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Small Is Big Again: Reclaiming Small Church Ministry
Although megachurches garner a great deal of atten-
tion, these supersized congregations comprise only a 
small fraction of all worshiping communities in the 
U.S. The current estimate is that only about 1,650 
megachurches (worship attendance exceeds 2,000) 
dot the landscape out of a total 330,000 congregations 
across America. In fact, most churches are small: 
two out of three Protestant churches attract less than 
100 worshipers in a typical week. Some scholars pre-
dicted that megachurches would essentially put small 
churches out of business. But the percentage of large 
churches as part of all churches is growing slowly 
while the number of small churches has remained 
stable. While the church’s larger mission continues to 
be carried out by many small worshiping communi-
ties, small churches may get locked into self-criticism. 
However, more congregations are embracing the 
strengths associated with their small size. As one con-
gregation proclaims: “We’re not just any small church. 
We’re the small church that’s here!”1 

What Do Small Churches Need?
Lewis Parks, a champion of small congregations, claims 
that they can do big things with “a little cooperation 
with the Spirit on the part of those gathered, a little 
striving for excellence, a little freedom to express local 
religious creativity, and all things sprinkled with lots of 
hospitality”2 A few other suggestions include the fol-
lowing:

A compelling story about their history, purpose, and 
mission. Members often possess a common narrative 
about when and why the church was established and 
some specifics of that particular historical period. But 
fewer members know the chapters in the church’s his-
tory. For example, which pastors or lay leaders exerted 
a major influence in embracing new mission or over-
coming risks? What community events (such as rapid 
population growth, departure of a major employer) 
affected the church in a major way? How do mem-

bers describe the current chapter in the church’s 
narrative? Too often, the church’s story that clearly 
reveals the congregation’s ongoing ministry remains 
implicit. When members share greater awareness 
of the church’s mission and history (how did we get 
here?), they gain greater clarity about the congrega-
tion’s unique identity. Consider engaging members in 
an exercise that surfaces the church’s history, experi-
ences, traditions, and untested assumptions.3 Then, 
create a vision statement that captures these insights 
and use it on your website, with social media, and 
other church communications.

Intentional efforts to increase visibility. Effective 
approaches are size-specific. Every small church can 
creatively send the message to newcomers and the 
community—“we are here, we care about you, and 
we welcome you!” An electronic presence (website, 
Facebook, Instagram) establishes a virtual welcome 
mat. A well-maintained and lighted church building 
signals a physical “home” that anticipates visitors. 



Participation by members and leaders in commu-
nity events suggests commitment to the well-being 
of neighbors. Hosting community events, speakers, 
workshops, and the arts indicates that the church is a 
willing partner in promoting their neighbors’ quality 
of life.4 Form a team of six members to test the con-
gregation’s visibility by instructing them to approach 
five people they do not know. Next, have these mem-
bers inquire: “Have you ever heard of (the name of 
your church)? What do you know about it (for exam-
ple, location, programs, etc.)?” Reconvene these vol-
unteers and share the results. Based on what you 
learn, devise one or two new action steps to increase 
the congregation’s community profile.

Customized methods for outreach. Context is every-
thing when developing strategies to welcome new-
comers. Would your community be described as 
active or sedentary, family- or career-focused, a stable 
or mobile population? A family-focused and stable 
community is more likely to respond to family and 
friend networks. If a population is career-focused and 
mobile, investments in electronic and social media 
will likely pay dividends. Have leaders discuss the key 
characteristics of the church’s community five years 
ago, currently, five years from now, and ten years in 
the future.5 Refine the church’s strategies based on 
these observed changes. 

Purposeful efforts to pass along the faith to future 
generations. Following the words of Robert Schuller, 
congregations should view faith development as 
planting seeds: “Anyone can count the seeds in an 
apple, but only God can count the number of apples 
in a seed.” Research shows that when congregations 
value nurturing faith in children and young adults, 
that emphasis and their hard work bears fruit. How 
does the church measure success in this ministry 
area? 

Seed-planting congregations in this way also make 
ministry with millennials a priority. Parks makes a 
convincing argument that small churches are best 
suited for reaching out to this age group—adults 
born between 1981 and 1996.6 Millennials’ life expe-
riences differ greatly from previous generations and 
one in three are religiously unaffiliated.7 They were 
more likely to be raised in a nontraditional family 
and are more culturally diverse than past cohorts. 
Despite growing up in an online world, they place 
a high value on friendships and relationships. Small 

churches offer them the unique opportunity for inti-
macy and caring relationships. They are looking for 
safe spaces for themselves and their children. Review 
the demographics within a fifteen-mile radius of 
the congregation to determine the age profiles of 
residents and to create updated strategies to reach 
unrepresented groups. 

Accept reality and build on strengths. Garrison Keil-
lor famously said: “I believe in looking reality straight 
in the eye and denying it.” Small churches cannot 
afford to deny reality. Leaders can accept the things 
that cannot be changed while identifying the advan-
tages that small size affords. Sometimes, cherished 
programs or even the church building have to be sac-
rificed in order for the congregation’s future mission 
to thrive. Consider a four-session group study to dis-
cover new insights for small-church ministry.8 

Making Small Big Again
Margaret Mead’s statement inspired many in ear-
lier generations: “Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; 
indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” A parallel 
truth applies to congregations. Never doubt that small 
churches have changed the world and they will con-
tinue to do so. 
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