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Summary
	
Overall Vision
We seek to develop Rural churches that are: 
· embedded in their local communities 
· enabling people to encounter, engage with and grow in faith 
· strengthening their heartbeat 
· playing their part in transforming communities.


	
Outcomes
To enable this, we aim to have flourishing rural churches. This would look like:
1. Growing churches 
a. Growing in numbers 
b. Growing in faith and growing disciples
c. Growing in diversity, including younger
2. Sharing in ministry and leadership 
a. Lay and ordained ministerial and leadership capacity to support the Church’s life and God’s mission and being part of transforming the wider community.
b. Oversight ministry that is joyful and life-giving 
3. Fit-for-purpose buildings supported and sustained by the wider community

	
Foundations of working 
a. Healthy Relationships: 
Increase the number of positive relationships and partnerships within and between benefices

b. Suitable Structures: 
Simplify structures, administration and processes of rural multi parish benefices

c. Healthy Finances: 
Enable benefices to finance their ongoing mission, ministry and maintenance

d. High-quality worship: 
Raise the quality and variety of worship 

	Approaches

1. Deployment of Support Services’ resources should be guided by discussions in Deanery Reviews and Benefice Visits

2. Workstreams need to ensure that they consider the rural context e.g. Building Strategy, leadership work etc.

3. All diocesan areas of work should include a rural quota from the outset e.g. curacies, Launchpad etc

4. Ongoing feedback and review of rural ministry and mission to be embedded within local learning groups



a) Background
Our diocesan rural strategy is committed to thinking – and living - theologically. 
We strive to love and serve the Lord as those who are shaped by the Word and Sacrament as disciples of Christ, recognising that some of how things have been done in the past will need to change if individual leaders and places are to flourish. 
We know that simply tending to our personal relationship with God is insufficient: Christ tells us to “make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28: 16 – 20). We are called to share our faith and to live our story. It’s not something we keep to ourselves. 
So, let’s attempt to set our strategising in an appropriately theological context. 
· First, theology reminds us that our fundamental orientation is towards the end of all earthly things, the eschaton, when God will be all in all. We can be as busy as we like, but such activity will not hasten the in-breaking of the kingdom. The best we can do is orient ourselves to God, making ourselves open to God’s grace by living faithfully in God’s company and each other’s.
· Second, and flowing from the above, we do not control time. As the earliest Christian communities discovered, and tried to make sense of (see, for example, John 21, 1 Corinthians 15: 35-50), we are “in-between” people, living towards a future that we cannot fully comprehend, but nonetheless long for, with every fibre of our being (1 Corinthians 13, Romans 8: 19). Such living towards the future calls us to inhabit time fully, finding ways to live faithfully in the now-but-not-yet of the kingdom.
We are making plans, identifying objectives and discussing tactics to achieve them. But we hold the purpose of such plans, objectives and tactics, in perspective: they are suggestions of ways to build communities of disciples that serve our rural areas, living and telling the story of a God who loves us so much that he comes into our midst and calls us home. 
To build these communities, we need to be sensitive to the precise conditions of each place where Christians are called to live and tell our story. Any strategy needs to recognise both the distinctive characteristics of and different types of rurality. 
Our rural strategy is about creating the space in which each rural church can be more fully what God calls it to be, embedded in and transforming particular places with particular people, with the freedom to give local and particular expression to the good news. That is what it means to reflect Christ’s presence in every place. Such a commitment has always been the heart of the Church of England – expressed in our desire to be a “Christian presence in every community”. That’s more than a strapline: it is the very essence of our theology, shaping us to inhabit God’s time in preparation for the coming kingdom. 
So, the aspirations that follow – the areas of focus and suggestions for ways to support our rural churches and the communities they serve flourish – are grounded in a theological disposition to dwell fully in God’s time. Yes, they occasionally seem rather prosaic, concerned with things like organisational structures or resources or leadership. But that’s because they address our patterns of living as the rural church: they are an invitation to set up the conditions in which the most life-giving Christian culture forms for each and every context. 
Measuring the efficacy of our proposals will always be difficult. Numerical measures have a place. But we are also mindful that so much of what we do is impossible to measure, and may even lose its potency if we try to pin it down. We stress the importance of noticing and reflecting. Ultimately our call following Paul is to “Hold fast to the head which is Christ, from whom the whole body, nourished and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows with a growth that is from God” (Colossians 2 v19). Our desire is to intentionally seek ways that will help us put this into action where we are living and telling the story of Jesus, in order that God’s name may be honoured and our rural churches and communities flourish. 
b) Assumptions
The following assumptions are made:
1. We seek an actively witnessing Christian presence in every community.
2. Churches are encouraged – ‘having a go’ at new things in contextually relevant ways with permission to ‘fail’ and learn for the future.
3. Good safeguarding practice is core to all work.
4. We want all to be able to serve with joy, have healthy patterns of ministry and be valued, supported, nurtured and challenged. We recognise that it is not possible to lead a multi parish benefice of more than four parishes in the same way as leading a benefice comprising two or three parishes.
5. All is in line with the diocesan vision “in response to God’s immense love for us, we seek to be God’s people living and telling the story of Jesus” and the four key strands:
a. valuing, cherishing and developing the people and resources we already have
b. sharing in ministry and leadership 
c. developing new and existing worshipping communities 
d. growing and deepening faith
In order for work to progress in the different areas, the dependent actions and decisions taken in different places will need to inform each other at parish, benefice, deanery and diocesan level. 
It will be necessary to distinguish between
· Areas that are part of overall diocesan strategic thinking but need to ensure that they are fit for a rural context
· Areas that are rural specific business as usual or a minor development of current work
· Areas that are new strategic pieces of work that are rural specific

c) Words into action
· The Bishop’s Staff lead for this work is the Archdeacon of Taunton.  There will be an annual report to Bishop’s Staff. 
· The DBF work lead is the Rural Adviser.
· Strategy will be a standing item on Strategic Implementation Group.
· The strategy, outworking and impact will be reviewed and revised quarterly by a restructured Flourishing Rural Churches Group. 



d) The rural church
National Context
Released for Mission 2015 (using DEFRA figs for 2011 Rural - Urban Classification) defines rural as a settlement with a population of 10,000 or less with three sub-categories of (a) rural town and fringe settlement (b) villages (c) hamlets and dispersed dwellings. It gives the following figures:
65% churches are in rural areas
66% parishes are in rural areas
42% of clergy serve in rural parishes
40% of weekly attendance is people attending in rural communities
DEFRA and HM Government Statistical Service’s April 2024 ‘Statistical Digest of Rural England: Population’[footnoteRef:1]  shows that the population served by the local church is likely to be older in rural areas than urban areas. In 2020 the average age in rural areas was 45.1 years, almost 6 years older than the average age of 39.4 years in Urban areas. In rural areas this 2020 average age is 3.6 years older than the average rural age of 41.5 years in 2002. For comparison the average urban age increased by only 1.3 years over the same period. In rural areas, the more rural the area the higher the average age and in urban areas the more urban the area the lower the average age. It is probable that an older age profile indicates a greater propensity to reliance on retirement pensions and so less cash-wealthy for giving compared to some urban demographics.  [1:  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/661d3b95ac3dae9a53bd3dd3/16_04_2024_-_1_-_Population.pdf] 

Diocesan Context
Half of our deaneries are made up of predominantly rural parishes.
Rural/semi-rural parishes comprise roughly two-thirds of our parishes but only a third of the population (potentially leading to a smaller and generally older volunteer number having to support larger assets/demands).  In general, churches with a smaller parish population tend to reach a higher proportion of people within their parish but have a smaller congregation. 
Levels of rural sparsity vary enormously and in many places there are significant levels of hidden poverty.  







Inputs and outputs to take forward the strategy
1. Growing churches
Overall
i. Deanery reviews track leadership capacity in parishes across deaneries 
Better local knowledge and diocesan knowledge for appropriate support and sharing
ii. Capital Mission Grants to support and free up reserves for missional focus
Seedbed for growth and transformation

a. Growing in numbers
Challenge 
a. To encourage and equip people to be more explicit about their faith within their communities
b. To create new contextually relevant Christian worshipping communities that engage with those distanced from “traditional” church
Inputs and outputs
i. Communication around possibilities for new Christian worshipping communities 
Confidence to begin the journey
ii. New Christian worshipping communities affirmed and encouraged 
Increased number of new Christian worship communities
iii. Develop local lay pioneer ministry 
Lay ministers with vision and freedom to take risks
iv. Training in listening to the community 
Targeted, contextually appropriate missional activity
v. Develop wider understanding and working of mixed ecology of church 
Wider variety of worshipping communities locally
vi. Develop Greenhouse 
New and creative ideas put into action locally

b. Growing in faith and growing disciples
Challenge: 
a. To discover, develop and use discipleship pathways that work well in rural contexts 
b. For leadership and meetings to give sufficient time and space to faith issues alongside administration, governance etc
       Inputs and outputs
i. Clear expectation that discipleship is core ministerial task 
Explicit discipleship pathways in parishes, chaplaincies and schools
ii. Audit of existing pilgrimage routes and sharing of learning and good practice to develop new routes 
Increased number of routes and publicity with focus on opportunities to engage with faith
iii. Work with a few churches (of varying sizes) to see how they might better tell the story of      Christian faith through their church and churchyard 
Template process and/or materials for churches with similar appetite
iv. Sharing of good relevant practices in making contact and developing faith through website, events and signposting 
More churches aware of, and using, diverse discipleship and home group resources. More people engaging with discipleship pathways
More diverse discipleship methods being used in parishes
v. Intentional use of daily and occasional offices 
Recognised and used as part of pathways with variety of ways to continue to engage        
            vi.      Strategic uses of traditions in local context e.g. Plough Sunday 
       Recognised and used as part of pathways with variety of ways to continue to engage

c. Growing in diversity including younger
 Challenge: To place children and young people at the heart of everything we do 
       Inputs and outputs
1. Deeper working with schools 
Improved relationships between church, school and home serving to enrich communities
1. Flourish – Development of organic worshipping communities in schools 
Increased numbers of worshipping communities within schools, shaped, developed and led with children and young people
1. Launchpad – equipping clergy and lay leaders to start new youth ministry initiatives 
Increased number of youth initiatives in parishes where little or nothing is happening
1. Intergenerational church / worship - Support for churches in developing expressions of intergenerational worship 
Stronger inter-connections between different generations within the church and worship
1. Raising young voices - Opportunities for children and children and young people to express their views at all levels 
Increased participation and influence of children and young people in decision-making and shaping the church
1. Movement or equivalent
0. to connect with rural areas through events close enough for people to travel 
Young people encouraged as disciples and nourished
0. to train young leaders for their context
Increased number of young leaders
1. Sharing of good practice through Go Team in all aspects of work with children and young people 
Effective encouragement and resourcing of children, young people and their leaders
1. Growing Faith Foundation Strategic Leaders Programme South West 
Leaders putting children and young people at the heart of the life and vision of the local church









2. Sharing in ministry and leadership 
a. Lay and ordained ministerial capacity to support the Church’s life
Challenge: Increase the number of confident people in recognised lay ministries in a context where often unnamed and unrecognised ministry models are preferred and where people talk about a limited number of people for ministry
  Seeing, enabling, releasing and developing the gifts of all God’s people
Inputs and outputs
i. Ongoing development and broadening of lay ministry pathways (LMP), with appropriate resources e.g. local preacher, funeral ministry, home group leader 
Increased number of ministries and increased number of people holding roles
ii. Promotion of LMP using rural examples 
Increase in number and quality of lay ministers
iii. Training for “go to” people eg CPAS focal ministry pilot 
Increased number of confident local leaders
iv. Grants to support and enable missional focus 
Grants lead to growth
v. Improve recognition of roles through data capture and review of roles not currently included on CMS and wider recognition 
Affirmation of more ministries at events, eg Visitations. Deanery Review Data more accurate
vi. Affirming and resourcing encounters, e.g. training events for wardens etc. and social events at Bishop’s Palace 
Energised and informed leaders
vii. Development of training of treasurers and those involved in money 
More treasurers in clear support networks with regular training
viii. All training of officers to be mission focussed 
Content of training and resources focussed on mission
ix. Archdeacons and Deanery leadership to work on more flexible models of deployment. 
Better ministerial coverage across deaneries
b. Oversight ministry that is joyful and life giving 
Challenge: To ensure that those in leadership roles have the right skills and gifts, and are equipped to make best use of them for those they serve in varying rural contexts
Inputs and outputs
i. Ministry pipeline for rural settings inc discernment of TIs and matching curates 
Effective matching of skills to context
ii. Support for new incumbents to help realise aspirations of profiles through peer groups, mentoring and early meeting (1 month) with Archdeacon 
Leaders with clear vision and focussed support
iii. Oversight ministry training and support for different rural contexts and benefices of different sizes 
More confident oversight ministers, offering better oversight 
iv. Effective support and challenge through revised MDR and benefice visit 
Energised collaborative leaders with responsibility for ministry and mission
v. Clear process for operation of and development of local during a vacancy 
Ministries are able to bubble up and develop through period of vacancy rather than be dependent on arrival of new oversight minister
vi. Revised benefice vacancy and interview process 
Ground laid for ministry of new incumbent and short vacancies filled with appropriate people who can be effective oversight ministers
vii. Discernment, appointment, induction and training of deanery leadership 
Good foundations laid with energised collaborative leaders











































3. Fit-for-purpose buildings supported and sustained by a wider community
Challenge
a. Sustainable To enable and encourage local communities to play a much greater part in the maintenance and support of church buildings
b. Fit for mission To ensure that church buildings can play an active role in mission and in transformation of their communities
Inputs and outputs
i. Devising of diocesan building strategy 
Clear road map for parishes at every stage of life of building – inc. maintenance, reordering and closure
ii. Templates for different aspects of work to do with buildings, e.g. Friends of Groups, Procurement (architects, maintenance etc…)
Increased confidence in churches in developing good practice
iii. Communication of good practice, e.g.: 
telling the story of the building in relation to the local community
enhancing churchyards
reordering 
More churches ready to adapt having seen good practice elsewhere
iv. Closer connection between DAC & Building adviser 
Processes reduced in time and complexity

























4. Foundations of working 
a. Healthy Relationships
Challenge: To increase the number of positive relationships and partnerships (including ecumenical, deanery and community) and reduce the time and energy spent on dysfunctional and missionally destructive relationships
Inputs and outputs
i. Increase support for deanery development, e.g. deanery as a learning community - listening to one another and sharing good practice within and between deaneries 
Stronger deanery leadership offering support and challenge locally 
ii. Deanery as a place of sharing of resources, food and conversation 
Improved collaborative working 
iii. Peaceful Parish training and mentoring 
Proactively response helps to reduce conflict situations.  Reactively - support in place where needed in situations 
iv. Clear complaints procedure devised and publicised 
Genuine issues able to be addressed in speedier fashion. Nonissues able to be named and not hang over a place
v. Good listening to and responding to local communities 
Enhanced relationship with and witness to local communities
b. Suitable Structures 
Challenge: To simplify structures of rural multi parish benefices so that time currently spent on governance and practicalities can be focused on mission.
Inputs and outputs
i.	New structures 
a. Guidance in establishing new structures
b. Sharing of learning where new structures have been adopted, e.g. benefice PCCs
c. FAQs doc on options
Confidence for places to explore new possibilities and increased number of simplified structures
ii.	Training for church officers e.g. PCC secs, Churchwardens 
	Church officers equipped for tasks of role
iii.	Financial support for administration 
	Appointment of administrators.  Clergy and lay leaders freed up for mission

c. Healthy Finances
Challenge: To enable benefices struggling with share, buildings and ministry to finance their ongoing mission, ministry and maintenance
Inputs and outputs
i. Deanery Reviews will include a finance review 
Targeted support and accountability
ii. Range of support from the Giving and Funding team 
Increased uptake for Parish Giving Scheme, contactless giving, stewardship, legacies

iii. Support for preaching on money 
More confident preachers are able to theologically address financial issues
iv. Deanery Finance Champions 
Local support and encouragement available 
v. Support for/equipping of treasurers and those involved in money e.g. training and handbook
More treasurers in clear support networks with regular training
vi. Clear communication on financial issues particularly over common fund
Reduction of anxiety amongst treasurers. Increased confidence in diocese.
d. High-quality worship
Challenge: To raise the quality and variety of worship offered that is authentic and transformative, through good resourcing, and through equipping those devising and leading worship 
Inputs and outputs
i. Training for funeral ministers 
Increased supply of people who can take funeral services
ii. Training for churchwardens in leading worship when in role and called upon and for after they have been churchwardens but wish to have continued role leading worship 
Improved quality of worship delivered by churchwardens
iii. Development of work around music and liturgy and signposting to good practice, e.g. Chew Magna and Quantock deaneries 
Enhanced current practice and others encouraged in developing ministries based around music
iv. Input from Cathedral and others for training in traditional and new patterns of worship 
Increased quality and variety of worship on offer
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Loving God
You alone bring growth to your Church 
and transformation to our communities.
We give thanks for the ways in which 
you are already at work in our lives and world.
As we look to the future, send your Holy Spirit 
to give vision to our planning, wisdom to our actions, 
and grace in living and telling your story.
Help our churches to grow in commitment to you, 
in numbers and diversity, and in partnership with our local
 communities in all that gives life,
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
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