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Introduction 

What goes through your mind when you 
hear the word ‘pilgrimage’? 

Perhaps you’ve been on pilgrimage to a 
‘holy place’ like Lindesfarne, Canterbury 
or even the Camino de Santiago. Maybe 
you’ve watched others go on such a journey 
through the BBC’s recent Pilgrimage series. 

Or perhaps you’ve simply found yourself 
encountering God in new ways as you’ve 
walked more during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Whatever your previous experience of 
pilgrimage, this Rural Mission Sunday we’re 
inviting you to walk with God and with 
your church community, exploring how this 
ancient practice might bring offer a new 
depth of life and faith.

As we prepare for Rural Mission Sunday 
2021, we find ourselves continuing to 
live with the ongoing impact of the global 
COVID-19 pandemic. However, the simple 
premise at the heart of Rural Mission 
Sunday remains as relevant this year as 
it always has: to encourage you and your 

church congregation to celebrate another 
year of faithfully sustaining an effective 
Christian presence in your community. 
As ever, we’ve provided resources and 
suggestions to help you shape Sunday 
worship in a way which enables you to do 
this, and this year we’ve considered how 
you might do this as a gathered or as a 
dispersed congregation. 

As we compile this material it is difficult 
to predict the extent to which COVID-19 
might impact our ability to gather together 
for worship on 18 July. If social distancing 
or other restrictions are still in place you 
will need to ensure you comply with these 
as you celebrate Rural Mission Sunday. 
However, if restrictions have been entirely 
lifted, Rural Mission Sunday may be the 
perfect opportunity to bring your community 
together to celebrate! 

This year we are delighted to be able 
to offer you an increased range of Rural 
Mission Sunday resources! Alongside this 
material and our well-established material 
for children and families, we have also 
developed a resource suitable for use with 
young people (11-18s). All three resources 
explore the same Bible passages and follow 
a similar structure so we’d encourage you 

to get hold of all three and then mix and 
match them in a way which works best for 
your context. 

To ensure you have access to all the 
available Rural Mission Sunday resources 
we suggest you… 

•   Register for Rural Mission Sunday via 
our website: this will subscribe you to a 
dedicated Rural Mission Sunday email 
update through which we will circulate 
ideas and any new material we produce 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-
sunday-2021

•   Follow us on social media: we are 
regularly updating both Facebook 
(facebook.com/RuralMissionSunday) and 
Twitter (twitter.com/RuralMissSunday) 
with links to resources and ideas

We are also working with our friends at CPO 
to provide you with printed versions of all 
of these materials; go to arthurrankcentre.
org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2021 for more 
information. 

Whatever the circumstances under which 
you celebrate Rural Mission Sunday we’ll 
be praying for God’s blessing for you, your 
church and your community!
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While Rural Mission Sunday itself takes place on 18 July 2021, 
you can use this material at any time and in the way that’s most 
appropriate to your church and community. The material in this booklet 
is supplemented by the Rural Mission Sunday section of our website  
(arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2021) and you should 
feel completely free to use as much or as little of it as you’d like!

 The Rural Mission  
 Sunday team 
Revd Elizabeth Clark
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Louise Davis
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Nicola Grieves
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This booklet includes: 
•   What does the idea and practice of 

pilgrimage offer us and our churches 
today? An overview of some key Bible 
passages which explore how journeys have 
long been part of the human experience of 
a life lived in relationship with God.

•   Celebrating Rural Mission Sunday 
Some ideas of ways in which your church 
might use Rural Mission Sunday to go on 
a pilgrimage together! 

•   Shaping your church service 
This year we strongly encourage you to 
take your gathered worship outdoors on 
Rural Mission Sunday! We’ve included 
resources to help you go on pilgrimage 
together, whilst offering a more traditional 
service outline for those who wish to 
gather in their rural church buildings. 

 Tell us your stories! 
We’d love to hear about what you did to mark Rural Mission Sunday! The 
diversity of rural churches and their communities means that there’s a huge 
amount of creativity around and we like nothing more than sharing stories of 
the amazing and diverse ways in which the rural church is being celebrated. 
More than ever this year, we want to highlight the resilience and 
imagination of rural churches so please do get in touch.

The easiest way to share your feedback is to go to 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2021 and 
follow the links to our feedback form. Alternatively, you can 
email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk or even send us a letter!
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Could you help us enable others to go  
deeper in their journey with God? 
Would you consider using Rural Mission Sunday as an opportunity to financially 
support the work of the Arthur Rank Centre? We’re entirely funded by our 
supporters so it’s the generosity of local churches and others that enables us to 
continue to find imaginative and creative ways of supporting local churches and 
their communities. 

Please send us your contribution by cheque, made payable to The Arthur Rank 
Centre; please write ‘Rural Mission Sunday’ on the back of the cheque. For 
more information, please email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.



 PILGRIMAGE AND THE BIBLE:  
 ON A JOURNEY WITH GOD 
The Bible is full of stories about journeys. But what is it that turns a journey into a pilgrimage? Here Elizabeth Clark 
unpacks three familiar Bible passages that help us explore this question.   

 Psalm 121: A Song of Ascent 
This is one of the Songs of Ascent (Psalms 120-134), thought to have been sung by 
those travelling in procession to the Temple in Jerusalem for special festivals such 
as Passover or Tabernacles. In this context, lifting ones eyes to the hills is about 
looking for the temple on Mount Zion, a physical sign of God’s presence rooted in 
that place. 

There is a strong sense of God the creator, but not a creator who now watches from 
afar. This is a picture of a God who is always involved with his creation, holding it 
with love. Whatever happens God is there for us. 

•   What helps you to see God?

•   What do you draw on to nourish your faith?

 Luke 24:13-34: The Road to Emmaus 
This is a wonderful story which we often 
hear on Easter Sunday evening. Two 
disconsolate disciples leave Jerusalem 
to make the seven-mile journey to 
Emmaus. They are stunned by what they 
have experienced: they have witnessed 
Jesus crucifixion, heard some vague 
reports or ‘stories from the women’ but 
nothing makes sense. The journey home 
must have seemed interminable when 
they began. 

Then a stranger joins them and begins to 
open the scriptures to them, reminding 
them of stories they have known all 
their lives. Inviting this stranger to 

stay, it is as they break bread that they 
realise who he is. Transformed by this 
encounter they run all the way back to 
Jerusalem to tell the others.

Suddenly it begins to make sense, this 
is not the end but the beginning. They 
can continue to journey with Christ and 
he will continue to journey with them 
and us.

Our personal journeys of faith may not 
always be as dramatic as this, but if we 
look back at our lives, when has Jesus 
drawn near to us? Perhaps through the 
words of friends or while we prayed. 
What effect did that have?



 Mark 6:30-34, 53-56:  
 A rhythm of rest and  
 engagement 
(Revised Common Lectionary reading for 
Sunday 18 July)

On the face of it this is quite an odd 
reading; it contains two different 
passages separated by two miracles. So 
what’s going on? 

Earlier in Mark’s gospel the disciples 
were sent out by Jesus to do some of the 
things that he had been doing. They have 
returned from their journey full of what 
they have experienced. Jesus is aware 
that they need to talk, rest and eat; 
perhaps Jesus, too, needs the rest. 

Unusually for Mark this is a positive 
picture of the disciples: they have done 
as Jesus asked them and seen results. 
In this passage Mark describes them as 
‘apostles’, literally ‘those who have been 
sent’. They have so much to share and 
reflect on, plus they need to eat and 
share some quiet time together. Their 
journey has changed them. 

The second half of this reading shows 
Jesus healing and crowds of people 
running to meet with him. This contrasts 
with what will happen in the next chapter 
when the authorities are again out to trip 
Jesus up.

How does this connect to pilgrimage? It 
is another picture of how journeys can 
change people and a reminder that life is 
rarely plain sailing. Just as the ordinary 
people are flocking to Jesus, so the 

authorities are out to get him.

This reading reminds us of the need for a 
rhythm of both rest and engagement. So 
many of us have a tendency to prioritise 
busyness but, just as a pilgrim needs 
to rest at the end of a day of travel, we 
mustn’t overlook the value of rest. 

Think back to times when you have felt 
overwhelmed by busyness. What helped 
you recover?
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Rogation Sunday traditionally includes ‘beating the bounds’, a walk around the 
community whilst praying. A church wanted to incorporate this activity into its Sunday 
worship, starting at a local farm and ending at the local Methodist church. 

They knew that some in the congregation would find walking difficult, even with help, 
so two people from the church visited the farm before the service. Using a camera 
phone, they filmed along the route to the church, stopping at the places where 
readings and prayers would be used. 

On the day, those who could gathered at the farm and walked to the church. Others 
met at the church and watched a film of the journey, stopping to join in the prayers 
and the readings. Eventually, the walkers joined the watchers at the church and they 
shared refreshments together. 

Mary, the widow of a farmer, unable to take part in the walk, reflected that it had 
been good to see round a farm again. 

Over the course of the past year, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has required us 
to think in new and sometimes radical 
ways about how we gather as church. 
For some of us this will have been a 
wonderfully life- and faith-enhancing 
experience; for others, the experience 
of being shut out of our church 
buildings will have been nothing short 
of heartbreaking. 

Rural Mission Sunday has always 
presented rural churches with the 
opportunity to ‘think outside the box’, 
and this year is no different. The 
theme of pilgrimage clearly offers us 
an opportunity to take our worship 
outside and we’d strongly encourage 
you to do that! However, there will 
be those who, newly returned to their 
church buildings, would like to take 
the opportunity to celebrate in, and 
reconnect with, that sacred space.  

So this year we’d like to offer three 
possible approaches to gathering for 
worship on Rural Mission Sunday this 
year: 

•   Go on a pilgrimage as a church 
community, exploring and engaging 
with the unique rural area in which 
you live, work and worship 

•   Make a big deal of your return 
to your building, celebrating the 
special role this sacred space has in 
the life of your community 

•   Combine the two and go on 
pilgrimage to your church building!

There is no ‘right’ approach to 
gathering for worship on Rural Mission 
Sunday; remember, this is your 
opportunity to celebrate your rural 
church so take the approach that’s 
right for your church family. 

 Going on pilgrimage together 
Going on pilgrimage together needn’t be complicated! Here are a few things to think about: 

•  Your route
  Why not go on a pilgrimage around your community? Stop at those places that help 

build community: a shop or school, the village hall. If there are no public buildings, 
pray for individual households.

  Why not join with other churches in your circuit, pastorate or benefice and walk to 
each other’s buildings or walk a circuit of them? As you walk give thanks for the things 
you see and the people you pass

  Think about where you might begin or end: are there locations in your community that 
would make obvious beginning and end points? Alternatively, you might want to devise 
a circular walk, particularly if you need to factor in parking for participants.  

•   Time and distance
  Think carefully about how long you’d like your pilgrimage to take and the distance it 

might cover. For a group which includes small children and older folk, a route of no 
more than two miles, lasting around an hour, will be more than sufficient. 

•   Accessibility
  Think about the physical needs of those you are hoping to include. People with 

mobility issues and those with sight impairments – as well as those with small children 
in buggies – will benefit from paved routes with minimal steps and level changes.

  One very simple way to include those with accessibility – and particularly mobility – 
issues is to drive, rather than walk, your pilgrimage! 

 WORSHIPPING TOGETHER ON  
 RURAL MISSION SUNDAY 

 Beating the Bounds 



 A PRAYER FOR   RURAL MISSION SUNDAY 
Creator God,the whole world is yours.Creation sings your praises.As the sun rises on a new day,help us to see the way ahead.May we know your presence leading and guiding us.

Give us the strength to keep following you,
and as the day ends may we know your rest and peace.In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 PRAYERS 
You may wish to use the following prayers during  
your Rural Mission Sunday pilgrimage.   

 Prayers for a journey 

Starting out

Lord, bless us as we begin this journey together.
Open our eyes to see you and our ears to hear you
in the places we travel through and the people we meet.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Blessings on the way

Loving God,
pour out Your blessing on this place (this people).
May your kingdom continue to grow here.
May there be welcome, hope and peace.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Returning  

Loving God, we give you thanks for all that we have seen  
and heard.
We pray for those we have met, 
that they will continue to know your blessing.
Thank you for our homes and all the gifts we enjoy.
Continue to bless us and enable us to be a blessing to others.
Amen. 
 

 SONGS AND HYMNS 
All my hope on God is founded (Robert Bridges)

Come with me, come wander (John Bell and Graham Maule)

Guide me, O thou Great Jehovah (William Williams)

Moses, I know you’re the man (Estelle White)

O God of Bethel (Phillip Dorridge)

One more step along the world I go (Sydney Carter)

Teach me to dance (Graham Kendrick)

The Lord’s my Shepherd (Stuart Townsend)

Will you come and follow me? (John Bell and Graham Maule)
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Visit our website for more ideas: 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2021

While we don’t wish to be  
unnecessarily pessimistic, the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic means that while the 
UK government is working towards a significant 
relaxation of restrictions in time for Rural Mission 
Sunday you may want to include an online or ‘at home’ 
version of your celebrations as a contingency. 

This will, of course, also ensure that even if we are able to gather 
in person, your plans will be accessible for the greatest number 
of people in your church family and community, enabling those 
who are continuing to shield or who are confined to their homes to 
participate. 

If, over the last year, you have built new relationships with people 
outside of your geographical community as a result of online or 
teleconference services and other initiatives, think about how you 
could include them in your Rural Mission Sunday celebrations. You 
could host your celebrations online or by phone, create a website or 
social media presence or even invite them to join you in person!

Some thoughts as you      prepare your Rural Mission Sunday service...



arthurrankcentre.org.uk
info@arthurrankcentre.org.uk  |  024 7685 3060

Rural Innovation Centre, Avenue H, Stoneleigh Park, Coventry CV8 2LG
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For more information about the work of the Arthur Rank Centre and 
access to our wide range of resources for rural mission and ministry 

please visit arthurrankcentre.org.uk  
or email info@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.


