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A STUDY OF THE PROBLEMS OF RURAL YOUTH 
AND THE 

CONTRIBUTION OF THE CHURCH IN MEETING THEM 

INTRODUCTION 

A. Statement of. Problem 

u ••• Rural work involves the fate of human beings. 
It can be faced only with the mind of Him who saw men, 
not as trees.walking, but as sons of GOd and brothers 
one of another; not as so much wa~ing gpain to be 
reaped by the exploiters, but as livi~g souls to be 
gathered into the Kingdom of God • • u 

Of the millions of rural folk in America a large per

centage are youth. Because there are rural youth there is 

a rural youth problem. 

"Too often the rural youth situation has bean dis
miss.ed with the statement thatr~at least the young 
people on farms need not starve. Such summary 
disposition of the matter f.ails to take account of 
the other nec.:essities of human living or of the fact 
that there are thousands of ·rural young people in 
small towns who are just as desperate as their city 
cousins for a chance to develop their c~r.§cities 
and to banish the specter of insecurity.' · 

Because rural you.th have problems this thesis 

proposes to study rural youth and their relation to the 

church. The study involves a two-fold approach. First, 

a study of the problems and needs that are peculiar to 

rural youth. Secondly, a brief survey of the agencies 

• • • • • • 
1. Willia111 M. Green, quoted in The Rural Messeng;er, February, 

1943, P• 5. . 
2 .• Bruce Melvin and Elna Smith, Rural Youth: Their Situation 

and Prospects, p. xi. 
-2-
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contr~buting to the life of rural youth with particular 

emphasis on the aid the Christian Church should offer in 

helping to solve the problems that rural youth find 

f..acing them. 

B. Significance of the Problem 

Young people are a nation's greatest asset, and 

as such should be the ones given most serious consideration. 

It is in them that the future welfare and destiny of a 

nation lies. 

wyouth is a period of economic and social adjustments. 
In a democracy it is ~oeietyts obligation to make 
certain provisions for this transition period. 
Despite the expansion of educational r·acilities, how
ever, present economic opportunities are so limited 
that large numbers of men and women are unable to 
establish themselves in a field that may be expected 
to lead to ec.onomic security. As a result the prob
lems of youth have become serious and far-reaching 
in their implications and effects."~ 

Rural youth compose a large share of the youth of America. 

The population of the city is fed by the youth that pour 

into it from the country. The standards of a city are 

only as high as the standards of the people of which it 

is composed. It is imperative then, since rural youth 

form so large a part of the city's population,that the 

standards of rural life be high. 

Rural young people have tremendous .~roblems 

some of which are peculiar to them alone. Unless these 

problems are solved and the needs·met these young people 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and. Smith, op. cit., P• xi. 
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who form such a large part of the population will not be 

able to render capable service to the nation and will be 

unable to assume their.rightful share of responsibility 

in future leadership. 

Recognizing the needs of rural youth, a number 

of agencies have attempted to meet them. To sane extent 

they have succeeded; in some respects they have failed. 

The institution that ought to be the most interested in 

the youth has often .been the agency that has been most 

lax. That is the church. As one travels through the 

country one is met constantly with the dreary sight of 

small country churches either closed completely or badly 

in need of aid. In the same communities are young people 

to whom the church ought to be ministering. These youth 

must not be passed by indifferently. The message of the 

church must become vital in the lives of rural young 

people and effective for every-day living if their lives 

are to be of worth and the future of the nation enriched. 

a. Method of Procedure 

The study has included a careful survey of all 

available material that deal with rural youth and the 

rural church. It will treat first of all the environment 

of rural youth specifically the physical,e.conomic 1 

educational, recreational, spiritual, and home surround

ings. The next phase of. the study will survey the 
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specific needs and problems of rural youth in these same 

areas. Finally the study will conclude with an analysis 

of the agencies endeavoring to aid the young people. 

Particular emphasis will be placed on the contribution 

the church should make to rural youth and the place the 

youth should t-ake in the church. 

D. Definition of Tarms 

There has been some discussion as to what is 

included ·in the term "ruralu. Does it refer only to a 

~arming community? How large shall a town be before it 

is too large to be included in the category of a rural 

community~ For the purpose of this study the term rural 

will be used to designate any farm community and any 

town with a population not exceeding twenty-five hundred. 

This definition of a rural community is that stated by 

the United States Census Bureau and generally accepted 

by the rural committees of the v.arious denominations.1 

A distinction must be made between rural farm 

and rural non-farm youth. In areas such as the Middle 

Atlantic and New England states rural youth are in the 

main non-farm. In other areas farm youth are in the. 
. 2 

predominance. The problems of these two groups are, 

however, similar. Therefore, this study will treat the 

• • • • • • 

1. Of. Margaret Teague, Forward Into Rural Amer:tca, p. 15. 
2. Of. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., P• X111. 
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problems as they present themselves making a distinction 

between the two groups only when necessary. 

E. Sources of Data 

The sources tor this study consist or available 

material gathered from the denominational boards or the 

city, particularly the units or rural work or the Presby

terian Church, the Methodist Board of rural work, the 

rural board or the Protestant Episcopal Church, the rural 

board or the American Baptist Church, and the Town and 

Country Commission of the Home Missions Council of North 

America. In addition books and prumphlets dealing with 

rural young people published by the United States Govern

ment were consulted as well as pertinent material obtained 

at the various libraries of the city including the 

libraries of the denominational boards. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE ENVIRONMENT OF RURAL YOUTH 

A. Introduction 

Character is shaped by the two factors of 

heredity and environment. In studying a group of people 

it is necessary to discover what the environment is, 

what in the environment ~s different from that of any 

other group, what in the environment may give rise to 

particular problems. 

"The community implies not individuals per se but 
individuals enmeshed in a net of relationships that 
surround them - family, friends, neighbors, and 
associations. Each relationship conditions and 
molds the life and thought of each individual. • • • 
But the rural community is made up of more than 
peQple. Its welfare depends upon another factor -
that is, the land and the kind of life and living it 
can sustain. So as we look at the community we 
must see it not only from the standpoint of the 
relationships of the people to each other, but also 
from the standpoint of the relationships of

1
the 

people and their institutions to the soil." 

This chapter, therefore, proposes to consider 

the economic, educational, cultural, social, family, 

and religious background of rural youth. Such a study 

should help to explain the problems that rural young 

people find confronting them. 

• • • • • • 

1. Benson Y. Landis, American Rural Life, p. 10. 



-a-

B. Physical Surroundings 

In the physical environment of rural youth must 

be considered the general landscape which is vastly 

different from that of urban youth~and the size and 

appearance of the community. 

1. Landscape 

In the rural community "God is nearest as is 

evidenced by growing grass, blooming flowers, and bound

less, open sky. Here one is free from the noise, hustle, 

and bustle of the city. Here one has time to think.nl 

The aqove statement applies particularly to rural far.m 

youth. Rural young people living on farms have aroun~ 

them the natural beauties of green fields~ trees~ hills, 

streams. The noises and sights of urban life are not in 

evidence. Such·is a general picture of the youth's 

physical surroundings. Differences in the surroundings 

would be conditioned by two main factors. One is the 

reg~on in which he lives. The landscape of rural New 

England communities, for example, naturally differs from 

that in Southern and Western rural areas. The other factor 

conditioning the appearance or the landscape or the farm 

youth is the relative prosperity of the land. The arid, 

soil-eroded country of some of the western states presents 

• • • • • • 

1. Landis, op. cit., p. 24, quoting Mary o. Miller,in 
"Characteristics of a Christian Rural Community?11 Rural 
America, April,l94l. 
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a vastly different appearance from that of the rich lands 

of some of the other states. 

The landscape around the rural non-farm or 

village youth differs in some respects from that of the 

rural farm youth. The village youth's immediate surround

ings are those of urban life on a miniature scale, namely, 

houses, stores, churches, and other buildings. Combined 

with this is the distinctly rural landscape surrounding 

the town. If the village is prosperous the town may be 

attractive and well-kept; otherwise the village youth is 

apt to be faced with the dreary picture of dilapidated 

buildings and a town that proves to be only a blot on an 

otherwise attractive eountryside. 

2. Size and Appearance of the Community 

The 1940 census reveals that there are some 

fifty-seven millions of American people who live in rural 

areas. Of these over thirty million live on farms, which 

is about twenty-three percent of the total population.1 

Approximate-ly thirty percent of the young people in the 

na ti·on 11 ve on farms • 2 A farming community varia s in 

appearance throughout the country. Such-a community may 

consist of a few scattered, individual farms lying some 

distance from a village or it may be composed of a group 

of farms situated close together on which the farmers 

• • • • • • 
l. Cf. The World Almanac of 1945, "The urban population in 

1940 was $6.5 percent • : ., the rural farm population was 
22.9 percent;the rural non-farm was 20.5 percent.u,p. 488. 

2. Of. David c. Coyle, Rural Youth, p. 22. 
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work either individually or cooperatively. Many farm 

communities are prosperous with buildings well constructed 

and cared for. Too many other farms are located on land 

too poor to yield an adequate living with buildings that 

are badly in need of repair. 

As stated in the introduction a town to be 

considered rural must not exceed twenty-five hundred in 

population. Most rural villages in America are not that 

large. Since the depression years, however, rural youth 

are remaining home rather than migrating to the cities 

and many in the cities have returned to rural areas,thus 

increasing the population in the small towns and villages. 

The average rural town's appearance depends to 

a great extent upon the prosperity of its me~bers. If it is 

a thriving, prosperous town it will present to the passing 

motorist a pleasing picture of attractive homes, shady, 

well-kept streets . ., a business section distinct from the 

residential district., a well-built and attractive school 

building and church; in short, a general air of clean

liness and beauty in keeping with the surroundings. On 

the other hand many of our rural youth live in "stranded 

villages • • • where the passing motorist sees only a 

brightly painted filling station and does not see the 

closed factory~ the dying local trade, the unrepaired 

houses going to rack and ruin."1 

• • • • • • 

1. Coyle, op. cit., P• 5. 
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c. Economic Conditions 

In the study of any group of people the economic 

conditions form an important part of the picture. The 

economic environment of rural youth has a tremendous 

influence on them and so must be considered. 

1. ·standard of Niving Among Rural }outh 

The actual wage income of the rural farm youth 

is in most cases small enough to be negligible. Most 

rural farm youth grow up as laborers in their own home 

helping to harvest crops to meet family needs in which 

they share. Their wage is seen in their food~ clothing~ 

and shelter and some spending money. Far.m youth working 

away from home receive very little cash wage in addition 

·to maintenance. The economic situation of rural farm 

youth naturally differs in various sections of the 

country~ but does not approximate that of the average 

youth in urban areas. 

Such is also true of the wage income of village 

youth. Rural youth in villages have some degree of 

economic advantage over farm youth. In a town there is 

usually opportunity to work in other places than at home 

and thus receive more of a definite salary in actual cash. 

However, while the cash income of village and 

farm youth is not large~ it must be remembered that in 

rural areas an income is not measured solely in terms of 
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money. For many years prosperity in rural areas has been 

measured in terms of property - land, livestock, a 

business. This was true of the youth also. 

"The economic status of rural young people who are 
living with their parents and working at home can be 
but partially measured by money income, by property 
owned, ·or by whether or not they receive wages for 
their work. It must frequently be measured.by the 
prospects for ultimately OWning a farm or business in 
the community or becoming established in a profession,1 in a secure salaried position, or in a skilled trade.n 

The economic unrest that has been general through

out the country has been fe.1t in rural areas. The relief 

rolls now, due to increased employment caused by war 

activities, have been greatly reduced in rural as in urban 

areas. However, during depression years rural youth 

formed a large share of the number requiring relief aid. 

It has been estimated that not less than 

"• •• two million rural youth have been members of 
relief households at some time since 1930. The peak 
in the number of households was reached in February, 
1935 when appro~mately 1 1 370,000 rural youth were 
receiving aid." 

Such has been the economic condition of youth in rural 

communities. The above distressing picture has been 

relieved since the boom of war-time industry has placed a 

premium on the labor of farm help. At·the present time 

rural youth are better situated economically than they 

have been for some time. 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 21. 
'2• ~~ P• xv. 
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2. Opportunity lor Increasing Income 

The economic situation of rural youth cannot be 

left without-a brief survey of the possibilities for an 

increase in income presented to rural youth both within 

agriculture and without. Opportunities within agriculture 

for an increase in income previous to the war were slight. 

The large relief rolls were indicative of that fact. Youth 

began to pile up in rural areas. 

"Opportunities ft>r young men in rural areas to acquire 
their own property and economic independence have 
materially decreased in recent years because of a 
growing surplus of rural youth4iccording to a Works 
Project Administration report. 

Then opportunities in industry were slight. There was 

little chance for all to find employment in the cities 

for there was a surplus of workers for every a-vailable job. 

The cities were unable to find work for their own un-

employed to say nothing of those who came in from rural 

communities. 

Since the outbreak of war the economic picture 

has considerably brightened and both industry and agri

culture now need workers badly. 

D. Educatio~al Status 

The school is one of the chief factors in the 

environment of every person 1s life. It is one of the 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p.xv. 
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necessary features of rural life that must be considered. 

1. Schools in aural Areas 

a. Availabili'ty of Schools 

The facilities for the education of rural youth 

are meagre. In many states,particularly those in the 

South Atlantic., East South Central, and West South Central 

areas, facilities are poorer than in others.l 

"Because of comparative lack of taxpaying ability 
rural States have the most meager provision for pub
lic education. Hence the areas with the largest 
proportions of children have the poorest schools."2 

In many areas schools are so poorly located that rural 

youth must travel long distances to reach the school 

buildings. It is obvious that such a situation would not 

be conducive to regular school attendance. Here again 

the availability of the rural school is dependent upon the 

locality. In some sections of the country where rural 

communities are situated close together or near large 

cities, there is not as great a need for rural schools, 

particularly high schools. 

b. Size of Rural Schools 

The size of the rural school depends upon the 

number of children in the community in attendance, the 

opinion the adults have regarding the necessity of 

education, the economic prosperity of the ·community, and 

• • • • • • 

1. ct. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p.42. 
2. Ibid, P• x.v. -
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the nu~ber of schools in the local~ty. The school building 

often is a one room frame building badly in need of repair 

in which one teacher is supposed to teach with only the most 

meager of equipment all the children who will come, ranging 

from grade one to grade eight or more depending upon how 

long the youth will attend. Or the school may be a modern 

stone or brick or wood building that is well-kept with 

more than just one room and with more than just one teacher 

to teach all the grades. Both types may be $een in rural 

communities. 

c. Length of School Year 

The length of the school year varies. In 

definite agricultural areas the school year may be depend

ent upon the crops. In many cases farm youth must remain 

out of school to assist with the planting and harvesting. 

The school year in such cases would be short. In rural 

areas where youth must walk long distances to school the 

attendance is often hindered during the winter months 

resulting in a shorter school year. In this respect rural 

village youth have an advantage over farm youth. 

2. School Attendance of Rural Youth 

nin areas where facilities are av.ailable, a 

large proportion of all rural youth attend school.nl 

The.:re is a difference in the attendance of rural and urban 

youth with the advantage on the side of the city youth. 

. . . . . . 
1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 44. 
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There is a difference also in the school attendance of 

farm and non-farm youth with the advantage lying with the 

village youth. However, the American Council on Education 

reports: 

"The difference is a product primarily of difference 
in opportunity raliher1thB.n difference in native ability 
or even in interest." 

There are a number of reasons for the lack of 

attendance or early cessation of attendance at school on 

the part of rural youth. A survey in North Dakota revealed 

that financial difficulties was the greatest reason offered 

by the youth themselves. 

11Economic difficulties account for about three-fourths 
of the farm males and two-thirds of the farm females 
not going further in school •••• Financial difficulties 
was given as the reason for leaving school by about the 
same percentage of farm and village youth, but "needed 
at home~ ranked much higher for farm than for village 
youth." 

Other reasons given by rural youth for dropping out of 

school at an early age are poor health, lack of trans

portation facilities to schools, early marriage, and lack 

of interest.3 

3. Opportunities for Higher Education 

The increase since 1930 in high-school enrollment 

for the United States as a whole has been on an upward 

trend. The increase has been evident in rural areas 

• • • • • • 

1~ Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 45. 
2. Donald G. Hay and others, Problems of Rural Youth in 

Selected Areas of North Dakota, P• 51. 
3. Ibid, PP• 51-!2. 
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as well although youth in such areas still do not attend 

high-school to the same extent as do youth in urban areas. 

There are several reasons for the increased interest in 

higher education as shown by rural youth. One is the lack 

of available opportunities for employment. Those who 

normally would have migrated to the cities have remained 

home; rather than remain idle they have gone on to school. 

Then gradual improvement in transportation facilities 

between urban and rural areas has increased high-school 

enrollment. Furthermore the relief the government has 

offered rural families has made it possible for rural youth 

to remain in school for a longer period of time. Rural 

young men and women along with urban young people are being 
' 

given advanced training through the various branches of the 

service. It must be remembered that rural youth have not 

had educational advantages. All youth in families with a 

low economic standard drop out of school as soori as the 

law permits and rural youth are no exception. But when 

young people in rural areas have equal opportunity with 

their urban brotbers 1 their thirst for education is just 

as strong. 



E. Social and Recreational Facilities 

Every ~erson needs to find relief from the 

routine of every day life in some form of recreation. It 

is necessary, therefore, to discover what opportunity rural 

life provides for its youth to be "re-created". 

l. Recreational ~&cilities ~rovided 

a. By the Community 

The changes that have affected the social fife 

of urban areas have penetrated also into rural social life. 

A greater contact of rural youth with urban civilization 

has resulted in an increased desire on the part of the 

youth to 0 do something". 

"The old-time community provided various forms of social 
life that were not dependent on money. The village 
life included corn-huskings, spelling bees, dances. 
shooting matches, and all kin~ o~ homely pleasures 
that live in the memory of farm-born city folks, but 
that have almost entirely disappeared from the country. 
Young people of today, forced to depend on themselves 
for social life and deprived of the informal support 
of the community, are often unable to find aiy whole
some recreation that is within their means." 

Realizing the lack in many rural communities of 

an adequate program for recreation, various agencies have 

attempted to supply such programs. Many communities through 

4 - H clubs and other organizations seek to provide for 

youth's social desires. In addition to such groups rural 

youth throughQut America find amusement in parks, 

• • • • • • 

1. qoyle, op. cit., p. 23. 
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playgrounds, camps, and swimming pools. Perhaps the 

greatest source of entertainment is the moving picture 

which finds its way into even the smallest hamlet. In many 

small rural towns may also be found the tavern and pool

hall in which man~ of the rural young men in particular 

find their only source of enjoyment. 

b. By the School 

In some rural communities the school is very 

active in providing forms of recreation for the youth of 

the area. In the localities where the educational 

standards are bigh it is reflected in the extensive extra

curricular activities provided for the young people. 

These activities may range from track meets and football 

games which ar'e part of school life to clubs and classes 

not directly connected with the school but sponsored by 

it. In such circumstances the school building is the 

focal point of the whole community. 

In other regions where little time or money is 

spent on education, little is done by the schools in the 

way of making provision for the social life of the youth. 

c. By the 6h\lrch 

The rural church in former years was the center 

of the social life of the rural community. Whole families 

attended the meetings held by the church for very often 

they were the only break in the routine of daily life. 
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Since the radi.o, automobile, and moving picture have 

broken down the barrier of rural isolation, the church 

in many communities has lost its place as social ·leader.1 

As is true of the school, the provision the rural 

church makes for the social life of the youth is to a great 

extent dependent upon its own economic condition and the 

vision its leaders have of the social needs of the youth 

and adults. 

2. Participation of Rural Youth in Recreatiqn 

a. Avai~able Leisure Time 

Does rural youth have leisure time? In former 

years there was li tt"le free time in the average life of a 

rural family. It was necessary to be up in the early morning 

and spend a long day in heavy physical labor. When evening 

came it was generally thought that there would be little 

desire to participate in recreation or·any kind out side 

the family circle. Within recent years, however, changes 

in rural life bA~e brought about changes in the recrea

tional life as well. There is leisure time now and with 

the increased free time there is a growing desire to fill 

it in some way. It is certain that "the constructive use 

of leisure time is of more. importance to the individual 

during youth than during any other equal number of years 

of his life."2 How then does rural youth use his free time? 

• • • • • • 

1. or. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 72. 
2. ~" P• 71. 
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b. Use of Leisure ~ime 

It is difficult to estimate what percentage of 

rural youth take advantage of the recreational opportunities 

that are offered. Reports seem to indicate that organiza

tions aside from the church have bad little effect upon 

rural youth, especially those out of.school. Either the 

groups did not attempt to reach the young people or the 

program offered was not sufficiently attractive to them.l 

In general it has been found that there are 
r 

three main types of activities in which rural youth engage. 

First there is participation in the activit~s sponsored 

by community organizations such as the school and church.· 

Then there is participation in the facilities provided by 

the community such as swimming pools and playgrounds. 

Finally there is individual use of leisure time through 

reading, fishing, and dancing. Much of rural youth's free 
2 time is spent in indoor, passive types of activity. 

It has also been found that participation by 

youth in social activities is dependent on their economic 

situation and educational status. 

F. Home and Family Life 

The home is the earliest environment in which a 

child becomes aware of himself and others and it remains for 

• • • • • • 

1. or. Melvin and Smith~ op. cit., P• 76. 
2 • Ibid. I p • 82 • 



-22-

some time the· main environment. It is well, then, to 

briefly su~vey the rural home. 

1. Economic Condition of the Hural Home 

Farming is more than just a business; it is a 

way of life to those engaged in it. The entire famiQ::y 

turns out to assist in planting, harvesting, caring for the 

animals and the other daily tasks of the farm home. The · 

entire family is concerned if a dry spell should harm the · 

crops or if an excessive amount of rain should negate 
~'#,.. 

months of labor. The family as a whole helps to earn the 

income in the farm home. What then is the average income 

ot a rural family? 

The rural home like all homes was affec~ted by 

the depression years. The average rural farm home has a 

low income even in these days when wages have so greatly 

increased. "In 1913, the farmer's share of the consumer's 

dollar spent :for major foods. averaged 53 cents. In 1940, 

the average for the farmer was 42 cents •• ttl • • It is 

estimated that nearly forty percent of all the farms in 

the United States are worked by tenants and that only one 
.2 

farmer out of three owns his own farm tree ot diebt. As 

was noted in the discussion on the income of rural youth, 

the actual cash received does riot measure entirely the income 

in a rural home. However, even taking into account the 

• • • • • • 

1. Landis, ot. cit., p. 20. 
2. Dr. Rando pn, In Town and Country Church, December,l944, 

P• l. 
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property owned and the food raised for family consumption, 

the economic situation of the rural family is not very 

good. 

It is in the rural areas that the largest families 

are to be found. The combination of a low cash income and 

a large family with little opportunity for an outside increase 

in income results in a low living standard so that many of 

our rural families are ill-housed, 1ll.;.fed1 and il:,..-clad. 

Mark Rich in speaking of the low income of rural families 

has the following to say: 

"More than a third of our rural people cannot afford 
the basic necessities or. lif'e. The upper one-third 
live in comfortable circumstances ••• but most of 
the young people are to be found among the poorer 
f.a.mili e s • "J. 

A large share of the rural young people throughout this 

nation which is so rich live in homes that do not have economic 

security. 

2. Importance of the Home in·aural Life 

Aaron Rapking in discussing the importance of 

the home to rural life in general emphatically states: 

ttNo doubt the one greatest determining factor in the 
building of the kingdom in the community is the 
home. As go the homes of America, so goes America,is 
certainly true of our rural communities."2 

A report in the !own and Countrl Ghurc~ stresses the pla~ 

of the home in the community by calling the family the 

• • • • • • 

1. Mark Rich and others, Youth Work in the Rural Church,p.ll. 
2. Aaron H. Rapking, Building the Kingdom, p. 4§. 
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"basic unit in a Christian culturettl and urges a reorganiza

tion of rural life so that rural families may be established 

and have eeonomic and social ~pportunities. A community is 

composed of families; families are composed of individuals. 

Each child receives from the home the attitudes that 

determine later responses. In the home the youth receives 

his first impression of God, develops the attitude he takes 

toward others, begins to develop a philosophy of life. 

Thus for the contribution that the home makes to the com

munity in instilling into its members high ideals of good 

citizenship, the home is indeed the basic unit in a 

Christian culture. 

The home exerts a tremendous influence on rural 

youth. To .farm youth in particular the home is of great 

importance. Because of the isolation of rural areas a 

family is drawn together in a way that is not possible in 

urban areas with the constant distractions afforded by the 

more complex society. A rural family spends the gre9;ter 

share of the day in each other's company. The relation

ship that exists may be a close one bringing satisfaction 

to all or it may be an obnoxious relationship from which 

the youth seeks to break away as soon as possible. Because 

of the need for· the whole family to work together there is 

little opportunity for a spirit of individualism to 

develop. The training which the rural youth receives from 

• • • • • • 

l.Town and Country Church, October, 1943, P• 1. 
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the home is of inestimable value to himself and through 

him to the community. 

Remembering the large percentage of youth in rural 

America and the great influx of rural youth into the cities 

of the nation, it is obvious that the rural home is of 

great.importance to the future of America.1 

G. Church in Rural Areas 

The church along with the home and school usually 

holds a commanding position in any community. It is a part 

of rural youth 1s environment. 

1. Location and Size of Bural Churches 

The 1940 census reveals that in 1936 there were 

somewhat over seventeen million people who were members of 

rural churches. When it is remembered that there are about 

fifty-seven millions living in rural communities, the 

number affiliated with the church is not very large. In 

1943, Clifford L. Samuelson estimated that "sixty percent 

of the people living in rural America are not related to 

any organized churchwork.u2 The Home Missions Council 

has recently published statistics indicating 

"• •• there are still ten thous~nd villages in rural 
America without a church of any kind - Jewish, Prot
estant, or Catholic - and thirty thousand villages 
without a pastor. There are thirteen million four 
hundred thousand children under twelve years of3age 
who are receiving no religious instruction •• " 

• • • • • • 
1~ Teague, op. cit., p. 56. 
2. C.L.Samuelson, in The Rural Messenger, November, 1943 1 p. 2. 
3. Arthur w. Hewitt, Godis Back ~asture, p. 16. 
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Wbile some communities have no churches, other 

areas are over-churched. In some sections of the country 

it is rare indeed to find a rural town of any size that 

does not include among its furnishings a church building. 

Some villages have as many churches as there are denomina

tions represented. Roy G. Ross of the International 

Council of Religious.Education views as an obstacle to 

church progress the fact that tt a town of twenty-five 

hundred people may maintain as many as ten churches some

times two ·or the same denomination.nl In the open country 

the church buildings are not as numerous although the 

distance to a nearby town is usually not very great. Yet 

many instances may be cited of rural communities in which 

there is no religious instruction of either youth or adults. 

A conference called by President Roosevelt to investigate 

the youth situation reported that about one-half of 

America's children and young people receive no religious 

training.2 A large share of these are rural. In fact 

Goodrich Fenner has said that ttthere are more than five 

million rural young people who are not members of any 

Christian body.83 That makes a very high percentage that 

is being neglected by the church. 

• • • • • • 

1. Roy GRoss, in Town and Countrt Church, February, 1945, p.S. 
2. Cf. Henry McLaugbiin,The Gospe . in Social Action,p. 53. 
3. Goodrich R. Fenner, The Episcopal Church in Town and 

· country, P• 83. 
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2. Economic Condition of Rural Churches 

One of the great weaknesses of the rural church 

is the economic poverty of which it is the victim. The 

church has declined in economic influence in proportion as 

the economic prosperity of the community has declined. 

"Like the city slum and the downtown sections of the big 

cities, the country church is regarded as a well-nigh lost 

home mission field.nl The economic poverty of the church 

is evidenced in the unattractive and, in some cases, 

dilapidated church buildings that are poor also in equip

me.nt and leadership. Many churches are financially unable 

to support a resident pastor. One rural minister in writing 

on the resident pastor problem estimates that seven-tenths 

of the open-country churches and one-fifth of all the 

village churches have non-resident service.2 The finan

cial difficulty of the rural church may be more readily 

understood by a survey pf the study made by Edmund Brunner 

in 1936. His report shows.the average yearly contribution 

of members of village churches in some areas to be a little 

over eight dollars and of members of open-country churches 

to be about three dollars.3 When the yardstick of economic 

prosperity is applied to the rural church it does not 

measure up very well. 

• • • • • • 

1. Rolvix Harlan, A New Day for the Country Church, p. 1. 
2. cr. Hewitt, op. cit., p. 15. 
3. Cf. Christian Rural Fellowship Bulletin, J~ne, 1943, P• 2. 
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H. Summary and Conclusion 

Realizing that "the educational, health, moral, 

and spiritual quality of the rural stream flowing into 

urban life affects directly and deeply the life-blood of 

the city"1 , this chapter proposed to survey briefly the 

surroundings of rural youth. This included that of nature 

as well as the more intangible but nevertheless important 

environment of the facilities affecting the social and 

spiritual nature of the youth. 

In the physical surroundings of rural young 

people this chapter considered the landscape, pointing out 

the immediate natural environment of village and farm youth. 

The size of the community was also discussed with statistics 

showing the relative population in rural areas. 

The economic condition of the youth was then 

analyzed. This involved the actual wage income and the 

opportunities provided for an improvement in the income. 

Realizing the close relationship that exists 

between the economic situati9n and the educational attain-

ments, a study was next made of the schools in rural areas. 
I 

This included the availability of schools in respect to 

their location, the average size of rural schools, the 

• • • • • • 

1. The Rural Messenger, February, 1943, P• 5, excerpt from 
an address at Seabury-Western Theological Seminary in 
1936 by Rt. Rev. Vl1lliam Green,. Bishop of Mississippi. 
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length or the school year. It dealt also with the percentage 

of rural youth in attendance and the reasons given for lack 

of attendance. 

The recreational life was found to include com-

munity organizations in addition to the usual type of 

recreation provided by the movies, dance halls and other 

commercial amusements. A study also was made of the leisure 

time of rural youth and the use that is made of that free 

time. 

The home was the next feature of the rural en-

vironment ,to be considered. The. economic condition of the 

rural family was studied with respect to the size of the 

family and the average income. The place of the home in 

rural community life and in the life of the youth was also 

considered. 

Finally the church was studied. Since the church 

forms an important part of the environment, it was studied 

with respect to the size, location, and economic condition. 

From the study of the environment of rural 

youth it is obvious that there is much in it that gives 

r:lise to problems. There is much in the surroundings of 
., 

rural youth that must be remedied. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PROBLEldS 0 F RURAL YOUTH 

A· Introduction 

The people of America have recently awakened 

to the realization that the youth of the nation were 

facing entirely new problems. 

"In their period of greatest receptivity, they appearEd 
to be thwarted in many ways. Jobs were lacking; 
months and often years elapsed between school gradua
tion and employment; education was not training· 
adequately for the work opportunities available; 
marriage was being indefinitely postponed; economic 
insecurity was curtailing advancement; confusion as 
to spiritual values was evident. The normal avenues 
along which the young people of earlier generations 
had passed to a responsible, enriched adulthood 
seemed blocked ... ~ 

Miss Brandon has thus well stated the problems of youth 

in general. These problems common to youth of all 

localities seem particularly urgent in rural communities. 

"· •• the needs of rural youth in the 1930's and well 
into 1940 and 1941 were so great, in some areas 
literally so overpowering, that the effective and 
unlimited cooperation of all available resource~ 
would have been inadequate to meet them fully." 

This Chapter will take up in detail the problems of rural 

youth as they have been seen by those working in rural 

areas and voiced by the youth themselves. 

• • • • • • 

1. Margaret Brandon, Youth on the Hifhways, PP• 3-4.' 
2. Edmund Brunner, Worklns Witn Rura !oiith., p. 29. 
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B. Need for Economic Advantages 

In beginning the study of the problems of a 

group of people it is natural to look first of all at the 

economic conditions. The economic environment of rural 

youth was found to be such as would give rise to certain 

problems. 

1. Rural Youth Faced Closed Economic Doors 

Doors in urban areas have been closed to rural 

youth~ In former years a large percentage of rural young 

people migrated to the cities and found the doors of 

industry open to welcome them. Such an influx of rural 

youth had little effect upon city youth for there were 

job opportunities for all. Indeed such a moYe of rural 

youth to the cities was necessary to maintain population 

in the cities. 

11The 1940 census makes it quite clear that the cities 
of the United States fail by thirty-one per cent to 
produce enough children to maintain a stationary 
population# while on the other hand village folk 
produce a surplus of thirteen percent and farm folk 
a surplus of forty-five percent in each generation. 
This means that our urban population must be maintai~ed 
by a heavy migration of rural people to the cities.n 

The fact is# however, that such a maintainance ceased to 

occur during the depression years. The lack of employ

ment opportunities during those years slowed up migration 

city-ward ~nd a surplus gathered in the rural communities. 

• • • • • • 

1. Morton c. Hanna# The Training of the Rural Minister,_ p. 1. 
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What of the rural areas then? Were they able to 

provide work opportunities for the youth who would normally 

remain at home as well.as for those who would normally be 

cared for by city emplo)ment? A glance at the agricultural 

situation quickly leads to a negative conclusion. There 

are several reasons for the negative answer. 

Previous to the depression years America was 

able to adequately maintain its rural population. For 

any youth who wanted work, long hours and heavy labor, 

there was plenty to be had. This picture has been 

changed in recent years. One factor drawing yputh to the 

cities was the attraction of easier jobs requiring less 

physical labor. Combined w1 th this has been the added 

ffactor of the lessening of opportunities in rural com

mllmi ties • 

The quest~on logically arises as to why, in a 

world in which people are starving and in our own country 

where many people have not enough to eat, should it be 

that rural areas had not enough employment for all seeking 

it. The answer lies in the poor conservation America has 

made of ~ts resources, both those of nature and human 

resources. The problems facing youth in agriculture 

prior to the war and even at the present time are mani

fold. Some have been cared for by the increased demand for 

workers in industry; others are still facing youth. 
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There is first of all the loss of much good land 

through soil-erosion. 

aReliable estimates indicate that of about 414,000,000 
acres of arable land, about 100,000,000 acres have 
been seriously impoverished by .the washing away of 
top-soil, and that about a fimilar number are losing 
fertility at a rapid rate." 

Thus much valuable land that ought to produce and provide 

sustenance for many is lost through careless farming. 

Then there is also the problem of' the increased 

mechanization of' farms. No one would wish for a return 

to the days when all labor was done by hand or with the 

very poorest of equipment. Nevertheless the negative 

aspect of mechanization must be faced in its effects on 

farm labor. Partly as a result of the macbine•s doing 

man's labor it "has been estimated that our permanent 

migrants now number considerably over 2,000,000 people.n2 

With this is connected another problem, namely, the 

alarming increase in farm tenancy over against farm own-

ership. At one time youth cpuld expect to inherit the 

family farm or buy one of' his, own thus achieving a degree 

of independence. Such is no longer possible. 

All these factors combined to swell the increased 

tide of rural youth flowing to the cities. However, the 

depression brought about restricted opportunities in urban 

areas and rural youth was not only forced to remain at 

• • • • • • 

1. Landis, ot •. qtt .• , P• 20. 
2. Ibid, P• 9. -
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home, thus causing an increase in the number to be cared 

tor, but also the tide flowed the other way and youth 

~eturned to the rural communi ties from the cities. The 

government previous to the war recognized the fact that 

rural areas could not begin to care for the youth. 

"It was estimated that there were more than two young 
men available for every farm that became vacant through 
the retirement or death of an operator and that by 
1938 there were over a million more youth on the farms 
and in the villages of rural America than would have · 
been the e_ase had normal condi tiona prevailed •111 

This depressing picture of the economic situation 

confronting rural youth has been alleviated by the war as 

has also been the ease in urban areas. So great has been 

the demand for workers in industry that it has taken many 

youth from rural areas and the various branches of the 

service have taken many more leaving agriculture in a 

desperate plight for workers. In spite of the shortage in 

help the response to the emergency bas been magnificent. 

The problem .that will confront the natio)n upon the cessa

tion of the war will be the millions of people who have 

left the farms in response to the call of the service and 

industry who, in all probability, will expect to return 

to the rural communities. 

"If it is found that the people now on farms with mach• 
inery and more efficient methods can produce enough to 
meet all needs, the problem of re-employment of former 
farmers and fa~workers will be one of our major nat-
ional problems." . . . . 

• • • • •• • 

1. Brunner, op. cit., p. 2. 
2. I • W. Duggan, "The Need for a Strong Rural Church", in 

What Emphasis for the Church in Town and Country;, p. 21. 
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Thus we see poverty to have been the lot of many rural 

you~g people with many uncertainties for the future. 

2. Youth's Outlook Affected by Economic Insecurity 

a. Relation of Unemployment and Marriage 

A survey of rural youth in North Dakota reveals 

that the economic ability of rural youth to maintain a 

home is a. major factor influencing his decision to marry.1 

Economic insecurity affects all phases of· rural youth's 

life and is most prominent as he begins to plan for the 

establishment of his own home. It is natural for a young 

couple to want a reasonable assurance of security. The· 

establishment of a new home is an imp.ortant step. "For all 

youth marriage is a major soc:ial adjustment; for f.arm youth 

it is usually both a social and an economic adjustment.u2 

Stati~tics indicate that the marriage rate for the country 

during the early years of the depression fell to one of the 

lowest points in United States history. Furthermore, it 

was found that the decline was greater in urban than in 

rural areas.3 

11 The limited data available for the depression years 
indicate that in spite of fluctuations in rates the 
fundamental factors in the marriage situation of rural 
youth have remained about the same. Rural youth do 
marry at .a somewhat earlier age than urban youth; but 
this is associated with the cultural pattern in rural 
areas where early marriage is socially approved. It is 

• • • • • • 

1. Of. Hay, op. cit., P• 15. 
2. Mel<qin ana Smith, op. cit., p. 57. 
3. ~·~ P• 64. 
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also a well-known fact that early marriages are char
acteristic of the lower economic groups and hence of 
the gpoups w:ithnthe lowest standards of living and the 
lowest educational attainments. Because such large pro
portions of rural youth are under-privileged in these 
respects, a high rate of marriage naturally·occurs. 
Yet these youth have such limited economic opportunities 
that tbey face appalling handicaps in their efforts to 
attain a reasonable economic base for family living • 
• • • Hence this1is a vicious circle in which poverty 
begets poverty.0 . 

In other words, rural youth who are unable adequately to 

support a family are found to have a higher marriage rate 

than urban youth. 

In the better economic areas marriage is put off 

until some degree of ~conomic security is attained. This 

results in the delayed personal happiness of young people. 

Moreover the birth rate among those who could give child

ren adequate care is thus reduced. In poorer rural com-

munities poverty causes little delay in marriage. The 

young couple simply moves in~o the already too crowded 

family home OD else begins life in a most inadequate and 

unsatisfactory way. A young minister in reporting to the 

Board of National Missions of the Presbyterian Church on 

this very problem relates the experiences of various coup

les fn his rural parish who, having married recently, have 

been forced to live either with the parents or in rented 

homes. out of thirty-four couples only eight have homes 

of their own.2 Not only are the lives of the young people 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., ·pp. 68-69. 
2. cr. Landis, op. cit., p. 14. 
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tragically burdened but they also add more children to a 

community that is unable to provide the m±n~um of care 

needed. Because of the importance of the family in the 

community the effect of unemployment on marriage is serious 

and far-reaching in its influence on society in general. 

b. Relation of Unemployment and Crime 

The effect of economic problems is seen also in 

the relation that exists between unemployment and crime. 

Unemployment is not the only, nor perhaps can it be called 

the major cause of delinquency and crime among young people. 

Bruce Melvin reports studies that were made to determine 

what relationship existed between stringent economic 

conditions and crime. Th~ conclusion reached was that the 

relationship was slight.1 However, the report concludes: 

"Surveys of youthful crime in rural territory indicate that 

the solution lies largely in providing better economic 

opportunities.112 

c. Relation of Unemployment to Youth's Philosophy of. 
Life 

The effect of inadequate and unequal economic 

oppprtunities is felt less immediately but none the less 

forcefully as it is seen in the philosophy of life dev

eloped in the mind of youth. one who is well-clothed, 

adequately fed, without the dread of insecurity would have 

no hesitancy in facing each day. But those youth who have 

• • • • • • 

1. Cf. Melvin and Smith, op. cit.,p. 84. 
2 • Ibid • , p • 86 • -
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lived familiarly with poverty all their lives and seen its 

effect's in their personal lives while at the same time 

realizing that all people do not share their plight are 

bound to develop a bitter attitude toward life, a feeling 

that fate has played a malicious trick on'them and tb.B.t 

the world owes them a living. It is all too easy to 

develop a defeatist attitude under such conditions. 

As one watches the expressions on the faces of 

youth in rural villages·and on the farms as they sit idly 

with nothing to do, one cannot help but fear for their 

future. 

"Even though most of the young people are keeping up 
their hope and courage, time is passing. Every year 
some of them break under the strain. Some take to 
crime. Others _sink into a le-thargy that makes them 
poor prospects for future jobs. But most of them are 
still on their feet, ready and able to seize any good 
chance that comes their way •••• Young people can 
stand only so much anxiety before they give up hope."1 

What is rural youth\s economic future to be? Obviously it 

is difficult at the present to determine what prospects 

materially the future holds out to rural young people. A 

glance at the years just past seem to give promise of a 

dark future. Will the boom immediately following the 

present war give way· as did that following the last war 

to a long seige of depression and unemployment? · If so 

what will be the effect on those rural communities that 

have not as yet fully recovered from the last depression? 

• • • • • • 
' 

1. Coyle, op. cit., p. 6. 
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' The economic problems alone that face rural youth are 

tremendous and ought not be carried by them alone. Our 

nation's greatest asset is its youth; if their needs are 

neglected and their future over-shadowed by the specter of 

insecurity, the welfare of the nation as a whole will be 

impaired. 

c. Need for Educational Opportunities 

Closely linked with the economic problems of the 

youth in rural areas is that of the lack of adequate 

educational opportunities. 

1. More ~~ality of School Facilities Heeded 

The great contrast existing between the schools 

in urban and rural areas and the large proportion of the 

nation's children who live in rural communities indicate 

a need. Rural schools labor under great difficulties. 

The problems include a heavy financial burden, poorly 

trained teachers, low standard for salaries, lack of equip

ment, transportation problems, lack of interest in educa-

tion by the adults of the community, unequal opportunity 

for advanced education. 

In addition there is the problem of the low 

scholastic standing of many rural schools. Because of the 

inability of predominately rural states to pay teachers 
- . 

an adequate salary they must depend upon teachers who have 

not had sufficient preparation. As a result of the low 
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standard youth are unprepared when a transition is made 

into a city system. 

There is also a lack in vocational training for 

rural youth. Vocational training in agriculture has been 

made increasingly available to the young people in recent 

years although there is still much progress that can be 

made in that realm. However, while such training is fine 

and an expansion of a program of agricultural vocations is 

necessary, the fact must not be over-looked t~ many of 

our rural youth do not intend to remain on the farms and 

in rural villages. Many hope to find their way into 

industry or a profession. Unfortunately little training 

is available to them at present. 

"Inadequate as the vocational training is for farm boys 
and girls who are to become farmers or wives of farmers, 
the chances of obtaining training for other occupations 
are almost non-existent for rural young people1within 
reasonable distan~ and at a reasonable cost." 

There is a definite need for rural schools to be 

more readily accessible to rural youth with a more adequate 

course of study in order to give them the educational 
' equipment they need. Just as the nation is becoming aware 

that the rural areas must receive a fair share of the 

national income, so it must come to realize that rural 

youth must receive an equal share of educational oppor

tun1ties.2 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op~ cit., p. 55. 
2. Of. Teague, op. cit.~ P• ~4. 
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2. Effect on Rural Youth of Inadequate Preparation 

a. Inability to Attain Economic Security 

Biographies of men who have taken a place among 

the millionaries of the.world have made it clear that at 

one time a high scho.ol education was not necessary, to say 

nothing of a college degree, in order to become prosperous. 

Opportunities for employment were everywhere and a young 

pe!t'son with ability and initiative was not hindered by the 

lack of formal education. Such is no longer true. A 

college graduate is given preference over all others and 

a youth without a high school diploma is rarely considered 

capable of anything but unskilled labor. Rural youth 

without sufficient education are at a great disadvantage. 

11 To rural youth will fall the lot of performing the 
most menial and unremunerative types of labor in the 
cities because their city cousins refuse to accept 
the pitiably low wages paid for such work and because 
few rural youth are trained for skilled work. 11 1 

There is another factor complicating the problem 

of attaining security. It has been assumed that there were 

employment opportunities open at all times to youth who 

were educationally prepared to take advanpage of them. 

However, the emergency of the depression made employment 

scarce even for those with a college education. As was 

discovered above2, the lack of employment during the 

depression years caused youth in general to remain in 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., P• 40. 
2. Of. above P• 17. 
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school for a longer period of time. Thi.s is to be desired 

if the further schooling is of value. However, in many 

rural communities where the educational standards are low, 

the added time spent in school is apt to make little con

tribution in preparing youth for a vocation. "Training as 

well as occupational guidance are still vital aspects of 

the employment sit·uation as it faees rural young people 

and their leaders.nl 

Rural youth, then# because at a lack of educa

tional preparation are hindered in their efforts to become 

financially stable. Unless education provides necessary 

preparation for future employment it has not adequately 

prepared youth. 

b. Inability to A~sume Civic Responsibility 

"To make our democracy really effective every 

one of us must assume responsibility for maki~g the wheels 

go round."2 The wheels must be maae to run effie;ently 

whether in the nation as a whole or in a small rural 

community of a few hundred people. Our government has 

long believed that people cannot be good citizens, capable 

of intelligent government unless they are adequately trained. 

Hence, those applying for citizenship must attend classes 

in which are taught the principles of democracy. Schools 

insist that youth shall study history, principles of 

• • • • • • 

1. David C. Coyle, Rural Youth in Aetion, P• 8. 
2. E. L. Kirkpatrick, America's Leaders of Tomorrow Are 

Talking# P• 8. 
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government, the me~ning of citizenship. But what of our 

rural areas in which the inadequacies of the present 

educational system have been pointed out? Rural youth 

will form a large part of the youth who 11 • • • will bear 

the anxieties of the future • • • and • • • rebuild dem

ocracy.nl These future leaders need training now. 

3. Uncertainty of the Future Without Adequate Preparation. 

The demands of the war have made great changes 

in all youth's education. In the last year particularly 

young men have been called into the army even before 

completing high school. Large holes have been made in 

industry with a resultant increase in wages so that many 

youth, both boys and girls, feeling they should.take advant

age of the jgb opportunities and at the same time aid the 

war effort, have dropped out of school. 

The question of what to do when the war ends and 

men return is a,big one. Will the young people be willing 

to return to school having once known the thrill of 

earning high wages, and enter school where they left off 

with a younger class? If they do not return to school 

what will their future be should employment again be scarce 

and job preference given to those with an advanced educa

tion? This chapter has already pointed out the close 

relationship existing between education and employment2 

• • • • • • 

1~ Kirkpatrick~ op. cit., pp. 1-2. 
~. cr. above, PP• 42-43. 
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and the close relationship between economic security and 

personal happines.s •1 What then is ahead for rural youth 

if schools continue to offer them so little in the way of 

both academic and vocational preparation? 

D. Need for an Expanded Recreational Program 

It was discovered in the discussion on the rural 

environment that rural youth of today have more leisure 

t;ime than those of previous years. There is also the desire 

to fill that extra time. Rural youth need recreation. 

1. Factors in Rural Life Requiring Recreation 

Ernest R. Groves writing some years ago on rural 

problems stated: 

tt ••• the vices of the country are vices of isolation. 
Sex difficulties arise spont.aneously and require no 
commercial exploitation when young people live a 
barren and narrow life without ideals."2 

Rural communities no longer have the degree of isolation 

that existed when the above was written. The automobile 

not only tAkes the rural youth to town but also brings the 

city to the youth. Moving pictures bring to rural young 

people a vivid portrayal of urban life which is all too 

often accepted as the normal life of the city. The radio· 

is in evidence in every little hamlet. Other amusements 

have found their way into rural areas and the tie between 

the small town ·and the large city has become increasingly 

• • • • • • 

1. Cf. above, PP• 36-39. 
2. Ernest R. Groves, Rural Problems of Todaz,p. 26. 
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strong.· 

~et taking everything into consideration~ rural jouth 
are comparatively isolated. Contacts with the outside 
world~ with people of different customs and ways of 
living art limited. The range of friendships may be 
limited." · 

Combined with the isolation of rural life is the 

Qrudgery and lack of variety 1n the average rural youth's 

~ay. This is particularly true on the farm where there is 

the same round of chores every day. "Where no relaxation 

is to be had the people stagnate. The life of the farm 

youth is t~ring physically it is true. This ought not, 

however~ be an excuse for the lack of recreation but rather 

an incentive~ for these very young people need an outlet 

for nervous energy not expended through physical labor. 
. . 

The same need is found prevalent among rural village 

youth who~ when the routine of the day is over~ find 

nothing to do with time that bangs heavily on their hands~ 

This particular need has been intensified by the lack of 

work opportunities. "Imposed idleness. and lack of work 

opportunities. present youth~s most pressing problem."2 

These two factors of rural isolation and the lack of 

variety from the routine of daily living unite to form a 

need that must be met. 

2. Opinion of ~outh Regarding Recreation 

Rural youth themselves are acutely aware of their 

• • • • • • 

1~ Rich~ op. cit.~ p~ 13. 
2. Brandon, op. cit., p. 6. 
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needs. The young people reporting in the American Country 

Life Association recognize that tt a wider use of leisure, 

including recreational programs, activities and facilities, 

seems to be the outstanding need in the local commun1ty.01 

A survey of the needs of rural youth in certain areas of 

North Dakota reveals that recreational needs take precedence 

even over the economic needs. North Dakpta youth have 

expressed the need for some kind of a program that 

"• •• would interest and· give them the necessary rec
reation that is needed so badly; a chance for recreatiQn 
(especially during the summertime) which young people 
would gladly sDpplement for the cheap dance hall they 
now frequent ... 

The opinions expressed by rural youth throughout the 

country reveal a deep-seated need for an expanded social 

and recreational life. 

3. Inadequacy of the ~resent program 

Rural youth are seeking for a wholesome recrea

tional life. Why then is the need so great? Principally 

because the need is not being met by the agencies now 

working with rural youth. The first chapter of this study 

pointed out that the recreatio~al environment of rural 

young people is largely composed of dance halls, theaters, 

and taverns and that these places of amusement are fre

quented by the young people often beginning at a very early 

age. The inadequacy of the present program intensifies the 

• • • • • • 

l~ Melvin and smith; ot. cit., p. 82. 
2. Hay, op. cit.,_p. 6. 
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needs and in some cases creates new problems. 

"Urban studies of youth have revealed that the key to 
the problems of many young people lies in the use they 
make of their leisure hours. It has also been found 
that the wholesome use of leisure time plays an imp
ortant role in preventing crime and delinquency. 
There is no reason to believe that this relationshiP 
is any less effective in rural than in urban areas.ftl 

Butterfield writing early in the twentieth century made it 

clear that "the recreations of the country, not only for 

children but for young people and adults as well, are 

grossly inadequate."2 The inadequacies of former years 

have been to some extent corrected but the need is still 

great. 

T~e Bible tells the story of a man out of whom 

an evil spirit had been cast. After some time the demon 

returned and, finding no influence for good in the man, 

entered in again taking others with him and so "the last 

state of that man becometh worse than the first".3 The 

lack of recreation in rural life must be filled. If 

unwholesome amusements gain prominence, the situation is 

not improved but made wo_rse.. The leisure time of rural 

youth needs to be filled by constru~tive activities and 

not simply by places where they go to be passive specta

tors. The'fascination of the city is great but rural life 

can offer more to its young people than the city when that 

. . .. . . . 
1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 84. 
2. Kenyon Butterfield, The Country Church and the Rural 

Problem, p. 43. 
3. Matthew 12:43-45. 
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rural life is properlynorganized and directed • 
. 

There is in rural areas on the whole a paucity 

of social 1 cultural and recreational life.· The lack is 

vividly stated by one observer of rural youth as follows: 

"What I have seen has frequently saddened and distressed 
me. In some places the country lacks cultural privi
leges today quite as much as it did a century ago, and 
the young men and women of farming districts must look 
to the cities for whatever of social life and amusement 
and entertainment it is their fortune to purchase. As 
long as this is the case we cannot make a well-balanced 
race of agriculturist!; we c·annot make of country life 
a life worth living.n 

In addition to the fact that country life is 

impaired by a lack of social life, the effect is felt in 

the cities also. The fact that many rural youth will find 

their way into the cities has been pointed out previously.2 

Unless the moral tone of rural life has been maintained 

at a high level through a social program that has touched 

all of youth's life, the stan~ards of the city will not 

be improve.d. In this respect the city would do well to 

assist in providing for a more adequate social life in 

rural communities. 

A further complication of this social problem 

may be seen in the youth returning to rural communities 

from the far corners of the world. Young men and women 

will return who, perhaps for the first time, had left th~ 

narrow sphere of the local community and have seen the 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit •• p. 82. 
2. Of. above, P• 32. 
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wonders of the world. Will they be content to settle down 

to the limited life of former days? It is logical to 

assume that such a life will be unsatisfactory. 

To assume that simply because rural youth are 

aware of their need of a wider social life will in itself 

answer the problem is not sufficient. Young people are 

hindered by a lack of facilities~ by a lack of financial 

backing~ and, not of least importance~ by the lack of 

interest shown by adults and by organizations within the 

community. The recreational needs of rural yo,uth cannot 

be side-stepped or ignored. They demand expre_ssion of 

their social instincts and if no other means are available 

they will find expression in unwholesome places. The 

challenge faces leaders of rural youth to meet their need 

in this realm. 

E. Need for Religious Guidance 

Mankind in general has religious desires that 

demand satisfaction. If religious needs are not met 

problems are very likely to ari.se that will affect all 

of life. Like other youth rural young people need guidance 

in their religious life. 

1. Spiritual ueeds of Rural ~outh 

Young people living in rural communi ties do not 

differ greatly from urban youth in their spiritual needs. 



-51-

The eight-fold objectives set up by the International 

Council of Religious Education are as applicable in a 

small rural churah as in a large urban church. All youth 

need a knowledge of Jesus Christ as Saviour and Friend, all 

nee~ a Christian interpretation of the meaning of life~ all 

need the help of the church in establishing Christian homes. 

Closely united with the distinctly spiritual needs of the 

youth are those already outlined in this chapter. Although 

these needB are common to all of youth they beaome intensi

fied when not met. And in tb.a t fact lies the greatest 

need of all in rural life, namely, that the rural church 

awaken to the needs of its youth. More than any other 

group in rural life youth are "as sheep without a shepherd.nl 

"country life needs the rural church because it is in 
danger of losing its soul, its rural soul •••• The 
poor farmer must have the church to strengthen his 
spirit in the midst of inse~urity and landlessness. 
The fortunate farmer needs a relig~ous inspiration 
at a time when the changing ~ocial order is tearing 
him away from his moorings." 

Every age needs the message of the ahurch but the youth 

do especially. They need religious guidance for the 

establishment of their own lives. Proble~s result when 

their need is not met. 

2. Inadequacies of the Jresent ~rogram 

That the chur.ch is not meeting the needs is 

evidenced in the aesert~d church buildings of many rural 

• • • • •• . ' 

1. Teague, op. cit., p. 67. 
2. Thomas A. Tripp, nRural Culture Needs the Church",in 

Town and country Church~ February~l945, p. 4. 
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communities. Many are lLmping along; others are closed 

completely. There are a number of reasons given for the 

condition of the rural church. The economic state as 

noted in the first chapter is one of the major explanations. 

Combined with this are the population shifts, the lack of 

a trained ministry and leadership and other causes. Rolv~ 

Harlan believes the inadequacy of the church program to be 

"· •• a problem of social conditions, economic change, 
and readjustment, but it is principally a problem of 
lop-sided Christianity and a narrow-visioned ecclesi
astical policy. In so far as the plight of the 
Christian Church is the result of short-sighted 
inadequate leadership, program and methods, it can 
measurably be corrected. Christianity has recovered 
itself in numerous situations in the course of church 
h1·story. It must now set itself the task of1recovering 
and rehabilitating itself in rural .Amer1ca. 11 

The large number of rural youth not reached by 

the church is ~vidence of its inadequate program. The 

limited·activities offered rural young people by the church 

and the seeming indifference to their need also indicate 

a failure on the part of the church. "one sees so many 

churches, blind to the community, piddling along, that one 

fears the church will fail to carry out its God-given 

mission."2 In many communities in rural America the church 

is failing, particularly in its outreach to youth. 

There are a n~ber of specific weaknesses that 

may be noted in the rural church pertaining particularly 

to the youth work within the church. Isaac Beckes lists 

• • • • • • 

1. Rolvix Harlan, A New Day fqr the CountrJ Church, P• 1. 
2. Rich, "The Rural Church in Community Li ell, in Inter

national Journal of Religious Education, March, 1941, p.15. 
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three major weaknesses: 

1. There is need for g;t"eat,er vision and more effort in 
the youth work. . 

2. There is need for competent adult leadership. 
3. There is need for a community program of Christian 

Education for young people. 

Dr. Albert Gage sums up the inadequate program of the rural 

church as follows: 

"From a wide survey of many schools it appears that most 
of the l&aks in the church school are caused by 1) the 
1t.eacher problem, 2,) lack of a Christian spirit, 3) poor 
organization, 4) crowded conditions, S) ~ailure to win 
the pupi~ to Christ and build him into the life of the 
church." · 

3. Effects of Inadequate Christian ~raining 

The results of such a weak church program are 

seen in the life of rural youth, in rural community life, 

in the life of the cities. There are boys and girls 

living in rural America who are future leaders of the 

nation. For their own lives they need the message of the 

church·. Without adequate Christian training rural young 

people are deprived of the spiritual stability that is nec

essary to life and the lack of which is evident·in all 

other areas of life. The youth's development is not well

rounded and he is not able to understand and correctly 

interpret the meaning of life. 

• • • • • • 

1. Cf. Isaac K.'Beckes, "Facing Problems in Youth Work", in 
International Religious Education Journal, June, 1944, 
P'P· 14,15. . . 

2. Dr. Albert Gage, 11 Increasing Church School Attendance", 
quoted in The Gospel in Social Action, H. w. McLaughlin, 
P• 103. 
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If rural youth are not taught how to live, then 

there is little hope for the world.1 The community also 

is affected if the church neglects rural youth. In speaking 

of the importance of the Christian Education program to the 

community Margaret Teague states: 

''We must go forward into rural America with a more 
adequately supported program of Christian Education 
or else a generation will be lost and this without any 
question of a doubt, will make incre~singly difficult 
the task of reaching rural America." 

If. rural youth are not instilled with the ideals found only 

in the Church, the community will not be governed by them. 

Furthermore, the city feels the effect of the 

church's neglect of the youth. The tide of rural youth 

that, under normal conditions flows regularly into the 

cities, is so large that it plays an important part in 

developing and shaping city standards. If rural youth's 

philosophy has no room for God the result will be seen in 

city life. 

"Much of rural youth is destined to become city youth. 
The present experiences, feelings, and thoughts of 
rural youth are ••• important to our cities. The 
attitudes and character they develop out in the 
country will subsequently color many aspects of city 
life."~ 

Thus the lack of a church program affects the life of youth 

in rural communities and through them the life of the nation. 

• • • • • • 

1~ ct. Teague, op. cit., p. 3. 
2. Ibid, p. 56. 
3. Coyle, Rural Youth, p. 7.. 
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F. Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter has endeavored to set forth the 

needs of rural youth~ the problems with which they are 

faced. It has found that the youth of rural America are 

confronted with difficulties in almost every realm of life. 

Their opportunities for economic security. have 

been in the past very inadequate and even at the present 

are far from adequate. The educational preparation given 

them is not sufficient. Their social life is in'most cases 

narrow and limited. Even their spiritual needs have not 

been satisfied by the church. These unsolved problems of 

rural young people profoundly influence. their personal lives 

and the life of society as a whole. 

It is logical to question what will be the future 

of the cities and subsequently of the nation if the 

potential leaders are harassed by problems during their 

formative years. 

The study of the needs of rural young people 

has made it clear that something must be done to meet the 

needs if the future of the youth and of the nation is to 

be safeguarded. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE AGENCIES MEETING THE NEEDS OF RURAL YOUTH 
WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO TEE CHURCH 

A. Introduction 

Having noted the problems of rural youth and the 

effect such problems have on them, it is well to consider 

next the organizations that have attempted to aid the 

yout·h. The government has realized the desperateness of the 

rural situation and as a relief measure established various 

organizations. Other agencies beside those set up by the 

government have attempted to assist rural youth. This 

chapter proposes to study all such organizations as to 

their contribut~ons to the youth and their limitations in 

meeting needs. 

In addition this chapter will analyze also the 

place of the church in rural life. The functions of the 

church in a community will be considered as well as the 

particular contribution the ·church can make to rural youth 
. . 

that will offer solutions to their problems. The imp-

ortance of solving rural youth problems may be more readily 

understood when we realize that 11 in the little community 

no matter how remote and how humble the setting, there is 

drama and destiny that means the future of America.ttl 

• • • • ••• 

l. Landis, op. cit., P• a. 
-57-
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B. Agencies Aiding Rural Youth 
.. 

There were a number of organizations set up by 

the government in recent years to aid youth throughout the 

country. Some of them were speciftcally rural in scope, 

others were not specifically so but did have bearing on the 

rural youth situation. This chapter will contain the 

purpose of each agency as it was organized and then treat 

it as it is related to rural youth. 

1. Government Organizations 

a. National Youth Administration 

This organization established,in 1935 had four 

main objectives. 

1. To make provision for the employment of students 
between the ages of sixteen and twenty~five, thus 
making it financially possible for them to continue 
their education which would otherwise be impossible. 

2. To make provision for the employment of young 
persons eighteen to twenty-five. The work projects 
were to be such as would benefit not only the young 
people but the community as well. 

3. To establish vocational and counseling services for 
young people. 

4. To encourage the establiihment of worth-while 
leisure time activities. ~ 

The administration was set up to help youth who were on a 

relief level but in its practical working out it baa helped 

many more. It is impossible to estimate how many rural 

youth-were aided, but the percentage is doubtless very high. 

The National Youth Administration program along with others 
.:, . . 

was able "to reach out with considerable success into the -, 

. .~ . . . . 
1. Cf. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., P• 94. 
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. 
country districts."l Through its efforts to aid youth 

educationally~ the N.Y.A· helped to overcome some of the 
\ 

educational obstacles facing rural youth. 

" This is one of the. few emergency activities that was 
not restricted to the relief group and can thus con
tribute to the solution of the ~arger problem of 
making up the deficit in education among the youth of 
all underprivileged rural groups.tt2 

In addition ~o its program of making it possible 

for rural youth to continue in school~ the N.Y.A. program 

made provision for rural youth who were out of school to 

attend classes for a stated period of time at the state 

agricultural college. Here the youth~ both boys and girls, 

were able to work for their maintenance while receiving 

training in both agriculture and the trades. 

The N.Y.A· program seemed to reach a larger 

number of rural non-farm than rural fa~ youth.3 Perhaps 

one explanation of this may be the fact that rural farm youth 

are more scattered and thus find difficulty in coming 

together to a common training center. However, organized 

at a time when all youth and rural youth in partivular 

were desperately in need of help, this agency did much to 

alleviate the educational and economic plight of rural 

young people. 

• • • • • • 

1. Coyle, Rural Youth in Action, p. 8. 
2 • Melvin and Siii!th, op. cit., ·p. 96. 
3. ~~ P• 99. 
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b. Civilian Conservation Corps 

The Civilian Conservation Corps, initiated in 

1933, was created originally for the "purpose of relieving 

the acute condition of widespread distress and unemployment 

• • • and in order to provide for the restoration of the 

country's depleted natural resources •• nl The young men 

who flocked into the camps performed many valuable services 

in the way of conservation of forest and wild life, con

servation of soil, maintenance of recreational facilities, 

and other valuable work. Later provision was made for the 

educational and vocational training of the youth who were 

enrolled. 

In the years during which this program was in 

operation, the number of young men enrolled mounted up into 

the million mark. Many of these were rural. "It is probable 

that fifty percent of all junior enrollees who have passed 

through CCC camps have come _.from rural territory.u2 The 

importance of this agency in providing opportunity for youth 

to obtain a living and at the same time gain experience in 

a certain skill, cannot be emphasized too strongly. Combined 

with this is the contribution of this agency in providing 

both vocational and acedemic schooling. 

In 1941 the CCC was put under the Federal Security 

Administration along with the NYA program. Because of the 

emergency of the war there was no longer need to provide 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin and Smith, op. cit., p. 101. 
2. Ibid, P• 102. -
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work camps for the young men. However, some of the work 

c:a.rried on by them is baing continued under the Federal 

Se,e~urity Administration, namely, that of the conserv:ation 

of :resources. 

c. Other Government Organizations 

There were many other efforts made by the govern

ment to aid families during the days when help was especially 

needed. Some of these a~encies have not had direct bearing 

upon the rural youth though they have aided rural families. 

The Agricultural Administration Act, the Farm Credit 

Administration, the Farm Security Administration all were 

designed to assist rural people. To the extent that rural 

youths' families are assisted, their own economic problems 

are made less acute. 

2. Non-government Organizations 

There are many non-governmental organizations 

that are seeking to aid youth in their social, recreational, 

e:oconomic and other needs, but nit is doubtful that many 

are penetrating very ftar into rural territory.nl However, 

there are some agencies designed with the particular pur

pose of aiding rural young people. One such is the 4-H 

clubs organized especially for rural farm youth. These 

clubs have ecndeavored to promote better farming by develop

ing interest on the part of youth in improved methods 

• • • • • • 

1. Paul Douglass, How Shall Country Youth Be Served?, p. 34. 
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of agriculture. Along with this pas been the purpose of 

developing leadership among farm youth through the club's 

educational and recreational activities. Unfortunately it 

has been found that these clubs on the whole are not 

reaching out of school rural youth and that the program 

is confined largely to rural communities that are already 

economically well-situated. Thus the 4-H clubs$ while 

effective as far as helping the youth contacted, do not 

have an outreach that is sufficiently wide. 

Then there are the junior Co-operative and Grange 

groups which, as the name implies, are a branch of the 

national Co-operative and Grange groups. Like the parent 

organization their aim may be generally summarized as 

being an emphasis on " a wholesome social life, cooperation 

with churches, economic cooperation among farmers.•l 

In individual states organizations are being 

formed as the needs of youth are recognized. Some of these 

are formed by adults as an outgrowth of their own organiza

tions; some are set up by J:OUth themselves. An example or 

the latter is the Georgia Rural 'fouth council which ttjust 

growed" as rural students recognized their own problems 

and saw the need for act~on.2 

3. Contribution of Such Groups to Rural Youth 

The main emphasis of most of the organizations, 

• • • • • • 

1. Landis, op. cit., p. 29. 
2. cr. Coyle, Rural Youth in Action, P• 33. 



both those set up by the g~vernment as relief measures 

and those initiated by rural people themselves, is on the 

more apparent needs of an economic, educational, and social 

nature. These problems have received attention f~om all the 

organizations. The economic relief offered by the NYA and 

CGC was important and necessary. The academic and vocational 

training received was valuable and necessary also. The 

gains in physical fitness and morale are an important result 

of the program. The organizations also emphasize citizen

ship and the development of character. 

ttA major result of the work of the National Youth. 
Administration has undoubtedly been a reduction in 
the volume of crime among young people. Moreover, a 
boy's experience in a ceo camp often does much to 
change his attitude toward life •• "1 

Thus in many respects w·e find that the various organiza

tions working in the interests of rural youth have rendered 

much valuable service to them in aiding them to solve their 

problems. 

4. Limitations of the Organizations in Meeting N~ada 

The chief drawback may be seen in the limited 

contacts. Many rural youth are not reached at all by any 

of the organizations. On the whole the farm organizations 

have offered a program for the younger rural groups and 

not the older youth. In addition n ••• they serve only 

a fraction of the rural population and chiefly those in the 

higher income bracket.u2 

• • • • • • 

1. Melvin arid Smith, op. cit., P• 129. 
2. ~., p. 128. 
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There are other features that binder the effect-

iveness of the program that is offered. The. government 

organizations we-re hindered by the limited funds available 

to them. They, of course, were only set up as relief, 

emergency measures and in this respect fulfilled their 

purpose quite adequately. However, young men going from 

the camps back into the rur~l community often found condi

tions to be so tense that their newly acquired skills and 

knowledge were of little value. What would have happened 

had the war not ended the emergency is difficult to con

jecture. 

In the final analysis, the chief lack· in the 

program of both the governmental and local agencies may 

be summed up in the statement made by the Christian Rural 

Fellowship. "Improved phy~ical standards of life are 

meaningless except as they contribute to the satisfaction 

of the deeper longings and needs of human life. The new 

rural movement must be at heart spiritual."1 The work that 

is being done to rebuild rural America through an improve

ment of physical life is necessary but it must not be 

carried on apart from a rebuilding of the spiritual life 

if it is to succeed. 

• • • • • • 

1. Christian Rural Fellowship Bulletin, June, 1943, p. 1. 
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c. Contribution of the Church 

If there must be an emphasis on the spiritual 

rehabilitation of rural America, it is obvious that the 

church must be considered. We turn now to a study of the 

rural church and the place it holds in the total picture. 

1. The Church -·Functioning in a Community 

In the cities there are any number of agencies 

ready to assist youth. Of the many the. church is only one. 

very often the program of the church·in urban centers is 

merely a repi%ition of that offered by other organizations. 

Such is ~ot true of rural communities for in many places 

the church is the only institution in the community that 

is seeking to improve life. The responsibility resting on 

the rural church is thus tremendous. J. H. Kolb of the 

College of Agriculture of the University of Wisconsin 

stresses the importance of the church in rural life in that 

he nbelieves religion to be one of the major interests in 

strengthening the rural community.nl The :tamiliar church 

building along with the home and the school "carries more 

influence in their lives than does any other institution.u2 

In considering what the church has to offer in 

• • • • • • 

1. J. H. Kolb, "Social Issues the Church Must Face", in 
Town and country Church, December, 1944, p. a. 

2. Rich, op. c!£., P• 18. 
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aiding rural youth to meet their needs, it is well to look 

first of all at the functions of the church in a communit¥• 

Rolvix Harlan has given the following list: 

1. The church is the place of common worship. 
2. The church is the school in which people are instructed 

in the meaning of their religion. 
3. The church is the means of moral discipline. 
4. The church is the agency through which people combine 

for common service. 
5. The church is the means through which the tenets of 

religion are perpetuated.l 

Specifically with reference to rural communities the func

tion of the church may be designated somewhat as follows: 

1. Teaching people that personal growth along right lines 
is a religious duty. · 

2. The glorification of toil. 
3. Developing a love for the rural environment. 
4. Developing a love of justice. 
5. Interpreting the kingdom of God to rural p~ople in 

t er.ms of their daily life and daily toil. 

The rural church must be all that in a community if it is 

to reach the youth. The program must be vital. Someone 

has said that the rural church dmust have teeth that bite 

into the needs of the young people."3 How can the church 

do this? Vlhere shall it begin? 

The Home Missions council Committee on the rural 

church states emphatically that "· •• the rural church 

must be Christ-centered, motivated by the power of the 

living God, with a community consciousness tt4 • • It was 

• • • • • • 

1~ Of~ Harlan~ op. cit., pp. 2-9. 
2. cr. Butterfield, ot. cit., pp. 75-79. 
3. Mary a. White, "Le Us Mix Palestine and Hollywood"~ in 

International Journal of Re,ligious Education,March,l943, 
p. 11. . 

4. A National Program for the Rural Church, 1938, p. 10. 
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noted above1that a large share of rural youths' problems 

arise directly or indirectly from their surroundings and 

are due to circumstances over which they have no control. 

Because of this fact and because no person can· be dealt 

with entirely apart from the family or community, the church 

in seeking to help youth must go back to the source of the 

problems. That source may often be the conditions in the 

community. 

The rural church in the past has not always 

realized its importance to the community. Some years ago 

Warren H. Wilson wrote: 

"Rural religion has suffered from too exclusive reliance 
upon preaching and too little living contact; too few 
of the experiences of life have been included, and too 
many have been shut out of the church. 11 2 

The rural church cannot stand on the fringe of life and 

expect to exert any influence. It must cease "piddling 

around"3 and grapple with everyday community life problems. 

Making a rural community Christian will demand the best 

that any church can offer. It is imperative that as the 

church seeks to aid the individual, it first meet community 

needs, for ttin so far as the life of the community is less 

than Chtistian, the life of the individual is hindered.u4 

In seeking to meet needs the church must do all within its 

• • • • • • 

1. cr. above~ p. 29. 
2. Wilson, Rural Religion and the country~hurch, p. 11. 
3. or. above, p. 52. 
4. "The Rural Church·at Work as a Religious Educator", p.3. 
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power to aid the community in economic problems, health 

needs, educational and recreational inadequacies. To this 

some may object that such interests are outside the field 

of the church. .Jieally every concern of human life must be 

the conc:ern of the church. Because the church seeks to reach 

individual souls, it has also to do with it ••• the farmer's 

crops and his business, with community spirit and friend-

liness, with wholesome recreation and amusements, with a 

high level of general education • A community in 

which many of the people live in poverty and illiteracy 

will have little time for any institution that exists in 

its midst and do.es nothing to improve living conditions. 

11The community will naturally loolr to the church for a 
solution of the rural problem if and when the church 
is able to provide not only competent spiritual help, 
but also mature counsel in the economic problems, 
the agricultural adjustments, and the general social 
welf·are of its citizens. • • The church must not only 
make an occasional effort to reach the unsaved; it 
must transform the social consciousness as well. It 
can do this only to the extent in which it is2able to 
identify itself with the life of the people.u 

The importance of the church in endeavoring to improve 

community living cannot be too strongly emphasized. 

2. The church Functioning for the Youth 

As the church proves to the cormnunity its 

interest in the daily round of life, it has a surer en

trance into the heart of the individual. A large share of 

. . . . . . 
1. hThe Rural Church at Work as a Religious Educatoru, p.5. 
2. Landis, op• cit., p. 40. 



-69-

of the individuals whom the church is seeking to reach in 

rural areas are youth. "children are • • • the most dis-

tinguishing thing about rural society."1 In what way is the 

church of value to rural youth? 

a. In Meeting the Spiritual Needs 

The study of the secular organizations that are 

aiding rural youth revealed that the one great need not met 

by them is that of the need of religious guidance, the 

spiritual need of the young people. While this is not a 

need peculiar to rural youth alone, it is fundamental and 

must be met. It is one that no amount of education, wealth, 

or culture will adequately take care of. Only in the 

message of the church as it centers in God can the deeper 

hungerings of a person's soul be satisfied. Rural youth 

may well express themselves in the words of the disciples 

at Capernaum, "To whom shall we go?"2 The question can be , 

answered by the church that is alert to the fact that all 

men need God. This is the distinctive contr~bution of the . 
church to rural youth. The greatest contribution it can make 

is to give meaning.·to life, to satisfy the spiritual need. 

This spiritual stability found in the message of the church 

is basic to the solution of all other problems. 

b •. In Meeting Other Needs 

While the spiritual needs of rural youth are of 

• • • • • • 

1. Teague, op. cit., p. 20. 
2. John 6:68. 
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great importance, other needs lo·om up in their eyes to 

large proportions and seem to demand immediate attention. 

It must be recognized that the other needs which have been 

outlined in the second chapter of this study~ have a direct 

bearing on the rural youth's attitude toward the church. 

Physiologists have rendered a service in their discovery 

of the inter-relation of all parts of the body. Psychologists 
' 

have done the same in showing the relation between the body 

and the mind. The homely illustration of an injured finger 

demonstrates the principle that what affects one part of 

the body is felt by the whole. Every part must be healthy 

in order to have a harmonious whole. one is not distinct 

from the others and does not function separately. So it is 

with all. of life; one area is not isolated but each is inter

related with the others. Therefore an institution cannot 

minister only to one phase of life and thus thin~ to meet 

the needs of all of life. In relation to the rural youth 

there may be a difference in the deg~ee of ~mportance or 

in the order in which needs are to be met, but they must 

all be met if the lives of the youth are to- be enriched and 

of service to others. 

How then can the church contribute to the solution 

of material needs? Many people will not seek ~he assistance 

of the church save as a last desperate measure. The reason 

for this may be the fact that the church in many rural com

munities has become so dissociated from life that the 

.. 
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aver.age person does not think of the church as being of 

any use save when he is in desperate trouble. So the 

church must often take the initiative. 

One of the firs·t principles the church must 

observe in working with its rural young people is the 

importance of showing its concern for every phase of their 

life. When ]OUng people feel that the church is interested 

in them and their problems, they will respond to any program 

it may set up.1 Then before setting up any independent 

program, the church would do well to take into consideration 

any organization already assisting the youth and work in 

co-operation. ttThe task of the country church is not to 

do a single thing these agencies can better accomplish 

or to compete with them in any shape or manner.tt2 Any 

group or agency attempting to aid rural youth should have 

the full co-operation of the church. Such cooperative 

action would be eagerly welcomed. Youth "want to see the 

church tie up vitally with the rest of their life, with 

their school program, their clubs, societies, their 

vocational interests."3 If a church should find itself 

in a community in which little or nothing is being done 

for the youth, it has a wide-open field that should prove 

.to be a challenge. 

• • • • • • 

1. Of. McLaughlin, oK. cit., p. 118. 
2. Edwin E. Sundt, T e countrl Church and Our Generation, 

p. 97 •. 
3. Landis, op. cit., p. 41. 
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~Ybile the purpose of this thesis is not to set 

up a program of church action, nevertheless, various 

suggestions will be made whereby the church may be of 

practical assistance to the youth. 

1. The Economic Need 

Since in so many communities the economic inoppor

tunities loom the largest, the church must somehow help the 

youth to find a way out. Of course, as the church improves 
. 

the community standard of living, it does help the youth. 

This is true of all these problems. However, even so, the 

church has the responsibility of making a more specific 

_attack against this problem. This may be done in various 

ways and each church must find the method best suited to 

the situation. Above al~ church leaders must be informed 

on economic problems and ready to offer assistance in any 

way possible. Dr. Randolph so well expresses the church's 

responsibility when he says: 

uThis is the task of the rural church, for there is no 
other institution that can undertake and carry through 
such a momentous responsibility. There is no other 
institution known to rural life that is so well fitted 
with philosophy, idealism, and method to provide the 
needed sympathy and prophetic direction to complete 
rural living by disadvantaged youth of the soil as the 
Christian Church. The holy work of the rural church 
is to build out of these hopeless, spiritless lives, 
which poverty has strewn over tt?fs fair land of ours, 
youthful lives strong and true." 

V{.hen the doors of opportunity are closed to rural youth, 

• • • • • • 

1. Dr. Henry s. Randolph, quoted in The Christian Rural 
Fellowship Bulletin, November, 1941, p. 7. 
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they need as at no other time the help of the church that 

will understand their problem and intelligently seek to 

help. 

2. The Health Need 

Closely linked with ~e economic problem is that 

of the poor health so prevalent among rural youth as army 

doctors have discovered. The church should insist on the 

maintenance of decent standards of health in the interest 

of youth. 

3. The Educational Need 

In the educational field the church should have 

personal contact with the schoo~ and know what is being 

taught. The activities of the two ought not to conflict. 

uooperation between rural schools and churches could 

result in more opportunities for vocational training of 

the youth. 11 0ne of the great tasks before the rural 

church is in helping to work out a better vocational 

adjustment of young people.ul Is it not logical to assume 

that as the chur~h seeks to aid youth educationally, more 

and more the Christian principles will be infused into 

every vocation entered by rural youth who have been so aided? 

An earnest plea should be made by Ghristian leaders for 

competent, well-trained teachers who will receive an 

adequate salary. The church and school might cooperate 

• • • • • • 

1. I. W. :Moomaw, "Rural Life Objectives", p. 7. 
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to work out a system of weekday religious instruction to 

meet the lack of religious training that has been found 

to prevail in rural communities. Public school teachers 

may be enlisted in the teaching ministry of the church. 

All these avenues are open to the church by which it c-an 

help to relieve the tremendous educational lack among its 

young people. 

4. The Recreational Need 

The third major problem of rural youth was found 

to be the lack of an adequate recreational and social life. 

Here the church can make one of its greatest contributions. 

Because of the lack the *'rural church has a special respon

sibility in the matter of making it possible for young 

people to have a good time.ul A recognition of either the 

lack of recreation in its community or the existence of 

unwholesome amusements should be a spur to the church in 

working with rural youth at a point at which they will 

readily respond. It is easy enough to draw anyone to a 

place where there will be nrun and food" and rural young 

people are no exception. A recreational program sponsored 

by the church is not in this case a bait whereby the real 

purposedis masked. It is to be hoped, of course, that the 

youth will see in the church something that they need that 

is beyond the recreational need and respond to the other 

activities of the church. However, the social need in rural 

• • • • • • 

1. Fenner, op. cit., p. 34. 
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life is a very real one that must be met and can most 

adequately be met by the church. The natural surroundings 

of rural youth provide wonderful opportunities for a rich 

social life and on this the church should capitalize. The 

c.ry of rural young people is voiced by a seventeen-year-

old farm girl who asks, nisn•t there someone in every com-

munity who will take the responsibility of providing 

decent recreational places for young people ·::'•1 The chal

lenge f'aces the church t9 provide fac.ili ties, leaders, 

equipment, and time in answering the cry of the youth. 

In all this it is imperative to think in terms 

of the future, of what can be done for rural youth who 

will be returning from the various branches of the service. 

Ex-servicemen and women will undoubtedly present many 

problems to the churches throughout the country that will 

demand solution. 

"During war we have been able to mobilize the greatest 
armed force and the greatest productive power in the 
world. Surely in the post-war years we can mobilize 
our human, spiritual, and s~cial resources for the·: 
children and young people. 11 

In concluding this discus~?ion as to what measures 

the church should take in assisting youth tp overcome the 

problems facing them, it would be advantageous to cite a 

specific example of the program carried on by a rural church. 

. . . . . . 
1. Ghristian Rural Fellowship Bulletin, December, 1940, p.5,. 
2. Katherine Lenroot, "Ghildren Are Post-war People 11

, in the 
International Journal of Religious. Education, November, 
1944, P• 16. 
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The Home Missions Council reports the work of the Ramsey 

Reformed Church located near Titonka, Iowa, :lm a distinc·tly 

rural field. The program is for the youth and comprises 

three main features, namely, general, special war-time, and 

long-distance planning. 

In the general phase of the program is included 

various activities centering around the worship, service, 

social, and educatiopal areas of the young person•s life. 

Se~vice, for example, may include work on church grounds, 

some community project, or some form of missionary activity; 

education may include the study of agriculture, health, or 

marriage. 

Because of the war a special program has been 

put into operation. It includes red cross work, writing 

to the service men, a study of post..;w;ar problems. In this 

connection the church reports that there bas been little 

tendency on the part of the youth to leave for defense 

jobs. Instead they are satisfied in the country. 

In the long-distance planning phase of the 

program, particular attent~on is given to peace plans and 

the adjustments that must be made after the war. A study 

is made also of the place of the church in the post-war 

world.1 

This is but one example of what is being done in 

• • • • • • 

1. Cf. E.L. Kirkpatrick, The Ghurch 1 s Part With Rural 
Youth, PP• 5-6. 



-77-

some rural churches and other. examples could be cited. 

Yet so many rural youth are not· aided by the church; so 

many have problems that are not met. The chUtrch at one 

time was central in rural life and can again take that 

position. The church must assume the leadership in rural 

areas, not for its own sake, but for the sake of the youth. 

uHere is the greatest challenge before the Protestant 
church in the United States in this hour ••• the 
Protestant church must recognize the greatness of its 
obligation, the richness of its ~pportunity, the 
heroic proportions of its task.u 

The task of finding solutions to youth's problems is a 

tremendous one and assumes new proportions when it is real-

ized what the effects will be on society as a whole'if 

satisfactory solutions are not found. Y&t while the task 

is large, the rewards also are great and well worth any 

e.ff'ort ~ 

3. Results of the Church•s Program 

a. To the Church 

There is no work that pays as large dividends as 

that done in the interest of youth. The results of im

proved and enriched lives will be evident in the community 

and other areas of life and will also be evident.in the 

life of the church. Young people will respond to an 

insti tuti.on that is vi tal, that is seeking to help them 

and they will gladly support its program. Having come to 

• • • • • • 

1. William v. Dennis, 11The Place of the church in the Rural 
Communityu, in Town and Country church, February,l945, p.4. 
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the church for help and finding it, the young people will 

in turn·take their place and assume their share of respon

sibility in the church. Thus the church will be energized 

by the new young life with its eagerness and enthusiasm 

and devotipn to a cause. Youth needs the church it is true. 

The church also needs the youth - it needs those qualities 

that young people have in such abundance. The rural church 

particularly needs the young people •. It will have them 

only in proportion as it manifests its interest in them 

and seeks to reach them. 

b. To the Young People 

The results of any effort to improve human living 

cannot be measured in terms of figures and percentages. 

Improvements may come very slowly and be evident only in 

isolated, individual cases. This is particularly true 

of a program that would attempt to meet problems as over

whelming as those that have been seen to face rural youth. 

Yet when the effort is made there will be results. 

The effort will be rewarding as it brings a?out changes in 

young lives. \fohen hope replaces despair, anticipation of 

the future replaces dread, economic stability takes the 

place of insecurity, and deep spiritual qualities are 

instilled in place of do~b~ and cynicism, the church will 

be able to see how well worth while were its attempts to 

aid its youth. The rural church will find that as it 

endeavors to assist youth to meet satisfactorily the 
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physical needs of life, it will be rendering at the same 

time its greatest service, that of filling spiritual 

hungers. Thus rural youtli will become i1rooted and groundedu 

in their inner selves and all of life will take on new 

meaning. 

u. Summary and Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to survey 

the agencies that have as an important part of their pro

gram attempted to help rural youth make possible an improve

ment in their life. 

The agencies instituted by the government were 

considered first of all. Only those were selected that 

had to do with rural youth. The National Youth Administra

tion, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the Farm Security 

Administration programs were surveyed as to what they have 

been able to contribute to rural young people as well as 

wherein they have failed. It was found that in general 

the government organizations rendered inestimable service 

in their efforts to aid youth economically and educationally. 

Their failure lay largely in their inability to contact 

enough rural youth and the restrictions placed on them 

by a lack of funds and by a lack of cooperation from other 

organizations. 

Other agencies in rural areas established apart 

from the government are represented by the 4 - H clubs, 
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grange organizations, and other groups, The purpose of 

such groups covers quite a range including economic im

provement as well as a supplying of the lack of social life 

and a building of character. Here, too, the weakness of the 

organizations may be seen in their failure to reach far 

enough into rural territory. 

However, it was felt that the chief weakness of 

the groups was their failure to stress the necessity of the 

spiritual qualities needed to give meaning to life. This 

led naturally to a consideration of the church in the rural 

community in relation to the needs of the youth. 

The place and function of the church as a unit 

of the community was considered before attention was turned 

to the specific problem of the church•s relation to the 

youth. It was discovered that the church cannot hope to 

reach the individual if it shuts itself off from the 

obvious needs of community life. 

In analyzing the contributions of the church to 

rural youth, its distinctive contribution and first 

obligation was found to be the spiritual satisfaction it 

could offer. It was realized, however, that youth often 

do not recognize their spiritual needs as being basic. 

Realizing also that the physical needs of life demand sat

isfaction, various methods were suggested by which the 

church could assist youth in solving problems in the 

economic, educational, and recreational fields. 
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In concluding the discussion of the church in 

its relation to the rural youth, emphasis was laid on 

the value of the assistance that the church could offer. 

The results would be eviaent in its own life and in the 

lives of the young people. 

Thus it is evident that the church commands a 

vital place in the life of the community and the youth. 

It alone has within its message the power to enrich life 

materially and transform it spiritually. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this ·study has been to survey the 

problems of rural youth and to discover how the church · 

can contribute to the solution of the problems. 

Before studying the needs it was thought necessary 

to find out just who rural youth are and where they live. 

It was found that about one-half of the nation's population 

live in rural communities and that over a third of the 

youth population is rural. Some of these live on farms; 

others live in small villages. But whether they liveon 

:L'.arms or in small- towns, the env.ironment was found to be 

quite similar. There is first of all the natural environ

ment affording fresh air, sunshine, and a close contact 

with nature. There is a certain degree of isolation in 

rural communities keeping the youth from some of the un

desirable influences found in urban life. A quick glance 

at a rural community might lead to the belief that all was 

well with youth in rural America. 

However, a closer examination of the rural 

environment revealed that there are many deficiencies. 

While a rural community might logically be expected to 

provide a living for those living on the land, the opposite 

has often been true. Many rural youth have found few 

economic opportunities to be their lot. While the war has 

-83-
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relieved this situation somewhat, it was discovered that 

other factors in the rural situation complicate the pros

pects for an aconomic improvement in the fu~ure. The 

increased use of machinery on farms has resulted in a 

lessened demand for human labor. A great many rural youth 

belong to families who are migrants or mere tenants on 

the land with little prospects of ownership. 

The economic poverty of rural areas was found to 

be reflected in other aspects of the environment. There 

is a lack of educational opportunities. Rural states are 

unable to pay high taxes for the support so that school 

facilities are'far from adequate. Attendance of rural 

young people at school was found to be dependent upon 

many factors among which are the financial condition of 

the home, and the fact that many rural youth are needed 

at home at some time during the year. Rural schools in 

many areas do not provide much opportunity for an educa

tion beyond the eighth grade. 

Recreational facilities provided by the community, 

school, and church include playgrounds, swimming pools, 

and various clubs. However, other amusements have found 

their way into the rural communities and rural youth 

spends time also at pool-rooms, taverns, and other un

desirable places. ·Many of the natural rural opportunities 

for recreation are often neglected by t~e youth. 

The rural home as an aspect of the environment 
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was considered. It was discovered that rural families 

as a rule are large but unfortunately do not have an 

adequate income to meet needs. This fact is of particular 

significance in view of the tremendous influence that 

family life with its close relationships exerts on rural 

young people. 

The low economic standards of rural communities 

are reflected also in the church, for the church in many 

rural areas was found to be small in size with limited 

funds and a narrow outreacb• 

At the conclusion of the study of the ~ural 

environment it was obvious why rural young people are 

faced with problems. The problems are those that face 

any group of youth but are accentuated by the conditions 

found in rural areas. 

The needs of youth for economic security, 

education, an adequate social life, and spiritual stability 

were found to be especially acute in rural communities. 

Vlhile it is true that economic conditions 

became severe throughout the nation as a result of the 

depression years, the limited opportunities existing in 

rural areas made the situation particularly difficult for 

rural youth. The lack of security was found to be re

flected in all areas of life and affected especially 

youth's attitude toward life. 

The inadequacy of the educational program causes 
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many problems for rural youth in hindering their ability 

to ga~n financial security~ making it difficult for them 

to participate in civic responsibilities, and making 

their future insecure. 

The isolatiOn and drudgery of rural life were 

found to be two factors emphasizing the need for a social 

life. Because the need exists and in the main is not met~ 

rural young people have the additional problem of a narrow, 

limited social life with all that that involves. 

Then, perhaps most serious of all, is the problem 

rural youth have of an unmet spiritual need. The church 

in some instances was found to be very active; in other 

cases the program for youth is very limited. 

Thus the study of the environment of rural 

youth and the problems confronting them seemed to indicate 

that the situation held little promise of a bright future. 

Fortunately there is a bright side to the picture of the 

condition of the youth in rural areas. A number of organi

zations have been established to assist the young people. 

A study was made first of all of the government 

organizations, including the NYA, CCC, and FSA• Non

government groups such as the 4 - H clubs, junior Grange 

groups, ~nd other local community agencies were studied 

to discover in what way they were able to aid the youth. 

It was found that the greatest contribution of the govern

ment organizations was the assistance offered in the 
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improvement of the economical and educational life of rural 

youth. Both the government and local groups were concerned 

with the improvement of the recreational and social life 

and the building of character. 

However, the realm in which these agencies failed 

was in the building up of the spiritual life of the youth. 

It is at this point that the church enters the picture. 

The chief purpose of the church is its ministry to the 

youth in meeting the need of the knowledge of God. Since 

all of life is inter-related, the conclusion reached in 

the final chapter was that the church has also the 

responsibility of ministering t~ the satisfaction of the 

other needs of life. Youth responds th the message of the 

church as that institution shows its interest in all phases 

of life. 

In conclusion then, it is evident that rural youth, 

the nation 1s future leaders, are surrounded on every hand 

with problems. Something has been and is being done for 

them by various agencies. The one institution that can 

meet the fundamental need for a true interpretation of 

life and at the same time do much toward the solution of 

other problems, is the church. Its most challenging task 

is that of awakening youth to a realization of their own 

possibilities and worth. Instead of finding the church 

alert to take advantage of such a field of opportunity, 
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it has been found to be lethargic and indifferent to the 

challonge. Does the reason for such failure lie with the 

rural church itself or is it not rather due to the attitude 

of people at large toward the rural communities and every

thing connected with them? Even as a boy from the farm is 

often derisively called a nhick", so the rural pastor is 

regarded by fellow ministers in large city churches. The 

common attitude of ministers and even of many seminary 

leaders is that the rural church is. the plac·e where young 

men "try their wingstt and old ministers retire. Members 

of city churches regard rural communities as mission fields 

without recognizing the fact that a large share of the 

leaders in the urban churches came originally from. a small 

rural parish. It is not to be wondered that the rural 

church is slow to recognize its worth to say nothing of 

seeking to make itself an influence in the community. 

The solution to the rural chur~~ problem may 

lie in the direction of making the rural minister aware 

of the tremendous size of his job, of impressing upon him 

its challenge. It may be solved by the introduction into 

seminaries of courses dealing with distinctly rural 

pastora~ problems. However, the rural pastor cannot wait 

until he has gained recognition from urban centers before 

he begins to solve the needs that are at his very doorstep. 

Youth cannot wait for a solution of its problems. They 
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demand immediate attention or rural America will indeed 

become a mission field. There is urgent·need that the 

rural church awaken to its opportunity, to its responsib

ility of making Christianity real to the youth through its 

practical working out in every day life. As the church 

contributes to the solution of the needs of rural youth 

it establishes their personal lives, builds a better 

community, and insures the future of the nation. 
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