THE URBAN — RURAL DIVIDE

Peter Harris calls the churches to pay more attention to Rural Affairs

and country life and not always to their credit. The Church

of England (of which | am a member), for example, has a
poor record on the environment, selling off land in the recent
past for executive style housing in order to raise funds which
were then invested unwisely. Nevertheless, along with churches
of other denominations, it still has a potential for so much good
work and the first step for all the churches is to recognise and
acknowledge the fundamental difference between the Downland
churches and those nearby.

The churches sharply focus the differences between town

Downland churches, Saxon, Norman or
Early English and nearly all dating from
thel4th century, tend to be small and are
mostly isolated. Many, like those near to
Lancing at Coombs and Botolphs, relate
to large settlements in the past and are
now maintained by a few dedicated folk,
but with a little imagination, support and encouragement from
the wider church and adequate funding, could do a lot to change
the atmosphere and proclaim the gospel.

One possibility is to develop some local aspect. A few years
ago, for example, excavation at Botolphs revealed evidence
of a Saxon settlement which could form the basis of a display.
Organisations and trusts could be contacted to sponsor
research and display artefacts and other materials with suitable
acknowledgement. Church visits and minor tourism could then
make a contribution to the rural communities and at the same
time enable small churches to become aware of themselves as
part of a wider community. And since even people with some
knowledge of churches always seem to appreciate a tour round
the church a volunteer may offer a guided tour, with details on
the web site.
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“ It is not enough for churches
to issue platitudes about the
environment — they need to get
involved in the local politics.”

Churches near to the Downs have different opportunities. Some,
like those at Arundel, Boxgrove and Steyning, are ideal for
concerts and other events, secular as well as sacred. Smaller
halls and ancillary rooms, especially those with a kitchen, could
offer a different set of services and the relationships with outside
bodies could be considerably increased with better marketing,
particularly where access had to be through the church, not
only to reinforce the purpose of the building but also to remove
the anxiety so many people have when entering a church for
other purposes.

Apart from a sprinkling of tins of baked
beans at harvest and a modest harvest
supper, church involvement in farming
and the countryside is more limited than in
the past. We cannot go back to a pastoral
scene but we could encourage articles in
the church magazine, farm visits from
the congregation, support for local farmers’ markets rather than
being content with promoting Fair Trade goods, give a positive
lead to car sharing for all church events, provide cycle racks
and encourage walking. Clergy and farmers might also consider
joint visits to schools on a countryside theme.

Some churches could usefully play a significant role on the
political front by getting involved in objections to any serious
threats to the community, especially those developments which
reduce crucial open spaces in their immediate environment
(be it town or village) whilst at the time encouraging sensible
development of (say) well-sited, low-cost housing. It is not
enough for churches to issue platitudes about the environment
— they need to get involved in the local politics.

Peter Harris is Volunteer Co-ordinator of the South Downs Society (formerly
The Society of Sussex Downsmen).
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