
Approximately 60 million Americans, or about 19.3% of the US Population, live in 
rural areas. These communities are mainly served by smaller member congregations. 
This is what writer Mark Clifton calls the “normative church” in his book Reclaiming 
Glory. The Hartford Institute of Religion Research puts the estimated number of 
Protestant Congregations in the United States at about 314,000. Of those 
congregations over 59% (177,000) average less than 100 people in worship. Of the 
approximately 56 million people who attend worship in America in these Protestant 
churches each week, nearly 9 million of them will worship in a rural church. 
 

Yet in my experience as a pastor and denominational servant since 1992, much of the 
leadership support through conferences, writing and denominational programming 
and support is not provided with this reality in mind. Often pastors struggle to find 
content that helps them deal with the realities that they are faced with in their small 
town context. Musician and theologian Michael Card, speaking about guitarist Phil 
Keaggy, once said that real genius doesn’t shut a learner or novice down, it inspires 
them. Yet, many pastors, leaving conferences designed to help them, go away feeling, 
“I could never do that.” 
 

Leading in the smaller member congregation has unique challenges and blessings! My 
first pastorate was serving a country church in Sylvania, GA. I was bi-vocational, 
working as a maintenance technician in a defense facility over an hour away. My wife 
and I were both city kids, more comfortable in a cul-de-sac than a farming 
community. Yet, now decades later, the nurture and encouragement of that experience 
is undeniably foundational. Inexplicably, God has had us serve in either a rural or 
“rurban” setting for the last 28 years in ministry. “Rurban” is when you live in a 
subdivision but you are still within three miles of cows! 
 

In smaller member churches the rhythm is usually slower. The unhurried pace has to 
be factored into shepherding. On the other hand, because of the closeness of the 
relationships, disruption is experienced with elevated intensity. Whether the leader is 
working through adaptive change, or handling relational crises, the energy ripples 
quickly through the tight knit church family.  
 

Additionally, influence is categorized differently in smaller member churches. In my 
first church even though I was the pastor, I wasn’t really the pastor. I was the 
preacher. But the church had experienced a lot of turnover and the actual pastor was 
the deacon chairman. Thankfully he was godly and gifted in shepherding. Around 
1993 he gave me a cassette tape of John Piper’s advent sermons. We talk about early 
adapters, but this godly deacon was listening to John Piper in 1993! He was a huge 
blessing to me. He was the first person that helped me understand that in the smaller 
member rural church titles don’t mean that much. 
 

Smaller member churches have unique struggles. Many rural towns are faced with 
difficult economic realities. Many rural churches are bi-vocational or multi-
vocational. Either the pastor has to find an additional income stream or his wife has to 
work outside the home to make ends meet. Maybe they are both working. Because 
rural America by definition is going to provide limited bi-vocational opportunity, 
many smaller member churches are in big time crisis mode any time there is pastor 
transition.  
 

This speaks to some significant issues. First, this means that maintaining 
congregational harmony is extremely important (Psalm 133:1). If a congregation 
develops a reputation for being contentious in a declining or static population growth 
area, that is very difficult to recover from. It is worth the effort involved to learn how  
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We are celebrating Independence Day on July 6th: Office closed! 
Office hours: Monday-Thursday, 9am-4:30pm 

Missionary’s Musings by Bobby Braswell, Jr. 

We are still holding over 
our food drive for the 
Georgia Baptist 
Children's Home. They 
are closed to outsiders 
during this COVID crisis.  
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SUPPORT MISSIONS. 

Bi-Lo  located in Millen, GA 

 For our MBA Food Pantry 

Missionary’s Musings Continued… 
to disagree agreeably. Again, because the relationships are so close and long-
standing, often congregations are hesitant to correct behavior in members that is 
aberrant and unhelpful. But the alternative is to lose an aspect of community that is 
indispensable to vitality. 
 

Second, a church can help ensure that the pastor is not restless in his ministry 
calling by loving him and his family and providing regular encouragement to them. 
Again, if it is true that any transition in a bi-vocational church is a significant crisis 
because of supply and demand, developing a healthy congregational life is a critical 
component in this. Smaller member churches often are looking for young leaders 
who can energize the ministry. Sometimes the church leaders think that he will 
grow the church by osmosis by virtue of the fact that he has a young family. But if 
he meets with obstruction each time he tries to advance innovation, of course he will 
eventually hit the wall. His frustration will cause him to look for greener pastures. 
 

If the crisis in transition for smaller member churches is not well managed the 
church will probably eventually trade off something it shouldn’t in their desperation 
to find a pastor. They will trade off the character qualities that the Bible assigns to a 
pastoral leader. They will turn to someone unqualified to serve as a pastor. They 
will trade off their missionary identity. Each congregation has historically unique 
connections in their denominational life that desperation will cause them to devalue. 
They will trade off evangelistic vigor. They will settle for a chaplain who will make 
them comfortable, rather than a pastor who models for them the work of an 
evangelist (2 Timothy 4:5). 
 

These are just a few of the challenges of ministry in rural churches across America. 
There are many other concerns that could be explored. It’s one reason I am thankful 
that Dr. Larry Guido and the Guido Bible College in Metter, GA have reached out 
to us at the Middle Baptist Association about partnering to discover solutions in 
assisting rural churches. There is much to be gained in a partnership like this and we 
are praying and listening to God about what this opportunity might eventually 
become. I hope you will pray with us as well. 
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Event Trailer request form is on our website for our member churches.   

First come, first serve basis.  (912)564-2884 for calendar check!  

Happy Birthday to: 

Max Hall –10- Retired 

Barbara Morgan-14-FBC Springield 

Al Usher-17-Union 

Angie Usher-17-Union 

Linda Cooper-21-FBC Sylvania 

Betty Hall – 24- Retired 

Brad Asbury-29-Millen 

 

Happy Pastor Anniversary to: 

George Pabst -03- Crossroads 

Chris Roberson –93- Pine Street 

Ralph Dixon-08-Jackson 

Bryce Jeffcoat-18-Farmdale 

Church News and More…                                       
Turkey Branch Baptist Church welcomes Rev. Joel Vancil as pastor. He  took 
the field officially in June, having served previously as interim! 
 

Rev. David Sharp is now the pastor of Green Hill Baptist Church.  He has 
been serving as interim but officially transitioned in June.  Congratulations!  
 

Memorial Baptist Church will move indoors for services on July 5th at 11am.  
Sunday School and Evening Worship are still on hold for a few weeks.  
 

Bay Branch Baptist Church will have a “Masterwork” Sunday-School-like 
class on Wednesdays at 6:30pm.  Annora Mallard will lead the study using 
the Lifeway Summer 2020 edition beginning July 1st in the open sanctuary.  
Men and women welcome to discussion based class on “You Are Gifted” by 
Ken Hemphill.  Books, distancing, hand sanitizer provided.  Masks are 
optional.  If you miss being in a group study, COME! 
 

Oak Hill Baptist Church will host the Annual Back-To-School Bash on July 
18th from 2-4pm.  It is a “Drive-Thru Event”.  Children MUST BE IN the CAR 
to receive school supplies.  There will also be a “Prayer Stop” to share your 
concerns.  In August, they will have a cookbook available for $15/each to 
support the youth group. 
 

Hiltonia Baptist Church is busy planning an 100th Anniversary celebration.  
Friends and former members, please mark your calendars for October 11th 
with a service, gospel sing and dinner on the grounds.   

Elam-Egypt Baptist 

Church will be picking up 

backpacks from the 

Mission Center this 

winter and delivering to 

folks in Tennessee. If this 

is a project at your 

church, please proceed to 

collect for this  

worthy cause.  

 

MBA Children's Camp 
has been cancelled for 

Summer 2020.  

GBMB’s Annual GO Conference has become… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

August 28th—50+ Session Leaders 

No Travel—Online—Free 

Total Church Strengthening Conference 

Claim Your Free Ticket 

www.thesparkconference.com/home2  
 

Consider volunteering 
Visit: www.casaogeechee.org 

Limited registration(120) is open for this 

Camp Pinnacle Retreat-September 18-19 

$90 early bird 
georgiabaptistwomen.org/womseries/#Registration  

https://www.thesparkconference.com/home2
http://www.casaogeechee.org/
https://georgiabaptistwomen.org/womseries/#Registration

