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WE ARE ... 
THE UNITED 

METHODIST 
RURAL ADVOCATES 

You would not ignore a 
community more than seven 
times larger than New York City. 

Yet the rural population in the 
United States, with over 60 

million people, is often overlooked 
because they are not all living in 

the same area.  
  
Whether your church is urban or 

rural church, large or small, the 
UMRA invites you to join our 

association of clergy and laity in 
reaching out to meet the needs of 

people from rural communities, 
their churches and their pastors.  
  

We provide advocacy at General 
Conference and Annual 

Conferences to affect rule 
changes that enable churches 

to better minister in their 
communities, provide 
educational opportunities for 

the leaders of rural churches to 
better serve their church 

bodies, and support church 
leaders in personal growth and 

ministry.   

Officers 
2021-2024 

Chair - Randy Wall -  
RandyLWall@aol.com 

Vice Chair - Jodie Flessner 
jodieflessner@gmail.com 

Secretary - Doug Flinn -  
doug.flinn64@gmail.com 
Spiritual Director - 

Orrinda Stockton - 
ostockton@hotmail.com 

 

  

 

 

A Note from the Editor 
by Michele Holloway, Communications 

Director 

A grateful, heart-felt thank you, to everyone 

involved in getting our website back up and 
running. Our new (slightly changed) address 

is umruraladvocates.com. 
If you have information you would like to 
share on our website, please send it to me as 

the Communications Director 
at chele101953@gmail.com. 

 

 

Thoughts on General Conference 2020/24 
By Roger Grace, UMRA Past Chair 

Forty years ago, in May of 1984, I had the 

opportunity to attend my very first General 
Conference. It was held in Baltimore, and we 

celebrated 200 years of Methodism in the 
United States. I was a Senior in seminary at 

that point in my life, and I took my UM 
History and Polity class which was required 
for graduation, and it included going to 
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General Conference. It was a great experience 
and I got involved with the United Methodist 
Rural Fellowship, as UMRA was known then, 

and helped track legislation of concern to 
rural, town and country people and 

churches. 
The Rev. Dr. Harold McSwain was one of the 

professors for the class. Harold had a lifelong 
love of rural ministry and later became 
President of UM Rural Fellowship. He was 

also a founder of the Rural Chaplains 
Association, active in the Appalachian 

Ministry Network, on the AMERC 
(Appalachian Ministry Education Resource 

Committee), and Director of the Center For 
Town and Rural Ministries here in Ohio. 
Wherever Harold went, he was an advocate 

for rural, town and country ministries and 
those who live and serve in those areas. He 

had a major influence on me, as well as many 
others. 

  

Since my first General Conference 40 years ago, I have been fortunate to have been able 
to serve as both a Reserve Delegate in 2004 and 2012 and seated Delegate in 2008, 2016. 
2019, and now 2024. I was also active in UMRA at each of those General Conferences. 

Being part of UMRA has been one of the factors that enabled me to be elected to serve as 
a Delegate to General and Jurisdictional Conferences. When I stop and think about the 

connections I have been able to be part of across my Annual Conferences and around 
the denomination, I am truly amazed. I am naturally an introvert, and what I have 

experienced and learned through UMRA, the Rural Chaplains Association, The 
Appalachian Ministry Network, and other rural organizations, has helped give me the 
confidence to stand up and try to be a voice for rural, town and country people, churches, 

and areas. 
I am grateful that the Rev. Dr. Harold McSwain took me under his wing and nurtured me 

and helped me become the person and pastor that I am today. If you stop and think 
about it, you too, can probably name one or two people who influenced you and helped to 

mold you into who and what you are today. I am grateful for each one of you, and how 
you have impacted my life and how you have worked for the betterment of all who live and 
serve in rural, town and country settings. (RG July 20, 2024) 

Photo #1- Roger Grace speaking on the floor of General Conference this year 
 

Photo #2-UMRA Chairperson Rev. Randy Wall (R) with Bishop Carter (L) 
 

Photo #3-Roger Grace installs UMRA officers for the next 4 years. From left to right: Rev. 
Jodie Flessner-Chairperson, Mrs. Erie Stuckett-Vice Chair, Mrs. Judy Hill-Treasurer 
 

Photo #4-UMRA volunteers discussing legislation 
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Special Gifts of Rural America 
by Randy Wall, UMRA Chair 

 

One of the things that is special about where I live is that though modern 21st century 
conveniences are near, so are some of the special gifts of rural America.   One of the 

greatest gifts around my home are the wildlife I see regularly.   Each day, our home is 
visited by many birds that flock to the six bird feeders we have in our yard.   These 

birds  are particularly a beautiful sight during the winter as the colors of their feathers 
brighten the starkness of winter days.      
We also have a growing numbers of rabbits around our home and in our 

neighborhood.  Though I have seen them many times of the day, I observe them most 
frequently in the early mornings and in the evening as the sun sets and day becomes 

night.   The other evening, I noticed three rabbits playfully chasing each other in our back 
yard.  Early one morning, I saw a rabbit rolling in a dirt spot of our yard.  This early 

morning act drew the consternation of my wife, Ann, as she had planted a seed in that 
very spot.   Despite that, Ann has been known to put out pieces of lettuce and the like 
into our back yard for these four legged creatures. She is generous to four legged 

creatures just as she is to two legged creatures like me!  Occasionally, I will see turkeys 
and deer in a meadow behind our home.  They do not come visit as often as some other 

wildlife and are particularly rare during hunting season 
  

What a wonder are the creatures created by our God!   While humans worry and fret 
about what they read on the internet or see on the evening news, these creatures live and 
move in the quiet confidence of our Creator God.   As I think about the wonder and 

beauty of God’s creatures, I am reminded of these words from Job 39: 19- 30 where God 
says to Job:   

  
19 “Do you give the horse its strength 

    or clothe its neck with a flowing mane? 
20 Do you make it leap like a locust, 

    striking terror with its proud snorting? 



21 It paws fiercely, rejoicing in its strength, 
    and charges into the fray. 
22 It laughs at fear, afraid of nothing; 

    it does not shy away from the sword. 
23 The quiver rattles against its side, 
    along with the flashing spear and lance. 
24 In frenzied excitement it eats up the ground; 

    it cannot stand still when the trumpet sounds. 
25 At the blast of the trumpet it snorts, ‘Aha!’ 

    It catches the scent of battle from afar, 
    the shout of commanders and the battle cry. 
26 “Does the hawk take flight by your wisdom 
    and spread its wings toward the south? 
27 Does the eagle soar at your command 

    and build its nest on high? 
28 It dwells on a cliff and stays there at night; 

    a rocky crag is its stronghold. 
29 From there it looks for food; 

    its eyes detect it from afar. 
30 Its young ones feast on blood, 

    and where the slain are, there it is.” 
Thanks be to God for the wonder and beauty of the creatures he has made.-  Randy 

Wall  

 

 

 

Moving Forward 

by Deb Ketcham, UMRA Event Coordinator 
 

Because of a myriad of reasons, many churches stopped moving forward. For some, those 
who previously chaired ministries and events passed on and no one was mentored to step 

in. For others, the community changed; people moved away, schools were torn down, a 
particular event was no longer held, or their ministries no longer met the needs of their 

community. And there was Covid. Churches stopped their ministries, and then never 
restarted or modified them. So after a long standstill, how do we move forward? 

I have recently begun serving two small churches. One church’s goal is to wait for those 
in their late 80’s and 90’s to pass, within 5 years, and then close or merge with another 
church. Their other goal is to keep everything the same. The second church asked for 

help on paper, but was skeptical anything would ever change. Fortunately, the latter 
agreed to a series of visioning conversations we called Carry-in & Conversation, following 

Sunday Worship. 
As you might expect, some came with expectations, while others . . . not sure why they 

came.  We talked about why we came together; that the church began long before the 
cornerstone of 1893; and wondered if God might have plans for the church in the 

future. They shared memories of past events, what they did and were doing well then 
each took a brief assessment from John Savage’s work regarding the various gifts we 
bring, as Dreamers, Realists, and Critics (critical thinking). 

 I shared that God has already placed within the church all that was needed for mission 
and ministry, for this particular time, and will provide additional workers or partners for 

the vineyard as we are faithful with the giftedness we now possess. However, when asked, 



“How might you picture the church a year from now?” The answer was, “the same, as 
we’ve always been.” 
So we shifted to, “What are the needs of our community?” After a very long pause 

someone said, “There needs to be more 2 parent households.” So I suggested we might 
ask others.  They came up with: the Sheriff, School Superintendent, Township Trustee, 

Fire Chief, and the nearby bar. Those who volunteered were given a questionnaire and 
invited back to share what they discovered.  Of course all could drive, walk around, and 

listen to conversations in the community, and of course invite people to share their 
thoughts. 
To move forward, they needed basic data; but more importantly, they needed to know 

what God wanted. I invited them to ask God to open our hearts, minds, souls, eyes, to 
God’s understandings, so we can discover what God wants us to be and do, since God will 

place his purposes upon people’s hearts through PRAYER. 
Yet as churches begin the visioning, planning, and implementation process, they tend to 

focus only on what seems practical, within their financial means, or what they can 
imagine right now. Many churches do not expect God’s help and attempt to do this sacred 
work on their own. However, to move forward, churches must depend upon God in a way 

they have never done before, and allow Him to work in and through them for his honor, 
glory, and praise. 

Since it was discovered in the interviews that most people in the immediate area had no 
idea what the church does or who attends, the first step was Public Relations. At the 

third Carry-in & Conversation, the church decided to partner with the local Volunteer Fire 
Department for their Touch a (Fire) Truck event. The Fire Department had free hotdogs, 

snow cones, cotton candy, and drinks. The church gave out cold bottles of water and 
offered kids games with prizes. This was an easy first step to reconnect with their 
community. 

Some of the future ideas we are considering is: to have a ‘Reading Club’ next summer 
where children can read to an adult or an adult can read in a separate area to the 

children; a Personal Care Pantry (idea from the Jan. UMRA webinar); VBS at one of the 
area campgrounds; and other great ideas continue to percolate! Moving forward is a 

process. As we pray together, I can’t wait to see what God has in store for this small 
church of 38 members, with 22 regularly attending.  
No church is too small to make a kingdom difference. What might your church do with a 

few conversations and lots of prayer? We can’t wait to hear from you! 
-        Rev. Deb Ketcham is an Elder in the West Ohio Conference and the event 

coordinator for the National UMRA. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Devotions 
submitted by Orrinda Stockton, Spiritual Director 

 



Summer unfurls like a radiant tapestry, its vibrant 
threads woven from sunlight and warmth, beckoning 
us to embrace its fleeting splendor. As the season 

stretches out before us, it invites us to slow down, to 
savor each moment with a mindfulness that 

contrasts sharply with the hurried pace of our 
everyday lives. In the glow of summer, time seems to 

stretch and bend, offering us a unique opportunity to 
reconnect with ourselves and with the natural world. 

The essence of summer is found in its celebration of life’s simplest pleasures. The gentle 

hum of cicadas becomes a melodic reminder of nature's rhythms, while the rustling leaves 
and warm breeze create a symphony of serenity. This season is marked by its 

abundance—lush gardens bursting with color, fruits and vegetables reaching their peak 
of ripeness, and long, sun-drenched days that invite us to explore and revel in the 

outdoors. 
Summer is a time when nature’s beauty is on full display, and it encourages us to pause 
and appreciate the small wonders that might otherwise go unnoticed. The way sunlight 

filters through the canopy of trees, casting playful shadows on the ground; the scent of 
freshly cut grass mingling with the salty tang of the sea breeze; the sight of fireflies 

dancing in the twilight—each moment is a reminder of the magic that exists in the 
present. 

In many ways, summer serves as a metaphor for the human experience. It represents a 
time of growth, transformation, and potential. Just as plants reach their fullest bloom 
and fruit ripens under the sun’s nurturing rays, so too do we find opportunities for 

personal growth during this season. The warm, inviting energy of summer encourages us 
to step outside our comfort zones, to take risks, and to embrace new experiences. It’s a 

period of renewal and self-discovery, where we can shed the constraints of routine and 
immerse ourselves in the joy of living fully. 

Yet, summer’s brilliance is not without its lessons. The intensity of the sun reminds us of 
the importance of balance and moderation. Just as we seek refuge in the shade to escape 
the scorching heat, we are also called to find moments of rest and reflection amidst our 

busyness. The long days of summer can serve as a gentle reminder to listen to our own 
needs and to nurture our well-being. 

As the season progresses, there is a quiet melancholy that accompanies its inevitable 
decline. The first hints of autumn’s chill remind us that change is a constant, and that 

even the most vibrant moments are transient. This bittersweet awareness invites us to 
cherish the present, to savor each sunrise and sunset, and to recognize the value of 
impermanence in our lives. 

Gracious God, help us embrace the season’s gifts with gratitude and openness. Let us 
revel in its warmth, find joy in its abundance, and reflect on the lessons it imparts. By 

doing so, we can carry forward the spirit of summer throughout the year, allowing its light 
to illuminate our path and inspire us to live with greater presence and intention. Amen 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Growing Hope Globally 

submitted by Rev. Mark E Swanson, Interim CEO/Regional Director 
 



Growing Hope Globally is a Christian response to hunger that works predominantly in 
rural communities through Growing Projects to raise funds for agricultural development 
programs with our trusted partners including UMCOR. 

 
One of our Growing Projects is in Greenfield, Iowa which involves Greenfield United 

Methodist Church called "Fields of Faith". Here's a video the church 
made: https://vimeo.com/875320741. 

 

 

 

 

SCHOLARSHIPS AVAILABLE 
 

The national organization, United Methodist Rural Advocates, is pleased to announce we 

have a limited number of scholarships to offer for attending programs or trainings that 
can enhance rural ministry. An applicant can be considered for a scholarship of up to the 
lesser of $400 or one half of program/event fees, etc. It is through the UMRA IGNITE 

fundraising campaign that these scholarships are being offered. 
  

Please contact Treasurer Judy Hill to learn more. Contact information is listed below. 
  

Judy Hill, Treasurer UMRA 
3642 Road D 
Joes, CO 80822 

  
Email: judyh@plainstel.com 

 

 

 

 

RURAL TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES 
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Be A Disciple Course Schedule  
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The Academy Courses 
Foundations for a Thriving Church 
Dates: Aug. 28, 2023 - Apr. 27, 2025 

 
Learn more and register 

 

 

 

 

NETworX INFORMATION 
 

NETworX-Securing Well-being Together  

  
Measurable outcomes, measured at six-month intervals 

throughout NETworX participation, include: 
• Increase in income to at or above 200% of the Federal 

Poverty Guidelines, 

• Decrease in use of public assistance, 
• Decrease in revolving debt from credit cards, rent-to-own, or predatory lending, 

• Increase in assets, 
• Increase in safe, supportive, and nurturing relationships, and 

• Increase in perception of overall quality of life. 
If you are interested in hearing more, contact Alan Rice, a member of the UMRA Executive 
Committee at 336-239-1526 or visit www.NETworXUSA.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SHARE MINISTRY/BEST PRACTICES STORIES WITH US 
 

Are there ministries and outreach programs in your churches that you want others to 

know about? We celebrate the truth that rural/town and country churches are vital and 
active within their communities and we want to share that information around the 
country. Do you have a story of joy or hope that you would like to have shared 

here? There are others who could greatly benefit from what has worked for you and even 
what hasn't worked but that has allowed you to grow. Send stories to Michele Holloway, 

Communications Director, at chele101953@gmail.com and your stories will be published 
in upcoming editions of this eCommunication. 

This newsletter is published every other month: February, April, June, August, October, and 
December. Please send all submissions to the above email address no later than the 25th of 

the month prior to publication. 
 

 

 

 

UMRA MEMBERSHIP 
 

Memberships are available in the following categories: 
Limited Income (What you can afford.) 
Student $10.00 

Basic One-Year $35.00 
Church One-Year $50.00 

Sustaining Membership $25.00/month 
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Advocacy Membership One-Year $250.00 
Membership Letter and Form - click here 
Two Easy Steps to Membership 

1. Please fill out membership form:                       
United Methodist Rural Advocates Membership 

2. Pay Membership Dues through PayPal 
For more information or membership, contact: 

Email: smgrlg51@yahoo.com 
Sue Grace - Membership Secretary  
2755 Independence Ct, 

Grove City, OH 43123 
740-707-2901 

UMRA membership provides not only voice and vote in the organization, but also 
includes a subscription to the UMRA E NEWSLETTER.  
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