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PrefACe

I love working with people in small churches. My experience  
has been that they are very dedicated and passionate about 
their church and the church’s ministry. People in small 
churches tend to work very hard, partly out of their com-
mitment to the church and partly out of necessity. In small 
churches, there are fewer people to do all the work. I find 
the faith and commitment of people in small churches to be 
inspiring.

Research and statistics show us how important small 
churches are to faith in North America.1 The median church in 
the United States has seventy-five worshipers on Sundays. Small 
churches with attendance between seven and ninety-nine peo-
ple make up 59 percent of the churches in the United States, and 
16 percent of American churchgoers worship in small churches. 
Small churches are important, and they are here to stay.

Unfortunately, many small churches face difficult chal-
lenges that may hinder their ability to move in the future direc-
tions they wish to go. Often these challenges arise out of past 
congregational trauma that is still affecting the people in the 
church. This book is written for these congregations and for 
their leaders, both lay and clergy. 

I have found that new approaches are needed to help these 
churches because of the unique situations they often face. The 
traditional family systems model, which has been used exten-
sively in church settings, has not been effective enough alone 
in helping these churches to work through their past traumas. 

In recent years, a number of new strengths-based  models 
have been developed that can be very effective in bringing 
healing to people in traumatized churches. I have used some 
of these models in my work with small congregations. This 
book will explore three of these models, which are particularly 
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suited for working with people of faith. My hope is that this 
book will provide leaders of small churches with practical 
tools to help them look at what is happening in their church 
from a new perspective so that they can help their congrega-
tion move forward. 

I need to make a few disclaimers. Throughout the book, 
I have used hypothetical fictional examples to illustrate both 
how trauma affects congregations and how these strengths-
based techniques may be of help to churches. All the characters 
in these examples are completely fictional, and any reference 
to real persons or churches is unintentional. In addition, this 
book is not a substitute for medical, psychotherapeutic, or 
legal advice or treatment. If you have experienced trauma in 
the past, reading this book may bring up painful memories 
or issues from your traumatic experiences. If this is the case, I 
strongly encourage you to seek appropriate professional help. 
Finally, if you are in a leadership position in a small church 
that has experienced trauma, I urge you to seek outside sup-
port to help you in your work with your congregation. This type 
of ministry is very difficult and can be overwhelming at times. 
You do not have to do this alone. Finding professional and per-
sonal support is crucial for both self-care and effective leader-
ship in this work. 
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Chapter One

where did god go?

Imagine. Imagine that you have belonged to a fictitious church, 
the Church of Anytown, for many years. Imagine that you 
moved to Anytown from out of state years ago and visited the 
church one Sunday. You felt welcomed by the other people at the 
church, and soon they became your friends. Over the years, you 
became more and more involved. Your children were baptized 
and married at the church. You contributed to the building of 
the new sanctuary as the church’s growth exploded. The memo-
rial services for your parents were at the church. The Church of 
Anytown became your home, a place where you felt safe and 
cared for, a place where you felt the presence of God.

Now imagine that many years have gone past. Your children 
have grown up and have lives of their own. You have retired 
from your career. Many of your friends have moved away. Life 
seems to have changed so much. Your church has changed too. 
A lot has happened there over the years. There was the secretary 
who embezzled money. There was the minister who engaged in 
misconduct. Then there was the church conflict about welcom-
ing people from different backgrounds. Finally, there was the fire 
that burned part of the Christian Education building. On top of 
all that, the church was also affected by changing demographics 
in the community. With each of these events, some people left 
the church. Now the church has a fraction of the membership 
it once had. The Church of Anytown is still your home, but now 
you have very mixed emotions about it.

s
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