
The Stone Soup was canned by mission groups and is distributed 

through the food pantry. Photo by Vicki Brown. 

 

Appalachian Ministry Network Hopes to Bring Attention to Rural Poverty 

By Vicki Brown* 

The people of Appalachia are resilient – a quality the United Methodist Appalachian Ministry 

Network must have to continue its work in a church that is moving away from programs that 

address rural poverty, members of the Advisory Board of the network said at their Oct. 21-22 

meeting in Sylvania, Ala. 

 

“We are a disparate group, but we represent all of Appalachia. We feel the passion for the 

hands-on work that we do; we are all about having ministry in Appalachia. The people we are 

called to serve have the qualities that we need for us to do what we need to do,” said the Rev. 

Chuck Jack, a pastor in the Redbird Missionary Conference who was elected chair of the 

advisory board.  

 

Jack, who was the vice chair of the advisory board, replaced Bishop 

Thomas Bickerton as chair. Bickerton submitted his resignation, 

writing that his duties as head of the denomination’s Global Health 

Initiatives prevented him from continuing as chair of UMAMN. In 

addition to electing a new chair, the network approved a $58,428 

budget for 2011 and began planning for the United Methodist 

Appalachian Ministry Network Assembly scheduled for Oct. 19-21, 

2011, at Lake Junaluska, N.C. 

 

The group also toured the cannery and home-building ministries of 

the Upper Sand Mountain Parish, a cooperative ministry of eight 

local United Methodist churches working together to serve 1,000 

square miles of Jackson and Dekalb counties, located in the 

foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. Both projects are aimed at 

helping families living in poverty reach a level of sustainability. 

 

The advisory board approved two grants: $2,500 to Center Avenue United Methodist Church in 

Pitcairn, Pa., to begin a Circles program to engage people in working to end poverty; and $1,700 

to the Inter Parish Ministry in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, to support a mentoring and planning 

program that works with low income 

individuals in Clermont County and Eastern 

Hamilton County. 

 

Members of the advisory board said they 

believed networking – sharing ideas and 

programs that work – is a vital role for the 

group. They also shared concerns that rural 

poverty and particularly poverty in 

Appalachia are being forgotten. “The General 



The group toured one of the 45 houses that the Upper Sand 

Mountain Parish has built and sold for the cost of materials to 

families in the area. Photo by Vicki Brown. 

 

Tayna Rains, director of the Upper Sand 

Mountain Parish, explains that all of the 

houses are passive solar, which keeps 

electric bills low. 

 

Conference has pretty much eliminated rural poverty programs,” said the Rev. John Baney, a 

pastor in Austin, Pa. He and others said part of the role of the advisory board is to get the word 

out about the work being done by ministries in Appalachia. 

 

Bob Wilkins, the part-time executive coordinator of UMAMN, said “the church isn’t going to 

come to us, but we have a lot of offer. We have 

to get the word out.” The network was 

designated in 1972 by the General Conference 

to work with local, district, conference, and 

church leadership to coordinate United 

Methodist ministries in Appalachia. Its vision is 

"a society free of injustice and exploitation, 

where Appalachian people are valued for who 

they are, where sustainable community is 

created and where each person has the 

opportunity to realize their God-created 

spiritual, social and economic potential," 

according to its Web site. 

 

The Rev. Sharon Michael of Roanoke, Va., said that when she attended the 2009 assembly – a 

gathering of those who work in ministries in Appalachia – she found the networking most 

helpful. In fact, after hearing presentations on Circles ministries, she began working on 

developing a Circles Community in the Roanoke District. That program, which was partly funded 

with a $2,500 grant from UMAMN, is underway with small groups in area churches using the 

book, What Every Church Member Should Know about Poverty. 

Michael and another person are being trained to develop Circles 

communities. 

 

Michael said the small groups will study the “hidden rules of 

class” and other information people will need to take part in a 

Circles community. “The next steps, probably next year, will be 

to form a class of about 20 people who wish to transition out of 

poverty and have them select from those trained in the small 

groups about poverty to form Circles of Support,” Michael said. 

 

Wilkins said the UMAMN grants, which in the past have focused 

almost exclusively on hunger, are being shifted toward 

mentoring programs and poverty initiatives that address the 

systemic causes of poverty. 

 

Advisory board working groups developed plans to improve the 

network Web site and keep it more up-to-date with stories 

about work that is being done, update the Ministry Network 

member manual, work through United Methodist Women 



representatives to get out some stories about the ministries in the network, and request time 

at the Course of Study Licensing School to discuss the network and Appalachia. 

 

Visit www.appalachia-umc.org to learn more about the United Methodist Appalachian Ministry 

Network or contact the network at (304) 667-7061 or e-mail umamnbob@yahoo.com. Online 

donations can be made from the Web page. 

 

Donations may also be made to Appalachian Regional Ministries, General Advance Special 

#982041 or to the Appalachian Hunger and Poverty General Advance Special #982039, and 

placed in church offering plates or sent to Advance GCFA at P.O. Box 9068, New York, NY 

10087-9068, GPO. Donate online at secure.gbgm-umc.org/donations/index.cfm. Advance 

special gifts can be made with a credit card by telephone at 888-252-6174. 
 

*Brown, associate editor and writer in the Office of Interpretation, United Methodist General Board of 

Higher Education and Ministry, serves as GBHEM’s liaison to the network. She is a voting member of the 

network’s executive committee. 


