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If you want to know how to bring life to places that desperately
need it, then you have to read Transforming Church in Rural
America, as Shannon O’Dell shares about the great risk he took
in building a church in the middle of rural Arkansasan endeavor
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Shannon O’Dell isn’t just “Breaking the Rurals” – he is
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way church has always been done.
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Being a church planter in rural America, (Rolla, Missouri) I
have seen and experienced many things that Shannon details
in this book. The application of the principles in this book will
take strong leadership driven by a God-given vision. The results
will bring about transformation to churches in rural America
that have neglected the Great Commission and allowed church
to be more about them than about those needing a Savior in
our communities.
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Foreword
Are you aware that sixty-percent of all the Protestant
churches in the United States of America average sixty people
or less on a weekend? Great numbers of men and woman are
strategically positioned in the little towns and villages and
hamlets at crossroads all across the country—deployed as if by
divine and sovereign decree. They occupy these places of great
potential.
I wonder what might happen if every local church, every
congregation and every pastor in all of these rural communities,
would light up, ignite and catch fire? What would happen if
they would catch, not a man-made substitute, but the fire of
God from the hand of God and the altar of God and the spirit
of God? What might happen?
I believe many do not try because they have been convinced
it can’t be done. They have never seen it done. They have never
heard of it happening. But then, from time to time, God lights
someone up on fire and He invites someone of great faith to
dance the line which is the sharp and cutting-edge between
insanity and faith… to dance that line and walk by faith to do a
new thing…to create and innovate.
And I have seen that in Shannon O’Dell. It is the witness
of a faithful servant of God, like Shannon, that transforms so
many of the rest of us. There is nothing new under the sun—
but occasionally we need to see a man or woman of God who
tries a new thing that is so far from what we have imagined that
we look—and we gasp—and in that gasping moment we realize
this is something only God can do.
That was my experience when I sat in a crowd listening to
Shannon talk about the way he was distributing the message
of the Gospel through rural America by using a Hummer
and satellite dish. A collective gasp went through the room.
9
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First, because we thought, “What in the world?” And then we
thought, “Oh my, what would my people say?”
What a moment—to experience someone who manifests
the reality of consequential living! We look and we see that
this person stretched, and stepped, and tried a new thing, and
lo and behold the old old story was wrapped up in a new new
package.
The story didn’t change, but the method did—and it
was creative and innovative, and inspired each of us to try
something new. Your new thing isn’t necessarily putting a
satellite dish on a Hummer. (Don’t suggest that to your board.
You will be calling U-Haul!)
But friend, I’m telling you the idea that somebody might try
something that’s innovative and creative—that inspires me! And
I want to think outside the box, and I want to imagine what
might happen. What if I took the lid off? What If I didn’t say, “I
am trapped by what is and what has been?” What if I dreamed
a God-sized dream? What if God gave me today the dream
that I have been praying? What if God satisfied my prayers and
answered my prayers? Are my prayers too small?
“Show us a way, O God, to reach our community,” doesn’t
get prayed often enough. “Give me courage, give me faith, grant
me wisdom for the facing of this hour in my community,” is
often left out. We don’t pray those prayers because we’ve got
other concerns—smaller, more pressing things. It’s time for a
God-sized dream. And a God-sized vision.
And so, this foreword ends and the book begins with a
prayer. I pray for Shannon, and in so doing pray for rural
America. And I ask you to agree with me in this prayer for
Shannon and for the pastors of rural churches across this
country—many who think what they’re doing doesn’t matter;
many whose loftiest goal has been diminished to hoping that
the gate keepers at the church don’t yell at them anymore.

		

Oh Father God, we pray for Shannon O’Dell, for his family,
for his marriage, for his ministry, and for his congregation.
We pray for his witness and we pray for his mind, that he will
think new thoughts and dream new dreams. We pray for his
body that it will be healthy and strong, that he can run long
the race that you have set before him.
We pray for his friends, that they will be true to him and true
to You; that they will always lift him up, always encourage
him, always help him on the journey. We pray for resources to
flow into his ministry because it is Your work and what You
have purposed to be done. We believe that You will resource
what You have commanded to be done. And so we pray that
people with money will give money, that people with time will
give time, that people with faith will exercise their faith, that
people with big ideas and big dreams and big visions will give
those ideas and dreams and visions to the cause.
I pray, Father, that Shannon will encourage and challenge
pastors and leaders in rural churches all across this country.
I pray that the God-sized work you are doing in Arkansas
through Shannon’s ministry will be repeated in towns and
villages in every corner of our nation. In Jesus name we pray
for this. Amen.
Mark Beeson
Senior Pastor, Granger Community Church
www.markbeeson.com
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Part 1

beginnings
Then he said to them all: “If anyone would come after
me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and
follow me” (Luke 9:23).

1

possibilities

Rural Realities and God Possibilities
Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is
the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish
the wisdom of the world? (1 Cor. 1:20).
The “Unwritten” Rural Rules:


S uccessful churches grow in thriving urban or sprawling
suburban America.



S parsely populated rural communities are behind the
times and not worth our time.
15
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Cities are strategic; the country is inconsequential.



 e best, most visionary pastors are hired by growing
Th
visionary congregations.



Rural churches can only afford the leftovers from the
leadership pool.



If you want to be a “successful” pastor, go to the cities.



I f you want to drive a minivan with 200,000 miles on
it, go to the sticks.

Those are “the rules” about the rurals — the unspoken but
clearly understood values that permeate American Christianity’s
beliefs about churches in the boonies. Oh sure, no one would
say them out loud — at least not in public — but don’t tell me
that the vast majority of us don’t believe those rules, because,
well, I did, and so did everyone around me. I accepted “the
rules” hook, line, and sinker. But that was six years ago. Today I
have only one thing to say about that: Forget the rules!
Where would thoughts like that come from, anyway? From
the God who desires that none should perish? From the One
who leaves the 99 to find the one? From the Son who had a
carpenter for a dad in a town with a population of less than
500? No way. So if the rules didn’t come from the Way, the
Truth, and the Life, they could only ultimately come from
the one who steals, kills, and destroys. No doubt the rules are
messages sent from the pit by the liar, and today I say it’s time
to send them back unopened, stamped “No Such Address,”
labeled “permanent delivery failure”!
Listen, God loves rural — no question about it. Most Old
Testament prophets were called from a small town. Jesus was
born rural and grew up rural. When the invitation to join Him
at His banquet table fell on indifferent ears in the cities, Jesus
invited small-town people to His party. “Go out to the roads
and country lanes and make them come in, so that my house
will be full” (Luke 14:21 NIV 1984).

	Rural Realities and God Possibilities
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Don’t get me wrong. I love what God is doing in the
metropolitan areas of the world. Most of our mega-churches,
TV ministries, and “known” churches are found in larger cities.
But let’s be honest: churches in the cities that have populations
of hundreds of thousands or millions of people should run
attendance of thousands. But when God does it in the sticks?
When He defies our entrenched church-growth models and
gathers seekers and worshipers together en masse in the middle
of nowhere? Well, that’s when you know God loves rural and
that He loves breaking the rules, and that we have nothing to
do but worship Him and thank Him for doing the impossible.
I didn’t believe that before. I now believe in a God who
can do a work in towns of hundreds and still reach thousands.
I also believe that the lessons we are learning out here in the
rurals could be oxygen and nitro in the burbs and urbs — fuel
that could explode in more heavily populated areas — if only
someone would provide the spark. Yeah, God loves rural, and
so do I . . . at least I do now. My hope is in God and my belief
is in the Holy Spirit’s movement in rural America and small
communities of the world.
Passing by the small farms and little communities each
day on my way to the church, I am reminded how this was a
vision God held for me. I could have never imagined what He
was up to, and so I really resisted at first — almost missing
the ride of my life because of the “rules” I believed about “the
rurals.” The fields I pass, the scattered houses and barns and
tractors . . . each one reminds me that this is a field, a mission
field, and arguably the greatest mission field. I personally
believe that rural America is one of the most over-churched,
unreached people groups in the world. The number of church
buildings says nothing about the state of Christianity in rural
America. We find church buildings on most street corners in
small towns. The prairies are dotted with churches everywhere.
But that is part of the problem. These struggling churches won’t
survive the next decade if they cannot grow, and rural churches
have challenges unique to the ministry, especially if they are
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passionate about their family’s church heritage (but are not
passionate about the mission of Christ) or have great desire but
little faith, their vision limited by what they can see, not by
Who is unseen.
And here is why: because rural America is perhaps more
churched and more unchurched than any place on earth. When
someone becomes a Christian in China, Uganda, Nigeria,
UAE, or in Saudi Arabia, they take the Bible, see it, trust it, and
believe every word that is written. You take the Bible to some
churches in rural America and there is a tendency to assume
ownership of it as if they wrote a portion of it — yet so few read
it, so few believe it, and so few follow it. Yes, rural people come
from rich church heritages — but so few have experienced the
living Cornerstone of the Church, and so the buildings and the
congregations are dwindling, falling into disrepair, collapsing.
But that’s not the way it has to be. A great harvest for Christ
is waiting in the heartland and rural communities of America,
and in that harvest are the seeds to reach the world. The people
out here in the rurals are strong people, smart people, dedicated
people. They are people who know what it means to work —
who “get the job done” because they know they must. They
know that “if it’s broken, it must be fixed” (whether it’s 5:00
or not). I’m telling you, in the rurals we know how to make it
happen with bare hands, baling wire, and determination. So not
only is it a mission field, but it is a field of the best missionaries,
too . . . and I tell you this from experience.
In 2003 Southside Baptist, after 50 years of ministry in
a town of less than 100 people, was barely surviving with 31
attendees and an annual budget of less than $45,000. Today
we are doing business as “Brand New Church” — and for good
reason. At the moment, about 2,000 people gather with us in
person. Another 1,500 are registered attendees of our iCampus
(joining us from 177 different countries like India, Nigeria,
Kenya, Ghana, Spain, South Africa, Norway, Saudi Arabia,
and the Philippines). In the last nine months, we had 63,933
online visitors, and we ministered to another 40,000 through
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BNC Global Outreach, and we are rapidly launching satellite
churches using, of course, real satellites.
There are days that I sit stunned and wonder: How did I go
through all that? How am I still doing it? I know there is no way
on God’s green earth that I should still be doing this. And to be
honest, I’m as blown away as anyone. I know where we came
from, but in any given moment I’m rarely sure of where we are,
and I’m just going with the flow when it comes to the details of
where we might be headed.
It’s been an amazing journey. By God’s grace and plenty of
blood, sweat, and tears, we have climbed to some of the most
amazing mountaintops and navigated through some of the most
unimaginable valleys. In the pages ahead, it will be my humble
privilege to share some of the details of our journey with you, a
journey that has solidified five key goals of rural ministry into
our branding: Vision, Attitude, Leadership, Understanding, and
Enduring Excellence. When this level of “V.A.L.U.E.” became
our reality, our story as a church jumped into light speed.
But please know that this story really isn’t about us and
our church; it’s about you and your church. We all share a
common journey in this world. As believers we have always
been and always will be connected and dependent as members
of the greater Body of Christ, as congregants in the

Pastor
Shannon
O’Dell
(top,
right) with
the BNC
leadership
team.
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Church. More than ever, this is true in the digital age where
followers of Christ across the globe or across the pasture can
connect with the click of a mouse.
So ultimately, it’s not BNC’s story and it’s not your story;
it’s our story, and as such it is an invitation; an invitation to
join together and share our tears, our fears, and our resources
of vision and hope as we take to the roads and country lanes
of America and the world, as we live out the invitation to join
Christ at the banquet table. By God’s grace, we’ve been on
an amazing journey — one that, by His mercy, may be only
beginning, and may be beginning together.
In the following chapter, I provide not only details of
our struggles and growth as a church, but videos and links
to information that I pray will bless you, your family, your
ministry, and your church. These will be scattered among the
story of our journey and continuing mission to give God our
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very best. A helpful listing of the links will be provided in the
appendix at the back for easy reference.
I remember the day I lay in bed and bawled my eyes out
because I was praying, “Jesus, please don’t send me to rural
America.” But that was a long time ago, back when I used to
believe that there were rules about the rural church.
No more.
Now I believe this:
It’s time to break all the rurals.

21

