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Introduction 
 

In America, since the 1950’s, there has been an exodus from rural communities to urban centers. As this 

urban growth has happened, church leaders have focused on planting churches in growing population 

centers…and rightfully so. We need churches in these growing areas. However, it would not be an 

overstatement to say that the majority of church planting efforts in recent decades have been focused 

primarily on growing population centers to the exclusion of rural America. Some might think,  “Well, of 
course, there aren’t very many people in rural America anymore, we need to go where 
the people are.”  However, you might be surprised to learn that rural America is bigger than you think. 

According to Donnie Griggs in his book Small Town Jesus, 33.7 million people live in rural America 

(defined as towns of 20,000 or less). That means that rural America represents a population larger than 

Morocco, Venezuela, Afghanistan, Peru, and well over 100 other countries around the world.  It is our 

desire to understand this sector of our country and to present a more balanced approach to church 

planting that does not overlook rural areas, but rather includes them as part of a comprehensive plan to 

take the gospel to the nations.  

 

While the scope of this paper looks specifically at church planting, this is not to the exclusion of church 

revitalization.  We need both.  We are moving backwards if we are planting new churches but not 

strengthening existing churches.  They are both necessary and important.  Here is the reality: 

 

 

● Half of all churches in the US did not add a single new member to their ranks in the last two 

years. 

 

● From 1990 to 2000, the combined membership of all Protestant denominations in the USA 

declined by almost 5 million members (9.5 percent), while the US population increased by 24 

million (11 percent).  

 

● Only 28% of Americans nationwide between the ages of 23 and 37 attend church of any kind. 

 

● 85% of churches in America are in decline or plateauing. 

 

● This year more than 4000 churches will close their doors compared to just over 1000 new 

church starts. 

 

To us, this is simply unacceptable. We want to do something about this. We hope that as you read 

through this paper a passion for reaching rural America will be ignited. 

 

This paper is not the work of academics. It is the work of a group of pastors with a heart for small towns 

in the American West. We understand that this work will not be comprehensive in its scope, nor will it be 

without error or exclusion. However, we hope that it will cause you to see the mission field that exists in 

rural America and to understand that together we will see a fresh move of God to reach lost people in this 

largely forgotten sector of American society. 
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Why Reach Lost People With the gospel? 
 

Given the challenges that rural America faces (depressed economies, drug/alcohol abuse, lack of 

opportunities) it may seem at first glance that the answer to helping rural America is through social 

programs.  However, we believe that the answer to the problems that rural 
Americans face is not through social programs but through the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.  

 

In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul gives the evangelistic motivation that we are to share the gospel with 

others. It shows us that God has entrusted us (those who believe in Him) with the responsibility of being 

His ambassadors on this earth: 

 

All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the 
ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not 
counting men’s sins against them. And He has committed to us the message of 
reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making His 
appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. – 2 
Corinthians 5:18-20 
 

So why should we reach Lost People with the gospel? Because the ministry that God has given His 

church is the ministry of reconciliation. We are to be His ambassadors on the earth. Those who are in 

Jesus Christ are witnesses to the freedom of His saving grace, the power He has to defeat sin and death, 

and the peace and joy that walking with Him brings. Therefore, since we are witnesses to these things, 

He has given us the responsibility to be promoters of who He is on this earth.  It is through us, the 
Church, that God makes His appeal to others on this earth.  

 

This gospel does not ONLY affect people’s eternal destinations. It affects every aspect of their lives.  Is 
there a problem that rural Americans face that cannot be radically changed by 
Jesus Christ?  The gospel affects families as marriages grow stronger and people live according to 

the life giving family principals of God’s Word. It affects communities as people learn what it means to 

love their neighbors as themselves. It affects quality of life on every level as people turn from addictions, 

apply Biblical business practices, serve, love and give as Christ’s love compels them.  In short, to try 
and address the problems faced in rural America without starting with the gospel 
is like trying to tune the engine of a sports car without addressing its flat tire. 
 

Why Plant Churches? 

With about 350,000 evangelical churches in North America, some might say that we 
have enough. But consider these facts: 

● For every new church that opens, four close. 
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● There has been a 19.4% decline in church attendance in the past decade alone. 

● 290 million people in the US. 65% or 188 million have no vital church connection. 

● There are 156 million unchurched in the US, which would make the unchurched people in 

America the 8th most populous country in the world! 

● The U.S. has the 4 th  largest population of unreached people in the world, after India, China, and 

Malaysia. 

● 85% of all churches in America are either plateaued or are 

declining. Of the 85% that are growing, 14% are doing so by transfer from other churches. 

● That means that only 1 out of 100 of the churches that claim to be “evangelical” are actually 

winning non-Christians to Christ. We desperately need more “Great Commission” churches.  

Primary Source Of Information: e4network.org 

 
Church Planting: The Single-most Effective Evangelistic Methodology. 

As good stewards we must ask ourselves how we will spend our limited resources. Do we re-energize 

existing churches or work on starting new ones? The answer might be found in the following quote from 

Peter Wagner, a leading expert in church renewal: 

I begin this book with a categorical statement that will seem bold and brash to some at 
first sight, even though it has been well substantiated by research over the past two or 
three decades: The single most effective evangelistic methodology under heaven is 
planting new churches.  (Wagner, “Church Planting For a Greater Harvest,” Page 7.) 

Clearly, we need more churches that are passionate and effective in winning the lost to Christ. 

Why Rural? 
 

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed 
and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd  (Matthew 9:36). As seen in this passage, Jesus was 

deeply moved with love toward those who were hurting and lost around him. This is the condition of 

many who live in rural areas of the United States today. They are harassed and helpless, desperately in 

need of the Good News of Jesus.  

 

As a result of urban migration over the last century, those living in small towns 
face a myriad of social and economic difficulties.  They deal the challenges of poverty. Both 

short-term and long-term unemployment is rampant. Sixty percent of those who live in rural areas do not 

have access to mental health professionals, and there are more people who have disability status. Finally, 

education levels are lower, with schools scoring below average on national standardized testing. Small 
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Town America finds itself crumbling as struggles rise, as sin reigns, and as the Church fails to impact 

them with the gospel.  

 

Perhaps this would not be significant, except for the reality that an estimated 10-17% (37.5 - 51 million) 

of the United States’ population live in rural communities. These men, women and children are often the 

most under-resourced, overlooked, and most forgotten people in our country, even by the Church. 

Jesus has called His followers to make disciples of all people groups in the world, 
and this includes the millions of Americans living in rural areas. As never before, 
this mission field is ripe for God’s harvest.  
 

What is the Importance of a Church Planter’s Calling? 
 

Joshua Sorrows said it this way: 

 
I remember teaching in the inner city. The longer I worked in the school the more 
I saw that the neighborhood that I taught in needed a great church. So, I began 
thinking about planting a church in that neighborhood. I was talking with an older 
pastor and was telling him my thoughts. He asked me, “Are you called?” I said, 
“What does that matter? There is a need?” He then proceeded to tell me,  “The 
need doesn’t necessitate the call.”  

 

A brief survey of scripture shows that God calls man to specific places and people here on earth. 

Therefore, God equips the called leader to carry out His purpose in and through the people to which He 

has called the leader. God must first work in the heart of a leader, which is the catalyst for ministry where 

God has called. The people of Israel needed to be set free from slavery in Egypt. However, that didn’t take 

place until God called Moses to lead them out. He had to first work in Moses, so that Moses could 

accomplish what God wanted Him to accomplish. The gospel needed to be taken to the Gentiles. That did 

not occur until Jesus revealed Himself to Saul, changed his heart, and gave him the name Paul. Paul then 

led the movement in the book of Acts to spread the gospel to the ends of the earth. 

 

2 Timothy 1:8-9 says,  Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord, nor of 
me his prisoner, but share in suffering for the gospel by the power of God, who saved 
us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own 
purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began.  
 

This passage shows us that God has a specific purpose which is given to us in Christ Jesus before the 

foundations of the earth. Therefore, when selecting a place to plant, there is an element of faith in the 

fact that, if God’s purpose is for there to be a church plant in a specific town, He has a specific leader 

that He has called to lead that church.  Therefore, just because there is a need in an area 
doesn’t mean it is a sign that there should be a church there. The sign is when 
God sends a leader that He has called to that specific place with a heart for those 
people.  
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What Does a Rural Church Plant Look Like? 
 
There are a couple of dangers in describing what a rural church plant looks like. One is to assume that 

they are going to look like urban counterparts. The second is to assume that they are all going to look the 

same. Both of these assumptions are simply not true. 

 

While there is much that can be learned from urban church planting, rural church plants may look 

different in style, atmosphere, approach and feel. This does not mean that they are sacrificing excellence 

in any way; however, the urban style may not fit many urban cultures and contexts.  

 

Furthermore, rural church plants are not all going to look the same. Research shows that many different 

models and styles of rural church plants are proving effective.  Some are meeting in homes in a 

house-church model, while others are meeting in schools or malls or coffee shops. Some are attractional 

in their style (seeking to draw a large crowd to their worship gatherings) while others are missional in 

their style (seeking to engage their community outside of their church services). Music is unique to each 

church plant as is their style. The types of ministries they engage in, as well as their vision to reach their 

community, are all unique. There is no one-size fits all style for rural church plants. 

 

Thus, a rural church plant should look like a compilation of the church planter’s unique personality and 

giftings that fits the unique culture and context of the community to accomplish the unique purpose and 

mission within the community. Let’s be very careful to not hold up one model or style of church planting 

as “the right way” or “the best way” but rather seek to launch churches that are effective at reaching the 

communities in which they are planted. 

 

What are Indicators of a Potential Plant Location? 
 

When evaluating communities through the lens of, “Is this a potential plant location?” the following areas 

should be considered to help identify the spiritual needs in a community. The first set of questions is 

geared toward evaluating the effectiveness of established churches in the community. It will be common 

in many rural communities to have an abundance of different churches, to the point where at first glance 

it seems there should be no room for a new church plant.  However, the quantity of churches 
does not determine the effectiveness of their outreach into a community.   
 

Thus, some more probing questions should be considered about the effectiveness of the churches in the 

community. It is worth noting that these questions should probably not be asked of pastors (whose views 

about their church’s effectiveness is often skewed) but should be asked of residents, business people, 

school administrators, the Chamber of Commerce, and the like, to get a good feel for the community.  

 

Determining the effectiveness of established churches in the community 
● Do any area churches have a clear vision [mission]? 

● Are members service-oriented or content to be pew warmers? 

● Is outreach ever planned [or preached]? 

● Was the gospel message clearly proclaimed to unbelievers in the community? 
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● How many people are in on-going Bible studies of some sort? 

● Are there any existing churches in the community with a similar style to the new church plant?  

● How many years has it been since a new church was planted in this community? 

● What percentage of the population is “unclaimed”? (Good resource for this:  www.thearda.com ) 

● What is the average age of current congregations in the community? 

● In what areas are churches doing a good job at meeting the needs of the community and in what 

ways are they failing to meet needs? 

 

Perhaps the most important indicator in evaluating the effectiveness of churches in a community is:  Are 
there any churches effectively reaching the youth, children and young families of the 
community? 
 

The next set of questions deals with the “health” of a small town. These questions look at 

socio-economic nature of the community. Often, it is in these questions that we get an idea of the felt 

needs in the community. These questions can help clarify whether a community will be feeling hopeless 

or hopeful, needy or fulfilled, anxious or satisfied, desperate or content. 

 
Determining the “health” of a small town – a good resource is https://datausa.io 

● What is the economic health of the town? Is its economy growing or shrinking? 

● What is the average income in the area? 

● What is the town good at [known for]? 

● What unique difficulties are the people in the town facing? 

● How prevalent are drugs/alcohol? 

● What is the number of bars? 

● Is the public school welcoming to churches that may want to serve them in some way? 

● Are most people who live here short-term or long-term residents? 

● Do people have optimism about the future of their community or not? 

● What are the largest employers in the community? 

● What kind of work hours do most people work? 

● What is the age/gender breakdown for the community? 

● What is the suicide rate? 

● What is the divorce rate? 

● What is the teen pregnancy rate? 

 

 

As stated earlier, the needs of a community do not trump the call of the planter, however, the needs of a 

community should cause us to pray, should cause our hearts of break, and should motivate us toward 

action.  In identifying the needs of a community we get an idea of the missing 
pieces of the puzzle; which, in turn, should drive us to pray that God would 
provide the perfect planter and church to fill that missing void. 
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What Role Does Style/Culture/Mission of a Church 
Plant Play? 
 

Every church has a “shape”. Its shape is defined by its style, its culture and its mission.  In other words 

churches are different from one another based on what, how and why they do what they do.  There is 
not necessarily a right or a wrong “shape” of a church; however, we must 
understand that the “shape” of a church must fit the community into which it will 
be planted.   
 

The reason we plant churches is to impact communities with the Good News of Jesus. Therefore, the 

goal should be to reflect and proclaim the gospel in ways that clearly present Him and help people come 

to know and follow Him. Rather than choosing the style, culture and mission of a church plant based on 

the personal presences of the church planter and leadership team, careful attention should be given to 

create a church that will best connect with the culture while holding firmly to biblical truths.  

  

The Apostle Paul provided a great example with his approach to ministry. In an attempt to see as many 

people as possible come to faith in Christ, he became a servant to everyone to whom he ministered. To 

present the gospel effectively he sought to identify with his audience, so that He could share Christ with 

clarity and prevent anything from hindering people from encountering Him (1 Corinthians 9:19-23; 2 

Corinthians 4:2; 6:3).  

  

We, too, should be committed to do whatever is necessary, so long as it does not go against Scripture, to 

plant churches that will transform lives and communities with the Good News of Jesus.  

 
Instead of applying “urban” approaches to rural church culture, style and mission, 
we must commit ourselves to learn the culture of the intended plant by building 
relationships, asking questions, and engaging with the community.  Then, we will be 

better informed to create our church plants according to what will best connect with the people we are 

trying to help know and follow Jesus. 
 

How Can We Identify Potential Leaders?  

This may be the most critical question in this entire paper. Why? Because if we are to see success in 

raising up and sending out church planters, we must become experts in identifying leaders. Here are 

some things to look for when identifying leaders. 

 

Followers 

The fundamental test of leadership is followership. Leaders are not leaders without followers. You will 

notice that certain people attract other people. Certain people are magnetic while others repel. Chances 

are that those who naturally gain followers have the basic building blocks of leadership. 

 

Initiative 
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There is something within a leader’s wiring that makes it difficult to sit by and watch something happen, 

or not happen, without taking action. You can see this from a young age. If a challenge is given to the 

group, the leader will naturally notice when inactivity is happening and step in, take the initiative, and 

begin to make things happen. In the lack of leadership, leaders arise. Look for those who take initiative. 

 

Leaders notice things 

Ever have someone who comes to you just to point out things that are wrong or need fixing? They might 

be a leader. Why? Because leaders notice things that others overlook. They are concerned with how 

things are functioning and are eager to fix things that are broken. 

 

Communication skills 

In a group activity there are several roles that people play––thinking, engineering, planning, organizing. 

However, look for the people that excel at communicating as this is a fundamental responsibility of a 

leader. This is not to say that communication skills can’t be learned; however, if someone is naturally 

gifted at communication, they often have some building blocks of leadership. 

 

What Experiences and Skills are Essential for Rural 
Church Planters?  

Humility 

Believers are exhorted to adopt the attitude of Christ by humbly putting the interests of others ahead of 

our own. It is essential that a church planter’s motivation not be to seek his own fame but to serve for the 

sake of those in the church and community. 

  

Servant Leadership 

Christ-like leadership is not about position or title; rather, it is about laying down one’s life for the benefit 

of those entrusted to a leader’s care. A church planter needs to demonstrate that he is able to submit to 

the leadership of others and to serve without seeking personal recognition.  

  

Conflict Management 

Conflict and disagreement are present within every church community. A church planter should be able 

to resolve conflict by holding to biblical principles, by mediating between opposing viewpoints, and by 

addressing issues with grace, truth and love. 

  

Entrepreneurship 

Church planting involves starting something from nothing and seeing it through to completion. A church 

planter needs to demonstrate that he has been able to begin something (preferably a new ministry), 

develop the people and processes for effectiveness, and see it through until it has served its purpose or 

has been transferred to another’s leadership.  

  

Church Leadership 

10 
 



Nowhere is Now Here:  Why Rural Matters 
 

The organizational and leadership structure within churches can be complex in nature and different from 

other environments. Prior to starting a new church, it is beneficial for a church planter to have experience 

being part of or observing a church leadership team. 

  

Time Management 

Leading a church involves juggling many different relationships and responsibilities at the same time. A 

church planter must be able to manage his time well in order to maintain spiritual and family health, 

while effectively investing in people and accomplishing various tasks. 

  

 

 

Teaching/Preaching 

A pastor is typically responsible for delivering God’s message to His people at least once a week. A 

church planter must demonstrate that he is able to prepare and preach messages on a regular basis, at 

least doing so for four consecutive weeks. 

  

Relationships 

The purpose of church planting is to reach the unchurched people of a community. A church planter 

should be able to effectively build relationships with those who don’t follow Jesus and to gather people 

around a common vision. 

  

Budgeting 

All churches function around a set budget, with funds typically being more limited in new churches. A 

church planter needs to be able to develop and follow a budget. 

  

Fundraising 

Starting new churches requires money, so a major part of a church planter’s initial work is to raise the 

necessary funds until the church can be self-sustaining through inside giving. A church planter must 

demonstrate that he can effectively share the vision God has given and invite others to financially partner 

with God’s work. 

  

What are Unique Characteristics of Rural Planters?  

It has been well established that successful church planters possess a specific set of gifts and skills. The 

Converge Church Planting Assessment center for example assesses potential church planters on 16 

“building blocks” that are foundational skills and qualities that church planters must possess. While this 

list in no way replaces these 16 building blocks, the following characteristics may be unique to rural 

planters. 

 

Work ethic 

The labor force in most rural communities is built on agricultural, mining/oil, manual labor type of jobs. 

More than their urban counterparts rural church planters may need to show their strong work ethic to 

gain respect in the culture. A pastor sipping a chai latte in his air-conditioned office all day listening to 
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Yanni and reading C.S. Lewis might not relate well to the calloused-handed man who works 12 hour 

shifts. 

 

Visionary 

Many rural communities have a “defeated” mindset. They don’t see any hope for their community. 

Therefore, it is critical for a rural planter to be visionary in painting a picture of hopefulness and victory 

for the community. The Bible says “Where there is no vision the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18) this 

vision casting role is essential for a rural planter. 

 

 

Relational 

It will be very difficult for a rural planter to establish himself in a community, if he is unable to natural 

connect with people at a high school sporting event, or a community function, or a branding. This 

relational (likeable) personality is a key characteristic in a small community. 

 

Student of Culture 

Since every rural community is unique, a rural planter must be a student of culture.  They must desire to 

understand what makes the people of that community distinct.  This is why we recommend such a long 

learning period for a planter that is moving to an unfamiliar community. This allows them to better know 

and understand the culture. One cannot expect to copy a model that is working in another place and 

paste it into any other rural context...it just won’t work. The church planter must become a student of the 

culture and seek to understand the unique ways that his community ticks. 

 

Resourcefulness/Creativity 

There is a sense that every church planter needs to have entrepreneurial tendencies.  But rural church 

planting is unique in that a church planter must be more creative and resourceful to do more with less. 

Since resources, and facilities, and specific skills are are often more scarce in rural communities, the 

creativity and resourcefulness of the church planter are essential to figure out how to pioneer this new 

church given the limited resources that are available. It is a “McGyver” mentality. 

 

Longevity 

The reality is that a rural church plant may be a marathon and not a sprint. Therefore, a rural church 

planter must be thinking long-term. There needs to be a commitment to invest one’s life in seeing this 

area come to Christ. An extraordinary amount of damage is done in any community when a church plant 

fails, but it is multiplied exponentially in a smaller context. Rural church planters should be committed to 

the long-haul. 

 

How Can We Help Potential Planters Gain Skills & 
Experience?  

Every planter will come with different skills and different levels of experience. Some may have ministry 

backgrounds but not in a rural environment. Some will have lots of experience in a rural environment but 

no ministry experience. Thus, it is important that we don’t try to make a one size fits all approach to 

12 
 



Nowhere is Now Here:  Why Rural Matters 
 

helping planters gain experience, but rather view each planter uniquely and custom tailor a process for 

them to gain necessary skills and experience for before planting. Two things are important here. 

 

One, a network approach gives the opportunity for that planter to have access to the very best training 

possible. For instance, let's say that a particular planter needs some experience in two areas––sermon 

delivery and financial support raising. It would be difficult to find one person who excels in both of these 

areas, but through network thinking it will become natural to have the planter spend time with people 

who do excel in those areas. Through this kind of partnership planters can gain skills and experiences by 

learning from “experts” in individualized areas. 

 

Two, having a planter be exposed to a variety of leadership styles, worship styles, preaching styles, etc. 

broadens their understanding of what church leadership is and helps to clarify what kind of leader they 

will be. I know for me, growing up, I was exposed to one “style” of church. However, over the years I 

have had the opportunity to work with and under a vast array of different leadership styles and cultures. 

This was an invaluable experience helping to grow me as a leader and later on shaped and defined the 

type of leader that I wanted to be.  

 

 

What Are the Benefits of a Network of Churches?  

Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If one falls 
down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him 
up! (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10) 
  

These words of wisdom are helpful in our thinking about the benefits of churches networking together in 

the task of rural church planting. While starting a life-giving church in a small town will most always be a 

challenging task, working together with others can provide the support and encouragement needed to 

persevere in offering a fresh expression of the gospel to those wandering in darkness. 

  

Networks enable us to partner together with others who share the same passion, theology, vision and 

mission God has given us to proclaim Christ in rural areas. This provides us with people to confide in and 

process with as we walk the journey, people who will pray for us and encourage us during seasons of 

success as well as seasons of difficulties. Because of their understanding of the unique challenges of 

rural church planting, they will also provide combined wisdom to tackle problems and offer different 

perspectives and giftings to advance the gospel in our areas. 

  

From a practical standpoint, networks enable us to share resources with one another, and they provide 

opportunities for us to offer combined training, conferences, and other learning environments to equip 

planters, leadership teams and volunteers. Finally, sharing various systems (i.e., financial) will save 

money and provide efficient administrative tools for our churches.  

  

There are benefits anytime churches network together for the cause of Christ, but due to isolation and 

limited resources, this is especially true when it pertains to the task of rural church planting. 
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What Might A Rural Church Planting Leadership 
Pipeline Look Like?  

We know that currently the need for new churches is far greater than our number of church planters. In 

short we have a leadership development problem. To effectively deploy church planters into the field we 

need to develop a strategic leadership pipeline.  While we know that not every leader is called to be a 

church planter, we can guarantee that no church or pastor will ever be disappointed that they invested in 

developing leaders. Here are some broad strokes of what we think a leadership pipeline looks like. 

 

Identify early 

If we are expecting to find fully trained and equipped 25 year-old young men who are ready to go plant 

churches, we are going to be looking for a long time. We must embrace the reality that we need to raise 

up a generation of world-changers for the mission fields in America and around the world. This begins by 

identifying very early on the children/students that possess leadership DNA. It is not hard to spot them. 

They take charge in Sunday School and youth group activities. Other kids naturally follow their lead. They 

often speak out, are very creative, and may even have a knack for spotting the loopholes and the flaws in 

the “system”. We need to identify these kids/students early and begin to intentionally invest in their 

leadership development. 

 

Plant the seed 

At very young ages seeds are being planted in student’s minds about what they could be when they grow 

up. You could be a doctor, or an astronaut, or a firefighter. Kids start dreaming very early on about their 

future. What would it look like if a kid was dreaming from a young age about growing up and planting a 

church, or being a pastor, or a missionary? We need to plant those seeds. This means pointing out their 

unique giftings and potential and painting a picture for them of what God could do with their life. 

 

Out of the way intentionality 

Pastors and leaders should be thinking about going “out of their way” to intentionally show interest and 

encouragement to these young leaders. This may mean taking them to a conference or an event. Have 

regular meetings with them. Let them sit in on sermon-prep and brainstorming sessions. Even invite 

them to participate in elder/leadership meetings. This “out of the way” intentionality will let the students 

know that you value them and want to see them step into their God-given potential.  

 

Give responsibility 

Early on these young leaders should be given responsibility that will stretch them.  These responsibilities 

should be clearly defined and understood. It could be planning an event, giving announcements at 

church, preparing a lesson for children’s ministry or youth group, leading worship at a retreat, making 

phone call reminders for an event, or any number of other tasks that may stretch the young leader in 

some way. Then a debrief should occur where the student receives feedback and encouragement that 

will better equip them for future tasks. 

 

Training/equipping 
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Every young leader will be different in their development process. However, every young leader needs to 

go through some assessment of their strengths and weaknesses, self-awareness, spiritual gifts and 

personality styles. There are numerous good tools for these types of assessments, but the important 

thing is that an individualized plan is made to help the young leader hone and develop their leadership 

potential. 

 

Church planting/ministry track assessment 

We think an assessment like the Converge Church Planting Assessment/Ministry Track Assessment is 

crucial, once a young leader feels a call toward ministry. This assessment will help to confirm that call as 

well as assess the leadership potential and giftings of the young leader. As a result of this formal 

assessment, there are action steps given to help get this leader to where they need to be. 

 

Sending strategy/exit strategy 

Once a call is confirmed and the leader is in the final development stages a sending/exit strategy should 

be developed so that the sending church is healthy and the leader that is being sent is set up for the best 

possible success. This strategy should include ongoing support structures that best serves both the 

outgoing leader and the sending church. There should be ongoing communication and connection so that 

the sending church has a sense investment in this new work rather than just the loss of a good leader. 

 

How Well Do You Understand Your Small Town?  

(Adapted from  Griggs, Donnie. Small Town Jesus: Taking the gospel Mission Seriously in Seemingly Unimportant 
Places. Pgs: 115-118, 2016) 
 

1. What do annual festivals, celebrations tell you about what the town values? What parts of the festivals 

and celebrations have redeemable qualities that show how God has prepared the people to receive the 

gospel? (Ex: Paul’s visit to the Areopagus in Acts 17 saw a people who had a culture of worship that was 

redeemable even though the objects of worship were not redeemable.)  

 

2. What do people in your small town fear the most? How can the gospel apply to that?  

 

3. How many people attend significant events (Ex: graduation ceremony, homecoming parade, or football 

game) in your small town?  

 

4. What is the largest sized crowd that people in your small town regularly gather in where they would 

hope to meet others? What does that tell you about the size of main gathering spaces you should have at 

your church to prevent people to not feel overwhelmed or disengaged?  

 

5. Is your facility helping or hurting your church reach people? What do the most popular restaurants, 

bars, or other gathering spaces look like? What colors and materials are being used in gathering spaces 

in the town? Now ask yourself if you church facility look and feels foreign to people in your small town 

who don’t attend church?  
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6. In small towns everyone seems to know everyone. This can be a blessing and a curse. Are you using 

this to your advantage? Do you choose to attend the same places over and over for the purpose to build 

relationships? Have you ever even considered this? Do you go to the grocery store and coffee shop just 

for groceries and coffee? If so, what opportunities are you missing to engage your small town? 

Remember, Jesus intentionally impacted a woman’s life while he was getting water and his disciples 

were getting food by intentionally engaging the woman. Intentionality makes all of the difference.  

 

7. What style of music do most of the people in your town like? Have you considered shaping the style of 

your music on Sundays to reflect this at all? What could you do to change the style of your music to 

reflect the culture around you?  

 

8. Church names are often picked with no attempt to communicate to people outside the church. Does 

your church name make sense to people who don’t know Jesus? Are you unintentionally sending a 

message from the very beginning with inside language that alienates people on the outside to where they 

don’t feel welcome? If so, would you be willing to consider changing your church name to something that 

outsiders can relate to? 

 
 

How Can We Overcome Small Town Mindsets? 
(ideas adapted from Small Town Jesus by Donnie Griggs) 
 
Mindset #1: Small Town Folks Like Saying They Are “From Here” 
 
You want to have a very awkward feeling? Just roll into a small town with out of state plates and walk 

into the local diner and wearing a suit and tie. You will feel like an animal at the zoo. Dozens of people 

staring at you like, “I’ve heard about their kind, but never seen one with my own eyes.” Why? I think 

there are several factors but here are some to consider.  

 

Home Team and Away Team  - We naturally categorize ourselves into “teams”. Go to any small town high 

school on a Friday night and sit in the stands. It is clear that there is a home team and an away team. In 

fact, we usually create completely separate bleachers and place them on the other side of the football 

field just to seat the away team. If you want to severely disrupt the ecosystem of a small town, just wear 

the away team’s jersey and sit in the home team section and cheer loudly. (And take a bodyguard with 

you). So one of the questions that rural people have when they meet someone new is - Are they on my 

team?  

 

This is why it is so important for a rural church planter to either be from the community in which he is 

planting, or to live their long enough to get established in the community before the church is launched. 

Otherwise there is a danger of not being viewed as being on the “home team” and if that happens it will 

be very difficult to change that label. 

  

Do you understand me?  - I think one of the hidden questions that people are asking when they ask, “Are 

you from here?” is, “Do you understand me?” There are certain things that you can only understand 

about a culture or a people if you have lived among them. This is why in international missions 
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missionaries live among the people and eat what they eat, and live in the houses that they live in, and 

shop at the markets where they shop. There is a certain level of understanding that can only happen 

when you are living in the same place and experiencing the same things. You can know all of the stats 

about a small town, and have done all your research, but until you can say you are “from here” there will 

always be a question from people as to whether you really understand them or not.  

 
Right piece, wrong puzzle  - It is very interesting to visit with people from small towns about their views 

on our country. In the small town where I am from you can count the number of democratic presidential 

votes on a few hands. In our town, the non-white minorities can be counted on a few hands as well. So, 

when people watch the news they feel like we live in a completely different America than the one that is 

portrayed on television. In our town most everyone has the same conservative values and feels the same 

way about major political issues.  

 

So, there is a feeling that we are a good puzzle piece, but we don’t exactly fit into the American puzzle 

that we see portrayed on the news. It’s like we are puzzle piece that got put in the wrong box. So, one of 

the hidden questions that people are asking when they ask, “Are you from here?” is, “Are you going to fit 

with our puzzle piece or not?”  

 
Mindset #2: Nothing Big Can Happen in a Small Town 
  

For those who live in rural America, especially those who have grown up in these environments, there is 

often a “small town mentality.” One of the ways this expresses itself is that people, often subconsciously, 

possess thoughts and feelings of being inferior to larger cities. While they might enjoy the “lights and 

excitement” of these places, they could never imagine themselves living in a place with big businesses 

and busy streets. 

  

One result of such thinking is that people lack the vision of what the Church can be and accomplish in a 

small town. Most have never dreamed big dreams for their towns or their lives, and this spills over to the 

Church. The task of the church planter is to help people view God as big and embrace the reality that He 

wants to do amazing things among them. 

  

Even if they are unaware, it is human nature to desire to be part of something bigger than ourselves. As 

such, the church planter must embody and cast vision, calling people to “leverage their lives for the sake 

of the gospel…to dream as big as God does for (their) town” (Griggs, 131), knowing that they worship a 

God “who is able to do immeasurably more than we can ask or imagine.” 

  

 

Mindset #3:  New Is Bad, Old is Good 
 
My grandparents lived on a busy street. My grandfather would work tirelessly in his garage on his tractor, 

cars or anything else that he could think of. As time went on, he would hear cars coming down the street 

with loud music and yell, “Turn it down, the music is too loud!!!” What is funny is the likelihood of them 

hearing him was slim, but he would belt out to those “bumping” cars every time. He would then turn and 
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say, “That’s just bad!” Looking back, he was probably right, the volume of the music was probably too 

loud, but bad?  

 

When I think of something bad, I think of something that has a negative effect on us. It’s something that 

has poor quality or a low standard. Now, the quality of the music could be debated, but bad? Not sure? 

What’s interesting is my grandfather who was in his 70’s would have grown up in the generation of drag 

races in the 50’s. In fact, my grandfather told me a story or two about sneaking out of the house and 

participating in drag racing. The difference is that drag racing in the 50’s was familiar to my grandfather 

where the volume of music wasn’t. He would tell fond stories of breaking laws and speed limits during 

his drag racing days, but he would immediately look at the volume of music blaring from cars as bad and 

disrespectful. 

 

I believe this story of my grandfather details the following in how people view what’s old and what’s new: 

New is bad, old is good. I think we look back on our former years, the way things were, and we think of 

those moments, those memories, those relationships fondly and forget the reality of the things that took 

place in that time. When new things begin to happen, we look at them and think immediately, this is bad! 

However, I think the underlying emotion is that the future, the newness of the future isn’t secure! 

Therefore, new is bad because it’s unknown, the past is good because it’s normative. 

 

I think churches view this the same way. What’s new is bad, what’s old is normative because it’s safe. 

Security plays a large part in our lives. This is why faith is so difficult to exercise, because it causes us at 

times to throw security aside and trust the Lord. We are creatures of habit, because habits are 

predictable and predictability is good for us. However, if we were honest with ourselves, the past is not 

as “good” as we remember. Some habits of the past need to stop. We often hear someone say, “I wish 

we could go back to the good ole days.” If we were to look back, the good ole days weren’t that great for 

everyone. While there may not have been as much crime in the 50’s, prejudice and racism marked the 

age. I wonder if those that marched with Dr. King, those that were sprayed with water hoses, and those 

that were visited by the KKK for no reasons would look back and say, “Those were the good ole days?”  

 

In this age, the growth of the church has now fallen behind the population growth in the United States. 

The Rocky Mountain region has an average of 85% of people who don’t know Jesus Christ. As the 

Church, we are at an impasse. We have those in our congregation trying to hold onto the traditions and 

methods of the past because those methods were “good.” Well, not all of them were good. They are 

normative, they are safe, but that doesn’t mean those methods will reach the unreached in 2018 and 

beyond. Sadly, we often focus on the methods more than the mission. The role of the Church is to go fish! 

We are to engage our communities for the sake of the gospel using whatever methods are needed to see 

people come to Christ. 
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In 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 Paul writes the following,  For though I am free from all, I have made 
myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in 
order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not 
being myself under the law) that I might win those under the law. To those outside the 
law I became as one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the 
law of Christ) that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I 
might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that by all means I might 
save some.   I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its 
blessings.  
 

In order to win more people to Christ, Paul was willing to do anything for the sake of the gospel so that 

some might be saved! For Paul, the faith of the next generation was worth everything to him. Whatever 

method worked, he would do. I’m not sure that Paul would have ever said, “What’s new is bad and 

what’s old is good.” I’m not sure Paul saw the life of a follower of Jesus as being a life concerned with 

safety and security. I’m not sure Paul lived his life in a normal way.  

 

The challenge for pastors and church leaders is to determine how we change the perception in our local 

bodies that old is good and new is bad? We have to ask the question, “Iis the faith of the next generation 

worth changing our methods for the sake of the gospel?”  

 

Thinking of the story of my grandfather, his fond recollection of the past left out the dangers of drag 

racing. It’s almost that he forgot disobeying his parents to sneak out of the house to do something illegal. 

While the loud music may lack quality, it didn’t endanger lives. The music may have been loud, but it 

didn’t break laws or put other people in harm's way like the drag racing of the 50’s did. See, for him, 

those days and those methods were normative and therefore safe. The threat of the loud music played in 

cars as they passed by his house was unknown. The music didn’t hurt anyone. In fact, most of those cars 

were going the speed limit. The only difference is the loud music wasn’t normative, it wasn’t safe, and 

therefore it left doubt in his mind about what was next. 

 

The church can no longer afford to recycle old methods. If we were to look back, we would remember the 

past wasn’t as “good” as we may want to remember. We must lead our people to think bigger than their 

preferences. The church is a not a cruise ship, it is a battleship. What is the difference? The cruise ship is 

about comfort, the battleship is about accomplishing the mission. We must hold tightly the mission God 

has called us to and hold loosely the methods by which we accomplish the mission. 
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Top 10 Creative Ways to Reach Your Rural Community 
 

I imagine that if you are reading this paper you have a heart to reach your community.  It won’t happen 

by accident. We must get creative. We must think outside the box. We must be willing to try things that 

fail in order to arrive at things that work. Pastor Craig Groeschel said, “To reach people that no one else 

is reaching we have to do things that no one else is doing.” The following list contains 10 Creative Ways 

to Reach Your Rural Community. While this is by no means an exhaustive list, we hope that it will “prime 

the pump” for you and your team to explore some new and effective ways to reach into your rural 

community.  

 

1. No second-time guest left behind. 
Want to know what is better than a first-time guest? A second-time guest! When someone visits our 

church it is awesome! But when they return that means that they had a positive first experience...that 

they are pickin’ up what you're puttin’ down. This is the PERFECT opportunity to connect with them. What 

if you make it your goal to personally invite every second-time guest over for dinner? Sound unrealistic? 

Think about the benefits. You get to connect with and meet these people in the most positive and 

beneficial way...around your dinner table! It is the perfect opportunity for them to get to know you and 

have their questions answered but also for you to get to know them and discover the people and 

opportunities that they would connect with best...and it is all done in the most relaxed and winsome 

atmospheres imaginable - your family dinner table.  

  

2. Make the news with something. 
We can’t assume that people are going to automatically know we exist and know why we exist. What 

would happen if we were to make the local news by putting our best foot forward? What if we did a 

newsworthy event that the community couldn’t help but noticing? It would be an opportunity to be known 

for the right stuff. Let’s show the community what we are all about. Do not overlook advertising! Some 

ideas: 

 

● Project One - One day serving event doing home improvement projects/yard work/clean up for 

families in need. 

● Giant Egg Drop - Drop tens of thousands of eggs from a helicopter on a local park and then let 

kids go nuts collecting them. 

● Concert - Organize a concert with a big-name band and put on an AWESOME concert. 

● Kids Carnival - Rent bouncy houses and inflatable games and set up in a local park during the 

summer for a do-not-miss family outing.  

● Rake the Town - In the fall after the leaves fall organize an event where on one day every yard in 

the town is raked and cleaned up. 

  
3. Get “schooled”.  
Most rural communities center around the schools. Often the largest gatherings of people in a rural 

community happen when the football team has a home game. If your church is not plugged in with the 

school, you may be missing out on being near the heartbeat of your community. When people see that 

you care about their kids in the same way that they do it can completely shift their perception of your 
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church. So, make it a priority to get to know the school administrators and principals. Offer to help and 

serve as often as you can and make sure that your goal is to give and not to get. Here are some ideas: 

  

● Volunteer, volunteer, volunteer 

● Offer to put together a team to clean bleachers after a game 

● Host a monthly free lunch for students - Taco Tuesday 

● Volunteer to coach  

● Start an after-school S.T.E.M. (Science Technology Engineering and Math) program using robotics 

or model airplanes or science club to connect with students 

● Chaplain for the sports team 

● Hold a community tailgate at football games 

● Help direct a musical or play 

● Volunteer to give after school music lessons 

● Volunteer to help elementary reading  

● Organize an “Adopt a Student” program where volunteers check-in with and stay connected and 

encourage at-risk or underprivileged students.  

● Offer to fund and bring in a well-known group like FCA (Fellowship of Christian Athletes) or Kids 

Hope USA (Mentoring program). 

  

4. Be offensive (but not that kind of offensive). 
People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care. Do an event that’s goal is 

NOT to preach or teach, but simply to serve. Go on the offense.  Serve. Love. Give. Challenge the 

perception that the church is only about what they can get from you. We exist to serve. So ask the 

question, where can we meet a need that no one else is meeting?  It may be: 

 

● Thanksgiving meals donations 

● Grief Share 

● Addiction support groups 

● Car maintenance for single moms 

● Marriage/family counseling 

● Food pantry or clothing closet 

● Offer free skills classes (canning, cooking, painting, computer skills, etc) 

  

5.  Bust outta that Sunday Morning box. 
The goal is not to have an hour long Sunday morning gathering, the goal is to reach people with the 

gospel. How do we do that best? Realistically look at your community.  Are there shift work jobs (like 

prison guards, mine workers, railroad workers, etc)? Are there jobs that have odd or irregular hours (like 

agriculture jobs, hospital workers, oil and gas workers)? Does your community engage in lots of weekend 

activities (children’s sports, hiking, fishing, hunting, recreational activities)? Then you may provide a huge 

service to your community by rethinking your service times. It could be that the only reason that people 

are not attending your church is because they don’t want to give up their weekend.  

 

What about locations? Are there people who have to drive a long way to get to your church? Is there a 

need to have a service in a different location to serve people who have to travel a long distance to 
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connect with your church? Perhaps there is a need to have a service in a different location. Maybe it 

could be a video location? 

 

Look around. Are there any other churches that are providing mid-week, or evening services? Are there 

any locations in your rural community that are unconnected because of distance? There may be a huge 

need for your church to rethink its service times and locations.  

 

6. Be a regular somewhere. 
“Sometimes you want to go where everybody knows your name, and they’re always glad you came…” It 

has been said that foundation of all relationships is time and shared experiences. With that in mind, think 

about the value of just being a regular somewhere. Consider the following ideas: 

 

● Eating lunch every day at the Senior Center 

● Going to the local coffee shop every other day for an hour just to drink coffee and visit 

● Stopping by the police station every Friday to visit 

● Taking donuts to the school administration office once a week and ask how they are doing 

● Doing all of your lunch meetings at the same restaurant and staying to visit with the staff after 

your meeting is done.  

 

Get creative. The goal here is that relationships are built through your consistency over time. Let that 

work naturally in your favor. If you commit to being a regular somewhere for six months, I will guarantee 

you will be amazed at the relationships you will form.  

 

7. Take your hobby out of the lobby. 
We can get so into church that it becomes our hobby. We spend all of our free time working on it. What if 

instead of the church being our hobby we actually got involved in a new hobby to connect with new 

people? It’s a WIN-WIN. Learn the unique activities that people in your area are doing (rock climbing, 

hiking, hunting, rodeo, gun club, etc.) and become a student of that new hobby. You will be amazed at 

how a common activity opens doors for new relationships.  

 

8. Like a good neighbor… 
Connecting with people is all about creating points of intersection. We live in a world where we open our 

garage door, drive in, close the garage door, and rarely see, let alone connect with, our neighbors. What 

would happen if our church got really excited about being good neighbors? It could be incredibly 

transformational. We can create more neighborly points of intersection by: 

 

● Start a community compost pile 

● Walk more 

● Spend more time in the front yard 

● Take some dinner/dessert to your 

neighbors 

● Scrape their sidewalks 

● Offer some garden space to neighbors 

● Throw a block party 

● Get interested in your neighbor’s 

hobbies 

● Offer to watch their pets when they are 

gone 

● Invite them to your kid’s activities 

● Attend their kid’s activities 
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9. Turn your “wow factor” up to 11 on something. 
Do something with excellence. (I think everything we do should be done with excellence, because we are 

doing it for the Lord and not for men – Col. 3:23). However, whatever it is do something with a level of 

unexpected excellence to challenge people’s view that the church operates cheaply, haphazardly, 

complacently. The goal is not the “wow”. The goal is that people’s expectations are exceeded to break 

down those barriers that keep them from church.  

 

Two of the main reasons that church events often lack excellence are money and skill.  

 

Money - let’s be honest resources are often tight, budgets are not unlimited, and couple that with the 

frugality of most church leaders to be good stewards of God’s money and what we end up with is 

“cheap” events. What if, however, instead of doing 6 or 8 mediocre (or terrible) events every year, we put 

all of our eggs (and budget) into one event that is done very well? Do you think this might help to change 

some perspectives about your church? 

 

Skill - Chances are you don’t have a professional event planner in your congregation, someone who 

specializes in thinking through all of the details that make a big event successful––advertising, budget, 

atmosphere, technology, location, marketing, etc.  That’s okay. Hire them. As part of the budget for your 

big event plan on hiring an event planner to oversee the details. So if you are planning a big concert, or a 

rodeo or roping, a 5k run, or any other large event, realistically evaluate your skills and consider hiring an 

expert. You have the heart and the hands, but they have the expertise. Trust me. It will be money well 

spent.  

 

10. Go “all-in” on building a bridge. 
Imagine that the church exists on an island and your community exists on the mainland. The people in 

your community may feel oblivious to your church, like they don’t even know it exists. Or isolated from 

your church, like it is not for them. They may feel excluded from your church, like it is only for 

“islanders”. They may feel confused about your church, like how do I even get onto that island. Instead of 

expecting them to figure out how to make it onto our island, we need to think about ways to build bridges 

to them. Bridges are connecting points between our church and our community. They are easy ways for 

unchurched people to connect with church in a positive, non-threatening, winsome way.  

 

Some ideas of bridges to the community are:  

 

● Community garden 

● Special Needs Prom 

● After School Homework Club 

● Movies in the park 

● Computer workshops 

● Senior Center singing 

● Homeschool Group 

● “Bless a Business” 

● Gas Buyout 

● Teacher appreciation 

● Chaplain for police, sheriff, fire 

department 

● Donuts for businesses 

● Teaching English and computer skills to 

ESL students 

● Car care clinic for single moms 

● Pumpkinpalooza.  
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