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Foreword

I am a ‘townie,’ born and bred. Living on the southern edge of Auckland City I wasn’t a total stranger to the rural aspect of life as child, but to say I had any real insight into rural life growing up would be a misnomer. My associations with rural communities began in earnest when I met my wife, Raewyn, who had grown up on a dairy farm in the heart of the Waikato. It was through getting to know and love Raewyn’s family and their community that I started to gain an insight into the realities of rural life. A whole new world opened up to me beyond the romanticism that I think most New Zealand townies have of the rural world that is wrapped up in images of Red Band gumboots, roaring fires in a cosy farm house and well behaved stock grazing quietly on pastures of lush green grass. It’s a nice image to hold as you drive through a farming community, but hardly reflects the reality of rural life. 

What is hidden from the surface is the struggle to keep a business afloat through changing circumstances of environment, politics and economics. Associated with that struggle, are care and concern for your family and provision for family life, care for your employees and their families, and, importantly, the pressure to care for stock and keep production levels to an optimum position. Alongside this sit the real joys of a lifestyle that is deeply immersed and intertwined with the seasonal ebb and flow of creation. 

It has been my privilege through ministry in the Anglican Church as a priest and bishop in rural communities to be invited into farm houses and to share stories of life and faith over a morning cup of tea and freshly baked scones. In those conversations the realities of life have intersected with the profound insights of faith and of the beauty of God experienced in the midst of pastoral land. 

Bill Bennett knows this reality better than most through his extensive ministry as a priest within rural communities. The work you have in your hands is an invaluable insight into the roles that faith and Christian ministry offer to rural life, born not only out of Bill’s experience, but also with the depth of the history of the life of the Church in word and sacrament. Bill provides the Church today with a pathway back into our history that will help us to identify the roots of our ministry in rural life that enables us to navigate our present and near future. 

As life continues to change for parishes and faith communities in rural areas, we are blessed by the insights and reflections of this most faithful priest who has been deeply immersed in rural life, with a profound faith in God and desire to speak that faith in a meaningful and relevant way. I commend this work to all who minister in rural areas, both lay and ordained, as you seek to proclaim the joy, grace, hope and love of the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ amidst the communities that are shaped by pastures, vineyards and forests of Aotearoa/New Zealand.

 

Andrew Hedge
Bishop of Waiapu

Eastertide 2017


Introduction

Rural ministry is an identifiable style of Christian ministry within the churches of Aotearoa New Zealand. While most New Zealanders now live in towns and cities, we still appreciate all things rural and in many cases remember with affection our early years of growing up or holidaying in the country.

The outline below explores the evolution throughout the centuries of this distinctive ministry form as an expression of Christian mission and service, in particular its changing shape in this country. There are many factors that have shaped and influenced the ways we are currently seeking to give expression as to how God is present within the rural community and church, and how both laity and clergy are attempting to re-evaluate and change their understanding of this ministry form. By studying the antecedents of rural ministry we can begin to understand the traditions and customs that have shaped it and how we might seek fresh ways of service and mission within an increasingly complex society, both local and global, and that also honours our Māori and Pākehā tikanga. 

Therefore this essay seeks to reaffirm the place of rural ministry in the life of the wider church and thus enable laity and clergy whose ministries lie principally with and within rural communities to be aware of their long heritage. But it also suggests new directions in a constantly-changing world. The gospel narrative records Jesus regularly using stories and metaphors from the rural world to convey deep spiritual truths about the nature of God and God’s relationship with people and creation. He began as a village artisan but his travels with his disciples throughout Galilee, Samaria and Judea reveal a keen observer of all things rural. Rural parish life has been shaped by a long history of growth, decay and revival within ever-changing social and political conditions.  The author acknowledges that the following has been written from out of an Anglican Pākehā background.  

The Integrity of Rural Ministry

Throughout Western Christendom the rural church has been an integral part of the fabric of rural societies. It has been the vehicle for expressing humanity’s awareness of the Divine presence within creation, of times of community celebration, hope and harvest, of agrarian crisis in times of disaster and loss. People have for centuries sought to acknowledge the presence of God Creator, Redeemer and Life-giver in the midst of daily work with the soil, livestock, plants and trees, as well as within their own families and communities. Rural people have traditionally seen themselves as suppliers of food to the wider community.

Rural ministry interweaves and interacts with town and city ministries and their several forms of church, but it has a number of distinctive factors that invite a specific theology and practice along with certain liturgical, pastoral, spiritual and theological assumptions. In Aotearoa New Zealand it is a given that there will always be a rural sector in our society, but the landscape ahead is changing as the church seeks to find fresh ways to be a relevant and meaningful presence within rural communities. The rural parish as we know it had its origins in the life of the Church in both Europe and the British Isles. The following notes lay out a summary of some of the significant historical factors that have brought us to where we are today.


Part I — Early Beginnings

Celtic and Roman Roots

Prior to the 11th century the rural church and parish did not really exist as an identifiable expression of Christian mission. The Celtic Church, which found a foothold in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, and to a lesser extent in England, grew from the evangelising endeavours of missionaries from the Catholic monasteries of Gaul as well as from Christian Roman citizens and soldiers living in Britain. There were bishops and clergy from the 3rd and 4th centuries, and there were monasteries led by abbots, all of whom served their surrounding communities. One of the most famous monasteries was Iona, founded on a windswept island off Scotland’s north-western coast, but which was a vital spring board for Christian mission. The Celtic-speaking peoples of that time had a strong sense of partnership with all creation that coloured their world-view. But they saw themselves as part of a wider Christendom.

While there has been a revival of all things Celtic on 21st century society in terms of its spirituality, much that has been claimed as Celtic is an attempt by modern society to regain an awareness of the created world in the face of issues such as urbanisation, globalisation and climate change. However, it has re-affirmed the rural church’s sense of awakening people to the presence of God incarnate and omnipresent:

In Celtic spirituality, God, or perhaps more accurately, the Divine presence, was recognised intensely in the workings of nature and was easily discerned in the landscapes of Ireland, Scotland and England. For the Celts there was a sacredness to every day place. The opposite is true in many cultures and settings today.1

Augustine of Canterbury’s mission to Britain in 597 saw the emergence of a more firmly structured Roman Church which sought to bring greater reference and accountability to Rome. His efforts met with mixed success. While the Celtic church as a self-sustaining church is more myth than fact, there was certainly an ‘awareness among Christians in Celtic-speaking countries that they all belonged to the one Church.’2

Theodore of Tarsus (c. 602–690), a Greek educated at Tarsus and Athens, was directed by Pope Vitalian to  be Archbishop of Canterbury in 688, following the initial impetus of Augustine of Canterbury’s original ministry, and was asked to carry forward the changes he initiated. Theodore made an extensive tour of the whole of England, which prompted him to embark on a programme of reorganisation. He found there was only one bishop for the area south of the Humber River (which took in southern and central England) and only two north of it. Using his influence upon the Saxon thanes (hereditary members of the aristocratic class who held land from the king or from another nobleman in return for certain services), he encouraged them to build churches on their estates and appoint priests to minister to the estate and all its people.

Such priests were in effect private chaplains to the landlord, closely linked through family and social ties to the local people, and often drawn
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