
 

 

 
  
 
When people think of Leicester, many immediately think of a Midlands ex-industrial red-brick city with a 
multi-cultural flavour. These days they also recall a King found in a car park and the underdog winners of 
football’s Premier League.  
 
However, the vast majority of the Diocese of Leicester is actually rural.  
 
Signs of God’s kingdom 
 
When Martyn Snow arrived as Bishop of Leicester in 2016 he set up a Commission to look into the gifts of, 
and questions expressed by, rural church communities in the diocese. This Commission, entitled Deep 
Wells and Green Pastures, comprising lay and ordained people, celebrated signs of God’s kingdom within 
this context. We wanted to enable stories to be heard and understood across village, town and city alike.  
 
The Commission listened hard through a series of public meetings, interviews with community leaders and 
written submissions. We identified common threads including rural schools, leadership and discipleship, 
the burden of buildings, governance and meagre resources. We read widely from other places that had 
been asking similar questions. We recognised that we would need a whole series of nudges and changes 
that together might begin to help rural churches to thrive more. We also wanted to help them to offer their 
gifts to the entire diocese.  
 
A rural diocese with urban heartlands 
 
We described our tentative hopes using a tool from our primary schools: WAGOLLs or ‘What A Good One 
Looks Like’. In other words, they paint a picture of hope. Our overarching WAGOLL suggests that we begin 
to change our self-perception and hence shift the perception of others. We want to move from being seen 
as an urban diocese with rural edges to a rural diocese with urban heartlands. I have had many people 
thank me for this statement alone: it speaks of recognition, it puts value on the rural experience and it 
speaks about how we need one another. 
 
A good example of this connection was revealed when we began to consider how the experience of rural 
churches was related to work we are also doing amongst Black and Asian Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
Christians. We found common ground. Many BAME people are country people in origin back in their home 
nations. Now as new citizens or immigrants they have become city dwellers but in their hearts they long for 
the land.  
 
We experienced joy when we had a rural day of celebration. City and village dwellers alike gathered and 
found common ground. We saw new stories and new ways of talking emerge as urban people spoke of 
their rural souls and rural folks of their love of a trip to the rugby or a decent curry. New ways of speaking 
are good indicators of the beginnings of culture change.  
 
More in common? 
 
One of the key themes to emerge from our conversations was that of new housing developments. 
Interestingly, we noticed that the range of feelings expressed in our rural communities were echoed by  
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communities across our city. We didn’t take sides in this debate but wanted to help local churches to hold 
the widespread need for new housing in our society and the opportunities it can create for new outreach in 
tension with heartfelt fears about inappropriate change. We witnessed that it was possible to deal with a 
hot potato without it becoming polarized or horribly personalised. We saw afresh that Christians can 
disagree lovingly.  
 
Lamenting not moaning  
 
In many places we also encountered a wistfulness for the past and a sadness that the church was no longer 
as it had been. This was more than human resistance to change; it was a genuine sadness which needed to 
be expressed. We identified the difference between moaning and lamenting, the latter shaped by the 
biblical tradition of complaint before God which we see in the Psalms. It is often voiced corporately, a 
desire that God will hear us and transform our sorrow into a new orientation shaped by hope. In many 
places we sensed a need to lay down some things before God in order to free up the future. We sensed it 
was important to find ways to lament.  
 
A green and pleasant land? 
 
Finally, reflecting on scripture we noticed that wells are crucial in the Bible for both the creation of human 
community and as places of encounter with God. Many rural churches carry memories of community and 
God’s faithfulness. We heard the call to uncover such life-giving water so that new generations might drink 
afresh.  
 
We also spoke of green pastures, picking up the allusion from Psalm 23. This is not an image of England’s 
‘green and pleasant land’ but comes from the experience of Middle Eastern pastoralists. Patches of grass 
grew and withered quickly. Sheep had to move to them by the careful leading of the shepherd. We 
witnessed green shoots of pasture and recognised that while God’s provision was sometimes small, 
invariably it was sufficient if we were prepared to move to it.  
 
Exploring our rural future 
 
A new rural team is to be formed in Leicester Diocese. They will work with rural churches to identify their 
wells and green pastures, to lay to rest things from the past and to explore what authentic ways of being 
Christians in rural Leicestershire might look now.  
 
Our work didn’t cost much money. It did take time and a willingness to listen. It needed minds and hearts 
able to test what was being said. It needed to approach every community – however robust or fragile – 
with love. It required a determination to resist quick fixes or shallow answers for what are complex 
communities, new opportunities and profound challenges. Even if we only manage to change the sense of 
perception in our diocese wherein rural people and rural communities are now much more front and 
centre, we will have achieved much.  
 
Very Revd David Monteith 
Dean of Leicester and Chair of the Bishop of Leicester’s Rural Commission 
david.monteith@leccofe.org 
@davidrmmonteith 
 
To read the Rural Commission Report go to leicester.anglican.org and search ‘Deep Wells and Green 
Pastures’. 
 
This article first appeared in Country Way 80: Building Community, February 2019. Go to germinate.net/country-way 
for more information about how to subscribe. 
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