
THRIVING RURAL COMMUNITIES 
Annual Report  

July 2007-July 2008 
Rev. Jeremy Troxler, TRC Director 

 
 Rural communities that are thriving are places where the diverse people, land, and gifts of 
the community are being cherished, nurtured, and used in life-giving ways.  At the heart of such 
communities are often vital Christian congregations led by thriving pastors.  In such places, the 
community, congregations, and clergy have entered into what Duke Divinity School Dean Greg 
Jones calls “a mutually shared spiral of success”:  a transformative, cooperative dance of grace 
where all of the partners in the round are lifted to new levels of life and possibility. 
 
 The Thriving Rural Communities Initiative, as a partnership of THE Duke Endowment, 
Duke Divinity School, and the North Carolina and Western North Carolina Annual Conferences 
of the United Methodist Church, seeks to foster such upward spirals of grace by working to share 
and to strengthen the gifts of North Carolina’s rural clergy, congregations, communities, and 
creation. 
 
   Now completing its second year, Thriving Rural Communities (TRC) has focused its 
work in 2007-2008 on cultivating transformative leadership and building networks of 
relationship.  To that end, in the past year we have further established the Rural Ministry 
Fellowship program at Duke Divinity School.  The 9 Rural Ministry Fellows (who receive a full 
Duke Endowment funded scholarship and who covenant to begin their ministry in the rural 
United Methodist church in North Carolina) have participated in series of gatherings and an 
annual retreat designed to better prepare them to be excellent Christian leaders in the rural parish.  
To further the formation of the Fellows, and to improve the training of clergy for the rural 
church, we have also instituted the Rural Ministry Colloquia at the Divinity School.  At each of 
these events a scholar, practitioner, or speaker is invited to lead a discussion touching on issues 
of rural life or ministry.  An average of 40 people have been attending each of these Colloquia, 
where among the themes addressed have been, “The Beauty of Rural Ministry,” “A Dollar-
General Church in a Wal-Mart World,” “Open Secrets:  The Reflections of Dr. Richard Lischer 
on Rural Ministry,” and “Blessing of the Hands:  Farmworkers and the Church.”  Next year Dr. 
Norman Wirzba will join the faculty at Duke as Professor of Theology, Ecology, and Rural Life, 
and will thus further enrich these Colloquia as well as the Fellows’ Education.  In May, a group 
of the Rural Fellows will have participated in another new program, an immersion travel 
experience with the Hispanic House of Studies called “Encuentro.”  Through “Encuentro,” the 
students will encounter the land, culture, people of Mexico through the experience of the 
Methodist Church in that country.  It is hoped that such an encounter, or “encuentro,” will not 
only enrich the Fellows’ conception of the church, but will empower them to be in ministry with 
our Latino neighbors in North Carolina.  Also in May, we will have sent forth our first two 
graduates of the program, James Henderson and Martha McLean.  We will welcome another 
promising class of 7 new Rural Ministry Fellows into the program this August.          
 
 
 



 Each of the Rural Ministry Fellows serves in a Field Education placement at one of our 7 
partner Thriving Rural Churches.   In the past year we have worked to deepen our connections 
with these churches, to further support them in their ministry, and to explore ways to share the 
inspiring stories and practices of these churches with other rural leaders.  Solid Rock UMC in 
Olivia has begun a series of “Come and See” Sundays, where representatives from neighboring 
churches are invited to worship with the congregation, to share lunch, and to encounter a 
presentation of Solid Rock’s ministries and vision.  Cedar Grove UMC hosted a Caring 
Communities conference entitled “Land*Bread*Body,” where participants could experience the 
congregation’s vision of sustainable, sabbath-based rural life.  Sandy Plains UMC in Pembroke 
opened its magnificent new childcare facility, made possible with funding by THE Duke 
Endowment.  Fairview UMC in Pinnacle, Friendship UMC in Newton, Hayesville First UMC in 
Hayesville, and Tyro UMC in Lexington have continued to be places of vibrant life and faithful 
witness in countless ways:  and in the coming year we hope to hold “Come and See” events at 
these churches as well.  All of these churches will have the opportunity to receive community 
development grants through TRC that will provide them with an opportunity to be an even 
greater blessing to their communities.  We have also begun to gather the pastors of these 
congregations several times a year at different TRC churches so that they can learn from one 
another and inspire one another in a process of “cross-pollination.”  These gatherings also allow 
the Initiative to learn from these excellent pastors’ insights into the best practices of faithful rural 
ministry:  insights that can then be shared with others. 
 
 Beyond the Rural Fellows and the Thriving Rural Churches, TRC has worked to 
strengthen the ministry of church leaders through endeavors such as Courage to Serve, a 15-
month program of quarterly retreats for a group of 24 clergy that is designed for the personal and 
professional renewal of ministers.  The TRC Director has also conducted a ministry of teaching, 
preaching, and sharing the growing wisdom gained from Thriving Rural Communities across the 
Annual Conferences and within the Divinity School.  We have joined the Waynesville District of 
the Western North Carolina Conference in designing “The Nazareth Project,” an undertaking 
intended strengthen a particular group of small membership churches by leading them through a 
process of retreats, prayer, service, and study together.  We are also exploring further ways to 
communicate the vision of Thriving Rural Communities:  through the development of a new 
website, through the creation of print resources, and through the development of a program for 
rural clergy centered in communal discernment and in TRC’s vision of the gifts and promise of 
rural life. 
 
 We pray that such efforts might continue to bear fruit in spirals of life and growth:  in 
thriving rural clergy, thriving rural churches, and thriving rural communities. 


