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fraction of that size. Although
bath Catholic and mainline Prot-
estant denominations face falling
attendance at worship, these dif-
ferent branches of the Christian
family are taking radically differ-
ent approaches to determining
whether a congregation is viable,
and who should decide what to do
about a failing church.

Catholic dioceses, with power
strongly rated in the

The congregation of the First United Methodist Church in Southbridge sang a hymm last week
during the Sunday morning service. The church seen its membership decline in recent years.

Protestants
resist urge to
close churches

chusetts with fewer than 25 wor-
shipers, up from 27 a decade ago,
while the United Church of Christ
and the American Baptist
Churches have some area congre-
gations so small that they no long-
er meet at all. And the number of
closings is also rising — the Epis-
copal Church, for example,
merged three congregations in
Fall River last month, and expects
congregations in South Boston
and Malden, among others, to de-
cidetoe

in-

hands of bishops and a theology
that says only priests can celebrate
Mass, are citing declining num-
bers of worshipers, dollars, and
clergy in moving aggressively to
consolidate churches. The Archdi-
ocese of Boston has closed nearly
one-quarter of its parishes over
the past decade, But P de-

cludlngme Episcopal Church and
the United Church of Christ, are
offering congregations tools to

study their own viability and pros-

pects for growth, but the pace of  The First United Methodist Church in Sp
closings is slow because P musie di when th

leaders rarely have the authority

to unilaterally close hes, and  ming than larger congregations —

nominations, which often empha-  no matter how small the congrega-
size congregational independence  tion, the last few remaining wor-
and demoeratic decision-making,  shipers rarely want to turn out the
are leaving many of their small  lights,

churches open, avuldlng the con- A new study by scholars at
troversy that b dthe Duke U and the Universi-
Catholic process but " ty of Arizona found
allowing for a sizable ‘I have no need  thatjust 1 percent of
number of strug or dBSII‘EtO religions congrega:

gling, even mori-

tions close every

ran out of funds to pay him; the

fewer activities for ymmg peaple,
and less evangelization. And de-
nominational leaders say many
small congregations have given up
on gutreach — a fundamental ele-
ment of Christian theology — be-
cause the members are cither too
old to launch programs or because
they are happy with familiar faces.

bund, congregations l'llllke my l.le year — a much low- “Ifthere’s a lot of energy, even if
with minimal pro- E % er closure rate than  it’s small, they can do a lot of
gramming and part- MOTe difficult hy in other types of or-  things to change their situation,”
time clergy. . d ganizations, includ-  said Andrew Gustafson, an official
“We have some gﬂll’lg aroun ing nonprofits, But  of the United Church of Chirist, the
wonderful small con- tlj-"l' ng the authors say this Im‘ges: Pmtest&m denomination
gregations, but we al- o (;_IOSE is not a ink ts. The United
50 have some small churches. sign of health; rath-  Church of Christ has seen 39 of its
congregations that  Brauop Mancarer G, ©F they declare, "It 435 congregations in the state
are just really a Payne Seems more likely  close over the last decade, and has
bunch of folks hang- tha:thlslwmem- 3 mymuomwﬂhfmrm
ing in there, sometimes with a lot  dicates an i ] popula- 25 worship.
of assets, and they're really not, to  tion whose weakest members con- “'lf they're all in their 70s and
my mind, being a church the way  tinue to live on in a weakened  80s, and they don't have the pro-

they should be, but just clinging to
the past;” said Bishop Margaret G.
Payne, who heads the New Eng-
land Synod of the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church in America. “But in
our denomination, the member-
ship has to have a vote if they want
to close, and they're usually refuc-
tantto do that. And T have no need
or desire to make my life more dif-
ficult by going around trying to
close churches”

_ The number of small congrega-
tions is rising — the United Meth-
odist Church, for example, now
has 40 congregations in Massa-

state”

“If you do the minimal thing —
run a worship service onee a week
and lock up for the rest of the

* week — they're not that expensive

o run,” Mark A. Chaves, a sociolo-
gy professor at Duke and one of
the authors of the stady, said in an
interview. “Some of them have ve-
ry valuable property and big en-
dowments and they can go on for
decades with shockingly few peo-
plein the pews.”

Chaves noted that smaller con-
gregations, by their nature, can
usually afford far less program-

grams to offer for young families
to come in, then you're almost in a
hospice situation, and every now
and then you see that happen,”
Gustafson said. “It's sad, but it
may just be time for the ministry
toend”

A tour of the First United
Methodist Church in Spencer, of
fered by volunteer custodian
Joseph Gendron, 75, is a reminder
of a more vibrant past. Gendron
pointed out the pews where the
choir sat when there was a choir;
the organ that the music director
played before the congregation

that used to house the
religious education programs; and
the kitchen onee used for church
SUppers.

On a recent weekend, worship
in the Spencer church drew nine
people. Women gathered in the
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Here’s the church, but
where are the people”

Tiny Protestant
parishes cling to life

By Michael Paulson
GLOBE STAFF

SOUTHBRIDGE — There was
a time when the First United
Methodist Church here was a hub
of activity, with 2 booming sehool,
regular church suppers, and wor-
shipers who packed the pews of
the white steepled building.

No more. The congregation has

+ been dwindling for years and now

is barely hanging on.

On a recent Sunday, just five
worshipers gathered in the 300-
seat church to pray at the 11 am.
service. The Rev. Peggy Kieras sat
alone by the grand wooden pulpit,

“There were days you had to
come early to get a seat,” said Phyl-
lis Diszta, 73, who has

cradling a remote control for the
compact disc player that provides
musie for hymns, just underneath
the towering pipes of the unused

Qrgan.

“T have a sliding scale number,"
she said, explaining how the size
of the congregation governs how
she presides during worship. “If
it’s over four, I preach from the
pulpit. If it’s less than four, T sit in
apew”

At a time when the Roman
Catholic Archdiocese of Boston
and other Catholic dioceses.
around the nation have been clos-
ing parishes that attract as many
as several hundred worshipers a
week, Protestant denominations
are supporting congregations a
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has also seen its enrollment decline. The church no longer has a choir. It lost its
ran out of funds to pay him. Recent services have drawn few people.

©rs raise revenues by leasing stee-
ples for cellphone relays, or base-

at the Southbridge church for 40
years. “Still, we're praying and
hoping that we’ll get back to
where we were.”

Worshipers have different the-

kitehen beforchand unwrapping
cookies, recalling healthier days.

“T feel like this is my church —
my children were all baptized
here," said Joyce Stone, 76, who
has belonged to the church since
1959, *We're going to try to hang
onto it for a while and see, hoping
we ¢an bring in some young pec-
ple, with children. 1 have a lot of
faith it will goon”

Stone fondly recalled church
suppers the congregation had for
fund-raisers, but said the ad-
vanced age of most
become a problem, “It's getting to
the point where people can't be on
their feet that long,” she said.

Kieras, the part-time minister
in Spencer, Southbridge, and as a
chaplain at a nearby hospital, trav-
els 14 miles each Sunday between
the two small congregations in her
blue Toyota Tacoma pickup truck,
but she is giving up the churches

this year, and it is not clear what

will happen next. In Southbridge,
ofl costs are so high that, last win-
ter, churchgoers worshiped in the
basement, on folding chairs with
carpet samples for cushioning,
rather than paying to heat the
sanctuary.

ories for why congregations be-
come small, but many attribute
the changes to societal shifts.

“It's a different world today,”
said Donald Nass, 87, a South-
bridge worshiper and a World War
11 veteran who still wears a patch
on his jacket from his Alr Foree di-
wvision. “The young people have so
much going on. Men and women
are both working. And you've got
television today. But we really be-
lieve in God, and we really believe
coming to church is the thing to
do.”

ments for day centers. And
others cut costs by employing a
part-time minister.

The worshipers who stay at ti
ny congregations often say they
wview their churches as home and
the other members as family,

In West Roxbury, where eight
to 10 people attend Sunday wor-
ship at §t. Stephen’s United Meth-
odist Church, congregants tend to
spread themselves out among the
pews because, the Rev. Linda
Grenfell said, they think it makes
the church look more crowded. In
Salem, where the First Universal-
ist Society draws 40 to 60 people
to & sanctuary that seats 600, the
minister has noted that people
head to their favorite pews, except
in winter, when they take seats
that da heating grate.

F
in New England often benefit
from, and are burdened by, histor-
ie buildings that are architectural-
Iy significant but costly to main-
tain. Many of the white steepled
churches in the region are now
congregations of the United
Church of Christ or the Unitarian
Universalist Association, and

. some congregations spend the
bulk of their resources maintain-

“Every Sunday, I climb that 15-
foot pulpit, because that is a tradi-
tion that is important for the cone
gregation to maintain,” said the
minister, the Rev. Marjorie Matty
who sees some signs of success as
the congregation tries to rebuild.
“We have talked about meeting
in smaller spaces, but I think haw
ing an optimistic view of abun-
dam:e in a climate of scarcity is an

ing their historic ings
Small F ngrega

np uung,sowem inthe

¥, " she said “It's an ex-

are taking a variety of app

to survive. Many have endow-
ments of more than $1 million
that finance their Oth-

\gance we enjoy.”

Michael Pauison can be reached at
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