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I hope you’re well! 
This is the unimaginative but – I hope – 
cheery opening to the vast majority of the 
emails that I send. At least, it was until 
March 2020. As the reality of COVID-19 
dawned, it didn’t take me long to realise 
that assuming that someone was well 
probably wasn’t appropriate in the midst 
of an unfolding global pandemic. 

I modified my language; the exclamation 
mark became an ellipsis, a deliberate 
attempt to create space, an invitation to 
the recipient of my email to respond with, 
‘well, actually…’. 

I imagine that most people’s initial 
response to COVID-19 was to try and 
protect their physical health; this was 
certainly the focus of the UK government’s 
response as lockdown was imposed for 
the first time in March. But it didn’t take 
long for the mental health impacts of the 
pandemic to become clear. 

It was back in the summer of 2020 that 
we decided that the time had come for 
Country Way to address head on the issue 
of mental health and wellbeing. It was 
something we were regularly talking about 
as an ‘office’ team, prompted – ironically 
– in large part by the fact that we weren’t 
working together in the office. 

As we’ve worked from home, we’ve aimed 
to hold a staff meeting a couple of times a 
month over Zoom. Top of the agenda each 

time is a reminder from Claire Maxim, 
our CEO, to prioritise our mental health 
over everything else. The reality is that 
a number of us have had wobbles of 
one degree or another, and most of 
us have had to take at least a couple 
of days off work as a result. 

At the same time that we were trying to 
pay attention to our own mental health, 
we were becoming increasingly aware of 
the mental health challenges being faced 
by rural Christians – and particularly rural 
church leaders – across the UK.

In this issue of Country Way we’ve 
chosen to address head-on some really 
challenging issues including trauma and 
suicide, but these articles sit alongside 
stories and book reviews that remind us 
of the restorative properties of nature, and 
the power of simple acts of kindness. 

We’ve also taken the opportunity to hear 
denominational perspectives on caring for 
the mental health and wellbeing of church 
leaders, and ordained clergy in particular. 
While the Church is still on a steep 
learning curve when it comes to the issue 
of mental health and wellbeing, as Linda 
Robotham observes in her article, ‘For 
many years, the words ‘mental health’ 
and ‘ministry’ would not have been used 
in the same sentence in the […] Church. 
But times are changing’.

And we also 
wanted to create space to recognise 
the extraordinary contribution that the 
farming community has made to the life 
of our nation this year, as every year, as 
well as highlighting the particular, often 
hidden, challenges around mental health 
that are being faced by those immersed 
in agriculture. We hear from the Farming 
Community Network (FCN) about the 
work that they’re doing around mental 
health, resilience and future planning, 
as well as celebrating our farmers in a 
collection of your stories from Harvest 
2020.

Whatever your own experiences of 
mental health have been, we pray that 
this issue of Country Way will be an 
encouragement, an inspiration and a 
challenge to you and all those in your 
rural churches and communities. 

Louise Davis
Editor, Country Way 

louise.davis@arthurrankcentre.org.uk 
@LouiseLouDavis
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The Arthur Rank Centre introduces… 
Having introduced four new team members in the last issue of Country Way, it’s a 
delight to be able to introduce two more just four months later! 

John and Alex, our new Resources and Finance Managers respectively,  
joined us September and are already making a really positive  
contribution to the life and work of the wider team. 

John Carlon, Resources Manager
(john.carlon@arthurrankcentre.org.uk)

As Resources Manager, my role is to oversee the 
creation of the resources we produce to support 
rural mission and ministry. My faith came alive in 
my late teenage years, during a summer staying with 
the Society of Saint Francis in Dorset, the most rural of 
settings. Churches are entwined with community, and I 
love to see churches embracing both people and nature.

For the past decade I have worked in newspapers, covering city news first in 
Yorkshire and more recently in Coventry.

I love all things Celtic, and I hope the coming year lets me return to pub folk 
sessions, where I’ve learnt a man can’t play his whistle and 
drink Guinness at the same time.

Alex Langland, Finance Manager
(alex.langland@arthurrankcentre.org.uk)

I am a Chartered Accountant, and I run my own 
accountancy business, which mainly focusses 
on working with charities. I live in Coventry with 
my husband and three children. We are part of the 
leadership team of New Horizons Church in Coventry 
having joined as students nearly twenty years ago! I 
was a keen chess player growing up, regularly representing our county in national 
competitions; I even represented England in the girls’ team once or twice!

Saying goodbye
We have also had to say goodbye 
to two members of the team this 
autumn. Anna Laycock joined the 
team one day a week on a temporary 
contract back in January 2020 and 
did an amazing job of overseeing our 

communications, and particularly our 
social media and monthly Arthur Rank 
Centre News email, through the first 
half of this most challenging of years. 
She will be continuing in her role as 
Communications Officer for the Diocese 
of Coventry.

Charlotte Maytum, our Charitable Trusts 
& Corporate Fundraising Manager, 

joined the team in May 2020 and 
brought new insights and enthusiasm 
to the team, encouraging us to engage 
with fundraising in new ways! She has 
moved on to a new role with the Eternal 
Wall of Answered Prayer.

We wish both Anna and Charlotte well 
and are incredibly grateful for all that 
they brought to the team this year!

COMING 
SOON! 

Rural Ministry 
Course 2021

We will be running two Rural Ministry 
Courses in early summer 2021: 

Tuesday 11 – Thursday 13 May 2021 
Tuesday 15 – Thursday 17 June 2021

Both courses will take place at 
King’s Park Conference Centre in 
Northampton. This is largely to 
simplify the process of ensuring  
that we are able to comply with 
COVID-19 measures that may still 
be in place; longer term we are 
looking to deliver the course in 
other locations around the UK but 
we have decided to postpone this 
development until 2022. 

Places are going quickly, so register 
your interest or book your place soon!

For more information and to book, 
please visit arthurrankcentre.org.uk/
ruralministrycourse. 
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RURAL READING
 The GRA:CE Project (CUF) 
(cuf.org.uk/what-we-do/the-grace-project)

The GRA:CE Project explores the relationship between social 
action, discipleship and church growth, and while the research 
was focussed on the Church of England, many of its findings are 
appropriate ecumenically. Research covered the whole spectrum 
of church ‘types’ in England, and at the 2019 Rural Officers’ 
Gathering, hosted by the Arthur Rank Centre, the GRA:CE 
project team held a round table discussion with delegates.

Results suggest that the urban or rural nature of a parish has 
a stronger correlation to the size of the congregation than with 
its propensity for growth. They have also found evidence that 
parishes with smaller populations (except for those places with 
extremely small populations of fewer than fifty people) are more 
likely to be growing, including those in multi-parish benefices. 

 Rebuilding Rural: Growing Back Better  
 (The Rural Coalition) 
(rsnonline.org.uk/images/Rural_Coalition_Rebuilding_Rur.pdf)

Rebuilding Rural explores the challenges facing rural communities 
and presents its priorities for delivering a successful and 
sustainable recovery following the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 The English Village and Community  
 Hall Survey 2020 (ACRE) 
(acre.org.uk/cms/resources/village-hall-survey-report-2020-
final-digital-edition.pdf)

ACRE’s village hall survey provides a snapshot of the state of 
village halls as the fabric of rural life, the role these assets play, 
and their impact on the community.

Germinate Leadership 2021 
We were incredibly disappointed to 
have to cancel the 2020 Germinate 
Leadership programme, but felt that the 
challenges around COVID-19 meant that 
we couldn’t guarantee that we could run 
the programme to the high standards we 
would want to. 

This means, of course, that we are 
really excited about the return of the 
programme in 2021! Applications are 
now open, and the programme begins in 
October. 

Germinate Leadership is for lay and 
ordained leaders in rural churches who 
have already displayed some creative 
and entrepreneurial flair in mission 
and ministry and are keen to develop 
themselves and their skills.

Every part of the Germinate Leadership 
programme is rooted in the opportunities 

and challenges of mission and 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, 
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.

We are all aware of the huge financial 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and here at the Arthur Rank Centre we 
recognise that many individuals and 
institutions are having to make difficult 
decisions about where to direct their 
limited financial resources. 

Fees for the 2021 Germinate Leadership 
programme are £1500 per participant; 

if you would like to apply for a place on 
Germinate Leadership but don’t currently 
know how you would pay for your place, 
please do get in touch with us. A range 
of bursaries are available for both lay and 
ordained participants, particularly where 
there is no access to other sources of 
financial support. 

Email leadership@arthurrankcentre.org.uk 
for more information.



Harvest 2020

TO OUR FARMERS!
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Last summer we launched our Harvest 2020: Thank you to our 
farmers! campaign…and were overwhelmed by the response! 
Well over six hundred people signed up to receive the resources 
and we’ve heard some great stories of the way that churches and 
their communities rose to the challenge of celebrating harvest and 
saying thank you to the agricultural key workers who play such 
an important role in the life of our nation.

Here are just a few of the stories and  
images that we received… 

Rana Davies-James
Magnis Group Benefice, Hereford

Three of the six churches in 
our benefice were able to hold 
harvest festival celebrations this 
year. Numbers were dramatically 
reduced but with social distancing 
measures in place we were almost 
full to capacity at Credenhill!

We sang for the first time as 
an informal choir, with singers 
unmasked and strategically 
spaced for social distancing, and 
it was a joy to sing praises to God 
together for the first time since 
March! We placed fresh harvest 
produce in the church porch so 
that members of the community 
could help themselves as they 
passed by!

Thank you for the materials; keep 
them coming!

Alison Morris
Pelsall, West Midlands

Prompted by the Arthur Rank Centre’s Harvest 2020 material we 
decided to make farmers the theme of our celebration. Farmer 
George, stationed at the entrance of the church, captured people’s 
imaginations, and drew attention to our food bank collection boxes. 

COVID-19 meant that we were unable to celebrate harvest with 
our local church school and limited the donations we received. 
However, the church congregation focused on alternative ways of 
doing mission, taking a retiring collection for Water Aid and also 
supporting the local foodbank. The pandemic had highlighted the 
need to help others and the congregation responded accordingly.

The Harvest 2020 material sharpened the focus for our theme; 
during a dull and difficult period the resources were bright, 
colourful and engaging which motivated people to respond and be 
involved.

Barry Warner 
Tiptree, Essex

I led our harvest service 
and used the Arthur Rank 
Centre Harvest 2020 
materials as part of my 

sermon. They encouraged 
us to thank farmers, to 
explore what the Bible 
says about harvest, and 
reminded us that as 
Christians we are farmers 
for God in our community.



Carollyn McDonald 
Fenny Bentley, Derbyshire

After a very rainy weekend, the weather 
broke just enough for eleven scarecrow 
angels to fly into St Edmund’s Church, 
and our local schools also created a 
display, with each angel as unique as 
the child who made it!

Having ensured that the building was 
compliant with COVID-19 guidance, 
we welcomed people into the church 
to see them. Recipe books were sold, 
and we held a short harvest service 

using some of the Arthur Rank Centre’s 
Harvest 2020 liturgy. We also printed 
the Thank you to our farmers! poster in 
our parish magazine.

We hope that this is the start of a new 
tradition for the village and the church.
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Sue Stewart
Mosborough, South Yorkshire

We used the beautiful pictures, posters 
and prayers from the Arthur Rank Centre’s 
Harvest 2020 material to put together a 
simple multigenerational service. We had 
hoped to meet outdoors but the weather 
defeated us on that score! We still had a 
lovely celebration inside the church though.

In ‘normal’ years we invite school children 
to come to the church and take part in 
harvest assemblies, and hold a community 
gathering on our harvest Sunday at which 
we collect donations for our local Foodbank. 
In contrast, this year we had only a small 
congregation of twenty people. However, 
people felt blessed and encouraged by the 
beauty and message of the resources; as a 
vicar they were just so inspiring and gave 
me the extra oomph that I needed to be 
positive and joyful at a time when things 
feel really difficult.

Norman Morris 
Powys Tanat Vyrnwy Mission Area, 
Wales

To be honest, our focus this year was 
simply on keeping the harvest festival 
continuity going and remembering 
the work of farmers. We organised 
a special service and used readings 
and prayers from the Harvest 2020 
materials. 

We’re grateful for all the Arthur Rank 
Centre does! 

Sarah Falkingham
Wressle, East Yorkshire

Harvest Festival is our best-attended service of the year. This year, realising 
our small church couldn’t accommodate everyone in line with social distancing 
guidelines, we took it to a farm in the village instead. 33 people including toddlers, 

babies and even a few dogs were blessed with 
sunshine! We saw lots of machinery and grain 
heaps and enjoyed a farm talk and a service. 

Situated within the boundary of the farm is a 
six hundred-year-old castle – the only one in 
East Yorkshire – which once contained the 
chapel where villagers worshipped. As we 
thanked God for his provision and prayed for 
the world in the roofless chapel, I did think 
of all the villagers who had prayed in same 
places hundreds of years ago, also going 
through plagues. 

One villager who has lived here for forty 
years and attended many harvest services 
said it was ‘the best harvest festival ever’!

Liz Simpson
Oxford

Our harvest thanksgiving 
service was a smaller 
gathering than usual, 
but all the farmers in the 
congregation remarked 
on how supported and 
encouraged they felt by 
being mentioned and 
thanked; they said they 
usually feel forgotten, 
overlooked and taken for 
granted.

Cherry Clements
West Suffolk

We usually celebrate harvest as a 
benefice in one of our village halls, but 
instead we decided to hold a traditional 
harvest festival service. As our church 
building is quite large, we were still 
able to invite people to bring their 
harvest items to the low altar via a one-
way system. The congregation listened 
to traditional harvest hymns, and we 
used reflections from the Arthur Rank 
Centre’s Harvest 2020 material which 
were very well received.
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Bob and Ruth Edy
Rendcomb, Gloucestershire

Our harvest celebrations this year 
included five assemblies and chapel talks 
with students at Rendcomb College, as 
well as a harvest thanksgiving service at 
the church. 

I bought a pumpkin from a local 
supermarket and did an internet search 
for the name of the producer. I found out 
about his family history of farming and 
even managed to track down a picture of 

the farmer! We also talked about Karuna 
Coffee, a company in Tanzania which 
pays a fair price to their workers and 
supports the workers’ communities. We 
turned this research into a presentation 
which we used across all of our 
celebrations.

We took two car boot loads of harvest 
gifts to the local food bank and a local 
charity helping to house young people 
in Cirencester, and we think the giving 
this year was as generous as in previous 
years.

Peter Higson
North York Moors, Yorkshire

We usually have four harvest 
thanksgiving services as well 
as various harvest suppers and 
produce auctions, all of which have 
been cancelled due to COVID-19. 
This year we produced a harvest 
thanksgiving service which we 
shared on our YouTube channel; as 
a result, the service was available to 
a much wider audience than usual. 

Stephen Radford
Kirkby Stephen, Appleby and Tebay Methodist Circuit, Cumbria

The limitations presented by COVID-19 
restrictions meant that only half of the 
churches in our circuit were open for 
harvest, offering fewer services. However, 
the Arthur Rank Centre’s Harvest 2020 
materials were distributed to all of the 
circuit staff, supernumerary ministers, 
local preachers and worship leaders 
so prayers and other elements of the 
material were used in many of the 
circuit’s eighteen churches.

I led an open-air harvest service in 
Roeburndale, the church’s first since 
the beginning of lockdown in March; 
everyone brought deck chairs and we 
read the harvest hymns together. 

Collections of tins and other food stuff 
led to significant giving to the UEFB food 
bank.

(You can read more about the UEFB food 
bank in Country Way 85, June 2020.)

Justin Davies
Swansea

We held two harvest services, one on Zoom 
and one in a barn! Our local school produced a 
picture for our harvest celebration even though we 
can’t go and see them at the moment because of 
COVID-19 restrictions.

The Arthur Rank Centre’s Harvest 2020 materials 
have also prompted us to explore how we might 
work with Welsh farming charity Tir Dewi to 
further support our local agricultural community. 

Jenny Lockwood
Falmouth and Gwennap Circuit, 
Cornwall

We filmed our online harvest 
service at the farm of one of our 
circuit stewards and included a 
traditional hymn with its alternative 
lyrics: ‘We plough the fields with 
tractors’! We had excellent feedback 
and folk have said that seeing 
farm footage made them more 
aware of harvest. You can find our 
service on YouTube (youtube.com/
watch?v=WxbB7xiDhAY). 

(You can find the lyrics to ‘We 
plough the field with tractors’ on 
our website: arthurrankcentre.org.
uk/resources/we-plough-the-fields-
with-tractors.)

Sarah Hillman
Puddletown, Dorset

We drew heavily on the Harvest 2020 
materials for our harvest services. 
The idea of focusing on the story of 
the wedding feast at Cana worked 
particularly well as it’s not a usual 
harvest reading so I felt I wasn’t 
saying the same stuff I do every year! 
We also used some of the prayers.
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Jonathan Sparkes
Colchester Methodist circuit, Essex

Harvest gave us a great opportunity to connect with 
local people as we stood outside the church.

Harvest 2020…
in Canada!
Christine Jerrett
Shiloh Inwood United Church, 
Ontario

We focused on stories from the 
farms and farmers in our community 
and reflected on Deuteronomy 
8:1-18, Moses’ reminder that God 
gave the land to be used for the 
flourishing of the whole community. 
God has given us the work of 
living out his call to covenantal 
neighbourliness in a culture where 
voices of individualism, greed, 
selfishness and hatred seem to take 
up so much airtime.

We have been meeting online for 
several months. This enabled us to 
share photos of each other’s farms, 
something that would not have been 
possible in a service in our building 
where video projection is not easily 
done.

John Austerberry
Staffordshire Moorlands

We created a service using photographs 
of the harvests produced by local 
people, whether on their farms, gardens 
or allotments, while pupils from our 
local school contributed prayers, poems, 
pictures and a song. You can find our 
service on YouTube  
(youtu.be/1ug4xCDlUB0).

Festivals 2021 
This year we are producing worship resources for a number 
of agricultural and church festivals, including Lammastide, 
Rogation, Easter, Advent and Christmas, as well as Harvest! 
To make sure you hear about these in good time, sign up to 
our monthly Arthur Rank Centre News newsletter which we send via email.  
Go to arthurrankcentre.org.uk/newsletter-sign-up.

Henrietta Reeve
Leadenham, Lincolnshire

Our group of churches celebrated harvest online via Zoom. We asked church 
members to leave tinned and wrapped gifts of food in the church when it 
was open for private prayer and encouraged them to put Thank You to our 
Farmers! posters in their windows. 

The Harvest 2020 materials helped raise awareness that this has been a hard 
year for farmers and putting posters in our windows reminded parishioners 
who aren’t connected with the land that it has not been easy this year. 

We’re very grateful for the resources; it saved us making them ourselves!

Ian Parker
Lamplugh Kirkland and Ennerdale Local Ecumenical Partnership, 
Cumbria

Our harvest celebrations were very different this year. We were unable to 
welcome our local schools to the church building, and fewer adults than 
usual attended our service. However, a contingent of Young Farmers did 
maintain the tradition, going back over fifty years, of bringing a plough 
into church to be blessed.

We displayed the ‘Thank you to our famers!’ poster on the noticeboards 
of all three of our churches and shared it by email with members of the 
congregation. We also used one of the prayers from the Harvest 2020 
resources in our harvest festival. 

Elizabeth Cushion 
Easingwold Methodist Church, North 
Yorkshire

We weren’t able to hold a service in a 
church building or bring physical gifts 
to the harvest festival. Instead, we 
encouraged people to send donations 
of money rather than food to our local 
homelessness charity and heard more 
about the impact of their work. It’s 
reminded us of all the things we often 
take for granted and of the need to be 
thankful for them.

When the nation is focussing on saying 
thank you to key workers, thank you 
for highlighting that farmers are also 
key workers, and for reminding us to 
say thank you to them.



Mental health and wellbeing
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The Gospels offer us two particularly 
vivid accounts of Jesus’s inner life, one 
at the beginning and one at the end of 
his ministry. In Matthew’s gospel we 
hear about the temptations of Jesus and 
the mental battle with the lure of pride, 
power, riches and worship (Matthew 
4:1-11), and about his struggle in 
Gethsemane in the midst of intense 
mental fear and distress (Matthew 26:36-
46). On both these occasions, Jesus is 
alone and without help, and on both 
occasions the struggle is to discern and 
to follow God’s will against the mental 
turmoil of temptation and betrayal. 

I suspect we rarely read these stories 
through the lens of mental heath and 
wellbeing because we tend to think of 
Jesus as being perfect, in control, and 
full of wisdom and love. But I think it is 
important to see that the gospels offer us 
pictures of Jesus wrestling with deep and 
complex emotions: anger at the corruption 
of the Temple which kept simple, faithful 

people away from God; profound grief at 
the death of his friend Lazarus; frustration 
at the bone-headedness of the disciples; 
loneliness when people didn’t understand 
him; a deep, black, hopeless sense of 
abandonment on the cross. 

I am especially interested in the time 
Jesus spent in Gethsemane before his 
arrest. He asks his disciples to stay with 
him and support him in prayer, but they 
do not, instead falling asleep after their 
meal. We are told that Jesus is ‘grieved 
and distressed [or agitated]’. These 
words perhaps do not accurately convey 
the intensity of his mental turmoil and 
struggle. Jesus is left alone, struggling 
desperately in his mind with what is about 
to happen, perhaps particularly disturbed 
by knowing that he is to be betrayed by 
a friend, an act which will contribute 
directly to his death. The darkness of the 
night (and what darkness that must have 
been) invades his mind as he searches for 
a way out. 

But there is no way out. Jesus has to 
accept what is to happen. Luke remarks 
on the intensity of his suffering as he 
sweated out blood. But, as John Swinton’s 
Finding Jesus in the Storm reminds us, 
God can manifest powerfully even in the 
midst of mental conflict and disturbance. 
So, we should never judge, but always 
look to see where God is working in 
people’s lives.

Since COVID-19 became part of our lives, 
I have heard many stories which echo 
the Gethsemane experience: loneliness, 
uncertainty, grief, anger, frustration, 
confusion and intense distress. People 
have said they have felt like their minds 
were playing tricks on them, or that they 
were going mad. The threat of COVID-
19 to mental health and wellbeing have 
become just as important as dealing with 
the physical threat of the illness. 

Psychiatrists report that in normal times 
those living in rural areas typically have 
more robust mental health than those 
living in many urban situations, as people 
are more likely to help each other out and 

To clasp the hands 
in prayer is the 
beginning of an 
uprising against the 
disorder of the world.

Angels from heaven:
 SHARING THE CHALLENGES OF  
 MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
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have closer social 
networks.* Sadly, 
suicide in the 
rural community 
is the exception, 
with tragically high 
rates in the agricultural 
community. 

However, COVID-19 and lockdown has 
created an intensification of conditions 
which can lead to poor mental health: 
isolation, social exclusion, lack of access, 
fear of seeking help, avoiding travel and 
becoming ‘forgotten’, even in times of 
stress, financial strain and grief. One 
elderly person told me that the only thing 
mitigating her struggle with poor physical 
health and sense of being lost and 
abandoned was the companionship of her 
cat. Her usual church visitors, themselves 
elderly and shielding, seemed to have 
forgotten her. 

Many people are ashamed of feeling like 
this, especially when ‘we’re all in this 
together’, but no one should be ashamed 
of feeling depressed, sad or alone, of 
talking about it, or of asking for help. But 
I know that plenty of people in villages 
and towns have been trying to cope with 
their deteriorating mental health alone, 

not wanting to bother anyone. 

On the other hand, there have 
been some marvellous responses 

by communities putting more 
effort into being neighbours and 

friends, and seeking to take care of 
vulnerable and lonely people. A resource 
we produced in the Mission Theology 
Advisory Group on loving our neighbour 
during the time of COVID-19 has been 
enthusiastically received and put into 
practice, and I have heard some really 
fantastic and inspiring stories about 
friendship, care and going the extra mile 
for people. 

The mismatch comes when people insist 
they are OK and don’t need anything, 
and kind neighbours just leave it there. 
A smiling face on Zoom can disguise 
a breaking heart, and online meetings 
can also amplify the sense of loss 
and aloneness for some people. It’s 
connection, but it’s not the same as 
sharing a coffee or a hug, the things we 
do when we ‘do life together’. 

I think we need to hear Jesus’s words to 
his disciples in the garden and try to stay 
awake and alert to the needs of those 
around us. They were unaware of what 

their beloved Lord was going through, 
even though he was only a stone’s throw 
away. And if we can’t help our neighbours 
and friends directly, Jesus directs us to 
the power of prayer and its importance in 
keeping us sane. 

Karl Barth reminds us that ‘to clasp the 
hands in prayer is the beginning of an 
uprising against the disorder of the world’. 
Prayer isn’t just petition, it is resistance. 
Prayer doesn’t protect Jesus from mental 
suffering, but it does help him get through 
it when what he lacked was spiritual 
support and comfort from those he loved. 
No wonder Luke tells us of spiritual 
companions coming instead to help him 
carry on (Luke 22:43). 

The pandemic has changed us all and 
reminded us of the importance of both 
taking care of our own mental health and 
being aware of what’s happening in the 
minds of other people. Let’s always be 
angels for those around us. 

Dr Anne Richards 
National Adviser: mission theology

Mission and Public Affairs,  
Church of England

anne.richards@churchofengland.org
@AnneRRichards

* Rural mental health (Laura Anne Nicholson) 
(cambridge.org/core/journals/advances-in-psychiatric-treatment/article/rural-mental-health

C83E79A4B4C8C04357C7B5BC1A0B43D5)

* Urban–rural mental health differences in Great Britain: Findings from the National Morbidity Survey (ES Paykel, R Abbott, R Jenkins, TS Brugha) 
(cambridge.org/core/journals/psychological-medicine/article/urbanrural-mental-health-differences-in-great-britain-findings-from-the-national-morbidity-survey/
B5BC39E3E56DE08DD6A14013F5C496A6)
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Honest conversation:  
trauma, lament, God and the Church

During challenging times like the current 
COVID-19 pandemic, one of the tasks 
of leaders is to connect people to their 
resources. The pandemic will have been 
traumatising for some individuals, but 
it has also been a collective trauma 
that impacts whole communities, even 
nations. Fortunately, we have a Bible and 
practices for just a time as this.

Over the last twenty to thirty years 
trauma studies have become a big thing 
in biblical scholarship. A careful analysis 
of our sacred scripture reveals that it 
was substantially created and shaped by 
traumatising events: the destruction of 
Jerusalem and the Temple in the sixth 
century BCE, the death and resurrection 
of Jesus, the destruction of the Second 
Temple in 70 CE. This means that our 
Bible is robust and resilient when it 
comes to adversity. 

Through the book of Job, Lamentations 
and the psalms of lament it even 
provides us with a language for sorrow 
and suffering, yet the contemporary 
church in the West rarely prays these 
psalms. Though about one third of 
psalms are individual or communal 
laments, few are present in the Revised 
Common Lectionary. Even then many 
churches omit the psalms in Sunday 
worship, preferring to streamline them 

out so that people can get home to their 
roasts in the oven.

What has been lost in the excising of 
the psalms of lament is the capacity 
for a congregation to hold negative and 
uncomfortable emotions in a communal 
setting. Somehow, we have gotten the 
idea that God wants praise, not honesty. 
The biblical witness is otherwise. God 
affirms rather than admonishes Job for 
his plucky challenges. The psalmist 
rants and raves at God and demands 
a response. Lamentations ends not in 
hope but with this plea: ‘Restore us to 
yourself, O Lord […] unless you have 
utterly rejected us, and are angry with 
us beyond measure’ (Lamentations 
5:21&22).

Faithfulness is honest conversation. 
Faithfulness is turning to God in extremis 
and giving voice to the full strength of our 
emotion. When we do that, space opens 
up within us.

When my daughter was six, I was 
working in a church that had a well-
appointed, carpeted library on the lower 
level (my office was two floors up). 
She would play there after school on 
her own. One day as we drove home, 
she told me that a church employee 
had her sit on his lap and told her not 
to tell me. I swallowed my bubbling 
fear and rage and asked her to tell me 
more. It appeared that she was being 
groomed. That night after I put her to 
bed, I raged at God, standing with my 
Bible open to the book of Job, saying, 
‘How dare you call me into ministry to 
put my child at risk?!’ 

After twenty minutes, I laid down 
exhausted and heard, ‘Did you really 
think you would be exempt from the 
suffering of the world?’ Of course, 
I would have said no if asked that 
beforehand, but the events of the day 
revealed to me that deep down I did 
expect it. The expression of rage before 
God opened me to see myself and the 
world, and righted my relationship with 
the Holy. 

If the Bible were a person, it 
would be a person bearing 
scars, plated broken bones, 
muscle tears, and other 
wounds of prolonged 
suffering […] This person 
would certainly have known 
joys and everyday life, but 
she or he also would bear, in 
body and heart, the wisdom 
of centuries of trauma. He 
or she would know the truth 
of trauma and survival of it 
[…] that person would not be 
pretty to look at. We might 
be tempted to avert our eyes. 
But for most of us, there will 
be a time when we need that 
person’s wisdom.

David M. Carr, Holy Resilience:  
The Bible’s Traumatic Origins



When a congregation, a community, a 
nation suffers a traumatising event, we 
will go through a period of disillusionment 
and de-illusionment. Our basic 
assumptions about the benevolence of 
the world, and possibly even God, have 
been shaken or shattered. Lamentation 
brings our brokenness to the heart of 
God and enables movement towards 
finding a new normal. In The Message 
of the Psalms Walter Brueggemann talks 
about how the psalms mirror the human 
experience. We have periods of stability 
(orientation), painful periods of disruption 
(disorientation, such as death, serious 
illness, job loss) and periods where we 
find a new normal (new orientation). The 
practice of lamentation assists us to move 
from disorientation to new orientation. 

John Swinton offers a template for 
writing a lament in his book Raging with 
Compassion, based on the work of Ann 
Weems. I abbreviate it here: address 
God; make a fulsome complaint; express 
trust in God; tell God what you want 
God to do; and if you are ready – 
laments are honest – vow your praise. 
You may find that by the time you get 
to the end of the lament, you are ready 
to praise.

Brueggemann says that the task of  
the religious leader in times of 

cataclysm is to face reality, grieve the 
losses (lament) and offer hope. Not the 
kind of hope that says that everything 
will be all right. But the kind of hope 
that says: God is. God will not give up 
on us. God will continue to call us as 
junior partners in the work of redeeming 
the times and enabling the flourishing 
of life. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and its 
aftermath give us plenty to think about, 
to grieve and to hope for. It has revealed 
the interconnectedness of all of creation, 
the impact of our animal practices and 
our vulnerability to zoonotic diseases, 
structural inequalities, the suffering 
caused by four hundred years of 
racism, the vulnerability of supply and 
distribution chains, our great need of 
each other and our mortality. There is 
much reality to be fierce with, some 
things to lament and a call to offer hope 
that is grounded in God’s love for all 
creation. We have work to do and the 
tools to do it.

Revd Dr Carla A Grosch-Miller
Practical Theologian and team member, 

Tragedy and Congregations
cagroschmiller@yahoo.co.uk

tragedyandcongregations.org.uk
@cagroschmiller
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Accepted and loved: a Covenant for 
clergy care and wellbeing
The Covenant for Clergy Care and 
Wellbeing was made an Act of Synod 
by the General Synod of the Church of 
England in February 2020. This has 
followed many conversations over the past 
few years about the wellbeing of clergy 
in relation to the particular strains and 
stresses of ministry. An Act of Synod is 
designed to create mutual accountability 
and commitment across the Church 
and requires each Diocese to adopt the 
Covenant for itself.

The Covenant sets out some clear 
overall goals:

•   A shift of emphasis towards 
preventing problems rather than 
solving them.

•   As shift towards mutual 
responsibility and partnerships 
between individual clergy, their 
local church and the diocese. 

•   A shift towards a co-ordinated 
response that takes note of the 
needs of clergy from ministerial 
discernment through to 
retirement and beyond.

•   A change of culture in which the 
church shows greater concern for 
the health and wellbeing of its 
ordained ministers.

•   The Covenant seeks to be 
realistic and achievable offering 
proposals that are practical, 
pragmatic and useful.

The hope is that a ‘Big Conversation’ will 
now ensue, a wide-ranging dialogue across 
the Church at every level. To facilitate 
this, various resources are provided that 
include four areas for reflection. Each 
area is addressed separately to clergy, 
congregations, and to bishops and the 
wider diocese, with suggestions for 
consideration and open questions to 
stimulate thinking and conversation.

•   Reflecting on Baptismal and Ministerial 
calling

•   Reflecting on looking after yourself and 
others

•   Reflecting on being a public figure
•   Reflecting on you and your household

The Covenant avoids issuing a 
comprehensive set of proposals but 
does include a small number of 
recommendations, which are that:
•   Non-managerial Pastoral Supervision 

should become the norm for clergy.
•   Through training and formation, good 

practice should be embedded in the life 
of ordinands and the newly ordained.

•   Parish Profiles and Role Descriptions 
should include comments from the 
local congregation and the bishop about 
clergy care and wellbeing.

•   Resources should be provided for use 
at Licensing and Induction services to 
highlight the commitment of bishops 
and people to the wellbeing of the 
ordained minister.

•   Further thought should be given to how 
Ministerial Reviews might take seriously 
attention to the wellbeing of clergy.

The Covenant includes an excellent 
theological essay by Dr Margaret Whipp 
who identifies some of the complexities 
and paradoxes that make the whole area 
of wellbeing both entirely foundational and 
yet frustratingly illusive. Whipp recognises 

the tension in addressing matters of 
wellbeing at a time when clergy conduct 
is increasingly under scrutiny, suggesting 
these are two sides of the same vocational 
coin. She acknowledges the place of 
sacrifice at the heart of ministry but 
identifies the pitfalls when this is given 
excessive emphasis. She explores the 
biblical theme of covenant and reflects on 
questions of identity. 

Perhaps most powerfully Whipp challenges 
clergy (and indeed all Christians) to move 
from ‘unhealthy drivenness’ toward ‘the 
redemptive dynamics of grace’. Instead 
of striving to achieve, be productive and 
succeed in order that we might feel 
accepted and loved, she suggests that a 
healthy culture for wellbeing, understood 
through the lens of faith, is one in which 
our starting point is knowing that we are 
accepted and loved, out of which can flow 
the fulfilment of our responsibilities and our 
achievements.

Ultimately, the Covenant recognises that 
the wellbeing of clergy is very much bound 
up with the flourishing of all God’s people. 
The aim is to promote a culture in which 
all Christian disciples, through mutual care 
and personal responsibility, model a way of 
being that expresses something of what it 
means to have ‘life in all its fullness’. 

Rt Revd Dr Guli Francis-Dehqani, 
Bishop of Loughborough

Diocese of Leicester
bishop.loughborough@leicestercofe.org

@Guli_FD

…a change of culture 
in which the church 
shows greater concern 
for the health and 
wellbeing of its 
ordained ministers
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 THE WELL GARDENED MIND 
Sue Stuart-Smith
William Collins, 2020

ISBN: 978 0008100711

During the national lockdown in early 
2020, I found myself buying more garden 
and gardening magazines than usual, 
partly because I was doing more gardening 
and partly because I missed being able to 
visit gardens in person! 

It was in one such magazine that I 
stumbled across a review of this truly 
excellent book by psychiatrist and gardener 
Sue Stuart-Smith. The Well Gardened 
Mind made me want to punch the air, 
buy a copy for literally everybody I know, 
and then head off to start a community 
gardening project! 

There is a growing awareness of the mental 
health benefits both of gardening and, 
more generally, access to green space, 
and Stuart-Smith, writing in a style that is 
both eminently readable and scientifically 
robust, explores and explains the growing 
body of available evidence. She begins her 
exploration of gardening and mental health 

with the story of her grandfather, Ted, 
who, having suffered significant trauma 
during the First World War, is returned to 
both mental and physical health through 
a horticultural course set up to rehabilitate 
soldiers injured in the war. 

This sets the tone for the rest of the book; 
much of The Well Gardened Mind centres 
on the many gardening projects that 
Stuart-Smith has visited around the world, 
including a prison gardening project outside 
New York, a therapeutic gardening project 
at Headley Court, the Ministry of Defence 
Rehabilitation Centre in Surrey, and a city 
farm in Cape Town. 

This isn’t a ‘Christian book’ in any 
conventional sense, and I’m not aware 
that Stuart-Smith would describe herself 
as a person of faith. However, reading The 
Well Gardened Mind was a surprisingly 
‘spiritual’ experience, and through it I found 
myself gaining new insights into familiar 
spiritual and biblical ideas. 

I would thoroughly recommend The 
Well Gardened Mind to anyone who 
has themselves – as I have – begun to 

understand and appreciate the positive 
impact of gardening on their own mental 
health, or who is interested in setting up 
a community or therapeutic gardening 
project. 

Louise Davis, Country Way editor and 
very amateur gardener!

 BORN-AGAIN DIRT: FARMING TO THE GLORY OF GOD 
Noah Sanders
Rora Valley Publishing, 2013

ISBN: 978 0985131548

At a time when many farmers are 
struggling, it is refreshing to hear from 
an experienced farmer who farms whilst 
also caring for the planet.

Turning to his Bible as well as 
agricultural and environmental science, 
Noah Sanders begins by asking what 
God wants our farms to be like before 
exploring principles of farming, patterns 
in nature, marketing your harvest and 
asking questions about a farming life. It 
is refreshing seeing the spiritual aspect 
of farming added to the ecological and 
economic. 

Looking into the Bible to establish first 
principles establishes a theological 
and practical reference point. As Noah 
writes, ‘it is not a legalistic approach to 
farming, but rather an approach of the 
heart’. He identifies four basic principles 
for a Biblical worldview on agriculture: 

•  We do not own our farms – God does

•  Farming is not about us – it is to love 
God by reflecting His image, caring for 
creation whilst producing nourishment 
for others

•  God knows more about farming than 
we do – learn from both the Word and 

from nature; work with creation, not 
against it

We cannot make things grow – from 
weather, to pests, many things are 
out of our hands; we need to partner 
with God in prayer, labour and rest, 
remembering that the final harvest is out 
of our hands

Noah believes ‘a farm tended by a 
Christian farmer should be a showcase 
for the attributes of God […] the reason 
a farm should be beautiful, fruitful and 
habitable. This displays God’s splendour, 
abundance and love’. Care for the 
soil, water, animal welfare, and one’s 
workforce and customers are interlaced 
appropriately and reinforced by biblical 
ideas of stewardship.

I strongly recommend this book to 
anyone engaged with our nation’s 
dialogue regarding the issues of 
environmental stewardship, farming, 
trade and food security. 

 Mark McEvilly



 VIRUS AS A SUMMONS TO FAITH: BIBLICAL REFLECTIONS IN  
 A TIME OF LOSS, GRIEF, AND UNCERTAINTY 
Walter Brueggemann 
Cascade Books, 2020

ISBN: 978 1725276734

How often we have heard the phrase, 
‘we live in unprecedented times’ in 
the last twelve months! But do we? In 
Virus as a Summons to Faith Walter 
Brueggemann reminds us that the 
people of God have often had to cope 
with plagues and pestilence, drawing 
on the Old Testament to explore how 
people related to God during such 
times and stimulating the reader to 
begin to formulate a response.

In the chapter, ‘Until the dancing 
begins’, based on events described 
by Jeremiah, Brueggemann retells 
the story of Martin Rinkart and his 
famous hymn, Now Thank We 
All Our God. Rinkart wrote these 
words as a table blessing during 
a time of war and pestilence 
during which it was common for 
him to preside at forty to fifty 
funerals a day!

As the book unfolds Brueggemann 
challenges us to look outwards from 
ourselves to God and the new things 
that could and should come out of 
this time. ‘The fact is that uncritical, 
systematic affluence that issues in 
consumerism is an incredible narcotic 
that keeps us in the grip of old creation 
and its deathliness.’ Words that issue a 
deep challenge to our way of living.

This book encourages us to recognise 
that God is present with us in through 
this pandemic, reminding us that it is 
OK to call out to him in anger and grief, 
and challenging us to be part of the 
new thing that could emerge from this 
situation.

Revd Elizabeth Clark, National Rural 
Officer for the Methodist and United 

Reformed Churches

 GREAT BRITISH  
 OUTDOORS MAP 
(mapsinternational.co.uk)

Map out your next set of adventures in the UK!

In light of the current limitations on travel, 
it’s only natural we’ll want to find adventures 
closer to home. The new Great British Outdoors 
Map from Maps International features over one 
hundred amazing natural experiences including 
15 National Parks, 54 Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty and 40 National Scenic Areas. 
Scottish lochs, Welsh hills and waterfalls, 
beautiful coastal walks and national nature 
reserves: you’ll be spoilt for choice for days out 
and short breaks away. 

A lovely treat for those that like to get outside 
and explore, you simply locate the hills, parks, 
walks and areas you’ve visited and scratch 
them off before scouring the map to source your 
next great British adventure! 

From £13 for an A3 print at 
mapsinternational.co.uk.



 SUICIDE PREVENTION TRAINING 
thewellbeingportal.com

Suicide prevention skills: you probably won’t 
need them, but can you be sure? 

Nobody really wants to talk about suicide 
until it happens, then everyone is talking 
about it. ‘What did we miss?’ ‘Is there 
anything we could have done?’ The 
uncertainty we can experience after a suicide 
often leads to a desire to know more, but it 
can be difficult to find the right information. 

What might it be like if there were people 
within in a community who knew what 
signs to look out for and knew how to 
support someone with suicidal thoughts? To 
have available people who can act quickly 
and confidently to offer support guided 
by research? How much safer would that 
community be? How many tragedies might 
be averted? 

The Office for National Statistics reported 
that 5691 people took their own life in 
2019 in England and Wales, with Scotland 
recording 784 deaths in 2018. Suicide 
prevention charity LivingWorks suggest 
that when unreported suicides and people 
with suicidal behaviours are added to these 
figures, around 600,000 people a year are 
at risk of suicide (livingworks.net). 

Can statutory services cope? It is family, 
friends and their faith community leaders 
who are more likely to be the ones in a 
position to help. People from all walks of 
life can receive training in suicide prevention 
because anyone can learn the skills to help 
someone choose life. Evidence shows that 
people with suicidal thoughts are more likely 
to talk to family and friends than healthcare 
professionals so building community 
resilience is vitally important. We need to 
make it easier for people to gain these skills. 

A community willing to face the subject 
of suicide without fear is an inspiring 
community. Community leaders actively 
promoting training in suicide prevention and 
intervention will empower their community 
to make a difference. Starting conversations 
about suicide safety can involve everyone to 
the level they feel comfortable. 

Our training covers suicide prevention 
techniques and safe planning alongside 
important information on brain function and 
why some interventions work and others do 
not. We ask your help to break the myths 
which stop people offering to help. 

While the responsibility and choice to live 
or die remains with the individual, the role 
of the community is to offer support to help 
someone to choose to live. Please contact 
us at thewellbeingportal.com for more 
information about creating a suicide-safer 
community. 

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  /ArthurRankCent 
UK Registered Charity 1104300
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Mental health and ministry: 
wellbeing and the Methodist Church
For many years, the words ‘mental health’ 
and ‘ministry’ would not have been used 
in the same sentence in the Methodist 
Church. But times are changing and there 
is a growing recognition that those in 
ministry can experience changes in their 
mental health. This can perhaps be linked 
to the proportion of ministry that is now 
devoted to caring for and being alongside 
those with mental health issues, experience 
that is shining a light on the often-
neglected subject of the mental health of 
ministers themselves. 

The Methodist Church aims to equip its 
ministers with the support, information and 
awareness they need in order to flourish in 
ministry. We provide therapeutic support 
for ministers and their families through a 
ministerial counselling service, and grants 
are available to ministers whose mental 
health would benefit from time on retreat. 
Ministers have access to an advisory 
service through our occupational health 
provider which supports both mental and 
physical health. 

All our ministers now benefit from 
supervision, an opportunity to talk through 
issues that may be affecting them on a 

personal or professional level, and this can 
be a very positive step in looking after a 
minister’s mental health. 

Prior to the current pandemic we had 
already begun to develop our mental 
health guidance, providing some useful 
insight into understanding mental health, 
the various types of mental health 
conditions and how to look after your own 
mental health. The COVID-19 pandemic 
then prompted us to provide additional 
information on our website and through 
our internal networks, and we have worked 
with our occupational health provider to 
develop mental health awareness training. 
You can explore these resources yourself on 
our website (methodist.org.uk/for-churches/
ministry/mental-health-and-wellbeing-for-
ministers-2020). 

A number of our staff have been trained 
as Mental Health First Aiders, enabling 
them to develop the skills, knowledge and 
confidence to support ministers who may be 
experiencing mental health issues. Our aim 
is to provide more mental health training 
in Methodist circuits and districts so that 
understanding increases and talking about 
mental health becomes common practice.

We also have a Connexional wellbeing 
team comprised of two experienced 
advisers who are on hand to provide 
support, advice and guidance on all aspects 
of wellbeing. Ministers are encouraged to 
speak to a member of the wellbeing team 
as the first step to understanding their 
own wellbeing concerns and beginning the 
process of improving their mental health. 

Without a doubt, ministering during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging, 
but it has also created space for ministers 
to ask some deep pastoral questions in 
their local communities which will have 
repercussions beyond the pandemic. 
Connecting with others, being physically 
active, learning new skills, giving to others, 
being ‘mindful’, eating and resting well are 
all key elements which can significantly 
improve our mental health, for ministers, 
congregations and communities alike. 

Linda Robotham,  
Wellbeing Adviser

Revd Dr Jonathan Dean, 
Director of Learning for Ministry 

The Methodist Church aims to equip its ministers 
with the support, information and awareness 
they need in order to flourish in ministry.
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 THE LIFE OF PRIESTS 
Today’s Catholic parish priests in the 
UK generally live alone. I am currently 
blessed to share accommodation 
with another priest, but much of my 
31 years of priestly life has involved 
domestic solitude. The incompleteness 
and vulnerability of the solitary state 
is usually mitigated by the central 
day-to-day focus of communal 
worship, relationship and human/
divine interaction which centres on the 
celebration of the Mass, the gathering 
together as the body of Christ in the 
Eucharist. 

Most priests normally celebrate between 
six and ten masses each week. In city 
parishes this would include school 
masses and perhaps prisons, convents 
or hospitals; in rural parishes it 

more usually involves several church 
congregations. These celebrations are 
the springboard for taking Communion 
to the sick and other pastoral visits, 
for further community prayer activities, 
for awareness of the needs of the 
community and wider world through 
shared intercession and conversation. 
The Mass gives spiritual nourishment 
from the Word of God and Sacrament to 
the parish community.

 THE EFFECTS OF  
 COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS 
COVID-19 restrictions have deprived 
us of much of our incarnate interaction 
with others. For many Catholics the 
loss of the Eucharist is an added 
deprivation. Yes, Mass is celebrated in 
church buildings, but – depending on 
the restrictions in place at any given 

point – with limitations on the size, or 
complete absence of, the congregation, 
often only in front of a live stream 
camera. Jesus’ words ‘unless you eat 
my flesh and drink my blood you have 
no life within you‘ (John 6:53) bring 
an echo of sadness in times when the 
Eucharist cannot be shared. Lacking the 
Sacrament of Christ’s body and blood 
we are weakened. We, as Church, lack 
a central element of life.

Stress and anxiety have intensified for 
most of our communities: jobs and 
businesses disappear; socialising and 
other activities dry up. Lockdown is 
widely recognised as having contributed 
to a rise in domestic abuse, and the 
National Board of Catholic Women’s 
booklet Raising Awareness of Domestic 
Abuse has been acclaimed as timely. 
As with other denominations, many 

‘Not good for 
man to be alone’
Reflections on COVID-19 from 
a Catholic parish priest

The proclamation of the book of Genesis ‘It is not good for man to be alone’ (2:18, NKJV) is a sound foundation for a COVID-
19 lockdown anguished cry of lament. It shows up the flaws in any attempt to live with ‘self’ alone at the centre of our 
perception of everything else. The human spiritual nature is incomplete without others. As Christians, having received the 
revelation that our essence is made in the image and likeness of the Trinitarian God (Genesis 1:26-28), the awareness that we 
are made for relationship is profound. As with God’s divine life, the relationship dimension of human life is deep and essential.



arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-way  –  21 

Catholic groups have developed 
and intensified pastoral schemes for 
supporting the needs of others. My 
own parish has seen a big increase 
in the number of parishioners who 
are getting involved in local food 
banks or volunteering to shop for, or 
deliver prescriptions to, those who are 
shielding. Social phone calls have also 
increased.

Priests’ lifestyles mean that for them 
domestic arguments and violence are 
unlikely. Neither are we going to be 
made redundant, though for some their 
parishes’ financial viability is challenged 
by the current diminished weekly 
collections, so financial worries have 
increased. My own diocese, in addition 
to inviting priests to discuss any parish 
financial problems with the diocesan 
finance department, has circulated 
reminders to priests of the availability of 
counselling services for clergy. It is good 
to be reminded of them. 

Surveys of priests through the years 
have generally indicated that their level 
of happiness is higher than that of the 
general population. This does not mean, 
however, that we are immune from the 
stresses and frailties of life; the frailty 
in mental health which has grown in 
the general population in the last six 
months is a reality for us too. 

Just as in wider society, pastoral 
care concerning human mental 
frailty has in recent years become 
a more prominent issue in Catholic 
circles. One good example of this is 
the Catholic Mental Health Project 
(catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk); 
their COVID-19 resources are good and 
worth using beyond denominational 
borders. 

 THE FORMATION OF  
 PRIESTS AND THE  
 HUMAN PERSON 
One of the changes in the formation of 
priests in the last thirty years has been 
an increased awareness of, and formation 
in, a deeper understanding of what it 
is to be human. Following worldwide 
meetings with bishops, in 1992 Pope 
John Paul II issued a document of clergy 
formation, I Will Give You Shepherds 
(Pastores Dabo Vobis). It explored four 
dimensions of priestly formation: human, 
spiritual, pastoral and intellectual (faith 
seeking understanding), with the human 
dimension being the basis of the others. 

Of course, scripture, theology, biblical 
languages, prayer and liturgy, canon law, 
church history and a myriad of other 
subjects and activities still make up the 
usual six-year full-time formation for the 
Catholic priesthood. The fullest revelation 
of God, however, is in the person of Jesus 
Christ. This includes his desolation in his 
passion during which he makes the words 
of Psalm 22 his own: ‘My God, why have 
you forsaken me?’ (Matthew 27:46). The 
faith we have and share is faith in a God 
and God-revealing human person, who 
is Christ, and is lived by a person (fully 
human) who is myself, Christ’s follower.

 LIFESTYLE CHANGES  
 BRING THE NEED FOR  
 MORE SUPPORT 
Forty years ago, many rural inhabitants of 
the UK knew their neighbours well, with 
their work, social life, extended family 
life and prayer life all located in one 

community which often became a strong 
support network. This network is generally 
weaker today as different dimensions 
of our lives frequently involve different 
geographic communities. In many villages 
household size, too, has reduced as the 
proportion of young families diminish. 
More supports are now needed. 

A similar changing scenario has occurred 
with Catholic priests. Training for the 
same diocese formerly meant a large 
group living together, cheek by jowl, 
for six years whilst in formation. The 
friendship bonds formed often produced 
golfing partners, holiday companions, and 
ready-made support networks lasting ‘til 
retirement (usually aged 75) or beyond. 
In addition, larger parishes usually had 
several priests living together in the 
same household, so friendship support 
continued to grow through living in 
company with others. 

Such support is now weakened. First, 
the number of priests currently in training 
and being ordained is less than a fifth 
of what it was forty years ago. Second, 
with parish amalgamations and clustering 
making much larger pastoral areas, the 
geographical distance of priests from 
each other is greater. Third, priests living 
together are now a rarity. In the same way 
that society needs to actively forge support 
networks and mental health awareness, 
so too priests.

Revd Rob Taylerson
Parish priest in the Catholic Diocese of 
Birmingham and trustee of the Arthur 

Rank Centre 
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To create a healthier 
farming future, we 
must continue to 
work collaboratively, 
engender a culture 
of openness around 
mental health in 
farming and provide 
support to those who 
are experiencing 
hardship. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Farming Community Network (FCN, fcn.
org.uk) has seen an increase in calls to its 
helpline. This isn’t unexpected: after all, FCN 
is known for supporting rural communities 
during times of uncertainty and crisis, and 
we would expect a global pandemic to 
result in more people seeking our support. 
Those who have known the charity since we 
were founded in 1995 will remember us as 
the Farm Crisis Network, and we are still 
occasionally referred to as such, with people 
recalling the support we provided during 
crises such as foot-and-mouth and BSE. 

What was perhaps slightly less expected 
is the amount of calls we have received 
this year which have a mental health 
component. 71% of new cases presenting 
to FCN in April, May and June of this 
year were classified as ‘stress-related’; 
digging deeper, we discovered this stress 
was caused by issues such as COVID-19, 
financial troubles, relationship issues and 
uncertainties about the future. While those 
who seek the support of FCN do so for 
varied reasons – with no two cases being 
alike – the burden they carry often has a 
similarly negative impact on their mental 
health. One issue can lead to another with, 
for example, a challenging harvest causing 
issues at home which lead to further stress.

Farming is not an easy profession and a 
degree of stress is often expected. It comes 
with the territory, and in some situations 
stress can be good; many of us would attest 
that we perform at our best in stressful 
situations and it can be the great motivator 
that gets us to do some of our best work. 
But too much stress can be dangerous; at its 
worst, stress is a result of situations beyond 
our control, when we’re forced to suddenly 
react to something we hadn’t planned for. 
For farmers, for whom every day can bring 
an unexpected series of events, stress can 
build up.

In these situations, many of us have an 
outlet through which we can vent our 
feelings and frustrations. Whether it’s a 
group of friends or a family member, having 
people to talk to can take some of the 
pressure off us; by talking about our feelings 
we can often feel the stress that has built 
up disperse, almost like air being let out of 
a canister. But for farmers, who frequently 
work long hours in isolated environments, 
that outlet isn’t always there. The same can 
be said for the wider farming family; being 
alone in a farmhouse while your partner is 
out until the early hours of the morning can 
be lonely. 

Farming Community Network:  
supporting rural communities during 
times of uncertainty and crisis
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Without an outlet through which you can 
talk about what’s on your mind and the 
challenges you’re facing, issues can stack up 
until everything feels overwhelming. Much 
has been written about the high rate of 
suicides in the farming community. Research 
shows 1% of all suicide cases in England 
and Wales are from members of the farming 
community, and data from the Office for 
National Statistics suggests that on average 
one farmer dies a week by suicide. 

There is still a stigma around talking about 
mental health, and some farmers still find 
it difficult to admit when they may be 
struggling or when their farming business 
is facing challenges. Thankfully, attitudes 
are changing, and people are becoming 
more aware of their mental health and more 
willing to open up. We particularly see this 
with younger farmers, with 84% of those 
under the age of 40 believing mental health 
to be the biggest danger facing the industry, 
according to data from the Farm Safety 
Foundation. 

We’re also seeing more mental health 
campaigns taking place, such as the 
Samaritans’ Real People, Real Stories 
campaign which launched this year, 
and in October the industry got behind 
#AgMentalHealthWeek 2020. More 
organisations are training mental health first 
aiders and since 2013 FCN has worked in 
partnership with the National Federation of 
Young Farmers Clubs to develop and deliver 
Rural+ mental health awareness training in 
England and Wales (nfyfc.org.uk/ruralplus).

This all suggests things are moving in a 
positive direction, but there is still more 
work to be done. Encouraging people to 
talk and open up is still vitally important, 
and FCN is continuing to play a significant 
role in providing this service to those who 

need someone to talk to in a confidential 
environment and without judgement. Our 
volunteers in England and Wales have a 
great understanding of rural life and farming 
issues, and are on hand to provide a 
listening ear to, and walk alongside, those 
in need of support. We must continue to 
promote openness and the importance of 
talking; when people see others opening up, 
it can help break down some of the barriers 
and remove some of the stigma, so sharing 
more real life stories will help make a big 
difference.

We also find that a lack of medium and 
long-term business planning and later life 
planning are contributory factors in many 
cases that present to FCN, which can 
often lead to increased stress as well as 
contributing to family relationship issues, 
financial problems and difficulties in 
managing the farm in older age. Uncertainty 
in the farming industry caused by Brexit 
and changes to the European Union Basic 
Payment Scheme support system are further 
stressors, and many farmers are struggling. 

In response to this, FCN have launched a 
new project called Time to Plan, which is 

all about supporting and encouraging people 
through change. The project helps to raise 
awareness about the importance of forward 
planning and encourages farmers to prepare 
for change from both personal and business 
perspectives. Our FarmWell websites 
(farmwell.org.uk), available in English and 
Welsh, contain lots of useful information 
to help farmers stay mentally resilient and 
safeguard their farming businesses for the 
future.

During these changing and uncertain times, 
we have seen how the nation is strongest 
when we come together. To create a 
healthier farming future, we must continue 
to work collaboratively, engender a culture of 
openness around mental health in farming, 
and provide support to those who are 
experiencing hardship. 

Alex Phillimore
Marketing and Communications Manager 

The Farming Community Network 
alex@fcn.org.uk 

fcn.org.uk
@FCNcharity 

Mental health resources and 
advice for those in agriculture

FCN Helpline 
03000 111 999

Farm Safety Foundation 
yellowwellies.org

FarmWell 
farmwell.org.uk

Rural +  
nfyfc.org.uk/ruralplus
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Engaging in retreats brings many rewards, as the rhythm 
of life takes on a new beat. The joy of sharing together 
opens up and releases people into new beginnings, new 
possibilities and focus.

Prayer and preparation are key to running a retreat. These 
enable participants to embrace the rhythm of God’s grace 
for themselves, often finding that their development in 
thinking spills over to all gathered. I have watched groups 
become stronger, new friendships forged, new insights 
into other Christian expressions of faith valued. The joy of 
engaging with, for example, Anglican, Methodist, Catholic, 
Salvationist and Quaker Christians all at the same time 
enriches everyone.

I remember one person telling me that at 80 years of age 
they had never spoken to anyone who was a Catholic or a 
Quaker. ‘I never realised that I knew so little about faith. 
Today has been worth every moment, I have grown in 
my understanding and we are going to meet up for coffee 
regularly after this. I have found new friends: thank you!’

Our lives are often filled with so many demands that finding 
space to just be and engage in something other than ‘work’ 
is often very low on our list of things to do. We know when 
we go on retreat that everything will be waiting for us when 
we return, but the benefits of time apart from the demands 
of ministry and everyday life far outweigh any fears we may 
encounter in courageously prioritising ‘God and me days’.

Finding an appropriate venue is vital. I have led retreats 
in seaside church premises in Cornwall, holiday hotels in 
the Wye Valley, the Gower Peninsular, Buckfast Abbey, 
and Wesley Cottage on Bodmin Moor. Wonderfully, each 
one holds an intimacy for leader and participant as space 
is given for the exploration of our relationship with God; 
time for contemplation and space to ‘be’ is crucial for all 
of us. Having the opportunity to explore beautiful scenery, 
gardens or the quayside all bring new ways of connecting 
with the rhythm of life, to begin to know the calming, 
comforting, peaceful, empowering presence of God.

Retreats and ‘away days’ are an important part of the life 
of both the church and the church leader. They enable 
people to engage in the beauty of being together, to 
connect with the rhythm of God’s grace away from the 
ordinary things of life. They create space for the possibility 
of forming the words in our mouth, allowing the vowels 
and consonants to ripple over our tongues and engage our 
minds, not as a demand to do something but in the caress 
of God’s care.

The rhythm of word is enhanced by the rhythm of music, 
connectivity, which holds the listener in the gentleness of 
new sound. It allows the mind to move in a new direction 
of thought, bringing a sense of peace, of wellbeing. 
Bringing new aspects to people’s creative thinking and 
praying adds to the developing relationship with God. The 
flow and ebb of the rhythm of God’s grace in us heals, 
calms and enriches the people we are; the minutiae of life 
becomes secondary. Grace in abundance is ours, for loved 
we are, and we are enthralled. 

Revd Ruth Goodland
Retired Methodist Minister (Supernumerary Minister)

ruth.a.goodland@gmail.com

‘God and 
me days!’

 THE  
 RHYTHM  
 OF GOD’S  
 GRACE 
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Gardens for wellbeing: 
the Quiet Garden Movement

It would be difficult to find anyone who can’t find something 
beneficial about being in a garden, and in recent months we’ve 
become even more aware that this is the case. Consciously or 
unconsciously, gardens seem to be go-to place in times of need. 
Most people are drawn to gardens but why is this so?

Gardens are an important theme in the Bible: the creation narrative 
is set in a garden and there are many references to gardens and 
plants. The word ‘paradise’ originally meant an enclosed garden, 
only developing its meaning as ‘heaven’ later. But what of the 
in-between, the role for gardens in our lives day-to-day?

There are significant physical health benefits of working in a garden 
which, coupled with the achievement of successfully tending a plant 
from seed, can make for a life-enhancing experience. And let’s not 
forget the edible harvest to be gained from our gardens too: who can 
resist the taste of home-grown fruit and vegetables? This harvest is 
a reminder of the continuity of God’s gifts, year after year, whatever 
befalls us. As we create and enjoy gardens here on earth, we catch 
a glimpse of what we are working towards and have a taste of that 
joy here and now. 

Eastern cultures have a long tradition of weaving gardens into their 
philosophy of daily life. Traditional oriental gardens were designed 
to be experienced slowly and thoughtfully as an aid to meditation. 
By connecting with the natural, which is pure and uncorrupted, the 
belief is that the onlooker becomes imbued with the purity of nature. 

In Western culture we are waking up to the realisation that 
gardens are a gift to be nurtured and harvested for our spiritual 
nourishment, as well as for art, science and design, and the Quiet 
Gardens Movement (quietgarden.org) has been instrumental in 
promoting this approach. Established in 1992, the Movement is 

an international ministry which initiates and resources a network 
of local opportunities for rest and reflection. From the initial vision 
based on private homes and gardens the idea expanded to the 
provision of quiet spaces in more public arenas and workplaces. 
As this idea fired the imagination of others, Quiet Gardens were 
established in churches, schools, hospitals and retreat houses.

In a variety of settings, in rural areas and in cities, and in over three 
hundred locations worldwide, Quiet Gardens offer a place where 
people can set aside time to be still and pray. Every Quiet Garden 
is unique in what it offers; one might simply provide a context for 
listening prayer, while another hosts mini-retreats or teaching. But 
whatever the location, Quiet Gardeners are united in their desire to 
share their gardens as a means to discovering a closer connection 
with God. 

Patrick Swan, 
Trustee, Quiet Garden Trust, garden consultant, designer and writer
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It began with like minds coming together. 
I was about to turn forty and my sons 
had challenged me to cycle from London 
to Paris. As a Methodist Minister I was 
increasingly meeting people struggling 
with their mental health, and so I 
decided ride for the suicide prevention 
charity CALM (Campaign Against Living 
Miserably, thecalmzone.net). 

As I was beginning my training, Tim 
– the aforementioned mayor – was 
talking honestly and publicly about 
his own mental health journey and his 
desire to support people when they 
struggled. Around the same time, Phil, 
the pub landlord, tragically lost one of 
his patrons, Carl, to suicide. St Ives is 
not the exception, and in the UK around 
125 people a week will take their own 
life (thecalmzone.net/about-calm/what-is-
calm). 

As community leaders, Tim, Phil and I 
realised we could use our influence and 
connections to make a difference. So, 
one Monday morning on market day, we 
met over coffee to see what we might do 
together. We decided to dream big, and 
CALMtown was born.

We began meeting others in the town and 

on a cold November evening we invited 
them into the warmth of St Ives Methodist 
Church for a drink and the opportunity 
to hear about what we hoped to do. It is 
fascinating how easily we overlook the gift 
our churches can be to our communities, 
simply through offering a cuppa and a 
space to gather. On this occasion, the 
tea, coffee and biscuits were provided by 
the local funeral directors who wanted to 
support our initiative, motivated by their 
first-hand experience of the impact of 
suicide on families. 

I had no idea who would turn up, if people 
would be scared off by a dog-collar, if 
people even cared about the mental health 
of St Ives. Perhaps it was still too much 
of a taboo subject, almost like the word 
‘cancer’ use to be; the ‘C-word’ no one 
would speak about. 

Looking back now, it felt like a moment 
when, if the walls could speak, they would 
have said ‘here is the answer to all those 
heartfelt prayers for the town over 200 
years; this is why these bricks have stood 
so long, to hold this community when it 
needs care’. 

A young man in a leather jacket stood up 
and shared his struggles; a headteacher 
spoke of her hopes for her pupils; a 
young mum spoke of her post-natal 

CALMtown
‘A minister, a mayor and a pub landlord…’ sounds like the beginning of a bad joke, but actually it 
sums up the start of a wellbeing movement in the market town of St Ives, Cambridgeshire.  
It is called CALMtown, a project that seeks to raise awareness of mental health  
issues and become a community in which everyone is comfortable  
talking about their mental health or listening to  
someone who needs to talk.
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depression; worried people spoke of 
wanting to support struggling friends. 
Sharing together in this way was not about 
finding a solution but the beginning of 
acknowledging that we could all make a 
difference.

So, with the vison affirmed the work 
began. The plans were grand: big events, 
every person joining a wellbeing group, 
the entire project being setup in a year; 
in reality, it has been a long and at times 
frustrating journey. We have seen ‘mustard 
seed’ responses, micro-actions aimed at 
tackling a huge problem, an invitation to 
every member of the town to make their 
contribution and, together, making a big 
difference.

The CALMtown team meets regularly to 
guide the project. Once or twice a month 
a group of us – the landlord, the mayor, a 
mum, a headteacher, a personal trainer, a 
local businessman, a property developer, 
a student and a solicitor – gather in the 
Floods Tavern. We’re planning small 
things that encourage people to get help 
and reduce the stigma around mental 
health. 

So, what does a CALMtown look like?

The most successful initiative so far has 
been Meet the Street, a simple way to 
reduce the isolation which is one of the 
key factors in poor mental health. A 
couple of weekends a year we encourage 
one person on every street to put the kettle 
on and invite their neighbours in. This 
low-cost idea has seen people connect; 
folks who have lived on the same road for 
years and not known one another’s names 
now stop for a conversation. Our last Meet 
the Street happened three weeks before 
lockdown and many have said that getting 
to know their neighbours at that event 
made a huge difference to that experience. 

It has been important to signpost people 
to the help that is there already. Through 
social media and in the local printed press 

we have repeated the message that it is 
OK not to be OK and that there is plenty 
of help available. Local GP surgeries 
have told us patients tell them that 
CALMtown is the reason they’ve made an 
appointment. 

Our poetry project has displayed 
snippets of inspirational poetry in 
shops, pubs and schools. We have a 
CALMcouch that pops up at key events, 
and in key spaces, in the town, raising 
awareness and demonstrating that in 
St Ives there will always be someone 
available to sit alongside you. 

During the autumn of 2020 we focused 
on enabling people to feel comfortable 
talking about mental health, and local 
business and community groups have 
begun a program of mental health 
first aider training. Our hope is that 
eventually every business and 
community group in St Ives 
will have a mental 
health first aider, and 
we have asked 
every business 
to train one 
person and 
pay for 
training for 

one community group. Over time this 
will build into a network of mental 
health first aiders, able to spot the 
signs that someone is struggling and be 
there for them.

As a teenager, the passage that 
convinced me of God’s interest in my 
life was John 10:10: ‘I have come that 
they may have life in all its fullness’. The 
Church has a message of hope for those 
whose lives are hard, that God cares 
and longs for them to know fullness of 
life. CALMtown is just one small part of 
sharing that message.

 
Revd Matt Finch, Pioneering  
and Church Planting Officer

Methodist Church
finchm@methodistchurch.org.uk

@rev_mattfinch
calmtown.org



I remember responding enthusiastically 
and positively to what was asked of 
me during my ordination service. ‘Do 
you believe you are called to a lifelong 
ministry of word and sacrament?’ I had 
no hesitation: ‘I do’. But that was nearly 
twenty years ago when no one could have 
predicted what was to happen in 2020, 
the year of the COVID-19 pandemic.

With church buildings closed and lots 
of new health and safety regulations in 
place, celebrating the sacrament of Holy 
Communion got a whole lot harder. And 
so it was I found myself five months 
into the pandemic not being able to 
celebrate the sacrament with any of the 
congregations I care for. I began to ponder 
what to do.

I remembered years ago being taught 
that the definition of a sacrament was an 
outer sign of an inner grace; God working 
through ordinary things, transforming 
them through grace and love, in order to 
spiritually feed his people.  

Being a rural minister, it seemed obvious 
to look outwards to the beauty of creation 
as I prayed. That’s when I spotted our 
apple tree in the garden which had – 
for some unknown reason – this year 
produced an abundance of apples. Surely 
apples couldn’t become sacramental? I 
continued to think and pray.

My reflections turned to the concept of 
a ‘sacrament of kindness’. It seemed 
a bit bizarre, but then I’d come across 
many people during the pandemic 

who seemed to respond well to little acts 
of kindness. In the early weeks we’d 
developed a phone-a-friend initiative 
which had been well received and there’d 
been many little prayer cards shared with 
those experiencing difficulties.

But a Sacramental Apple Crumble? 
I thought again about those words 
which describe a sacrament as an 
outward sign of an inner grace and 
pondered the possibility that I might 
be offering more than just a 
tasty dish. 

I began to bake, offering 
spiritual fruits of 
sacramental kindness 
made with love to 
those living alone, 
those who had 
health worries, 
and those, 
unable to see 
their families, 
who felt 
isolated. 

And so the sacramental kindness 
continues. The pandemic might have 
come unexpectedly but each little gift of 
hope which brings a smile to a face shows 

me that God can work in very 
extraordinary, sacramental 

ways in these difficult 
days when it’s almost 
impossible to share 
bread and wine 
together.

Rural Mission
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Sacraments of

Revd 
Sue Pegg



On a prayer walk a couple of years 
ago, Lorraine Brown found herself in a 
conversation with members of Chapel-
en-le-Frith Methodist Church about their 
vision of converting a small field the 
church owned into a community garden. 
Interestingly, the Minister of the church 
had already mentioned this idea to her a 
year or so earlier, so she knew God was 
stirring this church up. Were they brave 
enough to move into outward-focused 
mission?

Yes, they were! 
Following consultations with the church 
and community, a planning group was 
formed comprising both community and 
church members. They applied for planning 
permission as the field was part of a 
conservation area and started fundraising.

Once planning permission was granted in 
July 2019 the project really took off, and in 
September a very successful open day was 
held on the field. Over fifty people attended 
on a hot sunny day, tea and cakes were 
served, everyone who came was very 
enthusiastic, and we were excited when 
ten volunteers signed up to join in with 
creating the garden. 

A generous donation from our Methodist 
circuit, a Methodist Insurance grant and 
local fundraising had already raised a 
total of £10,000, so work on the main 
structure of the garden started in October 
with the building of raised beds. A low wall 
around the communal area went in over 
the winter and the orchard was planted in 
February by some enthusiastic volunteers, 
undeterred by the pouring rain. 

The church, Girls’ Brigade, local primary 
and high schools, a local centre for adults 
with learning difficulties and a mental 
health support group were all keen to enjoy 

the benefits of working and playing in the 
garden. We agreed dates for each of the 
groups to start but then COVID-19 hit, and 
the project had to stop for a while. 

As time went on and restrictions eased, 
volunteers were able to start caring for the 
garden again, planting beds, preparing 
a wildflower meadow, and creating fully 
accessible, safe paths. 

Because of the garden project, Chapel-
en-le-Frith Methodist Church was able to 
gather for worship once national COVID-
19 restrictions began in lift. On Sunday 
afternoons during August and September, 
two of the ministers in the town shared an 
act of worship outside, allowing isolated 
church members a very welcome time of 
sharing in a safe outdoor space. 

In time, local groups will be welcomed into 
the garden, and we hope that in spring 
2021 we will be fully open to all. Our 
mission is to be a safe, accessible haven 
of peace and friendship where we can 

contribute to the health and wellbeing of 
local people. 

The enthusiasm from our volunteers has 
been heart-warming. The mother of one 
family told us, ‘the garden has brought 
a fantastic feeling of community pride in 
what we have achieved. I am so happy 
my children have been part of it’, while the 
father of another family said, ‘my daughters 
and I love being outside. Attending on a 
Saturday morning puts us all in a great 
frame of mind for the rest of the day.’ 
A gentleman of 84 told us that he had 
‘hugely enjoyed the companionship’. 

What wonderful accolades!

Mary Craner, Project Co-ordinator
Chapel-en-le-Frith Methodist Church

maryinhighpeak@hotmail.co.uk

Deacon Lorraine Brown, Peak 
Park Rural Officer

peakpark@sheffieldmethodist.org
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Walking with – or  
   cycling for – farmers 

30  –  arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-way

What a year we all had of 
adapting, making changes 
and finding new ways to 
communicate!

2020 marked the 25th 
anniversary of the Farming 
Community Network (FCN, 
fcn.org.uk) and, like so 
many others across the 
world, staff and volunteers 
had to rethink their 
approach to celebrating this 
milestone.

We had made plans to 
hold events which reflected 
FCN’s ‘walking with farmers’ 
approach; many groups were 

aiming to walk the countryside 
with farming families and 
those involved with supplying 

and supporting them. Initially 
it looked like celebrations would 

have to be postponed until after 
the pandemic, but doing so would 

have put on hold so much of the 
publicity needed to raise awareness 

of the issues facing farming families, 
those who have continued to produce 

our food throughout this year and kept 
the light of hope shining through this 
time of crisis.

Eventually FCN settled on the idea of 
focusing on a single weekend, celebrating 
FCN’s ‘BIG 25’ on 10 and 11 October, the 
start of Mental Health Awareness week. 

Recognising that I would need to be in 
many places at once, it occurred to be that 
cycling might make this possible! And so 
the crazy plan was hatched: I devised a 
cycle ride which linked the farming support 
groups across the Midland counties, a ride 
of 150 miles over the days, meeting with 
all the FCN and partner Rural Support 
groups.

Saturday morning started out bright 
and cold but with a smile on its face, 
and the first short ride to Market 
Drayton mart was a familiar one. It 
was a delight to meet with Andrew 
and Ruth from Shropshire Rural 
Support and – the first surprise – 
my daughter and her Labrador! 

A few miles after heading into 
Cheshire the weather turned; 

driving wind and rain greeted me as I arrived at 
the site of Beeston mart and I felt like I’d been 
doused with buckets of icy water. However, a 
warm welcome and coffee with Sharon and the 
Cheshire Agricultural Chaplaincy team quickly 
revived me before the second surprise, a visit 
from Brian, FCN Coordinator for Hertfordshire, 
while on holiday near Whitchurch. 

The next leg over to Leek was as wet as the 
rinse cycle on a washing machine, and I was 
glad to meet the FCN Staffs and Young Farmers 
Club walkers under the cover of a maize clamp 
as the sky unleashed its load yet again. Together 
we welcomed the group of five runners, led by 
FCN volunteer Steve, who had traversed 25 
miles over the wet but beautiful Staffordshire 
Moorlands.

The sun had barely risen as we arrived in 
Bakewell Agricultural Centre the following 
morning, and it was lovely to meet with the 
FCN Derbyshire team and mark the retirement 
of long-standing group co-ordinator Graham. 
A further surprise and delight was to have the 
company of auctioneer Alastair from Bagshaw’s 
on the next leg; his local knowledge took us 
on a beautiful route across the moors behind 
Chatsworth and on to Newark, and we were 
suitably fuelled by a marvellous home-made 
ginger cake. 

I bade farewell to Alastair as I met with 
a surprisingly large and merry peloton of 
Nottinghamshire Rural Support riders who 
shared the next 25 miles of the journey. 
Together we picked up smiling volunteers from 
the FCN Leicestershire and Rutland group en 
route to my final destination, Melton Mowbray 
mart.        

It was a privilege to undertake this ride of 150 
miles across countryside that has been shaped 
by God and by people, joined by Young Farmers, 
fell runners and fellow cyclists. I’m incredibly 
grateful to everyone who supported me and 
got involved; it was a most gratifying way to 
show that FCN and other folk really are active, 
‘walking with’ – and cycling for – farmers.

Peter Hardy

Regional Director (Midlands) for the  
Farming Community Network (FCN) 

fcn.org.uk 
@PeterHardy01

You can read  
more about the vital 
work FCN do to support 
the mental health and 
wellbeing of those 
working in agriculture  
in Alex Phillimore’s 
article on p22.
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This is the essence of the gospel: we love 
because God first loved us.

I’m pretty new to rural life. I grew up on 
the outskirts of Oldham in Lancashire 
then moved to York for University 
in 2005, starting my current role as 
Children and Family Work Enabler in 
Goole and Selby Methodist Circuit in May 
2019. The last year and a bit working 
in this role, and volunteering for Messy 
Church, has given me some insight 
into what it means to live in a rural 
community. I don’t profess to have all the 
answers, and I am aware that this is my 
particular view and experience. 

Rural isolation has been highlighted 
during the COVID-19 crisis, particularly 
in the height of the first national 
lockdown as people were isolating or 
shielding, miles away from local shops. 
During the previous winter, local flooding 
had shut the A19, cutting off whole 
communities or adding up to sixty miles 
to the journey out of villages. This 
has had a serious impact on people’s 
wellbeing, physically, emotionally and 
spiritually, and has affected people of all 
ages. Community support groups were 
formed during this time and they came 
into their own again when COVID-19 
lockdown was introduced in the spring. 

As a trained mental health first aider 
mental health is important to me, and 
I was keen to try and maintain links 
with people in order to ensure that their 
emotional needs were being met. A huge 

part of my face-to-face work stopped 
during lockdown, which meant we as a 
team had to work harder to do this. 

One of the really simple but effective 
ways we reached out to people was 
through our activity boxes. These 
included various crafts and challenges 
for children and young people plus a 
pamper pack for adults which contained 
a candle, chocolate, hot chocolate, an 
encouraging phrase and an invitation to 
get in touch with us if they needed any 
help. 

The feedback from this was really 
positive. Parents said that the touch of 
adding a parent pack meant the world to 
those who had been struggling on their 
own through lockdown. One sent a thank 
you note to say that the box had come 
just at the right time for them, when they 
had run out of reserves to keep going, 
when home-schooling got hard for both 
parent and child. 

We also held a weekly all-age worship 
service on YouTube and a weekly online 

toddler group so that volunteers could 
keep in touch with those who normally 
came to their groups. When restrictions 
were reduced one of these volunteers 
took a book to the doorstep of each of 
those children who were leaving the 
toddler group that year. This meant a 
lot to one particular parent who had 
attended the toddler group for about 
ten years with her and felt a sense of 
loss when she realised that she would 
miss the opportunity to say goodbye. 
This simple act of bringing a book to the 
doorstep changed this for her. 

Acts of kindness make a huge difference 
to mental health. They don’t have to be 
complicated or grand, just something 
simple to show that the person is loved 
and cared for. This is the essence of the 
gospel: we love because God first loved 
us.

Lydia Harrison, Children and 
Family Work Enabler

Goole and Selby Methodist Circuit
lydia.harrison@methodistyouth.org.uk

 SIMPLE ACTS MAKE A DIFFERENCE 



£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 book or for more information go to 

arthurrankcentre.org.uk/ruralministrycourse 

RURAL MINISTRY
COURSE

Tuesday 11 – Thursday 13 May 2021
Tuesday 15 – Thursday 17 June 2021

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


