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Though not all town and country churches are small, in this article I am talking about churches from 10 to 125 in attendance, smaller town and country churches.  It is always dangerous to proclaim principles and policies as absolute.  This is particularly true in terms of pontificating characteristics of smaller churches.  Smaller churches are not all alike and their expectations for pastoral leadership differ.  However, there are some general observations which can be made about smaller churches and some principles about pastoral leadership in smaller churches which are generally true and helpful.  In this article I want to set forth six characteristics of smaller town and country churches which have significant implications for pastoral leadership.

1.  Small town and country churches are more relationally oriented than organizationally oriented. It is not the business model but the family model that predominates.
Most seminaries prepare pastors to lead according to a business model—the pastor is the C.E.O. The pastor sets the agenda and casts the vision.  Klassen and Koessler contrast the two models this way.  In the business model the pastor is more authoritative, directive, and distant and works through formal structures.  In the family model,  the pastor ministers as a partner.  His leadership is personal, spontaneous and informal.  The effective small church pastor must be more relational and less organizationally-centered.  In the town and country church expressed love is more important than vision-casting or administrative skill.  Showing compassion is more important than clear agendas and dynamic programs.  
Effective pastoral leadership in the small church does not as much depend on how well the pastor preaches and administers the church program as on the quality of his personal relationships with people.  This has many implications for pastoral ministry.  For example, since small churches tend to make decisions more based on relationships than rationale, if the pastor wants to bring about a needed change, he must realize that this will be accomplished more through relationship-building than by reasoning and argumentation.  Small churches will forgive a pastor for a lot of deficiencies but not for being deficient in what they perceive to be loving.

2.  Small town and country churches are congregationally-centered.  


The smaller the church the higher the probability that decisions will be made by the whole congregation. Schaller points out how the decision-making process changes with church size.  Up to 40,  the process is informal and decisions are almost all made by the whole congregation. The pastor usually has little more influence than any other individual.  Between 35 and 90, there are standing boards, but the whole congregation still makes the major decisions.  The pastor may be allowed to be somewhat of an initiator.  Between 85 and 150 there is representative government. Only the most significant decisions are made by the whole congregation. The pastor may be expected to be an initiating leader.  The general rule is that the larger the congregation, the more influential is the role of the pastor.  

Decisions in the small church are not top-down.  The small church pastor does not sit at the apex of the church like a general or C.E.O.  If the small church pastor tries to lead the church like a general with an authoritarian style it will produce alienation, conflict and the probability of a short tenure for the pastor.  Pappas says, “Small congregations, especially, want to be loved, not bossed around.  They want to be respected far more than they want to be directed.” 

Power in the small church is not usually in the hands of the pastor. There are logical reasons for this.  Pastoral tenure in small churches tends to be short.  The congregation was there before you arrived and will be there after you have moved on.  It is their church not yours. (Actually, of course, we know it is Christ’s church). If the pastor cannot accept this reality, he is best to move on to some other opportunity.  Frankly, small churches can survive for years without a resident pastor. 

3.  Power and authority in the small town and country church is lay-centered and is exercised through informal structures, rather than pastor-centered and exercised through formal structures.

What does this mean for pastors?

1)  Pastors must lead by suggestion not by decree.

2)  In the small town and country church the real leaders may not be the formally-elected leaders and the pastor needs to discover who the real leaders are.

3) The pastor can have more influence through informal conversations and relationship-building than in formal meetings and structures.  His ability to bring about change may happen ice-fishing, over coffee at the local café or in the dairy barn.
4)  The pastor needs to work with the lay leadership because the pastor has no chance working against them.  Of course, there are exceptions to this when entrenched leadership acts unbiblically or is out of step with the congregation as a whole.  Klassen and Koessler say,“The pastor of the small church who wishes to be a leader will need to lead through the lay leaders.” He must learn to steer ideas and proposals through the lay leaders (formal and informal).  Ideas and changes won’t succeed if they are perceived as just being the pastor’s “wild” ideas, even when the church is polite enough to vote for them.

5)  The pastor is wise to propose changes and ideas as temporary measures.  “Let’s try it and see if it works” is far more effective than “This is the way it is going to be.”

4.  The small town and country church is not generally driven by formal vision statements or formally-devised quantifiable goals.

This is not to say that small churches do not have an understood mission or goals, but that many small churches resist formalizing these.  The wise pastor will not push to formalize vision and goals, though he will cast vision and work toward goals.  Real vision and goals are far more important than documents and slogans. The more the pastor introduces ideas quietly and informally the more likely the congregation is to take hold of the ideas and embrace them as their own.  After all, the goal of the pastoral ministry is not production of nice-sounding statements but spiritual transformation for the glory of God.
5.  Pastoral leadership in the small town and country church must be earned.

Influence and authority to lead (a leader can be defined as one who is followed) are earned. Influence is not the product of simply being called to be the pastor.   In the small church, influence and authority to lead are the products of trust.  Trust is the product of integrity and meeting expectations.  Highest among those expectations is the expectation that the pastor will love and value the congregation.  How does the small church pastor earn the trust and authority to influence?  There are several factors.
1)  Time.  Time, in itself, does not produce trust, but time is a factor.  McCarthy suggests that acceptance as the pastor does not happen until three to five years into the pastorate.  Even when the people treat the pastor cordially and even warmly, he is still an outsider for a considerable time.  For the proposals of the pastor to be taken seriously it may take over seven years of tenure.  “After fifteen years they own the church as long as they don’t act like it.”

2) Authenticity.  The pastor must consistently practice what he preaches.  In the small church and community the pastor is so visible that authenticity is mandatory.  It is not that they expect the pastor to be perfect, but they do expect integrity.  The pastor must be willing to tailor his lifestyle to the standards and taboos of the congregation and community.  I recall hearing a seasoned pastor say that he gave up eating out in restaurants on Sunday for twelve years for the sake of not offending his congregation.

3) Influence is earned in the small church by showing love in ways perceived as loving by the congregation.  Of course, this must be real, not manipulative.

4) In the small church trust is also earned by acknowledging the value of the treasured memories and church traditions.
5) Influence is gained by accepting and even adopting the customs of the local culture in so far as these customs do not conflict with Scripture.  (1 Corinthians 9:19-23)  The small town pastor must attempt to become a part of the community.  He needs to find ways to identify with and participate in community life.  (In a South Dakota pastorate I began a kid’s soccer program for the community).  Small churches are generally proud when their pastor has a visible profile in the community, unless his community involvement becomes excessive. Participation may be in many ways: from serving on the volunteer fire department, to coaching a ball team, to serving on a community library board or delivering “meals on wheels.”  Just getting out and doing things with people is appreciated:  Ice-fishing with a neighbor,  attending high school basketball games, cutting firewood, eating Johnsonville brats, learning to hunt, riding around in a combine, inviting a country western singer to sing in church when you prefer hearing a violinist playing Mozart, letting your dandelions bloom like everyone else on the block.  When the congregation and community no longer think of you as  ”Reverend Outsider” but “Bob, our pastor and friend,” you will have much greater influence for the sake of Christ.

6. In the small town and country church stability, continuity and traditions are high values.  Change is often viewed as a negative.  Most changes people have experienced have not been positive. (Grandpa died, John has to sell out. Mary got married and moved away). The pastor faces the difficult task of acknowledging the treasured traditions and memories of the congregation while attempting to focus the church on the future.  He wants them to treasure the past but not live in the past.  In general, the more the pastor affirms what has been, the more his proposals for the future will be accepted.

The Grace Factor

There is another factor in all this which we must not miss – this is the grace of God.  I consider myself an example of this.  I am not particularly relationally-oriented.  I love to study and read.  I spend time researching and writing articles like this one.  I never sit at the local café drinking coffee or soda.  I probably didn’t stay in churches as long as I should have stayed, or visit people as often as they would have liked or adapted to my culture as much as I could have.  I didn’t attend many rodeos in South Dakota.  I never learned to hunt.  No farmer with any sense would turn me loose on his $150,000 combine.  Yet, the small town and country churches I have pastored have been fruitful for the churches and satisfying for me.
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