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We visit a real cowboy church in a Tennessee sale barn 
and come away believing: Tis sure ain’t old-time religion.

Besides running cattle and keeping horses at his farm, 
John Mikolajczyk weighs livestock in the stuffy litle box behind 
the auction ring at the Lawrence County, Tenn., Stockyards. 
That’s where he first heard Nathan Duncan, who he knew as 
the store manager at Performance Feeds in Lawrenceburg, talk 
about starting Tousand Hills Cowboy Church in the sale barn 
on Sundays.

“Sundays, for us, were mostly about running around on the farm 
or watching the tube,” John says. His wife, Marcia, agrees. Tey 
were both raised in church, but “once we were married, life didn’t 
involve church at all, really,” she says.

As a military family, always on the move, it was hard to find a 
place to fit in. John spent 25 years in the Marine Corps, but he was 
still a cowboy at heart. As soon as he lef the Corps, he and his wife 
Marcia hot-footed it away from the tiny military base homes, with 
their stodgy-same khaki exteriors and lawns measured in square 
feet, and bought themselves a horse farm in the heart of Walking 
Horse country here in middle Tennessee. John’s uniform is gone. 
Now every day it’s a wide-brim hat, work boots and jeans.

Something about Duncan’s invitation for church at the sale 
barn lit a spark in his soul. “I said to myself, ‘I’ll be there the first 
Sunday,” says John. Fiting in wasn’t an issue. It was to be a brand 
new church, “so we’d be new, just like everybody else,” says Marcia.

“Besides,” John adds, “I already had the hat.”

travelers get a taste of cowboy church in tourist meccas 
like Branson and Nashville. In Branson, you can see a revue of 
Eagles tunes at the God and Country Teater on Saturday night 
and atend church there the next day, right next to the Applebee’s. 
In Nashville, you can walk from your suite at the Opryland Hotel to 
the Texas Troubadour Teater, where you might see a rhinestoned 
Stella Parton on stage at the cowboy church service at 10:30 
Sunday morning. Tese dandy venues have comfy theater seats, 
packed with parishioners-in-passing that fill the air-conditioned 
space with the clean smells of hotel soap and hair spray.

Cowboy churches like Thousand Hills, though, hang their 
Stetsons on authenticity. Here in the sale barn, at 7 o’clock on 
an August Sunday that will be brutal-hot by church time, the air 
conditioning can’t quite cool the stale air, or mask the trod-earth-
and-manure smell. No mater. Nathan Duncan is ready. 

Duncan grew up on a row-crop farm in Florida, and his family 
moved to Tennessee when he was a teenager. Even though a good 

many family members were in ministry, he remembers telling his 
granny, “I’ll never be a preacher. She said, ‘Never say never.’ She 
was right.” By age 22, Duncan was in youth ministry, but he was 
still a farm kid. “I’ve always loved to fool with catle and horses. 
Tat’s who I am,” he says.

Cattle and clergy finally crossed in his mind in 2008 when 
he met a representative from the Tennessee Baptist Convention. 
“He was speaking at the church where I was on staff part-time as 
youth minister,” says Duncan. “He was talking about planting new 
churches. Now, I always believed the Lord was going to use me in 
a church plant at some point, but I thought it would be a different 
kind of church. A trendy-type church, for 20-somethings,” he says. 
Instead, the idea for Tousand Hills Cowboy Church was born. 

For Duncan, it was a natural progression. “I talk about cows 
and feed six days a week,” he says. And on the seventh day ... well, 
that’s a God thing.

Duncan looks like he might be dressed for his full-time gig at 
Performance Feeds: buton-up checkered shirt, jeans, boots, and 
the requisite hat. Today, though, he’s Pastor Nate, in the auction 
ring, its floor scraped clean. Tere’s a guitar slung around his neck. 
He stands at a podium he made himself, “with the wood from 
a tore-down barn,” he says. He’s practicing “River Of Life” for 
the service, a song you might hear in any church on any Sunday 
morning. At Tousand Hills, though, it has a country two-beat. 
John and Marcia’s son Ian is here, too. He plays a mean bass, 
thumping between the 1-chord and the 5-chord. Even though the 
drummer hasn’t shown up yet, the feel is unmistakable. Te band 
sounds like Saturday night, but the message is all Sunday morning.

that’s the cowBoy church way, or at least it is these days. 
Te church has its roots both in the Wild West culture and the 
brush arbor revivals of the mid-20th century. While any campfire-
and-chorus meeting might be called “cowboy church,” the last 15 
years have brought method and organization to the movement. 
Te modern cowboy congregation draws on the marketing savvy 
of the mega-churches and the take-it-to-the-streets immediacy 
of traveling evangelists. Pastor Nate at Tousand Hills calls the 
approach “indigenous—meeting people where they are.”

Taking the church to the cowboy still works. Pastor Nate 
expects the stands at the sale barn to be filled for the Tousand 
Hills service this morning, especially since a dinner and a baptism 
will follow.
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