area. Think about whether
all the people and their gifts are joined up in a way
that spreads the load evenly and uses people’s
skills to the full? What prayer support can be put
in place to nourish all your ministers? Who cares
for those who give of themselves every day to do
God’s will? 

•  Make a list together of all ministry possibilities
carried out by your group, or within your
congregation. These ministries do not have to be
‘church focused’ but could include things like
hospital visiting, shopping for the elderly, teaching
in school, being good at your job, being a local
councillor or a shop steward. Look at the range of
possibilities suggested by your list. What ministry
situations will not be covered by the clergy? How
can lay people in your church and community be
empowered to realise the extent of God’s work
which they can do in their daily
lives and typical activities?

•  This section gives some
examples of different kinds
of shared ministry. Looking at
the needs of your local area,
how might there be more people
involved in different kinds of lay and/or
ordained ministry to meet those needs?
What needs to happen to encourage vocations; in
what ways can such ministry be discerned and
sponsored through training?

• Mission link: Who in your ministry team
is especially equipped for mission, and
who else in your congregation or
church community might be especially
gifted as an evangelist? If you can identify
such people, implement practical ways in which
they might be released to work for your church’s
mission. What training and resources are they
going to need?

• Worship link: involve the whole
community in ministry by helping
people understand that even one
prayer is a way of contributing to
ministry. Find creative ways to get people
to pray together and use Bible study or
theological reflection in support of particular
projects or activities. 

• Community link: Ask one or two people
to go out into the community and find
out what people outside the Church
are involved in ministering to others
(e.g. doctors, teachers, therapists etc).
Look at ways of affirming their gifts and
perhaps calling on them in case of need within
the church. Look at ways of enabling them to tell
their stories and offer prayer support and
friendship.

• Celebration link: Find a way (maybe a
special day or occasion) to celebrate
and give thanks for all the ministers in
your ministry team. People don’t often
realise just how much they are loved and
appreciated until they leave or retire. Find ways
to celebrate their ministry and to say thank you,
both to them and to God.

Learning and sharing together
The 12 rural chapels of the Liskeard Methodist Circuit have made use of training designed to develop collaborative

ministry in rural areas, offered as part of the Diocese of Truro’s Learning Mosaic.  The initial courses have six weekly

meetings, intended to give people confidence and skill in working together to support the needs of the local community.

Following this, the Liskeard Circuit wanted to develop a pastoral team, and asked for some more local pastoral ministry

training. This included sessions on bereavement,  supporting newcomers to communities, and handling spiritual

questions when they arise. 

The pastoral team of 3 circuit ministers and 16 lay people now meet weekly for prayer, sharing information and

allocating visits.  All members of the team, whether clergy or lay, are valued and are encouraged to contribute to the

discussion at these meetings.  They say “we have changed from being a group of people to a Team”.
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Welcome, include, involve
A rural church with very few children or only occasional
visitors can sometimes drift into an ‘adults-only’ mentality,
so making a conscious effort to welcome, include and
involve children is important. Start the welcome at the door,
by greeting the children as well as the adults. Offer
children's service books or, if you have printed service
sheets, a large print one to young readers. Have some quiet
toys, paper, crayons and books available and something to
interest younger visitors.

If you decide actively to include children during the service,
design it to reflect the value of families and the church
family worshipping together. If children undertake activities
together during the service, think about the environment
and what their experience of church will be like. If the
church is cold and there is a pleasant room or hall, go there.
If the option is a dreary vestry, stay in church.

Leading worship is a team activity and children can be
involved in every part of the service, reading, praying,
serving at the altar, singing or playing a musical instrument.
Children can give out service sheets, welcome others, and
present the gifts at the Offertory. Children’s ideas and
experiences of God should also be included as part of the
adults’ learning experience. Be supportive of young parents.

Children and Young People
Children and young people are essential to the life and vitality of
the Church. Just as Jesus welcomed children and blessed them,
placing them ‘in the midst’ of the adults pressing around him, so
the Church needs to value and include children at all levels of
its church and community life. Rural places may have very
small numbers of children, and this is sometimes seen as a
lack of opportunity, but having only one or two children in
church means that they are especially
significant in the witness that Christian faith
is for everyone, old and young. Other
places, especially those with a school,
will have larger numbers of children
living in the community. Sometimes,
when there are few facilities, a
small number of volunteer helpers,
a limited budget and only a small
number of children, involving
them gets overlooked. But there
is no reason why every child
should not have a full part in the
life of the rural church.

23
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Starting From Nothing
Underriver had up to 45 children living in the village but there were rarely any children in church and the Sunday School
had closed down. Then the PCC decided to hold an activity morning in the village hall on the Saturday before Mothering
Sunday to link with a special family service the following day. Every child (5-11 years) was sent a personalised invitation.
30 children attended. Activities included cake-making, parachute games, a treasure hunt in the church and making
banners and cards for the next morning. 18 children with their parents came to the following Sunday service.

We need a youth group!
A youth group was formed in response to a plea from just one
teenager. In the first year, five was the maximum attendance, but
others fed in gradually. It was not easy and sometimes discouraging,
but one member, Anna, now says: ‘Other places may have a greater
number of young people, but not so close a fellowship. Being in a
village means that it’s probably been easier for me to get involved in
the church as a whole. A small and friendly congregation has helped
my own Christian growth.’

The closeness of life for teenagers in a village can be a positive force for outreach. Trust developed through a church-
inspired football team brought five individuals to the confirmation course and gave one young man, who left school with no
GCSEs, the confidence to enrol on a college course.

In church, the young people are fully involved in all aspects of services including administering the chalice, planning and
leading services. They also serve on the PCC. These youngsters have a strong sense of justice and support peace and
justice initiatives through fund-raising, involving their non-church friends.

The Children's Ark
St Peter's church had two vestries, one each side of the chancel. One had become a store for mouldering cassocks, old
books and other junk but it was the only place that the tiny Sunday School could meet. It was cleared by a working party
and turned it into a children's room. On one wall is a mural of the Sea of Galilee. On the other long wall, the cupboard doors
have been sanded and painted with a Noah's Ark, plants and animals. Furniture is simple and includes low tables and chairs.

The Sunday School has gained a new lease of life and a small toddler group has started meeting there. The next idea is to
hold a 'fun morning' at the church, using the room for craft activity and refreshments. Even the PCC has started meeting in it!

It is easy to focus on the difficulty of ‘doing’ youth work in
small parishes, but there are some positive aspects too.

Here is a small part of the story of the parish of Tilston in
Cheshire.

Schools in the Countryside
The Church of England is a major provider of education,
especially in rural areas. 40% of primary aged children in
Anglican church schools are in rural areas and 20% of
secondary aged children.

Church schools are not an
add-on, but integral to the
life of the local church.
They require support
through prayer and
ministry. Active
involvement with church
schools is the
responsibility of the whole
congregation not just the
vicar, especially in multi-

parish benefices. Leading assemblies, acting as a school
governor, running after school clubs and contributing to the
spiritual life of the school are all important tasks to be shared.
Ask your diocesan education department to help provide skills
training for this.
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Forgiveness, Pancakes and Children’s Spirituality
Ali Jenkins, the Head Teacher at Great Wishford Primary School, with 100 pupils, talks about a sense of awe and wonder
needing to be being part of a school’s atmosphere. Assemblies are relaxed, enjoyable and challenging. ‘There must be time
to listen and be silent, to talk and to question, to sing, pray and reflect.’ On Shrove Tuesday there were ‘forgiveness
pancakes’. The children met in class and talked together about things in their lives they were not proud of. Then they drew
pictures showing those things. Each picture was placed within a pancake shape and placed in a book of forgiveness.

On Ash Wednesday each class discussed pledges they might make, for example helping someone with work or looking out
for someone who was sad in the playground. The four classes in the school each chose 10 pledges, marking the 40 days of
Lent. On Good Friday, the pledges were arranged around a large cross.

During Lent, small stones were placed in a corridor along with a bowl of water. The stones could represent a worry: children
– and staff – could hold a stone, think about the worry, and then drop it into the water, and move on. The previous Advent,
the school had joined parishioners in the local church, led the service and done the same thing, with the stones representing
something they were not proud of. ‘The adults saw the genuineness of the children and felt humbled. One man said if a
child took one stone, he’d need a handful. Every adult in the church took part.’ It is important to recognise the transforming
potential and witness of children’s spirituality and find imaginative ways of allowing it to change the church.

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that children are integral to the

life of the Church. What do you feel about having
children in church and being fully included in
services? If you have reservations or can see
problems, be honest about them. Perhaps one church
in the benefice could become a specialist church for
children and young people’s work.  [Suggested Bible
passage Mark 9.36-37; 42.]

•  Imagine you are a child or young person coming for
the first time to a Sunday service. Imagine your
experience from the moment of entering the church
to the time of departure. What will your experience of
church be like? Who will you meet? What books will
you use? You could ask children in your congregation
to give you their impressions and feelings about
church. Use this exercise to enhance the welcome
and involvement of children in your church. 

•  Make a list together of all the facilities, activities and
events for children and young people in your local
area, including those provided by any schools. How
much provision is available and what is the church’s
part in that provision? Looking at the list, are there
any gaps, and if so could the church be a part of
providing or extending activities for
children?

•  This section tells some stories
of churches and a school
which have recognised the
importance of children’s
contribution to faith and life. Using
these stories, think about ways in which
children’s experiences of God and
understanding of faith could be used to help adult
prayer and reflection.

• Mission link: Thinking about ‘the
Children’s Ark’ in this section, try
and find one thing you can do easily
to make your church more attractive
to children, especially any visitors, e.g.
provide a safe play space, or provide
books or drawing materials. Talk to your diocesan
children’s adviser.

• Worship link: Thinking about the
‘Forgiveness Pancakes’ find a
creative way to focus on a festival
like Christmas or Easter when
children may be present. Find one or
two ways in which the traditional
worship can be opened up to include children
and capture their imagination. 

• Community link: work with the schools
in your area to create better links
between church and school
wherever possible. Work out what
good links you may have already and
see where they could be strengthened.
Identify and use training programmes
where appropriate. 

• Celebration link: think about having a
special celebration focused on
children, involving any local schools,
youth clubs, uniformed organisations
etc. If you have no children at all in
your church, design a celebration of
your own children and grandchildren, as a chance
to give thanks, pray for, and remember, the
importance of family life. 
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Small numbers?
Churches with a small number of attenders need to be reassured that their
faithfulness is important and perhaps crucial to community life. A small
congregation is not a failed large one, and a small number of people may
represent a large proportion of the resident community. In fact, small
congregational numbers in the rural church provide many opportunities for
good quality worship. Sometimes the small numbers allow people to know
each other at a deeper level than is possible in large congregations, and
allow churchgoers to draw spiritual and emotional strength from each other
which can be both enriching and the source of caring for friend and
neighbour. 

With small numbers it is helpful if as many people as possible can take part
in services, praying and reading, acting as sidesmen and serving
refreshments afterwards. It is important that individuals do not become
overburdened or burnt out by being the people who are always asked to
help – and who always do. Those who are called to lead family services or
other services of the Word need appropriate training, help and
encouragement to do so and should not just be thrown in at the deep end.
The diocese should be able to help and advise on the most relevant
training and resources available.

Worship
Regular Sunday Worship 

Since the presence of a church in rural
areas has a major impact on the
psychological and spiritual wellbeing
of its community, so its active worship
is fundamental to that continued
sense of wellbeing. For those who
believe without belonging, or who
identify with the church without
attending, the fact that there are
attenders who form the active core of
church life, is extremely important. So,
whether there is a service every
Sunday or on only some Sundays each
month, a regular pattern of worship,
prayer, and thanksgiving is the fabric
of rural church life. Most rural
churches will have a regular monthly
pattern of services that may include at
least one service of Holy Communion
and one family service.

Whatever the pattern and regularity it is the quality of the worship that counts. In rites of passage
(baptisms, weddings and funerals), especially, sensitive support at these special times in life can make
a world of difference to people outside the church as well as create an opportunity for on-going
pastoral care, support and friendship. Such events provide windows into the world of Christian
worship and the living faith of the Church.
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Suggestions for worship in small numbers
At Rodmarton in Gloucestershire candles are lit at the beginning of the service to remember those who are unwell and

‘who are with us in spirit.’ The tenor bell is tolled during the consecration, so that the sick and others out in the

community know that the Eucharist is being offered and that prayers have been said.

For small congregations with a few children it may be appropriate to consider introducing Holy Communion before

Confirmation to help make them feel fully integrated into the worshipping body. This is in line with a key aim of the

Church of England’s Children’s Strategy: ‘to explore ways in which children are engaged in the worship of the Church,

including Eucharistic worship’. See www.cofe.anglican.org/info/education/children/childstrategy.rtf A review of the

guidelines on Children and Communion should encourage all churches to look at the possibilities for admitting children

to communion. Dioceses or the Church of England’s Education Division can provide more information on this.

Where there are few priests available, Communion by Extension may be an appropriate way to allow people to receive

the sacrament of Holy Communion more regularly. Extended Communion (administration by others of previously

consecrated bread and wine) can only take place with the Bishop’s permission and be carried out by authorized

persons. The House of Bishops has issued guidelines for its use available from

www.cofe.anglican.org/worship/liturgy/commonworship/texts/other/extension/extensionfront.html.

Music is often a major problem for small congregations. Is there an organist? Is the organ up to it? Are there enough

people who can sing? Although it may be more appropriate to use said services, there are several alternatives for very

small congregations including use of CDs of hymn tunes or keyboard midi files of hymn tunes.

Simple Ideas for Creative Worship
After the greeting, ask the congregation if there is any village news to share.
What issues in the community can be gathered up in the Eucharist? Pray
regularly for farms or businesses by name and the people involved. Take time
to discuss this with them in advance so that specific prayers can be requested.

Hold a Village Sunday each year, possibly on the Sunday closest to the Village
Fete. Ask community groups to participate, arrange for photographic displays
of the year in the life of the village, handicrafts, or work by the children or
school.

In introducing hymns, use the words of the hymn to make a connection
between it and some aspect of village or church life. Someone could be asked
in advance to say what the hymn means to them. Give the hymn’s number last.

Find time to listen to God’s creation. During Holy Communion services at St Mary Magdalene’s in East Moors, North
Yorkshire, sometimes the Gloria is not said or sung, but instead the congregation stand in silence, listening to the birds
and animals of the remote valley.

Children & Young People: the Godbods
A small group of children attend Higham parish church, which is in the catholic tradition and has Sunday Eucharist at

9.30am. The vicar realised that it was a non-starter to ask teenage youngsters to attend  a service at this time so he

started Godbods on Sunday evening. It starts with a short Eucharist, which is planned and led by the youngsters

themselves. This is followed by food and activities, including discussion on the theme or readings of the day or an

outing to town for ice-skating, cinema etc.

This has provided accessible worship for about a dozen youngsters who were losing touch with the church. It helps

them to maintain friendships started in primary school and to realise that each is not the only Christian youngster in the

community.
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Worship in the
Multi-Parish Benefice
A monthly rota of services for a multi-parish benefice will be
familiar to many, but while some parishes are able to share
their ordained clergy and authorised ministers amicably, some
end up worried that another parish might be getting more
services and attention. Yet multi-parish benefices offer
opportunities for sharing and celebrating worship expertise
between parishes. For example, different churches may have
services using modern music, specialist children’s worship,
such as Godly Play, or use the Book of Common Prayer for
some services. This creates an opportunity to encourage
learning and the sharing of resources between congregations,
without seeking to make all parishes conform to the same
thing.

Some multi-parish benefices may have regular joint benefice
services. These can be on the fifth Sunday of the month, but
can also be regular monthly happenings, or used for
celebration services such as Pentecost, Trinity Sunday or a
Patronal festival. Some benefices hold this united event on a
weekday so all parishes feel included. They may be a good
opportunity to invite a visiting speaker, who is then available to

every parish. It is helpful to include a social event, such as a
bring and share lunch or coffee together. Such services are
valuable in helping parishes work more coherently and
encouraging people who might not normally worship or
socialise together to do so.

Holding a clergy-led service in every church every Sunday in a
multi-parish benefice is simply not possible and puts large
amounts of pressure on ordained clergy. To maintain regular
worship in each place lay people need to lead services. A team
of people from across the benefice can enable training to take
place and mutual support to be made available. Some may
feel that they only want to take services in their home parish,
others will be happy to lead worship across the benefice.

Celebrations
The greatest number of rural worshippers are seen at
Christmas, Harvest Festival and Easter. More can be made of
Rogation, All Saints Day, Mothering Sunday and other religious
festivals. Secular occasions such as sports events and open
garden weekends also lend themselves to imaginative worship.
Some parishes hold worship occasions focused on particular
community organisations. All of these provide bridges for those
who rarely attend church to do so without feeling trapped.
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Rogation in four walls
Rogation Sunday falls on the Sunday before Ascension Day but
traditional Rogation Days are the three days immediately before
Ascension Day. Rogation, asking, is asking God to bless us with a 
good harvest. It is associated with the practice of beating the bounds,
walking from the church around the boundaries of the parish, with
stops for prayer. It was used historically to impress on youngsters the
waymarks or boundary posts and trees which defined the parish and to
which they were expected to show loyalty and responsibility.

If a rogation procession is not possible, a good alternative is to pray around a map of the parish or benefice. Such a
map can be used as a focus for prayers for the fruitfulness of the land, finding fields, gardens, woods, pastures, pick-
your-own or watercress bed within the boundaries. Taking eight to ten points along the boundary, it is possible to pray
an imagined walk along it. In the naming of the boundary points a spoke is drawn from the hub to each point. These
places are often not settlements and so would not otherwise be named in church. 

Harvest Festival – something a little different
Harvest festival is the second most popular service in rural areas (only
Christmas attracts more people). It is therefore an important opportunity
for meeting people who do not come to church regularly.

One parish in North Yorkshire held its harvest service in a building on one
of the farms in the village. The service was well publicised amongst the
village community and churches of all denominations in the surrounding
area. Around 50 people came, sitting on straw bales, which were also used
for the altar table. Surrounding the congregation were pens containing
cattle, sheep, hens, a tractor and a plough. Music was provided by a local
brass band. Following the service there was a buffet supper using local
ingredients.
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Lammas – the first loaf
Lammas from the Saxon loaf mass,
parallels the Feast of the First Fruits
in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy
18, 1-5; Ezekiel 34, 11-24). That
custom of offering the first and best
of the new corn, wine and oil, or
flocks or fleece continues in Christian
tradition. Nowadays Lammas, the
first Sunday in August, can be
marked with a short act of
thanksgiving, offering a bowl of newly
harvested grain or a freshly baked
loaf of bread. 

Church Service for the Farming Year (available from the Arthur Rank Centre)

Seasonal Worship from the Countryside (SPCK 2003)

Rural Praise (ACORA Publishing 1998)

Harvest for the World: a worship anthology on sharing in the work of creation G. Duncan (ed.)
(Canterbury press, 2004)

resources

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that worship has an important

part to play in rural church and community.
Imagine you were standing in the church porch
during a service, what sounds might you hear?
Which of those sounds might attract a person to
discover more or come in? [Suggested Bible
passage Psalm 42. 1-4.]

•  Dream some dreams together about what things
would really improve the quality of worship. Do
other parishes have skills and expertise to help you
realise these dreams? If so, how might those skills
be shared and what can you offer in return?

•  Taking the ideas for creative worship listed in this
section, choose one and discuss how it could be
adapted and used to enhance your worship. If you
are able to use that idea, arrange to obtain some
feedback about how people
feel about it being part of
worship and use that
feedback to improve or
change things as
necessary.

•  This section says tells the
story of Godbods. Is it possible for
you to offer worship experiences to
children and young people which asks for their
input and reflects their own feeling and
understanding? What might you have to risk to
make that happen?

• Mission link: thinking about your
worship, are there activities which form
part of worship which could interest
outsiders? For example, bellringing,
handbell ringing, playing the organ or
other instruments, singing in a choir. How might
these activities be shared more widely and involve
more people? 

• Worship link: Ask one of the clergy or
another authorised minister such as a
Reader, to help set up a system to
share expertise across the benefice or a
group of parishes, without compromising
existing provision of worship. How will this extend
worship possibilities to your congregation and to
others in your community?

• Community link: Look at ways of
holding a joint service with other
churches (of your own and other
denominations), with a social event
attached to it on a fifth Sunday. Look at
different ways of making such a service and event
known to everybody in the community.

• Celebration link: Look at some of the
festivals mentioned in this section. Is it
possible to use one of the festivals as a
focus of celebration which combines
the worship of the whole church with the
particular contribution of your community?
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Parish Plans
Rural churches in very small communities are unlikely to
have, due to the small numbers of people, the critical mass
needed to undertake major projects. However, by seeking to
work in partnership with others, especially the Parish
Council, but also other organisations such as the Women’s
Institute or the county Rural Community Council, resources
can be shared and a wide group of people become involved
with projects. Before any work is undertaken it is important
to carry out a parish plan (previously called a village
appraisal), giving the opportunity to every household in the
village to contribute opinions and ideas. Rural Community
Councils are experts in helping communities to do this and
to write parish plans that can then be put into action. Local
district and county councils now have to take these plans
seriously when making decisions that affect the locality.

It is important for the church (and not just the vicar!) to
remain proactively involved in the parish planning process as
it progresses. This is so that the contribution of the rural
church in terms of both people and buildings can be fully
integrated into the plan for the benefit of the whole
community. This is a wonderful mission opportunity that
should not be missed. Parish plans need to be reviewed and
updated from time to time and the church should be
involved in this as well.

For more information on parish
plans contact your local Rural
Community Council; contact
details can be found via ACRE
www.acre.org.uk. 

Once you have an idea for a
project for the local
community contact the
Parish Council first. The
Parish Council should be
aware of what the needs of
the community are. They
are responsible for things
such as the maintenance of
play areas, greens and other amenities, the
provision of street lighting and the scrutiny of local planning
applications, amongst many other tasks. They and the Parish
Clerk will know what else is being planned and be able to help
put plans together and even apply for grant aid. There may be
other organisations in the village that will also need to be
consulted and may even want to be involved with the project.
These include the Village Hall Committee (if there is one), the
Women’s Institute, youth club or uniformed organisations,
sports clubs, schools, pensioner groups and the like. Different
members of the congregation will usually be involved in some
if not all of these groups. Do not plan to go it alone, but always
find others who can work with you.

Responsibility in communities
The rural church has many opportunities to work for the
kingdom of God through engagement with the communities in
which it is situated. Such witness and interchange between the
worshipping heart of the Christian faith and the wider world is
central to the gospel. This witness becomes ever more
necessary in these times of change.

Rural life is subject to change through the migration of people
into and out of villages, the decline of farming, the lack of
affordable housing and for many other social and economic
reasons. Further, rural communities are often lacking in the
basic services and people may have to wait for an infrequent
bus to take them to school, doctor, pubs or shops, and
isolation may mean that many people will have needs that are
not being met by statutory or other voluntary provision. Where
these things are lacking and where change and/or decline is
taking place, this can create many opportunities for the local
church to get involved in community projects in the
countryside. But look before you leap: what does the
community really want and need and who else is already doing
something?
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Some ideas for community projects
•  Parent & toddler groups
•  Before and after school clubs
•  Holiday clubs
•  Lunch clubs or meeting place for older people or the socially/economically

disadvantaged
•  Post office, shop or farmers’ market
•  Art exhibitions, plays or concerts
•  Tourism
•  Maintaining the village green or pond, helping to keep public footpaths open

Making a Space for Teenagers
St James Church in Welland, Worcestershire, felt that it had become
disconnected from the community and established a Vision for St James’ to seek
to serve the needs of the village whilst remaining a centre of worship. Using a
development group with a membership drawn from both inside and outside the
congregation, thorough research was carried out as to what the village wanted
and needed. Working with the County Youth Service an old downstairs vestry in
St James church was offered as a meeting place for young people after residents
had objected to converting a bus shelter for this purpose. The old vestry had a
separate lockable entrance but it was in quite a dilapidated state. The young
people thought it was ‘cool’ and ‘wicked’! The young people were wary of being
seen as a church youth club, so the County Youth Service helped setup an
unsupervised youth group using a code of conduct, agreed between parents, the
St James development group and the young people themselves.

A £7000 grant from the Local Network Fund financed the renovation work and
provided equipment such as a pool table, TV and DVD and comfy chairs. Sixteen
teenagers now use the facility on weekday evenings. To date no major problems
have arisen and community support for the facility and the young people has been overwhelming.

Rural Regeneration through Sustainable Tourism
Churches have the well-being of the entire community at heart. This encompasses
spiritual, physical, environmental, economic and individual and family wellbeing.
When issues arise in the community, the church has the capacity to think and pray
about them through its worship and can take action to tackle problems and build
up the life of the community. An insular church which is interested only in church
affairs cannot fulfil its missionary calling or be obedient to the gospel of Christ.

Rural areas often struggle to develop a strong economy and tourism is one
favourite way of contributing to the financial and economic wellbeing of the area.
Almost every place has something special and interesting which can attract
visitors. Most rural areas have a wealth of traditions, stories, culture, buildings and
natural heritage, local food, drink and events which are of great interest to visitors.

Thousands of churches are open to visitors and many are trying to present the building in a positive way to the casual visitor.
Some are now seizing the opportunity to involve their whole community in a regeneration project called Hidden Britain Centres.
This enables local people to own and control the amount of tourism their community wants. The process of becoming a
Hidden Britain Centre brings the community together in a careful way, excluding no-one.

In Cumbria, for example, the Vicar of Dent brought together the business people of the parish. The church in Dent adapted an
outbuilding into a high quality visitor information point. Being in the national park, and a few miles from the Carlisle-Settle
railway has made it possible to bring many visitors to enjoy the area and to strengthen the local economy. Dent is registered
with the national project and so it is now well placed to restore its fortunes as a favourite destination. See what Dentdale and
the other projects are offering on the website www.hidden-britain.co.uk
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Working in Partnership
God calls human beings to work in partnership with Him to
bring transformation to the world around us. So partnership is
part of Christians’ missionary calling. So, rural churches have
much to contribute to rural community development through
gifts of voluntary time and expertise, especially when working
in partnership with others.

In many rural communities, work in the community rests solely
with ordinary members of congregations. It is they who must
identify who can work together with them to achieve a shared
goal. Working in partnership with a broad range of other
organisations has many potential benefits for rural
communities and for the life and witness of the rural church.
Allies exist in all aspects of rural community life, so rural
churches need to learn how to identify friends and how to
make such partnerships work. Without proper discernment
and willingness to learn, it can be difficult to bring hopes and
aspirations to reality. There is growing suspicion in public life of
organisations that do not welcome the opportunity to work in
partnership. When the church tries to control activities or to
remain insular and self-interested, it is often seen as only
interested in its own survival and is thus pushed to the
margins.

Consequently, for effective mission and ministry in rural areas
now, the work of the church especially within the wider
community has to be shared.

For the rural church a number of models of partnership are
possible, of which the main ones are:

1.  partnership between laity and clergy

2.  partnership with other churches in the deanery

or diocese

3.  ecumenical partnership

4.  partnership with other people or organisations, both locally

and further afield.

The first model emerges from an understanding that the
Church has a duty to equip all people to be Christians where
they are in the world. Empowered to be a witness in the local
community, at work elsewhere, at leisure, in the home,
individuals have the power to take action and perhaps make
significant changes in their own lives, the lives of others and
the life of the communities in which they live and work.

Similarly, clergy come as apostles sent by the wider Church to
be agents of this empowerment and catalysts for the multiple
ministries of lay people in the world.

The second model suggests that, when developing any new
enterprise, whether a church or community project, it is helpful
to include other churches in the benefice, team, deanery or
even diocese. This may enable the project to have a wider
geographical spread and bring in a broader range of skills than
present in the current congregation or community.

The third model calls attention to the need to include any
churches of other denominations, which need to be involved
right at the beginning of any initiative. An effective Christian
presence (see page 13) must now be ecumenical in nature.
Partnership across Christian traditions prevents the tendency
to over-control and dictate the terms of outward looking
projects.

It is the fourth model of partnership which perhaps creates
most challenges for rural churches, since it involves working
with non-church organisations in the local community and
other bodies beyond the immediate locality, such as local
Government or grant making trusts. Sometimes ‘church’
language and perception and ‘non-church’ language are very
different, so that effective working requires both sensitivity and
a willingness to listen.
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How to work in partnership
•  A foundation in prayer & worship – all projects need to be prayed for as part of regular worship and discussed by

the congregation.

•  Good communication – between those involved in a project and especially with members of the congregation not
directly involved.

•  Consult with the community first – programmes imposed by any organisation on an unwilling community will not
succeed. Ask advice from your local Rural Community Council (see www.acre.org.uk) on how to carry out a parish
plan and do this with the Parish Council. If a parish plan has already been completed, use its findings as the basis
for the development of new services or initiatives. 
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•  Consult with potential partners – do this in an open and flexible way and be prepared to change any plans already
in existence. Potential partners include the Parish, District and County Council, local schools, local businesses,
shops, pubs, sports clubs and the Women’s Institute, Young Farmers Club,  as well as specialist providers, e.g. pre-
school play groups, Age Concern. 

•  Be clear on what role(s) the church can play – what is being offered and over what time period: a building, voluntary
personnel, finance or other expertise.

•  Be sensitive to others’ values & motives – churches can be viewed with suspicion by external organisations; do we
have a hidden agenda, seeking to proselytise as the primary objective? Similarly, what are other people’s
objectives? 

•  Make formal written agreements – what will be contributed by whom and when and to manage the project in case
disagreements arise. The creation of a charitable trust, partnership or company will require formal legal agreements.

•  Church representatives on any partnership group should perhaps be lay people rather than clergy. Representatives
must report back regularly to PCCs.

Okehampton, Devon
Many market towns are involved in local partnerships
to support the development of the town (these may
previously have been known as a Market Towns
Initiative). Okehampton in Devon has identified
amongst its priorities: the provision of facilities for
young people and families with children who have
special needs; development of a town design
statement and connection to broadband. The local
churches got involved through the public
consultation process and many members of
congregations are now involved through this link and
through work for other community organisations. 

Tiddlers 
The congregation at St
Peter’s has an average
age of over 60.
Discussions with the
local health centre
showed there was a real
need for a parent and
toddler group in the
village. Rather than
going-it-alone a
professional approach
was used. A business plan was prepared grants applied for and received
from the Parish Council, County Council, Round Table, Lions and local
businesses. Advice from the Early Years Department Childcare Partnership
and practical advice from the Pre-School Playgroups Association put the
plans onto a solid foundation. By week two Tiddlers had seven mums and,
by week three,14. The group goes from strength to strength.

A few examples of partnership working
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Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that partnership is essential to

engagement with communities. God also calls us
to be partners with Him in mission. What does the
idea of partnership mean to you? [Suggested Bible
passage Jeremiah 1.6-10.]

•  Has your village carried out a parish plan? If not, is
there a possibility of doing one? Think together
about how the church congregation could be
involved, working with the Parish Council and other
village organisations. If there is already a parish
plan in existence, obtain a copy from the parish
council and discuss its findings and what the
church might be able to contribute to its
implementation. 

•  Make a list together of all the partnership
possibilities for your church from the four models
of partnerships suggested. Don’t worry about
practicalities at this stage, but dream some
dreams. Now use the list to plan one or two
partnership projects for specific purposes from the
four models. Think about how these could be taken
forward. What resources will you need?

•  This section tells some stories of churches which
have reached out to other organisations to help
provide for groups in need. Using these stories, try
to identify what groups of people have particular
needs in your community that the church could
help through partnerships with others?

• Mission link: Take a walk around the
village and try to see it through the
eyes of a tourist or visitor. What would
a visitor need – somewhere to park,
stay, somewhere to eat and drink, toilets,
shops etc. What would such a visitor want to see,
photograph, visit or do? How could the church be
involved in responding to such needs as a form of
Christian witness? If your community could benefit
from locally managed tourism or wants to about
Hidden Britain Centres, contact the Arthur Rank
Centre on 024 7685 3060 or arcadmin@rase.org.uk 

• Worship link: Work on the model of
partnership possible within services. If
the minister or the same people always
‘manage’ worship, find ways to include
more people outside the set roles. For
example, using quiet repetitive Taizé chants
while something else is going on can encourage
people to sing; or giving everyone a candle as a
focus for prayer time can encourage a feeling of
inclusiveness. 

• Community link: Ask one or two
gregarious people to keep a diary
recording local issues that relate to
need. These issues should come from
conversations and social interaction
within the village. After six months or so,
review the diary and see whether the church could
address any of the issues in partnership with
others. Or, does your village have a website? If so,
how does the church appear within it? If not, could
that be a partnership project?

• Celebration link: if your church supports
a group or project through a
partnership either locally, nationally or
internationally, design a special service
to celebrate that project and to show the
community how much both the project and
the project partners are valued. For example, if
your church supports a families group, gather up
photos, children’s paintings, stories or any other
material and provide an occasion to give thanks
and pray for the project.
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What can you do in churches?
‘The church could be used for a number of new secular
activities… those who have a narrow view of what
constitutes holiness… may… fail to realise that the
mediaeval church was indeed used for the wide range of
activities.’ Faith in the Countryside (1990).

Often the largest public building in a community and now
often the only remaining open public building, churches
were once thriving community centres. The Curate might
live in the tower or belfry, which also served as a fortified
place. The porch could be school, jail, night shelter or
courtroom. The nave might have been a fire station, library,
playhouse or gaming room. The churchyard was used for

quoits, ninepins, marbles, wrestling, single-stick and
football – with competitions being organised by the
churchwardens as fundraisers! Then there were the Church
Ales – Alpha with alcohol! However, the example of Parson
Woodforde, who in 1764 lost 1s 6d betting on a game of
fives being played against the church wall, might not do the
fabric fund any good….

Government has acknowledged the value of church
buildings to the community in a Local Government
Association report in 2002. The Department of Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs, has also made a significant
adjustment in policy by recognising that church and chapel
buildings, often where they are the only remaining public
building kept open in a settlement, play an essential role in
the delivery of services to rural communities.

Buildings: problem or opportunity?
What is the significance of a church
building? Solomon’s cry at the end of
building the Temple sets out the paradox:
‘Even heaven and the highest heaven
cannot contain you, much less this house
that I have built’ (1 Kings 8.27). Yet God
agrees to set His presence within the
Temple. When people build and then
consecrate churches to the glory of God,
God honours these acts of love and faith
by being there. Church buildings, then,
enclose a sacred space, which is not cut
off from the presence of God in the rest
of the world, but co-exists with it. The
presence of such a sacred space within a
community has profound psychological
and spiritual effects on everyone around,
whether they are churchgoing Christians
or not. It is well known that the threat of
closure can bring outrage from people
who never cross the threshold; the
church becomes a repository of emotion
and implicit religious feeling. People want
it to be there for them no matter what.

So the church often impacts peripherally but powerfully on people’s lives. It is the place where important life
stages are marked in baptisms, marriages and funerals. The churchyard may be the focus for people’s
memories of loved ones. Even the church clock, or bell, may figure unconsciously in people’s sense of
stability and wellbeing.

The visible appearance of the church building, both inside and out, can be an important witness for mission,
but at the same time church buildings can also be a major drain on resources and morale. People are often
very worried about whether being occupied with maintenance prevents mission, but sometimes maintenance
can be mission or enable mission.
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There are many inspiring examples of rural churches being
used for activities far beyond worship and by people
beyond the immediate congregation. While it is necessary
to bear in mind appropriate conservation of the building

and the need to gain planning permission for some
endeavours, these concerns should not prevent asking
local communities: ‘how may the church building serve?’
and ‘what if…?’ 
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The Ecclesiastical Law Journal Issue 31 (2004), records recent Consistory Court judgements, and concludes that ‘the
19th century outlawing of pure secular uses on consecrated land is now merely part of legal history.’ Thus, uses of
church buildings: 

1.  need not be ecclesiastical in purpose, provided the primary use of the church remains that of worship
2.  need not be ancillary to worship
3.  need not be pastoral in motivation
4.  can be purely commercial
5.  can be primarily motivated by the need to raise revenue for the church.

Such uses may not prevent the church from holding worship or set up a conflict with Christian teaching or behaviour.

Ideas for activities in rural church buildings
•  Parent & toddler groups
•  Before and after school clubs
•  Additional classroom space
•  Holiday clubs
•  Lunch clubs
•  Meeting place for elderly people or the socially/economically disadvantaged
•  Day care centres for all age groups
•  Meeting place for self help groups such as alcoholics anonymous
•  Employment and training advice centres 
•  Space for the provision of vocational and non-vocational training 
•  Cyber cafés 
•  Post office, shop or farmers market
•  Rehearsal and performance space for music and cultural groups
•  Art exhibitions

Creative Use of an Unconverted Building – Weekly Farmers’ Market
in Shipbourne Parish Church, Kent
The last shop in Shipbourne closed in 1981 and some of the
local farmers who had diversified their businesses needed more
outlets to sell their produce. The idea for a farmers’ market in the
church took 18 months to come to fruition but the first market
was held in May 2003. The administrative hurdles to overcome
included: health and safety regulations, trading standards,
insurance, environmental health and the provision of toilets. The
Grade 1 listed church did not have any toilets but the next door
pub opened theirs to people visiting the market. Good publicity
meant that the first market was attended by several hundred
people from all the surrounding villages. Pews were protected
with plastic sheeting and table tops were supported across pew
backs. Regular stalls now include two greengrocers, local meat,
homemade pies, smoked fish, pickles and preserves, cheese and freshly baked cakes and bread. The weekly Thursday
morning market attracts around 150 people each week, right through the winter. It provides a valuable service to local
people who do not have access to their own transport and provides another outlet for hard pressed farmers.
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Ministry to visitors – bringing the faith alive
It is estimated that on average a parish church receives between 700 and
4000 visitors each year. Across the whole of England this could amount to
between 10 and 50 million visits (How do we keep our parish churches? by
Trevor Cooper (The Ecclesiological Society 2004)). So our church buildings
are of great interest to many people, especially tourists. Churches have the
potential to help regenerate the local rural economy by signposting visitors
to other rural businesses in the area, contributing to sustainable tourism
initiatives such as Hidden Britain Centres, and by being part of larger
projects encouraging tourists to visit other churches in the area. Most
importantly church buildings are a shop window into the Christian faith and
a well presented church is a major asset for evangelism, being not a
museum for a past faith, but a place of hospitality and welcome to a living
faith. 
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Conversion for a Future for the Community – Post Office in
Sheepy Magna Church, Leicestershire

When the post office closed
in March 2003, the base of
the tower of Sheepy
Magna parish church
seemed a good place to
offer for the new satellite
post office. This project
formed part of major
changes to the church,
which included the
provision of a new
toilet facility for the
disabled and the
creation of a
community meeting
area. The post
office is open two
mornings per week and at the same
time refreshments are served in the new meeting area.
The local district council runs a community helpdesk in

church once a week and the pensions advisory service comes once a month, both when the post office is open. The
total cost was £45,500, contributed by 12 different organisations each giving between £1000-5000 each. These
included Leicestershire County Council, Diocese of Leicester, the Sheepy Magna parish church itself and the local
Primary Healthcare Trust, who recognised the healthcare implications of the absence of a post office from this
community. New arts and community groups have started and concerts taken place as a result of providing an warm,
comfortable space for people to meet.

Other resources are available to help you plan for wider use of a church building, including: 

Building Faith in our Future (Church House Publishing 2004).

Faith and community – a good practice guide (Local Government Association 2002).

Making Church Buildings Work – a handbook for managing and developing church buildings for mission
and ministry by Maggie Durran (SCM-Canterbury Press 2005).

Open All Hours: a way forward for Church buildings in the 21st century (ACORA Publishing 2001).

If you want to alter or adapt your building you should contact the person or organisation in your area
responsible for helping with this. For Anglican churches this will be the Diocesan Advisory Committee.

resources

©
 B

ar
b

ar
a 

H
in

d

Wheatears and Holy Ground  8/11/05  12:47  Page 38



Making your church welcoming
for visitors:
•  Open your church so people can get in. 40% of rural

churches try really hard to have their church building
open during daylight hours. This takes a significant act of
loving care by many members of the congregation,
which needs to be regularly supported through prayer
and thanksgiving. Locked churches give a clear message
that God has gone away and that the worshipping
community does not want to share the gospel with
others. The Ecclesiastical Insurance Group emphasises
that keeping churches open provides better security than
keeping them locked. Locking a church and listing
named key holders is full of difficulties and may put the
key holder in a vulnerable position. Such a system may
only work for a rarely visited church where the key holder
lives very close by.

•  The church needs to be well signposted. Information on
how to find the church and when services are held can
be displayed in other local businesses and tourist
attractions. There is much to be said for a moveable
sign at the church entrance or at the lych gate saying
‘Church Open: Welcome’.

•  Develop a joint project with a local primary school or the
Sunday school, and get them to help you write the

visitors’ guide in simple, clear language. A densely
typed, badly photocopied leaflet about the architectural
merits of the building will not attract anyone to find out
more about the worshipping congregation inside the
beautiful building. 

•  Essential items of church furniture, such as the font,
lectern and altar offer an opportunity to explain the
significance of baptism as the water of life, cleansing
and regenerating; the lectern as the word of life and the
strength of tradition and culture; and the altar as the
rewards of sacrifice for us and the place of sharing.
Stained glass gives another opportunity to tell gospel
or Old Testament stories as well as interesting local
history. Above all aim to present the sense that these
things are used regularly as part of a living faith to
those who are just looking.

•  Many visitors value praying in church and it is a good
idea to have a few small prayer cards available to help
with this. Creating a quiet space or corner is also
helpful. Affirming the visitor by regularly offering their
prayer requests to God as part of regular Sunday
worship is very important. Also make sure that there is a
visitors’ book available to be signed, it will help estimate
numbers of visitors (one in eight visitors sign the book)
and know where the visitors have come from. Their
comments will help improve the quality of welcome
offered.
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For more information on making your church welcoming to visitors see:

Rural Visitors (ACORA Publishing 2001) This publication provides some excellent factually based
information on the different things tourists want and respond to when visiting rural churches.

Churches Tourism Association www.churchestourismassociation.info

Open Churches Trust www.openchurchestrust.org.uk

Ecclesiastical Insurance Group www.ecclesiastical.co.uk

National Churchwatch Scheme www.nationalchurchwatch.com

resources

Tourist Boxes for Small Rural Churches – giving an 
informed welcome
Some churches in a remote area of rural
Suffolk have a visitors’ box to greet the visitor.
Some churches put the box in the porch,
others in a prominent position inside, either
way the waterproof box keeps the contents
dry. Inside is all the information a visitor would
need: e.g. a Bible, a book of prayers, leaflets
on Christian belief and a leaflet on local
attractions. Some boxes include neat plastic
pockets with clear, well presented sheets on
the local area, maps and information on local
shops, pubs, B&Bs, restaurants, toilets and
garages. This is a very simple way to give an
informed and warm welcome.
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Children’s Guide for a Living Faith
In St Brides Bay, well-placed posters now attract
people to St Bridget’s Church and the nearby
Pembrokeshire coast path.

The Friends of the National Park decided to hold
their ‘Fun-Days’ at St.Bridgets. The local
congregation with friends from the nearby
parishes of Marloes and Dale created a sheet for
children and families to make best use of their
visit to the ancient church. Bunting, free drinks,
nibbles and a team of welcomers met visitors on
scheduled days.

‘We were surprised at how many came. The
chancel was smothered by children searching out crosses, doves, lions, angels, St Bridget and St David. We
encouraged people to say the Lord’s Prayer near the candles in the Lady Chapel. There were special moments
when we witnessed whole families standing together, lighting a candle and saying a prayer. People were invited to
make a St Bridget’s cross out of card to take away.’

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that the building can have

special importance for non churchgoers. Think
together about the physical location of the church,
– are there enough signs, good access routes,
open doors etc. In what ways could the access and
availability of the actual building be improved?
[Suggested Bible passage: Revelation 3.8.]

•  Imagine you are going to produce a creative way of
presenting your building to visitors, (such as the
visitors’ box.) What would you include and what
materials will you need to make it? What other
resources might you need? You could use the book
Rural Visitors as a guide.

•  List items of special interest in the church and
churchyard. Discuss and write up some notes of
factual information about them. Now, list
everything you use in church in the course of
worship and write some notes about what they
mean to Christians. What is the difference between
the two lists? Do visitors get the chance to engage
with the second list?

•  This section tells the story of a
farmers’ market. Yet Jesus
felt very strongly about the
traders in the Temple
(John 2.13-16). What
might you have to do to
ensure that secular events
within the church building do
not compromise respect and
love for God’s House?

• Mission link: Use the stories in the
section to construct a faith search for
children. You could involve a local
school in making a church detective trail
for visiting children. 

• Worship link: Produce a church guide
that helps people to pray as they walk
around (a mini-pilgrimage). Use items
in the church as waystations, or set up
appropriate waystations for people to
use. Would taped music be helpful? 

• Community link: Work with local tourism
related businesses such as B&Bs, small
shops and pubs, to discuss with the
local authority tourism officer how
collaborative marketing through e.g.
Hidden Britain Centres could help boost
incomes.

• Celebration link: If you don’t do this
already, organise a Patronal Festival for
your church. Find ways of letting the
community know that it is their
church’s special name day and that
everyone is invited to be part of the
celebration of its place in the community.
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The supposed opposition between mission and maintenance

is, in fact, about holding the two together in creative tension.

Maintenance is not to be abandoned, but maintaining what

is important for God’s mission with new purpose is an act of

love. Worship, the buildings, notice boards, publications – all

need refreshment and new life from time to time.

Identifying Mission Priorities
The Rt Revd James Bell, the Bishop of Knaresborough, has provided the following reflection.

Mission and maintaining
Atlas

There is a kind of love called maintenance,
Which stores the WD40 and knows when to use it;

Which checks the insurance, and doesn’t forget
The milkman; which remembers to plant bulbs;

Which answers letters; which knows the way
The money goes; which deals with dentists

And Road Fund Tax and meeting trains,
And postcards to the lonely; which upholds

The permanently ricketty elaborate
Structures of living; which is Atlas.

And maintenance is the sensible side of love, 
Which knows what time and weather are doing
To my brickwork; insulates my faulty wiring;
Laughs at my dryrotten jokes; remembers
My need for gloss and grouting; which keeps 
My suspect edifice upright in air,
As Atlas did the sky.

UA Fanthorpe, Collected Poems (2005).
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John 20, 19-23.

The church was gathered in the upper room. Those first gatherings of the church anticipated many other gatherings of the
church, for the world was shut out and the doors were barred for fear of what was outside.

The disciples were fearful, dispirited perhaps, even though they knew the fact of the resurrection of Jesus. This was the evening
of the first day of the week, the day on which He was raised from the dead. Does that resonate with the gatherings of the
church today? We know the fact of the resurrection, but do we try to erect the barricades for fear of what is outside or for fear
of what is ahead? Despite the barriers, despite the fears, Christ can come into his church, into the gathering of his followers.
What the risen Christ brings and gives is threefold:

1.  A vision of the new creation. Yes, He has been raised from the dead, but his resurrection is a sign, a pointer, a guarantee of
what He himself called ‘the renewal of all things.’ In this passage from John, his repeated greeting is ‘Peace.’ That is the
Shalom of the new creation: God’s promised reconciliation, restoration, wholeness, integration and harmony. This promised
peace is secured by Christ’s love for his followers, his Father’s love for the world, evidenced in the wounds which prove the
depth of his love and commitment to bring in the new creation. Any meeting of Christ’s church must have this vision of the
new creation and also a sense of the love that has given birth to it.
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Vision, commission and energy cannot create something new unless there is a well-organised place to send people from and
a place to lead people back to, so maintenance becomes a factor in making the fruits of mission viable.
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2.  A commission for his church. ‘As the Father sent me, so I send you. Those whose sins you forgive are forgiven; those
whose sins you retain are retained.’ In the words of John’s gospel, the Father sent the Word to become flesh and dwell
amongst humanity. So the followers of Christ are sent to be God’s communication in the flesh, in his world. The particular
communication is that of reconciliation. Sins are to be forgiven and if the followers of Christ do not forgive sins, then they
will not be forgiven.

3.  Energy. He breathes on them and says ‘receive the Holy Spirit.’ This breathing clearly parallels God’s breathing of life into
human beings in the first creation, so this act is associated with the new creation. The church is given the life of God. The
church is given the energy of God in order to respond to the vision of the new creation and to fulfil the commission of Christ.

All that was left to them, all that was left to the church, was to organise themselves appropriately for the task. All that is left to
us is to organise ourselves appropriately for the task, in this place, at this time and in these circumstances. It is not too much
to ask, when we have been given the vision, the commission and the energy.

Go to the second question in Questions for Discussion on page 43.

Evangelism in the countryside
Evangelism can take many different forms and there are many
resources to help with it. In its simplest and perhaps most
powerful form, faith sharing comes through personal
relationships: talk, action and caring. Christian enquirers’
courses such as Emmaus or Alpha can be organised for a
whole benefice or deanery and run ecumenically. The effort
required to prepare venues and meals, find volunteers to help
and deliver each session is not placed upon a single
congregation or community.

There are resources that are particularly relevant to rural people
seeking to share their faith. The Grass is always Greener (Church
House Publishing 2002) is a small book of personal stories from
real people living and worshipping in the countryside. Each of
the chapters is accompanied by questions for individual or
group discussion and reflection with Bible references and
suggestions for further resources. The Hidden Treasure videos
(1995, available from the Arthur Rank Centre
arcadmin@rase.org.uk) are still helpful as they show real 

country people telling their own story of
faith. They come with a short study guide
for small groups.

But it should not be forgotten that in rural
communities, going to church is often a
very visible action. ‘I know you, you go
to church don’t you!’ When Christians
are identified with their churchgoing in
this way, effective witness comes not
only from faith sharing but by the
visible appearance of the church as a
home, the place where people want to be,
and so maintenance also becomes
important.

Maintenance also includes making the
church home to interesting events and
creative festivals, where the church as
central point and venue needs to have
a high profile. For example:

Moonraking, cuckoos and jazz
The villages of Slaithwaite and Marsden in the Colne Valley of West
Yorkshire have several major festivals throughout the year.
Moonraking takes place in Slaithwaite during February half-term, with
a procession of lanterns through the village to the canal, from which a
‘moon’ is ceremonially raked in. During 2005 the Methodist church
lantern was the Christian symbol of a huge fish, the previous year the
children had ‘shone for Jesus’ adapting the pantomime theme to use
Aladdin’s lamp to promote love, joy and peace. There is a ‘Celebration
of Moonraking’ service open to all. In Marsden the church doors are
open and signposted throughout the weekend of the October Jazz
Festival. Jazz musicians help lead the Sunday morning service, over
160 people attend. The Cuckoo Festival in April in Marsden is a
carnival with clowns, jugglers, dancers and musicians. The Methodist
church held a flower festival sponsored by local businesses and
contributed maypole dancers as part of a celebration service.
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A Mission-Shaped Church
Mission Shaped Church (2004) has had a major impact on
churches of many denominations. It calls for the Church to
respond to the changing nature of people’s needs and of
society, listing five values that churches should seek to
reflect when developing new ideas and initiatives. Rural
areas are not immune to changes, be it in agriculture,
businesses or village populations.

A mission-shaped church is:

1.  focused on God the Trinity: to know and love God as
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, as its chief inspiration and
primary purpose

2.  incarnational: shaping itself in relation to the place and
the culture of where it is located

3.  transformational: called to service the whole community,

sacrificially and seeking to transform the community

through the power of the Holy Spirit 

4.  seeking to makes disciples: calling people to faith,

encouraging the gifting and vocation of all and investing

in the development of leaders

5.  relational: characterised by welcome and hospitality,

and open to change.

Here are some examples of rural churches responding to

changing society, but each example requires attention both

to organisation and maintenance of premises and

equipment, as initiatives move away from the church

building. For more information, examples, ideas and

resources go to: www.freshexpressions.org.uk
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Even In Worship – Cumbria
This is a monthly event on a Sunday evening, designed to appeal to people who would never imagine going to church.
It uses contemporary music, multi-media programmes and an informal atmosphere, designed to go half-way to meeting
people where they are and be interesting and relevant. Recently the event has started meeting in the local pub, and is
going down well. Led by the vicar the project also involves members of the congregation, with the vicar being released
from regular services on the Sunday when ‘Even in Worship’ takes place. At the same time and after consultation
churches in the benefice moved the times of the regular Sunday services to mid-morning and introduced more family
services to help improve accessibility. 

Coffee, croissants and church – Suffolk
A café church has
been created in the
village of Thorndon,
Suffolk as a means
or reaching out to
people who don’t
attend church or
who have had
negative
experiences in the
past. The village of
650 people has
quite a high number
of new residents It
is not called a
‘service’ but it does
take place once a
month in the church
and starts around
10am with real coffee, croissants and conversation. Around 10.30am people move to the pews and then there is an
interactive Christian drama around a Bible story involving children and adults, with lots of fun and laughter. This is
followed by a simple explanation of the meaning and relevance of the drama. Prayers are led by both adults and
children and church concludes with a worship song. Café church is led by lay people. Thorndon is part of a nine parish
multi-parish benefice and the vicar is only present when baptisms are requested. Regular numbers are now around 50,
with people now starting to attend family services and other services on other Sundays.
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Sunday 4.6 – Devon
Sunday 4.6, so called as it is on held on the fourth
Sunday of the month at 6pm, is held in a village
hall. Run by a Church Army Evangelist, Mandy
Wright, the aim of Sunday 4.6 is to introduce an
alternative worshipping community into a very
traditional area, that is open to people of all
denominations and to non-church goers. Each
service is themed, for example using the parable
of the prodigal son, Taize style worship or images
of Christ. Everyone is encouraged to participate in
some aspect of the worship through prayers,
discussions and other activities. It is early days in
the life of the project, which started in September
2004, but already regular attendance is around 20,
with sometimes as many as 33 and a small core
group of potential leaders. The long term aim is to
develop small groups as part of Sunday 4.6,
meeting weekly for teaching, fellowship and
outreach. 

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that maintenance is essential

to provide a home for the fruits of mission. How
can you ensure that your church is a fit place for
those evangelised? What might put people off
about your church? What about the premises or
buildings where other church activities take place? 

•  Bishop James Bell (see above) suggests these
questions: Looking at Christ’s commission, think
about what our mission might entail. How did the
Father send the Son and the Son send the
disciples, especially in the understanding of John’s
Gospel? What is already being done that
contributes to the mission? What prevents or
hinders us from getting on with the mission? How
might we be better organised towards fulfilling the
mission? [Read John 20, 19-23.]

•  List who is responsible for maintaining the church
building, the furnishing, the resources and
materials for activities? How can these tasks be
seen and valued by the congregation, and as a
basis for evangelism?

•  This section tells some
stories of responses to
Mission-shaped Church.
What one thing might be
possible to do as a
response and what forms
of ‘maintenance’ will you have
to take care of to make it possible?

• Mission link: undertake a mission-
shaped maintenance exercise, by
holding an audit of the church
building, its noticeboard, furnishings
and so on. What could be improved to
make the place truly attractive to people?
What resources will you need? 

• Worship link: focus one of your acts
of worship around the three themes
of vision, commission and energy,
concentrating on the particular
possibilities of your parish to
contribute to transformational mission.

• Community link: if you have
undertaken the audit exercise above,
look to the community for gifts of
skills, donated articles or money to
make your church a result of
community investment. Find ways to
thank or reward those in the community
who respond. 

• Celebration link: invest in a special
celebratory event like the ‘cuckoos
and jazz’ described above and
spend time making your church a
truly welcoming place to go back to.
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Networks
Many places make use of networks to make an imaginative
difference to the community. In Frampton Gloucestershire
there is monthly village club with a wide range of interesting
events and talks and a Christian couple run a ramblers’
group. Southrop, also in Gloucestershire, runs its own

community village shop and Amberley has a weekly coffee
morning in the church room. 

Devotion and faith can help ordinary people to do
extraordinary things. For example, one Gloucestershire
churchgoer has formed a Riding for the Disabled group at
the stables she runs. Handicapped adults and children learn
and have great pleasure from their time with the animals.
Many people with learning difficulties have a deep and
natural spirituality and respond well to working with animals.
For example, one person with Asperger’s Syndrome had
almost stopped talking, but after work experience at the
stables he is now enthusiastically talking again. Twice each
year the helpers (mostly from local villages) run Christian
pageants at the local church, which include lots of animals.
They are attended by more than 200 people with learning
difficulties and their carers, who come from a very wide area.
After the service lunch is shared in the village hall.

Not only on a Sunday
In many rural multi-parish benefices and parishes there is a
monthly pattern of church attendance based on different services
held over the course of a month. Congregations at these services
differ, some attending only Holy Communion or Family Service. But
there is another important group: those that only come to mid-
week services. One deanery in Wakefield Diocese discovered that
there were 57 people who regularly came to church during the
week but never came on a Sunday. The study also found that these
people were unlikely to be on the electoral roll or receive a notice
sheet (see Vital Statistics by Stephen Cottrell and Tim Sledge).
Midweek services give an opportunity for distinctive liturgies which
people may enjoy, such as a Eucharist using the Book of Common
Prayer, a service of modern praise and worship songs, or quiet
prayer meetings.

44

Monday to Saturday activities

The Sparks Club
In Flore in the East Midlands, the church had found that so few youngsters attended that Sunday programmes were not
viable. In 1999, a club was started on Friday evenings instead. It has a strong Christian ethos, opening with prayers,
singing and a Bible story with some teaching. Games and crafts followed and the meeting ends with prayer.

Sparks now meets twice a term on a Tuesday evening and twice on a Saturday morning. The dates are clearly
publicised and the children receive invitations. In the spirit of the local ecumenical partnership, they now meet in the
room attached to the URC chapel, as it is more accessible than the church.

Attendance has risen to over thirty and there is a waiting list. At present, the leaders are looking for larger premises so
that they can accommodate more children. Membership is free but there is a regular stream of donations from local
well-wishers – ‘When we need the money, it seems to be there.’
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Cell Church
‘Cell church’ emerges from the image of the church as the
body of Christ. Every human body has cells which are the
building blocks of life. Cell church is composed of small
groups (6-14 members in each) with the following values:

•  Jesus at the centre
•  every member in ministry
•  every member growing in discipleship
•  everyone involved in making Jesus known
•  quality of community life – marked by sacrificial love and

honest relationships

Cells engage in all the activities of other churches
although in a different way to a larger congregation.
Worship takes on a more intimate form, appropriate to a
small group and there is Bible study and discussion. 
Cell members commit to care for each other and reach 
out to the wider community. A cell expects to grow
through mission and service and eventually form new
cells. Cell church can work alongside more traditional
forms of church to be good news to all parts of rural 
communities.

For further information contact Cell UK Ministries –
www.celluk.org.uk

Cows and a dairy farm in Somerset
A Deanery Rural Officer organized a day for 800 year
3 children (aged 7-8) from Taunton and surrounding
villages visiting a 250-cow dairy farm in the Quantock
Hills. They were shown how green grass becomes
white milk, yoghurt, cheese and flavoured drinks.
Each child made some yoghurt and took home
samples, thanks to the generosity of local dairies. The
children pretended to be cows in the milking parlour
and walked into the grazing field to watch the
animals. A new-born calf drinking from its mother
fascinated them. They also learnt about wildlife on the
farm. 

This was an up-front church event, culminating in an
act of worship in the cow cubicle-shed. Feedback
from teachers and children showed that the event had
been a great success. It was a wonderful way to bring
town and country, producer and consumer together. It
was noticeable, and worrying, that in any class of 30
pupils, only one or two at most knew anything about
farming. 

Many of the local farmers who escorted the groups of
children had gone through very difficult times in
recent years but found great joy in talking to the
children and explaining just how much work goes into
producing a carton of milk.

New life in rural Norfolk
The Tas Valley Team Ministry in south Norfolk has six villages; each having a parish church with services each Sunday. In
addition, the team ministry includes a cell church with members from across the entire team. Cell church currently involves
around 40 adults and 15 teenagers and is the fastest growing church in
the team. The cells grew out of Alpha courses complementing the
ministry of the parish churches rather than competing with them. The
cells are self-financing and contribute to the ministry costs of the team.
Many cell members are also very active members of their parish churches
and find that cell life supports them in this. Some new Christians have
started to attend their local parish church as well after becoming involved
in a cell first of all. Each cell draws its members from across the benefice,
helping the whole team to work together more closely.
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West Buckingham Acorns and Saplings
Having met with the usual problems of holding Sunday School in small parishes, the
West Buckingham Benefice of six small rural parishes, total population around 2000,
decided to abandon the usual Sunday School format. It was decided that rather than
stretching resources quite thinly to cover each week for a dwindling number of
children (sometimes none at all), everything would be concentrated instead at a two-
hour monthly workshop on a Saturday afternoon. It started with a group of 3-8 year
olds, ‘Acorns’, holding a workshop every other month. Children younger than three
were welcome if they brought an adult with them. This was sufficiently successful to
enable another group for 7-12 year olds, ‘Saplings’ to be started after a few months.
‘Acorns’ and Saplings’ workshops now alternate each month, with joint workshops
held on special occasions like Good Friday. This is a benefice-wide project so both
children and helpers come from different villages. Numbers have been as high as 37
children with 33 adults for the act of worship which follows the activities. Some
activity work is taken home by the children; but there are also group projects such as
a large collage or fabric hangings which stay in church for everyone to admire for
weeks afterwards. Each workshop is rounded off by an essential act of worship
which pulls together all the activities of the afternoon. Everyone is welcome to
attend. A new larger Saturday afternoon congregation has been created.

Questions for Discussion Activities
•  This section tells us that many people now prefer

to come to church during the week. Why might
people be attracted to a midweek service rather
than a Sunday service? What might happen if
Sunday worship became less important in
churchgoers’ lives? Do you think it matters for
Sunday to remain special? [Suggested Bible
passage Matthew 12. 1-8.]

•  What opportunities for cells or house groups exist
in your community? Could the idea of cell church,
or different house groups be used to enable a
midweek provision of shared worship? What
resources would you need to start a cell or a
group?

•  Make a list of any activities (both church and
community) which take place in your local area
during the week. Analyse the activities to see what
groups of people attend them and what needs
such activities are addressing. What can your
church learn from the type and distribution of such
activities and events? Are
there gaps which your
church could fill?

•  This section tells some
stories of creative
activities and events
which have made a
difference in people’s lives.
What businesses, industries,
enterprises exist in your area? Which
of these might provide the basis for a means of
outreach organised by the church?

• Mission link: Using the stories to find
ideas, try to find one opportunity for
a midweek activity which addresses
the needs of local people. What
resources will you need to sustain
that activity, and how will you use that
activity to suggest that the Church is there for
people every day and not just Sunday? 

• Worship link: If you already have
midweek services or groups where
worship takes place, how could the
worship be linked to the rhythm of
the liturgical year, so that people
keep in contact with Sunday worship?
For example, you could give copies of
the sermon or intercessions, or readings for the
Sunday.

• Community link: talk to your local
Rural Officer about organising a day
or event which brings church and
community together (such as the
farm day above). What resources will
you need to make such a day happen,
and how can it be organised and run?

• Celebration link: If you have particular
people coming to midweek services
or events and others on Sunday
who never meet, try to organise a
celebration where both groups can
come together with a common
purpose. 
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Country Way
magazine is
published three
times each year
providing ideas,
information and
inspiration to
those involved
with rural mission
and ministry. It is
about the best of
Christian life and
work in rural
Britain. Country
Way is useful,
topical and a
good read,
complemented
by beautiful
photography. It contains
stories that come from the rural church, farming and
communities; as well as thoughts and reflections, and
information on Christian resources and events. Every church
should get at least one copy. Available by subscription
(£7.50) from the Arthur Rank Centre contact 024 7669 6460
or arcadmin@rase.org.uk

Further Reading

Beyond the Parish Pump: the church alive in the countryside.
Jill Turner (2003). The story of the development of a group of
parishes and people in rural Norfolk. 

Bridging the Gap (ACORA Publishing 1999) a short book for
rural churches interested in working with their local
community.  An important tool for empowering communities
and developing mission.

Changing Rural Life – a Christian response to key rural
issues. Edited by Martineau, Francis & Francis (SCM-
Canterbury Press 2004) is a current and incisive response
and theological reflection on rural life in the 21st century.

Journeying Out. Ann Morisy (Morehouse 2004). A new
approach to Christian mission.

Ministry in the Countryside. Andrew Bowden (Continuum
2003). A careful and well researched analysis of the
challenges and opportunities for the rural church.

Rural Ministry (ACORA Publishing 2000) a parish workbook
on lay ministry in the country church.

Rural Mission (ACORA Publishing 2002) a workbook for

parishes to help rural churches in mission in their
communities.

So the vicar’s leaving (Canterbury Press 1998) the good
interregnum guide.

The Country Vicar David Osborne (DLT, 2004) a model of
ministry that encourages lay ministry development.

Turning the Sod (ACORA Publishing 1996) a workbook for
the multi-parish benefice enabling small groups to think
about the opportunities created by working together.

The Arthur Rank Centre

The Arthur Rank
Centre in
Warwickshire has
for the last 33
years, been the
churches
ecumenical rural
resources unit. The
Arthur Rank
Centre has a wide
range of
information and
resources on rural
mission and
ministry.  It is able to offer training to those new to rural
ministry and to those working in multi-parish benefices. Staff
of the centre co-ordinate networks of denominational Rural
Officers and Agricultural Chaplains. They are also available
for consultation on specific issues such as rural culture and
society, agriculture, farming support, community use of
church buildings, Government rural policy, the rural voluntary
and community sector, liturgy and worship resources.
Members of staff are available to speak and preach at
services and other events. www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk 
Contact 024 7685 3060 or arcadmin@rase.org.uk 

The Centre for Studies in Rural Ministry, a partnership
between the Arthur Rank Centre and the University of Wales,
Bangor offers continuing professional development in rural
ministry and is open to all. CSRM enables people to
undertake guided study and research on themes of their
own choosing related to the rural church.  Participants work
towards a Masters degree.  It provides an opportunity to
hone skills in rural ministry whilst researching an area of
interest.  For more information contact the Course Director
via the Arthur Rank Centre on 024 7685 3060 or
arcadmin@rase.org.uk 

Resources
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