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There seems to be a belief – fairly widespread 

amongst some Church leaders – that evangelism 

in rural communities is hard, or even impossible. In 

honesty, it can be difficult. Recent research from the 

Arthur Rank Centre’s Rural Life and Faith project (www.

arthurrankcentre.org.uk/mission-and-ministry/improving-

training-and-resources) reflects a variety of reasons:

The nature of some rural communities, especially 
smaller villages
 

Many rural communities can be quite close-knit, with 

most people knowing much about their neighbours’ lives 

and activities. This can make change (eg starting to 

attend church) hard. Conversely, other rural communities 

are becoming increasingly fragmented, often where larger 

numbers of recent incomers are found and where these 

people’s lives are focused away from the community (eg 

commuting, family elsewhere, or social lives centred 

on large towns or cities). In addition, the local church 

is often viewed in a social, symbolic or even just an 

aesthetic way (eg a beautiful building or setting), rather 

than in any overtly spiritual fashion.

The nature of some rural churches
 

These can be quite conservative and traditional. ‘Being 

a presence’ in the community may be their default 

value, but it is not seen to include the active sharing of 

the Christian faith. This often parallels a wider view of 

the Church from purely social or aesthetic perspectives 

(as above). 

The nature of much rural religion (if it is possible 
to identify such a thing)
 

This tends to be both understated and nebulous, while 

allowing the local church to be representatively religious 

on people’s behalf (“Say one for me, vicar”). Yet the 

‘death of Christendom’ – the loosening of ties between 

the local church and the life of the community – is 

reflected in an increased alienation of rural inhabitants 

from even this type of vicarious faith.

The nature of many rural churchgoers
 
They may be both reticent (ie ‘scared stupid’) 
concerning overt evangelism, and/or inexperienced in it. 
In fact most may have never been involved in any form 
of evangelistic activity, and many (especially an older 
generation) may have grown into faith through a process 
of spiritual osmosis; the assumption of churchgoing as 
a norm with the adoption of a related lifestyle and the 
assembly of a set of personal beliefs and values.

The nature of much (rural) evangelism
 
Both in real life and in their imagination, villagers’ 
and rural churchgoers’ experiences of evangelism 
are often negative, seen as overly confrontational 
and representing approaches that are inappropriate 
or unhelpful. Examples are cited of ‘hit-and-run’ 
evangelists or insensitive visiting teams, and serious 
disconnection between their involvement, approach and 
activities from that of the local church.

These explanations could easily be dismissed as 
sweeping generalisations or rationalisations by Church 
leaders for whom evangelism is not a priority. However 
there are three key related truths that clearly emerge:

l  many rural lay Christians are scared of evangelism 
(or whatever you want to call it)

l  most of them have had little or no encouragement/
training in how to engage appropriately in 
evangelism

l  many rural ministers do not feel equipped to either 
envision or enable their congregations for such 
activity.

Bridging the gap?
 

However, there is clearly some sort of evangelism 
taking place in rural churches and the communities they 
serve. Considerable numbers of rural churches – even 
amongst the more traditional – are actually growing 
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and engaging more broadly with their communities. 
Rural inhabitants are coming to faith and new rural 
congregations and intentional Christian communities 
are springing into existence, while current ones are 
being affirmed and revitalised. How is this happening? 
And – perhaps just as important – how are rural 
congregations being enthused to share their faith 
effectively?

Part of the answer lies in some of the many resources 
and approaches provided by the Arthur Rank Centre 
(ARC) www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk. The ARC is the 
rural churches’ resource and networking hub, serving all 
denominations in Britain. Among the more significant for 
rural evangelism and community-based mission are:

l Country Way
  Stories are important to people, in the Church no 

less than anywhere else, and rural churches can 
be encouraged by hearing stories of how people 
like them elsewhere have done things. Published 
three times a year, the magazine Country Way is full 
of good stories from rural congregations, in every 
context, from many denominations (and none). Many 
of these focus on mission and engagement with 
the community, and are intended not to be copied 
slavishly but are models for reflection and catalysts 
for action by others.

  Find out more at www.countryway.org.uk. Currently 
you can subscribe to the printed magazine, but 
online-only subscriptions, will soon be offered too. 
The website gives full indexing and description of 
back issues and articles, with free access online to 
much of the back catalogue.

l Library of rural good practice
  This is, in some ways, an online version of Country 

Way. There are fewer articles, and they cover a 
wider range, but they generally go into greater 
depth and provide detailed case studies. The 
library is constantly growing, and a number of the 
current articles focus on community-based mission 
and evangelism. Everything available here (www.
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/library-of-good-practice) is 
free.

Of particular relevance may be:

 −  the ongoing listing of rural fresh expressions 
of Church, with links to websites and articles 
about the growing numbers of examples (www.
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/library-of-good-practice/
item/6689-fresh-expressions-of-church-–-rural-
examples-and-links)

 −  a comprehensive resource on Messy Church in 
rural contexts, with case studies, background 
material and material prepared uniquely for 
this module (www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk/how-
best-to-use/item/6691-how-best-to-use-messy-
church-in-rural-areas)

l Equipping for rural mission
  This is a free training tool designed for small, 

isolated or dispersed churches and communities, 
and for rural churches that operate in groups. It 
is intended to provide a simple approach for local 
congregations to learn about their communities 
and about their own strengths and assets ... in 
preparation for engaging appropriately with those 
communities in mission or evangelism. You can find 
this at www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk/publications-
and-resources/profiling-tools.

l  Journey to Life 
Finally, a crucial new resource for rural churches 
is this simple local church training programme 
designed to envision, enable and equip lay people 
and church leaders to engage in evangelism 
appropriate for themselves and their own situation 
– as a natural part of the ongoing life of the local 
church. It focuses on the use of story, the relations 
that already exist between church members and 
the wider community, the key elements of the 
yearly community life, and how the local church 
can affirm these while sharing their faith in low key 
and non-confrontational ways. The subtext for this 
resource is ‘evangelism as heartbeat, not hiccup’. 
You can find all the resources and material for this 
programme –which is designed to be run over two 
half-days entirely within the local church without 
external facilitators – at www.arthurrankcentre.org.
uk/publications-and-resources/rural-evangelism.
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