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24 MISSOURI AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION

of the self-maintaining characteristic of the church program. Sunday schools can be a
completely laymen’s activity. Furthermore, organization of congregations tended to
be simple. A majority in fact had no other suborganization than a Sunday school and
women’s auxiliary. Resistance to complex organization was also apparent in the lack
of official boards in many churches and the irregularity of their meetings in still
more.'”

The fact of low financial support for rural churches is also a statement of low
financial obligations. The simple building and minimum expenses for professional
leaders exempts rural churches to a large degree from economic constraints, The self-
sufficient church (as well as the self-sufficient farmer) is not affected much one way
or another by wages and prices of the market. Whether the size (as a proxy of re-
sources) of a congregation was too small depended on what was expected of the group
by its members. If aspirations are for an elaborate program, then many rural churches
are too small, but if the rural church is perceived as a fellowship group, then a con-
gregation might exist “where only a few are gathered together.”

The characteristics and relationship of the clergy to community and congregation
are further factors which exempt congregations from influences of the larger society.
A function of professionals in rural society is to bring in the thoughtways of the
larger society. Vidich and Bensman found that the clergy played this role in Spring-
dale, New York.'* We found, however, that the clergy reflect closely the rural and
native Missouri background of their congregations. Added to this is the moralistic
orientation of ministers which tends to turn attention inward and emphasizes 2 moral
community.'® Thus such issues as social drinking and even social dancing are of con-
cern to the rural clergy. These most certainly are not issues on the national agenda.
Furthermore, a substantial part of the rural clergy does not carry the educational cri-
teria of professionalism and judges that their congregations do not expect seminary
training. The clergy contributes to the exemption from the demands of the market
on the congregation in yet another way in that a substantial proportion supports it-
self through secular occupations.

Finally, in our original expectation of the effects of urbanization on rural churches,
we had conceptualized the effects as unitary with the exception of the church/sect
distinction. No such unitary system seems to exist; instead the denominations act
separately with varying effects. As denominations seek to influence local congregations
to conform to their models of program and organization some congregations may opt
and have the ability to disassociate themselves from the denomination. A case in
point is the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in which a sizable number of con-
gregations are listed as non-brotherhood which means that they maintain indepen-
dence from the state association. The congregational bent of rural churches as well as
the large number of denominational identities serves to blunt any overall common in-
fluence of centralized systems of the larger society.

The raral church as a primary group. In reformulating our conception of congre-
gations of rural churches we finally regard the congregations as primary groups. In
this respect the neighborhood school and the rural church although having much in
common in their beginnings have taken sharply divergent paths. The neighborhood
school has been incorporated into the complex educational system finding standards,
resources, and control at the state and national levels. From neighborhood institu-
tions, schools have become specialized groups which are removed from direct com-
munity control through professionalization of staff, standardization of curriculum, and
extra-local evaluation. At the same time, consolidation of schools through state re-
quirements has effectively eliminated the open country schools and changed the lo-
cational patterns of other primary and secondary education units. There was some lo-
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