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Shirley, ME - When we purchased a camp here in the deep woods of northern Maine, we knew only a few locals, and none of them very well.  We soon found, however, that nearly everyone we met was friendly, helpful and happy to have us as neighbors.  One lady in particular, Lynn, who lives here year-round two camps up the road with her dog, Gracie, was extremely welcoming.  Her husband, Bob (M. Robert Mulholland, Jr), who passed away in 2015, was a renowned theologian and author of several well-regarded books.  He was a graduate of my alma mater, the U.S. Naval Academy, but after service in the Navy, he pursued theological studies, culminating in a doctorate from Harvard Divinity School.   Lynn gave me a copy of an expanded edition of his 1993 book, Invitation to Journey, A Road Map for Spiritual Formation, which builds upon his work as a New Testament scholar.  Several of his lectures and interviews can be found on the internet.
During one of our conversations, Lynn invited us to join her the following Sunday for services at her church where she is the pianist.  It was not near our homes here outside Greenville, but 12 miles south in Shirley, a small community lost in time.  It is several miles off the main road, and has no discernible business activity.  It certainly appears that its best days have passed.  Although it was incorporated in 1834, Shirley’s heyday was in the early 1900’s when two mills were in operation and had a population of 334.  It was on the stagecoach run from Dexter to Moosehead Lake and there was a hotel.  Since then the population has declined to a level between 200-300.
Lynn’s church is called The Shirley Community Church.  It is a small wooden structure painted white sitting in a grassy field.  There is no parking lot;  attendees park along the roadside.  The church was originally Methodist and was dedicated in 1906.  It was founded by a young man, Alphonso C. Mitchell, who organized others in the community to use plows, shovels, axes, and horses to excavate the foundation.  His parents, Mr. and Mrs. Alonzo Mitchell donated the lot and the lumber while others in the area donated cash.  Basically the community built the church by hand.
Prior to the founding of the church, various transient ministers would periodically hold services in the local schoolhouse, but with the new building Methodist ministers from Greenville took over as pastors.  Apparently it was not a plum assignment, the longest any served was seven years, perhaps due to low membership.  A Pastor’s report from 1916 listed “eight members in full connection, and two on probation.” Membership numbers ebbed and flowed over the following century with one pastor lamenting the loss of young members leaving town for high school.  He also complained about “baseball games now being played on Sundays” which necessitated moving the time of services.  Apparently distractions to church-going has a long history.
We have now become regulars at the church when we are in Maine.  It still has the same wooden pews, and essentially everything in the building has been donated, including a new piano which arrived this week.  Counting the two of us, there are typically 12 in attendance, including the Pastor and his wife.  It is an intimate service and is conducted along traditional Protestant guidelines. What has changed over the years is the introduction of electronic aids.  The Pastor, David, a very genial fellow with a handsome white beard, programs his computer to project lyrics for the hymns on the front wall, along with appropriate paintings depicting Biblical scenes.  Communion is held only on the first Sunday of each month and is something of an event.  After receiving bread dipped in wine, all 12 of us gather in a circle in the front (there is no altar, per se) to hold hands while praying together.  After a period of silence, one person will proclaim whom or what they are praying for, followed by, “This is my prayer.”  Then everyone responds with, “This is our prayer.”   Most of prayers concern illness or joyful events, but recently the Pastor offered a prayer for the infamous Maine black flies which are soon to make their presence felt....with a vengeance.  We all laughed.
Of the dozen of us in attendance, none were under 65.  The future of the church is, accordingly, in serious doubt.  There appears to be little hope of attracting younger worshippers;  according to the last census (2010), of the 233 residents in Shirley, the median age is 53, with less than 15% under the age of 24.  There appears to be no plan to attract new families;  there is no Sunday School and no incentive for a young family to join the church.  I have no idea how the weekly donations are sufficient to pay the utilities and to heat the church during the brutal winters here.
I suspect that the problems of the Shirley Community Church are not unique in these increasingly secular times.  Many churches in small rural communities across the nation are confronting similar issues.  If this trend continues, our nation will be losing a key element of its soul. 
I thought you might like to know.
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