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Introduction 

As we prepare for Rural Mission Sunday 
2020, we find ourselves in uncharted 
waters. We – in common with communities 
across the world – have been living in 
lockdown for a significant proportion of the 
early months of this year, living with a level 
of disconnection that many, if not all of us, 
have found unsettling and unprecedented. 

As we have supported rural churches 
through COVID-19, and listened to stories 
of the impact the outbreak has had, we 
have become convinced that Rural Mission 
Sunday 2020 offers a timely opportunity 
to take stock and reflect, to engage 
intentionally with the changes of perspective 
that we have experienced in recent weeks. 

In Exodus 3 we read of an encounter 
between Moses and God at the burning 
bush. Moses is going about his normal, 
everyday life when he catches sight of a 
bush that’s on fire. This is a fairly ordinary 
occurrence for him, but he’s paying 
sufficient attention to notice that the 
bush isn’t burning up. What follows is an 
exchange that transforms not only Moses 
but the future of the whole people of God. 

Many centuries later, the poet Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning reflected on this simple 
act of ‘noticing’:

Earth’s crammed with heaven, 
And every common bush afire with God, 
But only he who sees takes off his shoes; 
The rest sit round and pluck blackberries.

This Rural Mission Sunday, we want to 
create space for you to stop and ‘notice God’ 
in a new way, to find, in George Herbert’s 
glorious phrase, ‘heaven in ordinary’. 

The simple premise at the heart of Rural 
Mission Sunday remains as relevant this 
year as it always has: to encourage you 
and your church congregation to celebrate 
another year of faithfully sustaining 
an effective Christian presence in your 
community. As ever, we’ve provided 
resources and suggestions to help you shape 
Sunday worship in a way which enables you 
to do this, and this year we’ve considered 
how you might do this as a gathered or as a 
dispersed congregation. 

As we compile this material it is difficult to 
predict the extent to which we will still be 
impacted by social distancing restrictions 
by the time Rural Mission Sunday rolls 
round on 19 July. Where we are in the 
pandemic response will shape how you 
might respond. If we’re still in lockdown or 
social distancing guidelines are still in place 
you will need to focus on your use of phone 
or online resources, or on equipping your 
church family to mark Rural Mission Sunday 

in their own homes. If restrictions have been 
partially or entirely lifted, Rural Mission 
Sunday may be the perfect opportunity to 
bring your community together to celebrate! 

However you decide to use these materials, 
we would encourage you to ask yourself 
where you have experienced ‘heaven in 
ordinary’ or found yourself on holy ground 
in the last few weeks. Perhaps it’s been in 
the wonderful bird song we can hear, now 
that the noise of traffic is silenced. Maybe 
you get the chance to stop and stare as you 
walk around your community. Perhaps it is 
as you give or receive help that the ordinary 
becomes holy. 

Whatever your experience, our prayer 
this Rural Mission Sunday is that you will 
see and take off your shoes. Leave the 
blackberry picking to others. 
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Louise Davis
Projects and Communications Officer,  

Arthur Rank Centre 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk 

rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk 

 RURAL MISSION SUNDAY 2020  
 HEAVEN IN ORDINARY 



You can find these materials on our website or in the June 2020 issue  
of Country Way; for more information go to  
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020 or email  
rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk. 

This booklet includes: 
•   What does it mean to find heaven in the 

ordinary? 
An overview of some key Bible passages 
which explore how changing the way we 
see the everyday can enable us to meet 
with God in unexpected ways.

•   Celebrating Rural Mission Sunday 
Some ideas of ways in which your church 
might use Rural Mission Sunday to draw 
attention to God in the ordinary, everyday 
things of life. 

•   Shaping your church service 
This year we’ve offered suggestions for 
marking Rural Mission Sunday as a 
gathered or a dispersed church.

While Rural Mission Sunday itself takes place  
on 19 July 2020, you can use this material 
at any time and in the way that’s most 
appropriate to your church and community. 
The material in this booklet is supplemented 
by the Rural Mission Sunday section of 
our website (arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-
mission-sunday-2020) and you should feel 
completely free to use as much or as little of 
it as you’d like!

 OTHER RURAL  
 MISSION SUNDAY MATERIAL 
This year, alongside celebrating another year of faithful Christian  
presence in your rural community, we want to encourage you to take time to 
stop and reflect on the last few months. To that end we have developed some 
resources for reflection that we hope you will find helpful to use individually, as 
churches and – probably with some adaptation – with your communities where 
that might be welcomed. 

As we engage intentionally with 
our experiences, we are likely 
to find much to celebrate and 
give thanks for, particularly 
as social distancing measures 
are relaxed. But we are also 
likely to need to create space 
for remembrance and even 
lament as we grieve for those 
in our families, churches and 
communities who have died 
as a result of the COVID-19 

 COULD YOU HELP US ENABLE OTHERS  
 TO  FIND HEAVEN IN THE ORDINARY? 
Would you consider using Rural Mission Sunday as an opportunity to financially 
support the work of the Arthur Rank Centre? We’re entirely funded by our 
supporters so it’s the generosity of local churches and others that enables us to 
continue to find imaginative and creative ways of supporting local churches and 
their communities. 

Please send us your contribution by cheque, made payable to The Arthur Rank 
Centre; please write ‘Rural Mission Sunday’ on the back of the cheque. For more 
information, please email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk.

 TELL US YOUR STORIES! 
We’d love to hear about what you did to mark Rural Mission Sunday! The 
diversity of rural churches and their communities means that there’s a huge 
amount of creativity around and we like nothing more than sharing stories of 
the amazing and diverse ways in which the rural church is being 
celebrated. More than ever this year, we want to highlight the 
resilience and imagination of rural churches so please do get 
in touch.

The easiest way to share your feedback is to go to 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020 and 
follow the links to our feedback form. Alternatively, you can 
email rms@arthurrankcentre.org.uk or even send us a letter!
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 WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO EXPERIENCE  
 ‘HEAVEN IN ORDINARY’? 
This year we are reflecting on three Bible passages that bring different perspectives to this idea of ‘heaven in ordinary’. 
Our focus is on Moses’ encounter with God in the burning bush, but we hope that Jesus’ parables of the mustard seed 
and the yeast, and Paul’s encounter with Lydia, will enable you to engage more broadly with how we might see God at 
work in apparently ordinary people and places. 

 EXODUS 3:1-6:  
 MOSES AND THE BURNING BUSH 
It was an ordinary working day for Moses. 
Being a shepherd was hard work: the 
Sinai desert is a dry wilderness and a 
shepherd needed to know where there 
might be some grass or water for the 
sheep. Shepherds might spend days 
alone with their flock.

Moses has come to Mount Horeb, which 
became known as ‘the mountain of the 
Lord’. As he walks, he notices a bush on 
fire, not in itself an unusual thing in a 
desert. However, Moses notices that the 
bush is not being burnt up; this is very 
strange and so he turns aside to look 
further. The voice of God calls him by 
name and instructs him to take off his 
sandals, ‘for this is holy ground’.

God calls himself the God of ‘your father 
and of Abraham Isaac and Jacob’. We don’t 
know if Moses had worshipped God before 
this point. God is showing the connection 
through the patriarchs to God’s people now, 
whom he has heard and wants to save.

Suddenly Moses’s ordinary day is turned 
on its head. His eyes are opened to the 
fact that God is all around him if he 
can only stop and look. This episode is 
transformational: as Moses steps onto holy 
ground, he is called and commissioned to 
be God’s instrument of deliverance for the 
people of God. 

•   How do you experience God in the 
ordinariness of your day?

•   How have you experienced God in the 
past few months?

•   What may have helped you to glimpse 
Holy Ground?
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 MATTHEW 13:31-35:  
 THE PARABLES OF  THE MUSTARD  
 SEED AND THE WHEAT 
In Jesus’ day people were much more connected to the land than we 
are. For them, a bad harvest could mean disaster. By drawing on the 
ordinary scenes of daily life to talk of God, Jesus is taking common 
ground and making it holy ground. 

The parable of the mustard seed is a reminder that the work of 
bringing in the Kingdom of Heaven happens at God’s initiative. No 
famer would plant just one seed, but this is a reminder that God 
works in small and often hidden ways. We see this picture again in 
the parable of the woman using yeast to bake bread; something so 
small transforms flour into a light loaf. 

Both activities require patience: we have to wait for a seed to grow 
and for yeast to raise the dough. We cannot control either process; 
we must wait on God. Many of us have felt disconcerted by just how 
out of control life has felt recently. We have had to learn to depend 
on God, to find and stay on holy ground in new ways and unlikely 
places. 

•   What do you need to be patient about?

•   What do you do when you feel life is out of control?

•   Take a walk and look for the small things that will grow.

 ACTS 16:12-15:  
 PAUL AND LYDIA 
Paul’s encounter with Lydia speaks of ‘heaven in 
ordinary’ in several different ways as we observe the 
change that’s taken place in him, transformed by God 
from Saul the zealous Pharisee to Paul the Christian 
leader. We see him prepared to share with a Gentile 
woman in a way that would have been unthinkable in 
his previous life, meeting her in a place of business and 
domestic activity. 

Lydia and the other women may well have first met 
each other as they did their laundry in the river, a 
humdrum activity that opened the way for shared 
conversation and prayer. The women come together to 
worship, building common ground despite their different 
backgrounds, common ground becoming holy ground.

For Paul to search for, and then join these women in 
their worship is astounding. That Paul accepts Lydia’s 
invitation to her house is another extraordinary glimpse 
perhaps of the ordinary becoming holy ground.

•   Have you been surprised to find who you are 
supporting or receiving support from?

•   What have you learnt over the past months about 
seeing God in unexpected people?

•   When we can gather again, who will you invite to 
celebrate with you?



 SHAPING  
 YOUR SERVICE 
Because it’s difficult to predict the circumstances we 
might find ourselves in on Sunday 19 July, we have taken 
the decision to include here only very general pointers 
on how you might like to arrange your worship on Rural 
Mission Sunday. 

However, we are continuing to work on a range of 
resources which we will make available on our website 
as Rural Mission Sunday approaches. To ensure you’re 
informed when new material becomes available, we 
suggest you… 

•   Register for Rural Mission Sunday via our website: 
this will subscribe you to a dedicated Rural Mission 
Sunday email update through which we will circulate 
ideas and material

•   Follow us on social media: we are regularly updating 
both Facebook (facebook.com/RuralMissionSunday) 
and Twitter (twitter.com/RuralMissSunday) with links 
to resources and ideas

Some thoughts as you      prepare your Rural Mission Sunday service...

 IF YOU ARE ABLE TO GATHER  
 AS A CHURCH AND LOCAL  
 COMMUNITY… 
What physical spaces have become significant in the last few 
months? How can you draw on them? Just because you can use 
your church building again, doesn’t mean you have to! What about 
those outside of your physical community that you’ve engaged with 
online? How can you include them?

 IF YOU AREN’T ABLE TO  
 GATHER TOGETHER… 
Make sure everyone in your community has the opportunity  
to join in:

•   You could gather by teleconference or online; our website has 
information on how you might do this

•   Create a reflective activity that individuals or families can use 
alone or in households

•   Think about how you might use music creatively; a service 
doesn’t have to include communal singing, and you may find 
that drawing on music from outside our Christian worship 
traditions – classical or contemporary – can offer a different 
perspective 

Whether you are marking Rural Mission Sunday as a gathered or 
a dispersed community, consider how you might include elements 
of celebration, thanksgiving and remembrance in your service. 

 A PRAYER FOR  

 RURAL MISSION SUNDAY 

Creator God,

there is so much that is strange in our lives at present.

Help us to pay attention to your creation,

so that we may see you in the common and everyday.

Shepherd Jesus,

as we walk through this rapidly changing world,

help us to know you walk with us.

If our path runs through the valley of the shadow

may we see your light and know your comfort as you lead us.

Comforting Spirit,

as we go about our ordinary lives,

surprise us with glimpses of holy ground.

Blessed Trinity, Creator, Shepherd, Spirit,

surround us with you love, now and always.

Amen



 FINDING ‘HEAVEN IN ORDINARY’ 
A key component of Rural Mission Sunday has always been 
to encourage rural churches to respond practically in their 
communities. As we’ve already established, it’s impossible to 
predict the restrictions we might be living under on 19 July 2020, 
so here we offer some broad themes for your response; we will be 
adding more specific ideas to our website over the coming weeks; 
visit arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020.

Whatever you choose to do, we would encourage you to think 
about the people and places where you have experienced ‘heaven 
in ordinary’. Where have you seen God at work in unusual or 
unexpected ways and how can you celebrate and give thanks for 
that, or create space for remembrance or lament? 

If you have built new relationships with people outside of your 
geographical community as a result of online or teleconference 
services and other initiatives, think about how you could include 
them in your Rural Mission Sunday celebrations. You could host 
your celebrations online or by phone, create a website or social 
media presence or even invite them to join you in person (if current 
social distancing guidelines allow for this)!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 CELEBRATING OUR COMMUNITY 

Responding individually:
Many of us have taken part in local or national initiatives designed 
to bring our communities and wider society together such as 
putting a rainbow picture or candle in a public-facing window, or 
taking part in weekly Claps for Carers. These are a brilliant prompt 
for our own prayer and thanksgiving. You could also send cards to 
people you haven’t seen for a while, or simply pick up the phone 
and have a chat. 

Responding collectively:
Many of us have missed not only contact with other people, but 
the opportunity to spend time in places that we love. What new 
opportunities might exist in your community to for working with 
others to create shared places in which people can gather? How 
might you use the space in and around your church building 
as a shared space in which people can mark their freedom to 
gather again?

 THANKSGIVING FOR KEY WORKERS 
Many of us will have become much more reliant on specific 
individuals or services in our communities over the last few 
months: food and other delivery people including milkmen and 
women and posties; care and medical staff including GPs, care 
home workers and other personal care providers; supermarket staff, 
public or local transport workers and many, many more. 

Responding individually:
•   Write a thank you card for the person who delivers your post, 

milk, veg box, empties your bin etc. 

•   Give a small gift of chocolate, home baking or a pot or bunch of 
flowers from your garden 

Responding collectively:
•   Organise a free community meal for all those in your community 

who have served you during this challenging period; you could 
even give each person a thank you card or small gift.
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Visit our website for more ideas: 
arthurrankcentre.org.uk/rural-mission-sunday-2020

 REMEMBRANCE AND LAMENT 
Alongside the necessary tasks of celebration and thanksgiving, 
it may be appropriate for your church to consider how 
they might also remember those things that have brought 
sadness to indiviudals and the community. You may want 
hold a service of remembrance or create space – physical or 
otherwise – for individuals to remember those who have died, 
of COVID-19 or under other circumstances.
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