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Rural Washington: A value we need to preserve
Growing up in Chicago, I became quickly aware of the overwhelming power and significance of 
the large urban community with its political, economic and social impact on the community 
around it. This was true of every large city in our nation. There were the usual trips to what we 
called the “the country” without ever realizing or appreciating the values of the small town or the 
importance of the farming and agricultural community. !
My appreciation of rural life changed drastically some years ago when I became bishop of 
Eastern Montana. I discovered the richness and quality of life which small towns and rural areas 
offer to individuals, families, and the community at large. It was tragic to see how economic 
conditions and other factors began to impact life of the rural communities undergoing serious 
erosion. The greatest export of rural communities was no longer food or agricultural products, 
but rather the youth of the community. !

The church of Western Washington: A community of many faces!
Our own local church could well be seen by many only in terms of the large urban counties 
connected by Interstate 5. Yet, our local church has a number of small rural communities nestled 
near the mountains, on the Olympic peninsula, and along the ocean. These towns and the 
people who live there offer a rich diversity to who we are as a civic and religious community. !
The timber and fishing industry are at the heart of the life of the rural communities in Western 
Washington. Recent events which have been publicized in the media are now offering rural 
communities a unique challenge on whether they will survive or not. It is more than an economic 
issue; it is an issue impacting the quality of human life. !

The human issue and price!
A recent newspaper story about timber towns affected by the collapse of the timber industry 
spoke about “the mire of domestic violence, substance abuse, mental illness and juvenile 
delinquency” which were among the new challenges people were asked to confront. Last week, 
it was good to come together with the pastors and lay people from the rural communities of the 
church of Western Washington to ask them to share their story and to hear suggestions on what 
the church community might do to be of help and assistance.!
What was emphasized more than anything else in the conversation which took place was a call 
to appreciate the value of rural communities. Without realizing it or stopping to consider the 
consequences, a way of life is being lost. What is happening to rural communities is a moral 
issue which needs to be addressed in light of all the values at stake. !
For many people, there is anger and denial, and especially the mourning for the loss of youth in 
a community. Individuals and families experience new severe strains and the economic 
conditions touch not only businesses, but schools, churches and human services.
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What can we do?!
In light of these realities, the normal American question is: “What can we do?” More than 
anything else, it would seem we need to have a consciousness raising the value of rural 
communities, their people, and their way of life. We need to look at the issues impacting our 
small communities. We need to ask whether we see the rural community as a value only to 
serve the larger community by providing us with a bucolic setting to escape from the city for a 
day or weekend?!
We are well aware today of the need to preserve our resources. It would be tragic to see the rich 
resource of the rural community lost in our own lifetime. It was good to get together with the 
pastors and lay people of rural Washington. They shared their stories, their fears, their anxieties, 
their problems, but they also shared a wisdom well worth hearing about a value we need to 
preserve. May joy and hope be yours. 
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