
You’ve heard and read a lot about how St. Philip’s is a “program-size parish” and how that means 
we “do church” differently than other churches. And it’s true. 
 
The Church Size Theory has been around for about 30 years. It looks at how the average number of 
attendees (ASA) at a church can affect the way the church functions—especially how the priest or 
pastor functions. In the theory, there are 5 sizes of churches: (1) Family (ASA under 75), (2) Pastoral 
(ASA 76-140), (3) Transitional (ASA 141-224), (4) Program (ASA 225-800), and (5) Resource (ASA 
800+). (You can read more about the theory here: https://www.ecfvp.org/tools/70/overview-of-
church-size-theory. 
 
I’ve had the chance to serve at each of the 4 “smaller” sized church models: family, pastoral, 
transitional, and program. And I wanted to share what I learned about each (granted, I’ve never 
been in charge of any, so this is kind of like a third-party observation). 
 
A family church is like gathering with family for Christmas dinner. There is a matriarch and a 
patriarch. Everyone is some how related (like, everyone can trace every relationship to “that one 
time when we” were in Bible study together/served on the Vestry together/etc.) There are certain 
topics we don’t bring up because we don’t want to set off crazy Uncle Larry (sorry Uncle Larry!), 
and there are only very specific ministries that we offer (maybe one Bible Study, probably at 
someone’s house, and possibly an Angel Tree at Christmas) The priest is a chaplain—he or she 
knows everyone’s dirty laundry and attends to each individual for all personal, spiritual needs. 
 
A pastoral church is like a small company. There may be different departments, but they all answer 
directly to the CEO, who happens to be the priest. The priest knows who every member is and 
knows who is going through a divorce, who is trying to get pregnant, and who is selling their house 
and moving. Key families run the church—often with someone on the Vestry, someone on the “call 
committee,” and someone leading one of the other “important” ministries (like Sunday School or 
Altar Guild or the Choir). And the families who hold authority agree and support the priest 
completely. This is a lot like, “the buck stops here” for the priest. 
 
A transitional church is the hardest to maintain. Churches naturally want to go smaller in function. 
That being said, a transitional church starts to see new groups come in and conflict will arise when 
the new groups and the families who are used to holding all the power start to bump heads. The 
priest becomes the final judge—deeming which group will get support (aka money) and attention. 
Again, the priest holds a lot of control, and when a family disagrees, they are more likely to leave 
than “stick it out” for the next leader to arrive. This size church looks unstable—mostly because it 
is. The priest has more work than he or she can handle, but there aren’t always resources to bring in 
another priest or more staff to help. 
 
Finally, a program church is where we are now. It is like a neighborhood of ministries, working 
together. Each ministry has its own leadership and the leadership of all the ministries works together 
to make the church a unified entity. In a healthy model, ministries will work together, supporting 
one another, in a Loving God/Loving Others-focused manner. Pastoral Care often happens in the 
small group setting, with the priest having an overarching idea of who is going through a rough time. 
In general, a priest’s role is to preach/teach and perform the sacraments. He or she may develop 
personal roles with those in ministries he/she works closely with, but over all, there are too many 
people for the priest to know each person individually. Surprisingly, this is the most stable of the 
parish sizes—when a priest leaves, the church still moves forward as lay leadership is really in 
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charge. And when a family gets upset, the church still moves forward, because no one family runs all 
the ministries. 
 
Of course there are positives and negatives to every church size, and, like all theories, this isn’t an 
absolute truth about church size. You might remember your old church fondly, recalling the 
precious Children’s Pageant, until one family got mad because their daughter didn’t get cast as Mary 
and all of a sudden the Sunday School program is half the size. Or maybe you remember your old 
church fondly because the priest used to invite everyone over for an Epiphany party every year, 
since everyone could fit in one house comfortably. Or maybe you remember your old church fondly, 
like how you really connected with the Music Minister because you sang in two of the choirs and 
played in one of the ensembles, but you don’t really remember the priest’s name, but it’s okay 
because they really weren’t that important anyway. 
 
Or maybe you have memories of this church, where the lay leadership is strong and creative and 
takes initiative; where ministry ideas are embraced within the ministry boards and people encourage 
each other; where the priests are welcoming and also well read (because they actually have time to 
study, not just lead)… 
 
Every church has a unique setting and within every size, there are differences, but I have to say, I 
love getting to serve at a Program Size parish! It is truly a gift!  
 
 
 
 


