
FIRST FRUITS 
of the Thriving Rural Communities Initiative 

 

In its first few years, the Thriving Rural Communities initiative has taken significant steps in 
achieving its mission to share and strengthen the gifts of rural North Carolina’s clergy, 

congregations, communities, and creation in the name of Christ. 
 
Train New Leaders  

 Sparking the imaginations of those called by God into ordained ministry to consider rural 

ministry as a blessed and distinctive vocation, as evidenced by inquiries of prospective and 

current Divinity Students 

 Improved training of Divinity students – including those who are not Rural Fellows – to enter 

fruitful rural congregational and community ministry through intentional and focused 

preparation 

 More intensive and intentional mentoring of students entering ordained ministry through their 

relationship with the Director and their field education supervisory mentors  

 Development of an intentional focus within Rural Ministry Fellowship students to seek the good 

of their Hispanic and Latino neighbors 

 Formation, deployment, and support of two (and soon to be six) Rural Ministry Fellows to serve 

and grow six rural United Methodist Churches 

 Exploration of establishing a Certificate in Agrarian Studies and Rural Ministry at Duke Divinity 

School 

 
Resource Rural Church Partners  

 Expansion of the leadership capacities of the seven TRC Partner Church pastors through their 

encounters with each other and with each other’s thriving, imaginative churches 

 Establishment of a preschool, expansion of a summer camp for underprivileged children, 

deployment of a Community Youth Minister, renovation of a country store into a community 

center, and development of a local Families in Mission program through TRC Community 

Development grants 

 
Connect and Empower Rural Church Leaders  

 Spiritual formation and revival of TRC Partner Church lay leaders through their attendance at 

Laity Weekend, Convocation and Pastors’ School, the Duke Youth Academy, and other Duke 

Divinity School events 

 Inspiration and challenge offered to leadership of approximately 10 rural United Methodist 

Congregations through Come and See events at TRC Churches 



 Worship, preaching, training, inspiration, challenge, and rest offered to approximately 250 

different rural pastors (and some of their families) over the past three years through the 

Convocation on the Rural Church 

 Personal renewal of approximately 60 rural United Methodist clergy through the Courage to 

Serve program   

 Further sanctification and strengthening of 20 rural clergy through their participation in Mustard 

Seed meetings centered around the means of grace, with expected expansion to follow through 

Covenant Peer Groups 

 Anticipated encounter of 60-80 UM pastors/laity with prison ministry inside the walls of a prison 

through Newgate Project  

 

Inspire Institutional Innovation 

 Development of wisdom, insight, stories, and materials about the best practices and approaches of 

rural ministry through encounters with the TRC partner churches, through written reflections, and 

through development of training materials and workshops   

 Sharing of this wisdom and these stories through “The Covered Dish” weblog, through Faith & 

Leadership, through articles appearing in other media, through the teaching of approximately 50 

(soon to be 80) rural UMC clergy through the  Course of Study, and through targeted workshops and 

training events before approximately 125 rural clergy 

 Opportunities to lift up the possibilities and stories of thriving rural church ministry before entire 

gatherings of the Western North Carolina and North Carolina Annual Conferences 

 Deepening of a spirit of partnership between Duke Divinity School, The Duke Endowment, and the 

North Carolina and Western North Carolina Annual Conferences through annual Aldersgate 

gathering, Advisory Committee, Executive Committee, cooperation in appointment of Rural Ministry 

Fellows, and collaboration with Rural Cooperative in the Western North Carolina Conference:  

further development of this partnership through spun-off Clergy Health and Hispanic Initiatives 

 Change in practices of North Carolina and Western North Carolina Annual Conferences to make 

some rural appointments first each year 

 Inspiration to other Annual Conferences, including the South Carolina and Alabama-West Florida 

Annual Conferences, to explore their own rural ministry initiatives:  use of “Nazareth” language at 

General Conference 2008, and appearance of article and column in the UM Reporter 

 Horizontal strengthening of the United Methodist connection through the creation of a distinct 

community of clergy, divinity students, and laity who are dedicated to strengthening the rural 

United Methodist Church and rural communities 

 

 

 


