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This was a day conference organised by the Diocesan team of Mike Harrison, Stuart Burns and Barrie Hill looking at the whole question of rural mission.  With many parishes represented, four of us from Melton attended, our new curate, Rev Sally, Jill Milner, Audrey and myself.  The day was broken into two distinct sections, the morning being led by the Bishop of Shrewsbury, Mark Rylands, who is also the Chair of the Rural Theology Group, and the afternoon comprising a number of break-out sessions covering a number of issues related to rural ministry.  Christian Resources attended as did the Rev Barry Osborne from the Rural Evangelist Network, and I hope to make contact with Barry in order to understand what he is doing with respect to outreach in the rural context.

The morning:

Our first act was a simple worship led by Mike Harrison which used the paintings of Breughel the Elder to reflect about life in the rural environment and the issues, pressures and joys of seeing life in that context.  Bishop Christopher then opened our conference with both words of welcome, reflection and also introduction to our guest speaker, Bishop Mark Rylands.

Bishop Mark started by reminding us of the rural context, the changing face of rural life, the changing ownership of property and the nature of the employment that has changed over the last few years. Although based on his own experience in Cheshire and Devon, much of what was presented resonated with our own rural context.  He then spoke about the changes that have happened, and continue to happen, in the shift from Christendom to what he called missiondom. He argued that Christendom was no longer, that our society is not wholly Christianised, as if it ever had been, and that there is a shift to a mix of pagan, agnostic, theistic and Christian worldviews. He suggested that we are currently waiting for a clear Post-Christian world to appear.  So what of the church in this world of today – the church in missiondom?  We do retain the trappings of Christendom with our parish structures and presence in both rural and town environments. So there is a real positive in that presence, however we do tend to consider it as ownership, ownership of the people in the village, we see them as “ours” simply because they live in “our parish”.  But for many rural environments the people have disowned the church and do not see themselves as belonging to “the church”. He also reminded us that the countryside is getting older, becoming more and more unaffordable for those who live in it, especially the young, it is losing access to services, ruled by consumers and is much less about farming.  

Just on a local note, the planned closure of the two courts in Melton and Oakham will mean that local justice will no longer be local as anyone who has to go to court will now have to travel to Loughborough with all the implications this will have for those without cars and totally reliant upon public transport.

Mark then presented two mission principles: the notion of the pilgrim, God’s distinctive people travelling through the world, in the world but not of the world. The second was the notion of indigenising where we engage with the world around us, try to understand its culture.  How can we preach, proclaim the gospel if we haven’t listened to what the world around us is saying?  Using the analogy of the patient, if we listen we might just hear the diagnosis!

He used two examples of listening mission, the first being the Emmaus road and the second Paul preaching in Athens. Jesus listened to the two disciples before he spoke, he asked them questions, understood where they were before he revealed himself, then, once he understood their situation he opened up the scriptures to them, and was revealed. Paul quoted from the Greek poets, he used their belief in the unknown God, and he was culturally relevant. Any of us who have been out on the streets of Melton as Street Pastors will know and understand the importance of this.

So is this the time to re-think what we mean by “church”. Of course, the church has changed over time, throughout history the church has evolved, it is Jesus that has remained the same today, and will remain so for eternity...but the church?

The church – that is you and me, are called to be incarnational, so, suggests Bishop Mark, is this time to “morph” the church. So what is the role of the local church? Mark offered the following:

1. Incarnational

2. Unifying

3. open-doored

4. Celebratory

5. Light on structures – not too many levels between Bishop and local people

6. Buildings taken seriously

7. A culture of nurture and growth

8. And seeing spiritually growing people – promoting the spiritual life and a relationship with God

He quoted a survey by the LSE which noted that people in villages wanted to have stable relationships, stable communities and safe communities. He then noted that the Christian faith has much to say about these and quoting Michael Langrish he said “Recovering a profound sense of community is one of the major tasks of mission anywhere”.  Mark then described the five most valued facilities in any village, the good news is the “the church” is on the list, the not so good news is that the church is low on the list. (by the way the pub was top!)

So what are we to do?  Bishop Mark then described a way forward, which was to learn from the Celts. (As a scot that was hardly news!!)  Mark described three aspects, three distinctive marks to be considered:

1.  Monastic communities

2. Conversational evangelism

3. Wholehearted dedication

He described monastic communities as comprising the following: a formation of strong community, a wide variety of types of ministry, high levels of commitment, involvement with the local community, a constant ministry of hospitality and a ministry of presence and availability – it was relational in all aspects. He quoted Brother Samuel (SSF) who said “I sense that the renewal of both church and society will come about through re-emerging of forms of Christian community that are homes of generous hospitality, places of challenging reconciliation and centres of attentiveness to the living God”.  Mark then quoted Graham Tomlin who said that “Churches are mean to be places where people can begin to understand and feel and experience what a community might look like that really lived in Jesus’ kingdom”. Mark used the example of Aidan who walked and talking with local people in Northumberland, and brought them to Christ by walking alongside them, talking to them, starting small, followed up contacts, opened up the church, made himself vulnerable, followed it he footsteps of the Lord. And as for wholehearted dedication – we are to be prayerful, with a simple lifestyle, showing compassion for the poor and always living a life of servanthood.

So what of the rural church of the future – it will probably return to our apostolic roots. It will be small but powerful, passionately committed, based around relationships, minimally structured, and lightly led, connected with life and holistic in outlook.  It will be a church full of creativity, engaged with the culture unburdened by buildings, a place of refuge, unafraid of emotions and missionary by default. – So how do we stack up against this? 

And at this point we broke for coffee!

After coffee we spent more time in looking at some of the issues raised in more detail.  The importance of seeing small as an opportunity, and also a place where we can practice co-operation, developing interdependence, discovering unity in diversity, finding strength in numbers by looking outside our own box into other local churches such as the Methodists, or the Baptists, or the URC or the Congregationalists.  By pulling together what we cannot do alone we might be able to do as a team of churches.  We should see our small churches not as failed large churches but places where we can develop new patterns of learning, deeper participation, smaller sizes for training etc. We should remember that small does not mean less but does mean we should cherish what we have, that we can use our buildings for different worship patterns, that our leadership models can be different, that our internal relationships can and should change, that our sense of being ecumenical can also change.  We need to understand the distinctiveness of our geography, of our place, of our history.  The significance of place, especially place of worship within the rural environment must never be lost, that we often fail to recognise the wealth of resource at our fingertips.  We need to be incarnational, affirming, challenging and learning to listen, and be alongside our communities, they have much to tell us if we only stop preaching before listening.

And so to lunch!

The afternoon:

There was a whole range of seminar options to attend. Audrey and I attended the session on Fresh Expression in a rural context, which was all about a venture called Cafeplus+ and based in Haddenham, Bucks. It was presented by Tim Shaw and his wife who both help to lead this expression of church The second was the seminar presented by Barrie Hill and focusing on Mission Partnerships in the Diocese. What came across here is the lack of understanding that many people still have about the objectives of Mission Partnerships and how they are supposed to work. Other sessions looked at resourcing mission; rural children – rural church and church tourism.

Conclusions:  

This was a thoroughly enjoyable day, thought-provoking and yet not overdone. Meeting others from the various parishes around the diocese is always welcome and old friends were greeted and new ones made.  The day reminded me of the challenges that the rural context offers, and why there is a real need for all leaders within the diocese to recognise the unique differences between city and country mission. This probably applies to the formal side of things such as Diocesan and General Synod as well as the informal. Bishop Mark was an inspirational speaker with a real fundamental grasp of life in the rural setting with a number of practical examples and ideas, which led well into the afternoon sessions.

They also reminded us of the forthcoming event with Bob Jackson taking place in October. Bob is the author of “Hope for the Church” and is a well respected and leading expert on Church growth. These two sessions are taking place on Wednesday the 13th of October, 09:30 – 13:00 at St Paul’s Oadby and then 19:30 – 21:30 at Emmanuel Loughborough.
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