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The Power of Small Churches 
 
The Small Church as Icon 
 
Jen Fulton 
 
“It was not because you were more in numbers than any other people that the Lord set his heart on you 
and chose you – for you were the fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you and kept the 
oath that he swore to your ancestors.” (Deuteronomy 7:7-8a, NRSV) 
 
“God wasn’t attracted to you and didn’t choose you because you were big and important – the fact is, 
there was almost nothing to you. He did it out of sheer love, keeping the promise he made to your 
ancestors.” (Deuteronomy 7:7-8a, The Message) 
 
There’s some important ecclesiological and congregational counterculture embedded in the story of the 
Exodus. Even at the time, it seems, the numbers mattered. Being big and important mattered. But God, 
the Creator of Heaven and Earth, tells the people that in his economy, the numbers do not matter. Being 
big and important do not matter. Faithfulness matters. Above all, love matters. 
 
Many generations later, a man named Jesus would go out into the world and call together a band of 
followers. The idea that there were only twelve men is false. The Twelve were important, but Jesus’ 
disciples were more than that and included women as well. But still, none of the Gospels refer to Jesus’ 
mega-movement. Beyond the Twelve, the numbers did not matter, nor did the size or importance of this 
band of followers. Faithfulness mattered. And above all, love mattered. 
 
We live and move and have our being in a world in which we are told that the numbers, our size, our 
importance, do matter. Parishes track their numbers in multiple ways – in budgets, parish registers, 
church management software, programs, parochial reports. We hear, often, about how our numbers are 
down, about our decline and eventual death. “Grow or die,” we are told. The status of a priest is 
measured against the size of her parish. I hear often that bishops need to start doing their job by closing 
the doors of their smaller churches. 
 
Lord have mercy upon us. 
 
The holiness of small congregations 
 
Life and ministry in a small, family-sized congregation looks different than it does in a larger one. But 
difference is not bad. As long as a small congregation is healthy and strong, as long as it lives in a spirit of 
abundance rather than scarcity, small congregations occupy a vital place in our Church and in our world. 
We can talk about that in terms of the unique strengths of strong, healthy, small congregations: 
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We don’t have the numbers to be missionally scattered. Out of necessity, we have to identify our one, 
God-given mission and do that well. 
 
We are relational in nature. Everyone knows everyone, and so we live in Beloved Community, knowing 
and praying and caring for one another with a relational depth that is truly holy. 
 
We live in a constant state of hope and trust that God will sustain us, regardless of our numbers. 
We know humility, because we have never been important in the grand scheme of this world. We are 
seldom noticed, we don’t make headlines and people don’t know our names or where we are located. 
Priests in small parishes usually are not invited into the big conversations. But we’re not in it for that. 
We’re in it because we’re disciples of Christ. 
 
Those qualities are all important, and they speak to the holiness of small congregations. But there’s one 
more reason small congregations are essential to the Church today – we are icons of Godly counter-
culturalism. 
 
Defying the culture 
 
American and global culture tell us that the numbers are everything, that size and importance are 
everything. We defy that. And not only do we defy it, but we proclaim that God does, as well. Our 
existence is needed because the Church and the world need to see that one’s worth is not wrapped up 
in numbers or importance. One’s worth comes from God. Full stop. Our existence is needed because the 
Church and the world need to see that in God’s economy, numbers and size and importance do not 
matter. What does? 
 
We already know. 
 
Faithfulness matters. Small parishes trust that God is faithful to us. And through our struggles to remain 
solvent, to remain relevant, to remain missional in spite of our numbers, we live in faithfulness to God 
and to the Kingdom. 
 
But that’s not all… 
 
Above all, love matters. 
 
Small parishes stand in witness to the fact that in God’s economy, love matters above all else. In a world 
hungry for money and power, in which people strive for followers and likes, we stand in witness to the 
fact that above all, love matters. If we but love, we are doing God’s work. The Church and the world 
need to see more of that. Our communities need to see more of that. We all need to see that God does 
not love us because of our numbers, our size or our importance. God loves us because we are. And we 
are called to do the same. 
 
How counter-cultural is that? 
 
And small congregations? We are icons of that Godly counter-culturalism. We point not to ourselves, 
but to God’s economy, to God’s faithfulness, to God’s love. 
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And therein lies our strength. Icons are in or out of favor depending on your community. But the world 
needs more living, breathing icons. We need more people, things and institutions that point toward 
God. And the small parish, at its best, does that. 
 
I am a priest in a small parish. I do not strive to make us big. I do not strive to make us well-known in the 
world. I encourage my congregation to be a people that when others see us, they see God at work in 
their lives. I strive to make us a living, breathing icon. Our very nature, our size, our numbers, our 
greatness make that possible. God does the rest. 
 
The Rev. Jen Fulton has been the priest-in-charge of St. John of the Cross Episcopal Church in Bristol, 
Indiana, for nearly seven years. By the numbers, the parish has an ASA of 47 and a deficit budget of $93k. 
By importance – well, most people don’t know where Bristol is. St. John of the Cross is a part of the small 
and under-resourced Episcopal Diocese of Northern Indiana, where Jen was ordained one week before 
stepping into her current call. If you look beyond the numbers, both the parish and diocese are vibrant 
and missional and, she believes, serve as icons to those who have eyes to see and ears to hear. Jen senses 
that she is called to small-parish ministry and strongly believes that small parishes are vital parts of the 
Church. She is married to Brad Fulton, and they have two children, Ben and Leta. They also have a dog 
(Shannon), a guinea pig (Acorn) and a bearded dragon (Rocky). 
 
Resources: 

• Small Church, Big Impact by Nancy Davidge as told by Edgar Gutierrez-Duarte, Vestry Papers, 
July 2015 

• Feeding your soul in the small church, by Kevin Spears, Vestry Papers, September 2009 

• Ups and downs of small church ministry by Tim Schenck, Vestry Papers, September 2009 

• Small Church Feeds Big Athletes, by Melodie Woerman, an ECF Vital Practices blog, April 4, 2014 
 
 
 
One Body, Many Caring Hearts 
 
Tricia Jones 
 
Pastoral care is provided when a faithfulperson is truly present in a listening, compassionate, non-
controlling manner to an individual or group for the purpose of consciously or unconsciously representing 
God to them and seeking to respond to their spiritual needs. – Community of Hope International 
 
We have a priest, why do we need lay pastoral caregivers? 
 
Pastoral care is an important responsibility, and the ordained usually receive training in providing it. 
Many clergy have spiritual gifts that propel them to excel in pastoral care, but it may not be the 
strongest gift for others. No matter what their gifts and skills, all ordained ministers have experiences 
where a parishioner’s needs weren’t met or fell completely through the cracks. In smaller churches 
especially, where there is but one priest, sometimes there just isn’t enough pastor to go around. 
The growth and faithfulness of the church today “calls for a renewed empowering of the Holy Spirit, 
guided by spiritually sensitive leaders, grounded in Biblical theology and solid education. We must train 
lay people to communicate the truth of the Gospel...with power and understanding.”[1] Thanks be to 
God, this is actually the most ancient and authentic way for the church to minister. But over the 

https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/498/small-church-big-impact
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/45/feeding-your-soul-in-the-small-church
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/48/ups-and-downs-of-small-church-ministry
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/2238/small-church-feeds-big-athletes
https://www.cohinternational.org/overview
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/922/one-body-many-caring-hearts#footnotes
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centuries the idea that “everyone is a minister by virtue of their baptism” became the guarded domain 
of the professional pastor. 
 
Properly trained lay pastoral caregivers bring with them the resources, wisdom and authenticity of the 
Christian life. 
 
St. Francis by the Lake meets Community of Hope 
 
St. Francis by the Lake is an Episcopal Church in Canyon Lake, Texas, with an average Sunday attendance 
of about 100 and one priest. Primarily of “retirement plus” age, we are very hospitable and relational. 
Seven years ago, the rector and a core team recognized there were more pastoral care concerns than 
one person could attend to with timeliness and regularity. They also recognized that many parishioners 
had caring hearts and the spiritual gifts of mercy, service, encouragement, generosity, prayer, wisdom 
and faith. What they needed was formation. 
 
That need was answered when St. Francis was introduced to Community of Hope International (COHI), a 
nonprofit founded in 1994 in Houston, Texas, to train lay people to serve as pastoral caregivers. There 
are about 100 centers across the U.S. and one in Malawi, Africa. The foundation of COHI is St. Benedict’s 
belief that all are called to love God and love each other in community. Its mission is “creating 
communities steeped in Benedictine spirituality to serve others through compassionate listening.” COHI 
uses three paths to create and sustain communities: training, service and growing the spiritually of its 
participants within a nurturing community. 
 
COHI training consists of 14 modules, ideally completed over 14 weeks. It encompasses active listening, 
thoughtful talk, empathy, trust, confidentiality, boundaries, debriefing/accountability, understanding 
systems, grief and loss, senior care and caregiver care. What differentiates COHI from other resources is 
the undergirding focus on Benedictine spirituality which focuses on pastoral identity, prayer, silence and 
the discovery of spiritual gifts and vocations. 
 
Living in community is hard. Caregiving is draining. Without continuing nurture, there is burn-out. COHI 
provides ongoing support for lay caregivers at the local level through monthly “Circle of Care” 
gatherings, quarterly regional gatherings and an annual conference for all COHI members. 
 
St. Francis took the steps to become a COHI center late in 2014, and it has become one of the strongest 
ministries of the parish. In six years, St. Francis has offered three classes and trained thirty caregivers. 
We presently have 19 active caregivers who use their spiritual gifts in meeting the emotional and 
spiritual needs of our parish and community. The parish care list is constantly in motion, but at this 
writing, we have 48 care receivers on our list for critical and ongoing contact ranging from once a week 
to once a month. 
 
St. Francis has a broad definition of pastoral care and ministry. Pastoral care is about relationships, 
seeing and serving Christ in others. Pastoral care is God’s love in action. Any interaction where one is 
present and attentive to other’s needs is a pastoral moment. 
 
Listening with the ear of our hearts 
 
Lay caregivers strive “to listen and attend with the ear of our hearts”[2] to the calling of the Holy Spirit, 
surrendering ourselves and responding in obedience. This sometimes stretches us to grow beyond our 

https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/922/one-body-many-caring-hearts#footnotes
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comfort zone. Praying and trusting in the Holy Spirit to equip us for situations is often rewarded with the 
privilege of being present with another who feels safe enough to trust us with their deepest fears, 
suffering, pain and burdens. 
 
The lay caregivers at St. Francis by the Lake participate in ministries like bringing eucharist to the 
homebound, visiting sick and lonely persons in various settings (before COVID-19), being present with 
those who are mourning and praying with and for others. Since COVID-19, in-person visits are restricted, 
but nevertheless, we are present with others as we make telephone calls, write notes, make and deliver 
prayer shawls, do drive-by porch visits, deliver meals and groceries and provide transportation for 
medical appointments. St. Francis is blessed to have caregivers who are active in food pantries, resource 
centers, homelessness ministries, veterans’ support, animal support, world missions and more. 
These intimate encounters between the lay care givers and care receivers create friendships and 
strengthen our parish community. They grow our prayer lives and equip us to be bold in sharing our 
Christian gifts, faith and experience. 
 
The ongoing strength and backbone of the St. Francis Community of Hope is the monthly Circle of Care 
gatherings where we worship, share, debrief, learn and pray. The emotional and spiritual nourishment 
received at these gatherings prepares us for ministry. 
 
Good and frequent communication between the COHI leadership and the ordained leadership is 
imperative. It gives everyone the assurance and peace of mind that parishioners are receiving sensitive, 
appropriate and regular attention by well-trained lay pastoral caregivers. It also provides the necessary 
oversight and deeper assistance when needed. 
 
That’s how we’ve harnessed the power of many hearts to care for Christ’s Body. That’s how we’ve 
become a community that ministers. 
 
Tricia Jones is an active member of St. Francis by the Lake Episcopal Church in Canyon Lake, Texas. She is 
passionate about Community of Hope (COH), a lay pastoral care ministry that began at the parish six 
years ago. Through COH, Tricia serves her parish as a lay pastoral caregiver, co-facilitator and co-trainer. 
She serves as a regional representative to the Board of COH International for COH centers in the Texas 
hill country and gulf coast. 
 
To learn more about Community of Hope International, visit their website. 
 
Resources: 

• Pastoring In a Pandemic, by Angelo Wildgoose, Vestry Papers, January 2021 

• Dealing with Loss and Grief in the Midst of a Pandemic, an ECF webinar presented by Lynn 
Ronaldi, Laura Masterson and Rebecca Roesch December 2, 2020 

• Ministering From an Empty Cup: A Survey of Faith Formation Professionals and Volunteers - Part 
2, by Patrick Kangrga, an ECF Vital Practices blog, July 21, 2020 

• Every Member is a Minister, by Greg Syler, an ECF Vital Practices blog, February 11, 2019 
 
 
 
Pandemic Learnings 
 
Audra Abt 

https://www.cohinternational.org/
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/899/pastoring-in-a-pandemic
https://www.ecfvp.org/webinars/268/dealing-with-loss-and-grief-in-the-midst-of-a-pandemic
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3814/ministering-from-an-empty-cup-a-survey-of-faith-formation-professionals-and-volunteers-part-2
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3814/ministering-from-an-empty-cup-a-survey-of-faith-formation-professionals-and-volunteers-part-2
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3657/every-member-is-a-minister


 

ECF Vital Practices – www.ecfvp.org 

The global pandemic changed many things for us at Holy Spirit in Greensboro, North Carolina, but it only 
strengthened our relationships. While, like so many congregations, we decided to stop gathering for 
worship at our church (a small, one-story home) out of love and concern for each other, we learned a lot 
in this past year. We learned about the values that keep us together, the practices that sustain our 
sorrowing and weary souls and the risks worth taking to be with our neighbors, who are suffering and 
struggling the most in the pandemic. 
 
Online worship with the emphasis on community 
 
Early conversations about how we would worship during the pandemic confirmed that above all, 
maintaining and deepening our relationships with God, each other and our neighbors in our multi-racial, 
multi-ethnic and multi-lingual context were most important. 
 
But how? With a very small worship space and lacking the monetary resources or tech know-how to 
stream services from the church building, how would our small congregation do this – especially when 
most of our members hadn’t heard of Zoom prior to March 2020 and many did not have Internet at 
home. 
 
We decided to prioritize our people over full Prayer Book liturgies or polished, pre-recorded services. 
Instead, we created a simplified prayer service over Zoom with a couple hymns and lectionary readings, 
a community response to the Gospel and an extended time of communal intercessory prayers. This 
allowed us many weeks to help members learn the basics of Zoom, yell at our computers in frustration 
(and each other, if we’d forgotten to mute first) and above all, to focus on relational and interactive 
practices. 
 
What did we learn? Zoom allowed people in distant cities and countries to reconnect and participate 
meaningfully and regularly in worship. People appreciated the simplicity and learned to respond to each 
other and God’s Word honestly, vulnerably and worshipfully in the virtual moment. When George Floyd 
was murdered, we prayed for the Holy Spirit to come among us and then responded to the Gospel by 
sharing and listening to the raw angers, fears, weariness and yearnings of our racially diverse 
congregation. By God’s grace, Zoom worship became the place where we spoke the truth in new ways 
that may not have happened without the disruption in gathering in person. 
 
When the digital divide pushes us beyond Zoom 
 
Not all connected to our ministry have Internet at home, and not all are comfortable with English. Prior 
to the pandemic, we worshipped with a bilingual eucharist each Sunday, but over Zoom it was just too 
hard. And most of our Spanish-dominant members weren’t able to get on Zoom. 
 
We had already committed to valuing every member and to finding ways to make worship accessible. So 
as more hospitable summer weather arrived, we decided to work with those families not participating 
over Zoom to develop protocols for pandemic-safe, front-yard eucharists. We would 
conduct these services mostly in Spanish. 
 
Focusing on the leadership and creativity of our technologically marginalized members expanded our 
community’s worship. Putting time and effort into strengthening these commitments prepared us to 
respond quickly when many in our Latin American and African-American community began contracting 
COVID and later when vaccine roll-out began. Our Latino/a and Black members are now neighborhood 
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ambassadors, helping family, friends and others get access to the vaccine and sharing new love and 
fellowship in the Holy Spirit in the process. 
 
Relationships drive mission for health, healing and abundant life 
 
At Abundant Life Health and Healing Ministries, a new Episcopal community and collaboration housed at 
Holy Spirit Church, we had to rethink how we did everything. Our weekly community health ministry, 
which involves a sit-down family-style meal, a pantry and drop-in visits with a nurse, became ill-advised 
in the pandemic. 
 
What seemed insurmountable – many people needing to quarantine and a small leadership team still in 
development – became a wonderful opportunity. We called on our friends, the relationships we’d been 
cultivating over a couple years with larger churches, food reclamation groups, caterers, local farmers, 
universities and neighbors, to get the volunteer and financial donations we’d need to expand the 
ministry. 
 
Within a couple months of the pandemic’s start, we were able to go from serving 40-50 people to 250 
people a week by delivering prepared meals, groceries, diapers, feminine products and cleaning supplies 
to people’s homes. Other churches took up collections for our discretionary fund so we could help 
families whose earners had lost work as the pandemic began with rent and utilities. In 2020 we shared 
almost $40,000 to help people stay housed and safe, thanks to the relationships and trust we had built 
in the community. 
 
When setbacks become opportunities and challenge produces growth 
 
It took a lot of energy to coordinate an ever-shifting team of volunteer drivers to bring life-giving 
supplies to families and neighborhoods, rather than only to people who could come to the church. 
When we trusted God’s dream for our community’s health and that Christ would be with us along the 
way, setbacks were turned into chances to reach out to someone else. Far from restricting our ministry, 
the challenge of a shifting volunteer base opened us up and expanded our community. 
 
Neighborhood leaders helped reach families who’d lost work and shared food with them. Someone with 
a car would come to the church and take prepared boxes of supplies to their neighbors. Delivery time 
became prayer time as people asked for and offered intercessions across parking lots and through 
doorways. Food became the vehicle for people to care for each other spiritually and emotionally in a 
time when social mistrust was high. 
 
Holy Spirit gathers as perhaps 20-25 souls on a Sunday morning Zoom call, and Abundant Life is a new 
community in formation, made up of four loosely-tied neighborhood cell groups of 10-15 people. Our 
community-based nurse and food security ministry, however, now tie together over 300 people spread 
across our city. Our vocation is not to be “small” or “large.” Our vocation is be in relationships that 
change us and reconcile us to each other and to God. Our vocation is to seek and serve Christ in 
everyone we meet, to risk our comfort for the sake of freedom and life for others and to love each 
person in our growing network as the beloved, Spirit-gifted and dignified human being created by our 
loving God and invited into Christ’s abundant life. 
 
The Rev. Audra Abt is a priest working in the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina. She received her BA in 
Environmental Studies at Oberlin College, where she spent a semester studying abroad in the Amazon, 
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living for a year in Capim Grosso, Bahia, Brazil, where she discerned a call to the priesthood. For the past 
four years she has served as an assistant rector at St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church in Greensboro, North 
Carolina. 
 
[Click here to watch a video interview about Audra's ECF Fellowship] 
 
As an ECF Fellow, Audra will nurture a growing Christian base community movement (home and 
neighborhood-oriented worship, study and mission) started by Latino immigrants in Greensboro, North 
Carolina. This ministry is an example of how Episcopalians from Latin America are leading the church of 
the U.S. into a life of worship and service that reflects the communities described in the book of Acts. 
Such communities rely not on their privilege, wealth or buildings but on the Holy Spirit, neighborly 
hospitality, and the contribution of every single member. As missioner, Audra will make a space where 
Latinos and non-Latinos can collaborate and influence the wider Church’s life with their faith. 
 
Resources: 

• Pandemic Learnings in Navajoland, by Leon Sampson and Gerlene Gordy, Vestry Papers, January 
2021 

• How are congregations being affected by COVID-19?, an ECF webinar presented by David King 
and Manoj Zacharia, October 8, 2020 

• Mister Rogers Prompts Important Questions, by Sarah Cowan, an ECF Vital Practices blog, July 
17, 2020 

• A Reflection on the Church in COVID-19 by MaryBeth Ingram, an ECF Vital Practices blog, May 
19, 2020 

 
 
 
A Small Congregation Confronts COVID 
 
Gary Cox 
 
Santa Teresa de Avila, where I serve as vicar, had a pre-pandemic average Sunday attendance of about 
55 people, somewhat smaller than other Latino congregations in the city and Diocese of Chicago. 
Because we were a small congregation, some adaptations during the pandemic were easier for us, while 
others, made by larger congregations, were not feasible. Things that worked well include quickly 
returning to in-person worship, continuing online worship via Facebook Live and maintaining connection 
among our most active members. On the other hand, online giving, general finances and participation in 
online diocesan events proved difficult. 
 
Lockdown and reopening at Santa Teresa 
 
On March 15, a year ago, Santa Teresa held its last in-person Eucharist for three months. Later that 
week, Illinois’s governor issued a stay-at-home order and our diocesan bishop issued a directive closing 
church buildings for worship and other activities. When the stay-at-home order began, I downloaded 
software to broadcast bilingual morning prayer from my laptop at home via Facebook, but I couldn’t get 
it to work. While I had distributed copies of bilingual morning prayer and the Lent IV readings at our 
service on the 15th and posted them on our website, there was no live or recorded worship on March 
22nd, the Fourth Sunday of Lent. It was a Refreshment Sunday in a new sense! With the help of tech-

https://youtu.be/ZpYViFglh6I
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/901/pandemic-learnings-in-navajoland
https://www.ecfvp.org/webinars/266/how-are-congregations-being-affected-by-covid-19
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3811/mister-rogers-prompts-important-questions
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3790/a-reflection-on-the-church-in-covid-19
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savvy friends, I was able to transmit via Facebook Live the following Sunday from my cell phone, which 
we have been doing ever since with the help of our youth and young adults. 
 
In late May, as COVID-19 cases diminished, state and diocesan authorities allowed partial reopening 
with health precautions. Our diocese provided guidelines and considerations for reopening, and on 
Pentecost, I had a conference call with the six members of the bishop’s committee who work in building 
maintenance, a health clinic, construction and home improvement. They offered suggestions on how to 
apply the guidelines, and I submitted our reopening plan to the diocese. 
 
On Trinity Sunday, I was able to broadcast Morning Prayer from the sanctuary, and the following Sunday 
we began outdoor eucharists in our small church yard, observing social distancing and capacity limits. 
Each week, volunteers moved the items needed for worship outdoors, and when we moved inside in 
October, they removed prayer books, taped off some pews and placed hand sanitizer and masks at the 
entrances. Our relatively small space made these tasks manageable. In the fall, when a member tested 
positive for the virus the day after attending Sunday worship, we were able to do contact tracing quickly 
because of our small numbers. 
 
Some things are simpler in a small congregation 
 
When a Chicago Tribune reporter interviewed me in June, I realized that it was largely because we are a 
small Latino congregation and we were one of the first churches in our diocese to resume in-person 
worship. It was easier to get six bishop’s committee members together on a phone call than to 
coordinate subcommittees and debate details with a large vestry. Unaccustomed to the emphasis on 
process and bylaws common in many Anglo Episcopal congregations, Latino immigrants often just want 
to accomplish the task at hand, and they did. 
 
In addition to worship, education and outreach adaptations worked fairly well. While our building was 
closed, I delivered Bibles, reading and activity sheets, and Easter gift bags to parents for distribution to 
our first communion and confirmation classes. Every other week, I called students from my home to 
assess and guide their understanding. After partial reopening in June, I taught socially-distanced, 
masked confirmation and first solemn communion classes. Thanks to donations to my discretionary 
fund, I was also able to give grocery gift cards to families I knew were struggling. 
 
When people know one another, it’s easier to stay connected 
 
Perhaps the most important advantage for our small congregation has been the sense of connection. 
Not being able to physically meet or convivir – to gather, talk, celebrate, and enjoy being together – has 
been extremely difficult, especially in our Latino culture, where personal connection and the sense of 
family are significant values. However, it has been somewhat less isolating in our small congregation, 
because more people already know and communicate with each other. 
 
Parishioners often called or messaged each other and me in the first months of the pandemic to ask how 
we were doing, and given the increase in anti-immigrant rhetoric in recent years, this connection and 
solidarity are even more important for immigrants and people of color. Latinos have had a higher risk of 
infection by COVID-19, and for much of last fall, our zip code had one of the highest positivity rates in 
the state. Many people continued to work at their factory, cleaning, construction and other manual 
labor jobs, essential industries that can’t be done remotely. Some weren’t eligible for government 
economic stimulus payments. Many had family members or neighbors who were hospitalized or who 
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died of COVID-19. Given these social and financial challenges, expressions of care and concern from 
one’s faith community members are powerful. 
 
Most adult members of our congregation grew up in the Roman Catholic Church with little contact with 
the priest. In describing what attracted them about the Episcopal Church, parishioners often mention 
personally knowing their priest, which is easier in small churches. I would prefer that people identify 
their relationship with Jesus Christ as the primary relationship that the congregation facilitates, rather 
than their relationship with me or each other. Nevertheless, these valued personal relationships 
demonstrate the power of small churches in people’s lives. 
 
Some things haven’t worked, but grace abides 
 
On the other hand, being a small Latino congregation during the pandemic has been difficult, and some 
adaptations used by other congregations have not worked as well in our context. For example, we had 
begun to offer online giving before the pandemic, but few people use this option. Many parishioners use 
cash almost exclusively; some have no bank account or credit card; others are not comfortable giving 
electronically. 
 
Also, we applied for a Payroll Protection Program loan, but most of my one-third time vicar 
compensation goes to my medical insurance, which though eligible, was excluded in our lender’s 
calculations. We have a small budget and no members with significant knowledge in finance. With few 
family units, our income was limited even when everyone could attend in person. 
 
We survive by the grace of God thanks to people’s contributions, diocesan support and frugality. Other 
efforts that have not succeeded for us include an intercessory prayer group that I began while our 
buildings were closed and participation in diocesan Hispanic Ministry sponsored events via Zoom, such 
as a posada, Lenten retreat and Via Crucis. 
 
Amidst the many challenges of the pandemic, I thank God for using our small Latino congregation to 
continue our witness to Christ in ways that we could not have anticipated (Ephesians 3:20-21). 
The Rev. Gary Cox is vicar of Santa Teresa de Avila Episcopal Church and pastor of Calvary Lutheran 
Church (ELCA) in Chicago. He also is an adjunct instructor in Adult Education with the College of Lake 
County and secretary of the board of Hopeful Beginnings of St. Mary’s Services, an adoption and 
maternity counseling agency of Episcopal Charities and Community Services. He obtained the Master of 
Divinity from the Seminary of the Southwest in Austin and previously worked as a bilingual teacher and 
music teacher in the Chicago area and as a cellist with the National Symphony of Ecuador. 
 
Resources: 

• Stewardship During the Pandemic, by Annette Buchanan, an ECF Vital Practices blog, October 
12, 2020 

• Prayer and Action In a Pandemic, by Yesenia (Jessie) Alejandro, Vestry Papers, September 2020 

• Virtual Morning Prayer Builds EDS at Union’s Community, by Mary Barber, Carl Adair, Joseph 
O’Rear, Nicole Hanley and Maryann Philbrook, an ECF Vital Practices blog, June 13, 2020 

• Evangelism, Connection, and Our New (Virtual) Reality, by Alan Bentrup, an ECF Vital Practices 
blog, April 9, 2020 

 
 
 

https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3831/stewardship-during-the-pandemic
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/870/prayer-and-action-in-a-pandemic
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3795/virtual-morning-prayer-builds-eds-at-unions-community
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3775/evangelism-connection-and-our-new-virtual-reality#jump
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Not Filled Seats but People Served 
 
Ken Kroohs 
 
Yes, average Sunday attendance (ASA) is falling rapidly in all denominations. Yes, that is not good! But – 
do you notice anything strange about the graphs below? 
 
NATIONAL EPISCOPAL CHURCH STATISTICS 2008-2019 
(Please note: These include international Dioceses) 
 

 
 
We should always first consider the reliability of the numbers. The financial information is the most 
accurate. Churches keep good information on their dollars! 
 
The average Sunday attendance is probably reasonably accurate. Most churches make an effort to count 
every Sunday. The trend line is probably accurate since there are over 6,300 data points, even if the 
specific number may vary somewhat. 
 
Yet they look really strange! 
 
Why don’t plate, pledge and attendance all move in the same direction? 
 
This has been bothering me for years. I love numbers, and when done honestly, they should present a 
consistent picture. These graphs do not appear to be consistent. Why would dollars collected be going 
up when the attendance keeps dropping? (Note: Membership numbers follow a pattern similar to 
attendance, so add nothing to this discussion.) 
 
If Plate and Pledge (P&P) paralleled attendance, the total for 2019 would be $1.01B, or 33 percent less 
than it is. To achieve the $1.351B giving in 2018 with 2018 ASA would require donation per average 
Sunday attendance to jump approximately 33 percent. In my opinion, such a jump is unlikely. 
 
Two explanations for the apparent discrepancy are frequently offered. First, the population is getting 
older, and older people tend to give more. That may be some of it, but during stewardship campaigns, I 
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regularly heard how retirees were on a fixed income. Some increase is probable but not the magnitude 
we are seeing. 
 
Second, our older generation is passing on a great deal of wealth when they die. True. However, major 
bequests almost always are not to the general fund and so are not included in these numbers. In my 
experience, lesser bequests to the general fund seldom made up even two or three years of lost pledge 
income from the person who made the bequest. 
 
I believe it would be reasonable to expect all the data patterns to move in the same 
direction, unless there is a fourth data set — average church attendance patterns — that we are not 
looking at. Data for this fourth graph is not very solid, so we are working on general patterns, and this 
analysis should be seen only as a hypothesis worth exploring. 
 
Maybe it’s about changing patterns of church attendance, rather than decline 
 
Most people agree that members now attend less often than they once did. I have seen various 
numbers, but for the sake of this analysis we will say the average person attended 2.1 times per month 
ten years ago (25 times per year), and now attends 1.7 times per month (20 times per year). On the 
surface that does not look like much, but it has a major impact. (Note: After lots of digging I have not 
found respectable research on ‘times per month’. The numbers I am using are reasonable but only 
intended to present a theory, not a conclusion.) 
 
A simple example using annual figures: Let’s look at a church with an average Sunday attendance of 100. 
That works out to 5,200 ‘seats filled’ during the year, which at 25 x per year, requires 208 people 
(probably not the same people each week). (5,200 / 25 = 208) 
 
If that church follows the general patterns of a 22 percent drop in attendance, that would produce an 
average Sunday attendance of 78 which equals an annual attendance of 4,056. 
 
If the average person attends 20 times per year, that means 202 persons attended. (4,056/20 = 202) 
Wait a minute — almost the same number of people are attending? Just less often? 
 
True, the number could be somewhat different since we don’t have solid, specific data. But the drop in 
frequency is well established so the pattern is probable. 
 
Notice how this resolves the apparent discrepancy in the overall statistics. If a person changes from 
attending 25 times per year (2.1 times a month) to 20 times a year (1.7 per month) they probably will 
not drop their pledge by an equivalent amount. Increased giving by seniors, and others, could account 
for the overall increases. 
 
For our national church the 664,200 ASA in 2008 equals 1,382,000 persons. The 518,200 ASA in 2018 
equals 1,347,300 persons, a drop of “only” 2.5 percent. In support of this hypothesis is the fact that with 
the new estimate of persons attending, the average giving only has to increase about 6 percent, which is 
reasonable. 
 
Applying attendance patterns can produce a different picture 
EPISCOPAL DIOCESE OF NORTH CAROLINA 2008-2018 
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If North Carolina Episcopalians followed the pattern of changing from 2.1 times per month (25/year) to 
1.7 times per month (20/year), it would mean: 
 

• In 2008, the 15,100 ‘filled seats’ each week translates to 785,200 per year which, at 25/year 
requires 31,408 people. 

• In 2018 the 13,100 ‘filled seats’ translates to 681,200 per year which at 1.7 times per month 
requires 34,060 people — an increase of 2,652 people or +8.4 percent. 

 
I know, people attend at various rates. The 15,100 ‘filled seats’ on an average Sunday likely consists of 
around 20,000 individuals. 
 
I also know that 8.4 percent over ten years is not something to widely celebrate. During that same 
period the state’s population grew by approximately nine percent, so at best we almost kept pace. 
Assuming this analysis is correct, I believe its primary message is that we should spend time considering 
the implications. 
 
People served versus ‘filled seats’ – ideas to consider 
 
1. Stay focused on our calling. We are called to reach everyone, invite new people and share the 
Gospel. The numbers provide insight and information for conversation, but don’t let the numbers steer 
you away from our calling. Our challenge, our call, is to help disciples grow – not grow our ASA. 
 
2. What will post-COVID look like? This analysis actually takes us in the direction of considering people 
served, even electronically, versus ‘filled seats’. COVID’s ‘silver lining’ is that it kicked us out of the 
tradition of providing services only at specific times and places, forcing us to make it possible for people 
to participate electronically on their own schedules. I suspect post-COVID attendance will be 
substantially below pre-COVID attendance, and not exclusively because of disinterest but because of 
habit changes. (Early information shows about a 40 percent drop in ASA in churches again meeting in 
person.) If a person finds watching the service on Sunday night or listening while commuting meets their 
spiritual needs, there will be less need to attend Sunday morning. 
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3. What is a priority? We need to keep in mind that every person, at every moment is doing what is 
their highest priority. They may wish they were playing golf, but they concluded that working is a higher 
priority. Therefore any reduction in involvement says another activity is a higher priority. What are the 
implications of that conclusion? 
 
4. Flexibility is key. Our tradition of “if you want to worship with us you will come when we tell you and 
where we tell you” is not realistic if we want to reach people. One study I saw said 1/3 of working 
Americans now work on weekends at least occasionally. Plus, as the father of three soccer players I can 
witness to the priority challenges on Sunday mornings during the seasons! Another significant piece to 
consider is that a large percentage of the people working on weekends are working at low-income jobs. 
Since many of those are people of color, our tradition of insisting on Sunday worship may be excluding 
people. In what ways are we reimagining Sunday worship to exist outside of Sunday mornings? A 
suggestion I have is to begin counting attendance at non-Sunday services. If our evaluation, including 
attendance, focused more on non-Sunday services, I would expect changes that could incorporate more 
people. 
 
Churches might find it helpful to deeply investigate the reasons for the reduction in attendance 
frequency. A nationally funded, professional study of 100 congregations is likely to find some useful 
patterns. That information might be used to help shape discipleship efforts as well as outreach to non-
members. 
 
The ASA plummet is important and says something – but maybe the message is more complicated than 
we thought. 
 
The Rev. Ken Kroohs is a retired third-career priest, with an MDiv from Duke University and an Anglican 
year at Virginia Theological Seminary. He began his professional life as a civil engineer and then a city 
planner. Those experiences shape his understanding of societal behavior patterns. Mr. Kroohs served two 
small churches in the Diocese of North Carolina, plus an intentional interim in another one. His three 
daughters, eight grandchildren, 90-year-old house and wife who loves HGTV – in addition to his 
assistance with churches seeking to grow –all keep him busy. 
 
Resources: 

• Beyond ASA, by Alan Bentrup, an ECF Vital Practices blog, February 26, 2019 

• Beyond Average Sunday Attendance (ASA), by Tim Schenck, an ECF Vital Practices blog, October 
18, 2013 

• Statistical Data on Episcopal Congregations, a tool by the Episcopal Church 

• Showing Up by Richelle Thompson, an ECF Vital Practices blog, July 22, 2013 
 
 
 
Una pequeña feligresía enfrenta la COVID-19 
 
Gary Cox 
 
Santa Teresa de Ávila, en la que sirvo como sacerdote, los domingos anteriores a la pandemia tenía un 
promedio de asistencia de unas 55 personas, una cifra algo menor que la de otras feligresías latinas en la 
ciudad y en la Diócesis de Chicago. Debido a que éramos una feligresía pequeña, algunas adaptaciones 
durante la pandemia fueron más fáciles para nosotros, mientras que para otras iglesias, con feligresías 

https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/3661/beyond-asa
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/1959/beyond-average-sunday-attendance-asa
https://www.ecfvp.org/tools/29/statistical-data-on-episcopal-congregations
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/1811/showing-up
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de mayor tamaño, no eran factibles. Algunas cosas que funcionaron bien incluyen haber reanudado 
rápidamente al culto en persona, seguir ofreciendo culto en línea mediante Facebook Live y haber 
mantenido una conexión entre nuestros miembros más activos. Por el otro lado, las donaciones en línea, 
las finanzas en general y la participación en línea en eventos diocesanos demostraron ser difíciles. 
 
Cierre y reapertura de Santa Teresa 
 
El 15 de marzo, hace un año, Santa Teresa celebró su última Eucaristía en persona por tres meses. 
Posteriormente esa semana, el gobernador de Illinois emitió una orden de permanecer en casa y 
nuestro obispo diocesano emitió una directiva de cierre de los edificios de las iglesias para el culto y 
otras actividades. Cuando comenzó la orden de permanecer en casa, descargué software para difundir la 
oración matutina bilingüe desde mi computadora portátil en casa mediante Facebook, pero no lo pude 
hacer funcionar. Si bien el 15 había distribuido copias bilingües de la oración matutina y de las lecturas 
en nuestro servicio religioso y las habíamos puesto en nuestro sitio web, no hubo culto en vivo ni 
grabado el 22 de marzo, el Cuarto Domingo de Cuaresma. ¡Había sido un Domingo de descanso en un 
nuevo sentido! Con la ayuda de amigos con conocimientos de tecnología, el próximo domingo pude 
transmitir por medio de Facebook Live desde mi teléfono celular, algo que hemos estado haciendo 
desde entonces con la ayuda de nuestros jóvenes y adultos jóvenes. 
 
A fines de mayo, cuando los casos de la COVID-19 disminuyeron, las autoridades estatal y diocesana 
permitieron una reapertura parcial con precauciones de salud. Nuestra diócesis proporcionó directrices 
y consideraciones para la reapertura, y en Pentecostés tuve una llamada de conferencia con seis 
miembros del Comité del Obispo que trabajan en el mantenimiento de edificios, una clínica de salud y 
en el mejoramiento de viviendas. Ellos ofrecieron sugerencias sobre cómo aplicar las directrices y 
presenté nuestro plan de reapertura a la diócesis. 
 
El Domingo de la Trinidad, pude difundir la Oración Matutina desde el santuario, y el domingo siguiente 
iniciamos eucaristías al aire libre en nuestro pequeño patio de la iglesia, observando el distanciamiento 
social y los límites de capacidad. Todas las semanas, voluntarios movieron los artículos necesarios para 
el culto al aire libre y cuando nos mudamos adentro en octubre, quitaron los libros de oración, cerraron 
con cinta algunos de los bancos y pusieron desinfectante de manos y mascarillas en las entradas. 
Nuestro espacio relativamente pequeño hizo que estas tareas fueran manejables. En el otoño, cuando 
uno de nuestros miembros dio positivo en la prueba del virus al día siguiente de haber asistido al culto 
dominical, pudimos contactar seguimiento rápidamente gracias a nuestros números pequeños. 
 
Algunas cosas son más sencillas en una feligresía pequeña 
 
Cuando un periodista del diario Chicago Tribune me entrevistó en julio, me di cuenta de que se trataba 
principalmente de que éramos una feligresía latina pequeña y una de las primeras iglesias de nuestra 
diócesis en reanudar el culto en persona. Fue más fácil obtener seis miembros del Comité del Obispo 
juntos en una llamada telefónica que coordinar subcomités y debatir detalles con juntas parroquiales 
grandes. Por no estar familiarizados con el énfasis en el proceso y los estatutos comunes en muchas 
feligresías episcopales anglo, los inmigrantes latinos a menudo querían simplemente realizar el trabajo 
necesario y lo hacían. 
 
Además del culto, las adaptaciones de culto, educación y extensión funcionaron bastante bien. Mientras 
que nuestro edificio estuvo cerrado, distribuí Biblias, hojas de lecturas y actividades, y bolsas de 
regalitos de Pascua para que los padres los distribuyeran a nuestras clases de primera comunión y 
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confirmación. Cada dos semanas, llamaba a los estudiantes desde mi hogar para evaluar y orientar su 
comprensión. Después de la reapertura, en junio, enseñé clases de confirmación con distanciamiento 
social y mascarillas, así como las primeras clases solemnes de comunión. Gracias a las donaciones a mi 
fondo discrecional, también pude repartir tarjetas de regalo para la compra de alimentos a familias que 
estaban luchando. 
 
Cuando la gente se conoce entre sí, es más fácil permanecer conectada 
 
Tal vez la ventaja más importante de nuestra pequeña feligresía ha sido el sentido de conexión. No 
poder reunirnos físicamente o convivir -- para reunirnos, conversar, celebrar y disfrutar estar juntos --, 
ha sido sumamente difícil, especialmente para nuestra cultura latina, en la que la conexión personal y el 
sentido de familia son valores significativos. Sin embargo, ha sido un poco menos aislante en nuestra 
pequeña feligresía, porque más gente ya se conoce y se comunica entre sí. 
 
Los feligreses a menudo se llamaban por teléfono o se enviaban mensajes en los primeros meses de la 
pandemia para preguntarse cómo les estaba yendo, y dado el incremento de la retórica antiinmigratoria 
en años recientes, esta conexión y solidaridad son todavía más importantes para los inmigrantes y la 
gente de color. Los latinos tienen un riesgo mayor de infección por la COVID-19, y por una gran parte del 
otoño pasado nuestro código postal tuvo uno de los índices de incidencia más elevados del estado. 
Mucha gente siguió trabajando en sus fábricas, limpieza, construcción y otros trabajos manuales, 
industrias esenciales que no se pueden hacer remotamente. Algunos de ellos no cumplían con los 
requisitos para recibir pagos del estímulo económico del gobierno. Muchos tenían miembros de sus 
familias o vecinos hospitalizados o que había fallecido a causa de la COVID-19. En medio de estos 
desafíos sociales y financieros, las expresiones de cuidados y preocupación de los miembros de la 
comunidad de fe son poderosas. 
 
La mayoría de los miembros adultos de nuestra feligresía se criaron en la Iglesia Católica Romana, con 
poco contacto con el sacerdote. Cuando describen qué fue lo que los atrajo a la Iglesia Episcopal, los 
feligreses a menudo mencionan conocer personalmente a su sacerdote, algo que es más fácil en iglesias 
pequeñas. Yo preferiría que la gente identificara su relación con Jesucristo como la relación primaria que 
facilita la feligresía, en lugar de su relación conmigo o entre sí. No obstante, estas valoradas relaciones 
personales demuestran el poder de las iglesias pequeñas en las vidas de las personas. 
 
Algunas cosas no funcionaron, pero la gracia permanece 
 
Por el otro lado, ser una feligresía pequeña durante la pandemia ha sido difícil y algunas adaptaciones 
empleadas por otras feligresías no funcionaron tan bien en nuestro contexto. Por ejemplo, habíamos 
empezado las donaciones en línea antes de la pandemia, pero pocas personas emplearon esa opción. 
Muchos feligreses donan casi exclusivamente en dinero en efectivo, algunos de ellos no tienen cuentas 
bancarias ni tarjetas de crédito, y otros no se sienten cómodos realizando donaciones electrónicamente. 
Además, solicitamos un préstamo del Programa de Protección de la Nómina de Pagos, pero la mayor 
parte de mi paquete salarial de sacerdote (a un tercio de tiempo) pasa a mi seguro médico, que si bien 
cumplía con los requisitos, había quedado excluido de los cálculos de nuestro prestamista. Tenemos un 
presupuesto pequeño y no tenemos ningún miembro con conocimientos significativos de finanzas. Con 
pocas unidades familiares, nuestro ingreso era limitado, incluso cuando todos podían asistir en persona. 
Sobrevivimos por la gracia de Dios gracias a las contribuciones de la gente, el apoyo de la diócesis y la 
frugalidad. Otros esfuerzos que no han tenido éxito para nosotros incluyen un grupo de oración 
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intercesora que inicié cuando nuestros edificios estaban cerrados y la participación en eventos por Zoom 
patrocinados por el Ministerio Hispano Diocesano, como las posadas, el Retiro Cuaresmal y el Vía Crucis. 
Entre los muchos desafíos de la pandemia, agradezco a Dios por haber usado nuestra pequeña feligresía 
latina para continuar nuestro testimonio de Cristo de maneras que no podríamos haber anticipado 
(Efesios 3:20-21). 
 
El Rev. Gary Cox es sacerdote en la Iglesia Episcopal Santa Teresa de Ávila y pastor de la Iglesia Luterana 
Calvary en Chicago. También es instructor adjunto de Educación de Adultos en la Universidad de Lake 
Country y secretario de la junta directiva de Hopeful Beginnings de St. Mary’s Services, una agencia de 
asesoramiento sobre adopción y maternidad de Episcopal Charities and Community Services. Obtuvo su 
maestría en Teología del Seminary of the Southwest en Austin y anteriormente trabajó como maestro 
bilingüe y profesor de música en la zona de Chicago, así como violoncelista en la Sinfónica Nacional de 
Ecuador. 
 
Recursos: 

• Oración y acción en una pandemia por Yesenia (Jessie) Alejandro, Vestry Papers, septiembre 
2020 

• El Ministerio con trabajadores agrícolas – el Discipulado en acción por Juan Carabaña, Vestry 
Papers, mayo 2017 

• La Importancia de Ofrecer Servicios de Capellanía en el Idioma Natal de los Pacientes 
Hospitalizados por Ema Rosero-Nordalm un blog de ECF Vital Practices, 1 marzo 2013 

• El cuidado y la alimentación de los sacerdotes, por Richelle Thompson, un blog de ECF Vital 
Practices, 31 enero 2011 

 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/871/oracin-y-accin-en-una-pandemia
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/622/el-ministerio-con-trabajadores-agrcolas-el-discipulado-en-accin
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/1631/la-importancia-de-ofrecer-servicios-de-capellana-en-el-idioma-natal-de-los-pacientes-hospitalizados
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/1631/la-importancia-de-ofrecer-servicios-de-capellana-en-el-idioma-natal-de-los-pacientes-hospitalizados
https://www.ecfvp.org/blogs/925/el-cuidado-y-la-alimentacin-de-los-sacerdotes

