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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.   
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A Note from the Editor 
by Michele Holloway, Communications 

Director 

It was brought to the UMRA Board's 

attention, during General Conference, that 
the UMRA website was no longer active. It 

seems our account had expired and the 
person listed as "owner" of the website was 
no longer affiliated with the organization. 

We have been working diligently in our 
attempt to get the site back up and 

running, but so far, the problem has not 
been fixed.. 

It is the intention of the board to have a 
working website as soon as possible. In the 
meantime, if you have questions about the 

results of the legislation presented by 
UMRA to GC 2020/24, feel free to contact 

one of the board members listed in the side 
column on the left. Briefly, the majority of 

the legislation presented by UMRA, most of 
which would have given LLPs and AMs 
more standing, voice, and vote, never made 

it out of committee. 
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ostockton@hotmail.com 
Communications Dir - 
Michele Holloway - 

chele101953@gmail.com 
Advocacy Dir - Mollie Stewart 

- Molliecstewart0128@gmail.c
om 

Membership - Sue Grace 
smgrlg51@yahoo.com  
Treasurer - Judy Hill    

judyh@plainstel.com 

 

 

Any other questions you may have 
regarding UM Rural Advocates may be sent 
to any of the officers listed to the left. 

Thank you for your patience and 
understanding. We hope to be back online 

very soon. 

 

 

A Reflection on General Conference 
2020/24 

By Joy Wigal, Scholarship Recipient 

It was memorable. It was historic. It was 

what I have often prayed our United 
Methodist denomination would one day 

be. Like many first in-person-gatherings 
since the pandemic, there was a sense of 
joy in being back together again with 

siblings in Christ who had gathered from all 
around the globe. Worship was outstanding 

as usual and delegates separated into 
legislative sections (committees) to begin 

the daunting task of reviewing each 
petition. However, it wasn’t long after the 
full conference began working thru 

legislation to learn that this was indeed not 
the same body that had met in 2019, or 

2016 or any year prior for that matter.   
  

On the “Consent Calendar” was a simple recommendation that would remove a 

statement which has caused division throughout our denomination since its insertion 
in 1972. It said that homosexuality was “incompatible with the Christian lifestyle.” The 
“Consent Calendar” is composed of items that passed their legislative section 

(committee) by at least 90%. Also on the same calendar was a change in language in 
the Book of Discipline that would leave it to the individual churches and pastors as a 

“matter of conscience” as to hold or perform same sex weddings. It was surprising 
enough that it would make it onto the consent calendar! When it came to the floor of 

the main session with little fanfare or debate and subsequently passed, there was at 
first a moment of stunned silence… then an eruption of joy! Without dragging each 
other thru the mud, we had settled on verbiage that covered the span of those present, 

ranging from traditional to progressive – or, as we used to say, conservative to liberal. 
Here's the beauty of what was passed: it affirms that we are not all at the same place 

and accepts each person, church, or conference where they are. If you are a traditional 
church or pastor and God is not calling you to support same sex marriage, the Book of 

Discipline affirms that and empowers you to do ministry accordingly. It also allows to 
whom God is calling in a different direction. When I attended General Conference for 
the first time in 2012, I learned many things and what hurt my heart the most was 

hearing my United Methodist siblings tearing one another apart, doing significant 
harm to one another. I was also impressed by the diversity of ministry in other parts of 

the United States and around the world. There are places where God needs 
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traditional/conservative/straight congregations and places where God is calling 
churches and pastors to be all inclusive. Did you know that there are United Methodist 
Churches that request a pastor who identifies as part of the LGBTQ community? Did 

you know that there are more requests for such pastors than there are pastors to 
supply those requests? God needs all types of people in order to reach all types of 

people! 
Yes, the changes at General Conference 2024 were sweeping! Most importantly, those 

changes enabled us to grow to include a greater breadth of people, including both 
traditional and progressive. You don’t have to “agree” with homosexuality to be part of 

the UMC and you don’t have to disagree with it. Instead, you are simply asked to 
affirm ‘Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and put your whole trust in his grace…”. 
General Conference also established sacramental privilege for Ordained Deacons. An 

important change for our Local Pastors regarding Course of Study is that it may now 
be taken entirely online! There will also be some constitutional amendments about 

“Regionalization” and our annual conferences and bishops will provide additional 
details about what that means and how it will impact local churches. Unfortunately, 

many of the additional rights we were seeking for Licensed Local Pastors and 
Deaconesses (different from Deacons!) were not passed. However, there are many folks, 
including United Methodist Rural Advocates and United Methodist Appalachian 

Ministry Network, that are already discussing how to make improvements in those 
areas in the future. I would welcome dialogue around any of these issues and, even 

though I will soon be a city dweller, will always carry the unique opportunities and 
challenges of rural and Appalachian ministry as a part of who I am. Thank you for 

allowing me to serve among you as part of the UMRA network at General Conference. 
What an awesome group and network! The days were long and it was terrific how 
everyone pitched in and did their part. It was a privilege and an honor. 

 In Christian Love, 
Rev. Joy Wigal 

Faith/First UMC 
Zanesville, OH 

 

 

 

 

Rural Population Grows for Second Year 
submitted by Dave Ruesink, from the Daily Yonder 

 

A Daily Yonder analysis of 2023 Census Bureau data showed that rural America 

gained population for the second year in a row, continuing to reverse a decade-
long trend of rural population loss. 

  
The gain came primarily in counties that are closest to metropolitan areas and was the 

result of people moving to those counties from other parts of the country or 
internationally. 
  

From 2022 to 2023, the number of people living in nonmetropolitan (rural) counties 
grew by 109,000 residents, a 0.24 percent increase. That’s slightly higher than the 

56,000 residents that rural America gained from 2021 to 2022. These gains came after 
rural America lost nearly 300,000 residents in the 2010s. 

 
Some of the most significant rural growth occurred in the South. Among some of the 
fastest growing states were North Carolina, Texas, Georgia, Tennessee, and Florida. 
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The biggest gains occurred in the suburbs of medium-sized metros, which added 
183,000 residents, a 1 percent increase since 2022. Brunswick County, a coastal 

community of about 160,000 residents, gained 7,000 people between 2022 and 2023, 
for example.  

 
To learn more: click here. 

 

 

 

 

Learning the Voices of a New Church 

by Randy Wall, UMRA Chair 
 

My wife, Ann, and I are blessed with 4 daughters. As most parents, we are proud 

of who each of them are as people. Two of our daughters have spent significant 
time living in foreign countries. Our daughter, Heather, was a volunteer with the 

U.S. Peace Corps serving from 2002 to 2005 in the African country 
of  Zambia. Our daughter, Ginger, continues to live overseas working for the U.S. 
State Department. From 2020 to 2023, she lived in the African country of 

Mozambique working at the U.S. Embassy there. Since 2023, she has lived in 
Europe working at the U.S Embassy in Hungary. I share about these two 

daughters not to be boastful about my children, but to make a point:  one of the 
things that helped my daughters to prepare for their experience living in these 

places is that they spent time learning about the culture, the language, and the 
country where they would be living and working.  In the same way, it is 
important that newly appointed pastors to get to know the places they live and 

serve.   
This is the time of year when many United Methodist leaders will be gathering 

for Annual Conference. One of the things that will happen at these Annual 
Conferences is that pastoral appointments will be announced. Some pastors will 

be re-appointed for to a pastoral appointment where they have served for months 
if not years. Still, other pastors will be appointed to a new place of service.   If 
you are a pastor being appointed to a new appointment,   I encourage you to take 

time to get to know the people you will minister to and minister with, to learn 
about the joys and challenges of the new community where you will serve, and 

about the new church where you will be chief shepherd. While the people where 
you will be serving as the “new pastor” may speak the same language that you 

do,  it is wise to take time to learn about their community, their lives, and their 
culture which are not known to you. 
When my two daughters went to live and work overseas, they had months to 

learn new languages, a new culture, and learn about new places. If you are a 
pastor being appointed to serve in a new community, you will  not have many 

months to learn about that new place and new church before you move there.  Be 
wise, and take time to listen and learn. If you are a part of a church that  is 

receiving a new pastor in these months, welcome them and pray for them. Most 
of us are kind and hospitable to guests that  come to our homes being warm and 
welcoming to them. Do the same to that new pastor and their family as they seek 

to “sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land” for them.   
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For the Love of God Is This 
by Michele Holloway, Communications Director 

 

While my husband and I were on vacation, we attended worship at the church where 
we met back in 1976. This was a small town United Methodist Church that had 
originally been a Federated Community Methodist Church. My parents had been very 

active in this church as I was growing up, being lay leader, serving on committees, 
being lay speakers, singing in the choir, etc. It was the typical, perfect, small-town 

church of the mid-50s and 60s. My spouse and his family had moved to the area in the 
mid-70s and it was still the “perfect” church that we would expect to find and, at that 

time, was probably a carbon-copy of the church I currently serve. Male pastor, the 
majority of people in leadership were men, while the Church School teachers were, of 
course, women. There was that perfect children’s choir with their white angel robes 

and big red bows. There was a very active Methodist Youth group that even had a 
basketball team. You know what I mean, perfect. 

       Things have definitely changed since those perfect decades. The pandemic was 
very hard on this congregation and many of the older generation have moved away, 

died, or are confined to assisted living facilities. The congregation is very small and 
they are definitely not perfect. But they are beautiful. The pastor, who has been there 
since 2016, I believe, identifies as queer, although, at the time she was appointed, was 

in a heterosexual marriage. She has one child – totally unexpected. Because of the size 
of the church, she has had to take on a second job which is in equitable housing or 

something like that, which is a brilliant mission and outreach field for churches. Small 
towns have as many, or perhaps more, housing issues as cities do. 

       This Sunday, she was bringing in a new member. This person identified as 
they/them. The lay leader of that congregation also identifies as they/them. The pastor 
invited this person forward and then opened it up to anyone else who might want to 

join the church and three openly gay men came forward. I have known two of these 
men for over 30 years and I love them both and the third one is partner to one of the 

other men. As I sat watching this, I thought “Loving God, look what has happened to 
my home church! This is the most wonderful thing I can imagine and I’m so glad to 

have been here on this day.” 
       My other thought was “Where else would they go?” Most of the other churches in 
the area are traditional and not as inviting, and while I know this shift has upset some 

of the old guard at the church, who else is going to love these people in the name of 
Christ and not try to change them? 

       At the end of worship, I gave the pastor a hug and said “When I grew up here, this 
church was “perfect” but you have created the most beautiful family. I am so proud of 

this church.” 
       "For the love of God is this, that we obey God’s commandments. And God’s 
commandments are not burdensome, for whatever is born of God conquers the world. 

 

 

 

 

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. 

 

 

 

 

Devotions 
submitted by Orrinda Stockton, Spiritual Director 

 

Blessed are those who have regard for the weak; the Lord delivers them in times of 
trouble. 
—  Psalm 41:1 

  
A compassionate heart is not among the most popular qualities in our world today. If 

you want to climb to the top, people say, you often have to trample on others. 
Compassion is considered an attribute of people who are weak. But what does God say 

about this? 
  
“Blessed are those who have regard for the weak.” This does not mean just thinking 

about people who are disadvantaged; it means caring about them and doing something 
about it. People who care are those who open their hearts with the willingness to share 

what they have with people in need. Generosity goes hand in hand with compassion 
and care as people seek to show God’s love in this world. 

  
We find happiness not when we have everything in our hands but when we share with 
people in need, giving from our abundance as the Lord has given to us. 

  
The generous person sows happily and reaps the blessed fruit of God’s ongoing favor. 

God multiplies our sowing so that we can continue to give generously. God provides for 
us and gives us health and strength to do more by spreading love to others. When we 

open our hearts, hands, and pockets to share from all that God has given us, we find 
joy and happiness in giving freely as the Lord gives, without strings attached. 
  

Lord God, help us to open our hearts to care about others and to share from the 
abundance you have given us. In the name of Jesus, Amen. –Hernandes Lopes, 

todaydevotional.com 
 

 

 

 

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. 

https://fxv9r9rab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0015L37Nsty29Iks7LrHXDodfLRfGe2594YZRE6-fdsPZnr9kOfj_Iljjqvy_U8p-5D6K-UPDolP591fUGlRpZ3CvbsnflqpZ-GmMrGEq7przkBVnlRHcLgHetoTHYyzkaVbVaRDuuygXw-UP0fWEfF8M9VIPiEcLxe_uMRC_h8aOE=&c=whKGMwOvagnrc_E5pFaDQj-YKQ5LOkmaQOwXHv-z8PB163o5ESpoaA==&ch=5A6RZcpvA6mQP2v_2Sw98Rbq6lmBxJbk9nMVnK22InGXFIc3ZHHcoA==
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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 

https://fxv9r9rab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0015L37Nsty29Iks7LrHXDodfLRfGe2594YZRE6-fdsPZnr9kOfj_IljhCruTqZnz0uuOtuNRHzwFC2k1X14EaV4Cu2k0AazsfhFd_DExEZItToKCDRc2081iHoHpdf5SMg3eF7EF94V4h-TzJNJVk7DUeJONoIQlLE&c=whKGMwOvagnrc_E5pFaDQj-YKQ5LOkmaQOwXHv-z8PB163o5ESpoaA==&ch=5A6RZcpvA6mQP2v_2Sw98Rbq6lmBxJbk9nMVnK22InGXFIc3ZHHcoA==
https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001lSJrQIxkZcNAHoXfhdSZTcUzu9w-2mXQ6NAWsNAfxLTLvAlDFKpjXqq1ZSrOQs9v5rBNerI6JP0eh1cp82uaoMk_3-MGw5uwA9YaKxIepXkfgEkOBTYh_MPEnCpkq6lDvTvzA0o2uCPs-u9WzUVeyDnguYXQglpeh0g6-RlfBuL2IzS42sx64kenuGLWtZaz&c=IHzuad9Suwhp__z-fVeyypq3Ij6bT1uLCjLMTc3WVqK-4T0QzVvcjw==&ch=p0Lp-yl5Fr7Zk5rc_gX6xRTJKAEXiZ2JEiZ18OsQRiPpILdbUslHGQ==
https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001avYc-Yic_laGwuz3DRLzyi6ECSIwVNw74r_UyJi8qgw6PTk-kXI3Vd2y2LnYMvCzpOlItku2qAiUI1YNfewB0amCJel2gEVuweFbInqmRgAxEv0euauXCR6lZBWA4dMJpgeo_iB3U1HK7z_E86lJnOGJi1xhV4lSFwH31ISWlnDuFWc_TWaChA==&c=e8cnQIeAPnD6L9eIgOjeaVXkF9a00_7SPmFQBZyNFzlkWDW9ypqwTw==&ch=E82sK8GfPUP2V2DQYLGYr3Du6mZlxcIWQQV8voJQgclhKpYcHba_Og==
mailto:chele101953@gmail.com


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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