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Managing Transitions in Congregation Size and Style 

Over the past three decades, the **Alban Institute, a non-profit organization dedicated to helping 

build strong and healthy congregations, has based a good deal of its work with congregations on 

several observations about size:  

 Congregations fall into distinctive size categories, and congregations of different sizes 

organize in different ways. Each has its own recognizable way of “being church.”  

 Average Sabbath attendance—all ages, all Saturday evening or Sunday worship services 

combined, over the whole year—is the best single indicator of size for Christian 

congregations.  

 Congregations do not grow or decline smoothly, but tend to “plateau” at certain predictable 

levels of attendance.  

 In order to break through an attendance plateau, a congregation must deliberately 

relinquish familiar patterns of behavior and begin to act as larger congregations act. 

These descriptions of congregational dynamics relate to a growing body of theory about the way 

human beings organize themselves. Humans tend to form primary groups of 12 or so, and clans of 

about 50. At about 150, a qualitative shift (the “tipping point”) occurs and a true organization comes 

into being with official roles and structures, formal communication, and explicit procedures. Larger 

organizations seem to work best when built of combinations of these natural-sized groups. 

 

In “Sizing Up a Congregation for New Member Ministry,” a small pamphlet available from the 

church website or church secretary, Arlin Rothauge presents concepts concerning the relationship 

between church size and community style and organization that have become fundamental in 

congregational development. Rothauge identifies four distinct church sizes, each with particular 

ways of functioning: 

 

Family (up to 50 members at Sunday services): At this size, lay persons take the important 

roles of "gatekeepers" and "matriarchs/patriarchs" while the pastor (often part-time) is more the 

"family chaplain" Just as in the famous tavern from the television series Cheers, “everybody 

knows your name.” In the Presbyterian Church, this pastor may be called a “Tentmaker”, 

“Supply Pastor” , or “Commissioned Lay Pastor”. 

 

Pastoral (50 - 150 members at services): Here the pastor is the center of pastoral support and 

Congregation life, seen as a series of concentric circles - leadership, fellowship and membership. 

Members recognize each other’s faces, know most people’s names, and will notice if someone new 

is present at worship. In the Presbyterian Church, this pastor may be referred to as a “solo pastor”. 

 

Program (150-350 members at services): The pastor acts as equipper and encourager of ministries 

and as a teacher: there is at least one assistant; and members usually receive their pastoral support 

and experience spiritual growth through membership in a smaller program unit or organization 

within the Congregation (e.g., bible study group, choir). Decision making is broadly distributed 

within the wider leadership circle (perhaps 50 people) and pastoral care is shared by laity. In the 

Presbyterian Church, this pastor may be referred to as a “head of staff”. 
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Corporate ( 300 - 500+ members at services): The pastor is chief of a church staff of lay and 

ordained persons with specific duties and ministries; community life is arranged in many 

subdivisions, with primary and secondary leaders and governing boards; often a new, satellite 

congregation is formed. While clergy continue to provide pastoral care, especially in crisis 

moments, most members find their spiritual support in small groups or from lay visitors. In the 

Presbyterian Church, this pastor may be referred to as a “head of staff” or “senior pastor”. 

 

These four groups have been modified and expanded in various studies; for example, “Raising the 

Roof: The Pastoral-to-Program Size Transition” by Alice Mann published through the Alban 

Institute, expands Rothauge's concepts and looks at issues of planning and communication as well 

as those discussed by Rothauge.  

 

Some things to keep in mind, regarding changes, transitions, and transformations with a church and 
congregation: 
 

 Transitions in Congregations do not occur with the clear precision or inevitability of 

mathematical models or sociological studies. The Congregation that has moved from 100 to 

150 worshippers for twenty, or even thirty, Sundays in given period of time - does not 

automatically begin functioning in all (or even most) ways as a program size Congregation. 

Quite apart from numerical growth, leadership styles (clergy and lay), ways of doing 

business, lines of communication all take a long time to change - and that change is often 

accompanied by conflict, anxiety and often a sense of loss (individual and corporate). 

 One of the hardest things about transitions: they don't stop just because one has reached a 
particular stage or bench mark. 

 One way to make transitions easier, or at least help people manage them, is to familiarize 

Congregation leadership (session, deacons, heads of organizations, committee 

chairs/moderators, and other leaders) with the concept of the Congregation 

size/functioning relationship. This may be done as formal presentations at a leadership 

retreat or in an adult education class; but it can be also be effectively conveyed in 

conversations, comments at meetings and even sermons. Giving Session members and 

other congregational leaders the pamphlet “Sizing Up a Congregation for New Member 

Ministry,” is always a good start. A copy can be found on the church website or by 

contacting the church secretary for a copy. 

 Recognize that the process of transition is a long and often bumpy one; and help 

Congregations, especially those in leadership, to accept this also. 

 Pick one or two areas in which change is particularly important if a Congregation is to move 

into another way of functioning and emphasize these. Two that always seem important are 

communications and ways of conducting church ministries. Moving from the informal, 

"unofficial " ways to a more formal and  open method with clear lines of communication is 

not very easy! 

 Recognize that not everything can be done at once or as soon as you may wish it; and that 
Congregations can often only deal with one new project at a time.  

 Take time to listen for and respond to the anxieties and concerns of Congregation members. 
People need to hear that the conflicts and feelings of being unsettled that often accompany 
change will not last forever - and are not inherently bad, nor are they not signs that the 
Congregation is collapsing.  


