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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. 

 

 

Small Church Big Impact 
Submitted by Gayle Lesure 

Blake Bradford shares how smaller congregations can 
use their unique giftedness to fulfill their mission. He 
says smaller churches can enhance their vitality by 
clarifying their purpose, engaging their community, 
leveraging relational intimacy to reach people and build 
disciples, and rightsizing their leadership and 
governance structures. 
  
Every church, large and small, has a God-given potential 
to make a God-sized impact. But differently sized 
congregations have different challenges. While most 
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leadership advice is aimed at the midsize congregation, 
the vast number of congregations (over 80 percent in 
my area) are smaller congregations with average 
worship attendance of 100 or less. And smaller 
congregations thrive in different ways than their larger 
sister churches. 
  
These four strategies can help a small church be vital 
and vibrant. 

 

 

1. Clarify an impactful purpose. 
Small and midsize churches will never be able to ‘compete’ with megachurches in the diversity and 
quality of programs. But they can always ‘out relate’ them. 
Too many congregations see their purpose and identity in gathering for Sunday worship with family 
and friends in a beloved sacred space. But gathering on Sunday is not and never has been an 
adequate “why” for Christians. Clarifying your purpose doesn’t require a long, drawn-out visioning 
process that results in a three-paragraph mission statement no one can remember. Nor is the 
solution imagining a plethora of programs and events, staff for every age group, and a ministry 
catalog as big as a phone book. Instead, small congregations should focus on one key ministry area 
where they can make a God-sized impact. It could be a laser focus on being a neighbor to the 
homeless, or connecting the arts to discipleship, or being a church that is seeking justice and 
reconciliation. With this impact in mind, you can align your budget, your volunteers, and your 
resources to make that purposeful impact a reality. 
 
2. Engage your community with focus. 
In my first appointment as a solo pastor in a small Arkansas congregation in a midsize town, I was 
under the mistaken impression that I was supposed to pastor the church. Not much was said about 
the community. I never even walked across the street, and no one in the congregation cared or 
asked me about it. 
  
A fruitful, Christ-centered, and grace-filled outreach ministry is not really about what we do to or for 
people. Community engagement means relationships. Checkbook charity and blessing boxes on the 
curb are not a replacement for the Good News of Jesus Christ. Any organization can do charity work, 
and many excellent organizations do wonderful and essential charity. What differentiates the church 
from other charity or social groups is that we are in the Jesus business. Plan now for changes to your 
congregation’s missional outreach to make it more relational and impactful. 
  
3. Leverage the relational intimacy of the small church to reach people. 
Small and midsize churches will never be able to “compete” with megachurches in the diversity and 
quality of programs. But they can always “out relate” them. Programs and buildings don’t make 
disciples. God uses disciples to make disciples. Larger churches need to have large systems for 
intentional discipleship, but small churches can grow disciples more simply. Instead of multiple 
classes and curricula, the small church can lean into its inherent intimacy. Small congregations are 
perfectly situated to make following Jesus Christ personal. 
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In a season of suspicion of large institutions and in the midst of the health concerns of large 
gatherings, small churches can offer authentic, intimate relationships. But it’s important to 
acknowledge that intimacy comes with the risk of only engaging in relationships with the people we 
already know. I once visited a church where a member introduced herself by saying, “I’m a bit of a 
newcomer here. We only moved here 20 years ago.” I chuckled until I noticed that no one else was 
laughing. She was still a newcomer, and I got the impression that they weren’t letting her forget it. 
To fight this natural human tendency, every member of your church needs to be equipped and 
charged as a relational matchmaker, connecting guests with others, inviting them into group 
conversations, and not letting our existing friendships become barriers for the new and uninitiated.  
  
4. Simplify and right size your lay leadership and governance. 
I once visited a congregation that maintained all the same committees from their golden era when 
the church was 400 percent larger. Even though the congregation had become much smaller, the 
same leaders were attempting to keep the same committee structure afloat. Ministries were 
ineffective and the members were exhausted. Meetings are not ministry! 
  
A simplified leadership structure can make a small congregation more mission focused and nimble in 
addressing opportunities and challenges. (See Mission Possible: A Simple Structure for Missional 
Effectiveness, Kay Kotan and Blake Bradfield, Market Square Books, 2019.) Releasing dozens of 
leaders from endless administrative meetings allows them to focus their leadership gifts on 
missional ministries. In a small church, gaining just five or six leaders for ministries can turn around 
the whole future of the congregation. 
  
Your congregation has unique gifts from the Holy Spirit and a unique mission field to transform for 
Jesus Christ. As a small congregation, you also have the benefits of intimacy, authenticity, and 
simplicity. Stay on purpose, stay connected to your neighborhood, leverage your gift of intimacy, and 
right size your leadership structure to unleash disciples into ministry. Your small church is a gift from 
God.  
_________________________________________________________ 
Blake Bradford is a United Methodist District Superintendent in Little Rock, Arkansas. His book with 
coauthor Kay Kotan, Impact! Reclaiming the Call of Lay Ministry (Market Square Publishing Company, 
2018), is available at Cokesbury and Amazon. Mission Possible: A Simple Structure for Missional 
Effectiveness (Market Square Publishing Company, 2018), is available at Cokesbury and Amazon. 

 

 

 

 

Losing Farmland 
by Randy Wall, UMRA Chair 

 

See the picture below. It is a photo of a painting of a picture that hangs in the living room of 
our home. It is a picture of the first home where I lived after my parents brought me home from the 
hospital after I was born. The house where my parents lived at the time of my birth was actually my 
maternal Grandparents’ home.   It was located outside of my hometown of Burlington, North 
Carolina.   In the land behind the farm was a small family farm where my grandfather farmed the 
land.   That land is not a farm anymore.   In my toddler years was when the interstate highway 
system began in the United States. Today, 8 lanes of Interstate 85 and Interstate 40 goes through the 
middle of the land that was once my grandparents’ family farm. Another portion of the old family 
farm is where a Home Depot welcomes customers today.   

 



  

 

I see the loss of farmland also in the community outside of Charlotte where I currently live. My wife 
and I live in a subdivision that once was part of a family farm that was once owned by a man who I 
had the privilege to officiate at his funeral when I served as his pastor back in the 1990’s. Down the 
road, a local public school sits on land where cattle once grazed and roamed.    
I share these observations and truths to make a point:   farmland and family farms are disappearing 
across the United States.  Yahoo Finance reported in 2022 that the 2020 census showed that 1.9 
million acres of farmland in the United States had disappeared largely through urbanization. The 
article reported that the leading states where this has been happening are in Colorado, Texas, and 
Oklahoma.  In 2023, the American Farmland Trust reported that in my home state of North Carolina, 
55 acres of farmland is lost EACH DAY. At this rate, they believe that 1.2 million acres of farmland will 
be lost by 2040 in NC.   
Perhaps some of you are wondering why this loss of farmland or family farms should concern 
you.   Am I just being nostalgic and seeking for the clock to turn back to a former time?    Is the loss 
of farmland simply something that has to happen for progress and community growth to 
happen?  Perhaps the loss of farmland is progress, but what price is being paid for that progress? 
This farmland was used to produce crops and livestock that feed us. Will the loss of farmland mean 
that someday that the only producer of our food is a large corporation or conglomerate? Will the 
future hold the prospects of importing the food we eat like we do the clothing we wear and the 
textiles we use?  This farmland is also home to wildlife like birds, deer, rabbits, and creatures. Where 
will these creatures of God go? Do we really want to live in a world where our children can only see 
crops or livestock in a grocery store or a can, and cannot have the experience to experience the sight 
and culture of a farm? These are a few questions that I have, and I suspect they are only the tip of 
the iceberg of questions that could be raised by church, local, state, and national leaders. Thanks for 
reading.   Randy L. Wall 

 

 

 

 

Devotions - Caring for Our Neighbors 
submitted by Orrinda Stockton, Spiritual Director 

 



“You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” – Mark 12:31 (ESV) 
In our fast-paced, often self-focused 
lives, it can be easy to overlook the 
needs of those around us. Yet, the call to 
care for our neighbors is woven deeply 
into the fabric of our faith. This 
commandment, given by Jesus, reminds 
us of the profound importance of love 
and compassion in our daily 
interactions. 
Who is our neighbor? In the parable of 

the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), Jesus expands this definition beyond mere proximity. Our 
neighbor is anyone in need, regardless of their background, beliefs, or circumstances. This radical 
inclusivity challenges us to see each person as deserving of kindness and support. 
Caring for our neighbor starts with empathy. It requires us to step outside of our comfort zones and 
actively listen to the stories and struggles of those around us. This might mean reaching out to a 
colleague going through a tough time, offering a helping hand to a single parent, or simply checking 
in on an elderly neighbor who might feel isolated. These acts of kindness, though they may seem 
small, can have a ripple effect, transforming lives and communities. 
How can we show care for others in practical ways? 

1. Listen Actively: Often, people need someone to hear them. Make time to sit down with your 
neighbor, ask about their life, and truly listen. Sometimes, just being present is the greatest 
gift we can offer. 

2. Offer Help: If you see someone struggling—carrying groceries, managing children, or dealing 
with a difficult situation—don’t hesitate to offer assistance. Simple gestures can alleviate 
burdens and show that we care. 

3. Share Meals: Food has a unique ability to bring people together. Invite a neighbor over for 
dinner or share baked goods. These moments of connection can foster deeper relationships 
and a sense of community. 

4. Be Supportive: When neighbors are facing challenges, whether emotional, financial, or 
physical, be there to support them. This could mean volunteering your time, providing 
resources, or simply offering words of encouragement. 

5. Pray for Them: Sometimes, the most powerful way to care is through prayer. Commit to 
praying for your neighbors, lifting their needs before God. Consider letting them know that 
you are praying for them; it can be a source of comfort. 

As we engage in caring for our neighbors, we reflect the heart of God, who cares deeply for each of 
us. When we embody this love, we not only bless others but also enrich our own lives. Caring for 
others cultivates community, fosters joy, and strengthens our faith. 
Today, let’s commit to being intentional about caring for those around us. Ask God to open your eyes 
to the needs in your community and to soften your heart to respond. Remember, every act of 
kindness is a testament to the love of Christ and a step toward building a world where everyone 
feels valued and supported. 
As we go about our day, may we embody the love of Christ in our actions, remembering that in 
caring for our neighbor, we fulfill the very essence of our faith. 
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

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 
 

http://www.growinghopeglobally.org/
https://www.growinghopeglobally.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/How-a-Growing-Project-Works-Infographic-website-1-6-20.pdf
https://www.growinghopeglobally.org/about-us/members/implementing-organizations/
https://vimeo.com/875320741
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Be A Disciple Course Schedule  

 

  

 

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