If You Are Considering Rural Ministry(Some Personal Reflections

After 25 years of ministry in university towns and major cities, I accepted the call to a rural church in the South. My first impression was that I had really made some sort of grand career mistake, but a still quiet voice inside reminded me of the many paradoxes of the Spirit. Jesus words of “finding your life by losing it” echoed a bit as I pondered this move. Rationally, I confessed that this was either the smartest thing I had ever done or the dumbest. The quiet voice within is sometimes hard to discern among the hysterical sophomoric warnings of “don’t get stuck in a small town” or “once you serve in a small place you will never get back to the city.” Then again, like Elijah, great callings are shrouded in both the inner and outer noises of earthquakes and wind. It took a while to work through it all.

I thought I would adapt readily, since I grew up on a farm and cattle ranch in New Mexico. However, that was a long time ago and two thousand miles away. The years between have been filled with university classrooms, large churches, inner city ministries, and the worldly sophistication of offices in nice urban business buildings. Now I am in a town with a population of under three hundred. There are no stores, no stop lights, no fast food places(just a church, a post office, a fire station, and the busy road between two county seats. 

When I arrived it all looked pretty simple and predictable, but like most illusions of our own making, the complexities beneath that veneer could take a lifetime to fully comprehend. Small communities are rich in stories, legends, myths, and the wisdom that comes from extraordinary circumstances and struggles. Many of the scenes from the movie Forest Gump were made here. A couple of the church members even had bit parts in it. It brings a smile to my face when I think of this, and how Hollywood can cash in on these rustic places but somehow manage to miss the profound spirituality of these people.

I have been here four years now and never cease to be amazed at the energy levels that can be generated by people who work two jobs and still have time to put together great programs. This little church has about 65 people on a Sunday morning, but it runs a Vacation Bible School that averages 70 people or more. Two weekends per year it manages to attract more than 150 people to celebrate spring and fall. Even its Christmas play boasts of nearly 100 attendees and the talented children faithfully come in out of the woods to play their respective roles.

Some of these quiet, unassuming people read a book or two per week, work their gardens, care for children and grandchildren, and manage to show up with food and other forms of assistance for anyone in need or for any church occasion. It is a church that has an annual bazaar that any church three times its size would envy. The building is immaculate and has been the pride of the community for more than 125 years. It serves as a community center for blood drives and family reunions. 

The membership is scattered for a 40-plus mile radius and consists of people with deep family ties and sometimes long-term tensions.  But unlike a suburban church, they seldom move on over a problem. Instead, they have learned how to live together and how to agree to disagree while positively supporting the same causes.

I have come to love these people for who they are and for what they have taught me. About this time each year, I reflect over the life lessons I have learned by being here. It always brings a smile to my face and it is more than a little humbling. Simple people and situations are not really simple at all. Their life experiences would fill many novels. Less distracted by urban bustle, they stay better connected to the ground from which we have all come. Their rugged independence is balanced by a caring neighborliness that makes ministry a delight.

Afraid of a rural calling? The opportunities are there if you are open to them.  Though this is far from a college town, I have ended up teaching occasionally for one small commuter college and regularly for another(an opportunity seldom found in urban or suburban work. It takes about 1,000 miles per week to do what needs to be done in this quiet little place, but the hospital visits take me to some of the most beautiful places on earth(Charleston, Savannah, Beaufort, Columbia, and Augusta. When these visits are over, I return to a parsonage that sits alone like a cabin in the woods(the envy of many urbanites where the mechanical noises never cease.

Once again, the Lord has opened my eyes to something neglected(something ignored because it is not in the shape of the contemporary paradigm of greatness.  With a little humility, wonder and imagination, any rural church can become your greatest ministry experience.
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