
[image: Couverture : Stephen Witmer, A BIG GOSPEL IN SMALL PLACES ((Why Ministry in Forgotten Communities Matters))]






  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  

    A


      BIG


      GOSPEL


      IN SMALL PLACES


    (Why Ministry in Forgotten


      Communities Matters)


    Stephen Witmer


    Foreword by Ray Ortlund


    [image: Illustration]


  





For my parents,

Daryl and Mary Witmer,

who have modeled for me a lifelong love for God

and a fruitful ministry in a small place





  


    Foreword


    RAY ORTLUND


    

      IT IS WRITTEN, “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12). Jesus said that, and he did not mean it as a mere ideal. Humility is, in fact, how human realities actually work. Pride cuts against the grain of God’s creation. Pride is like trying to get healthy on junk food or trying to go home by the wrong road. Humility is the secret key to everything gloriously human.


      John Calvin thought his way back over one thousand years of Christian thought and noticed what mattered most to two of our greatest saints:


      

        A saying of Chrysostom’s has always pleased me very much, that the foundation of our philosophy is humility. But that of Augustine pleases me even more: “ . . . so if you ask me concerning the precepts of the Christian religion, first, second and third and always I would answer humility.”


      


      Three hundred years later Charles Simeon, an Anglican minister writing to a friend, identified the heart of Christian ministry:


      

        Another observation of yours has not escaped my remembrance—the three lessons which a minister has to learn: 1. Humility. 2. Humility. 3. Humility. How long are we learning the true nature of Christianity!


      


      Moving forward to the twentieth century, we read in C. S. Lewis what he has to say about pride, the worst thing about us:


      

        According to Christian teachers, the essential vice, the utmost evil, is pride. Unchastity, anger, greed, drunkenness, and all that are mere fleabites in comparison. It was through pride that the devil became the devil. Pride leads to every other vice. It is the complete anti-God state of mind.


      


      Historic Christianity agrees that humility is the only human condition God can bless. God himself said,


      

        I dwell in the high and holy place,


        and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit,


        to revive the spirit of the lowly,


        and to revive the spirit of the contrite. (Isaiah 57:15)


      


      All grandiosity offends God, especially ministry grandiosity. But all humility pleases God, especially ministry humility. We who serve the Lord are following an egoless nobody named Jesus who had no itch for prominent big-deal-ness. He is why small towns can be ideal settings for God’s greatest blessings.


      I am not proposing that large cities are for arrogant pastors and small towns are for humble pastors. If only virtue were as easily attainable as a rural zip code! But I am noticing how consistent a modest ministry location is with the display of the glory of Jesus, who was despised and rejected by this world’s elite people. Doesn’t his gospel flip all our values so that we are learning to say, “Let the lowly brother boast in his exaltation, and the rich in his humiliation” (James 1:9-10)? Small town ministry is not something to settle for. To quote the author of this wonderful book, “Strategic isn’t always what we think.”


      Stephen Witmer understands the ironies God has built into his strategies for us all. In writing A Big Gospel in Small Places, Pastor Witmer knows what he’s writing about—and where he’s writing about. Serving Christ in a small Massachusetts town, as Stephen does, his ministry is a large kingdom commitment and an advantageous kingdom location. You doubt that? If we are honest, sometimes we do. But then we remember: Jesus came not from Rome, not even from Jerusalem, but from Nazareth, the equivalent to a small Massachusetts town of today. And even in glory above, right now our risen Lord still thinks of himself as a small-town man: “I am Jesus of Nazareth” (Acts 22:8). A Big Gospel in Small Places helps all of us to think with our Lord’s categories and thus to think more deeply, ironically, wisely, and cheerfully about the where and, even more, about the Who of our gospel ministries.


      If Christ has called you to serve him, then the location of your ministry is none of your business. You just follow his call. Wherever he leads you, your life will be forever glorious because he can put his glory anywhere. To quote Francis Schaeffer, “With God, there are no little people, no little places.” What matters is not the size of our city or town but our consecration to the Lord in that city or town.


      Wherever the Lord has called you, however modest in terms of this world, you can rejoice that he is the King of low places made strategic by his great plan. As you journey toward his celestial city, A Big Gospel in Small Places will help you keep on and keep on and keep on. And if the Lord has called you to a prominent place, this book will help you respect the churches in small places as equally significant in the eyes of Christ.


      And all of us will humbly agree together, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:31).


    


  






Introduction

MY SMALL-PLACE STORY


THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN to address a massive reality and an urgent need. More than three billion people around the world today—nearly half the world’s population—live in rural areas. Many others live in small, forgotten towns. And many of these people do not know Jesus. Their communities are often remote and underresourced. It can be difficult to go to such humble places, and difficult to stay. But if these billions of souls are to be reached with the gospel, we must go. In this book I’ll make the case that the gospel isn’t just the message we take to small places; it’s our motivation for going to them in the first place and our means of fruitful ministry once we get there. We’ll discuss these big realities soon enough; for now I’ll begin (appropriately enough) with something quite small—the story of my own awakening to the needs and opportunities of small places.

I grew up in Monson, Maine (population 700), on the shores of Lake Hebron. Monson wasn’t just small—it was remote. I rode a school bus half an hour each way to middle school and high school. The nearest mall and cinema were over an hour away. We lived, quite literally, on the edge of the wilderness. The Appalachian Trail passed through town, and between Monson and the northern end of the Trail lay the 100-Mile Wilderness. That meant all the hikers preparing for the seven-day trek north rested and resupplied in Monson. Because our neighbor ran the main hiker hostel in town, I grew up meeting larger-than-life personalities: people like Tuba Man, who walked the entire trail carrying his supplies in the bell of his instrument. Though the pungent odor of hikers permeated the air throughout the summer months, we were thankful for the income they generated for the Monson economy. We needed all the help we could get. Monson had a general store, an elementary school, a post office, a couple of churches, a penny-candy store and antiques seller, a small restaurant, a pizza place, a town museum, a laundromat, a gas station, a volunteer fire department, and a public library. That was about it.

My father pastored one of Monson’s two churches. He and my mother had moved to Maine before starting a family, attracted by its beauty and isolation and eager to do ministry. My father took a three-church parish and for years preached every Sunday morning in three churches in three towns. The church in our hometown, the Monson Community Church, met in a white-steepled building with beautiful stained-glass windows. Attendance swelled to fifty in the summer thanks to an influx of hikers and the seasonal migratory patterns of retirees. There wasn’t much turnover in the town or church. I grew up surrounded by the same church members who had changed my diaper.

There was a lot to like about Monson. Norm’s Store offered an enticing selection of penny candy. Lake Hebron was a good place to swim and canoe. The surrounding woods were a delight to explore, and every winter we cut a Christmas tree from the hill overlooking the town. My brothers and I claimed the street in front of our house as a playground, stepping off only for the occasional passing car (mildly annoyed that the driver had the audacity to make us move). There were colorful characters like the dog catcher who styled himself as a police officer and the town manager who always had a cigar in the corner of his mouth. If you kept your ears open, you’d hear marvelous stories. Two local teen boys made a practice of switching lanes whenever they met each other driving opposite directions on the road. One particular day, one boy switched lanes and the other didn’t. They collided head-on, but both walked away unharmed.

Somewhere along the way I began to grow restless. No one ever told me Monson was too small, too backwater, too isolated. No one ever openly encouraged me to leave. But at some point in my teen years I knew I would. Success, in my view, looked like getting away. As high school graduation neared, I poured over promotional material from colleges and developed an unofficial success ranking in my own mind. Classmates who stayed local came in at the bottom; those accepted at in-state universities were slightly higher, bettered by those who made it to a college further away in New England. The real successes were those who moved to a different part of the country altogether. In fact, I came to view my own success in life as directly proportional to the distance from home I moved and the size of the place where I lived. The further away and bigger the better.

The most noteworthy feature of this attitude was that it wasn’t all that noteworthy. Somehow, without explicit prompting, I had bought into a culturally prevalent disdain for small places and the view that leaving was the trajectory of the bright and promising. This cultural narrative, developed and promoted by people I did not know, in places I had never been, was powerful enough to blind me to the treasures of the place I had known and experienced all my life.

I soon began to make good on my aspiration to get away. I attended college in suburban Wheaton, Illinois; lived for two years in downtown Minneapolis; and then pursued graduate studies on the North Shore of Boston and in Cambridge, England. I lived far from home in well-known, wealthy, historic places. I attended large urban and suburban churches very unlike the tiny rural church of my childhood. I was drawn to the excitement, energy, and resources of these churches, to the well-known and skilled preachers who filled their pulpits, to the energetic college students and educated young professionals who filled their buildings. These churches were admired and emulated by others. They had big budgets, big buildings, and lots of events. I enjoyed being at the center of things. In fact, I began to take pride in it. The important places where I was living made me feel important. Throughout my twenties, as I studied for the ministry, I dreamed of pastoring a large city-center church. My résumé—ministry experience with college students and young professionals and advanced degrees in New Testament studies—seemed to point in that direction.

But life is full of surprising turns. For more than a decade now I have been, as my father was before me, the pastor of a small church in a small place. There have been seasons of heartache, fear, longing, and pain—but I have loved it.

My church, Pepperell Christian Fellowship, is a nondenominational church on Main Street in the town of Pepperell, Massachusetts, an hour northwest of Boston and just minutes from the New Hampshire border. You’ve probably never heard of Pepperell. It’s not a place people travel to so much as one they travel through. It’s a former mill town of twelve thousand people with a rural vibe. There are abundant horse farms, numerous fruit and vegetable stands, excellent fly fishing, and no stop lights. Each year in the Fourth of July parade a fleet of gleaming, refurbished tractors chugs up Main Street. One summer not long ago, a moose ambled through town (that was, admittedly, unusual!). When I step outside my front door at night, it’s dark and quiet, and I can see the stars. Few cars drive past. Once, on my way back across the street from our mailbox late at night, I lay down in the middle of the road just to see what it would feel like.

As a small-church, small-town pastor, I do some things that high-profile pastors of big churches in big places probably don’t do. I once disposed of a decaying squirrel that had crawled into our old education building and then died. (Seminary did not prepare me for that.) My church recruits a snow-shoveling team to clear the steps and decks during the long New England winters; I’m an able-bodied adult and I live near the church, so I’m on that team. Sometimes when I’m moving tables or chairs, hanging a sign on Main Street, or doing some other mundane task with my friend and fellow pastor Jeff, we’ll jokingly identify the nature of what we’re doing with a social media hashtag. #SmallTownPastor!

The truth is that before coming to Pepperell, I wasn’t trying to get to a small town. I hadn’t experienced a dramatic change in my understanding of ministry. I hadn’t suddenly felt a pressing burden for small places. On the contrary, it was God’s clear, unexpected call to one particular small-town church that has slowly, sometimes painfully, led to a change in my understanding of ministry and place and to a passion for seeing small places reached with the gospel.

A decade in Pepperell has led me to rethink, refeel, and reimagine some things. It has caused me to reexamine the Bible, seeking to root my views, feelings, and aspirations in the gospel rather than in what I’ve absorbed from popular culture. It’s forced me to reckon with personal pride and ambition as well as my long-time acceptance of some questionable understandings of city and country.

I’ve also realized that in going from big to small I’ve been swimming against not just the current of my own aspirations but that of evangelicalism, which seems to be increasingly prioritizing city ministry. In the past several decades, evangelicals have responded to the massive needs and opportunities created by a major shift of worldwide populations into urban areas.1 In the 1970s the Southern Baptist Convention focused more intently on planting urban and ethnic churches and saw a major increase in the number of those churches, from one thousand congregations among ethnic groups in 1970 to 2,074 in 1980.2 Throughout the 1980s the Lausanne Committee on World Evangelization sponsored numerous consultations in urban centers around the world. In 1989, Tim Keller moved to Manhattan to plant Redeemer Presbyterian Church, which grew rapidly and launched Redeemer City to City, a church-planting ministry that aims to start gospel movements in cities. More recently, the North American Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention has prioritized urban church planting through its strategy of focusing on thirty-two Send Cities, cities “with the greatest spiritual need and potential influence throughout North America.” This is just a small sampling of an increasingly urban ministry focus. Observers have noticed a massive shift from suburban planting to urban planting in recent years. One writer notes that “since the 1990s, evangelicals have increasingly focused on ‘strategic’ church planting in elite centers of cultural impact” and that “emerging evangelicalism [has] a decidedly urban focus and feel.”3 An urban church planter says, “Everyone’s planting in the heart of the city.”4

Well, not me. My life has gone a different direction, and ministry in a small town has stirred deep desires in me. I want to know how best to reach the small place where God has sent me. I want to better understand its unique opportunities and be more equipped to do something about its unique challenges. I want to care more about this place and its people than I already do. Small-town ministry (like ministry anywhere) is hard. Over the past decade I’ve agonized with hurting people, puzzled how to help struggling people, and felt anxiety about angry people. So I want to know that what I’m doing counts. I want to know deep in my bones that it’s not a waste for me to minister on the periphery in this small, unknown town rather than in the center of things in a great city. I want to understand the evangelical prioritizing of the city and how my small-town ministry fits in.

Is it true that the apostle Paul and other early Christian missionaries focused exclusively on city ministry, entirely avoiding the countryside? If so, did they do so for strategic reasons, believing that if the gospel captured the influential cities it would eventually spread to the surrounding small towns and countryside? If so, is this strategy of establishing urban beachheads also the most effective method for our own day and culture? Does the Bible teach that the world began in a garden (Eden) and will end in a city (the new Jerusalem)—and if so, is that end-time urban future a reason for me to devote my life to city ministry in the present? Though I’ve heard and read people I deeply respect making all these points as part of a case for prioritizing city ministry in our day, I’ve never seen a careful, probing assessment of these claims. I hope that will be one contribution of this book.

My deep desire to understand and appreciate the importance of the small-place ministry God has called me to has led me to seek out other small-place ministers in order to learn from their experiences. Over the past several years I’ve been challenged and inspired by small-town and rural pastors and Christian workers from the coalfields of West Virginia to the plains of Wyoming, from the valleys of Wales to the countryside of Ireland and the villages of northern Uganda. I’ve corresponded and prayed and worshiped and partnered with churches and pastors who are changing their small communities in North Carolina, Georgia, Texas, and Pennsylvania. Closer to home, a couple of friends and I have launched Small Town Summits, an initiative that seeks to resource and encourage those who minister in the small places of our region. As we’ve gathered with small-town laypeople, ministry leaders, and pastors from all over New England, we’ve learned of the struggles faced by those who pour their lives into tiny places. We’ve also been amazed by the choice servants God has called to largely forgotten and spiritually hardened villages and hamlets.

While I’ve learned a lot, it turns out my experience in small-town ministry hasn’t so much resulted in the discovery of things I didn’t know as in the rediscovery of things I once knew. I’ve come to see afresh the beauty and brokenness of small places—the one in which I now live as well as others around the world and throughout history. I’ve slowly come to view these places through a biblical lens, with a gospel-centered theological vision, more like God sees them. I long to communicate this vision in this book.


THE PLAN OF THIS BOOK

In the pages that follow I’ll seek to answer three questions that correspond with the book’s three main sections. First, what are small places like? Second, how can we minister fruitfully in small places? Third, should I minister in a small place?

Place matters; hence the first question. One of the necessary building blocks of a theological vision for small-town and rural ministry is considering the promise and problems of these places. It’s important for us to recognize the features of small-place life and culture we can enthusiastically embrace as well as those we must necessarily challenge.

I’ll address the second question (How can we minister fruitfully in a small place?) in the book’s central section. We must begin with the simple confidence that small-place ministry is not a waste or something to be ashamed of. In fact, God calls some of his brightest and most capable servants to minister in small, forgotten places for their whole lives. Church history is full of examples (some of which we’ll examine in this book).

Sadly, some ministers in small places feel that they’re smaller people because of where they minister—that they’re on the junior varsity team, not good enough to make it in the exciting, influential places. They’re envious, lonely, and restless, always wondering what they’re missing. They spy on the ministries of others (often on social media) instead of savoring their own. As a result, their joy is diminished and their congregations are damaged. To minister effectively in small places, we need a gospel-shaped theological vision to see both ourselves and our places as God does. As the gospel helps us disentangle our value from our postal code and the worth of our postal code from its size, amenities, and influence, we’ll be freed for joyful gospel ministry right where we live. Practical small-place ministry suggestions are important, and we’ll certainly get to them. But if they don’t flow from a coherent theological vision, they’ll just be additional burdens for insecure rural ministers to bear—or more trophies for prideful rural ministers to display.

The third big question (Should I minister in a small place?) is important for both current and would-be ministers to ask and answer. Perhaps this is a good place to make a couple of things clear. First, I won’t try to persuade anyone to become a small-place minister. On the contrary, I’ll make the case that many should not. I’m overjoyed that God is moving in the great cities and sprawling suburbs of the world, and I hope many more people will hear and obey his call to the big places. The last thing I want to do is persuade someone God has equipped and called to a city or suburb to go to the country instead.

Second, I won’t argue that small-town and rural ministry is more important than city or suburban ministry. My friend Stephen Um, who cowrote Why Cities Matter, pointed out that he didn’t title his book Why Cities Matter More. My own journey hasn’t led me to believe that ministry in cities and suburbs is less important. Some of my dearest friends are pastors in big cities, and I’ve benefited from many conversations with them. Making a case for rural ministry needn’t (and shouldn’t) involve the denigration of ministry in bigger places.

But neither is small-place ministry less important than big-place ministry. God is calling some future ministers (perhaps currently leading a small group or faithfully serving in their church, maybe doing office work or plumbing or carpentry or engineering) to give their lives to God’s great glory in small, forgotten places. Sadly, some simply will not hear that call. Some are unable even to imagine small-place ministry as an option. Others will dismiss the call because small-place ministry seems so unstrategic and undesirable. Still others will reluctantly accept the call, disappointed that a small church in a small place is their only option. They’ll regard it as a training ground for something better and will therefore never give it their best.

It’s not my goal to persuade anyone to go to small places. Rather, I hope to persuade everyone to be open to God persuading them to go to small places. If God isn’t calling you to a rural ministry, please don’t go to one. But if he is calling you to rural ministry, I long for you to respond with a joyful yes and then stay as long as he wants you there.




YOU

If you’re ministering as a pastor, lay leader, or congregation member in a small place, I’m writing for you. I want to encourage you to press on in your ministry with deep satisfaction, purpose, and joy, and I’m praying for you as I write.

Much of this book has grown out of reflecting on the American context. That’s due to my own location and limitations, not because I consider it more important. You may be a rural pastor or church member in Guatemala, Italy, India, or Ethiopia. I invite you to consider carefully your own place and context using the categories and approach I employ in part one and to draw deeply on parts two and three (which will be directly relevant for you) as you develop a small-place theological vision. I hope this book will be helpful, encouraging, and motivating for small-place churches and ministers all over the world.

Perhaps you sense a call to future small-place ministry. I’m writing for you as well. I hope this book will open you to the possibility of a call you might otherwise have rejected out of hand. Or, if God leads you to city or suburban ministry, I hope he will use this book to grow in you a greater appreciation for ministry in small, forgotten places.

I’ve tried also to write a book that will be helpful for those who are currently ministering in cities and suburbs. I hope you’ll find that I value and rejoice in your call and that you’ll also be helped to see the importance of the work being done by God’s servants in smaller places. I hope my probing of the evangelical prioritization of city ministry will encourage you to weigh the evidence for yourself so that your call to bigger places is grounded on solid biblical foundations. Many city ministers serve small churches in parts of the city that, though urban, nonetheless have many elements of small about them. Though their cities may be famous, these ministers and their churches are not. If that’s you, I believe much of what you’ll read in this book will be relevant to you.

Wherever we do gospel work, fruitful ministry will flow from treasuring God and his gospel. It will be empowered by the Holy Spirit and sourced from the Bible, with deep, enduring roots. It will embody the very characteristics of the gospel it proclaims.












  


  PART 1


  WHAT ARE THE SMALL


    PLACES LIKE?


  (Small places are better and worse than we think)
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  Taking a Fresh Look at Small Places
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    SINCE 2016, there’s been an increased curiosity about rural areas and small towns in the United States—the parts of the country largely responsible for the election of President Donald Trump.1 The current curiosity is mainly from those who live in the big places, the cultural centers, and the major cities, and it generally runs along the lines of “Who are these people who voted for Trump? And why did they vote for him?” A flood of articles about rural America and its problems have appeared in the Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, New York Times, and other publications. J. D. Vance’s memoir Hillbilly Elegy, about his roots in small-town Appalachia, has become a bestseller. Academic researchers, such as Princeton sociologist Robert Wuthnow, have been busy trying to explain rural America to the rest of the nation.


    The renewed interest in small places isn’t limited to the United States. On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom voted for Brexit (the withdrawal of the UK from the European Union). Voters in small places influenced the result: more than half of voters in the English countryside chose to leave the European Union while big cities throughout the UK voted to remain. Commentators drew parallels between the influence of rural American and British voters.2 And once again, similar questions were raised: who are these people, what do they care about, and why did they vote as they did? Other commentators have drawn attention to a strong urban-rural divide in Europe and the ways that divide has contributed to heated debates about immigration and to the increasing influence of nationalistic politics.3


    

      THREE REALITIES OF THE RENEWED INTEREST IN SMALL PLACES


      For the time being, the city mouse is more curious about his odd country cousin. The Trump election, the Brexit vote, and the subsequent fascination with the small places represent a significant turn of events.


      This phenomenon reflects massive global shifts. Until recently in human history, there was no particular fascination with small places simply because almost every place was a small place. In 1800, more than 90 percent of the world’s population lived in rural areas. To understand rural, you could simply talk to your neighbors or reflect on your own experience. Even after the global migration to cities accelerated, the countryside was still important enough that it wasn’t usually deeply misunderstood or altogether forgotten. Rural and small-town life has been the main reality for most of the world for most of its history. No longer.


      The renewed interest in small places presents a unique gospel opportunity. Despite rapid worldwide urbanization, the global rural population is currently about 3.4 billion people, nearly half the world’s population.4 I wrote much of this book in Northern Ireland, where my wife’s family lives: around 37 percent of Northern Ireland’s population is rural. Rural England has a population of around ten million—about 19 percent of the overall population.5 New England, where my family and I live, has many rural areas with tremendous spiritual needs. A 2017 Barna study on the spiritual landscape of New England found “a movement that is quietly revitalizing Christianity in the diverse urban centers of New England, while the broader population of New England remains unreached and spiritually adrift.”6


      This is true the world over: many rural people do not know Jesus. This means that if the nations are to be reached with the gospel, followers of Jesus can’t stay in the cities and suburbs. We must venture into and minister long-term in the small, forgotten places. Perhaps the current interest of our broader culture will spark curiosity among those who long to bring gospel hope wherever there are people. Encouragingly, since 2016 there’s been increased evangelical interest in rural areas and small towns. Numerous articles and some excellent books and conferences are calling for rural church planting and renewal efforts. Several new rural ministries and networks have formed (including Small Town Jesus and the Acts 29 Rural Collective), and there’s been increased visibility for organizations like the Vineyard’s Small Town USA initiative, the Rural Home Missionary Association, and Village Missions.


      But most likely the renewed interest from our broader culture will not last. The fascination will fade as the 2016 election grows more distant and the national media focuses on other matters. While the current cultural interest regarding small places is indeed a gospel opportunity, it is only an opportunity. It’s a springboard, not a pool to swim in. Christian interest in the small places must be energized by something deeper than media interest. In the past generation or two, the Christian subculture has followed the broader culture’s lead in minimizing or ignoring small places. If we’re only interested in small places because our broader culture is, we’ll lose interest as soon as it does. I’ve heard Christian advocates for rural ministry try to rally excitement by making it cool again. But squeezing small towns into skinny jeans and flannel isn’t good enough. Trendy things (by definition) don’t last. An enduring, tenacious passion for small-place ministry must be sourced from abiding realities like the character of God and the nature of the gospel. Our broader culture’s current interest offers an opportunity to look afresh at the small places—but we must look with gospel vision. What will we see when we do?


    


    

    

      DEFINING TERMS: WHAT COUNTS AS A SMALL PLACE?


      I’ve been using the term small places. The title of this book is A Big Gospel in Small Places. So it’s important to explain what I mean by that term. I certainly don’t mean small in a geographical sense. More than 90 percent of land in the UK is natural or farmland, by some estimates rural areas cover more than 75 percent of America’s land area, and rural areas cover much of the rest of the world’s land area.7 Instead, when I refer to small places, I’m using the term in a nontechnical sense to refer to countryside and communities that are relatively small in population, influence, and economic power. I’m speaking of towns many people have never heard of, like Monson and Pepperell. I’m thinking of places like Lusk, Wyoming; the Rhondda Valley of Wales; and South Royalton, Vermont.


      We can think of small places and big places on a continuum, with any given settlement of human beings falling somewhere along that line based on factors such as population, cultural influence, economic power, and degree of isolation from large urban centers. All the way on the “big place” end of that spectrum are the world’s forty largest cities, which account for two-thirds of the world’s economic output and shape global trends in fashion, education, entertainment, sports, and much else besides.8 Somewhere in the middle are the suburbs and exurbs that surround these great cities. On the “small place” end of the spectrum are towns like my hometown Monson and even smaller communities, such as the 429 Maine townships that don’t have any local municipal government or even a normal name—places like T3 R4 WELS or T5 ND BPP. The unorganized areas of Maine account for more than one half of its land area but contain a total of only nine thousand year-round residents. They’re very small places!
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      This continuum is helpful for three reasons. First, it reminds us of the many differences between various small places (what some have called “multiple ruralities”). Though I’d plot both Monson and Pepperell on the small-place end of the spectrum, their differences are significant. Equally, an isolated agricultural town in the Midwest plains will be different in character from a small college town in the Northwest or a remote African village. These differences matter for life and ministry. We’ll explore their impact later in the book.


      Second, as we consider the smallness or bigness of a community based on its population, economic power, and cultural influence, we find communities of large population and high density that are nonetheless quite limited in their economic power and cultural influence. A friend lives in an economically depressed region of Manchester, England, an area that has attracted many immigrants. Though Manchester is the third-largest metropolitan area in the United Kingdom, this part of the city is relatively small in economic power and cultural influence. It may fall somewhere closer to the small-place end of the spectrum than we’d initially think. Conversely, some places small in population nonetheless have an outsized cultural influence. In the United States, two of the eight Ivy League universities are in small towns: Dartmouth in Hanover, New Hampshire (population 12,000), and Cornell in Ithaca, New York, (population 30,000). My wife graduated from the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, located in a small, picturesque town of seventeen thousand. Both the university and the golf course (which regularly hosts the British Open) have a global influence. There are certainly elements of bigness in these places.


      Because there’s a very sizable overlap between small places (as I’m defining them) and small towns and rural areas, I’ll often use those terms nearly synonymously in this book. That’s because almost all small towns and rural areas qualify as small places, while relatively few cities do. But my repeated use of the term small places will be both a reminder that some small towns are larger (in influence and economic power) than might first appear and an invitation for those in poor, uninfluential parts of the city to see the elements of smallness in their places.
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      Third, the continuum also helps us see that any given place can contain mixed elements of rurality and urbanity—it may not be all one or the other. The current emphasis in the field of geography “resists an urban-rural binary,” seeing more of a range of “urbanness” and “rurality.”9 If you think about it for a moment, you can see why. There’s an arbitrariness involved in any statistical definition of metropolitan area, urban, rural, or small town. Is the definition based on population? If so, just how big must a particular cluster of people be in order to qualify as a small town or as urban? The same arbitrariness is involved when using other criteria. It turns out that demographers and government agencies use different definitions. A United Nations report on world urbanization acknowledges that “there is no common global definition of what constitutes an urban settlement” and that the definition “varies widely across countries.”10 These varying definitions lead in turn to varying definitions of rural because demographers usually define rural negatively, as “whatever is not urban.” Even within the United States alone more than two dozen definitions of rural are used by federal agencies! Defining what constitutes a small town is equally arbitrary.11


      But neither the arbitrariness of statistical definitions nor the sheer number of available definitions means we should stop using them. If we want to measure urban and rural populations and realities (and we should), then we have to define the terms somehow. The arbitrariness of the definitions does suggest, however, that perhaps they shouldn’t be our only way of evaluating the nature of a place. A thick description that takes into account appearance, feel, and rhythm of life also matters. Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, a scholar of rural America, notes that “the issue of how a place feels guides people’s perceptions of the difference between rural and urban as much as any other factor.”12


      Of course it does. Most people develop their impressions of a place by spending time in it, not by researching what the US Census Bureau says about it. Brad Roth, a pastor in Moundridge, Kansas, suggests in his book God’s Country that “rural identity has more to do with how rural people experience the world.”13 We could say that rural and urban are quantitative (numbers, densities) and qualitative (perspectives, ways of life).


      My town of Pepperell is an example of a place that’s not neatly definable. Its population of twelve thousand and its proximity to Nashua, New Hampshire, and Boston disqualify it as rural or small town according to some definitions. However, few who visit Pepperell would call it a city or even a suburb. It looks, feels, and behaves like a small, New England town. There’s a distinct downtown area, a white-steepled church, and a local diner. We have community rituals, including our outdoor summer concerts at the bandstand and our New England-style town meetings (which get contentious at times). We lack the accoutrements of a city or suburb: no mall, no cinema, no big museums or cultural centers, no Starbucks, not even a high school (we regionalized years ago). While Pepperell is certainly not as far along the continuum toward small place as Monson, it’s relatively small and maintains a strong degree of rural, small-town character. The Metropolitan Area Planning Council classifies Pepperell as a “country suburb.”14 The country part may explain why I see a tractor drive past my house early some mornings.


      I think most of us will be able to intuitively grasp whether a particular community falls more on the small place or big place end of the continuum. In this book I’ll refer to various statistics and numerous studies of urban and rural areas. The relevance of these statistics to the place where you live will depend on where your community falls on the continuum. As I’ve pointed out, demographers define urban and rural variously, and I won’t note their particular criteria every time I quote a survey or statistic. That would be distracting and unnecessary. The picture I’m painting and the case I’m making will hold true regardless.


      The bottom line is that no matter which definitions we choose, there are billions of people living in small places around the world today—and that matters a lot. Those billions need Jesus and won’t hear of him unless someone goes to them with the gospel (Romans 10:14-15). I’ve heard people mention the low percentage of small-town/rural dwellers in order to justify a prioritization of urban ministry. But consider that 16.4 percent of the world’s population are atheists, agnostics, and religiously unaffiliated.15 We all know it’s urgently important to reach them, even though they constitute a relatively low percentage of the overall population. Percentages aside, the numbers add up to many souls. As Donnie Griggs reminds us, the total population of American small towns alone is about thirty-three million people, which is more than the populations of Morocco, Afghanistan, Venezuela, Peru, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, Uzbekistan, Nepal, Mozambique, Ghana, North Korea, Yemen, Australia, Madagascar, Cameroon, Angola, Syria, Romania, Sri Lanka, Cote d’Ivoire, Niger, Chile, Burkina Faso, Malawi, the Netherlands, Kazakhstan—you get the picture. (The list continues with more than a hundred other countries.)16


    


    

    

      CONSIDERING PLACE


      We’re building a theological vision for small-place ministry centered on the gospel, and we’ll begin by thinking about place. A helpful way to deepen our understanding of small places is to increase our awareness of the often flawed attitudes of our broader culture toward them. Understanding our culture’s misperceptions will help ensure that our own instincts and actions don’t simply follow its lead but are informed by the Bible and sound theology. In chapters two and three, we’ll discover that small places are both better—and worse—than we think.
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