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Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Rationale for Study

Whilst the end of the pandemic is probably some way off many are starting to ask what will the ‘new normal’ look like?  
How will life be different going forward and especially what are we learning from these times that should be nurtured and developed. 
Prior to the pandemic the rural church was already facing significant challenges. There is at least anecdotal evidence of creative 
responses to the pandemic by rural communities and churches. Such evidence would suggest enhanced levels of interest in spiritual 
matters, real commitment, and practical application to love of neighbour and greater unity of purpose within communities.

If this is the reality how do, we ensure continuation and dissemination of good practice as we pursue more effective outreach and 
spreading of the Gospel? 

YCRBS trustees believe a first step to inform the way forward should be to quantify and collate the extent of rural church responses to 
the pandemic within their respective communities.
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From the research undertaken there exists several large challenges for the Church as a whole and especially the Rural Church. These 
challenges are:

• Across all areas (Worship, Pastoral, Prayer, Discipleship & Fellowship, Social Action) there is a growing need for Church in the
communities that we serve.

• The ‘way we do Church’ is changing which is bringing about a tension in the established Church, Church leaders and members.

• There has been an exponential growth in demand and pressure placed on Church Leaders, especially in Rural Areas.  This has been 
brought about by a rise in mental wellbeing need and pastoral issues (and a short fall in medical provision), the changing nature of 
ministry and technological skills required, loss of volunteer support, and a sense of loss as physical presence and relationships are 
put on hold.

• Missional Rural churches who have adopted new technology have seen an acceleration in growth.  Those churches that were 
previously struggling and who have not embraced technology may be witnessing accelerated demise.

• Technological challenges are impacting the mission of the Church in both a positive and negative sense.

• The Financial viability of Rural Church is being challenged given economic downturn and also changes in the way the Church is 
funded (e.g. the demise of the collection plate).

Importantly one should also listen to the stories of those people whose faith and involvement in a worshipping community has grown and 
deepened over the pandemic.  These personal stories give us all hope for the future as we witness God at work in the lives of the 
individuals we serve.  A number of these stories have been included in this briefing

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Emerging Challenges for the Rural Church
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From the key challenges highlighted it is recommended that the Church develops a digital strategy, including a model of practical 
operation, that includes the following:

1. Action on providing supportive communities for Rural Church leaders, to share and grow best practice of sustaining and growing 
the mission of God using new technology in Rural Areas.  Alongside this a framework to support those struggling in their rural 
ministries.

2. An ‘at risk’ rural church register, to develop support and assist those Churches experiencing significant demise brought about by 
the pandemic.

3. Senior clerical representation (ecumenically or by denomination) to champion and be the voice of emerging digital trends, with 
particular focus on Rural Areas.

4. Approaches to bridge funding gaps brought about by changes to how people ‘give’.

5. A framework to train and support church members, leaders and those training for ordination on technology and the uses of this in
worship, prayer, discipleship … etc, recognising the benefits to the Rural Church.

6. Further work on the lasting impact of the pandemic and what this means especially for the physical footprint of the Rural Church.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
Key Recommendations
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Through research and interview it has emerged that a number of Rural Churches have changed, developed and grown during the 
pandemic.  There has been a significant shift in the level and variety of engagement they have enjoyed with their community and 
congregation.  Churches that have particularly excelled are those who have changed the engagement model across the spectrum of 
Worship, Prayer, Pastoral Ministry, Social Action and Engagement. 

Underpinning many of these elements has been the depth to which Churches have been able to understand and grow their use of 
technology and apply this with an entrepreneurial spirit.  Research shows that a significant number of Churches have moved to some 
form of on-line offering although this is based on those who responded to the surveys (For example one would not answer an on-line 
survey about playing chess on-line if one didn’t go online or even play chess).  

It is difficult to assess, without a more formal approach, the percentage of Churches adopting new technologies, even before attempting 
to understand the number of Churches flourishing in the current climate. 

It is also evident that, given the geography and dispersed nature of our Rural Churches, emerging technology has offered significant 
opportunities for Church communities to grow and flourish as the physical impediment of distance has been effectively removed
through the use of technology.  Churches have redefined, either intentionally or mainly through need, their physical and limited 
engagement models developing these alongside ‘virtual’ social media, peer-to-peer and streaming platforms.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
Overview & Summary Findings – 1 of 2
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It can also be surmised that there has been a thirst in Rural Communities for Church and that this need existed prior to the current time 
of pandemic.  Prior to lockdown many Rural Churches struggled in maintaining a presence in small communities, perhaps only being able 
to hold public acts of worship once or twice a month for the faithful few.  The economy of ‘virtual worship’ has changed this, satisfying 
need and allowing people to join a worshipping community on a more frequent, habitual basis.  This has especially been the case where 
worship, prayer and pastoral need has been interactive, innovative & creative with an extended frequency above and beyond a Sunday.  
As the pandemic plays out and lockdowns diminish there is also evidence that those Churches who are moving to a blended physical and 
virtual model will find news ways to flourish as they invite others into the love of Jesus.
These changes have brought a significant amount of change and resulting pressure on those leading Rural Churches and whilst outside 
the remit of this research it is noted that there has been an exponential growth in demand and pressure placed on Church Leaders, 
especially in Rural Areas.  This has been brought about by a rise in mental wellbeing need and pastoral issues (and a short fall in medical 
provision), the changing nature of ministry and technological skills required, loss in volunteer support, and a sense of loss as physical 
presence and relationships are put on hold.
Whilst some Churches have embraced change it is fair to say that others have not.  The reasons are complex.  However, those churches 
and their leaders who have not embraced new ways of being Church appear to have done so for the following reasons:
• A reluctance, from an ecclesiological or personal perspective, to adopt and use new technologies and social media.
• The perceived or real challenge of communication and technology, e.g, IT skills of Church leaders and congregations, broadband or 

4g availability.
• A mourning at the loss of physical contact and established practices acting as a brake on adaptation and change, alongside a fear of 

change.
• Significant, increasing and competing demands and the necessary energy to engage in a changing and complex environment.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
Overview & Summary Findings – 2 of 2
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Part 2

Characteristics of Best Practice 
The following slides look at emerging best practice across the areas of

Worship
Prayer
Pastoral
Technology

Impact on Clergy & Church Leaders
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 - Worship

You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. No one after lighting a 
lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the 
house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good 

works and give glory to your Father in heaven.

Matthew 5:14-16
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Churches have witnessed a growth in those attending worship where 
they have:
• Conducted more than one service per week - often multiple 

engagements targeting a range of ages, demographics using 
varied styles of worship.

• Made services interactive inviting multiple contributors in 
reading of scripture and leading of prayers.  This has allowed 
opportunities for the development of new ministries from 
within the church family, as opposed to being ‘Clergy’ led.  
Furthermore, voices have been heard from those who do not 
feel comfortable in reading in Church, or ‘live’.  Allowing people 
to pre-record a reading.  One Rural Church Community has over 
90 people contributing to services on a regular basis.

• Been creative in the use of music and video sources to increase 
engagement of all ages.  Recognising that as services are 
accessed on-line there are competing demands for people’s 
attention.  At the same time this allows people to enjoy 
worship, e.g., ‘dancing in the kitchen with her young daughter 
while cooking Sunday Lunch’ (as one person put it)

• Recorded services so they are available to be watched later –
‘Church on-demand’ – allowing people to engage with their 
own worship community at a time that suits.

• Engaged in festivals in a new and different way, e.g. a ‘Virtual’ 
live Passion event held on Good Friday or an online Harvest Pet 
Service.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice 
- Worship – Frequent, Interactive, Creative, On-Demand and Accessible

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?

• The frequency and availability of worship has increased in Rural 
Communities.  For example, prior to lockdown there may have 
only been one or two services per month within  a village or 
location.  Technology has now opened up the lost convention of 
same time, same place every Sunday (albeit ‘virtual’).

• Given the increased frequency and level of weekly, habitual, 
worship there has been evidence of increased continuity and 
teaching in services. For example, the ability to create and 
deliver a sermon series now exists in areas where teaching and 
worship was less habitual and sporadic.

• Church communities from across villages are drawn closer 
together as barriers are broken down through listening and 
engaging with different voices.  A consolidation of previously 
smaller church families.

• An increased ability, through technology, to engage with 
contemporary forms of worship.  For example, the introduction 
of contemporary worship songs (e.g. https://www.worshiplyricvideos.com/) 

or sensitively appealing to different learning preferences using 
images, films and music.  This is especially relevant to Rural 
Church where the on-site facilities and technology may not 
have existed in the past. 

https://www.worshiplyricvideos.com/
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Churches have witnessed a growth in those attending worship where 
they have:
• Recognised that worship now has ‘glass walls’ and that people 

who may never had felt inclined to enter a Church can now 
observe and attend worship with complete anonymity.

• Live Streamed Occasional Offices – Allowing those who cannot 
attend to view the service from wherever in the world (a 
wedding took place with over 90 guests from New Zealand, 
America, Africa .. etc).  Even ‘coming off mute’ to contribute 
prayers or ‘call and response’ where appropriate.

• Developed memorial services or interment of ashes services 
(where the funeral was insufficient due to lockdown measures).

• Created interactive opportunities / worship for families and 
young people, e.g. Messy Church in the Kitchen

• Distributed CD’s containing a film of the previous week’s service 
for those off-line

• Used teleconference facilities for worship in areas with poor 
broadband and for those off-line

• Distributed paper copies of the forthcoming service or ‘Church 
in a Bag’ for Messy Church, Cream Tea Church … etc

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice
- Worship – Frequent, Interactive, Creative, On-Demand and Accessible

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?

• Rural communities have a greater propensity to be split 
between ‘those who go to Church and those who do not’.  
Rural life is such that one is noticed when attending Church, 
e.g. ‘Mrs Jones never comes to Church, what is wrong, why is 
she here today?’.  Unlike Cathedral or Suburban Church, where 
a degree of anonymity is afforded to those attending, this is not 
so in Rural Church settings.  There is evidence that this barrier 
to attend an act of worship has been removed allowing faith 
and spiritual need to be exercised in a different, private way.

• Geographically remote rural communities and Churches also 
stand to benefit in that distance is no longer a barrier, not just 
within a region but nationally and globally.

• Internet / Broadband poverty is diminishing rapidly however 
other ways of bypassing these situations are emerging.
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 - Prayer

Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done 
for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am 

there among them.

Matthew 18:19-20

Presbyters and deacons are first and foremost people of prayer …. This spiritual life will be manifest in regular 
engagement with the means of grace in private devotion and in the life of the worshipping community. 

Methodist Church - Ministerial Code of Conduct

The life of prayer, although personal, includes the praise and prayer offered in Christ’s name in his church, both on earth 
and in heaven. Clergy should therefore seek to offer the daily prayer of the church with other members of the community 

in which they serve.
Church of England - Guidelines for the Professional Conduct of the Clergy – 7.2
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Churches have seen a tangible change in their prayer life where:
• A pattern of accessible regular prayer has been developed, 

people to join online prayer above Sunday morning worship.
• Growing praying communities have during 2020 matured 

seeing the nature of prayer deepen, becoming more spirit led.
• Clergy have modelled daily offices / regular prayer patterns, 

being accessible online developing prayer communities.
• Extended prayer patterns to daily morning and/or evening 

prayers, some Churches moving daily offices completely on-line 
or holding regular compline or night prayer later on an evening.

• Seen the growth of people who now regularly pray together 
(effectively a daily small group) meeting for a short space of 
time in the morning and / or evening for times of prayer.

• Created online prayer events, e.g 24hr of prayer, with people 
praying in a Zoom prayer room taking it in turns each hour. 

• Varied prayer using other forms, e.g. Northumbrian Community 
Prayers, ‘Examen’ prayer formats for Compline … etc

• Prayers are interactive, using call and response, saying psalms 
in responsorial pattern, sharing the reading of scripture …. etc

• Live Streamed prayers on Facebook / You Tube  ..etc
• Opening / Promoting and using Churches as ‘Houses of Prayer’, 

displaying prayers / creating prayer stations relevant to the 
current challenges being faced by society. 

• Made a point of praying for and naming all those in a particular 
community over a week or month.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice
- Prayer – Regular, Fellowships, Varied, Interactive, On-Demand & Houses of Prayer

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?
• Communities of prayer have been developed where physical 

barriers have previously restricted this happening. The dilemma 
previously faced by Rural minsters is how to exercise daily 
prayer and make the prayerful presence known in 
geographically dispersed communities.

• The growth in communities of prayer have also combatted 
Rural isolation and loneliness where there is a regular invite to 
a prayer space and community to share life and ground this in 
prayer.

• It is also reasonable to say that prayer in Rural Church has 
either been perceived, or in reality limited, to 10 minutes on a 
Sunday morning, once or twice a month.  Regular, visible prayer 
of varying style and content changes the perception and 
stimulates prayer in everyday life be that online or in redefining 
the use of Church buildings into a ‘house of prayer’.

• There is an obligation to ordained ministers to be publicly 
available for regular prayer.  This tradition may have been lost in 
Rural Communities given increasingly large geography a 
minister may oversee.  However, one may argue that due to 
technological advances there is no reason why a minister 
should not be available online for regular, if not daily, times of 
prayer.
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 - Pastoral

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you 
love me more than these?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said 

to him, ‘Feed my lambs.’ A second time he said to him, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ 
He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Tend my sheep.’ He 
said to him the third time, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ Peter felt hurt because he 

said to him the third time, ‘Do you love me?’ And he said to him, ‘Lord, you know 
everything; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Feed my sheep.

John 21:15-17
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Churches that have focused on pastoral care across the community 
have:

• Created telephone discipling / support networks ensuring that 
regular phone contact is maintained with the vulnerable

• Found more people coming forward to serve others who may 
be struggling and need assistance for shopping, collecting 
prescriptions … etc

• Within existing regulations, found physical ways of engaging 
people / those expressing pastoral need, e.g. Dog walking 
companions, Deckchair ‘Garden’ Ministry, Pastoral 
conversations over Zoom, 

• Developed prayer chains to pray for those in need

It is clear that pastoral need has grown, especially for those 
struggling with mental wellbeing.  It has been observed that as the 
NHS and Social Services have been understandably stretched in this 
area people have turned to the Church.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice
- Pastoral – Meeting need, Reimagined, Delegated, Dispersed

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?

• Rural communities that may have previously seen divide 
between long term inhabitants and new ‘incomers’ have seen a 
coming together through a tightening of community,

• The ‘great’ outdoors has proven to be an asset to rural 
communities.

• Those in rural communities may also have experienced a 
greater feeling of isolation affecting mental wellbeing.
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 - Technology

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have 

commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’

Matthew 28:19-20
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Churches who have embraced technology to enrich Church life have:

• Used multiple platforms. e.g. Zoom, Facebook or You Tube 
recognising that not everyone uses the same platform

• Used technology appropriate to circumstances - some rural 
areas cannot support the bandwidth for zoom therefore pre-
record and stream from You Tube

• Adopted technology not just for broadcast of worship but also 
in other areas, e.g. meetings and administration, social 
gatherings … etc

• Offered support and teaching to those members of the church 
family who are unfamiliar with technology 

• Overcome perceived challenges re: Internet connectivity by 
investing in mobile 4G roaming hotspots / hubs or in lithium 
battery generators (for those Rural Churches with no electricity) 
allowing services to continue to be online and onsite.

• Use of appropriate images / streaming of films excerpts in 
preaching or use of Worship Lyric Videos for leading worship.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice
- Engagement with Technology – Innovative, Multi-platform, Cultural Change, Education

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?

• There is a significant challenge in developing the necessary 
technological knowledge within Rural Churches.  Often the 
problem is in finding the right person who has the skills to lead 
a church in the development of it’s technology.

• Internet / Bandwidth availability / poverty may not be as 
pronounced as the perception but there is a still a problem.

• Significant benefits are seen in Rural Church when barriers are 
overcome to broadcast a service on-line from within a Rural 
Church.  This allows those physically unable to attend to be 
present in an intimate  Church setting, regardless of location.  
This appeals to those who may live in a rural setting but may 
find themselves working away from that setting.  In one 
example the father of a family who were worshipping in Church 
led prayers ‘live’ from overseas.
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Churches who have embraced technology to enrich Church life have:

• Used advanced features of Powerpoint or similar tools to create 
a better enhanced worship experience.

• Where poor internet connection exists, Churches have used 
telephone conferencing technology for engaging people in 
worship.

• Found a role for IT specialists in worshipping communities, 
helping them feel invested in worship, freeing up the Worship 
Leader to focus on other tings instead of the technology.

• Culturally shifted to using Social Media platforms (Facebook, 
WhatsApp, Instagram … etc) to broaden the reach of the 
Church

• Developed contact databases for those in the worshipping 
community and wider.

• Importantly where Churches have already had an online 
presence (Facebook Page, Website, Developed Church Near 
You page, regular weekly / fortnightly blog or email) there has a 
been a greater adoption of new technology by both the Church 
itself and also in engaging the wider community.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Characteristics of Best Practice
- Engagement with Technology – Innovative, Multi-platform, Cultural Change, Education

How does this specifically relate to Rural Churches?

• Social media engagement in Rural Communities can be a very 
positive force.  From ‘neighbourhood watch’ to ‘a cup of sugar’ 
village Facebook Groups are the equivalent of the ‘parish 
pump’.  Subsequently there is a significant benefit of sharing 
‘live’ worship into these village groups, thus extending the 
visibility and reach of public acts of worship that may hitherto 
have faded from the workings of the community.  One church 
shares a Zoom service across five village Facebook pages every 
week. 
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The impact on Church leaders and Clergy needs also to be recognised.

• Have had to develop new skills and understandings
• Increased pressure on a Sunday morning as the unknowns of technology can play a part, e.g. ‘It’s like arriving at a Church to lead 

worship and finding that the key to the door has been lost’
• Increased workload and more blurring of lines as worship comes inside the Vicarage
• Less running around on a Sunday Morning, trying to conduct as many services as possible across as many villages in the area served. 
• Loss in support from volunteers, not least in Rural settings clergy cover wide areas and are reliant on such support.
• Increasing and changing Pastoral needs brought about by a rise in mental wellbeing need and pastoral issues (and a short fall in

medical provision), 
• A sense of loss as physical presence and relationships are put on hold coupled with pressure from communities to reopen and ‘get

back to normal’
• Worrying about Financial viability and decreased giving
• Vicarage becomes a place of lockdown itself potentially increasing family tensions
• For some an exciting time of flourishing and growth
• An increased demand for leadership in Church and in Community
• Strong need for mutual support to share experiences and best practice
• Mourning the loss of established practices
• Managing the tension of working within Covid-19 regulations but also serving often desperate needs of individuals on the edge 
• Managing the tension of working within established Church practices which may be acting as a barrier to pastoral support, mission 

and growth

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Impact on Clergy – Tension, Joy, New Skills, More Demand, Finance, Managing Regulations
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Part 3

People’s Experience – Changed lives 
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Jane
Jane is a retired widow who lives alone and has spent most of lockdown isolated from family and friends (her family live 
in London).  From playing the Church piano and attending worship once a month Jane has found a Church that now 
meets her needs.  Most weekday evenings, at 6pm, Jane will join evening prayer on Zoom where she will join in the 
reading of psalms and scripture. Jane prays wonderfully and always brings a sense of godly peace.   With the rest of 
Church there is now an opportunity for Jane to worship every Sunday as opposed to once a month when worship used to 
take place in her village.  Our whole Church have also been blest when Jane leads us in prayer, every month or so, on a 
Sunday morning.  Jane has recently joined a newly established weekly online small group.

Claire & David
Claire & David live in the centre of Manchester, some 60 miles away from the Church in which they were married three 
years ago when they established a good relationship with their Priest.  At the start of lockdown they started attending the 
Sunday morning service on Zoom and clearly found something that spoke to them.  They are now a firm part of the 
worshipping community.  Some months ago they were in invited to read a lesson and now do this regularly.  They have 
both recently joined a weekly online small group.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- People’s Experience – Changed lives (names / locations have been changed to respect privacy)
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Hilary & Mark
Hilary & Mark live in Aylesbury, a long way from Rural Ainsty Parish, in North Yorkshire. This is their experience in their 
own words which they wrote for the Parish Magazine … 
Lockdown, none of us knew what this was going to mean, we lost everything we knew, our churches were closed.  My 
Saviour was Monica, my daughter. Monica let me know what her Parish were going to do on Zoom, this was welcome 
news, and we decided to join your congregation. We have both enjoyed being with you all for many weeks and has been 
a great source of inspiration, communion, and comfort to us. Will things ever be the same? I hope not, our church is an 
online church which I hope will grow and continue to fulfil us all.

Eveline
Eveline has been fighting cancer for some time now.  Prior to lockdown Eveline worshipped occasionally, but again 
worship did not take place every Sunday in the village in which she lived.  Regardless of lockdown and given her 
treatment Eveline would have been unable to attend worship.  However, Eveline has worshipped with us every Sunday 
since March and is now a regular member of our worshipping community, helping read part of the lessons and now 
joining a weekly on-line small group.  

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- People’s Experience – Changed lives (names / locations have been changed to respect privacy)
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James
James lives in the Parish but works overseas.  Along with his wife, Annie, he has been an established part of our 
worshipping community, albeit when he is in the country.  He can now attend worship each Sunday from the Cape Town 
where he is currently working.  Before the second lockdown our service was being held both in Church, on Zoom and on 
Facebook.  It was wonderful to sit in Church, and also for those online (including Annie who remains in the UK) as we 
could see and hear James leading us in prayer.

Hannah
Hannah is full time carer for her autistic son and has been unable to attend worship in her Church due to his condition, 
never feeling able to bring him to a service due to concerns over how he may react.  Once she knew that the service was 
being broadcast on ‘Facebook Live’ Hannah has been attending worship from home, knowing that there was no pressure 
on her having to manage any situations.  Lockdown has actually given Hannah the opportunity to worship and also 
contribute to service by pre-recording readings.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- People’s Experience – Changed lives (names / locations have been changed to respect privacy)
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Part 4

Detailed findings from research undertaken by University of York
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Whilst the University of York’s focus was wider than the focus of this study we have focused on responses to the following questions.  
Most of the thrust of this focus has been on analysing the ‘open responses’ made by Church Leaders and Staff who classified themselves 
as working in a Rural setting.  This analysis is shown in the following slides.
The headline responses to the University of York study were as follows.  This analysis is based on the 171 Clergy and Staff who 
responded saying they were in Rural Setting

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Overview of Findings

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Online worship & teaching

Online prayer / pastoral support

Online worship / teaching / prayer / pastoral support

Home learning resources

Community Care

Contacting isolated / vulnerable

Telephone befriending

Shopping assistance

Sociall distanced visits

Activities for children / young

What Churches said they were doing as a response to Covid-19

The important caveat here is to say that one cannot read this to 
mean, for example, that nearly 90% of Churches have offered 
online worship & teaching during the pandemic.  This is far from 
the case.  As the survey was optional the level of response cannot 
be taken as a representational cross-section of Churches across 
rural setting in the UK.
This caveat does highlight the need for a more definitive answer 
to the question 
“How many Churches have either thrived or are struggling to 
survive as we start to emerge from the pandemic?” 
An answer to this question should be a priority in 2021. One can 
draw the following conclusions from this results:
• 64% of respondents said that they were offering a range of 

online activities (worship / teaching / prayer & pastoral 
support)

• Activities for young people were curtailed.
• Churches responding also placed a focus on care for the 

isolated and vulnerable.
• Telephone networks were used significantly to maintain 

contact.
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113 Rural Church leaders and staff responded to the open question “Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? What 
were the obstacles”.  Responses have been reviewed and classified into themes, with some responses covering a number of themes, e.g. 
“This is a multi-parish benefice and the response has not been even across the villages but rather dependent on what volunteers in each 
village can provide. Poor internet/mobile signal has meant no live-streaming services”  Would register a theme in ‘resource’ and ‘online 
access’.  The following points can be made from this analsysi

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? What were the obstacles 

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18%

Other

Chaplaincy

Communion

Choral

Online Access

Youth

Tech Adverse / Skill

Resource

Church Open

Pastoral / Physical Presence

Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? 
What were the obstacles 

• Overall no one response or theme dominated, with each 
Church experiencing a range of different obstacles, or finding a 
way to overcome these.

• Lack of physical presence was the most prominent theme; 
however one might note that this point was only made in 17% 
of responses.

• Closure of Churches was a contentious, with some respondents 
claiming a breach of human rights and a failure of Church.  
Again, this was not dominating responses.

• A significant drop in volunteer support was experienced.  Here 
one can cite that many Rural Churches are more dependent on 
volunteer support.  Concern was also expressed in that more 
elderly volunteers may not return.

• Technical skills in both the provider (Church leader) and user 
(worshipping community) registered as a concern.

• Provision of Youth work was curtailed, with many citing how 
different and difficult this was for all concerned.

• Online access, i.e. poor internet signal was a further theme, 
however one might have assumed that this would be more 
prominent in Rural Communities.

• Restrictions surrounding access to communion featured but, 
again, not as prominently as one might have assumed.
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161 Rural Church leaders and staff responded to the open question “What did you lose during lockdown that you want to regain? What 
newly-developed approaches to caring for your congregation/ community do you want to take forward?”.  Responses have been 
reviewed and classified into themes, with some responses covering a number of themes, e.g. one church talked cited reinstating a 
physical ‘messy church’ as a priority at the same time of continuing with daily online open prayer on Zoom.  This registered a theme in 
both ‘online presence’ and ‘Family & Youth Ministry’.  The following points can be made from this analsysi

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
What did you lose during lockdown that you want to regain? What newly-developed approaches to 
caring for your congregation/ community do you want to take forward? 
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Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? 
What were the obstacles 

• Regaining physical presence featured prominently however this 
was also accompanied with the continuance of an online 
presence.  Comments here pointed towards a blended 
approaches continuing with online services alongside physical 
worship.

• Other responses featured lower in priority.  With social 
gatherings (9%), family and youth ministry (7%) showing to be 
an area to rediscover.

• Concern was expressed in some quarters that those who had 
stopped habitual worship may never return, effectively seeing 
an accelerated demise in some worshipping communities.

• Communion showed to be an area that wasn’t featuring as 
strongly as one might have thought.

• Some Church leaders expressed concern at the loss of income 
as revenue was based on traditional ‘physical’ fundraising 
activities which had ceased.
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161 Rural Church leaders and staff responded to the open question “As restrictions ease, what are your priorities in reaching out to and 
caring for your community, congregations, volunteers, and visitors?”.  Responses have been reviewed and classified into themes, with 
some responses covering a number of themes, e.g. one responded saying “Getting communities to value meeting.  Attempt to convey 
the importance of regular committed financial giving”.  This registered a theme in both ‘Social’ and ‘Finance’.  The following points can 
be made from this analysis,

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
As restrictions ease, what are your priorities in reaching out to and caring for your community, 
congregations, volunteers, and visitors?
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As restrictions ease, what are your priorities in reaching out to and 
caring for your community, congregations, volunteers, and visitors?

• Apart from ‘Physical worship’, and one might say 
‘Pastoral’ no one theme dominated.  Reponses ranged 
from across the spectrum of activities that Churches 
undertake.  From this one can see the level of 
challenge that a Church faces given the multitude of 
ways in pandemic restrictions have affected the life of 
the Church.

• The lack of a common view perhaps points to a 
confusion in priorities also with clergy and church 
leaders being pulled in many different directions and 
trying to cope with many different demands.

• Many responses to this question showed multiple 
priorities.  Looking at catching up on lost relationships 
or occasional offices, maintaining the new ‘current; 
activities (on-line worship, safety protocols) and also
forward-looking priorities to grow God’s kingdom.
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113 Rural Church leaders and staff responded to the open question “Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? What 
were the obstacles”.  Responses have been reviewed and classified into themes, with some responses covering a number of themes, e.g. 
“This is a multi-parish benefice and the response has not been even across the villages but rather dependent on what volunteers in each 
village can provide. Poor internet/mobile signal has meant no live-streaming services”  Would register a theme in ‘resource’ and ‘online 
access’.  The following points can be made from this analsysi

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? What were the obstacles 
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Was there anything you wanted to provide but could not? 
What were the obstacles 

• Overall no one response or theme dominated, with each 
Church experiencing a range of different obstacles, or finding a 
way to overcome these.

• Lack of physical presence was the most prominent theme; 
however one might note that this point was only made in 17% 
of responses.

• Closure of Churches was a contentious, with some respondents 
claiming a breach of human rights and a failure of Church.  
Again, this was not dominating responses.

• A significant drop in volunteer support was experienced.  Here 
one can cite that many Rural Churches are more dependent on 
volunteer support.  Concern was also expressed in that more 
elderly volunteers may not return.

• Technical skills in both the provider (Church leader) and user 
(worshipping community) registered as a concern.

• Provision of Youth work was curtailed, with many citing how 
different and difficult this was for all concerned.

• Online access, i.e. poor internet signal was a further theme, 
however one might have assumed that this would be more 
prominent in Rural Communities.

• Restrictions surrounding access to communion featured but, 
again, not as prominently as one might have assumed.
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An analysis was undertaken of the 150 responses from Rural Church leaders to the open 
question highlighted above.  Initially these responses have been classified as either 
positive, negative or ambivalent the nature of response.

Of the ‘positive’ responses the main themes are shown alongside. The key points from 
these responses being:

• 30% of respondents cited a deepening in relationship with their worshipping 
community and wider community.  Finding more time in the day to contact people 
pastorally, more interaction online (whereas before physical distance may have 
prevented this) and through social action initiatives.

• Online worship was also shown to be an area to continue future development.  
Respondents seeing significant growth in their worshipping communities, from the 
locale as well as further afield. With exploration of faith being seen as a need in this 
time of adversity.  Early indications are that growth seen during ‘lockdown’ is not 
necessarily falling away as time passes.

• The theme of increased mission came across as the benefits of the mission field 
appeared ‘on-line’ speaking into the need of society and also behavioral trends, 
apparent especially in previously separated rural communities.

• Some churches have become hubs of social action and people have come more aware 
of the role a church can play in brining support and relief to those suffering.  

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Where do we go from here? Churches, communities & buildings during COVID and beyond

Postive
52%
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18%

Negative
30%

Looking Forward – Nature of Response
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An analysis was undertaken of the 150 responses from Rural Church leaders to the open 
question highlighted above.  Initially these responses have been classified as either 
positive, negative or ambivalent the nature of response.

Of the ‘negative’ responses the main themes are shown alongside. The key points from 
these responses being:

• 37% of respondents cited a loss of relationship with their worshipping community and 
wider community.  The most common comment being the need for relationships 
based on face-to-face contact.

• As with the previous question initial closure of Church Buildings was, to some, met 
with annoyance or lament.  A feeling of Church no longer being there for community in 
need, sacramentally and symbolically was expressed.  Expressions were made of the 
‘club’ like exclusive nature of ‘online’ worship as opposed to buildings open for all.

• Loss of physical contact, not necessarily linked to loss of relationship, was expressed.  
This was more about the physical presence of the church leader being removed from 
the community in which they serve.

• Concern was expressed at the impact the pandemic had on the volunteer base of the 
church.  Especially for those who, often through age, are considered vulnerable and 
have withdrawn because of shielding.  Some church leaders expressing concern that 
these volunteers may not return to their voluntary roles. 

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Where do we go from here? Churches, communities & buildings during COVID and beyond
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Rural Churches response to Covid-19 – Part 5

Task / Methodology

Opening Hypothesis

Approach & Sources

Timeline 

Risks



Final

The Task
A desk bound exercise to quantify and describe the various ways in which rural churches in Yorkshire are responding to 
the circumstances caused by the pandemic including some assessment of the benefits to their communities

The Methodology
Desk based research of various sources including:
Church leaders and personnel at diocesan, district, deanery, and circuit levels

- many of these people know the extent of activity within their own areas
Individual churches many of which will have been identified as above
Regional and national sources e. g ARC; Germinate which has been gathering evidence nationally
Local authority and council personnel

Produce a report summarising the provision to be presented to YCRBS trustees which will be quantitative and where 
possible qualitative

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Task & Methodology
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The Landscape of Yorkshire Churches Response to Covid-19 – Opening Hypothesis

Worship Prayer Technology Other Areas Rural Focus

Upper Live
Interactive
Multiple Contributors
Frequent
Innovative (Music & 
Preaching)
New worshippers 
attending 

Weekdays
Interactive
Regular & Frequent 
Pattern
More than twice per week

Multi Platform (Zoom, 
Facebook, YouTube)
CD deliveries
Established online 
presence
Greater visibility and 
‘windows’ into Church
Church ‘on-demand’

Virtual / Interactive bible 
study / small groups
Virtual Social Interaction 
(Quizzes, Coffee Mornings 
…etc)
Collective Worship
Meetings
Cultural change
Pastoral 

Physical barriers reduced
Weekly worship
Virtual Communities 
growing
Economy of Worship

Upper / 
Mid

Pre-Recorded
Limited number of 
participants
Sunday Only
Mainly existing 
worshippers

Once Per week
Pre-recorded

Single Platform
Other Platforms (Twitch, 
Whats App)
Telephone

Limited ‘other’ use of 
social media
Pastoral Phone calls 
network

Lower / 
Mid

Clergy / Single 
contributor Led
Less frequent
Contraction in 
worshippers

Prayers circulated New to online Attitude to online Ageing congregations not 
migrating to online

Lower Distribution of Liturgy 
/ Bible Readings

No online prayer provision Technological barriers
Training barriers
No online

Self-sufficient 
communities / individuals
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We have taken the following approach ….

York Diocese - Covid-19 study May / June 2020
A detailed study was undertaken by York Diocese during the pandemic, they have kindly provided us with the underlying 
data.  We are undertaking an analysis of this by ring-fencing Rural Church responses, then stratifying the data according 
to the perceived level of ‘virtual’ church activity and uptake.  From this we have started to build an hypothesis based 
what the common and emerging ‘best practice’ factors (more on this in a later slide).

York University - Survey: where do we go from here? Churches, communities & buildings during COVID and beyond
We are working in partnership with Revd Dr Dee Dyas who, with the sponsorship of The Church of England with Historic 
England, the Association of English Cathedrals and the Historic Religious Buildings Alliance launched a national survey 
with the brief to to help the Church of England nationally and locally to:
Assess the range of effects of COVID-19 and lockdown on churches as centres of worship and hubs of support, care, 
community activities and wellbeing
Share creative responses & Shape planning and future decision-making
We have agreed to a sharing of data in order for us to analyse responses from Rural Churches.  This survey closed last 
week and we are meeting with Dee to progress this analysis.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Approach & Sources
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YCRBS Survey – Homegrown
Along the same lines, and to complement the survey conducted by York University we launched our own survey.  The 
survey has been focused towards Methodist and Catholic Church leaders (given that York University’s focus is on Church 
of England).  This survey will be closed of in the next week.  This survey ensures an ecumenical approach the data from 
which will be combined with the survey results from York University.

Church Leader Interviews
In addition to survey analysis we have and continue to interview Church Leaders from those Churches whom have 
responded positively to the surveys and challenges of the pandemic.  These interviews will allow us to provide qualitative 
information and views on emerging trends and approaches.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Approach & Sources
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September 2020
• Connecting and building partnerships
• Acquire existing data for analysis
• Building hypothesis for testing
• Survey construction and circulation
• Networking and connecting with Church Leaders
• Initial interviews with Churches known to be heavily adopting on-line provision

October 2020
• Final survey push
• Analysis of and ‘cleaning’ of data
• Hypothesis testing / working on emerging conclusions
• Church Leader interviews
• Draft Report

November 2020
• Finalise report
• Church Leader interviews
• Agreeing / initiating ways forward for report dissemination and spread of good practice.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Timeline
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Data Quality – From analysis of existing data there can be a high degree of interpretation regarding questions and 
answers, e.g. what constitutes as an act of worship may be interpreted as directing a congregation to national provision 
as opposed to homegrown.  Care will need to be shown in the interpretation of data, but also qualified in interview.

Changing Times – We are aware that times are uncertain and the context in which this survey is being conducted is 
volatile.  Again any hypothesis, interpretation and conclusions made in the study will need to be caveated where 
appropriate.  Furthermore given the nature of the study we will at times have to draw a line to avoid indefinite and 
prolonged analysis and reanalysis.  Bearing in mind that ‘perfect is the enemy of good’ we will need to live with 
conclusions that are based on a balance of quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Rural Churches response to Covid-19
- Risks to this Study


