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Opening Prayer
Before embarking on session 2, read together these
words from Matthew 11 and root the conversations to
come in prayer.
Lord Jesus Christ, you called all who are weary and burdened
to come to you, to take your yoke upon them and to learn from
you, for you are gentle and humble in heart. Your yoke is easy
and your burden is light, and you promise rest for our souls (from
Matthew 11: 28-30).
In our coming to you, we pray to be freed from all fears and
discouragement to walk radiantly as your followers.
This we ask in the name of the Son, the power of the Spirit and the
loving, merciful goodness of our heavenly Father.
Amen.
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A reflection
In session 1 we explored how much there is to
celebrate about rural mission and ministry and
the life of our rural communities. In this session
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3. The burden of buildings and bureaucracy:
in sparsely populated rural, multi-parish Mission
Communities, there are multiple demands from

we shall begin to explore the burdens of rural,
multi-parish Mission Communities which threaten
to squash the joy of being a disciple of Jesus.

multiple angles falling on small and often ageing
congregations. Session 4 will look at ways to
lighten the load of buildings and bureaucracy.

There are three particular sets of burdens we want
to consider:

We have to set all of this in the context of the
Coronavirus crisis, which offers us both challenge
and opportunity. The danger is that Coronavirus
will simply add to our burdens. For instance: (i)
Using the internet or telephone conferencing
for our worship during the lockdown seemed to
reach many people on the fringe of church. If we
continue that, will that simply be an extra thing for
hard-pressed clergy and laity to organise each
week? (ii) Many new contacts were made with
individuals and institutions as the church reached
out during the crisis. It would be good to develop
those relationships, but how does that fit with
everything else clergy and laity have always done?

1. The burden of expectations: this is partly how
we measure “success” and the feeling of failure
that can create in rural parishes; and partly the
expectations we have of individuals in particular
roles and the burden those can place on them.
We shall explore these issues in this session.
2. The burden of our model of church: the
traditional model of one church, one parish, one
priest has long gone, and our attempts simply
to spread the clergy thinner and thinner are not
working. Laity are more and more stretched as
well, as older and smaller congregations mean
there are fewer people to fill the traditional roles
of churchwarden and PCC officers. Our model of
church in rural areas has been creaking at the
seams for some considerable time. Session 3 will
look at possible alternatives you might want to
consider in your Mission Community.

On the other hand, Coronavirus presents us with
an opportunity. So much changed in that time. We
had to do things differently as a church and as a
society. Is this not the chance to step back and
ask – do we really need to go back to doing x or
y? What might be pruned to make way for new
possibilities, new growth?

Part 1: the burden of expectations of “success”
Let’s turn now to the main topic of this session –
the burden of expectations, both how we measure
“success” and the expectations placed on people.
Success is a tricky concept in the church for
various reasons:
(i) success feels like something which human
beings achieve, whereas in Christian ministry
we depend utterly on God’s grace and all that
he wants to do through us. Any success is his
alone. St Paul reminds us of this when he writes:
“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the
growth. So neither the one who plants nor the one
who waters is anything, but only God who gives
the growth” (1 Cor 3.6-7).
(ii) God’s time is not our time: unlike many human
tasks where you can see the fruits of your labour at
the end of the day, mission is often about planting
and watering seeds which may or may not come
to fruition until years later.
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So in one sense, we shouldn’t be attempting to
measure success at all, simply faithfully opening
ourselves to God and all he wants to do through us
in his good time. And yet, being human, we can’t
help measuring and being measured as to how we
are doing in our parishes. The measures tend to be
numerical and financial – the numbers recorded
in our registers, the money we raise, the Common
Fund target we hit or miss. In small rural parishes,
it is all too easy to feel that, on those human
measures of success, we are failing in comparison
with urban churches with big numbers in both their
pews and accounts.
There is another way of looking at this though – a
way which can lighten the burden of expectations
by broadening the ways we measure “success” in
rural parishes.

Practical exercise (1)
As a group fill out the following grid, which explores the depth of contact
between the church and the wider community in rural areas, and hence
opportunities to share the Gospel.

Lightening the Load session 2: alternative measures
of “success” in rural churches
List all the local groups that your
church members are involved with

What percentage of your parishioners
do you think your congregation know?

Estimate roughly how many people
your church members have supported
in the community over the past year,
and in what sort of ways?
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How many people come to your
festival services throughout the year
and what percentage of the local
population is that?

How many people have you reached
this year through the occasional
offices e.g. farming funerals, village
weddings and baptisms?

What other Gospel seeds have you
been able to sow this year?

Are there any instances where you feel
you have seen answers to prayer or
the fruits of the Spirit in action in your
communities?

How has the Coronavirus crisis
changed the way you share the
Gospel, and with what effect?

Questions for discussion

1. Are there other questions/measures
you would add to help measure
the “success” of rural mission and
ministry in a broader way than
numbers on a Sunday ?

Part 2: The burden of expectations on
individuals
Both clergy and laity are stretched very thin in rural
ministry. One of the burdens can be unrealistic
expectations placed upon us by churchgoers and
non-churchgoers, and indeed the expectations we
place on ourselves.
Some expectations may derive from an earlier
time when the context of the church was different.
In previous times we had more clergy looking after
fewer parishes, larger congregations, more people
to do things, more significant donations from local
landowners and so on. Now we have far fewer
clergy, smaller congregations and less money; yet
in many cases we are trying to do all the same
things and more.
Very well-meaning people from different
backgrounds – both churchgoers and nonchurchgoers - can have quite differing
expectations about the ministry of the Church
in their community. That can take its toll on
clergy and churchwardens alike. The experience
of the Coronavirus crisis could add even more
expectations about the importance of online

2. How does this exercise affect
the way you view the mission and
ministry of your church?

worship. The weight of expectation can lead to
exhaustion, stress and a sense of failing in our
service to God and our communities.
In the remainder of this session, we are going to
ask you to name the expectations placed upon
you, particularly the ones which feel unrealistic and
burdensome. In sessions 3, 4 and 5 we’ll consider
how we might lighten the burdens, but for the
moment we simply need to name expectations
as honestly and openly as we can. The very act
of doing this may bring some sense of relief or a
feeling of solidarity with others as we realise that
other people feel the same as we do.
Sharing the expectations which burden us isn’t
always easy. But to name burdens is not a sign
of weakness. It is the first step towards gaining
perspective on them, and being able to say: that
is a healthy expectation and that is not; that is a
priority and that is not; that we should continue
doing and that we should prune.

Practical exercise (2)
As a group spend some time naming to each other, as openly and honestly
as you can, the sorts of expectations that you feel are placed on you,
particularly those that might feel unrealistic and burdensome. Use the grid in
Practical Exercise 2 to note these down and consider their importance.
Keep the grid to refer back to in Session 5.

Lightening the Load session 2: Naming the burdens
As Clergy, Church Wardens, Church Officers, PCC members, what feels burdensome to you and squashes
the joy of being a disciple of Jesus? Think about:

•
•
•
•
•

Expectations
Expectations
Expectations
Expectations
Expectations

of churchgoers
of the wider local community
of Deanery/Diocese
created by the Coronavirus crisis
we put on ourselves

List the burdens in the left hand column. Once you have done that, try to categorise each burden as:
(1) unavoidable (2) unavoidable but could be done differently (3) unnecessary and could possibly be
pruned.

The burden
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1

unavoidable

2

unavoidable but
could be done
differently

3

unnecessary
and could
possibly be
pruned

1

The burden

unavoidable

2

unavoidable but
could be done
differently

3

unnecessary
and could
possibly be
pruned
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Keep this completed grid to refer back to in Session 5.
A closing thought and prayer
What does God expect of us as his disciples? In
the book of the prophet Micah we read: “What
does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to
love mercy and to walk humbly with your God”
(Micah 6.8). How does this affect our view of the
expectations placed upon us in our rural churches
and communities?

O God, you know us to be set in the midst of so
many and great dangers,
that by reason of the frailty of our nature we
cannot always stand upright:
grant to us such strength and protection as may
support us in all dangers
and carry us through all temptations; through
Jesus Christ your Son our Lord. Amen.

