In Celebration of Small Churches

Richard Lischer’s April 25 Wall Street Journal article describes the ministry life of a pastor friend, Isaac.  Despite his eight years of higher education, the small Mennonite congregation Isaac serves cannot afford to pay him a full salary.  Isaac supplements his salary by being a substitute school teacher and before that combined ministry with carpentry.  (Does that combination sound familiar?)

Isaac’s typical ministry week is filled with preparing Bible studies and sermons, visiting jails and hospitals and ministering to parishioners in all aspects of the life cycle: births, confirmation, weddings and deaths.  As the lone person on staff, he answers the phone, prepares the bulletin, unclogs the toilet when it overflows and provides food for the occasional hungry individual coming off the street.

The mega-churches worshipping thousands each week with huge staffs and ministry programs and the “super star” senior pastor grab all the headlines, but they are not the norm.  

Research indicates that 60% of Protestant churches have less than 100 worshippers on a weekend.  These small churches struggle with budgets and bills, but they are large in service and commitment.  They are often located in rural or marginalized areas that will never see significant growth.  Or they serve a demographic that does not fit the profile of the mega-church mission.

Lischer’s description of Isaac’s small church ministry brought me back years ago to Fallon, Montana, the first parish I served. 

In addition to the usual list of “firsts” (baptism, wedding, funeral, flooded basement), I learned to be a pastor.  

Dennis taught me leadership.  He was a sugar beet farmer south of town and the true leader of the congregation.  Dennis led with confidence, grace and humor.  Caryn was my youth ministry teacher – a farmer’s wife and mom who had a passion for working with kids and teaching them the faith.  Kathy was my evangelism teacher.  As the postmistress in town, she had her finger on the pulse of the community and coached me well.  Jake and Erna were my stewardship teachers.  They recycled years before it was the thing to do, much of the recycling taking place at the town dump.  In spite of being “dirt poor” themselves, Jake and Erna were some of the largest financial givers to our church and would do anything for anyone.

The most significant place ministry happened during those three years was not at the church building but at the Feedlot Bar.  It was the closest thing we had to a café and was the community hub.  At 8:00 AM 364 days a year (the bar was not open on Christmas Day), 20 to 30 locals gathered to drink gallons of bad coffee and be community.  

During those coffee drinking sessions, I learned the ways of the community and they learned I was human, which for them meant they would give me a chance to be their pastor.  I learned who was sick, how to visit with a rancher on the brink of losing the ranch, and which elderly soul needed a visit.  

My time spent at the Feedlot Bar impacted my preaching of the Gospel as well. It was at the bar that I learned the culture of the ranching and sugar beet farming of southeastern Montana.  What is preaching if it isn’t sharing the Good News of Jesus in the language and the lives of the people listening?  In that smelly, dark bar I experienced brokenness and health, despair and hope, death and life, laughter and tears, grace and law.  It was all there.

The nation’s largest churches get the media exposure, but don’t discount the small church and its people and pastor.  After all, look what mission and ministry Jesus started with a congregation of 12!  Starting in the dusty, back roads of Galilee, Jesus’ motley crew, empowered by the Holy Spirit, has led to 2 billion Christians and millions of churches worldwide.  

It’s time to celebrate small churches, the incredible mission they have done and will continue to do. God bless small churches!  Pentecost!
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