Study guide

Church in rural America
By Robert C. Blezard

At 28.1 percent, churches in rural settings make up the largest single
demographic block among the ELCA’s nearly 10,000 congregations.
Every ministry context has its challenges and opportunities, but
ministry in rural contexts offers valuable insights into approaches
Related articles:
Church in rural America
(page 14)
Living Lutheran,
April 2017

and solutions that can guide congregations in every setting.

Exercise 1: What context are you?
•

How would you describe the ministry setting where your congregation serves? Rural? Small town? Suburban? Small city? City? Big city?
Other?

•

What factors would you consider in making this determination?

•

How does this designation affect your self-identity? Your sense of
hope for the future? Your relationship with the world outside of
church? With your ministry outreach?

Exercise 2: Struggle
Many rural congregations struggle with declining membership and
dwindling finances. Has your congregation had that struggle as well?
•

Looking at the trend report for your congregation on the ELCA
website (elca.org) or the congregation’s own records over the last
few years, exactly how much have you struggled?

•

To help increase financial health and membership, what steps,
initiatives, programs or ideas has your congregation embraced or
launched?

•

Would any of the approaches touched upon in the article assist your
congregation?

•

For action, put together an analysis of where your congregation is
and what members might do to help improve the situation. Submit
it to your leadership for consideration.
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Exercise 3: Asset-based ministry
Have you or your congregation as a whole fallen into a trap of negative
thinking? It sometimes results in being overwhelmed by the problems
you face and the lack of resources to solve them.
Rather than focusing on the resources and opportunities they lack for
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ministry, many smart rural congregations are succeeding by taking stock
of their assets, both tangible and intangible, and devising creative and
innovative ways to use them.
Asset-based ministry is the process of looking first at what you have.
There are some good resources to help congregations take a fresh look
at their situations. ELCA renewal expert Dave Daubert has outlined a
workshop to get you started (stewardshipoflife.org/asset-mapping).

Reprints:
Permission is granted for
individuals, small groups
and congregations to reproduce this study guide for
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Do the workshop as a study group and talk about the experience. What
did you learn? How could an “asset-based” approach help your congregation find new direction and set new goals?
For action, invite your congregation council, pastor and other leaders
to an “asset mapping” workshop using Daubert’s instructions as a start.
(Luther Snow’s excellent book, The Power of Asset Mapping, looks at the
topic in-depth.)

Exercise 4: Community focus
Because the population of the areas they serve is often small, rural congregations are in very close contact with their communities. They are
often well aware of their communities’ issues, problems, strengths and
weaknesses. They suffer when the community suffers; rejoice when the
community thrives.
•

How well is your congregation connected to its community? How
do you know? What are reliable indicators of community involvement? What current ministries, outreaches or fellowship opportunities exist between your congregation and community? What
ministries may have thrived in the past but are no longer around?
Why did they fail? Are they worth reviving? How might that happen? What new outreach, service or fellowship opportunities might
help strengthen the connection between your congregation and
community?

•

Do your members by and large come from the immediate
neighborhood?
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If so, how does that contribute to community closeness? Is this a
strength that is well-utilized in planning ministry, fellowship and
service outreaches? How do your membership’s community connections assist your congregation in keeping its finger on the pulse
of the neighborhoods? How could your congregation deepen its
involvement in the lives of its members and communities?
If not, how can that geographical distance be a liability in developing closeness between a congregation and its community? Did your
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membership always live away from the congregation’s immediate
neighborhood? What happened, and when? How can your congregation build new connections with its immediate neighborhood? If
it does, what are the potential benefits? If it does not build new connections, what are the potential liabilities?

Exercise 5: Collaborative
Tell us:
Do you find this guide
helpful? Send comments and
suggestions to rcblezard@
embarqmail.com

Working with ministry partners on education, fellowship, service and
worship has helped many rural ministries to not only survive but thrive.
“Where these work best is when the congregation looks at this as an
opportunity to see what more we can be doing in ministry as a partnership that we can’t do alone,” said Bill Tesch, director for evangelical
mission for the South Dakota Synod.
•

Does your congregation partner with other congregations?
If so, what ministries or events involve collaboration? After making a complete list, discuss how long each instance of collaboration has been around, why it started and why it endures. What do
these partnerships add to the life of your congregation? What other
partners might be in your congregation’s area to work with? What
other collaborative ministry ideas and opportunities can you think
of for your congregation to explore? (For action: Put your answers
to these last two questions in the form of a report and share it with
congregational leaders.)
If not, why not? How might collaboration improve the life of your
congregation in the following areas: education, administration,
fellowship, worship, social ministry, youth ministry, family ministry?
With the help of internet search engines or a phone book, how
many potential ministry partners can you identify? Looking at their
websites, what strengths might they share with your congregation?
What needs might your congregation bring to assist those potential
partners? (For action: Draft a summary of your discussion into a
report and give it to congregational leaders for consideration.)
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Exercise 6: Multipoint
•

By both necessity and for opportunity, some rural congregations not
only collaborate, they also enter into more formal arrangements to
share pastoral leadership, facilities, budget-and-finance, administrative costs and other important factors of church life. What would
you see as the benefits of these arrangements? The drawbacks?

•

Has your congregation ever considered joining another to form a
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parish or multipoint ministry? Explain? How might it work to benefit your congregation? What potential partners could help? What
obstacles would have to be overcome?

Exercise 7: Service-oriented
•

Congregations become relevant and vital when they are tending
to the spiritual and physical needs of their communities. Is this
easier for rural congregations because of their close community
connections?

•

How does your congregation nourish the souls and lives of its neighbors? What could it do better? How?

About the study
guide author:
Rob Blezard
is an assistant to the
bishop in
the Lower
Susquehanna Synod.
He holds
degrees
from Boston University
School of Theology and the
Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg (Pa).

Contact us:

8765 W. Higgins Rd.
Chicago, IL 60631
(800) 638-3522, ext. 2540
livinglutheran@elca.org
livinglutheran.org
Living Lutheran is the
magazine of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America.

(page 4 of 4)

Church in rural America
By Megan Brandsrud

A rainbow frames St. John Lutheran Church in Moyers,
which is part of a rural five-point parish in West Virginia.
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A s she was on her way to her first worship

Photo: Jess and Jason Felici

service of the morning, Jess Felici, a pastor
of Mountain Lutheran Parish, received a
phone call from a member saying worship
was canceled. Why? It was skunk mating
season and the sanctuary fell way to the
animals’ unfortunate fumes, making it
too smelly to be in the church for worship.
After she stopped by the church to attest
to the circumstances herself, Felici decided
to use the extra time to visit the home
of some members. She had planned on
sharing a cup of coffee and conversation in
their living room, but instead found them
all in their chicken house dealing with a
rooster feed situation.
What Felici thought would be a typical
morning worship service turned into coffee
in a chicken house picking eggs. “If that
doesn’t give a good description of rural
ministry!” she said.
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Members of Storla Lutheran Church, Letcher,
S.D., brought their animals, including a calf,
for a blessing at the church.

While Mountain Lutheran Parish’s five congregations all have their own building and
worship times, they come together to make quilts, which they donate to Lutheran
World Relief.

Felici serves a five-point parish in rural West
Virginia, the heart of Appalachia, with her husband,
Jason. They spend their time going back and forth
between Mount Hope in Upper Tract, Faith in Franklin,
St. John in Moyers, Calvary in Brandywine and New
Hope in Minnehaha Springs.
“We have all sorts of wonderful experiences here that
you don’t have the opportunity to do outside of rural
ministry,” she said. “You could be spending Saturday
at a farm meeting baby lambs, worship on Sunday and
hospital visits that evening. There is no set schedule and
every day is a wild adventure.”
A changing landscape
The ELCA has a long history of ministry in rural areas.
Rural congregations rank as the highest percentage
(28.1) of ELCA churches compared to other population
demographic segments.
Alvin Luedke is a professor of rural ministry at
Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minn., who has served as
a pastor in a rural setting. He’s witnessed the changes
occurring in rural America over the past few decades,
and while rural congregations are still the majority
of ELCA churches, he says they’ve been affected by
challenges brought on by this changing context.
“We have some congregations that are in very
economically distressed regions—the towns are
declining,” he said. “Some of our agricultural areas
are declining because of consolidation of farms and
becoming more commercialized.
“There has been a lot of consolidation in other
industries within many of our communities too. A lot
of school districts have had to consolidate. Many of our
services have been consolidated—rural hospitals have
had to join a network and community banks have had to
consolidate into a larger bank.”
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These changes have resulted in some people, most
notably the younger generations, leaving their rural
homes to find work in more metropolitan areas. This
has led to an aging and declining population in rural
America, which is reflected in ELCA congregations.
These changing demographics can present challenges
related to various aspects of the congregation’s life, but
the most articulated concern is finding and keeping
a pastor. Members worry that their town won’t be
appealing to a new pastor or could cause challenges for
someone whose spouse might not be able to find work in
the community.
“I think people worry when a pastor leaves that they
aren’t going to be able to replace [that person],” said
Nancy Eckels, who serves a two-point congregation in
rural South Dakota (Storla in Letcher and Salem in
Mount Vernon) while on her internship during seminary
at Luther. “Even if they are very healthy congregations,
very mission-minded and know what they’re here to do,
I think in all these rural churches there is an underlying
sense of the concern of the future of their church. That
needs to be acknowledged and affirmed.”
Eckels said this means congregations are thinking
differently about how they are church, and she’s one
example. Even though she’s on her internship, Eckels
is the only person serving the two congregations since
they currently have no called pastor. “Now they are a
teaching congregation,” she said. “I’m so impressed with
how they’re willing to think out of the box and take on a
new vocation as a congregation.”
For some, together is better
Despite the challenges of rural population decline,
there is a lot of vitality in rural congregations, said
Bill Tesch, the South Dakota Synod’s director for
evangelical mission.
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Faith Lutheran, Franklin, W.Va., is part of Mountain Lutheran Parish,
five congregations situated in the Allegheny Mountains in the heart
of Appalachia.

“Congregations that are thriving are those that
have decided to see these changes not as a catastrophe
but as something God is up to,” he said. “There are
still gifts that God has given that are to be used for
the sake of ministry. Congregations are recognizing
and celebrating that, even if they are almost all a little
smaller than they were 30 years ago.
“In some cases, they are more vital in their terms of
mission and the way they are making serious disciples
and not simply members of an organization.”
In most cases, Tesch said, the rural congregations
he considers to have the most vitality are those that
have entered into a cooperative ministry or multipoint
parish, like the ones Eckels and the Felicis serve.

“Being exclusively Lutheran
pales in importance to being
inclusively Christian.”
Multipoint parishes have become increasingly
prevalent over the past couple of decades as an option
for congregations that know they can no longer afford
their own pastor.
“Where these work best is when the congregation
looks at this as an opportunity to see what more can we be
doing in ministry as a partnership that we can’t do alone,”
Tesch said. “When they take a missional approach toward
it instead of desperation, they do better.”
Back in West Virginia, Jason Felici said multipoint
ministry is something that’s long been distinct of rural
ministry in Appalachia. The congregations he and his
wife serve became a five-point parish in 2012, but three
of them have been together since 1946.
“We are used to sharing here,” he said. “We are so
remote as a region, it’s the way of life here. There are

stories of preacher circuit riders who would hop on the
freight train to get to their next service. It’s just a reality
that the churches here have never been large enough to
support a pastor on their own.”
Some partnership ministries leverage the ELCA’s
relationship with full communion partner churches.
Katy Anderson is pastor of All Saints Episcopal and Hope
Lutheran, a cooperative ministry in Heppner, Ore.
“Rural ministry necessitates cooperation among
denominations,” Anderson said. “In cities, Lutheran
churches can join forces across town. But in rural
areas, I expect that the survival of mainline Protestant
churches will depend on their willingness to partner
with other denominations. Being exclusively Lutheran
pales in importance to being inclusively Christian.”
Further proof that there is no one answer for rural
congregations during these changing times, St. Peter
Lutheran in Audubon, Minn., is going its own direction.
Established in 1893, St. Peter has been yoked
with congregations for most of its history. Before
Ruth Hetland was called as pastor two years ago, the
congregation decided to take a “leap of faith” and call
their own pastor.
“They missed having their own pastor in a lot of ways,
so they wanted to give it a try,” Hetland said. “A few people
were skeptical, but the congregation was committed and
it’s been working and we’ve been growing.”
Leading the way
Lay leaders can be particularly needed in rural
congregations. Multipoint parishes turn to lay leaders to
fill roles that a pastor serving one congregation might
otherwise do.
“Lay leadership is always critical, but more so in
these shared arrangements because of the diversity of
congregations in the arrangement and the inability
LIVINGLUTHERAN.ORG
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Storla Lutheran’s history dates back to 1882. Today it’s part of a
two-point parish with Salem Lutheran in Mount Vernon, S.D.

of the pastor to be there as much,” Luedke said. “Lay
leaders will often handle things like Sunday school and
fellowship opportunities. They’re also going to be much
more in tune to the property because it will be on them
to maintain it and the building.”
Jason Felici said, “At our churches we don’t get to
church until after the worship service has started or we
leave before the worship service ends in order to make
our circuits work, so we have lay leaders help begin the
worship service and do announcements.”
He also noted that declining population in rural
areas can cause a drain on lay leaders. “One specific
challenge here is that the people who are really active
at church are the same people who also run the rescue
squad and are part of the volunteer fire department,” he
said. “That’s a blessing, but it’s also hard on folks. And it
can be hard if you want to add something new because
people are already juggling a lot.”
The trend in aging rural populations can have an
impact on church lay leadership roles too. At St. Peter,
Hetland said finding someone to usher or help with
Sunday school can get a little tricky after October as
many of the congregation’s older members move south
for the winter.
This land was made for you and me
While rural areas might be shrinking in population,
they aren’t lacking in community—and church is often
at the center.
“It’s a joy that church is still a really important part
of the fabric of the community,” Jason Felici said. “We
can call the local paper with information about service
times and it will show up on the front page of the paper
for free.”
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The Easter cross outside Hope Lutheran
Church, Heppner, Ore., takes bloom with
flowers that members attach in gratitude
or memory of a loved one.

This sense of community also means pastoral care
might look a little different from a suburban or urban
context. For the most part, it takes place out in the
community.
“We try to tie into what’s already happening in
people’s lives,” Jess Felici said. “We try to get to sporting
events here, like football or basketball games. We also
have people over for supper to talk about issues so we
are contributing to their family time rather than taking
away from it.”
Jason Felici also said that office hours don’t really
exist in rural ministry. “Here, the office is less of a
priority for folks while us being out and about in the
community, visiting in homes, is much more important
and is often more fruitful,” he said. “For most of our
colleagues in the region and in rural settings, our
parsonage—our home—is our office. They say the
pastor always has to be on, but that’s not true anywhere
more than rural ministry.”
Anderson also acknowledges the unique closeness
that can be found in rural areas. “In rural ministry,
most people have a long history with each other. You
run into members—and prospective members—at
the grocery store and post office just about every day,”
she said. “Funerals are standing-room-only events and
whenever there’s a need anywhere in the community,
people are incredibly generous.”
Luedke said he tries to make seminary students,
who currently mostly come from urban and suburban
backgrounds, aware of these nuances of rural life.
“They need to be ready to do pastoral care in all of
these contexts,” he said. “And in some rural agricultural
areas, they even need to be ready to do pastoral care
while riding in a combine.”

While rural congregations might be in isolated
parts of the country geographically, their members
feel deeply connected to the wider church and their
ministry in the world.
“They dedicate a lot of time and commitment
to taking care of those who are hungry and
marginalized,” Eckels said of the congregations she
serves in South Dakota. “They do a lot of mission work
in the local community and in the larger church, and
they’re very committed to the goals of the ELCA as far
as mission goes.”
Though rural ministries may no longer look like the
congregations that originally formed them, those who
live in them say the joys far outweigh any challenges.
“Of course there are challenges with the changing
times, but there are really beautiful things happening.
People want to pass the faith to the next generation
and are finding unique and surprising ways to do that,”
Hetland said. “There is not a sense of fear but a sense of
excitement, of saying, ‘Let’s see where the spirit moves.’ ”
Jess Felici agrees: “We are so deeply cared for by our
congregations. I think if pastors knew how good life is
here, there would be more competition for these calls
and people would be knocking on our doors asking
when they can have their turn.”
Download a study guide by clicking on the “Spiritual
practices & resources” tab at LivingLutheran.org.

Megan Brandsrud is a content editor
for Living Lutheran.
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Jason Felici (right) served as a judge in the local tractor parade.
The pastor of Mountain Lutheran Parish says a large part of rural
ministry is being out in the community.

Jess Felici, who serves Mountain Lutheran, says pastors in rural
ministry embrace being “comfortable in chaos,” especially when
it includes herding goats that got loose on church property.

The rhythms of creation
When many of the members are acutely in tune
with the land because their livelihood depends
on it, rural congregations can have a distinct take
on ministry when it comes to caring for creation.
“People here are keenly aware of the rhythms
of creation and that God has blessed us with
land and water and animals and that it’s a holy
calling to care for them,” Jason Felici said, whose
Mountain Lutheran Parish includes members in
the agricultural and forestry industries. “That is a
part of life here and so one of the things that we
do is lift that up as part of our thanksgiving. We
do a blessing of the seeds and try to name these
things specifically.”
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