
 

 

 
 
 
At the beginning of the year I was asked a lot about A Vicar’s Life, the BBC TV series which followed a 
number of clergy in the Diocese of Hereford. People outside the church asked, ‘Is that really what the 
Church does for people?’ People inside the Church asked, ‘Yes, but where’s the growth?’ 
 
At the moment the Church of England is spending a lot of time wrestling with the thorny issue of numerical 
growth. It’s a central concern of the denomination’s Renewal and Reform agenda and focuses on reversing 
the decline in numbers and attendance at services that we know has been happening for a long time.  
 
We can see the reasons for a push for more numerical growth, both in terms of finance and sustainability, 
and we’re told that when that growth comes we will be filled with hope, optimism and excitement. In some 
rural places there is encouraging numerical growth going on, but in many other rural areas that sort of 
growth seems like an impossible dream. In one episode of A Vicar’s Life, Fr Matthew’s son is the only child 
in attendance for the children’s bit of Harvest Festival.  
 
The trouble is that we can get so focussed on the end point – fruitful change via numerical growth – that 
we forget about the process and what that means. Maybe, then, as we think about the particular value and 
meaning of rural mission and what it signals to the whole Church, we might re-imagine ‘growth’ by 
considering what that might mean to God.  
 
For example, a new person comes to church for the first time and is never seen again in that place. From a 
God’s-eye view that is still growth. The church has grown in experience, hospitality and grace because it has 
encountered and engaged with a new person who is precious and loved by God. A shoot of spiritual 
experience and change has occurred in the life of that person. So it’s really important that that experience 
is a good experience.  
 
As a moment, frozen in time, numerical and spiritual growth, however fragile, is real in God’s economy. You 
only have to look at church visitors’ books to see how many of those moments there are: tourists, walkers, 
the family members and friends attending baptisms, weddings and funerals, the person who drops in to say 
a prayer or visit a grave, the children who come by on a school trip. There were so many of those moments 
in A Vicar’s Life. And that was just the bit that was filmed. 
 
From the God’s- eye view, all these encounters with God’s house and God’s people are moments of 
growth, moments of meeting between God’s beloveds and the One who is looking and longing for them. So 
this is where God’s own mission touches those people and our task is to wonder how we can enhance and 
deepen that moment of encounter with the missio dei, the mission of God, so that there may be other 
moments later on.  
 
Similarly, anything done in rural ministry, mission and relationships can be real growth because all of that is 
adding to the total knowledge and love of God in our land. It may not feel like that because much of it is 
uncountable, unquantifiable, like the offer of practical help and pastoral comfort at a supermarket 
checkout or on a lonely farm. That’s a problem for us but not for God. The work of the rural church is 
growing the kingdom in everything it touches. 
 
 

Where’s the growth?  



 

 

 
 
 
Simple, ordinary events in the life of the rural church can, if we have the time and patience to see where 
they all lead, have echoes and ripples that stretch and extend the kingdom. The task for us is to have 
keener eyes and ears for the start of those echoes and ripples and to have a good idea of who can help us 
amplify them; we need partners and fellow travellers to make that happen.  
 
And the everyday has real growth value. All worship, irrespective of the relative number of worshippers, 
has tremendous potential to add to depth of discipleship. After all, that is what worship is for. Engaging 
meaningfully and creatively in the sacraments, gathering for Bible study and prayer, and celebrating the 
rhythms and seasons of the year adds to spiritual growth in the ‘knowledge and love’ of God. Faithfulness 
and commitment in devotion to God matter, whether it’s a half dozen for a family service or a full house for 
carol singing. 
 
A number of people wrote to me about the death of a churchwarden in A Vicar’s Life. Yes, so many of our 
parishioners are elderly, but why treat their lives of services and indeed their deaths as simply ‘numerical 
decline’? I always liked that unfashionable hymn ‘I vow to thee my country’ for its reminder that ‘soul by 
soul and silently her shining bounds increase’; the growth of God’s domain as faithful souls find their ‘long 
home’, as Ecclesiastes puts it.  
 
Yes, all those funerals go on the debit side of the ledger from our human point of view, but every funeral of 
a faithful Christian grows God’s heavenly family. We believe, after all, in the communion of saints and the 
life everlasting. So why should not that hope, joy and optimism for growth be part of that bit of God’s 
desire for us all?  
 
I know that none of this cuts much ice with the cold, hard numbers which are needed for reversing the 
decline in attendance that we want. I know that this way of thinking about growth won’t mend the hole in 
the church roof or magically swell congregations. But I do find that trying to see through God’s eyes helps 
inject a sense of hopefulness and rightness about mission and ministry when strategies and plans seem to 
frustrate us and things don’t happen as fast as we would like. We are all labourers in the vineyard and as A 
Vicar’s Life showed, the fruit in rural places can be very good indeed.  
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