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BACKGROUND AND GENERAL COMMENTS

The conference was organised and facilitated by the Mission and Discipleship Council’s Rural Strategy Team and was entitled “Value Added Church – the role of the church in rural community life”.

Around 60 delegates attended representing presbyteries from around Scotland, principally but not exclusively those with a rural flavour. Guests, speakers and facilitators made up a further 35 attendees. 

The programme was a mix of presentations (3), workshop options (3 slots for each participant), a consultation exercise, together with worship times, meals and breaks providing opportunities to ‘network’ and provision of a selection of relevant books and resources, mostly for sale.
The programme ran smoothly and to time and we were well looked after by the college; the only general complaint concerned the temperature of the bedrooms overnight which many found too hot.

A video was made of the conference featuring numerous ‘ad-hoc’ interviews; we were told this would form part of the M&DC’s report to the next General Assembly. The writers’ contribution to this was recorded in the College ‘Club’, and may turn out to be less or more coherent as a result! 

Worship was ably led in a variety of styles, including the use of the ‘Morning Liturgy’ from the Northumbria Community. We sang unaccompanied, or supported by a single guitar and one of the ‘rounds’ featured a verse in Gaelic. The conference ended with the celebration of Holy Communion led by Rev Bryan Kerr, Convener of the Rural Strategy Team.
SPEAKERS

1. Dr Stuart Black, Planning Officer with Highland Council, and incidentally an elder in one of the Inverness CofS congregations, spoke of the opportunities that exist for churches to work with local councils in partnership to better serve their communities. Under a Scottish Government all councils have an obligation to produce Single Outcome Agreements. Dr Black described some of the objectives targeted by Highland Council in areas such as growth in enterprise including key sectors, balanced population growth, health improvements, addressing inequalities, new development, the environment and national identity. He went on to highlight what might be viewed as ‘rural’ development issues, including changing rural economies, access to services, ageing population and new residents, lack of affordable housing, renewable energy, rural disadvantage and deprivation and the credit crunch / recession.
Dr Black said there were opportunities for churches to include the council in partnerships in connection with almost all the aims and objectives he had highlighted and went on to mention examples: (i) New Start Highland is a charity formed to recycle unwanted furniture and household appliances, using donations to assist homeless persons to set up home. (ii) The church at Westray in Orkney secured grant income to install a wind turbine and to make the church building available for community use. He suggested a focus on extending week-day use of church buildings as a worthwhile starting point.
2. Rev Ivor MacDonald, Minister at Kilmuir and Stenscholl (Staffin) in North Skye, and author of the book “Christian Reflections on the Countryside” spoke of the negative attitudes to the countryside that have developed in modern times. Standpoints such as ‘the future is urban’ have grown up and Mr MacDonald had also encountered a view that ‘this Earth’ doesn’t matter as it will all be burned up when Judgement Day arrives. Mr MacDonald said this was all wrong. Adam worked and cared for the ground and our growing alienation from the land is a symptom of fallenness. We have been mastered by our machines and the view that work on the land is drudgery. We need to renew our relationship to our food. Eating is an agricultural act. Mr MacDonald said the church should have a prophetic voice, speaking up for technologies that embrace more rather than fewer people as ‘earth-keepers. We should promote new measures of effectiveness such as production per litre of fuel, rather than per each person’s labour.                                                    
     




Our speaker focussed on communities that have a meaningful connection with the land, as opposed to ‘commuter villages’. He suggested that in truly rural communities the church can be part of the solution by (i) extending hospitality, (ii) modelling a spirit of awe and thankfulness and (iii) speaking up for those who work and tend the land.



Finally Mr MacDonald spoke to the importance of ‘roots’. He said anonymity and mobility are gifts of the city but meaningful relationships require a commitment to place and to people. The permanence of the rural church may be its gift to the urban nomad. He concluded with a reference to the Year of Homecoming to be celebrated in 2009.
3. Rev Pauline Steenbergen, Congregational Facilitator for The Presbytery of Annandale and Eskdale, spoke of her calling to this role and the work that she and her job-share partner Ruth Harvey have initiated in their first year. Their stated objective is “In partnership to release, empower and equip the people of God”. Mrs Steenbergen described one approach to self-description she had used with congregations, of whom she asked “What kind of vehicle is your church, and why?” Inviting answers from the conference these varied from the slow moving and irritating tractor to the Chieftain Tank going forward unstoppably! 
Mrs Steenbergen said she and Ruth had been compared to TV celebrities Trinny and Susannah as they tackled congregational ‘make-overs’, but emphasised their stress on the individuality of congregations. In many cases it is fruitful to discover the ‘one thing’ to do well, and sometimes it is necessary to ask ‘what do you need to stop doing?’
Activities and ideas that had been taken up included: Café Church / Messy Church, Family Care, Grief Care, Elder Care, World Church Twinning and Godly Play. Congregations were also working with the Eco Church and Fairtrade programmes and Presbytery Conferences had been successful. A website www.grownow.org had been set up by the Facilitators.  
WORKSHOPS

1. Growing a Healthy Leadership – Rev Robin McAlpine





The facilitator raised questions, ‘What makes a congregation healthy?’ ‘Is it different for a rural church?’ ‘What is leadership?’ The distinction was made between leading and managing and we discussed leadership based on person or position, skills or knowledge and team leadership. We were given the quotation ‘If you are a leader and no-one follows, you are simply going for a walk.’ Mr McAlpine described types of leadership – people based, task based or team, and from a different angle autocratic, democratic or laissez-faire. He offered a statement of the ideal – reaching goals with everyone involved and functioning teams.
We moved on to considering ‘Seven Signs of a Healthy Church’. These were offered as:-
a.  Energised by Faith
b. Outward-looking focus

c. Seeks to find what God wants

d. Faces the cost of change and growth, working outside the comfort zone

e. Operates and a community not an organisation

f. Makes room for all

g. Does a few things and does them well

The attendees decided that rural church challenges in respect of leadership were not notably different to small church challenges in any other location. Addressing this Mr McAlpine said it was vital to begin with people and not vision, or resources.

2. Outreach in Dormitory Communities – Lesley Hamilton-Messer


The workshop was structured around a SWOT analysis template and a flow-chart for outreach. It has to be said nothing in this was differentiated for dormitory communities and with a very small group containing a couple of dominant personalities it proved difficult to stay on topic. Discussion centred around the possible ‘entry points’ or initial points of contact with potential enquirers that churches can look for or create in their communities and the challenges to be faced in making these work. The facilitator offered examples of successful activities she had knowledge of, including a Ballroom Dancing class – offered at a time when ‘Strictly Come Dancing’ was being shown on TV, and ‘Nite Kirk’ held nightly at St Giles during the Edinburgh Festival, which is viewable on the You Tube website. 

3. Parish Development Fund – Mrs Jessie Bruce

Participants each received a picture postcard (randomly distributed) featuring a scene or cartoon and were asked to say something about each of their own communities based on these cards. The game-show theme continued with a challenge to match locations across Scotland to partner organisations / groups and named PDF projects. All of this was designed to highlight the variety of situations and possibilities that exist and in which PDF might get involved. The workshop however ran short of time to talk about the fund itself, its remit and the qualifying criteria. We were given materials to take away. It is important to recognise that the PDF provides ‘match’ funding and seeks to fund ‘people’ costs rather than capital expenditure. £3 million has been allocated to 120 projects between 2003 and 2008. Any congregation with ideas is urged to contact PDF personnel at 121 George Street at a very early stage.
4. Rural Poverty & The Church - Martin Johnstone

Rural areas struggle for scarce resources and are competing with Urban areas. Unfortunately, Urban tends to grab headlines and focus therefore tend to get the largest slice of the cake. Competing with areas such as Easterhouse and Drumchapel. 
The key areas for Rural parishes are: -

a. Large distances, housing shortages, lack of employment, fuel costs.

b. Parishes need critical mass to make any scarce resource a viable project. That is rarely available in Rural areas.

c. Making use of the Church as a community facility is a big issue. It costs money to convert but this money is not available.

a. Emerging Churches Rural Scotland – David Currie

This was more of a lecture than a workshop. DC gave a Powerpoint presentation.

Emerging Church: -

a. Is fresh expression as far is worship is concerned

b. Is more related to local cultures than National format

c. Exists because of current decline in the Established Church

d. Exists because evangelism is no longer sufficient

e. Fits the mission context

f. Can exist without disturbing the existing Church

It is not like Evangelism which has an “out and back” principle; i.e. the Church goes out to recruit and “brings the converts back to church for nurture. Emerging Church goes out and then…… who knows where. Cell Church is a variation on this where a small group meet in a house. Coffee Shop Church is another new format which is catching on. A key message is

“STOP STARTING WITH CHURCH”. In other words go out and meet people on their terms before bringing them to Christ.
b. Mountains, Madness & Mission - Steve Aisthorpe
This focused on the “Third Place”. There is Home (1) Work (2) and the Third place which can be anywhere that people gather/socialise etc. It could be on a mountain, in the pub, on the high street. This is very similar in concept to Emerging Church, above.

Many Churches are suffering from the competition on a Sunday morning when people pass the kirk door to pursue personal relaxation activities. That is perhaps where the Church needs to be.

Not easy for a Rural Church to accommodate this but if people won’t come to us, we need to go to them – even if at the top of a mountain or thundering down white water rapids!!
RURAL CONSULTATION
Dale London of the Mission & Discipleship Council spoke about the background to the establishment of the Rural Strategy Team. He pointed out that 95% of the land mass of Scotland by area can be classed as ‘rural’, and this is home to 20% of the population. Therefore it is fully appropriate for the Church nationally to address the challenges facing the rural congregations. Mr London explained that the work of the RST included (1) two-yearly conferences (2) attendance at the Royal Highland Show every year (3) production of the resource pack “God’s Own Country” (to be followed up by a DVD).
Mr London mentioned a project being run jointly by Action of Churches Together in Scotland (“ACTS”) and the Scottish Churches’ Rural Group. “The Changing Post Office” highlights the opportunity for rural churches to host part time post offices in church premises in reaction to the current programme of post office closures. The scheme is established in England and now expanding into Scotland. Host premises do nothing but provide space and a filing cabinet with the PO bringing its resources on each occasion services are provided. A conference is being held on Thursday 4th December at 121 George Street for all interested.
A new initiative provisionally entitled “The Rurality Project” (Mr London is American) is being launched with the following objectives: -
a. To define the typical rural parish
b. To determine the number of rural parishes and their locations
c. To create an accessible database and gazetteer 
d. To promote internal consultation
Mr London explained that the RST would be using the video clips collected at the conference in its report to General Assembly, together with the outcome of the consultation exercise in which attendees were then invited to take part.

Conference was divided into 10 groups to consider set questions, founded on: ‘describe the vision statement of a rural church in no more than 30 words’. Other questions sought to establish what challenges stand in the way of achieving the defined vision and to come up with possible solutions. Answers were collected in to be analysed after the conference so the session finished a little unsatisfactorily with no immediate feedback or sharing of what the 10 groups had produced.

GENERAL COMMENTS

While some sessions and activities were better than others, overall the conference was very worthwhile and provided food for thought. We would certainly wish all congregations in our Presbytery that are rural or at least partly rural in character to be aware of the work of the Rural Strategy Team, to participate in RST projects where appropriate, and to be aware of the resources available.

The only concern that arose out of the proceedings (concern is too strong really – more of a ‘niggle’) is that some speakers emphasised the difference between what they considered ‘real’ rural communities (ie connected to the land) and ‘commuter’ or ‘dormitory’ villages which by implication were not really rural. If this view holds sway it is a possible that the eventual RST definition could exclude many West Fife villages. The distinction being made is appreciated but there are nevertheless many issues common to all small and medium sized communities. The writers would like to suggest that rather than a narrow definition of ‘rural’ parishes to set beside that for ‘urban priority areas’, the M&DC might consider the merits of a wider classification system within which the character of all parishes in the church across the land could be described, perhaps by the top three activities most prevalent in each community.

As usual a key observation is that a large part of the value of conferencing is the opportunity to meet and share with kirk folk from across the country; there can never be too much of this!
GOD’S OWN COUNTRY
This resource was being promoted rigorously. Both delegates have packs that can be made available to view. What you get for your money (£5 at the Conference) is a ‘busy’ folder of information including papers on ‘Rural Theology’, ‘Sacred Space’, ‘Connecting with your Community’, ‘Mission Opportunities’ and ‘Rural Scotland.
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