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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.  
 
For a 
printable brochure and cover 
letter, click the links above.  

  

  
 

 

Collaboration: Coming Alongside 
Others for Successful Ministry and 
Outreach 
by Deb Ketcham, Retired Elder, West Ohio 

As one retires, there is an opportunity to rest, reflect, 
and listen carefully to where God is leading. When we 
rest and reflect, we are better able to discover both the 
new and familiar ways we can use our God-given gifts, 
abilities, and experiences. Some retirees continue to 
serve by pastoring a church, which brings them great 
joy. Others enjoy enhancing or re-imagining missions 
and ministries in their church and community. Some 
resume hobbies or try something new. Others enjoy 
traveling or filling a family need. 
As I rested, reflected, and listened to God, I found 
myself drawn to the things that brought me great joy – 
traveling, family, boating (we’re on a lake), gardening, 
sleeping in. I continued to mentor those beginning 
their ministry paths and Local Pastors in the area. I 
visited various sizes and types of UM churches. 
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Officers 
2025-2028 
Chair - Jodie Flessner 
jodieflessner@gmail.com 
Vice Chair - Erie Stuckett 
eriestuckettebsmill@bellsouth.net 
Secretary - Doug Flinn -  
doug.flinn64@gmail.com 
Spiritual Dir - Luke Christy - 
lchristy@wnccumc.net 
Comms Dir - James 

Hannah james.hannah@ngumc.net 
Advocacy - Mollie Stewart - 

(25/26) Molliecstewart0128@gmail.com 
Membership - Sue Grace 
smgrlg51@yahoo.com  
Treasurer - Judy Hill   (25/26) 
judyh@plainstel.com 

  

 

As I oversaw charge conferences and asked Local 
Pastors about their current and previous needs, I 
discovered many unmet needs. Some needed a better 
understanding of how to offer a special service. Some 
needed help with administrative responsibilities, how 
to create a board structure that would work better for 
their church, or suggestions of how to fill the pulpit, 
and much more. 
I proposed a concept to my district superintendent 
about the numerous unmet needs. We chose the name 
collaborator, as one who comes alongside others. I 
praise God that I will be doing what God gifted me to 
do best – teaching, training, equipping, and 
empowering others for mission and ministry. As I 
collaborate with lay and clergy, my hope and prayer 
are to equip and empower them to be all that God has 
created them to be. 
Whether you are actively employed, retired, or 
considering new ways to use your giftedness, spend 
time with God - rest, reflect, and listen to God. May 
you be blessed in new ways and be a blessing wherever 
God leads you. 
 

  

  

 

 

 

UMRA Consultation 
by Deb Ketcham 

 

You Can Make a Difference 

October 13-16, 2026 in Columbus, Ohio 
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Tired of the denominational rules or policies that negatively affect Local Pastors and smaller 
churches, especially those in the rural and town & country areas? You can make a difference by 
attending the UM Rural Advocates Legislative Consultation this October. 
 

Together we will discover the needs of the Local Pastors and smaller churches; then create 
legislation to present to the 2028 General Conference. While networking with people from 
various areas and ministries, we will learn how to advocate for the needs of Local Pastors and 
smaller churches at General and your Annual Conference. 
Accommodations are in a group block at a hotel near the airport, with daily breakfast, and 
shuttle service to and from the airport. Lunch, dinner, and meeting space will be at an area UMC, 
which makes the cost of attending affordable! Your insights are very important. We hope to see 
you! 
 

The link for the trifold brochure is below. 
 
Deb Ketcham, UMRA Special Events Coordinator 
 
Consultation Brochure 

 

 

 

 

Echoes of Sacredness 

by Rev. Scott Harkness 
 

Retired UMC Elder Scott Harkness, Oregon-Idaho, has set out to help his local, 
small membership, congregation notice the little things that make worship life rich 
and meaningful — the symbols, spaces, and traditions that quietly shape our 
Sunday experience. 
We are surrounded by objects in our worship space that echo messages of sacredness 
and are meant to enrich our worship. Often these messages go unheeded and missed 
because these objects have become so familiar they no longer pique our curiosity or 
capture our attention. This includes the large room where corporate worship happens. 
Although some churches have moved away from traditional, ecclesiastical labels and 
designate this space as the Worship Center, many churches still call this space the 
“sanctuary.” Would you believe that the way the sanctuary is designed and used also 
echoes messages of the holy? If you know any Latin you likely know that the word sanctus 
means “holy.” Sanctuarium was the Latin word for a sacred place or shrine. Some 
churches reserve the term sanctuary for the area immediately around the altar or 
communion table, which is considered most holy. But more commonly the word denotes 
the whole sacred space where corporate worship occurs. 
 
Whether it’ s a sprawling cathedral or a small one-room country church, there is likely one 
common characteristic shared by them. Usually there is an elevated area in the front of the 
sanctuary that includes an altar or communion table, speaker podium(s) for leading 
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worship and preaching, perhaps a baptismal font, often keyboards of some sort and a 
choir loft. Frequently this higher platform is set off from where worshippers sit on the lower 
level by a railing called the altar rail or communion rail. I want to consider here this 
elevated platform in the front of the church. 
 
Again, in a contemporary-minded church you may hear this raised area in the front of the 
“Worship Center” referred to as the stage. Traditionally, however, this part of the sanctuary 
is known as the chancel, from a Latin word meaning “lattice.” This was because the 
chancel, a place reserved mainly for clergy (both speakers and musicians,) was separated 
from the main worship space by some sort of lattice screen with a large chancel arch 
overhead. The chancel is still the place where corporate worship is led by pastors, 
liturgists, and musicians; where sermons are preached and sacraments celebrated. And 
while there is a large arch over our chancel and communion rails at its front, thankfully the 
physical separation of the chancel from the rest of the sanctuary is no longer so drastic! 
 
Does it really matter if we think of this area up front as either a stage or a chancel? Well, 
yes… more than one might think! The echo of sacredness emanating from this space is 
wrapped up in our understanding of what those worship leaders on the stage/chancel are 
doing up there. Soren Kierkegaard, a Danish Christian philosopher of the early 1800’ s, 
once wrote a paper on the drama of worship. He asserted that we can get confused about 
the roles God, worship leaders, and worshippers play in corporate worship. He asked 
“Who is the audience?” When we think of the raised area up front as a stage, we tend to 
assume that the worship leaders (speakers and musicians) are the performers, prompted 
by God in their preparation and leadership of worship. This means that the people sitting in 
the pews are the audience, observing and judging the quality of the performance and 
deciding whether or not the worship was very good on any particular Sunday. 
Occasionally, the audience will express their appreciation for a performance with applause. 
Kierkegaard encouraged us to see worship differently. For him, the worship leaders on the 
chancel are the directors of worship (he called them the “prompters,”) the people in the 
pews are the actors in the performance of worship (not only in the sanctuary, I would add, 
but also in the world at large,) and God is the audience! 
 
It kind of makes you wonder what God thinks of our performance. 

 

 

 

 

Devotions 
by Luke Christy, Spiritual Director 

 

Jesus asks the best questions. In the middle of an argument about rule-following, Jesus asks a few of the 
religious leaders “Doesn’t each of you on the Sabbath untie your ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out 
to give it water? Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for 
eighteen long years, be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?” (Luke 13:15b-16) 
  



Jesus is willing to break expectations in order to uphold what is most important. And this story shows us 
that people are what is most important to God. Each time we see one another as holy, we make Christ 
known. Each time we choose a relationship over winning an argument, we honor Christ. What ministries in 
your church most fully choose transformation over transaction? Where are we putting the expectations of 
others before the relational priorities of God? May we receive the freedom to measure our lives by 
relationship. 

 

 

 

 

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 
925 Hover Apt 218 
Longmont, CO 80501 
  
Email: judyh@plainstel.com 

 

 

 

 

RURAL TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES 
 

  

 

What is BeADisciple? 
BeADisciple.com has provided quality online educational experiences with roots in Wesleyan 

theology since 2006. We offer online studies, courses, and certification programs on a variety 

of ministry, formation, and leadership topics. All of our courses offer CEU credits. Our goal is 

to make rich learning experiences accessible to church leaders and laity, no matter their 

location or life situation, and to help them grow as disciples in faith and ministry. 

Read more on our About page. 

 
 
Be A Disciple Course Schedule 
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Vision & Mission 
 

Mission 
The Academy’s mission is to Advocate, Celebrate, Teach and Serve small membership 

churches as it empowers their ministries to serve their communities and the world. 

Vision 
Small membership churches thrive. 

Goals and objectives 
The Academy does not produce ministers that fit into a singular mold. Each minister has a 

different set of gifts, and each church has a different set of needs. With that in mind, the 

Academy’s goals are: 

• Help lay persons and churches focus on God’s call in their situation. By the end of 

the programs lay persons are able to articulate their call and gifts, and churches 

are able to claim their God given mission. 

• Help lay persons proclaim the love and hope of Jesus Christ in their communities. 

Lay persons and churches are able to share with their communities in ways they 

can hear God’s redeeming love and grace. 

• Develop the foundation for future learning and growth. Lay persons and 

churches develop a love to grow in Christ. 
 

 

 

 

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 James Hannah, 
newsletter editor, at james.hannah@ngumc.net and your stories will be published in 
upcoming editions of this eNewsletter. 
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 
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Memberships are available in the following categories: 
Limited Income (What you can afford.) 
Student $10.00 
Basic One-Year $50.00 
Church One-Year $50.00 
Sustaining Membership $25.00/month 
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.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
 
 

United Methodist 
Rural Advocates 

Click links to the right to find us. 
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