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Up near the Wisconsin/Upper Michigan state border is the little town of 
Phelps. Phelps, like many Northwest Wisconsin towns has its roots in 
the logging era of the late 1800s. The Congregational Church of 
Phelps was built by lumber barons along North Twin Lake. 
 
In its heyday the church filled its pews on Sunday mornings. It had more than forty 
children in its Sunday school each week and it was a hub of community activity. When 
the forests were mostly harvested the town of Phelps lost its economic engine. In its 
glory years Phelps had three large grocery stores; now it doesn’t have any. 
 
On good Sundays now this little church has about twenty people in worship each week 
and maybe one or two children. After worship the church hosts a time of fellowship 
when treats, coffee and conversation are shared. They hold their annual meatball and 
mashed potato fundraising dinner to support a local human service agency. They are 
reaching out to other parts of their small town, making their building available for 
community groups to use. They share a pastor with the Ely Memorial Church in Land O’ 
Lakes, about twenty minutes down the road. 
 
The 2015 statistical report of the United Church of Christ records that of the 5062 UCC 
churches the average membership is 186, with 35% of our churches having fewer than 
100 members and 80% having fewer than 100 worshippers in church on Sunday 
morning. We have become a denomination of many small congregations in cities, towns 
and countryside. In many small towns, church size mimics town size; in larger towns 
and cities there are many factors that influence church size. 
 
In the small churches I visit on Sunday mornings I observe a paradox: the people who 
gather for worship and fellowship are lively, joyful, engaged, faithful and willing to serve, 
but they are also people anxious about their small numbers and the future of their 
church. There is this dynamic between their gratitude for time together and their lament 
that not enough others are sharing in the gift of God’s presence with them. 
 
The strength found in small churches exists among the faithful people who embrace the 
gifts of the current moment. The past need not be forgotten unless it becomes a burden 



of comparison. The future should not be neglected, but the likelihood of a hopeful future 
is dependent upon the vitality of the faithful people who give regularly of themselves to 
the church today. 
 
Small churches that reduce their anxiety about size and an uncertain future have the 
capacity to be broad in their welcome and care of those who participate in worship, 
learning and fellowship, and they are narrow regarding the number of programs, service 
and mission activities they undertake. Small churches cannot do everything, but they 
can do some things with great commitment and faith. 
 
If churches can partially silence the many cultural voices of our day that measure worth 
according to size and competition, then they can become available to serve God’s ways 
and hopes in the place they call home with the people they call friends and neighbors. 
As covenant partners, the many UCC churches and staff of the Wisconsin Conference 
can support small church ministries by celebrating the particular gifts and strengths that 
are present among God’s people, trusting that these gifts are sufficient to serve God’s 
purposes. 
 
“We cannot do great things on this earth. We can only do small things with great love.”  
—Mother Teresa 


