
 

 

 
 
 
The robin landed on the table and looked around. It helped itself to some bread from the plate before 
flying off, then returned for more, almost oblivious to the young people sat watching. Gathered in the 
outdoor chapel, the group were invited to reflect on all they had heard and experienced during the 
weekend away, and what this meant as they returned home. Given the option to go forward to eat bread 
and drink juice, soon around twenty young people crowded round the small table, to eat and drink 
remembering Him. Together, they brought their enthusiasm, energy, tiredness, hopes and fears, and in that 
moment we caught a glimpse of the Kingdom of God.  
 
Residential work with young people can have a significant impact on their faith and personal development. 
For those living in rural communities the benefits can be huge as individuals build friendships with others 
who share their day-to-day experiences: the challenges, joys and frustrations of living in village 
communities, distanced from the critical mass of their peers living in nearby towns with much easier access 
to a wider range of opportunities, activities, and support. These relationships grow beyond the residential 
as the young people create opportunities to connect and meet up on a more regular basis.  
 
However, this way of making connections are often the exception for most young people. Social media, 
designed to bring people together, can all too often have the opposite effect. Young people in more 
isolated communities can find themselves observing from a distance the lives and activities of their more 
geographically connected peers, often ending up with the perception that they are missing out.  
 
This year the media has been full of reports of the rise in mental health issues amongst young people. 
Support services are often based in larger population centres and are consequently much more difficult to 
access for young people without easily accessible transport (public or private). If there is no-one nearby to 
talk to, the sense of isolation is exacerbated. 
 
While the challenges facing young people in rural contexts are complex, the responses of local churches 
need not be. By creating safe spaces in our communities where young people are acknowledged, listened 
to and understood, where they can play and be themselves without judgment, we can demonstrate that 
they’re not on their own. 
 
As Mark Yaconelli puts it: 
 

‘When a young person is seen they feel valued. When they are heard, they feel respected. When 
someone is moved by their situation, they feel loved. When they receive kindness, they feel cared 
for. And when others delight in their existence they sense the very breath of God.’1 

 
Sharing bread and juice around a picnic table on a residential might have lacked the order and discipline of 
a good old British queue, but it was filled with spontaneity, fun, peace, joy and laughter. Most importantly, 
there was always room for one more. 
 
 
 

                                                             
1 Yaconelli, M. (2006), Contemplative Youth Ministry, SPCK 
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This article first appeared in Country Way 77: Rural Isolation and Loneliness, February 2018. Go to 
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