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FALLOW:  (of farmland) ploughed and 
harrowed but left unsown for a period in 
order to restore its fertility 
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Within the Diocese of Exeter a Festival Church 
is one which is purposefully set aside as fallow 
by a Mission Community. Its church members 
need time to rest. To allow this to happen, support 
is sought from the local community and wider 
Mission Community, and both lay and clergy 
efforts are focused around making Festival 
celebrations really special occasions, drawing in 
the wider community, in effect ‘ploughing’ and 
‘harrowing the soil’ in preparation for new life. A 
Festival Church is a stopping off point to give time 
for recovery and reflection, out of which we pray 
that new energy for mission will emerge. 

This approach has at its heart the God-given gift of 
Sabbath as a pattern for creation, people and the 
land. Genesis tells us that God created the world 
in six days, and on the seventh day he rested. In 
the giving of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 
we read that the Lord has blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy, and so the people are 
commanded to do no work on this day and to keep 
it holy. In the context of the festival church then, 
we can see this fallow time as blessed by God and 
a time not to forget and become busy with other 
work, but a time to keep holy – to keep praying.

And the Sabbath is not only to be remembered 
each week. In Leviticus we read that the land itself 
is to keep Sabbath. For six years the fields can be 
sown and pruned and produce crops – but in the 
seventh year it is to rest. No crops are to be sown 
and only that which the land yields naturally is to 
be eaten. If we extend the analogy we can reflect 
that in this fallow time, as well as keeping the time 
holy, we are to allow the whole church to rest – to 
replenish itself – and yet there will still be produce 
arising naturally – for which we can praise God 
– and he will ensure we have enough by making 
the fields extra fruitful in the sixth year. It may even 
help us to understand better the nature of our 
church – what gifts, talents, faithfulness and signs 
of God’s mission are always there.

And then there is Jubilee. The year after seven 
Sabbath years – i.e. the 50th year is to be a 
Jubilee. We can regard this as a total reset. 
The year of Jubilee is to be consecrated and 
liberty proclaimed throughout the land. Land is 
redeemed and people are to return to their family 
homes. Slaves and servants are to be freed and 
enabled to return to their family homes. Land is 
never allowed to be sold permanently because it 
belongs to the Lord – what is sold is the number 
of harvests rather than the land itself. Perhaps, 
we can think of this time in terms of in terms of 
Jubilee, of a complete re-setting and returning to 
our roots – with a remembering that the church, 
like the land, belongs to God.

And finally, Sabbaths are also intimately 
connected with the festivals. In Leviticus 23, the 
chapter which details the appointed festivals of 
the Lord, the first is given as the Sabbath Day itself. 
Other festivals are dated in relation to the Sabbath 
day – sometimes the day after, sometimes the 
fiftieth day after seven Sabbaths, and if a festival is 
to last many days then the first and the eight day 
will be designated a Sabbath. 

So we can see that our festival churches will be 
well-named as they combine the holiness, the 
rest, recreation and replenishment of the Sabbath, 
the re-setting and release of Jubilee and the 
celebration, thankfulness and praise of the festival 
times themselves.


