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Merry Christmas

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. It's Not Your Birthday

_ By Doug Flinn, UMRA Secretary
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
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But having said all that, I also find
that my typical observance of
Christmas leaves some points of
discomfort in my heart. For all their
beauty and familiarity, I know that
many of my favorite carols present a
highly sanitized view of the holiday
— all glory and peace and a beautiful
babe in a manger, with very little of
the agony and struggle of being a
poor, unwed mother giving birth in a
stinking animal barn. While all the
decorations might be a completely
appropriate way to celebrate the joy
of a Savior’s birth, I can’t help but
wonder if that same Savior might
prefer that we focus more

on being lights than on stringing
them.
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I CHALLENGE YOU, INC

by Erie Stuckett, Nominations Chair

Like the seasons, change comes to all things. I am
thinking of the hope that the season of Advent
brings, while also be thinking of the coming closing
of a cherished outreach ministry of my small home
church Revels United Methodist Church, the I
Challenge You, Inc. mentor program. On Saturday,
June 9, 2024, the I Challenge You Board met at
Revels UMC to discuss the reality of changes facing
the program’s continued viability. We reminisced
over the program’s 32 years of service to the
community of providing a haven for unsupervised
children after school and later adding mentoring to
ensure young people in the program were




encouraged to aspired to be all they could be
regardless of their current reality.

You might ask how does this have anything at all to
do with my thinking of Advent? Advent is a time of
celebrating the hope of new birth. Looking back the
birth of Christ and His 33 years of life changed our
lives in ways that no one could have imagined all
those years ago.

Which brings me back to the beginning of I
Challenge You. A retired couple - a first-grade
teacher and a basketball coach - in a church with a
very small membership, decided to invite nine
young men to come in for a game of basketball and
a meal. From that small gesture an after school and
mentoring program was born and continued to
grow. I Challenge You, Inc. has lasted over 30
years, impacting the lives of hundreds of children
that will go on to touch the lives of others in
meaningful ways.

As the I Challenge You Program closes and Advent
begins this year, let us consider other ways we can
bring opportunities for others into fruition. Let us
consider what new things we may birth that can
make an impact on our members, community and
beyond. May love, hope, joy and peace reside in our
heart this season and may it inspire you to use your
gifts, talents and resources to help one another.
Change comes. The question is where and to what
is God calling us to do next. John 13:34 tells us, “A
new command I give you: Love one another. As I
have loved you, so you must love one

another.” Use this season to reach out and “touch
someone's hand” to make this world a better place
because we really, really can!

Grateful for the Past
by Randy Wall, UMRA Chair

A couple of months ago, | made a
pilgrimage to the first appointment |
served as a United Methodist pastor. On
my retirement from serving as a pastor in
June, | set as a goal to try to visit most if
not all the churches that | have had the
privilege to serve.

In 1974, | was appointed as pastor of three
small rural United Methodist Churches in




the North Carolina Conference. Pictured above is Turkey United Methodist
Church in Turkey, North Carolina. (Yes, there is such a place! If you doubt
me, look it up on google!) If you look closely, the building is in
disrepair. Bushes and vines are overgrown. The former church sign that
once had my name on it is overgrown by bushes. The reason why the building
is in poor condition is because it is not church anymore. The church closed
5 to 10 years, and the building was sold to a neighbor. From what | am told,
she simply uses it for storage. Though she was kind enough to tell me about
the former church building, she did not want me to see inside it.

A veil of sadness settled over me that day as | visited this church | formerly
served. | felt a tinge of guilt wondering if there were things | could have done
in my time there to have been a better pastor to that congregation and ward
off the closure of the church. Though | do not know the numbers, | know that
Turkey Church is only one example of United Methodist churches in rural
communities that have closed. | know not the story of why the church
closed. But this | do know: those individual churches in communities may
close, the Church of Jesus Christ is still very much alive.

In Matthew 16: 17-19, we read these words:""Jesus replied, “Blessed are you,
Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by flesh and blood, but
by my Father in heaven. '8 And I tell you that you are Peter,2l and on this rock
I will build my church, and the gates of Hades!® will not overcome it. '° I will
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will
beldl bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in
heaven.”

While this passage does not say that the gates of Hades will not overcome
any individual church (like Turkey Church), it affirms that the Church will
endure and not just survive, but it will thrive in the best sense of the word.
As my tenure as chairperson of the United Methodist Rural Advocates ends
at the end of December, | feel hope. During this season of Advent and the
season of Christmas that follows, we contemplate the mystery of the
incarnation and how God could come among us. Yet, we also are the
Resurrection People who hold to the truth of the empty tomb! While | feel
sadness when a congregation | formerly served as pastor has closed, | also
feel hope in the Church that continues to serve, witness, and worship in
rural communities across the globe. Wherever you are, be the church in
the best sense of the word and continue to be an advocate for rural people,
rural communities, and rural churches. Grace and peace.- Randy L. Wall

Devotions - Gratitude
submitted by Orrinda Stockton, Spiritual Director
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Lord, make me a channel of your

DISTURBANCE

Where there is apathy, let me
provoke;

Where there is compliance,
let me bring questioning.

Where there is silence, may |
be a voice.

Where there is too much
comfort and too little action,
grant disruption.

Where there are doors closed
and hearts locked, grant the

When laws dictate and pain is
overlooked; when tradition
speaks louder than need;

grant that | may seek rather
to do justice than to talk
about it.

Disturb us, O Lord, to be with,
as well as for, the alienated; to
love the unlovable as well as
the lovely;

Lord, make me a channel of
disturbance.

In times of
conflict, whether
personal, social,
or political, the
act of giving
thanks may
seem distant or
even
counterintuitive.
When emotions
are high,
disagreements
are unresolved,
and divisions

are deep, the
impulse to be
R\ grateful can be
=\ overshadowed

SN by frustration,
anger, and a
sense of helplessness. Yet, it is precisely during these challenging
times that cultivating gratitude can be a powerful tool for healing,
understanding, and transformation.

willingness to listen.

Gratitude in the midst of conflict does not mean denying the reality
of pain, injustice, or frustration. It is not about pretending that things
are fine when they are not. Rather, it is about choosing to
acknowledge the positive, even when the circumstances seem
overwhelmingly negative. Gratitude, in this sense, can serve as a
counterbalance to the destructive forces of conflict, offering a path
forward when things feel stagnant or broken.

One of the first places gratitude can be found during conflict is in the
relationships that persist despite tensions. Conflict often brings to
the surface the fragility of human connection. Arguments,
misunderstandings, and hurt feelings can drive wedges between
people, but they can also reveal the strength of bonds that
withstand testing. When two people in a relationship are able to set
aside differences, to listen and seek understanding, there is
something deeply worthy of gratitude in that. Giving thanks for the
willingness to communicate, for the opportunity to grow together
through adversity, can help restore perspective and reinforce the
potential for reconciliation.



Another aspect of gratitude in conflict is the recognition of personal
growth and resilience. Conflict often forces us to confront
uncomfortable truths, whether about ourselves, our values, or our
blind spots. These moments of discomfort, while difficult, can
become opportunities for growth. When we look back on times of
struggle, we often find that we are stronger, wiser, and more
compassionate as a result. In the heat of an argument or during a
period of tension, it may not be obvious, but giving thanks for the
lessons conflict offers can help shift the focus from blame to self-
awareness. Gratitude for personal evolution can foster a deeper
sense of self-empowerment, reminding us that conflict does not
define us, but rather shapes us in ways we may not immediately
recognize.

Gratitude can also help to shift the narrative in a conflict, moving
from a zero-sum mindset—where one party must lose for the other
to win—to one that seeks mutual understanding and growth. In
many conflicts, the tendency is to focus on what has been taken or
what has been wronged. Giving thanks in such situations means
recognizing the values, opportunities, and solutions that still exist,
even in the midst of adversity. It involves appreciating the potential
for compromise, the possibility of creative solutions, and the human
capacity to reconcile differences. This kind of gratitude can help
transform a destructive conflict into a constructive one, where both
sides work toward healing and resolution.

At a broader level, giving thanks during conflict helps us to maintain
a sense of hope and perspective. It is easy to become consumed by
the immediacy of the problem, but gratitude invites us to look
beyond the conflict itself and recognize the larger context in which it
exists. Whether it is our personal values, the community we belong
to, or the global connections that unite us, there is always
something bigger than the conflict at hand. Giving thanks for these
larger forces can help us remember that conflict, while painful, is not
the whole story.

Ultimately, giving thanks in a time of conflict is not about negating
the difficulties or denying the reality of the struggle. It is about
creating space for a broader, more balanced view—one that
acknowledges the pain while also recognizing the opportunities for
growth, healing, and connection. Gratitude, in this sense, becomes
a tool not just for surviving conflict, but for transforming it into a
catalyst for positive change.




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, lowa 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

‘?J e . .
BeADisciple.com

CHRISTIAN ONLINE EDUCATION

Be A Disciple Course Schedule
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for Small Membership
Church Ministries

The Academy Courses
Foundations for a Thriving Church
Dates: Aug. 28, 2023 - Apr. 27, 2025
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Learn more and register

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

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: smqgrlg51@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.

Find us on
Facebook
United Methodist
Rural Advocates
Click links to the right to find us. ,
United Methodist

Rural Advocates
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