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(Robert introduced himself as currently the Interim Team Rector of Dudley)


Who are “we” and what is “it”? When John was first in touch about this event he said that the theme had been “left purposely vague” and that I might use my “experience of rural ministry and more recently of urban to offer some insights into the similarities, differences, challenges, opportunities....”  Thank you for the openness of the title.  As I mulled it over those two words “we” and “it”, we can’t do it all, played on my mind. What do we mean by them?

Let me explain my thinking by telling you of a conversation a few months ago with a retired priest, Michael Brierly (author of Camberwell), now aged 84 and living in Cradely Heath he leads worship once a month in one of the churches that is part of the Dudley Team. I wanted to make sure that the congregation weren’t overloading him.  I also wanted to hear about his earlier ministry, because he had been rector of Eastham with Rochford from 1971 to 1979. They’re two villages in the stunningly beautiful Teme Valley. They’re also now part of Teme Valley South parish which is made up of Eastham and Rochford – and also Hanley William, Hanley Childe, Stoke Bliss, Kyre and Stanford on Teme! That’s where I was Priest in Charge from 2010-17. When in the 1970s Michael was there he had two villages, each having 60 – yes six zero- households. When I was there, I had heard from older residents about the wonderful ministry he had. He organised village choirs.  He started the Eastham village fete -  an event still going strong and set up to raise funds to be shared between the village church and the village hall. He knew all the people of the villages and visited as they had need. He led worship – there was a service in each church every Sunday at the same time. And indeed, with his musical skills, he would often not only lead the worship but also provide the music. His was a ministry described in Betjeman’s “Blame the vicar”:

		To preach on Sunday is his task
		And lend his mower when we ask
		And organise our village fetes
		And sing a Christmas with the waits
		And in his car to give us lifts
		And when we quarrel, heal the rifts
  
If in the 1970s you had asked Michael the question what was “it” – what was the task to be done - I suspect his reply would have been about caring for all the people in his charge. That’s what he’d been trained for (Lichfield theological college 1957). And if you had asked whose responsibility it was to do the “it”, the answer would have been that it was his as rector.  “We” were the clergy and their wives – and it was wives back then.  And “it” was to be the village parson – the person who looked after the welfare of all in the village and of the village itself.

Of course times changed – and this is NOT a lament for the “good old days”. The number of clergy has fallen significantly and so Michael was asked to take on the Hanleys and Stoke Bliss as well.  In the conversation I had with Michael, he told me of how he had seen the bishop at that time and that he (Michael) had said to the bishop (about the suggestion he take on the extra villages), “I don’t know how to do it.”  The bishop’s response (I’m told) was “Just tell them in Eastham that you’ll be in Stoke Bliss the following Sunday and they’ll all have to go there.” 


Notice that in the Bishop’s response, alongside the naive assumption that parishioners would do what they were told and travel to neighbouring villages, the role of the clergy – the “it” that they were supposed to do, was only talked about in terms of Sunday worship rather than being the village parson  with its holistic responsibility for the entire populations.


Unsurprisingly Michael, much as he and his wife love the Teme Valley, moved to Dudley where he was vicar of a single church and one congregation.  A former churchwarden, now dead, told me that Michael had said to him, “They want me to take on Stoke Bliss and the Hanelys as well, and I don’t think I can do it properly.”  None of this is in any way to denigrate Michael or his ministry. He did, or rather as he’s still active, he does what he was trained for.


Also it’s not to belittle his view of “it”.  The church’s task is the same task that Jesus had. “As the Father sent Me, so I send you...”. Jesus in the synagogue in Capernaum identifies his task as good news for the poor, freedom for prisoners, sight for the blind, freedom for the oppressed and to proclaim the year of the lords favour.  That resonates with what Michael was doing back in the 70s and which people remember with affection.  I would suggest that the “it” that we can’t do on our own, is all that makes for individual and community wellbeing.  I would argue that anything that pushes the church’s role into being merely suppliers of religious services for the people who like that sort of thing  - as the then bishop’s reported response to Michael implies – is selling out what God is looking for.

 
The Bishop’s reported response was naive about people’s willingness to travel. The assumption that you just “tell them next week they have to go to Stoke Bliss” doesn’t stand up to scrutiny.  Any of us who have been involved in rural ministry know that people have their church which they go to. 

Over a four year period during my time as Vicar of Teme Valley South , I gathered data as to who came to which services from which village. Atypical entry is in the table below:
  






	
Typical entry
	
	Attendees from

	Date
	Service time and location
	Kyre
	Stoke Bliss
	Hanley
	Eastham
	Stanford
	Rochford
	Out of area
	Total

	23-06-13
	8.30 HW
	0
	0
	8
	0
	2
	0
	0
	10

	
	10.00 R
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	9
	3
	15

	
	3.00 ST
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	1
	4

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


 K=Kyre, SB=Stoke Bliss, H=Hanleys, E=Eastham, ST=Stanford, R=Rochford, O=Out of Area, T=Total
That tells that on that Sunday 10 people came to the 8.30 service at Hanley William of whom 8 were from the Hanleys and 2 from Stanford. The 10.00 at Rochford had 3 people from Eastham, 3 from out of the area and 9 from Rochford. The 3.00 at Stanford had 4 people, 3 of whom were from Stanford.
Putting all the data for those four years together interesting facts emerge. The number of services on a Sunday varied. The table below gives the figures. 
	Number of services, congregation size and attendances

	Number of services on a Sunday
	1
	2
	3
	4

	Total attendance
	14.0
	26.0
	39.1
	60.6

	Congregation size
	14.0
	13.0
	13.0
	15.1


 There was only one five service Sunday during the period of data collection and it was Easter so it has been omitted from the analysis as atypical and in any event not statistically significant. The data included in the table was subject to an ANOVA test and the data is significant at p<.05.

What the above table clearly indicates is that firstly the more services that were held within the larger number of churches within the Benefice, the larger the overall total of people attending a service of worship; and secondly the very important evidence that the congregation size does not increase with fewer services and does not decrease with the larger number of services.  

A further table presents the intriguing evidence of what happens when, because there is no service within the church in their own village, those wishing to worship have to travel to a church within the Teme Valley where they know there is a service.   The percentages in the first column are of worshippers resident in their own parish;  the second column is of worshippers who have travelled from other villages within the Valley.  The percentages consistently indicate the contrast between attendance by parishioners at services within their own village church compared with those in which no service is held in their own village church and who therefore if they wish to worship have to travel.   The conclusion to be drawn therefore is that when and where opportunity for worship is given place matters.  

	Percentage of residents in church.  

	
	 Service in Church.
	No service in Church.

	E
	3.8
	0.6

	SB&K
	2.5
	0.9

	R
	6.0
	0.2

	ST
	4.9
	0.5

	H
	2.9
	0.5



All this adds up to the Bishop’s strategy and that of others being naive but it’s one that has been followed by many, and still is as a solution to declining numbers of clergy and other authorised ministers. 
So where does this take us? 
First, hold on to a big “IT” – the practice of the whole of the kingdom of God and nothing narrowly religious;  second  “WE” must be local but also all encompassing, with an understanding of ministry which invites a broad partnership from all of those who serve a community in a variety of ways. There are countless reports and much encouragement to the broadening of awareness of who and what can contribute to the total breadth of the Church’s ministry and to use of the resource which is the church building.









  



