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Sometimes I interact with small congregations that 

assume that any significant community ministry effort is 

beyond their reach. They often keenly feel their 

limitations as they work to keep internal church programs 

going with limited staff and volunteers. So how could 

they ever engage the community in any significant way? 

With the right approach, it is possible for a small group of 

people to make a big impact. It will take focus and clarity 

about what you are trying to accomplish, but the small church 

can make a big impact in the world through partnerships, 

creative use of resources, and a focus on relational ministry. 

Small congregations have unique strengths that can result in 

strong and effective community ministry. 

Focus. A small congregation has to be more disciplined about 

not “biting off more than it can chew.” Identifying just one thing 

to focus on (tutor kids at the local public school, collect 

diapers, sponsor a community garden) may well help you be 

more successful, as you will have clear outcomes in front of 

you. I think sometimes there is a temptation for larger 

churches to make ministry efforts bigger and more complex 

than they need to be. Internal ministry programs may have 

many bells and whistles, so we think we need to do that with 

work in our community as well — right? Wrong! Sometimes 

simpler is just what the community needs. 

Relationships. Another advantage of being small is that your 

church may be better at relational ministry than larger 

churches, and it is the relationships that you can build with 

people in your community that will make the greatest impact. 

People who are drawn to attend smaller churches are often 

there because of the “family” feel; in your small congregation, 

you can really get to know each other, go deep in your 

relationships, and bear one another’s burdens. A pastor of a 

rural congregation in West Virginia told me that his small 

church is “a place of gathering, celebration, and common 

community. We still celebrate each person’s birthday here!” 

Carrying that affinity for relationship into the community may 

well help you make a greater impact than if you brought 

hundreds of volunteers or thousands of dollars. Everything 

you’ve learned within your own congregation about really 

listening to one another and devoting time to relationships will 

bless your community in myriad ways. 

Partnerships. Small churches often have no choice but to 

partner with others to carry out ministry. Partnerships, if done 

well, can result in exponentially greater impact. You aren’t 

limited to the gifts within your own church. You can seek 

others, particularly when working on complex community 

issues where expertise, connections, and resources are 

needed. I once worked with several smaller churches that 

were developing partnerships with public schools. We started 

with a goal of recruiting just ten volunteers from each church, 

and they met that goal. Next people from the church started 

going into the school every week, learning about the needs of 

students, interacting with teachers and other staff, and making 

an impact by being faithful. A small group of people who are 

willing can make a big difference! 

Ownership. In a small church, members may also feel a 

greater sense of ownership for the ministry. Without many paid 

staff, it is up to church members to develop the vision and the 

plan, find partners, and enlist other members to get involved. 

You can’t just look around and say, “Pastor So-and-So is going 

to do that.” In a small church, when you look around, you might 

only see yourself and a few of your friends. If you don’t do it, 

no one else will! This strong ownership by lay leaders can help 

ministry be sustainable over the long term. 

Accountability. Finally, those in small churches may be 

better able to hold each other accountable for following 

through on ministry goals and commitments because you are 

small. If just a few of you are working on a project and two of 

you don’t show up, it’s pretty obvious who isn’t holding up their 

end of the work! It is harder to be anonymous and go back on 

what you’ve agreed to. It is harder to give up when your 

friends are on your case! 

Small churches are all too aware of the challenges facing their 

ministries — limited funds, members, and facilities. But even in 

the face of such challenges, your small church can start some 

very powerful community ministries. Take stock of what 

you do have rather than what you don’t have, and build on 

those assets. Be creative about finding partners, raising money, 

and securing in-kind donations. And most importantly, keep 

going. Some of the most successful community ministries are 

small and focused and don’t require lots of money and people. 
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