
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tilling the Soil: Preparing our Common 
Ground 
 
Nobody does breakfast like a farming family and I am certainly enjoying this one. Round the table are the Rev 
Rob Kelsey and the Birketts, Ali and Ruth. Over bacon and steaming pots of coffee I am hearing that 
something new is happening in Horncliffe. 
 
Horncliffe is a small village four miles away over the River Tweed and across the Union Bridge that spans the 
border between England and Scotland, one of the oldest suspension bridges in the world. Horncliffe sits in 
the parish of Norham where Rob is the Church of England vicar. 
 
Ali and Ruth have been farming in the parish for fourteen years and like all rural communities their lives are 
all connected, through relationships and supporting community development together. 
For nine years the Birketts have been growing a Fresh Expression of church (Church of Scotland) called 
Gateways across the border in southern Scotland. Families from all over the local area come to spend time 
together in this emerging Christian community. 
 
For six years Ali and Rob have been meeting together in an ecumenical learning community for Christian 
pioneers. It has been a time of learning about each other, starting to understand one another’s vocabulary 
and slowing building trust. In that time, they have come to realise that they are both working towards the 
same purpose: to serve the kingdom of God in ways that meet the needs of each unique community. 
Working together they hope they can inspire and mentor people from the village to feel comfortable to lead 
whatever new Christian expression develops. 
 
Building relationships takes time. Living in a rural community you walk alongside people for years, getting to 
know them and seeing the potential connections for people across borders, both geographical and 
denominational.  
 
‘We’ve started Souper Saturday, a simple community lunch. We are not there to preach a sermon, we are 
there to love, serve and listen to each other. It’s about building relationship and just seeing what happens’, 
says Ali. 
 
‘Horncliffe Christian Community might develop into Horncliffe Community Church: who knows?’ adds Rob. 
 
Ruth says, ‘It’s come about through building relationship, the barriers between denominations coming down, 
no longer looking at each other a bit sceptically, because now there is trust’. 
 



 
 

I get the sense that God has been tilling the soil for a long time, preparing the people and the place. Like the 
old chain bridge that connects England and Scotland across the water this diverse community has found its 
common ground. 
 
 
Hannah Sanderson 
Rural Working Group, Church of Scotland 
 
 
This article first appeared in Country Way 84: Heaven in Ordinary, June 2020. Go to arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-
way for more information about how to subscribe. 
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