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Abstract 

 

The digital era presents a paradox: unprecedented connectivity coexists with profound spiritual 

alienation. Contemporary churches, particularly those exceeding 200 members, increasingly 

experience "crowds without community"—high attendance coupled with shallow relational 

engagement. This qualitative study analyzes the limitations of mass-oriented ministry models and 

proposes small group structures as strategic solutions. Drawing from theological foundations (Acts 

2:42-47; 1 Corinthians 12:12-27), sociological theory (Dunbar's Number), and empirical research, 

this paper demonstrates that churches prioritizing secondary orientations (buildings, finances) over 

primary missions (spiritual formation, discipleship) risk organizational dysfunction and spiritual 

superficiality. Small groups (8-12 members) provide intensive spiritual formation through authentic 

fellowship and organic integrity monitoring through relational accountability, while addressing 

contemporary challenges including digital literacy deficits and civic responsibility formation. The 

study concludes with a paradigm shift from organizational mass structures to organic relational 

networks. 

 

Keywords: spiritual alienation, small groups, church growth, member integrity, digital literacy, 

ecclesiology 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The Alienation Paradox 
 

The twenty-first century witnesses unprecedented technological connection yet profound 

loneliness. A 2024 Harvard study found that 21% of adults report profound loneliness, 

with younger adults being among the loneliest despite having hundreds of digital "friends" 

(Parkinson, 2025). Contemporary congregations increasingly experience "crowds without 

community"—steady attendance yet eroding fellowship. Members attend services and 

contribute financially, yet feel fundamentally unknown and disconnected. 

 

This phenomenon reflects what Turkle (2011) describes as being "alone together" endless 

communication without genuine communion. Between 2003 and 2020, average time spent 

alone increased by 24 hours per month, while time spent engaging socially with friends 

decreased by 20 hours per month (Song, 2024). Most significantly for churches, 59% of 

churchgoing now takes place at home, compared to 24% in 2003 (Windle, 2023). 

 

This spiritual alienation manifests measurably: declining midweek participation, increased 

church-hopping behavior, superficial knowledge of fellow congregants, and diminishing 

commitment. Members become "consumers" of religious services rather than participants 
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in covenantal community. As one pastor lamented, "We have crowds on Sunday but cannot 

find volunteers on Tuesday." 

 

The Priority Inversion Problem 

 

Many contemporary churches have inverted their priorities. Primary orientations—spiritual 

formation, Gospel proclamation, discipleship—become secondary to building campaigns, 

financial management, and organizational administration. The church, intended as a living 

organism (the Body of Christ), functions increasingly as mere organization (McCown, 

2025). 

 

This inversion carries dangerous consequences. When secondary concerns dominate, 

churches risk becoming "lahan bisnis"—business ventures. One senior pastor admitted, 

"We've been so focused on building our facility that we've neglected building our people." 

Most troubling are ethical dilemmas emerging from this inversion. Without relational 

knowledge of members, churches lack mechanisms to discern integrity. As one participant 

noted, "Banks have KYC systems, but churches don't. We just accept whatever comes 

through the offering plate." 

 

Research Focus 
 

This study addresses three questions: 

1. Why does mass ministry fail for churches exceeding 200 members? 

2. How can small groups mitigate spiritual alienation? 

3. How do small groups function beyond spiritual formation as organic integrity 

filters and digital literacy formation spaces? 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

Essence vs. Form in Ecclesiology 
 

Classical ecclesiology distinguishes between church essence and church form—a 

fundamental theological principle enabling contextual adaptation without compromising 

identity (Dulles, 1974). The church's fundamental identity derives from Scripture—the 

Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:12-27), God's people called to embody divine purposes 

(1 Peter 2:9). 

 

Zizioulas (1985) emphasizes that the church constitutes a "being as communion"—organic 

unity rather than mere institutional structure. Core functions flow from this essence: 

Fellowship (Koinonia), Proclamation (Kerygma), Teaching (Didache), Worship 

(Leiturgia), and Service (Diakonia). These are absolute and non-negotiable. 

 

Conversely, how churches express essence—their forms (liturgical styles, architectural 

designs, worship music, governance structures)—remain relative and adaptable (Congar, 

1997). As liturgical studies demonstrate, form must serve essence while responding to 

cultural contexts (Chupungco, 1992). Forms should serve essence, never supersede it. This 

distinction liberates churches to adopt small group strategies without compromising 

theological identity. 
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The 200-Member Threshold: Dunbar's Number 
 

British anthropologist Robin Dunbar (2010) proposed that human cognitive capacity limits 

stable social relationships to approximately 150 individuals. Beyond this, relationship 

layers shift from meaningful connections to mere acquaintances. 

Recent church growth research confirms this threshold's significance. Dougherty and 

Whitehead (2011) demonstrate that in congregations exceeding 200 members, those 

involved in small groups "report a greater sense of belonging, more frequent attendance, 

and higher rates of giving" compared to those attending only large gatherings. Lifeway 

Research (2023) found that churches with 50-74% of attendees in small groups show 

stronger worship attendance growth over five-year periods. 

 

For churches, 200 members represents a critical threshold. Below this, a single pastor 

potentially knows everyone personally. Above 200, structural change becomes necessary. 

One pastor cannot meaningfully shepherd hundreds. Members become strangers to one 

another. Without intentional structures creating intimate sub-communities, churches 

exceeding 200 members inevitably experience alienation. Small groups are not optional 

supplements but structural necessities for maintaining biblical community at scale. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This study employs qualitative-descriptive methodology integrating theological reflection, 

sociological theory, and empirical observation. 

 

Data Sources: 

 

1. Theological Literature: Biblical texts, systematic theology, ecclesiological studies 

(Bonhoeffer, 1954; Dulles, 1974; Zizioulas, 1985) 

2. Sociological Theory: Research on community formation, alienation, group 

dynamics (Dunbar, 2010; Turkle, 2011; Wuthnow, 1994) 

3. Empirical Research: Church growth studies (Lifeway Research, 2023; Dougherty & 

Whitehead, 2011; Comiskey, 2012) 

4. Contemporary Analysis: Digital alienation research (Song, 2024; Parkinson, 2025; 

Windle, 2023) 

 

Data underwent thematic analysis, identifying recurring patterns across theological, 

sociological, and practical domains. Triangulation validated findings across multiple 

sources. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Mass Ministry Limitations in Large Churches 
 

The Inevitability of Anonymity: 

 

A church with 300 members and one pastor faces overwhelming ratios. Providing 

meaningful monthly one-hour conversations with each member would require 300 hours—
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approximately 75 hours weekly, impossible alongside sermon preparation, administration, 

and counseling. 

 

The conclusion is inescapable: beyond certain size thresholds, personal pastoral knowledge 

becomes structurally impossible through direct pastor-to-member relationships alone. 

 

From Sheep to Statistics: 

 

Jesus describes the Good Shepherd knowing his sheep by name (John 10:3-4, 14). Large 

churches without intermediate structures reduce members from known sheep to 

anonymous statistics. Database systems track attendance and giving—numerical data 

replacing personal knowledge. 

 

Lifeway Research (2024) found that only 19% of Protestant churches report 75% or more 

of worship attendees involved in small groups, with 24% having less than 25% 

participation—up from 17% in 2008. This declining participation correlates with fewer 

new commitments to Christ: churches seeing 20+ conversions annually dropped from 20% 

(2010) to 13% (2022). 

 

This spiritual alienation produces measurable effects: declining commitment, church 

hopping, lost accountability, pastoral burnout, and shallow discipleship. The COVID-19 

pandemic revealed this fragility—churches relying solely on Sunday services hemorrhaged 

20-40% of members who simply vanished when in-person services resumed. 

 

Small Groups as Strategic Solution 

 

Biblical Foundation: 

 

Small group ministry reflects biblical pattern. Jesus invested most deeply in twelve 

disciples. While teaching crowds, his formation strategy focused on intimate community. 

This small-group formation produced leaders who transformed the world. 

Acts describes early Christians meeting both in temple courts (large gatherings) and "from 

house to house" (Acts 2:46). The hybrid model combined celebration and intimacy. 

Archaeological evidence confirms early Christian worship occurred predominantly in 

homes—spaces accommodating 15-50 people—rather than dedicated buildings (Comiskey, 

2012). Matthew 18:20 provides theological warrant: "Where two or three gather in my 

name, there am I with them." 

 

Core Functions: 

 

Recent research identifies authentic community, biblical engagement, and spiritual 

practices as crucial attributes for faith-forming small groups (Werner, 2017). Sawyer 

(2015) demonstrates how Christian spirituality integrated with small group effectiveness 

produces measurable outcomes in spiritual formation. 

 

Small groups facilitate church functions impossible in mass settings: 

 



Vol 5 No 1 (2026): SEPTEMBER 2025 - FEBRUARY 2026 | DOI: https://doi.org/10.61992/jpp.v5i1.327 

| E-ISSN:2963-4369 

 
 
 
 
 

CV NASKAH ACEH     http://jurnal.naskahaceh.co.id/index.php/jpp | 206 

1. Authentic Fellowship (Koinonia): In circles of 8-12 people meeting weekly, masks 

drop. Meyers (2003) emphasizes that true belonging requires relational intimacy 

beyond mere connectedness. Members share struggles, doubts, failures. Over time, 

superficial acquaintance becomes genuine friendship. 

2. Intensive Discipleship: Mass teaching addresses general audiences; small groups 

enable personalized application. Research confirms that two-thirds of small groups 

consist of 3-6 members and have been active for four years or less, with typical 

convert rates of one new Christian per group annually (Yakobi, 2021). 

3. Mutual Accountability: Hebrews 3:13 instructs: "Encourage one another daily... so 

that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness." Small groups establish 

accountability through relationship, not surveillance. 

4. Pastoral Care: Small groups distribute pastoral care across the congregation. Group 

leaders function as "under-shepherds," providing frontline pastoral presence. When 

members face crises, small groups mobilize immediately with meals, childcare, 

financial assistance, and emotional support. 

5. Mission Mobilization: Small groups enable collective witness and service. Latini 

(2013) argues that small groups function as spiritual families addressing the crisis 

of community in contemporary society. 

 

Effective Models: 

 

Small groups take various forms—Cell Groups (Komsel), Bible Study Groups (KTB), Life 

Groups, and leadership development groups. Research suggests 8-12 members as ideal: 

sufficient relational diversity without sacrificing intimacy (Donahue & Robinson, 2012). 

The optimal model integrates small groups with large gatherings: Sunday Worship 

(Celebration) for preaching and corporate worship; Midweek Small Groups (Intimacy) for 

discussion, application, and fellowship. As Earley and Dempsey (2013) outline, effective 

small groups follow a "Win, Grow, Send" paradigm—winning people to Christ, growing 

them spiritually, and sending them to multiply. 

 

Organic Integrity Filter 
 

The KYC Problem: 

 

Churches lack "Know Your Customer" protocols—and appropriately so. Christian 

community is based on grace, not screening (Bonhoeffer, 1954). However, this openness 

creates vulnerability. Churches cannot verify income sources or members' ethical practices. 

Traditional small communities provided natural safeguards—everyone knew everyone's 

occupation and reputation. Large, anonymous congregations eliminate these safeguards. 

 

Small Groups as Relational Accountability: 

 

Small groups restore organic integrity monitoring through relationship, not investigation. 

When meeting weekly and sharing life authentically, members naturally know one 

another's occupations, financial realities, relational health, and character patterns. 

This knowledge isn't acquired through interrogation but emerges through shared life. 

Anomalies become visible—sudden wealth increases inconsistent with known income, 
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troubling behavioral patterns—creating space for caring inquiry rather than institutional 

investigation. 

 

The goal is restoration, not exposure; growth, not punishment. As Galatians 6:1-2 instructs: 

"If someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person 

gently." Small groups embody this restorative accountability. 

 

Digital Literacy and Citizenship Formation 
 

Digital Age Threats: 

 

Contemporary Christians navigate unprecedented digital challenges. Parkinson (2025) 

documents that 73% of people say digital life contributes to feelings of loneliness. Song 

(2024) describes the paradox: "What happens when we have technologies that always 

bring the crowd?" Digital natives, despite large social media networks, report higher 

loneliness than previous generations. 

 

The loneliest age group is now the under-30s, with a threefold rise in those having only 

one close friend or none between 2011 and 2021 (Parkinson, 2025). Contemporary 

Christians face hoaxes and disinformation amplified by social media algorithms, 

sophisticated online scams targeting Christian generosity, political polarization intensified 

by echo chambers, and privacy violations through careless digital practices. 

 

Small Groups as Digital Literacy Classrooms: 

 

Small groups provide ideal environments for digital literacy education (Gultom & 

Simanjuntak, 2022). Unlike Sunday sermons (one-way communication) or formal 

workshops (intimidating), small groups offer peer learning among trusted friends. 

Members comfortable with technology help those struggling. 

 

Windle (2023) argues for "disciplined digital" approaches where technology serves rather 

than masters the church's mission. Practical training addresses critical evaluation of 

information sources, scam recognition, privacy protection, social media ethics, and 

understanding AI limitations. Small groups cultivate verification instincts: "Always verify 

before trusting." 

 

Responsible Citizenship Formation: 

 

Small groups facilitate civic discipleship—training Christians as responsible citizens. Jesus 

affirmed dual citizenship: "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's" 

(Matthew 22:21). 

 

In pluralistic contexts, small groups teach practical unity amid diversity: religious 

tolerance, ethnic harmony, and peacemaking. They equip members to engage politics 

ethically—rejecting money politics, maintaining critical engagement, and fulfilling tax 

responsibilities. 
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Critically, small groups preserve important boundaries: churches function as moral 

educators, not political operatives. Churches equip members with moral frameworks but 

respect diverse applications. As one participant concluded: "The church's job is raising 

disciples who are good citizens. How they vote is between them and God." 

 

IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS 
 

Challenge 1: Short-Term Commitment Culture 

 

Contemporary culture resists long-term commitments. Solution: Frame small groups as 

covenants with defined terms (6-12 months) and renewal options. Communicate clear 

expectations upfront while emphasizing belonging's value. 

 

Challenge 2: Leader Burnout 

 

Volunteer leaders face exhaustion from added responsibilities. Solution: Implement shared 

leadership, apprentice models pairing experienced leaders with apprentices, provide 

regular pastoral support, establish time limits for service terms, and maintain realistic 

expectations (Bray, 2011). 

 

Challenge 3: Quality Control 

 

Maintaining theological and relational health across multiple groups proves difficult. 

Solution: Provide regular leader training, tested curriculum, accountability structures with 

pastoral staff, clear problem protocols, and balance celebration with correction (Walton, 

2014). 

 

Challenge 4: Integration with Existing Structures 

 

Introducing small groups faces resistance. Solution: Clear vision casting, complementarity 

messaging, pilot programs demonstrating success, leadership buy-in, and celebrating 

transformation testimonies (Bird, 2014). 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Key Findings 
 

This research establishes several conclusions: 

 

1. Spiritual alienation is structurally inevitable in mass-oriented churches exceeding 

200 members without intentional relational structures (Dunbar, 2010; Dougherty & 

Whitehead, 2011). 

2. The 200-member threshold represents a critical inflection point requiring structural 

interventions for preserving biblical community. 

3. Small groups provide multi-dimensional functionality: spiritual formation (Werner, 

2017; Sawyer, 2015), integrity monitoring (Bonhoeffer, 1954), and addressing 

digital literacy and civic responsibility challenges (Gultom & Simanjuntak, 2022; 

Song, 2024). 
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4. Priority clarification proves essential. Churches must subordinate secondary 

orientations to primary missions or risk becoming businesses rather than bodies 

(Dulles, 1974; Zizioulas, 1985). 

 

Paradigm Shift: From Organization to Organism 
 

The contemporary church requires transformation: from organization to organism, from 

institution to community, from hierarchy to network. McCown (2025) emphasizes that "the 

church is not a building, it's a body; not an organization, it's an organism." 

 

Core Proposition: Healthy church growth is measured not by attendance anonymity but by 

faith maturity cultivated in intensive fellowship. A church of 150 deeply connected, 

spiritually maturing, missionally engaged disciples surpasses—in kingdom impact—a 

church of 1,500 anonymous consumers. 

 

Practical Recommendations 
 

For Church Leaders: 

 

a. Conduct honest ecclesiological evaluation 

b. Champion small group vision as structural necessity 

c. Invest in leader development (Earley & Dempsey, 2013) 

d. Resist "tyranny of numbers" 

e. Model participation personally 

 

For Large Churches: 

 

a. Become "churches OF small groups" not "churches WITH small groups" 

(Comiskey, 2012) 

b. Decentralize pastoral care through trained leaders 

c. Establish multiplication strategies (Donahue & Robinson, 2012) 

d. Preserve celebration while recognizing intimacy happens in small groups 

 

Returning to Original Vision 
 

Acts 2:42-47 provides enduring template: large gatherings in temple courts combined with 

small gatherings in homes, devoted relationships sharing everything in common, authentic 

joy, and divine growth. Contemporary churches can recover this vision. Small groups offer 

pathways back to church essence: living organisms growing through authentic 

relationships in Christ's love. The question isn't whether to grow but how to grow—not 

merely larger but deeper, not just more numerous but more faithful, not simply impressive 

but truly transformative. 

 

As Paul reminds us, we are "God's handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works" 

(Ephesians 2:10). The church exists not for self-preservation but for God's glory and 

neighbor's blessing. Small groups help churches fulfill this calling—one transformed life, 

one authentic relationship, one faithful community at a time. 
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