Life and faith in rural Britain...

COUNTRYWAY

lssue 84

June 2020 • £5.00

Heaven in Ordinary

2 – arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-way

Susan Atkinson
Agricultural Christian Fellowship

CONTENTS...

Elizabeth Clark
National Rural Officer for the Methodist
and United Reformed Churches

Coronavirus Rural Roundup......................................................... 4

EDITORIAL GROUP

Louise Davis
Projects and Communications Officer
The Arthur Rank Centre

Arthur Rank Centre News......................................................... 6

Claire McArthur
Priest in the Diocese of Coventry

Rural Mission Sunday 2020: Heaven in Ordinary

Claire Maxim
Chief Executive,
The Arthur Rank Centre
Barry Osborne
Rural Evangelism Network
Note: The views of individual writers
expressed in this magazine do not
necessarily reflect editorial group policy
Publisher, Editorial Office and
Advertising Sales

8

Life will never be the same?........................................................ 10
Resources: Book review.............................................................. 12
PULL OUT Rural Mission Sunday 2020
Rights of common.......................................................................22

Arthur Rank Centre,
The Rural Innovation Centre,
Stoneleigh Park, Warwickshire
CV8 2LG Telephone: 024 7685 3060
countryway@arthurrankcentre.org

Pilgrim Paths................................................................................24

Editor: Louise Davis

2020: Year of the Burial Ground.................................................26

Design: Gus MacDonald and Beccy England
Ammac Design Limited
Stoneleigh Park, Kenilworth
ammacdesign.com
info@ammacdesign.com
Print:
CPO, Unit 1, Easting Close, Worthing
BN14 8HQ. Telephone 01903 263354
cpo.org.uk

Rural Mission

Scotland: Tilling the soil...............................................................27
Nottinghamshire: A God of surprises..........................................28
Buckinghamshire: Box pew or ball pit.........................................29
Hampshire: Losing your voice aids church growth.....................30

ISSN 0969-6172

Lincolnshire: Smartphone tours, trails and
games to welcome visitors.......................................................... 31

THE RURAL
EVANGELISM NETWORK
A fellowship for all who are
interested in the connections
between Christian Faith and
Farming.
Annual conference and
quarterly bulletins

RURAL
THEOLOGY
ASSOCIATION
RURAL THEOLOGY
ASSOCIATION

A national network of representatives
Ecumenical, international group
from Churches and specialist mission
– developing theology in a rural
agencies. Enabling the sharing of insight
setting.
and experience and encouraging best Ecumenical, international group –
practice in evangelizing the diverse rural
Raisingtheology
awareness
developing
in of rural ministry
communities of the UK.
aand
ruralcountry
setting.living which embodies
Conferences • publications •
a Christian
response
to the world.
Raising awareness
of rural
ministry &
consultations • workshops
country living which embodies a

For further details see

Associate Membership also
available at £15 pa

www.agriculturalchristianfellowship.org.uk

Telephone: 01858 414930
Email: ren@ruralmissions.org.uk
www.ruralmissions.org.uk

2 Journals per year – conferences –
news – local groups.

Christian response to the world.

2 Journals per year – conferences –
Membership £15
news – local groups.

Membership
£15
www.ruraltheologyassociation.com

www.rural-theology.org.uk

arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-way – 3

‘At the time of writing…’
This is one of my least favourite turns of
phrase, highly unlikely to survive my red
pen if I stumble across it in an article
for Country Way (future contributors
beware!)! It’s my belief that at least nine
times of out ten it’s entirely redundant,
easily replaced with ‘Back in April
2020…’ or something similar.
But there are times when it’s exactly the
right phrase to use, and it strikes me
that today, Thursday 30 April 2020, is
probably one of those times.
Over the last six weeks of COVID19 lockdown we have experience an
overturning of normal life in a way that
is unprecedented in peace time. The
Arthur Rank Centre continues to operate
‘as normal’, although ‘normal’ is now
working from home and refocusing our
energies on working to support and
equip rural churches to respond to the
coronavirus in their own church families
and communities.
And what of rural churches themselves?
Every day we are hearing stories of
creative and imaginative new ways
of building connection, of enabling
people to engage with faith and grow
in community. Churches are, as you
would expect, responding spiritually,
emotionally and practically, always
within the government social distancing
guidelines with which we have all
become so familiar.

When we began planning this edition of
Country Way almost twelve months ago,
we were intending to explore the theme
of ‘common ground’. We had no way of
knowing that as the magazine went to
press we would be faced with myriad
new ways of understanding that idea.
As the magazine – and our work on
Rural Mission Sunday 2020 – has
evolved, a new theme has emerged, that
of seeing God in the ordinary, everyday
– common, if you like – things of life.
In conversations over Zoom, we found
ourselves drawn to two poems which we
felt spoke of the direction we felt God
might be leading us in.
The first, by Elizabeth Barrett Browning,
is quoted in full in an article I wrote with
Elizabeth Clark which you can find on
page 13. The second is George Herbert’s
challenging Prayer [I] which contains
the phrase we’ve chosen as the title for
this issue of Country Way: ‘heaven in
ordinary’.
Stripped of places and people that both
symbolise and embody ‘Church’, many
of us – many of you – have encountered
and experienced God and His presence
in new ways over the last few weeks: in
your garden or on a walk, in the face of
your postie or refuse collector, in meals,
cakes or flowers given and received over
fences or on doorsteps.

This issue of Country Way will arrive
on your doorstep on or around 1 June,
and as I write it is impossible to tell
what kind of country we’ll be living in
by then. But whether we have emerged
from lockdown and are beginning to
remind ourselves what it means to share
physical common ground with each
other, or whether we are still trying to
work out how to build connection and
relationship online, by phone or even
through the joys of letter-writing, let’s
continue to look for ‘heaven in ordinary’.

Louise Davis
Editor, Country Way
louise.davis@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
@LouiseLouDavis
PLEASE NOTE that while the Arthur
Rank Centre staff team are working
from home, the best way to contact us
is by email, via
info@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
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TOGETHER
APART:
A rural church
response to
coronavirus

CORONAVIRUS
RURAL ROUNDUP
Like everyone else, we at the Arthur Rank Centre didn’t expect to find ourselves
trying to work in the middle of a pandemic this spring. As government advice was
published, we worked from home and became proficient in using Zoom, particularly
so that we could continue our office custom of having coffee together at 11am. This
social time has been a blessing, particularly for those on the team who live alone.

WEEKLY REFLECTIONS
We wanted to stay in touch with you as much as possible and so the idea of
a regular reflection on scripture was born. We asked some of our other rural
Christian friends if they would like to get involved and within a week of the start
of lockdown on 23 March, an extensive network of rural Christian organisations
and denominational representatives came together. We are very proud to be able
to send you reflections from a wide range of experience and faith week by week.
Each partner sends the same core material, and then adds relevant information and
messages relevant to their own organisation.
We know that many of you have valued the reflections, and I am glad of that, but I
am even more glad that the Body of Christ has been able to ‘re-member’ itself at this
time when so much has been taken apart. To be able to respond with scripture in a
united way is at the heart of ecumenism, and reminds us of one God who unites us,
through the Spirit. There are good things coming out of this difficult situation, and it
is my prayer that rural Christians will continue to seek closer ways of working and
walking together, nationally, regionally and locally.

HOLY WEEK REFLECTIONS
This Lent has been unique, and we wanted to mark Holy Week
in a way we have not done in recent years. There were online
reflections and resources galore, and we debated long and hard
whether we should add to the noise. In the end we decided that
we would but being sure to bring a rural perspective to those
events in the city of Jerusalem. I was blessed to visit the Holy Land
at the beginning of 2019, and have a collection of photographs,
and so Elizabeth Clark and I prepared the reflections you saw.

RURAL MISSION SUNDAY
We’re very aware that many of you receiving this edition of
Country Way won’t have been reached by the online responses
of the rural church. Our challenge is to make sure that all of you
have the opportunity to participate and reflect on the changes
wrought by coronavirus, and I hope you will take advantage of
the reflection space offered for Rural Mission Sunday. We too
need to work out what changes we would want to keep at Arthur
Rank Centre: what we want to rediscover and where we could do
things differently. We’re grateful to have your partnership as we
journey through this together.

EBENEZER
METHODIST
CHURCH…

TOGETHER APART:
A RURAL CHURCH
RESPONSE TO
CORONAVIRUS
We knew that rural churches would be
responding to need in congregations
and community, and so we quickly
decided to set up our Together
Apart hub (arthurrankcentre.org.uk/
together-apart), collecting advice,
sources of help, and encouragement
for rural Christians. Many of you have
contributed to it, for which we are
enormously grateful. Your ideas will
have inspired others; your suggestions
of contacts in times of trouble will have
eased people’s lives.

… is located on a very busy
main road in Jersey with lots of
passing traffic. This large cross
was put in our church porch on
Good Friday to remind those
who passed it both of the events
of the first Easter and of the
sacrifice of health workers here
and around the world, and the
essential role of key workers
in supporting each of us. Our
church children’s groups created
art to send to elderly people
connected with the church. We
have had loads of phone calls
and emails thanking our team for
reaching out in this way to those
isolated from their loved ones.

Mike Picot
Ebenezer Methodist Church,
Jersey
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EASTER POEM 2020

Margaret Copland, Kirwee, New Zealand

WHAT HURTS?
On Good Friday I asked our villagers ‘What
Hurts?’, then printed responses, nailed
them to a cross and ran it around four
villages as a witness. On Easter Sunday, I
strapped a speaker to the back of my bike
and managed to cycle round all six villages
plus a neighbouring parish, playing ‘Jesus
Christ is risen today!’ and ‘Thine be the
glory’. Loud yet meditative!

Revd David Harknett,
Frisby on the Wreake,
Diocese of Leicester

DENTDALE
CHRISTIAN
FELLOWSHIP…
…erected this cross in our garden
beside the main road.
On Maundy Thursday it had a towel
over it with a bowl, on Good Friday a
crown of thorns, nothing on Saturday
and flowers on Easter Day.
It made quite an impression!

Sarah E Woof

I am waiting
Waiting in my locked-down room
My waiting room here
Is warm, my chair
Is comfortable, and most important
When I take the air
There’s grass and trees and open sky
That’s why
I don’t mind waiting
But out there! Out there, I hear
Intake of breath – the aching fear
Of money lacking, business cracking,
Futures tracking into mis-happed,
unmapped
realms of doubt and fear
I am waiting
Waiting in my native land
Aotearoa here
Kind, calm and clear
Jacinda, and most important
Every day, on air
Four deaths alone and hope rides high

That’s why
I don’t mind waiting
But over there – over there I hear
Sobbing grief, and desperate fear
Sounds of crying, gasping, dying
Medics overworked and trying
To control a deathly toll
Embroiled in the dark nightmare
I am waiting
Waiting in a waiting world
We gather, friends locked-down on line
Sharing words with food and wine – on
line
Afraid and laughing, hoping so
For something that I cannot know
Something that will shape and grow
From roots of kindness forming now
Rising under a clear blue sky
That’s why
I don’t mind waiting

We are in a rural parish on the South Island of New
Zealand. There are five congregations in the parish and
so getting the service out to members of each of those
congregations is a challenge, but God is good! We
created both YouTube and email versions of our Easter
service and it was wonderful to hear that so many of
the congregation had passed it along to friends and
neighbours. They might have felt shy about inviting a
neighbour to church but had no worries about sharing
the Good News of the resurrection by passing along
the link to the service on YouTube. Included in our
non-Eucharistic service was a poem written by a
parishioner (above) and a special hymn by Carolyn
Winfrey Gillete called ‘This Easter Celebration’ (right).
The words were perfect for this lock-down Easter
and, God willing, this will be the only year when we get a chance to sing it.

Revd Susan Baldwin,

Malvern Anglican Parish, Diocese of Christchurch, New Zealand

TELL US
YOUR STORIES!
We know that churches across the UK – and the
world – have been responding to COVID-19 in creative
and innovative ways and we’d love to be able to share those
stories! Telling us what you’ve been up to doesn’t need to be
complicated: just drop us an email that explains what you did,
who it was for, why you did it and what the impact was. If you
have some photos do send those too; they need to be at least
2MB in size and you need to get permission from those in the
photos before you send them to us for publication.
Send your stories to countryway@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
by 1 July 2020!
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Arthur Rank Centre News

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
In late January this year, our trustees
considered once again something they
had been wrestling with for some
time. What should we be called? We’d
been experimenting with ‘Germinate’
branding since in 2014 but this was
causing some confusion as our legal
and banking name remained ‘Arthur
Rank Centre’. What you call us probably
depends on when you first met us! We
like the image of germination, of seeds
starting to sprout green shoots, and find

GERMINATE
LEADERSHIP

October 2020

that analogy very helpful in some of the
work we do around encouraging new
initiatives and learning and developing
new skills. The Germinate brand will
live on.
But germination is just one part of a
whole lifecycle of faith experienced by
rural Christians, and we are involved at
all points on that journey.
We are also very aware that we carry
a weight of history. In 2022 we will
be fifty years old, and there are still
many people who remember our early
incarnations; lots of you first met us at
the Royal Show which took place here
at Stoneleigh Park. We are named after
the man who gave us the money on

Helping lay and ordained leaders from
all denominations to develop creative,
entrepreneurial skills for rural church
leadership.
Every part of the Germinate
Leadership programme is rooted in
the opportunities and challenges
of ministry in rural contexts and
fosters a collaborative, ecumenical
approach and a culture
of continuing personal
and professional
development. It is
expected that all
participants, both
lay and ordained,

which we were founded. J Arthur Rank
was a Methodist of firm faith, from a
family who had made its fortune in
bread, in feeding people. He founded us
to feed rural people in a spiritual way, to
proclaim the Gospel in ways which are
easily understood and easily shared.
Our trustees decided that if we were
to realise our vision of Confident Rural
Christians, if we were to concentrate
on resourcing, training and advocating
for rural Christians, churches and
communities, then we might best do so
by continuing to honour our founding
benefactor. Telling his story is a simple
way in which we can share faith and
enable others to do so too.

Revd Claire Maxim
CEO, Arthur Rank Centre
claire.maxim@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
@clairemaxim1

will end the programme as creative,
entrepreneurial, collaborative and
strategic leaders, better equipped
to engage effectively with local
communities and encourage churches
to be an effective Christian presence.
The 18-month programme includes
four residentials, a 360° leadership
appraisal, mentoring and workshadowing. It draws on a variety
of learning styles, and teaching
incorporates wisdom and experience
drawn from secular and church
leadership spheres, and from lay and
ordained ministry experience from
across the denominations.

For more information, visit
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/germinate-leadership or email
leadership@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
We currently expect the 2020 Germinate Leadership
programme to begin as planned in October 2020.
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Rural Ministry Course

Our highly-regarded Rural Ministry Course is back!
‘The most excellent course I’ve
done in the church. Thank you
so much for the information and,
more importantly, the inspiration.’
(A previous delegate)

The Rural Ministry Course is designed
for lay and ordained church leaders
across the denominations entering a
rural appointment for the first time,
and those already in rural ministry
who feel the need for a ‘refresher’.
The three-day residential programme
employs a variety of approaches
including practical sessions,
group work and workshops led by
practitioners. Courses include sessions
on understanding rural contexts,
mission and growth, leadership,
farming and work with children and
young people in the countryside.
Course fees are £300, which
includes a one-year subscription to
Country Way.
Launched in 1982, the course
provided training for hundreds of

rural church leaders for almost four
decades before it was briefly paused
in 2017. After a period of review
and updating, we are delighted that
the course has returned this year.
We held a very well received course
in February but plans for a second
course in June were put on hold as a
result of the COVID-19 outbreak.
We are currently working on a
programme of courses for 2021 and
we will share dates via our monthly
newsletter (arthurrankcentre.org.uk/
newsletter-sign-up) and social media
(facebook.com/arthurrankcentre and
twitter.com/arthurrankcent) as soon as
they are confirmed.
You can register your interest by
contacting Deb Soesan, our office
administrator, by email
(debs@arthurrankcentre.org).

‘Excellent: very challenging and
thought-provoking with lots of
useful ideas for the future.’

CONFERENCE
2020:
CONVERSATION
MATTERS
We have taken the difficult
decision to postpone Conference
2020: Conversation Matters until
2021 and will be giving full refunds
to those who have booked. To be
kept up-to-date with plans for next
year, please email
deb.soesan@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
or sign up for our monthly
newsletter – arthurrankcentre.org.uk/
newsletter-sign-up.
We’re looking forward to seeing you
in person as soon as we are able!
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Heaven in Ordinary

RURAL MISSION
SUNDAY 2020

Heaven in Ordinary
As we prepare for Rural Mission Sunday 2020, we find ourselves in uncharted
waters. We – in common with communities across the world – have been living
in lockdown for a significant proportion of the early months of this year, living
with a level of disconnection that many, if not all of us, have found unsettling and
unprecedented.
Some years ago, when Elizabeth’s sons were teenagers, they were involved in a
lengthy conversation about a maths problem. The older son was trying to explain
something to his younger brother, who eventually said, ‘Oh I get it, but I don’t see it
the way you do’.

A CHANGE OF PERSPECTIVE
We have all experienced the moment of clarity that comes when during a
conversation – or argument! – we begin to see things from a new perspective.
Elizabeth freely admits to being a technophobe and yet over the last few weeks
she has begun to see the advantages of online meetings as a good way of keeping
in touch. It is so much easier to talk when you can see people and their reactions;
telephone calls and emails are not the same.
Whatever our individual experiences of life under lockdown have been, many of us
will have experienced a change in perspective: a reminder of how much we have
in common with each other, a new appreciation for an old hobby, the discovery
that God sometimes meets with us in unexpected ways. The stories we hear of
neighbours helping each other with the ordinary, practical necessities of life are
heart-warming reminders of this; we are finding new ways of sharing and supporting
each other as our perspective on and understanding of our shared humanity is
challenged and reshaped.
As we have supported rural churches through COVID-19, and listened to stories of the
impact the outbreak has had, we have become convinced that Rural Mission Sunday
2020 offers a timely opportunity to take stock and reflect, to engage intentionally with
the changes of perspective that we have experienced in recent weeks.

HEAVEN IN ORDINARY
In Exodus 3 we read of an encounter
between Moses and God at the burning
bush. Moses is going about his normal,
everyday life when he catches sight of
a bush that’s on fire. This is a fairly
ordinary occurrence for him, but he’s
paying sufficient attention to notice
that the bush isn’t burning up. What
follows is an exchange that transforms
not only Moses but the future of the
whole people of God.
Many centuries later, the poet
Elizabeth Barrett Browning reflected on
this simple act of ‘noticing’:

Earth’s crammed with heaven,
And every common bush afire
with God,
But only he who sees takes off
his shoes;
The rest sit round and pluck
blackberries.
This Rural Mission Sunday, we want to
create space for you to stop and ‘notice
God’ in a new way, to find, in George
Herbert’s glorious phrase, ‘heaven in
ordinary’.
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RURAL MISSION
SUNDAY 2020
The simple premise at the heart of Rural Mission Sunday
remains as relevant this year as it always has: to encourage
you and your church congregation to celebrate another
year of faithfully sustaining an effective Christian presence
in your community. As ever, we’ve provided resources
and suggestions to help you shape Sunday worship in a
way which enables you to do this, and this year we’ve
considered how you might do this as a gathered or as a
dispersed congregation.
But this year we also want to encourage you to take time
to stop and reflect on the last few months. The word
‘unprecedented’ has been liberally applied to many aspects
of our shared and individual experiences of COVID-19;
some uses have been justified, others less so. But the
reality is that life under lockdown is something that the
vast majority of us will never have experienced.

SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES
This year we are reflecting on three Bible passages that bring
different perspectives to this idea of ‘heaven in ordinary’. Our
focus is on Moses’ encounter with God in the burning bush,
but we hope that Jesus’ parables of the mustard seed and
the yeast, and Paul’s encounter with Lydia, will enable you to
engage more broadly with how we might see God at work in
apparently ordinary people and places.
Jesus, in drawing attention to a man sowing seed in his field
and a woman making bread with yeast (Matthew 13), reveals
the power of common, everyday things that speak of God if we
know how to look. Farmers often say how they look forward to
their first lambs, or the first green shoots; signs of new life, a
glimpse of holy ground in the everyday.
Paul’s encounter with Lydia (Acts 16) speaks of ‘heaven in
ordinary’ in several different ways as we observe the change
that’s taken place in him, transformed by God from Saul the
zealous Pharisee to Paul the Christian leader. We see him
prepared to share space and conversation with a Gentile woman
in a way that would have been unthinkable in his previous life,
meeting her in a place of business and domestic activity. Lydia
and the other women may well have first met each other as
they did their laundry in the river, a humdrum
activity that opened the way for shared
conversation and prayer.

Therefore, we have developed some resources for reflection
that we hope you will find helpful to use individually, as
churches and – probably with some adaptation – with
your communities where that might be welcomed. As we
engage intentionally with our experiences, we are likely to
find much to celebrate and give thanks for, particularly as
social distancing measures are relaxed. But we are also
likely to need to create space for remembrance and even
lament as we grieve for those in our families, churches and
communities who have died as a result of the COVID-19
outbreak.
However you decide to use these materials, we would
encourage you to ask yourself where you have experienced
‘heaven in ordinary’ or found yourself on holy ground
in the last few weeks. Perhaps it’s been in the
wonderful bird song we can hear, now that
the noise of traffic is silenced. Maybe you
get the chance to stop and stare as you
walk around your community. Perhaps
it is as you give or receive help
that the ordinary becomes holy.
Our prayer this Rural Mission
Sunday is that you will see
and take off your shoes.
Leave the blackberry
picking to others.

Revd Elizabeth Clark

National Rural Officer for the Methodist and United Reformed Churches
Arthur Rank Centre
elizabeth.clark@arthurrankcentre.org.uk • @ElizabethNatRO

Louise Davis

Editor, Country Way
louise.davis@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
@LouiseLouDavis
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Life will

never be the same

I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve heard this refrain on the radio, the news and on social media over
the last few weeks.

In times of immense change, it can be hard to imagine life ever really going back to normal, and yet we all know from past experience as
individuals and as Christian communities just how easy is it to fall back into try and tested patterns – good and not so good – after we’ve
been through experiences that we think will change us forever.
Much of what this ‘new’ post-COVID-19
world will look like is – and will remain
– impossible to predict, but we can, even
now, begin to engage intentionally with
its possible impact and in doing so equip
ourselves to be better able to respond
appropriately over the next weeks, months
and years.
Here we simply want to offer some tools
for reflection that you might find helpful
as you seek to process these extraordinary
few months. You can use them as a
church community or as individuals; you
might even want to adapt them for use
with your wider local community.
We hope that they might work on a
variety of different levels. For some
of us, the process of reflecting on our
experiences will enable us to simply

hear God say, ‘Well done, good and
faithful servant’. For others, it may be
an opportunity to process and evaluate
some of the new or different ways of being
Christian community that we’ve shared
under lockdown, and begin to articulate
how we might commit to and embed
lasting changing. And there will be those
who will hear God’s call in a new and
transformational way in an echo of Moses’
encounter at the burning bush.


Using the
reflective resources

 e would encourage you to think
W
creatively about how you might use the
resources below. The three different
approaches below will, we hope appeal
to different people; you don’t need to use

all three! Consider what tools you might
use to help you process your answers;
these are simply suggestions:
• Activities like baking or cooking,
gardening, knitting, woodwork or any
other familiar practical task can create
space for ‘mindful’ reflection while our
hands are occupied.
• Journaling can be a useful way of
‘externalising’ things that we haven’t
realised our brain is preoccupied with.
• Going for a walk or hike can connect
us with the world beyond ourselves
and give a new sense of perspective
(but continue to observe any social
distancing measures that are in place).
• Sharing our reflections with others –
either by working through the questions
together or sharing our own thinking
at a later date – can be particularly
helpful; make sure that you and your
conversation partner are clear about
the level of confidentiality you are
committing to before you start the
conversation. Again, you may need
to chat over the phone rather than
in person, depending on what social
distancing measures are still in place.
Be aware of how you are feeling as you
approach these questions. Most of us
will have experienced some level of grief,
bereavement or even trauma during these
last few months, and engaging in these
kinds of reflective exercises is likely to
bring these to the surface. Choosing to
take these difficult emotions to God is
often helpful, healthy and cathartic, but be
mindful of the possibility that this might
be a challenging process. Some of us are
likely to need to allow significant time to
elapse before we are able to fully engage
in a reflection process such as this: please
don’t rush into it.

Tools for reflection
These two exercises can be used by
individuals or church communities; the
‘you/you’re’ in each question can be
individual or collective!
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again?
Looking back…

Looking forward

• W
 hat one word best sums up you
experience of living through COVID-19?
• What was the best decision you made?

• What is God calling you to do / be next?
• W
 hat would you be most happy with completing during the rest of 2020 in
response to COVID-19?
• What would you most like to see change?

• W
 hat was the greatest lesson you
learnt?
• What was the most loving service you
performed?

• What about your ministry are you committed to changing and improving? (We
encourage individuals to interpret this term in whatever way is most appropriate
to them; it’s not just ordained people and ‘leaders’ who have ministries!)

• W
 hat is your biggest piece of
unfinished business?

• W
 here have you flourished during COVID-19 and how will you continue to
make that part of your life?

• W
 hat else do you need to do / say to
be complete with your experience of
COVID-19?

• W
 hat Bible passages have become important to you during COVID-19? Could
you learn them by heart?
• W
 hat one word sums up your ongoing approach to learning and growing as a
result of COVID-19?

Using Appreciative Inquiry
These questions are adapted from the
Appreciative Inquiry process of ‘paired
conversations’ and are best used as part of a oneto-one conversation.
Person One asks Person Two each of these
questions in turn, in the given order, and Person
Two should answer each question before moving
on to the next. Person One should make brief
notes of the answers. Then the process should be
reversed, with Person Two leading Person One
through the questions and taking brief notes.

HEAVEN
IN ORDINARY
For Rural Mission Sunday 2020 we
are drawing Bible passages from
Exodus, Matthew and Acts; a short
reflection on each can be found
on pages 13-20 of this issue of
Country Way.
Exodus 3:1-6:
Moses and the burning bush
• W
 hat ordinary, everyday
encounters have you experienced
as ‘holy ground’?
• H
 ow have you experienced the
‘ordinariness’ of your home and
day-to-day life as ‘holy ground’?
• W
 hat things have you found
yourself paying attention to in
unexpected ways? How have you
encountered God in those times?

1.

Describe something that happened during
the COVID-19 outbreak that was a positive
experience for you. Why was this? What
were you glad to be able to contribute?

2.

What have you valued about this unusual
time?

3.

What have you found particularly challenging
about the last few months?

4.

 ollowing on from your answer to question
F
3, identify up to three things you would
like to see happen in the next few months?
(Don’t worry if you can only think of one!)

5.

What immediate steps could be taken to
help achieve the things you’ve just identified?

6.

What next small step do you intend taking to
set things moving in a positive direction?

Matthew 13:31-35: The Parables
of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast
• W
 hat are the small seeds that
have been planted in your
community over these last few
months? How can you continue
to nurture them?
Acts 16:12-15: Paul and Lydia
• In what ways have you given
and received care and hospitality
during the last few months?
• W
 hat are the unexpected places
of prayer you’ve discovered?
• W
 hat unexpected responses to
God have you seen?

Find out more about Appreciative Inquiry
and Appreciating Church by going online
to appreciating.church
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Book review
A CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY OF PLACE.
John Inge. Ashgate, 2003. ISBN 978 0 9546 3499 7
This is one of those books that I last read fifteen years ago and have waxed lyrical
about ever since. Then our editor asked me to review it for this ‘Common Ground’
edition of Country Way. Rereading this seminal work has been very hard indeed. I
had forgotten how academic it is in style (nothing wrong with that), and my own
engagement with theology of place over the last decade and a half has evolved so
that I no longer have the same sense of excitement and discovery as I remember from
my first few times of reading. Given it is seventeen years old, that shouldn’t be a surprise.
However, this remains the book to start with in the field of place. It works its way through Western philosophy, scripture, sacrament and
pilgrimage, finishing with a ‘renewed appreciation of place’. In each chapter the author engages with a range of scholarly sources, including
Walter Brueggemann’s Land and WD Davies’ The Gospel and Land. Lest this all sounds dry, he brings to life a range of spiritual, mystical
experiences, highlighting the importance of place to each. Inge takes the relationship between context and event very seriously and explains
clearly why we should do the same.
When Inge turns to a consideration of scripture and place, he considers the Old Testament as an account of relationship between God,
people and place. He comments later that there is very little written about place and the New Testament, possibly because Paul largely
ignores geographical identity, regarding it as subordinate to identity ‘in Christ’. He draws on the theory that as Gentiles converted to
Christianity, the interest of Christians in land became less, and their interest in Jerusalem became greater, so that by the time Luke wrote
his Gospel, he felt very little need to mention land. Inge makes the point that as the body and embodiment has been reclaimed by theology,
there needs to be a resurgence of interest in the space occupied by the body.
I have retained my strong interest in the Theology of Place ever since I read this book. I’ve read plenty around the topic since, but you won’t
find a better scholarly introduction.

Revd Claire Maxim
CEO, Arthur Rank Centre
claire.maxim@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
@clairemaxim1

Further reading

Practical information

More academic texts

Belden C Lane, The Solace of Fierce
Landscapes: Exploring Desert and
Mountain Spirituality (Oxford University
Press, 1998) ISBN 978 0 1953 1585 1

Maggie Durran, Making Church Buildings
Work: A Handbook for Managing and
Developing Church Buildings for Mission
and Ministry (Canterbury Press, 2013)
ISBN 978 1 8531 1597 4

David Brown, God and the Enchantment
of Place: Reclaiming Human Experience
(OUP, 2006) ISBN 978 0 1992 7198 4

Martin Palmer, Sacred Land: Decoding the
hidden history of Britain (Little, Brown UK,
2012) ISBN 978 0 7499 5292 1
Philip Sheldrake, Spaces for the Sacred:
Place, memory and identity (Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2001) ISBN
978 0 8018 6861 0)

Richard Giles, Re-pitching the Tent:
The Definitive Guide to Reordering Your
Church, 3rd Edition (Canterbury Press,
2004) ISBN 978 1 8531 1571 4

Walter Brueggemann, Land, 2nd ed.
(Fortress Press, 2002)
ISBN 978 0800634629
WD Davies, Gospel and the Land: Early
Christianity and Jewish Territorial Doctrine
(Sheffield Academic Press, 1994)
ISBN 978 1850754787
Andrew Rumsey, Parish: An Anglican
Theology of Place (SCM Press, 2017)
ISBN 978 0 3340 5484 9
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RURAL MISSION SUNDAY 2020
HEAVEN IN ORDINARY
Introduction
As we prepare for Rural Mission Sunday
2020, we find ourselves in uncharted
waters. We – in common with communities
across the world – have been living in
lockdown for a significant proportion of the
early months of this year, living with a level
of disconnection that many, if not all of us,
have found unsettling and unprecedented.
As we have supported rural churches
through COVID-19, and listened to stories
of the impact the outbreak has had, we
have become convinced that Rural Mission
Sunday 2020 offers a timely opportunity
to take stock and reflect, to engage
intentionally with the changes of perspective
that we have experienced in recent weeks.
In Exodus 3 we read of an encounter
between Moses and God at the burning
bush. Moses is going about his normal,
everyday life when he catches sight of a
bush that’s on fire. This is a fairly ordinary
occurrence for him, but he’s paying
sufficient attention to notice that the
bush isn’t burning up. What follows is an
exchange that transforms not only Moses
but the future of the whole people of God.
Many centuries later, the poet Elizabeth
Barrett Browning reflected on this simple
act of ‘noticing’:

Earth’s crammed with heaven,
And every common bush afire with God,
But only he who sees takes off his shoes;
The rest sit round and pluck blackberries.
This Rural Mission Sunday, we want to
create space for you to stop and ‘notice God’
in a new way, to find, in George Herbert’s
glorious phrase, ‘heaven in ordinary’.
The simple premise at the heart of Rural
Mission Sunday remains as relevant this
year as it always has: to encourage you
and your church congregation to celebrate
another year of faithfully sustaining
an effective Christian presence in your
community. As ever, we’ve provided
resources and suggestions to help you shape
Sunday worship in a way which enables you
to do this, and this year we’ve considered
how you might do this as a gathered or as a
dispersed congregation.
As we compile this material it is difficult to
predict the extent to which we will still be
impacted by social distancing restrictions
by the time Rural Mission Sunday rolls
round on 19 July. Where we are in the
pandemic response will shape how you
might respond. If we’re still in lockdown or
social distancing guidelines are still in place
you will need to focus on your use of phone
or online resources, or on equipping your
church family to mark Rural Mission Sunday

in their own homes. If restrictions have been
partially or entirely lifted, Rural Mission
Sunday may be the perfect opportunity to
bring your community together to celebrate!
However you decide to use these materials,
we would encourage you to ask yourself
where you have experienced ‘heaven in
ordinary’ or found yourself on holy ground
in the last few weeks. Perhaps it’s been in
the wonderful bird song we can hear, now
that the noise of traffic is silenced. Maybe
you get the chance to stop and stare as you
walk around your community. Perhaps it is
as you give or receive help that the ordinary
becomes holy.
Whatever your experience, our prayer
this Rural Mission Sunday is that you will
see and take off your shoes. Leave the
blackberry picking to others.

Revd Elizabeth Clark
National Rural Officer for the Methodist
and United Reformed Church

Louise Davis
Projects and Communications Officer,
Arthur Rank Centre
arthurrankcentre.org.uk
rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk

TELL US YOUR STORIES!
We’d love to hear about what you did to mark Rural Mission Sunday! The
diversity of rural churches and their communities means that there’s a huge
amount of creativity around and we like nothing more than sharing stories of
the amazing and diverse ways in which the rural church is being
celebrated. More than ever this year, we want to highlight the
resilience and imagination of rural churches so please do get
in touch.
The easiest way to share your feedback is to go to
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020 and
follow the links to our feedback form. Alternatively, you can
email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk or even send us a letter!

COULD YOU HELP US ENABLE OTHERS
TO FIND HEAVEN IN THE ORDINARY?
Would you consider using Rural Mission Sunday as an opportunity to financially
support the work of the Arthur Rank Centre? We’re entirely funded by our
supporters so it’s the generosity of local churches and others that enables us to
continue to find imaginative and creative ways of supporting local churches and
their communities.
Please send us your contribution by cheque, made payable to The Arthur Rank
Centre; please write ‘Rural Mission Sunday’ on the back of the cheque. For more
information, please email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.

This booklet includes:

• W
 hat does it mean to find heaven in the
ordinary?
An overview of some key Bible passages
which explore how changing the way we
see the everyday can enable us to meet
with God in unexpected ways.
• C
 elebrating Rural Mission Sunday
Some ideas of ways in which your church
might use Rural Mission Sunday to draw
attention to God in the ordinary, everyday
things of life.
• S
 haping your church service
This year we’ve offered suggestions for
marking Rural Mission Sunday as a
gathered or a dispersed church.

While Rural Mission Sunday itself takes place
on 19 July 2020, you can use this material
at any time and in the way that’s most
appropriate to your church and community.
The material in this booklet is supplemented
by the Rural Mission Sunday section of
our website (arthurrankcentre.org.uk/ruralmission-sunday-2020) and you should feel
completely free to use as much or as little of
it as you’d like!

OTHER RURAL
MISSION SUNDAY MATERIAL
This year, alongside celebrating another year of faithful Christian
presence in your rural community, we want to encourage you to take time to
stop and reflect on the last few months. To that end we have developed some
resources for reflection that we hope you will find helpful to use individually, as
churches and – probably with some adaptation – with your communities where
that might be welcomed.
As we engage intentionally with
our experiences, we are likely
to find much to celebrate and
give thanks for, particularly
as social distancing measures
are relaxed. But we are also
likely to need to create space
for remembrance and even
lament as we grieve for those
in our families, churches and
communities who have died
as a result of the COVID-19

You can find these materials on our website or in the June 2020 issue
of Country Way; for more information go to
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020 or email
rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO EXPERIENCE
‘HEAVEN IN ORDINARY’?
This year we are reflecting on three Bible passages that bring different perspectives to this idea of ‘heaven in ordinary’.
Our focus is on Moses’ encounter with God in the burning bush, but we hope that Jesus’ parables of the mustard seed
and the yeast, and Paul’s encounter with Lydia, will enable you to engage more broadly with how we might see God at
work in apparently ordinary people and places.

EXODUS 3:1-6:
MOSES AND THE BURNING BUSH
It was an ordinary working day for Moses.
Being a shepherd was hard work: the
Sinai desert is a dry wilderness and a
shepherd needed to know where there
might be some grass or water for the
sheep. Shepherds might spend days
alone with their flock.
Moses has come to Mount Horeb, which
became known as ‘the mountain of the
Lord’. As he walks, he notices a bush on
fire, not in itself an unusual thing in a
desert. However, Moses notices that the
bush is not being burnt up; this is very
strange and so he turns aside to look
further. The voice of God calls him by
name and instructs him to take off his
sandals, ‘for this is holy ground’.

God calls himself the God of ‘your father
and of Abraham Isaac and Jacob’. We don’t
know if Moses had worshipped God before
this point. God is showing the connection
through the patriarchs to God’s people now,
whom he has heard and wants to save.
Suddenly Moses’s ordinary day is turned
on its head. His eyes are opened to the
fact that God is all around him if he
can only stop and look. This episode is
transformational: as Moses steps onto holy
ground, he is called and commissioned to
be God’s instrument of deliverance for the
people of God.
• How do you experience God in the
ordinariness of your day?
• How have you experienced God in the
past few months?
• What may have helped you to glimpse
Holy Ground?

ACTS 16:12-15:
PAUL AND LYDIA
Paul’s encounter with Lydia speaks of ‘heaven in
ordinary’ in several different ways as we observe the
change that’s taken place in him, transformed by God
from Saul the zealous Pharisee to Paul the Christian
leader. We see him prepared to share with a Gentile
woman in a way that would have been unthinkable in
his previous life, meeting her in a place of business and
domestic activity.

MATTHEW 13:31-35:
THE PARABLES OF THE MUSTARD
SEED AND THE WHEAT
In Jesus’ day people were much more connected to the land than we
are. For them, a bad harvest could mean disaster. By drawing on the
ordinary scenes of daily life to talk of God, Jesus is taking common
ground and making it holy ground.
The parable of the mustard seed is a reminder that the work of
bringing in the Kingdom of Heaven happens at God’s initiative. No
famer would plant just one seed, but this is a reminder that God
works in small and often hidden ways. We see this picture again in
the parable of the woman using yeast to bake bread; something so
small transforms flour into a light loaf.
Both activities require patience: we have to wait for a seed to grow
and for yeast to raise the dough. We cannot control either process;
we must wait on God. Many of us have felt disconcerted by just how
out of control life has felt recently. We have had to learn to depend
on God, to find and stay on holy ground in new ways and unlikely
places.

Lydia and the other women may well have first met
each other as they did their laundry in the river, a
humdrum activity that opened the way for shared
conversation and prayer. The women come together to
worship, building common ground despite their different
backgrounds, common ground becoming holy ground.
For Paul to search for, and then join these women in
their worship is astounding. That Paul accepts Lydia’s
invitation to her house is another extraordinary glimpse
perhaps of the ordinary becoming holy ground.
• Have you been surprised to find who you are
supporting or receiving support from?
• What have you learnt over the past months about
seeing God in unexpected people?
• When we can gather again, who will you invite to
celebrate with you?

• W
 hat do you need to be patient about?
• W
 hat do you do when you feel life is out of control?
• T
 ake a walk and look for the small things that will grow.
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Some thoughts as you
prepare your Rural
Mission Sunday service.
..

SHAPING
YOUR SERVICE
Because it’s difficult to predict the circumstances we
might find ourselves in on Sunday 19 July, we have taken
the decision to include here only very general pointers
on how you might like to arrange your worship on Rural
Mission Sunday.
However, we are continuing to work on a range of
resources which we will make available on our website
as Rural Mission Sunday approaches. To ensure you’re
informed when new material becomes available, we
suggest you…

IF YOU ARE ABLE TO GATHER
AS A CHURCH AND LOCAL
COMMUNITY…
What physical spaces have become significant in the last few
months? How can you draw on them? Just because you can use
your church building again, doesn’t mean you have to! What about
those outside of your physical community that you’ve engaged with
online? How can you include them?

• R
 egister for Rural Mission Sunday via our website:
this will subscribe you to a dedicated Rural Mission
Sunday email update through which we will circulate
ideas and material
• F
 ollow us on social media: we are regularly updating
both Facebook (facebook.com/RuralMissionSunday)
and Twitter (twitter.com/RuralMissSunday) with links
to resources and ideas

R
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IF YOU AREN’T ABLE TO
GATHER TOGETHER…
Make sure everyone in your community has the opportunity
to join in:
• You could gather by teleconference or online; our website has
information on how you might do this
• Create a reflective activity that individuals or families can use
alone or in households
• Think about how you might use music creatively; a service
doesn’t have to include communal singing, and you may find
that drawing on music from outside our Christian worship
traditions – classical or contemporary – can offer a different
perspective
Whether you are marking Rural Mission Sunday as a gathered or
a dispersed community, consider how you might include elements
of celebration, thanksgiving and remembrance in your service.

FINDING ‘HEAVEN IN ORDINARY’
A key component of Rural Mission Sunday has always been
to encourage rural churches to respond practically in their
communities. As we’ve already established, it’s impossible to
predict the restrictions we might be living under on 19 July 2020,
so here we offer some broad themes for your response; we will be
adding more specific ideas to our website over the coming weeks;
visit arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020.
Whatever you choose to do, we would encourage you to think
about the people and places where you have experienced ‘heaven
in ordinary’. Where have you seen God at work in unusual or
unexpected ways and how can you celebrate and give thanks for
that, or create space for remembrance or lament?
If you have built new relationships with people outside of your
geographical community as a result of online or teleconference
services and other initiatives, think about how you could include
them in your Rural Mission Sunday celebrations. You could host
your celebrations online or by phone, create a website or social
media presence or even invite them to join you in person (if current
social distancing guidelines allow for this)!

THANKSGIVING FOR KEY WORKERS
Many of us will have become much more reliant on specific
individuals or services in our communities over the last few
months: food and other delivery people including milkmen and
women and posties; care and medical staff including GPs, care
home workers and other personal care providers; supermarket staff,
public or local transport workers and many, many more.

Responding individually:
• Write a thank you card for the person who delivers your post,
milk, veg box, empties your bin etc.
• Give a small gift of chocolate, home baking or a pot or bunch of
flowers from your garden

Responding collectively:
• Organise a free community meal for all those in your community
who have served you during this challenging period; you could
even give each person a thank you card or small gift.

CELEBRATING OUR COMMUNITY
Responding individually:
Many of us have taken part in local or national initiatives designed
to bring our communities and wider society together such as
putting a rainbow picture or candle in a public-facing window, or
taking part in weekly Claps for Carers. These are a brilliant prompt
for our own prayer and thanksgiving. You could also send cards to
people you haven’t seen for a while, or simply pick up the phone
and have a chat.

REMEMBRANCE AND LAMENT
Alongside the necessary tasks of celebration and thanksgiving,
it may be appropriate for your church to consider how
they might also remember those things that have brought
sadness to indiviudals and the community. You may want
hold a service of remembrance or create space – physical or
otherwise – for individuals to remember those who have died,
of COVID-19 or under other circumstances.

Responding collectively:
Many of us have missed not only contact with other people, but
the opportunity to spend time in places that we love. What new
opportunities might exist in your community to for working with
others to create shared places in which people can gather? How
might you use the space in and around your church building
as a shared space in which people can mark their freedom to
gather again?

Visit our website for more ideas:
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020
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For more information about the work of the Arthur Rank Centre
and access to our wide range of resources for rural mission and
ministry please visit arthurrankcentre.org.uk
or email info@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.

arthurrankcentre.org.uk
info@arthurrankcentre.org.uk | 024 7685 3060
Rural Innovation Centre, Avenue H, Stoneleigh Park, Coventry CV8 2LG
Find us on Facebook

/ArthurRankCentre • Follow us on Twitter

UK Registered Charity 1104300

/ArthurRankCent

Rural Ministry
Course
The most excellent course I’ve done in the church.
Thank you so much for the information and, more
importantly, the inspiration.

£300

including a year’s
subscription to
Country Way

Our highly-regarded
Rural Ministry Course is back!
For lay and ordained church leaders across the denominations
who may be entering a rural appointment for the first time, or already in
rural ministry but feel the need for a refresher!

To register your interest please email deb.soesan@arthurrankcentre.org.uk
arthurrankcentre.org.uk
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Heaven in Ordinary

Rights of common
When I was at school, I used to visit a
friend whose house sat on the edge of a
large common fringed with woods. We
walked, rode our bikes, had picnics and
generally mucked about and had fun.
Reflecting now on those occasions, I
realise I had not really thought about the
variety of people and uses the common
offered.
It was used, obviously, for getting about
the village. People rode their ponies
or walked their dogs. Families brought
children to play or eat. But the historic
‘rights of common’ were also in evidence:
I remember Roma families passing
through and grazing their horses, a few
sheep, someone walking a goat. Some
people gathered kindling and firewood
from the wooded edges and took it away
in wheelbarrows and in the autumn the
village went blackberrying.
The common was also a place of
community events: maypole dances, fetes
and village cricket matches. It was a place
of meeting – ‘See you on the common,
later’; a place of crossings and encounters
– ‘I’ll give you the jam when I see you on
the common’; a place of safety for children
whose parents could see them out of their
window.

We followed the country code; we took
care of the place where we enjoyed
ourselves. The common was used by
everyone, every day and it was spotless.
But more important perhaps, the common
really was physically ‘common ground’ as
well as representing common ground for
different groups of people. It was shared
space, free to all; no one had a special
status in relation to it. People gathered
together to pick the fruits, and no one
thought anyone else was more entitled
than another.
I looked up the common recently and
saw that a ‘preservation society’ has been
formed to try and protect this space.
It is under threat. And this makes me
think about how now we often try to turn
common ground into territory. Once we
turn common ground into private spaces,
boundaries form and others are often not
welcome. Territory becomes a symbol of
power and possession and the common
ground that allows difference to flourish
and mutuality to form disappears, not just
in terms of physical footfall but in hearts
and minds too.
When we no longer think of common
ground as for all, we no longer take care

of it and by extension do not take care of
others, including wildlife. I despair of the
amount of litter I see around in parks and
woodlands. Where I live there is a strong
antipathy towards migrants and others
who do not ‘belong’ on our territory.
Scripture has a lot to say about land. The
land which God gives the people of Israel
so that they might flourish is tied to ideas
of ethical holiness. Land is to be cherished
as a gift for which we must always be
thankful. To be so gifted by God is to
impose a duty of hospitality, mutuality
and roominess so that the stranger might
also find a home. Yet this also implies
vulnerability and risk, as Israel discovers
when invaders come.
In our towns, common ground is
increasingly converted into private,
annexed space, as developers and
planners create housing for the population,
infrastructure is developed and towns
and villages change their shapes. We
need homes and services for certain,
but we should also consider what is lost
when common ground is lost. Boundaries
and fences break down sharing and
mutuality, and the places where people
meet without agenda, without expectation
and find themselves making friends and

new contacts. Every loss of common
ground has a psychological impact on
communities, and I would suggest there is
a spiritual loss too.
COVID-19 has brought a new perspective
to our understanding of what it means to
share space, and for many of us the loss
of common ground has been particularly
poignant and sharply painful. The
imposition of distance between people,
the psychological pain of not being able
to ‘go’ somewhere or meet in common
spaces sharpens just how much ‘common
ground’ is integral to our wellbeing and
the spiritual sense of our share in God’s
creation. You don’t realise what you have
got and how important it is until you can
no longer have it.
All around me I have seen people doing
their utmost to create common ground in
other ways, waving and calling to each
other while out exercising or walking
dogs, putting rainbows in windows, or
standing in doorways clapping for carers
and keyworkers. Where I live, there is a
call to celebrate together in our lane by
each having a picnic in front gardens or on
porches and a community sing.
Easter brought particular challenges to
our established notions both of Christian
community and of the significance of our
church buildings. I have been going down
to the church to find people in tears at
discovering the building is locked and
trying to help them adjust to the strange

new world of online church and worship.
This raises important questions: what
lessons will we take forward as we start
to open up again and regain our common
ground? Will we have a special regard for
that gift once it is returned to us? What
can we do to show people how important
our shared space and communities really
are to our spiritual health and general
wellbeing?
I think that churches, especially rural
churches, can be sites of common ground
for their communities, both physically and
spiritually. A lot of people who contact me
think that churches are private spaces and
that they might not really be ‘allowed’ to
walk in the churchyard or visit the church
on a casual basis. They are often surprised
by the openness and welcome of churches.
They see invisible walls and fences where
there should be none.
If our commons, as grassy spaces or
mental spaces, seem to be disappearing,
then perhaps our church spaces and
environments can take over more of that,
with more invitation and more diversity of
opportunity for people living round about
and passing through. That happens in so
many rural places and is more contributory
to reconciling action and especially
rural mission that perhaps we really
acknowledge.
Mission flourishes where our ‘commons’
are developed and offered. Have we
developed holy habits of neighbourliness

The ecumenical Mission Theology Advisory Group (which Anne Richards
convenes) has a range of materials to help reconciliation, mutuality and
flourishing for mission including Unreconciled? and other resources. Visit
churchofengland.org/more/church-resources/deeper-god-mission-theology for
more information

and care which need to continue once the
COVID-19 crisis passes? What are the
modern-day equivalents of riding your bike
or grazing your animals? Maybe it’s finding
safe spaces and activities for children
who are otherwise kept in, or helping
people to eat and to heat their homes.
Christians can be active in love and care
of neighbour, creating small ‘commons’ in
church spaces and buildings. The care for
the vulnerable we have developed during
lockdown needs to translate into a new,
better common care for everyone in all our
sacred spaces.

Dr Anne Richards
National Adviser: mission theology
Mission and Public Affairs,
Church of England
anne.richards@churchofengland.org
@AnneRRichards
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PILGRIM PATHS
I stand at the door of the church, alternately looking along the path to the
lychgate and glancing at my watch. Not every erstwhile pilgrim arrives on
time, so I usually allow ten minutes after the ‘we are definitely leaving at x
o’clock’ deadline.
Two more people turn into the
churchyard, one carrying a large
rucksack, the other a small shoulder
bag, together exemplifying the range of
pack which individuals deem suitable
for a day’s walk. I smile to myself – one
of them will have everything they could
possibly need, including a magnificent
packed lunch; the other will have to
make do with the generosity of fellow
pilgrims if they want to eat. However,
one pilgrim will become very tired on the
uphills, maybe even needing their bag
carried, while the other will merrily stride
along in the vanguard of the group,
keeping up a lively conversation as
they go.

prayer and encounter, confession and
counsel, energetic exercise and moments
of stillness. The group will have learned
about themselves, each other and
the God whose creative genius has
surrounded us every step of the way;
painting pictures of such breath-taking
glory that we cannot help but stop and
marvel before pressing on, in single file
or small groups, scattered in a long line
or gathered in bunches, sharing a journey
which is both physical and spiritual, a
journey which is at best transformational
and, at the very least, recreational.

I conclude that finally all are gathered,
and turn to go into the church, offering
a silent prayer for the safety of the
pilgrims and acceptance of all that the
day will bring, before leading the group
in songs and prayers for the beginning
of the journey. By the time we return to
this holy place, some eight or ten miles
later, the intervening hours will have been
filled with laughter and conversation,

For the last three years, throughout the
summer, a series of one day pilgrimages
have been offered by different churches
in the Chipping Norton Deanery, in the
Diocese of Oxford, with one four-day
expedition each year covering different
areas of the Deanery. Led by experienced
leaders, many of them qualified Day
Walk Leaders, the routes are circular
and include at least one other church in

The atmosphere is
invitational and welcoming

addition to that from which we depart
and arrive. Booklets give details of the
route followed as well as suggestions for
reflection and prayer along the way. The
atmosphere is invitational and welcoming;
pilgrims arrive as strangers to each other
but often leave having connected in a
truly profound way with those who have
shared the joys and the challenges of the
expedition.
The Deanery is fortunate: our churches
are placed in truly glorious landscape –
rolling hills and green meadows, springs
and rivers, stone-built settlements and
ancient woodland. This provides an
opportunity for spending time immersed
in nature, itself a healing activity, but
there is more to pilgrimage than simply
a good walk in the country. The pilgrim
is offered the gift of time and space,
freed from the pressures of everyday
life, required to do no more than place
one foot in front of the other; while the
physical self is occupied, the spiritual self
can reflect, pray, encounter, heal.
From these small beginnings, the Pilgrim
Path Project has spread beyond its
Deanery boundary as rural church leaders
have seen in the simplicity of the project
and the connection between ancient
building and surrounding landscape, a
way of encouraging those on the fringes
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and beyond to encounter God in a gentle,
open way. Armed with nothing more
than a good knowledge of the local
walking routes, a circular pilgrim path
from church to church can be designed.
Reflections can be written from new, or
‘borrowed’ from existing walk leaflets;
whole booklets have been designed which
can be used on any route. Even those
who cannot make a physical journey can
be involved, offering hospitality at the
beginning and end of the journey, leading
services of ‘sending out’ and ‘welcoming
home’.
Small rural church communities so often
feel as if they have nothing to offer: aging
congregations worry that their diminishing
energy and the basic nature of their
church facilities will be seen as drains
upon the resources of the Central Church;
their timidity concerning Mission and their
fragile financial positions can make them
feel scorned by bigger, wealthier urban
churches.
The Pilgrim Path Project offers an
opportunity to the small, holy places
that figure so largely in the British
landscape, which is denied to the
large city churches. This opportunity
is profoundly missional, based as it is
on the assumption that a holy place
within a God-created landscape cannot

but provoke questioning and reflection,
thanksgiving and joy.
The pilgrim can be part of an organised
group or offered the option of walking
alone. Pilgrimages need involve no liturgy,
no prior knowledge or ability apart from
that of being able to walk. There are no
expectations placed upon the pilgrim, just
a hope that they will be willing to share
in the story of the journey, whatever form
that takes: talking to strangers; noticing
surroundings; honouring silences. In
return, there is the promise of encounter,
of insight, of revelation, however that
makes itself apparent.

An eagerness to share
news and resources
As parishes and Deaneries both within
the Oxford Diocese and beyond, have
connected with the Pilgrim Paths
Project, there has developed in parallel
an eagerness to share news of other
pilgrimage initiatives and events
and related resources. The Christian
Pilgrimage Network held its first meeting
in October 2019 and was attended by
over 20 representatives from six Dioceses
in the south and south west of England.
Peter Doll, Canon Librarian of Norwich
Cathedral, spoke about the East Anglian
Pilgrimage Network, and the meeting

determined that a similar sharing of
resources and ideas would best support
those engaged with Christian pilgrimage.
The geographical area widened with
the second meeting in March, and now
the CPN welcomes members from the
Province of Canterbury. It hopes to link
with other organisations engaged in
Christian Pilgrimage, providing a hub for
expertise and exchange of resources.
In September 2020, Christ Church Oxford
will host the first Festival of Christian
Pilgrimage (pilgrimage.hymnsam.co.uk).
Delegates will hear speakers on the
practical, historical and spiritual aspects
of Christian Pilgrimage, as well as having
the opportunity to become ‘day pilgrims’
themselves.

Revd Dr Sally Welch
Area Dean, Chipping Norton
sally.welch@
christianpilgrimagenetwork.org.uk
pilgrimage.hymnsam.co.uk

For more information about how
you and your church can get
involved in the Christian Pilgrimage
Network, email Sally on sally.welch@
christianpilgrimagenetwork.org.uk.
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2020

Year of the
Burial Ground
Caring for God’s Acre will be twenty years old in 2020. We have been supporting
and advising churchwardens, PCCs and churchyard volunteers since the birth
of the charity in 2000, helping them to keep these unique sites beautiful and
accessible.
To celebrate our 20th anniversary we
have designated 2020 as the Year of
the Burial Ground, and have committed
ourselves to raising the profile of these
unique spaces and celebrating with the
people and communities who care for
them.
We began as a Shropshire based
initiative in 1997 after being inspired
by the national Living Churchyard and
Cemetery Project (LCCP) set up in
1985 by the Council for the Care of
Churches and English Nature. Based
at the Arthur Rank Centre, the LCCP
was the first initiative to promote the
conservation of burial sites in the UK.
Managed by Eve Dennis MBE, the
project supported organisations to
establish their own Living Churchyard
Projects. The original LCCP came to
an end around 2000. At this time Eve
contacted Caring for God’s Acre to ask
if we would take forward the national
role of promoting the conservation
of burial sites. We agreed, became
a national charity, and have been
supporting those who are managing
churchyards, cemeteries and other
burial grounds since then.
Particularly in rural areas where
population densities can be low, the

benefits of involving more people
from the local community in the
management of the churchyard are
many. By encouraging people to love
and value their local churchyard they
are inspiring others to get involved,
learn more about wildlife and local
history, and see themselves as part of
the group caring for this special place
and passing it on to future generations.
Events and work parties bring many
new people into contact with the
church and in our experience the
majority of people taking part in work
parties are not from the congregation.
Community involvement is particularly
high when the churchyard is being
managed for wildlife as well as for
people.
Do look at our website to see how the
Year of the Burial Ground can help
you raise the profile of your unique
churchyard within your community. We
would love to hear how you get on.

Andrea Gilpin

Communications and
Development Manager
Caring for God’s Acre
caringforgodsacre.org.uk
andrea@cfga.org.uk
@godsacre

Encouraging the
wider community
to enjoy and care
for your churchyard
(caringforgodsacre.org.uk)
Raise the profile of your churchyard
within your community by including
regular articles in community/parish
newsletters. We can help with this –
every month we send out a mini article
relating to seasonal and interesting facts
relating to churchyards.
Hold regular work party days: call them
something appealing such as a ‘Cake
and Rake’ day. Ensure the ways in
which people can help is varied and
inclusive. As well as practical work,
encouraging people to record the
wildlife in the churchyard whenever
they are passing is a great way of
widening involvement. Liam, our Data
Officer, would love to hear about any
records you have and will pop them on
our new national database and map.
Link your activities in with national
initiatives to capture people’s interest
such as National Nest Box Week
(February), Love your Burial Ground
week (June) or Family History Week
(April).
Involve your local primary school: we
have an education pack for teachers
available to freely download from our
website. It is also suitable for cub and
brownie groups. Visit our website for
more information and inspiration!
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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.

Ali and Ruth Birkett
on the north side of
the Union Bridge.
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’.

Rev Rob Kelsey

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
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A GOD OF
SURPRISES
Over the last year, the churches of the East Trent Group
in the Diocese of Southwell and Nottingham have been
exploring how they might draw on the opportunities offered
by traditional rural and farming festivals.
In 2019 we decided to get the Harvest
Festival season off to a good start by
holding a Lammastide service at St
Bartholomew’s Church and an invitation
was delivered to every household in
the village. The church was decorated
with flowers, wheat and historic farm
implements, tables were laden with
fresh baked bread and cakes, and willing
volunteers agreed to do readings; one
surprised everyone by turning up wearing
his agricultural historical re-enactment
costume!
When the day arrived, we were blessed
with warm and dry August sunshine and
the beautiful church was filled with people
and the sound of glorious hymn-singing.
Looking around, I saw a couple I didn’t
recognise, so over a cup of tea with
homemade bread and jam, I introduced
myself and made some surprising
discoveries. They began by apologising
because they felt like imposters who
weren’t allowed in because they weren’t
Christians and didn’t believe in God.
They’d actually come along expecting a

history talk; they’d recently moved into
another village in our group and joined in a
history society walk which happened to be
led by the churchwarden of another of our
churches.

up. I had assumed that everyone knows
that church is for everyone and they’re
allowed to come. I had also assumed that
everyone would know that what we do in
church is Christian worship.

Praise God for the joy of rural church
connections! This couple made a link
between a church person and a history
talk, and found themselves singing ‘We
plough the fields and scatter’ and giving
thanks for the wheat harvest to the God
they don’t believe in. However, they did
say they were comfortable with celebrating
Lammas because it’s a pagan festival, not
a Christian one.

I found it hard to realise that other people
assumed they wouldn’t be welcome and
even harder to hear the assumption that if
you care for the earth and all of creation,
and if you’re thankful for the harvest,
you must be pagan and not Christian.
Whatever have we done with God’s
command to care for the earth and rejoice
in its bounty?

They said they’d often thought it would be
nice to go inside a church and that they’d
enjoyed being there and singing hymns,
even though they don’t believe. They
hesitatingly asked if we ever sing carols at
Christmas and would they be allowed to
join in?
That day I learnt a lot about links and
assumptions. Because a church member
led a history walk, a link was made to a
church event and strangers felt able to turn

I thank God for that conversation and all
the questions it raises. I am reminded
that God is full of surprises and that every
link is a precious connection as rumours
of God spread, ancient memories are
awoken, and the church grows.

Revd Mandy Cartwright
Rector of the East Trent Group of
Churches, Diocese of Southwell and
Nottingham
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Box pew or ball pit
Imagine that you are a vicar walking into an ancient medieval church in rural
Buckinghamshire. You step inside, turn right and are faced with rows of high
box pews.
What are your first thoughts? ‘This church should
be a museum; they could sell tickets to raise funds!’
‘How can you preach to people sitting backwards?’

‘That pew would make a great
ball pit.’?
I expect many rural churches are like ours: beautiful
and precious but not very flexible. We have many
long-standing villagers who love a traditional service
but being in the London commuter belt we also
have many young families with two working parents.
Weekends together are precious; they want to spend
quality time with their children and reconnect with
their local community, but in a more interactive way
than sitting in a pew.
Our solution was to start up a monthly Messy
Church in our village hall with at least twelve crafts,
games and activities each month, along with a hot
meal. We have been running for over a year now
and have an average attendance of over sixty people
of all ages who are really starting to feel like one big
family. Some of our regulars are even starting to
step-up and offer to help.

Satisfyingly hugged
Last November we held a social, a bonfire. One of
our Messy dads brought his barbecue while another
took charge of the bonfire. All I needed to do was
add some sparklers,
hot chocolate and

marshmallows. I
don’t know if people
saw the smoke or
smelled the hot
chocolate, but they
turned up in droves,
including many new
faces. Lots of people,
who don’t like craft or
religion, were happy to
come to a social, but then got
to experience the Messy Church
Hug; we have a motto that we want
everyone to leave feeling as if they have
been ‘satisfyingly hugged’. Our numbers
at Messy have since increased.

Courageously creative
In December we held Messy Church in
those box pews I mentioned earlier, and our
courageously creative vicar turned one into a
ball pit with four thousand balls, added a roof
to another to make a stargazing cave and turned a
third into a comfy stable for teenagers to hang out
in. The gathering concluded with the lighting of
the village Christmas tree and consequently lots of
people flocked in at the last minute to take a look
at what was going on in this church which normally
holds Book of Common Prayer communions and
Matins. We saw at least one of those onlookers at
our next Messy Church.
Messy Church is not designed to be a ‘way-in’ to
traditional church, but even so, at Christmas every
service in our little village church was packed and
even a Messy sceptic put some of this down to the
influence of Messy. It was lovely to see all parts
of our community represented in those services,
from young to old, from long-term residents to new
families, all chatting together. It has taken a year of
running Messy, but we are really starting to see the
benefits.

Sharon Sampson
Benefice of Long Crendon
with Chearsley and Nether
Winchendon
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Losing your voice aids church growth

This was not a headline I would
ever have expected to see or to
find myself writing about!

When I arrived in my parishes just under
six years ago, communal Morning Prayer
was not part of the routine. I had talked
with my spiritual director about moving
into parish ministry from chaplaincy and
the one thing he said that stuck in my
head was the importance of ringing the
church bell and praying. Day one after
my induction I duly rang the bell and
said Morning Prayer on my own.
For the first week I was on my own
and day one of week two I sat on my
own, crying, wondering why I had ever
thought leaving my previous post had
been a good idea and generally feeling
a bit sorry for myself. I’d just begun the
opening prayer when I heard the church
door open. Marcia came and sat down
next to me, telling me that she’d heard
the bell ringing and just had to come
and join me. From that point on I have
very rarely been on my own and Morning
Prayer has become a very special start to
the day.
There might not be many of us but this

quiet time at the beginning of the day
has attracted a small group of faithful
attendees, plus others who drop in,
knowing that we’re there, needing a
space. For some this is their ‘Sunday’;
for some this has been a way into
faith; for some this is an opportunity
for discussion and asking challenging
questions.

While this has become a special time for
a number of people, it’s also a time that
I – or my curate, or another ordained
person – have been responsible for
leading. And when I say ‘leading’ I mean
leading everything, including reading the
Bible passages and intercessions. My
parishioners were proving fairly resolute
in their resistant to taking on anything
more than joining in.
Then I became ill; nothing particularly
awful but for a week I had no voice.
Suddenly I had volunteers to read the
Bible passages and we whispered
through everything else. My voice
returned the following week, but I
refused to take back the readings and
now one element of Morning Prayer is
shared. The Bible gets passed around
and someone picks it up; Marcia read

a passage from Ruth, her favourite
passage, and you could tell. We laugh
at the difficult words but no-one feels
embarrassed, and even though I’m still
technically leading it is much more of a
shared experience.
I wouldn’t be surprised if you were
thinking, ‘So what?’ This doesn’t seem
like ground-breaking stuff but for us
it was. I’m not the kind of person
who needs to be in charge, but my
parishioners believed that reading the
Bible, praying and leading Morning
Prayer were all the responsibility of the
vicar, the ‘professional’.

Now we all read the Bible. I’m
already working on handing over the
intercessions, working on convincing
them that my prayers are no more
effective than theirs. I’ve often been told
to look for where God is working and
join in; it must be working because now
if I can’t make one morning they carry
on without me!

Revd Jane Ball
Area Dean of Petersfield,
Diocese of Portsmouth
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SMARTPHONE TOURS, TRAILS AND
GAMES TO WELCOME VISITORS
Having recently reopened after major conservation,
12th century St Swithun’s Church in Long
Bennington, Lincolnshire, has launched a 21st
century community-based visitor experience, delivered
through smartphones, in order to be more welcoming.
As part of its conservation project, St Swithun’s were
advised by the Diocese of Lincoln to look into an ‘InfoPoint’ visitor information system so that any visitor can
self-access heritage information on their smartphones
without needing internet access. The cost of this new
system was included in a grant from the National
Lottery Heritage Fund.
David Andrews, chairman of the church’s fabric
committee, says, ‘We were able to see Info-Point
demonstrated on-site on our own phones, and were
struck by how well the system meets our needs. The
fact that it works reliably, and that we can easily
upload and update the content ourselves was important
to us. We had to get our head around what we could
do with the technology, and I was often calling the
supplier with questions as we progressed, but they
were able to answer them all and our confidence grew
and grew.’
At the church, or from a second Info-Point at the
village hall, you can take a historical tour of the church,
read about the village’s World War 1 story and its war
graves, understand the God’s Acre wildlife project,
download ramble maps, and get the latest events
programme. In addition, a new village history trail with
both adult and children’s versions was commissioned
from a local graphic designer.
Despite limited technical knowledge, the volunteer
team used photos of the historic church windows to
create interactive games including a jigsaw challenge
and a ‘scratch-off’ reveal. They also added a QR code
to the village signboard so that tech-savvy visitors could
download the trail via wi-fi.
The visitor experience is provided for free, but a
suggested donation is encouraged. The Info-Points
have no ongoing cost or security risk, as the visitor
brings their own hardware and accesses the facility via
their own wi-fi signal. The system uses standard web
browsing technology, so there is no app to download,
and the technology is future-proof. Volunteers can
update content as easily as posting to social media,
making the facility sustainable.
In Long Bennington, local community organisations,
such as the history group, will now be invited to add
and maintain their own content, linking the church
into its community. David sums up the project: ‘It’s an
unqualified success, and we still have further to go.’

Neil Rathbone
Director, Webnebulus

To find out more about how your church could benefit
from an Info-Point, visit info-point.eu or email
neil.rathbone@webnebulus.co.uk.

TOGETHER
APART:

A rural church response
to coronavirus
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