Pastoral Culture Shock

Lee J. Smith
Mission educators and trainers have taught and warned missionary candidates about the perils of the emotional shock of entering into a culture different from your own for ministry purposes.  I would like to suggest that many pastors, pastors’ wives and children often experience culture shock when they move to a small town or rural community out of an urban or suburban background.  
There are distinct cultural differences between cities and rural areas of the United States.  That difference may not be as pronounced as it used to be, but it is still there. Satellite and cable television, the internet, cds, dvds, movies, videos and the proliferation of franchised chain stores like McDonalds, Subway, Wal-Mart and Menards has made America more uniform, more of a monolithic culture, but there are still differences. Some aspects of rural thinking may drive seminary-trained, suburban-raised pastors crazy.

Marty Giese, a small town pastor and director of the “Country Shepherds Workshop” held on the campus of Oak Hills Christian College points out these distinctives which suburbanite raised and trained pastors may find hard to deal with. Much of the following material was gleaned from Marty’s work.
1.  Pastors may struggle with aspects of rural thinking.

1)  “Rural people tend to work and think alone.  Within their sphere of influence they remain extremely independent in their thinking.”  The pastor must recognize this.  In the rural church he is not the boss.  He must learn to work with his people in an interdependent way, recognizing the he is a leader of a family, not the executive of a corporation.
2)  “Unpredictability of return for their labor and frequent material loss resulting from uncontrollable factors contributes to a defensive and pessimistic attitude in many agrarian people.”  Rural people are cautious about taking risks. The rural pastor must be sensitive to this while encouraging trust in God who alone can protect and sustain.  It is this skepticism which causes rural and small town churches to shy away from things like setting objective goals, long-range planning, budgets and procuring indebtedness for improving or enlarging facilities.

3)  For many rural people mere survival is viewed as commendable. In many communities this is a reality. If the population of a community is declining, holding your own may be quite a feat.

4)  Among rural people, program efficiency, punctuality and quality are not as high on the scale of values as relationships.  For example, top-notch music may not be as important as letting Hilda Jones’ niece play the special music or letting slow-witted Billy Bob help take up the collection even if on occasion he drops the plate.

5)  ”Rural people tend to be somewhat private and will seek to maintain some measure of protective psychological distance. They tend to resist relational confrontation.” They are not likely to “bare their souls” in a public forum.
6)  In a small town or rural church there may not be many leaders who feel comfortable in a leadership position requiring public communication.

7)  In the small town or rural church decisions are often made informally by consensus.

8)  In rural churches there seems to be a fixation on the weather (for good reason, I might add).

2. Another cultural barrier may be lack of immediate access to the diversified amenities of suburban living.  This includes things like:  shopping options, recreation opportunities, entertainment options (symphonies, museums, concerts, professional sporting events, etc), restaurants, and medical services. In many small towns there is no place to eat after 8:00 p.m.  No stores open after 6:00 p.m except maybe for KwikTrip. Where we lived in South Dakota the nearest Wal-Mart was 1 ½ hours away, McDonalds 40 miles and major quality hospitals 2 ½ hours away.  If you are used to being able to run to the neighborhood pharmacy super store 24 hours a day, it will be a shock when the local pharmacy is only open until 5 and closed on Saturday afternoon and Sunday. And what if you are suspicious of the competence of the one local doctor?

3. In small towns there is sometimes limited opportunity for employment for spouses and children needing money for college.

4.  There are also financial limitations.  Small town and rural church pastors on the average make less money than their suburban pastoral peers. At the same time gasoline, groceries, pharmaceuticals, hardware and cars may be more expensive as the local merchants don’t have the big-city advantage of a large volume of shoppers to wholesale prices.  Many small towns work hard to encourage shopping in town first and if the pastor doesn’t shop locally, town people will notice it.
5. Distance from extended families may also be a difficulty.  The pastor’s kids grow up, go off to college and find jobs in the big cities. Sometimes farmers who don’t take long vacations make look askance at the pastor who actually thinks he needs two Sundays off in a row to travel half way across the country to visit his relatives.

6. Another cultural barrier occurs when a fledgling pastor moves from the academic world of the seminary with its emphasizes on books, writing papers, theological debates over current hot theological issues, biblical and theological knowledge to his small town church which focuses on practical Christian living and life problems.  No one in the rural church is particularly interested in why the Psalmist used the Hiphil Imperfect in verse 4 nor the intricacies of the debate over Progressive Dispensationalism. The pastor, at times, longs for substantive biblical and theological conversation.

7.  If the pastor or his wife grew up in the upper middle class or upper class, they may find it difficult to accept a lower standard of living or accept those who are comfortable with less than meticulous housekeeping and the well-groomed, beautifully furnished homes one finds in the suburbs. The busy farm wife who feeds the pigs or milks the cows may not have the time or desire to keep her house looking like  a Good Housekeeping layout or herself as glamorous as a New York model.  Woe to the pastor, who, with an outside source of income, maintains the lifestyle of the city folks!
8.  There is also the reality of involuntary transparency.   In the small town there is very little privacy.  If you buy a new couch, everyone in town sees the furniture company van back up to your door.  If your son gets a speeding ticket, they know that too.  In small towns everybody knows everyone else’s business.  Small towns are very gossipy!

How to Overcome Rural Culture Shock

Here are some suggestions for overcoming rural culture shock:

1.  Accept people as they are.  Do not attempt to suburbanize them.  Rural culture is not inferior to that of the city, just different. If you can’t get beyond thinking that rural culture is inferior, you won’t last long in a rural or small town setting. Rural people will sense a spirit of suburban snobbishness.
2. Aspects of rural culture that are unbiblical need to be addressed patiently, biblically and compassionately.  There are aspects of every culture that fly in the face of Scripture because fallen people build sin-tainted societies.  Marty Giese does a masterful job of addressing this issue in a workshop presentation, “Important Issues in Town and Country Leadership.”
3.  Pastors must re-learn how to lead in a way that is effective in the small town and country setting.  (See my, “Pastoral Leadership in the Town and Country Church.”)

 4.  Pastors must accept and even adopt the customs of the local culture. The concept of learning to bond to the community in which one serves was clearly articulated and applied to cross-cultural missions by E. Thomas and Elizabeth Brewster in their small book, Bonding and the Missionary Task, (Lingua House, 1982).  The principles apply to the rural setting as well. Go to the 4-H fair or the rodeo. Put on your blue jeans and hop on a combine.  Eat venison sausage.  Invite the Christian cowboy singer to do a concert at your church.  Show up for the Chamber of Commerce Pancake Breakfast and the “Midnight Madness Sidewalk Sale” on Main Street. 

5.  Look for occasional opportunities to get away and enjoy the amenities of the city. Get out of town on your day off.  Take vacations.  Don’t stop reading good books.  Establish an e-mail correspondence with a pastoral peer where you can discuss theology.

6.  Pray that the Lord would fill your heart with love for rural people and the grace to accept those aspects of rural living that you don’t particularly enjoy.
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