
It is 15 years since the

publication of Faith in the

C o u n t ry s i d e, the re p o rt of the

A rchbishops’ Commission on

Rural Affairs. This re p o rt

focused one of its 47 principal

recommendations on the role of

the cathedral in a rural setting.

This key re c o m m e n d a t i o n

a rgued that cathedrals should:

review their re s o u rces and

[their] potential...for support i n g

youth work, tourism, and parish

w o r s h i p. How well have

cathedrals responded to this

re c o m m e n d a t i o n ?

In Wales this question is being

a d d ressed in two collaborative

p rojects between the We l s h

National Centre for Religious

Education at the University of

Wales, Bangor and the Dioceses

of St Davids and Bangor. Funded

by European Social Fund (ESF)

Objective One monies, these

p rojects aim to help develop the

role of the two cathedrals in a

deeply rural society.

Historically cathedrals were an

established part of society and a

focus for all people within the city.

The cathedral of the middle ages

would be the place were medical

attention, legal advice, care for

those in need and general spiritual

w e l f a re would be found.

Today many cathedrals tend to

look outwards from the city and

draw people in also as centres of

tourism, the place to go for a

family day out. Many locals in a

cathedral city may not be aware of

the activities that take place within

the cathedral; they may be unsure

of service times, unfamiliar with

c l e rgy names and oblivious to the

real potential of the cathedral for

city life. The cathedral standing

p roud in the city centre fails so

very often to maximise

connections with that city.

A former Dean of Wo rcester once

said that cathedrals conduct a

‘mission in reverse’ meaning that

rather than going out to meet the

people they often wait for the

people to come to them. The

cathedrals, however, expect their

parish churches to go out and

perform active mission and

ministry with those in the parish.

The projects that are being carried

out in University of Wales, Bangor

set out to re-establish the

cathedrals as real centres within

their cities.

The re s e a rchers, Jennie Annis and

Emyr Williams (who are looking at

the role of St David’s Cathedral

and Bangor Cathedral

respectively) want to discover

ways in which the

recommendation set out in F a i t h

in the Country s i d e has been

achieved, and how cathedrals in

England and Wales have acted

upon this recommendation. For

Bangor Cathedral it has the

potential to play a major part in

the economic regeneration of

B a n g o r, where the cathedral and

the city are not a usual tourist

gem. The relationship between St

Davids Cathedral and its

hinterland is perhaps unique in

Britain. The cathedral is the major

attraction of the Pembro k e s h i re

peninsula. Two thirds of the

300,000 annual visitors to the

smallest city in Britain visit the

cathedral. The re s e a rch will look

at the potential for the cathedral

to add yet more value to the

attractiveness of this sub-re g i o n

which depends almost wholly on

tourism for its livelihood. ■

Emyr Wi l l i a m s

If you would like to know more

about the projects or if you have

information of interest to the

re s e a rch, contact the We l s h

National Centre for Religious

Education, Meirion Normal Site,

University of Wales, Bangor,

Gwynedd, LL57 2PZ

E-mail r s p 0 1 9 @ b a n g o r. a c . u k
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Whenever I think about the

c o u n t ryside in our times, it is

Psalm 107 which often comes

to mind. 

This psalm was perhaps sung by

pilgrims coming to Jerusalem, as

Jesus did, to celebrate a festival,

and is a song of thanksgiving for

being able to celebrate together.

But that thanksgiving is shot

t h rough with the memory of where

the worshippers have come fro m

and what has happened to them.

The psalm is rich with experience,

and the thanksgiving is the more

poignant, because the pilgrims are

safe; the very fact that they are

t h e re together in worship, is itself

testimony to the greatness and

m e rcy of God. It seems to me that

we can learn lessons for our own

worship from this.

The psalm opens with a general

thanksgiving and a focus on God

as both good and faithful. No

matter what happens, what trials

and difficulties we may face, we

can be utterly sure of these facts:

the faithfulness and goodness of

God can never fail. This

t remendous affirmation means

that worship starts with God at

the centre; he has gathered the

worshippers together. But who are

they? Where do they come fro m ?

What did it take to get there ?

The psalm then remembers the

w a n d e rers, the nomads, those

alone, cut off, isolated, far fro m

‘an inhabited town’ and re m i n d s

us that no matter how deep in the

countryside we are, how isolated

we may be, and how difficult that

can be if we are elderly, or sick or

without transport, God’s

‘steadfast love’ will never stop

s e a rching us out. Even if other

people let us down, God is

looking for us, longing to satisfy

our needs. Even if we think we are

utterly lost in the deep heart of the

countryside, we have something

to celebrate: God is coming for

us, to guide us.

The next part of the psalm talks

about people in prison, people

b roken by hard labour, people

exhausted and without hope and

how God comes to save them, to

release them, and ‘save them

f rom their distress’. Certainly in

recent years, we have been aware

of many people on farms and in

other rural industries who know

about the prison of debt and

financial ruin, broken by endless

work for no re w a rd, and

exhausted by coping with animal

disease. But this psalm re m i n d s

us that God’s desire is release and

salvation from such bondage.

A little later, we are reminded of

the seafarers, and the dangers

and difficulties of trying to earn a

living from the sea: ‘Some went

down to the sea in ships, doing

business on the mighty waters’. A

p i c t u re is painted of human

vulnerability in the midst of a

raging storm. Yet the pilgrims give

thanks that God can calm the

waters and still the sea and bring

them home again. The psalm

reflects the life of all today who

w restle with the sea to make a

living and the dangers of trying to

live with nature .

And why, finally, should we praise

and give thanks to God?

Because, the psalm tells us, God

wants us to ‘sow fields, and plant

v i n e y a rds and get a fruitful yield.

Our cattle must not decrease.’ He

is continually waiting to bless us.

He will never give up on us. His

love endures. ■

Anne Richard s
Mission Theology Adviser for

the Church of England

Praise, thanksgiving
and love – 

worship in the
countryside
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