

BREAKING THE 75 BARRIER IN YOUR NEW CHURCH

Abraham Lincoln said about the small churches in America, "God must love the small church. He made so many of them."
 One third of all the Protestant churches in the United States have from 35 to 100 persons in the Sunday morning worship service. Interestingly, there are many lay men who believe the church with 75 participants is nothing more than two churches of 35 participants combined. This is an over simplification of the issue as we shall see.


Most definitions about the small church are misleading. This is due to an obscurity of the characteristics and growth dynamics in small churches.
 In most main-line denominations, at least 60 percent of the congregations are included among the "small" churches.
 One stunning report comes from James E. Lowrey as he describes the Churches of his particular denomination, "43 percent of the clergy are serving 18 percent of the people in 62 percent of the churches in a situation which is programmed for failure."


Many feel that the 75 participant church is small enough for everyone to know everyone else, but big enough to offer a full-scale program. Some think this is the ideal size that our Heavenly Father planned for the New Testament church to be. I do not believe this to be the case. One primary reason is that for most Protestant congregations a 75 participant church can not financially survive. Carl S. Dudley, professor of church and community at McCormick Theological Seminary, in Chicago, Illinois, states that the break-even number would be around 175 participants in the Sunday School structure of the church.
 He does give us one careful delineation, he says that in the Mennonite denomination a congregation of 75 would be considered quite large.
 For most denominations a small 75 participant church, though it is tenacious, does not have the willingness to break the barriers needed for further growth. Yes, they are vital to the American heartland. Yes, they by and large will not die. Yes, they do not experience great shifts in membership. But they do not have the willingness to take the actions needed to break the 75 barrier in church growth.


HOW IS THE SMALL CHURCH DEFINED


The most widely used criteria used today to define the "small" church can be found in Lyle E. Schaller's work found in the Christian Ministry periodical. In this article Schaller gives the criteria used to define what is a small church. They are:

1.
Number of members

2.
Worship attendance

3.
A comparison with past days when the congregation was much larger

4.
the image projected by the pastor's definition of comparative church size

5.
the size of the building

6.
the size of the budget

7.
a full workload for the minister

8.
An individual's previous experiences in other congregations

9.
the quality of caring relationships among the members

10.
the size, number, and variety of fellowship circles or primary face-to-face groups which together constitute that congregation."


CHARACTERISTICS OF THE "75 CHURCH"


In my research of 1000 small churches, there are at least nine characteristics of the 75 participant church. Remember that the 35 participant church was single celled. It has a sense of family that is held on to. The 35 participant church has also an Informal Environment. There is an atmosphere of Love and Caring that overflows these congregations. A 35 participant church also allows for quicker involvement in the leadership structure. Volunteerism is the norm in a small church. When you worship in a 35 participant church you are missed when you are not there. For this size church all finances are project oriented with very little money being wasted. If you minister in a 35 participant church participation means more than performance. The tenth characteristic of the 35 participant church is that is has limited entrance points. Additionally, the church focuses on one event at a time and everyone's participation is needed to have it be successful. In this size church the pastor may not have a great impact. Lay leaders are predominant and hold high influence in a 35 participant church. In a church this size growth will be due to the small group involvement. Lastly, those who participate in "New Work" conditions are attracted to reward of toughing it out. So what makes a 75 participant church any different than a 35 participant church? Let us see.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER ONE: AGE


In the church of 75 participants there is a more diverse demographic of the membership than in a 35 participant church. The young and old are still strong in these fellowships, but the middle ages are beginning to appear. Youth and young adults though they are not abundant in members, begin to appear more frequently.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER TWO: THE NEED FOR INTIMACY


The church thrives on inter-personal relationships. Members know each other on a first name basis. They often comment, "I like a small church because we feel like one big happy family." Members share in each others joys, personal accomplishments, birthdays, and anniversaries. Several kinship groupings make up the membership. One pastor is told, "You best not say anything about anyone because everyone is kin." The kinship factor is not as strong in more mobile areas. Also as the church begins to approach the breaking level of this barrier, the idea of kinship even because less of a factor.

CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER THREE: THE PASTORAL STRUCTURE


The pastor may be bivocational or full-time. Pastors spend time developing personal relationships with each of the members. Members expect the pastor to make home visits periodically. If time goes by and the pastor does not visit, a grapevine telephone conversation may go like this, "The pastor has not been to see me in a long time." Members view the pastor as a family member. He and his family are included in birthday parties, anniversaries, and after church fellowships. If the pastor has school age children, he may be president of the Parent/Teachers Organization. Community duties consist of giving the invocation at graduation and at civic meetings, and being a regular visitor at the local gathering place. The pastor is expected to be a part of the community as well as part of the church family. Some pastors serve on the volunteer fire and rescue squads. Pastors of the 75 participant church are often hedged in by the personal requirements that particular congregation has on his life. The result is that his outreach and evangelism is directed towards those who "the congregation" feel acceptable. This seldom will be at the level of commitment that could do this size church any lasting good.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER FOUR: THE DUTIES OF THE PASTOR


The pastor's duties consist of visiting the sick, burying the dead, marrying the young and old, and sharing in everyday experiences with the people. Duties in a new church include supervising the building program, prospect discovery, new member assimilation, and being the primary fund raiser.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER FIVE: A STRUCTURAL 


SHIFT IN THE SUNDAY SCHOOL


When the church has broken the 35 barrier to church growth and has climbed to the 75 barrier, a few structural changes appear. The most noticeable one is that now Sunday School classes meet for what has been called by that Sunday School marvel of old, Arthur Flake, as opening assemblies.
 Many Sunday Schools have an opening assembly with all ages present. Announcing the hospital list and singing happy birthday are cherished events. Older people like to see the young people. After all, they are the future leaders of tomorrow! The Sunday School is not departmentalized. Although there are classes for all ages, the age span is greater. A typical structure is:


babies and toddlers


preschool ages 4-5


children grades 1-3


children grade 4-6


youth grades 7-12


young adults 18-50


older adults 50 and older.


It is not uncommon for the young adult class to have persons forty-five to fifty years of age. There are not enough young adults, ages 18-26, to have their own class.

CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER SIX: THE STYLE OF WORSHIP SERVICE


Like the 35 participant church informality is still observed in the 75 participant church during worship. Worship services consist of singing, praying, and preaching. Sometimes members will sing special music, which may or may not be on key. It does not really matter anyway because participation is more important than performance. The service is informal and probably does not start on time. The pastor may ask, "Does anyone have anything they would like to share with the church today?" Since the church behaves like an extended family, the pastor will also ask, "Who do we have sick in the hospital or at home?" Occasionally members will be asked to give testimonies impromptu.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER SEVEN: CHURCH FELLOWSHIPS


Periodically the church has church wide fellowships. Because adults have grown beyond 12-15 in number, they must now choose with whom they want to establish relationships. Six to eight adults choose to go out after church. Excluded members view these groupings as cliques and find it difficult to become a part. The youth have an activity once per quarter.

CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER EIGHT: AN EXTENDED LEADERSHIP GROUP


The church has an extended primary leadership group of five to seven persons which developed from the original two or three leaders. Two or three persons are influential leaders, and probably have been long time members.


CHARACTERISTIC NUMBER NINE: THE PROCESS 


OF DECISION MAKING


The decision making process has shifted from group consensus to deacon led. Deacons meet monthly to consider the financial report, determine building maintenance needs, and to keep check on what is taking place within the church.


These are the nine characteristics prominent in the 75 participant church. Except for the informal style of worship remaining the same, there are changes that help enlarge the group. Even though these changes help it is sad when this size church will not continue to change in order to continue to grow.


THE STRENGTHS OF A 75 PARTICIPANT CHURCH


We have considered the characteristics of a 75 participant church. Now let us begin to look at their strengths before we tackle these barriers toward growth.

THE STRENGTH OF VISIBILITY


For many churches the number one strength it has is that it is located in a highly visible corridor of the county, city, or community! People see the church everyday and are familiar with it.

THE STRENGTH OF FACILITIES


For the church to be considered as part of the community, it is vital that it have attractive facilities.  Facilities express to the community the level of commitment a church makes for its future and community well being.

THE STRENGTH OF LAY LEADERSHIP


As the 75 participant church enlarges, there will be more people in which to spread the work load. This will be apparent in the churches leadership base.  Those churches that attempt to keep its leadership base small will keep it from developing the growth base it needs as well.

THE STRENGTH OF GOOD COMMUNITY RELATIONS


For the small church it is vital that a good community reputation be developed and maintained. One should give ample time and resources to the developmentation of a strong community image.

THE STRENGTH OF PASTORAL LEADERSHIP


The 75 participant church has reached a level where either a part-time or full-time pastor is needed. This 

becomes a strength as the community identifies with who he is and what he does.

THE STRENGTH OF A GOOD FINANCIAL BASE


Once the church has reached this third level in church growth there begins to be more money to use in the Lord's work. It is not a church that can be frivolous, but it can do more as a result of the larger number of participants. If any debt is owed on facilities the church of 75 can develop a plan to retire them appropriately, and thus become relatively debt free at this level.

THE STRENGTH OF A COOPERATIVE SPIRIT


For those who attend a 75 participant church and particularly among those individuals who were present when it was at a previous level, there is a tremendous spirit of cooperation. These individuals remember where they were and want to remain unified so that God can continue to bless them with growth.

THE STRENGTH OF ADEQUATE PARKING AND SPACE


It must be stated together, that regardless of your building space, if you do not have sufficient means to park cars or bring people in, than you can't grow. I pastored earlier in my ministry a mission church. What excited me about going to serve there was that though the membership was small, the facilities could hold well over five hundred people! When I went in view of a call, the one question I forgot to ask was "Where are you going to park the new people." The church only had enough space to park ten cars in its parking lot which was about 40 people. Parking and space go together and a growing church must have ample supply of both.

THE STRENGTH OF DISPLAYING TRUE LOVE


Love is something that all people seek today. This is certainly true when people choose a church as well. Love and a caring concern go hand-in-hand in the 75 participant church.  People want to know that their church really loves them and demonstrates it Biblically.

THE STRENGTH OF SIBLINGS JOINING CHURCH


A strength (and perhaps a danger) in the 75 participant church is that as mom and dad join the church, the children usually will as well. Sometimes this is immediate and usually this is eventually. The criteria here in this growth is age. Have these children advanced in age where they know Jesus and can receive him as their Lord?

THE STRENGTH OF MEDIAN AGE


The Median age of a 75 participant church often comes about the 40-45 years of age level. This is a strength since it is young enough to serve but old enough to sense spiritual direction and leading. Added to this average you will find a good age mix ratio that also strengthens its ministry.

THE STRENGTH OF HARVEST FIELDS


In the 75 participant church their target group is everyone! As a church gets larger usually you find it developing ministries that cater to a certain community demographic. This size church selectivity quotient is "all who will follow, let them come!"

GROWTH BARRIERS IN A 75 PARTICIPANT CHURCH


While it may appear that the 75 participant church has a lot going for it, there are also obstacles to consider. If these obstacles are not faced or even dealt with, they will never be able to climb over the barrier of seventy five. What are these obstacles? Let us see.

THE OBSTACLE OF ACHIEVING THE ORIGINAL GOALS


The church has been constituted and adequate facilities are debt free. The original survival goals have been fulfilled. New congregational goals have not been developed and adopted. This is where the typical 75 participant church losses its vision and stops stretching towards success. The we have arrived syndrome set in.

THE OBSTACLE OF PEAKING ATTENDANCE AND MEMBERSHIP


While members have joined the church, attendance has not grown in five years. The current structure does not allow new members to develop interpersonal relationships.

THE OBSTACLE OF THE "GOOD OLE DAYS"


The "good ole days," are more attractive than the present. Members love to talk about what happened years ago when Reverend Perfect was the minister. These churches spend most of their time looking back and have very little time left for moving forward.

THE OBSTACLE OF STAGNANT POPULATION OR COMMUNITY IN TRANSITION


There are two ends of the population spectrum that need to be confronted by the church. The first is when a church is located in a population base that is stagnant or not growing. Though these communities are stable, because of the very low new construction ratio, they find it hard to grow. Occasionally a new family moves in, but it is not all that often.


The other end of the population spectrum is when your church is located in a community that is in transition.  The area is changing from a rural to a sprawling suburban community with thousands of intruders. Instead of very few new residents, the church is confronted with an onslaught of residents and it can be quite alarming. "Who should we minister too?" is usually the concern.

THE OBSTACLE OF NOT MAKING CORRECT TRANSITIONS


Many a 75 participant church, when faced with vital decisions fail to make correct transitions. They appear to live on a nostalgic island in the middle of oceans of opportunities. The danger in this obstacle is that new residents can not identify with existing mindsets of these stranded on the island of indecision.

THE OBSTACLE OF SENIOR INFLUENCE


This is one area that many people disagree with me, unfortunately, these that disagree are all senior adults. This obstacle stated simply is that the older the churches membership, the more difficult it is to break the barriers of church growth. This is a willingness issue. As we get older the less comfortable one is with change.

THE OBSTACLE OF A BEFUDDLED BUILDING COMPLEX


Many people have grown use to the church looking like it does. Members have become blinded to the needs of the facilities. The need of repair in buildings show the community that the church does not care about their sloppiness.

THE OBSTACLE OF NOT INVOLVING NEW MEMBERS


The church must have a leadership structure that involves 60 percent of the adult members in a task, role, or leadership responsibility. When a church does not seek to expand the leadership structure so that new members can be assimilated it is doomed.

THE OBSTACLE OF LACK OF PASTORAL DISCRETIONARY TIME


When the church demands the majority of the Pastor's time, it becomes a growth obstacle. When members expect the pastor to visit in their home on a regular basis. The homebound must be visited weekly. The pastor has little discretionary time for prospect discovery and cultivation.

THE OBSTACLE OF DECLINING ATTENDANCE


When the church begins to decline, usually it is due to a failure to realize they are doing so. Additionally, there is a lack of commitment towards implementing the intentional actions that will reverse the declining trend.

THE OBSTACLE OF COMFORT


As a church grows, it approaches its comfort zone. One can quickly observe what the actual numerical zone is for any particular church. Issues such as our bills are paid, our facilities are sufficient, and all is at peace in the church with God are the crucial factors. Fear to pass such factors is the obstacle.

THE OBSTACLE OF TURNING INWARD


Most of the time and energy is spent on "taking care of their own." A Strong community consciousness has been lost. After all, everyone knows where the church is and is welcome to come.


These twelve obstacles are very real in the 75 participant church. You can find this type of church located anywhere in the United States. They are found in all denominations.

BREAKING THE 75 BARRIER IN CHURCH GROWTH


If a local congregation desires growth beyond the 75 barrier, it will require at least six intentional actions.

ACTION NUMBER ONE: A CHANGE IN PASTOR'S LEADERSHIP STYLE


Many church across this land remain small because that is all the pastor is competent to handle. There is an old adage: "We teach what we know, we reproduce what we are." Most pastors are comfortable leading about seventy five people. This is due largely to the observation that this is how they have been trained. Most colleges and even the majority of Seminaries train people in skills that facilitate a church around seventy five.
 If the pastor desires his church to grow he must make several adjustments in his leadership style. They are:


.
understand that he can not have close personal relationships with all the members


.
shift from a "doing it all" to delegating


.
recognize the spiritual gifts of others and seek to involve them according to their gifts


.
be aware of cultural differences


.
desire church growth.

ACTION NUMBER TWO: A CHANGE IN LAY LEADERSHIP


If the 75 participant church really desires to grow, Laymen must realize that there is a high price to be paid for church growth. The care group has to make many a highly emotional adjustment. They will have to sacrifice some of the very things that make them a strong small church. The most basic is that their informality will be taken wrong. What are some others, they are:


.
be willing to share the pastor's time with new members


.
allow new persons to become involved in the leadership structure


.
expand fellowship circles to include new members


.
be willing to allow others to fill the position you are now filling.

ACTION NUMBER THREE: A CHANGE IN ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE


When the church was small a simple structure within the organization worked well. But now that it is growing, structural expansion is needed. But what does structural expansion include? It consists of:


.
starting one or more new adult Sunday School classes


.
increasing the number of active committees


.
achieving a 30:50 leadership role ratio which involves thirty of fifty members in leadership


.
creating new groups..new groups reach new people.

ACTION NUMBER FOUR: A CHANGE IN THE NUMBER OF ENTRANCE POINTS


Additional entrance points are needed for meeting needs and attracting new members. Rapidly growing churches have at least eight entrance points and ministries that attract new members. The 75 barrier church may have two or three entrance points: the Sunday School class, the pastor, and the youth group. The 75 barrier church must increase programming that will be attractive to all ages. Examples of entrance points are a choir, a sports team, a new Sunday School class, youth group activities, and a singles group.

ACTION NUMBER FIVE: A CHANGE IN MINDSET


The 75 participant church must develop a mindset of growth.  Church growth is a state of mind. Some churches grow in spite of violating all the church growth principles. Most non-growing churches have a defeated and negative attitude. Developing a positive attitude with negative people is a difficult task. The pastor must take the lead in developing a positive growth mindset:


.
involve the church in setting specific goals


.
preach positive sermons


.
preach challenging sermons


.
lead the people to believe in themselves


.
involve lay persons

ACTION NUMBER SIX: A CHANGE IN STRATEGY


Developing a Church Growth Strategy is crucial for the small church of 75 participants.  An old adage says, "to fail to plan is to plan to fail." Breaking the "75 barrier," requires the church to develop a Biblical growth strategy with necessary changes and intentional actions. That includes numerical, spiritual, and structural goals.


The growth barrier of 75 can be broken! But if a church desires to break it they must learn church growth principles, learn the peculiarities of their church in regards to church growth and attain an understanding of the required actions for growth.
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