
Ckmktian’
Rsonsawction

II
Vol. XV, No. 3 ‘Gary North, 1991 May/June,  1991

CRITICAL MASS
Part 1: The Small Church

by Gary North

Recently, 1 drove from Tyler, Texas, to Houston and
back. Driving down to Houston, which is about a four and
a half hour drive by one route, you pass through a number
of small towns whose populations are anywhere from two
or three thousand to thirty thousand. The other route is
about a three and a half hour drive. You drive through
hardly any towns. The first route is a more interesting drive.
As you pass through these towns, you see some of them
are apparently reasonably successful, while others look as
thought they are struggling.

It is the other route that is more significant. The towns
that you pass through are under five thousand in popula-
tion. As you drive through, you wonder what it is that keeps
these towns alive. There appear to be no major industries.
There is some agriculture, but it is all relatively small-
scale. There are no movie theaters, although there are
video rental stores. There are no supermarkets. There are
no large churches, although there may be a reasonably
sized Methodist Church or Baptist Church. But on the
whole, these towns look as though they are dying. In all
likelihood, they are dying. The problem of a dying town is
a familiar one in heartland America.

Why do these towns die? They are dying all over the
nation. This is not a recent phenomenon, nor is it confined
to the United States. There is apparently a kind of critical
mass that a town approaches, either on the upward or down-
ward cycle. At some point, the town either attracts suff i-
cient population to_kee~  growing akmost automatically or
loses population almost automatically. Let us consider the
problem of the small town that is losing population. The
division of labor shrinks within the community. Specialized
occupations begin to move out. One of the first to go will
be the physician, usually when he retires or dies. No one
will replace him. A major problem that the small towns face
all over rural America is the absence of medical care. The
small number of people in the community cannot support
a hospital, and in some cases cannot even support a small
clinic. Other occupations also suffer similar declines of busi-
ness.

In stark contrast is a growing metropolitan area. As
more and more people stream into the city, more and more
specialized occupations become profitable. Individuals can
serve each other on a cost-effective basis because the
specialized skills of the suppliers can more easily be
matched with the specialized demands of the buyer. Per
capita output increases, and therefore per capita wealth
increases.

Consider entertainment. What is there to do after seven
in the evening in a small town? Go to the local Dairy
Queen. That is just about it. In a city, there are lots of
things to do. This wide availability of urban alternatives is

true not only in the field of entertainment but also in terms
of the number of churches, the number of manufacturing
concerns, the number of service industries, and all other
aspects of a modern economy. The increase in the divi-
sion of labor enables people with very specialized tastes
and very specialized skills to get together and make a vol-
untary exchange.

This economic specialization increases people’s wealth
by increasing their ability to serve each other. This increase
in the various areas of service is basic to modern capital-
ism. It is also basic to the development of successful
churches. The goal of all economic organizations is eaw-
ice. This is also the goal of all ecclesiastical organizations.
A large or growing metropolitan area will enable people
who want to serve each other in particular ways to find it
less expensive and more profitable to locate other people
who desire to purchase these services.

The Problem of the Small Church
In the Wa// Street Journal (March 20, 1991), an article

appeared on a particular relig;ous organization” that oper-
ates in Texas and Tennessee. I happen to know the foun-
der of this organization. (It is not a church.) The little group
is ostensibly Christian, but it no longer preaches the divin-
ity of Christ. Furthermore, it preaches the Talmudic doc-
trine that non-Jews are under a specific set of laws. These
laws must be obeyed, but they are not the biblical laws
that are aimed ~ecif ically at Jews. The_ founder of thk
religious organization is an expert in the Talmud and other
Jewish traditional religious sources.

The congregation in Tennessee was the focus of the
article. It does not have hymns or music, nor does it have
prayers or a sermon. The leader of the organization wears
a small gold six-pointed star, generally known as the Star
of David, although it never had anything to do with David.
The congregation invites a rabbi from Atlanta to present
weekly information on how Judaism operates and what re-
sponsibilities Gentiles have in the world of Judaism.

The reporter interviewed Michael Katz, the rabbi who
leads the congregation’s members in this weekly study of
the Torah. He also instructs them in certain aspects of Tal-
mudic law and Jewish civil law. Mr. Katz observed that the
congregation faces a real problem in keeping their children
interested and involved. He said that he is worried about
the organization’s long-term survival unless it grows quickly,
since “the marriage pool is extremely limited.” As a Jew,
he has to be aware of this problem. Today, about half of
all Jews marry outside the faith. Ultimately, a religion that
does not actively proselytize is doomed if half its members
are marrying outside the faith. This is especially true of
an urban-based religion, since members of urban societies

I



seldom if ever reproduce at a rate of 2.1 children per fam-
ily. This is the minimum figure for extending families, the
so called replacement rate figure.

What Mr. Katz says about the little group that he
speaks to each week has to be taken se fiously by any
small, struggling religious organization. There is no doubt
that it is difficult for small churches that are not success-
fully proselytizing to gain a sufficient number of converts
to replenish the marriage pool. Children leave small con-
gregations and small towns, and head for the university
or better-paying urban jobs. It does not matter whether they
are Jewish, Catholic, or Protestant; they tend to marry
those people with whom they come into contact at the uni-
versity or in their work. The smaller the church, the fewer
the available opportunities. There is less matching of tastes
in marriage partners. The large college or university offers
a wider diversity of eligible partners. Unless the religious
student is highly motivated to marry a person of similar
views, the university’s wide range of choice will capture
the student.

Universities are generally secular, few employment op-
portunities are structured along religious lines. This means
that it is virtually impossible for any religious organization
to maintain growth strictly on the basis of the religious com-
mitment of those born into the organization. They have to
recruit.

Solutions That Seldom Work
Small congregations and small denominations have de-

vised a number of solutions to this problem. None of them
works very well. One of them is the summer family camp
which young people from the entire region or denomina-
tion attend. Another approach, if the religious organization
is large enough, is the creation of a denominational col-
lege. People are recruited from a denomination to attend
the college. There are other periodic meetings, such as
revival campaigns, hymn sings, and similar social get-
togethers.

The reason why these strategies seldom work to re-
verse the decline of membership is they are not tied to the
daily life of the attendees. The thing that gathers people
together on a permanent basis is a shared calling (work),
a shared vision, or a shared way of life. Occasional social
gatherings are peripheral to the fundamental issues of life
and death. So, they are not sufficient to bring people to-
gether on a permanent basis, which is the foundation of
marriage.

The college is the most effective way to reverse the
decline, but since colleges tend to become liberal within
three generations of their founding, the students seldom
retain the same faith as their parents. The school becomes
dependent on students from other religious traditions. This
again threatens the marriage pool. The school eventually
sheds its denominational ties if it grows large, that is, inde-
pendent. What Baylor University is doing now, the Univer-
sity of Southern California did decades ago.

What we find, then, is that as the children go away to
school, or reach a marriageable age, they abandon the
institutional commitment of their parents. Their faith
changes. If there is not a sufficient number of eligible sin-
gle people in the congregation, they either transfer to a
larger denomination or find other people to date who are
not connected in any way with the original denomination.

Then they give up membership in me local church. The old
slogan – “A person marries that person who is most avaii-
able when he or she is most vulnerable” – has a ring of
truth about it.

This is why one of the most important aspects of a
successful church ministy is to meet the marriage needs
of the young singles in the congregation. If this cannot be
done through recruiting new families into the congregation,
then it has to be done by recruiting single individuals from
other denominations or from outside the church. If new fami-
lies cannot supply the children of marriageable age, then
there has to be a systematic attempt to recruit the sons
and daughters of families of other religious persuasions or
denominational traditions. This is a very difficult project, and
very few small churches have been successful at it. They
cannot offer youth programs to match those of rich, estab-
lished congregations. The larger churches in fact draw
away the youth of the smaller congregations. This is the
critical mass effect in action. The critical mass phenome-
non takes place in the local congregation, just as it does
in a small Texas town. It loses its young people to the
denominational equivalent of Dallas, Houston, Austin, San
Antonio, or one of the many suburbs. You find this not
only in the United States, you find it in all countries. The
upward critical mass of the city continues to pull people
into it, while the downward critical mass of the smaller
towns continues to push people out.

The Problem of Reconstruction
All this is relevant for any new movement. Christian

Reconstruction is such a movement. It has been initially
confined to individuals who are in small denominations, es-
pecially Calvinistic denominations or charismatic congrega-
tions that are outside mainstream pentecostalism. The dif-
f iculty that Reconstructionists find is that there is resistance
to the distinctive of the Reconstructionist position within
their circle of friends in church. They find themselves iso-
lated in their congregations, and they may even be at war
with members of the denomination or local congregation.

They usually get tired of arguing. There is therefore a
tendency for individuals who have adopted Reconstruction-
ist ideas to search out other individuals with similar ideas
who would like to start a church. The problem with this is
that these ideas do not appeal to large numbers of people.
This means that it is very cliff icult to locate others in the
community who share these ideas. It also means that there
is not a sufficient number of them to support a full-time
pastor. Even if they could support a full-time pastor, it is
unlikely that they would be successful in recruiting large
numbers into this new denomination. Not only would the
new congregation suffer from a reputation of being cultic,
it would also suffer from all the other problems of any small
organization that has not yet reached upward critical mass.

The problem that the Reconstructionist  faces is this: be-
cause ideas are what motivate him, and so few Christians
are motivated by ideas, he is almost always perceived as
a loner. He may be perceived as a peculiar person, a uto-
pian person, obsessed person, or some similar pejorative
term. This makes it even more cliff icult for the individual
to locate people of similar persuasion.

I will be dealing with this critical problem of the critical
mass in the next few issues of Christian Reconstruction.
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