Rural Youth Ministry:  Remembering Our Heritage
UMRF Lecture June 7, 2006

In the background of my remarks are these two New Testament Scriptures.  Translation is from NRSV

Romans 12: 1-2 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God-what is good and acceptable and perfect.

Matthew 6: 24 No one can serve two masters…  You cannot serve God and wealth.

Several Preliminary Comments

a. I am very grateful for this opportunity to address ya’ll.  As you can quickly hear from my speech I am a Yankee and a born and bred city dweller BUT I have chosen for the past twenty years or so to live in the country and have been blessed by various Bishops to serve several part-time rural churches, as well as my teaching duties, over the years.  I currently raise laying hens, bees and am working on fish.  So thanks for this opportunity.

b. On June 1 was accepted by transfer as a member of this annual conference (WNC) so if I offend you blame the Bishop for bringing me into the Conference.

c. I am celebrating 30 years of being ordained this Annual Conference, which in my opinion is amazing feat, but it speaks to my love and devotion to this church of ours.

d. This past fall I attend a conference on campus ministry sponsored by the Foundation of Evangelism at Duke University.  Lacey Warner, a Duke professor, spoken about the heritage of the Wesleyan tradition and I am going to borrow three of her points BUT I am the one interpreting them into Rural Youth Ministry.

e. For our conversation this evening I want to focus on Four Points About the Wesleyan Tradition and how remembering these parts of our past can help us focus on Rural Youth Ministry today.   The Four Points

Field Preaching – Small Groups – Laity Led (“Gifted and Called”)– Clergy committed and dedicated

I.  Field Preaching


While not “technically” illegal Field Preaching was rarely done and considered an inappropriate thing to do in Wesley’s day, but he did it.  Why did Wesley do it?  In Wesley’s mind the Church was tame.  The church had the right people in the right pews, BUT was not reaching the “common man”.  The church had become for the privileged, so Wesley went and preached to the miners, in the prisons etc. – wherever people were, Wesley preached especially to those that the church was not reaching.

In many rural situation I often hear, we have no youth. What can we do?  I believe Wesley would not accept the statement we have no youth.  There are youth in Rural Communities, he would simply go where the youth are and be with them in that setting.  

I want to offer two examples NOT prescriptions BUT examples of Field Preaching in Rural American settings with YOUTH!!


4-H – As many of you may be aware, but a large part of the UM Church is not, in the late 1890’s and early part of the 1900’s an organization that later came to be called 4-H was started in America to help preserve the rural life.  About 1903, it came to pass, that more American live in towns and cities than in rural America for the first time in American history and that trend has continued, (Mark Noll) thus the role of 4-H in preserving the rural American culture.

If you are part of the fabric of rural American life you know that through the Land Grant Institutions that help support 4-H (such as NC AT and T and NC State) 4-H molds and shapes many rural youth.  Spend an afternoon at the local county fair youth exhibit building; spend an evening in the youth livestock barns and you will see scads of young people who live in rural America.  Don’t tell me there are no youth in rural America.  They may not be in your church and may have already voted with their feet that your church is not for them but there are youth in rural America.  We have the example of Field Preaching from our heritage.  

Go to the youth – don’t wait for them to come to you.  In fact in many places 4-H operates as a de facto youth group with support of local churches in terms of meeting space, in terms of adult volunteers, and in terms of financial support.  Go connect with 4-H and begin to build relationships with YOUTH and start youth ministry.


A second example of Field preaching in rural youth ministry is from suburbia but has proven effective in youth ministry and I believe can be effective in rural youth ministry.  In the late 1930’s and early 1940’s a wise Presbyterian senior pastor said to his young associate.  We are doing an adequate job with youth ministry to our churched youth I want you to go and get unchurched youth.  The young pastor tried several options and settled on going and being present at the local school.  He found that by volunteering and being present at the local school he began to meet and build relationships with a variety of unchurched young people.  He organized youth meetings around each school called – CLUBS – and Young Life was off and running.  

While churches may have many schools and school districts present among its members, focusing on one particular high school (esp. in rural America where there tends only to be one high school in a geographical region - thanks to Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty in the 1960’s, and the subsequent consolidation of high schools) can prove to be a very effective youth ministry outreach tool.

Do you have the heart for youth ministry is a question you must ask yourself and your church?  If you do you are going to go to the youth, just like Wesley did in his field preaching, and you are going to take the message of Jesus Christ and God’s love and saving grace to them and not bemoan the fact that they aren’t in church.  

Once you are present with youth you are going to focus on three things:

a. Name - you are going to get to them the youth by name - what was the big deal of MOSES wanting to know God’s name and the people wanting to know God’s name? BECAUSE to know God’s name was to “know” something of great value, it was to understand to connect etc to God – so you are going to know their name

b. Relationship - You are going to Build relationships – which take time.  You are going to come to know them as human beings NOT as objects to preach at.  And like all relationship building you must find common activities or interests which ya’ll can enjoy together – this will take time

c. Adult Mentor - You are going to become an adult friend and MENTOR to these young people you meet.

Once you have done these three things it will hopefully lead to a Programmatic ministry and getting young people to Church BUT that is not where one starts.  This leads us to big point number two – Small Groups

II. Small Groups 

The difference between Wesley and his main “rival” Whitefield, who was a much better preacher than Wesley, was that Wesley listen to the people when they said to him, we need more – we need something else besides the preaching (i. e. the worship on Sunday).  He experimented with all different kinds of small groups BUT it was the idea of putting people in small groups that became the key and helped to sustain the Methodist movement.  These small groups were both for justification and for sanctification.  Even today the UM Publishing House indicates that the biggest evangelistic tool we have is the Sunday School – something the Baptists recognized in the 1950’s when they began inviting people to a SMALL GROUP and not to worship first!!

Another words the small group process helped both the justifying experience of God’s love and the ongoing sustaining of the relationship with God that we Methodists call sanctification.  Justification for some was a process and took time, it was not always a blinding moment AND Sanctification was where people were held accountable for their actions, for their every day life.   This is where the community could say to each other being a drug dealer and being a Christian are NOT compatible – you must change your life style – beating your spouse, going into debt, getting drunk, buying lavish gifts, hording your financial resources THESE are not compatible with your Christian life.  So we must create smaller groups where young people can gather to be “discipled” in the faith – to be challenged – to be allowed to grow – to be able to express their ideas and concerns – to discover their gifts that they can use in ministry and mission.

Check out the General Rules (P103 of the Discipline) in relationship to these small groups


Doing No Harm – Avoiding Evil of Every Kind


Doing good of every possible sort


Attending to the ordinances of God

Fasting, searching the Scriptures, family and private prayer, Lord’s supper, ministry of the Word, public worship

Usually two questions now – What is the content of these groups and Who will lead these groups

Content is not as important as one might think (see my book Main Event Youth Ministry and the Side Shows available on youthworkermovement.org web site)  What is more important is having the small Groups.

That is not to say that content is unimportant, what did Wesley have small groups for?  To hold people accountable, to help them grow in their faith, to be “discipled”, to grow in sanctification?  

What is the purpose of the UM Church?  “To make Disciples of Jesus Christ”  How are we to do that?  By following Wesley’s example of using small groups such as: Bible Study, Prayer Groups, Common Interest and thematic groups, again see my previous book for lots of examples of what is “working”.

Now back to the question who will lead these?  Which is big point number 3

III. Gifted and Called Laity


(The next two points is where this might get a little bit “dicey”)

The third point of the Wesleyan movement was Lay Leadership.  Simply put the laity are going to lead these groups.

The laity quite frankly held the church together and did much of the ministry when the

“circuit rider” was not around or even when he was.  Often the circuit rider themselves were laity, simply put on a horseback with Wesley’s sermons and sent off to preach  (with the understanding that we would know soon enough whether they had the gifts, the ministry would be fruitful or not).  LAITY BUILT THE UMC not clergy!!

Today laity often acts as if their role is simply to come to church – show up, be mildly enthusiastic, put some money in the plate and go home – OR show up for a few meetings, have their name placed in a slot provided by Charge Conference

No sense of ministry and mission – No sense of “calling” – No sense of being held accountable to be in ministry and mission, no sense of knowing what their gifts are never mind being challenged to use them – No sense that God calls us to transform the world not just yourselves.

PASTORS LAITY MUST BE GIVEN PERMISSION TO GO AND BE IN MINSITRY FURTHER LAITY DON’T NEED TO ASK PERMISSION THEY NEED TO BE LET LOOSE TO DO WHAT GOD IS CALLING YOU TO DO.

LAITY YOU NEED TO BE ABOUT GOD’S WORK

Let me speak about this quickly in another way.  I believe theologically and biblically that all of God’s people are gifted and called to use those gifts.  The question isn’t whether one has gifts – we do.  The question is do we know what our gifts are AND are we willing to use them.  So let’s change the issue from who will volunteer - God doesn’t need volunteers, God has gifted us all to do ministry – to build up the body of Christ (Ephesians 4: 1-11) - To who is gifted and called?

Ever been to the meeting of the nominating committee getting ready for Charge Conference at a small church, either rural or urban?  The question is who will do this job?  Got to fill this slot?  And the members of the church or committee start passing around the jobs until the slots are filled.  You hear comments like:  It’s your turn.  I did that last year.  It is time for someone else to do this job.  GET OVER IT FOLKS!

Gifted and Called that is what the Church needs and what God supplies.

You tell me no one in your congregation is gifted and called by God.  Well let’s start praying God will raise someone up rather than fit a square peg in a round hole.  It goes for youth ministry as well as any other slot we have to fill for Charge Conference.  

Gifted and Called Laity doing what God wants them to do to build up the body of Christ is what youth ministry (and all ministry) needs.  My work at Pfeiffer is to “equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ”, not trying to make someone who is not gifted and called in youth ministry able to work with youth.

Let us also remember that the LDS “CHURCH” (I am not sure they are even Christian) has over 250 “callings” that lay people fill in their community.  It is not just go to seminary if you are “called”.  They recognizer that everyone is “called.”

Here are five things you can do about youth ministry in a small congregation that is not about trying to start a programmatic ministry

1. Become a Foster Parent  - While many youth in the foster care system have a faith, most do not!  Nor are they usually in family situations where caring, loving relationships are the norm, thus it is easy for them not to relate to a loving, grace filled GOD.  Being a Christian foster parent can enable you to make a REAL difference in at least one young person’s life.  

2. Support our United Methodist Homes for “Children.”  Most United Methodist’s do not realize that the UM Homes for Children that are scattered across the country are probably the most extensive Church related network to help at youth risk in the country.  They do amazing work and we have two fine examples of that in this state.  Your support can take many forms from financial, to volunteering.

3. Start a Boy Scout Troop.  Since, at least 1914, the “Methodist Church” has supported the Scouting movement, particularly the Boy Scout movement since it has been more open than other scouting groups (such as Camp Fire Girls and Girl Scouts) in allowing sponsoring agencies to teach and advocate Christianity.  The United Methodist Men have continued the support of this ministry.  In some communities the quickest way to do youth ministry evangelism (or perhaps children evangelism) may be through Scouting.

4. Mentor a young person.  As many commentators on youth have said we have less adults interacting in meaningful ways with youth than ever before in America’s history.  Youth are “mentored” by peers and the media, particularly if parents are too busy.  Having an ongoing, significant mentoring relationship with a youth can be a powerful ministry for both you and the youth.

5. Start a small, very specific ministry to youth.  Many adults are overwhelmed at the thought of starting a “youth ministry” but often respond to a very specific need.  Lead a youth Disciple class; have a weekly prayer fellowship; assist with a SYNAGO small group; commit one week a year to go on a youth mission trip.  These are all examples of things that one person can do that can make a huge difference in the lives of young people.

Laity let’s get to it!  You are gifted and called in ministry!  Those laity gifted and called in youth ministry let’s go!  No one in your church with those gifts?  Get the saints together and start lifting your prayer voices to God!!

IV. Pastors who are committed and dedicated

This point is going to be hard to hear and remember I speak as one of the clergy with a long history of being clergy.  

The Wesleyan movement in America went from being started in 1784 to being the largest Christian denomination in the country by the 1820’s to representing about 33% of the country’s population by 1850 to having half the church building in the country in the 1860 census to TODAY being BARELY the third largest Christian tradition representing ONLY about 4% of the nation’s population. (Noll and Finke and Starke) 

One of the true enablers of the Wesleyan’s movement to change the world was the sense of ministry and mission that the clergy had – they worked tirelessly, often with little pay, no home life, but spurred on by a sense of “calling” and “commitment” to Jesus Christ.  To be blunt most of us (and I will include myself in this) don’t have that sense of calling and commitment – and to be frank we clergy of the last 100 years probably never had it.  The UM Church has been losing market share for over 100 years, this is not a problem started in the 1960’s as many people seem to believe.

We are more concerned with salary, with health care, with pension, with benefits, with

parsonage standards, with having lots of time with our family, with being able pay the college tuition costs of our children.  All of this is very noble – It is – but it shows how much “the world has transformed us” and we have not transformed the world.  The early circuit riders would not have even thought about these issues, which is why they were able to transform people and grow the UM Church.  

The early preachers did not care what the culture thought or what other religious or Christian traditions thought – they were proud to be the “shouting” Methodists – if lives were being saved, if people were being transformed; they did not care that they did not always understand the fine points of theology BUT if people knew that God loved them and God was ready and waiting for them to respond, they were “successful” and doing what God had called them to do.

Today we clergy wanted to be accepted by the culture, we want to fit in, we want to have our country club membership, we want our children to go to the finer colleges in the country because we can afford them, we want to take family vacations, we want to have a vacation house at Lake Junaluska, we have sold out the gospel to be upper middle class. 

Clergy you must have a renewed sense of commitment and dedication to take the gospel saving message into the world – for youth ministry that means taking the gospel message to the detention centers, juvenile facilities, mental hospitals with children, children’s homes, prisons, (huge ministry to the youth of parents who are incarcerated - Girl Scouts have been trying to address this issue) and not just the nice middle class school with the football team
Let me talk about this in terms of salary AS a window into this issue of dedicated and committed clergy.  The Average compensation in UMC for an Elder is $52394.00 which includes housing but not pension – essentially $41,800 plus housing or a housing allowance of 25% of $10,450.

Minimum compensation for 2006 for an elder in this Conference it's $ 37,147 plus 25% housing allowance makes it $46,433.75 – not trying to bore you with numbers but essentially there is $5,000 difference between the national wide AVERAGE Elder salary and the minimum ELDER salary in this conference

If we compare these figures with nationwide salary we need to add figures for the unbelievable 12% pension Elders received which is unheard of in any other profession (approx. $4500) So let’s just round off an minimum Elder salary in this conference at $50,000

According to Precepts this is the average compensation in these NC cities of all the people in these cities:

Eden $40,553  Warrensville $40,167  Franklin $43,099  Wadesboro $41,840

Shelby – SeaGrove – Troy – Danbury all in $46,000

US Census Bureau North Carolina Income estimates lower $45,174  upper $49,050 middle at $47,112  BOTTOM LINE – the minimum salary for an elder in this conference makes them part of the wealthy in this state.  And you know as well as I when we go to Conference floor all we will hear is how underpaid our clergy are.  

In some of the poor counties of this state when the county receives a new UM minister the minister because of minimum salary requirements is often in the top 20% of the income making people in the county.  Since when did being a Methodist Minister mean one was going to be rich, or to be upper middle class, or even middle class. 
In a fascinating case study in the book The Churching of America: 1776-2005 by a couple of historians Finke and Stark, they chronicle in a chapter entitled Methodists Transformed, Baptists Triumphant how the culture transformed the UM Church and its clergy.  We have sold out the gospel and our calling to be middle class and acceptable, just as the Puritans and the Congregational Church; AND the Presbyterians; AND the Episcopalians did before us.  Which is why those three denominations were the largest at the Revolutionary War and are now some of the smallest denominations in the country.

It is not an accident that the only state where UM is still the largest religious tradition in the state (West Virginia), has over 50% of its churches served by localpastors AND not by ordained minimum salaried elders.

Clergy need to return to what our calling is to preach the gospel not to be respectable middle class folks.  In another newer book, Methodism:  Empire of the Spirit, Wesleyan Historian David Hempton helps to chronicle how the Methodist movement originally reached out to the poor, minorities, and women, unlike the established churches of the day, but over time began to become upper middle class and lost its message only to have the Pentecostal movement pick it up.  

So in summary we need committed and dedicated clergy who are focused on the saving message of gospel Christ NOT building a profession.

So four points about the Wesleyan movement that enabled its growth and its implications for Rural Youth Ministry


1. Field preaching – go to where the youth are, stop making excuses about no

youth in your church – of course there are not youth there just like

there weren’t any miners in the Church of England – go to where they are


2. Small Groups – people’s lives get truly transformed in small groups – so

let’s get youth in small groups that hold them accountable to God and to

the community of faith


3. Laity “Gifted and Called” – Challenge the laity and set them free to use

their callings in ministry and mission (no matter what the Charge Conference form)

Do you realize the LDS Church recognizes over 150 “callings” for people to be in ministry?  “Calling” isn’t reserved for those going to seminary.  We are all gifted and called.  So let the laity loose and celebrate the ministry that is created – so laity go build relationships with youth and LEAD small group ministries that are connected with your “calling”


4. Clergy – dedicated and committed – stop worrying about your next appointment, your next bill, and being like the Joneses – You are not the Joneses and the purpose of a UM clergy not to be middle class or have a nice vacation cottage or send your kids to college.  It is to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ and transform individuals and communities and not have the economic culture transform you.  If you don’t want this role, go work in the world.  So go find the youth and their parents and preach the

gospel – bind up their wounds, be with them in their life struggles, visit in the hospitals, visit in the detention centers, visit in the courts, do foster care and Bible Studies and Prayer Groups and let the laity take care of the church.

Bible Quote

Romans 12: 1-2 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God-what is good and acceptable and perfect.

Matthew 6: 24 No one can serve two masters…  You cannot serve God and wealth.

With God’s Help May It Be So

