Churches Essential to Rural Revitalization

I came across an interesting study this week from the Arkleton Institute for Rural Development Research in Aberdeen Scotland.  A research team there studied the impact of rural churches in Scottish communities.  They discovered what many of us know--that “churches play a central role in the religious, cultural, political and social life of many rural communities.”  They found that “ministers were often identified as the only remaining on site professional that rural people could easily approach for advice or assistance.”  It was the church hall that most often housed community meetings.  It was often the church’s rituals—especially weddings and funerals—that brought the community together.

The authors were enthusiastic about the potential for revitalizing rural communities if churches are included in rural research and development planning.  But they noted, with some dismay, that generally they are not. The sort of research the Arkleton Institute did is relatively unparalleled in Europe. In the last thirty years for example, the leading European rural sociology journal has published only two articles that have anything to do with religion.  It is different in the U.S.  In recent years a great deal of money has gone into supporting “faith-based” community-building initiatives.  Some see this as the government’s attempt to download a wide range of social services onto churches.  However it has certainly raised the profile of churches in both urban and rural communities.

In Canada we’ve followed the European pattern.  Very little is being done to investigate the impact that churches have on rural communities.   That is in spite of the fact that a fair bit of research money in Canada is being poured into examining the rural social fabric.  But somehow churches are off-limits.  Perhaps they are seen as too biased, or too “heavenly-minded” to be any earthly good.  Yet they are one of the key institutions in rural communities.  Churches know how to recruit volunteers and organize projects.  They provide gathering space.  They celebrate the community’s gifts and bring hope that Powers greater than the world market care about their future.

An ad hoc group in Western Canada has decided to explore the ways in which rural churches are involved with reviving rural communities.  A “Harvest Conference” is being held Muenster, Oct 13-16 under the theme “Faith Community as Catalyst for Rural Renewal” (see www.ruralchurchcanada.net).  People from the prairies and beyond will be sharing their stories of new life in rural communities.  There will be panel presentations on how the media and churches can work together to support rural communities, on the arts and rural renewal.  The Earl Grey marketing group will share their story.  There will be workshops on de-shaming farm bankruptcy, on the work of EarthCare, the Genesis Land Trust and Heifer International. Trevor Herriot, author of Jacob’s Wound  and River in a Dry Land  will talk about the way in which spirituality has shaped his relationship to the land. Congregations in the “Vibrant Rural Churches Project” will share their experience.  There will be a session that looks at the Bible through the eyes of our modern rural economy (the huge hog operation at Gerasa for example).
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