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2005 H. Paul Douglass Lecture: 
ALL CREATURES GREAT AND SMALL: 

MEGACHURCHES IN CONTEXT 

MARK CHAVES 
UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

REVIEW OF RELIGIOUS RESEARCH 2006, VOLUME 47(4): PAGES 329-346 

Why have very large Protestant churches proliferated in recent decades? I address 
this question by shifting attention from megachurches themselves to the overall size 

distribution of American Protestant churches, examining how and why that distribu 
tion has changed over time. This examination reveals a remarkably consistent pat 
tern. In every denomination on which we have data, people are increasingly concentrated 

in the very largest churches, and this is true for small and large denominations, for 
conservative and liberal denominations, for growing and declining denominations. 
This trend began rather abruptly in the 1970s, with no sign of tapering off. Usual 
explanations of megachurch proliferation do not readily account for the concentra 
tion trend. I offer a new explanation: rising costs since the 1970s have made life 
increasingly difficult for smaller churches, and these difficulties have helped to push 

people into very large churches. 

Megachurches?by which I mean very large Protestant churches?are increasing 
ly difficult to ignore. By the latest count there are approximately 1,200 Protes 
tant churches in the country with weekly attendance of at least 2,000 people 

(Thumma 2005), and by every account these very large churches have proliferated in recent 
decades. Journalists and scholars have by now paid a lot of attention to these churches, and 
as a result we know a lot about them. Case studies have taught us about their worship and 
organizational practices, surveys of members have been informative about the demographic 
characteristics of people involved with them, and Scott Thumma's ongoing work identify 
ing and surveying the churches themselves has alerted us to the scale of the phenomenon, 
the geography of it, and the variations of style and emphasis that exist among these very 
largest churches. 

There are many questions one might ask about the megachurch phenomenon. Why do 
some churches, and not others, grow very large? What kinds of people are attracted to 

megachurches? How do these churches operate internally? How variable or similar are they 
to each other in content and style? How influential are they on American religious culture? 

How politically active and influential are they? 
These are all interesting and important questions, but I'm not going to address any of 

them. Instead, I want to tackle the question of why these churches have become an increas 
ingly visible part of the religious landscape in recent decades. Others have addressed this 

question, but I'm going to approach it from a different perspective. I want to start by recog 
nizing that the very largest churches are the tail end of a size distribution that includes all 
churches, and I want to try to gain leverage on the question of megachurch proliferation by 

329 



Review of Religious Research 

shifting our attention from megachurches themselves to the overall size distribution of Amer 
ican Protestant churches. I'm going to ask how the size distribution of American Protestant 
churches has changed over time, and I'm going to ask why it has changed in the way that it 
has. 

FROM MEGACHURCHES TO SIZE DISTRIBUTIONS 

The basic idea behind this conceptual shift from megachurches themselves to the size dis 
tributions in which they are embedded is that a size distribution is a visible trace left by a 

process that underlies and produces that distribution. Different institutional, ecological, eco 

nomic, mechanical, biological, physical, and social processes all yield size distributions of 

varying shapes, but these processes often are less empirically accessible to us than the size 
distribution itself. So we study size distributions in the hope of learning something about the 

underlying processes generating those distributions. 
Here is a simple example in which different size distributions clearly reflect different 

processes. Figure 1 shows the size distribution of Southern Baptist churches in 2002. There 
is nothing in this picture that ought to surprise anyone. Most Southern Baptist churches are 
small?the peak of the distribution is under 100 members?and the distribution is highly 
skewed, with a very long, slowly decaying, tail that has a peak at the high end only because 
I have truncated the distribution at 3,000 members or larger. Almost all religious denomi 
nations in the United States have size distributions that are highly skewed in this way. 

Figure 1 
Church Size Distribution, Southern Baptist Convention, 2002 
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Almost all, but not literally all. Figure 2 shows the size distribution (on the same scale as 

Figure 1 ) of Mormon wards in 2003. Note that the Latter-day Saint distribution has a center 
in a way the Southern Baptist distribution does not.1 More directly relevant to our purposes, 
though, the Mormon distribution is hardly skewed at all. Even more significant for our pur 
poses is change over time in the tails of these two distributions. The number of Southern 

Baptist churches with more than 2,000 members has dramatically increased in recent decades. 
Not so for Mormons. 

Figure 2 
Ward Size Distribution, Latter-day Saints, 2003 
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We know why the Mormon distribution is not skewed, and why it has not become more 
skewed in recent decades: the LDS Church splits wards when they get to 600 people or so, 
and this administrative action makes for a less skewed size distribution in cross-section, and 
it prevents the tail from stretching over time. This example illustrates how a size distribution 
reflects an underlying process. In the case of the Mormon Church, we know what that process 
is, so it is easy to see it reflected in the size distribution. There are no Mormon megachurch 

es, and we know why. 

Often, however, as with Southern Baptists, we do not clearly understand the process gen 
erating a size distribution, so when it changes it is difficult to explain why it changes. That 
is the challenge with which I am grappling. I am trying to understand the underlying process 
that has produced a change in church size distributions that manifests itself in part as the pro 
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liferation of very large churches. This is difficult, and it is made more difficult by the fact 
that different processes can produce similar distributions. 

Incidentally, this way of approaching the subject provides a principled sociological rea 
son for understanding large Protestant churches as qualitatively different than large Catholic 
churches: they are produced by qualitatively different underlying processes. The Catholic 
size distribution is skewed like the Protestant distributions, but Protestant churches in the 

United States are, of course, not as strongly tied to their geographical location through a 

parish system, and they operate in systems with weaker central control of church starts, clos 

ings, and responses to rapid growth. Some of the consequences of large size might be sim 
ilar in very large churches within both Protestantism and Catholicism, but their origins are 
different. Very large Protestant churches represent a qualitatively different phenomenon than 

very large Catholic churches because the size distributions in which they reside are produced 
by qualitatively different underlying systems. The question I am addressing, then, is why the 
Protestant system has produced so many very large churches in recent decades. 

Let me offer one more preliminary comment, this one for aficionados of size distribu 
tions. The tail of the church size distribution follows a power law, meaning that the number 
of churches at each size increases proportionally as size decreases?if the largest church is 
10,000 people, for example, there might be 2 churches with 5,000 people, 4 with 2,500 peo 

ple, 8 with 1,250 people, and so on. The source of this feature of the church size distribution 
is mysterious, but the literature on power laws, rank-size correlations, Zipf's Law, Gibrat's 

Law, and the processes that produce power-law tails does not help us make progress in under 

standing megachurch proliferation because that literature does not identify processes by 
which an already skewed distribution becomes more skewed over time in the particular way 
that, as we will see, the church size distribution has become more skewed over time. To put 
this another way, this literature does not help us to understand why the power-law coeffi 
cient characterizing a distribution's tail changes over time in the way that it does here. So I 
am not going to focus on the power law shape of the tail. 

HOW HAS THE CHURCH SIZE DISTRIBUTION CHANGED? 

Enough preliminaries. Our first research question is the simple descriptive one: How has 
the church size distribution changed over time? 

There is a sense in which we already know the answer to this question. The proliferation 
of megachurches implies that there has to be some stretching of the size distribution's tail. 
But size distributions are complex objects, and this is not the whole story. There is much that 
we still do not know even at a simple descriptive level about the size distribution of church 
es and how it has changed. For example, even if we know that the tail of the distribution has 
stretched out in recent decades as megachurches proliferate, we do not know whether that 

stretching is part of a longer-term process that we only started to notice recently because the 

biggest churches got so big, or whether something in the underlying system changed qual 
itatively in the 1970s or 1980s such that only then did the tail start to elongate. 

The breadth of the phenomenon across the religious landscape also is unknown. Are 

increasingly stretched out tails characteristic of the size distribution within only some reli 

gious denominations and niches, or across the board? A third gap in our descriptive knowl 

edge concerns the trend in relative concentration. If there are more very big churches today 
than there were yesterday, then the absolute number of people in those churches has to have 
increased. But knowing that there are more very big churches does not tell us anything about 
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the relative concentration of people in the biggest, say, 1 percent of churches. To track rel 
ative concentration we need to attend to the rest of the distribution. Increased concentration 
in absolute terms is not the same, and is not necessarily produced by the same process, as 

increased concentration in relative terms. A world with more very big churches, but no high 
er proportion of churchgoers in the biggest 1 percent of churches, is a different world than 
one in which there are more very big churches and the proportion of people in them also has 
increased. 

This question?how has the church size distribution changed over time??is not as sim 

ple to answer as it is to state. It is a simple question conceptually, but it is not at all simple 
to nail down empirically, so nailing it down empirically is an important first step. 

We know a lot about today's church size distribution. Denominations always have gath 
ered data about their churches' size, and many now keep those data in an electronic form 
that makes it easy to generate and examine the distribution, as I did above for the Southern 

Baptists and the Mormons. We also have the 1998 National Congregations Study (NCS), 
which enables us to examine at a national level the church size distribution across all denom 
inations and religious groups. 

From both denominational sources and the NCS it is by now well appreciated by informed 
observers that today's church size distribution is highly skewed, as we saw in the Southern 

Baptist distribution I showed you earlier. This skewness can be summarized succinctly: most 
churches are small, but most people are in large churches. Among all Protestant churches, 
for example, the biggest one percent of churches have approximately 15 percent of all the 

people, money, and full-time staff. The biggest 20 percent of churches have between 60 and 
65 percent of all the people, money, and full-time staff. You may have heard of the 20/80 
rule of social life: 20 percent of the people do 80 percent of the work, 20 percent of the organ 
izations control 80 percent of the resources, and so on. In Protestantism it's more like a 20/60 
rule, but the basic phenomenon is the same. People and resources are heavily concentrated 
in the biggest churches.2 

Methods 
So it's easy to examine today's church size distribution, but how can we examine change 

in this distribution over time? There was no high-quality national survey of congregations 
before 1998, so we cannot examine change in the aggregate church size distribution at all. 
Instead, we have to do it denomination by denomination. We began by requesting electron 
ic data from as many denominations as we could, for as far back as they have it. At this writ 

ing we have received electronic data from 13 Protestant denominations, 12 of which have it 
over time, but only two of which have electronic data from before 1967.3 

These available electronic data are wonderfully informative, but in order to address the 

key question of whether recent decades are different from previous ones or a continuation 
of a longer-term trend, we needed longer time series than most denominations had easily 
available. 

In order to appreciate the magnitude of the task we faced in trying to construct a longer 
time series by which to examine church size distribution trends, ask yourself the following 
simple question: what was the size distribution of, say, Presbyterian churches, in 1960? The 

right answer is: nobody knows. Jack Marcum at the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) research 
office has electronic data back to 1983, but not earlier. Luckily, Presbyterians, like others, 
have for a long time gathered and published annual membership data on all of their church 
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es. So for years before 1983 we needed to obtain copies of these books from theological 
libraries or denominational archives and keypunch the membership numbers ourselves. 

That does not sound too difficult, but wait! The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), from which 
we have electronic data beginning in 1983, was created by a merger of two pre-existing 
denominations, one of which was itself a merger of two predecessor denominations. So to 
construct a 1960 size distribution comparable to post-1983 distributions we had to obtain 
the relevant annuals from two different denominations, and to construct a comparable 1930 
distribution we had to obtain books from three different denominations. 

Obtaining such books is itself not a trivial task, which you can confirm for yourself by 
trying to explain to your interlibrary loan librarian that the 1960 General Assembly minutes 
of the United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America is in fact a different book 
than the 1960 General Assembly minutes of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, 
and no, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is not the same group as the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States. 

We did something like this for an additional 5 denominations, and the end result is that 
we have size distribution data for 12 Protestant denominations back to about 1970, and we 
have data over a longer time period for seven of these. The seven denominations for which 
we have data over a longer time period are Presbyterians (1900,1930,1960, and 1983-2002), 
Episcopalians (1930,1940, 1960, and 1990-2002), Missouri Synod Lutherans (1900,1930, 
1960, and 1967-2003), Church of the Nazarene (years ending in eight beginning in 1908, 
1974,1980,1985,1990, and 1995-2003), Christian Reformed Church (years ending in zero 

between 1900 and 1990, and 1992-2004); Church of the Brethren (1940, 1970, 1980, and 

1999); and Reformed Church in America (every year beginning in 1900, thanks to the labors 
of Don Luidens and Roger Nemeth [Luidens and Nemeth 2004]). 

Focusing on size distributions within denominations ignores nondenominational church 
es. This is a limit of our approach, but a 1999 survey of very large churches found that two 
thirds reported a denominational affiliation (Thumma 2001), and a more recent survey finds 
a similar pattern (personal communication from Scott Thumma). So studying denominations 
here should not mislead us about the basic patterns. But do not take my word for this. If you 
doubt the usefulness of this approach, please reserve judgment until after you see what we 
found by studying denominational size distributions. I think you will agree that our findings 
are informative about the larger phenomenon even though our data include no nondenomi 
national megachurches. 

I should mention another detail. We are using membership rather than attendance data, 
and there are well known problems with such data. In a few cases we also have attendance 
data, and where we could compare the two there are no important differences in the trends 
that we examine. But here again, if you are worried about our use of membership data, please 
reserve judgment until you see our results. I think you will be less concerned in the end. 

Results 
So what did we find? I will emphasize three patterns. First, across the Protestant spec 

trum, there are more very big churches. There were 145 Southern Baptist churches with more 
than 2,000 members in 1972; in 2002 there were 458. The number of Assemblies of God 
churches of this size increased from 60 in 1981 to 149 in 2003. This increase might not be 

surprising for these two denominations, since they have grown in membership over this peri 
od, but the same trend is evident in denominations that have declined in membership over 
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this period. The number of Episcopalian churches of this size increased from 65 in 1990 to 
82 in 2002. The number of Evangelical Lutheran Church in America churches of this size 

went from 199 in 1987 to 230 in 2002. The number of United Methodist churches of this 
size went from 245 in 1974 to 287 in 2002. The bottom line is that the number of very large 

Protestant churches has increased in almost every denomination on which we have data, and 

it does not matter whether the denomination is big or small, liberal or conservative, grow 

ing or declining. 
The rate of increase in the number of very large churches seems to pick up after 1970, 

but the trend towards more very big churches did not begin in the 1970s. It is a longer-term 
trend. The number of Presbyterian churches with more than 2,000 members, for example, 
increased from 5 in 1900 to 74 in 1983. The number of Episcopalian churches of that size 
increased from 7 in 1930 to 33 in 1960; for Missouri Synod Lutherans the number goes from 
2 in 1900 to 23 in 1967. Conventional wisdom on this subject says that the number of very 
large churches has increased recently, and the results bear that out, but conventional wisdom 
does not recognize that this is not entirely a post-1970 trend. 

The long-term nature of this trend suggests that simple population growth and increased 

population density are partly responsible for megachurch proliferation. If you need a town 
or city or suburb of a certain size in order to support a 2,000-person church, then the more 
communities of that size there are, the more 2,000-person churches there will be. So simple 
population growth probably is part of the story of the increasing number of very large church 
es. 

A second pattern I want to emphasize is that the very biggest churches are getting big 
ger. It is not news that this has occurred in recent decades, but once again this trend did not 

begin in the 1970s. It too is a longer-term trend, although again it seems that the rate at which 
the largest churches are getting bigger has accelerated since the 1970s. 

A long-term trend of this sort could occur by a demographic process of growth propor 
tional to size. If churches simply keep growing by natural increase, for example, or by a 

process in which new people are pulled into churches of all sizes via social ties to current 

members, then the biggest churches would constantly get bigger. This simple demographic 
explanation breaks down, however, because it implies that yesterday's biggest churches would 
be the same as today's biggest churches. The biggest churches would be bigger than they 
were before, but the same churches still would be at the tip of the size distribution's tail. But 
this is not the case. Yesterday's very biggest churches are not today's very biggest church 
es. Many of today's biggest churches grew very rapidly; they are not the result of a steady, 
long-term increase. And this has been true for at least 100 years. Across all the denomina 
tions we have examined, and across the entire 20th century, the half-life of being one of the 
20 biggest churches in your denomination is 20 to 30 years. Roughly speaking, if you look 
at the 20 biggest churches at time 1, only half of them are still on that list 20 years later, only 
one quarter are still on the list 40 years later, and only 2 are still on the list 60 years later. It 
is not that these very large churches peak and then shrink dramatically, although some do. 

Rather, the biggest churches of the moment are overtaken by a new cohort of churches that 
have caught that decade's cultural wave and ridden it to the top, and then those churches are 
overtaken by the next wave, and on and on. 

So population increase is, I think, part of the explanation for the increased number of very 
large churches, but simple growth proportional to size does not explain why the biggest 
churches keep getting bigger. Perhaps a more complicated version of this process?growth 
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and decline proportional to size, for example, plus exogenous shocks that give advantages 
to different congregations at different times?may be behind the increasing size of the very 
largest churches, but I have not yet tried to examine this possibility closely.4 

To me, the most interesting development is a third trend: people are increasingly con 
centrated in the very largest churches. Figure 3 shows the percent of people in the largest 1 

percent of churches in 12 denominations, seven of which from early in the 20,h century to 
the present. This, to me, is an extraordinarily interesting, even astonishing, picture because 

every denomination shows the same pattern of steadily, in some cases rapidly, increasing 
concentration from 1970 to the present, with no end in sight to this trend. Denominations 

vary in how concentrated their people are in the very largest churches, but all of them show 
the same trend towards increasing concentration since about 1970.5 

Figure 3 
Percent of People in Largest 1 % of Churches in Twelve Denominations 

Let me be explicit about something that has been implicit to this point. I am not focusing 
here only on true megachurches. In some denominations, the largest 1 percent of churches 
includes churches with 1,000 or so members, which means churches with only 500 or so 
attenders on an average weekend. This is much smaller than the megachurch of popular parl 
ance, but the important point here, and throughout this article, is that we should understand 

megachurches as one manifestation of a broader phenomenon by which churchgoers are 

increasingly concentrated in the very largest churches. 
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Note also the curvilinearity evident in Figure 3. Each of the denominations on which we 
have data over the longer term were relatively highly concentrated earlier in the 20th centu 

ry?before 1930?and concentration everywhere decreased until about 1970, after which it 
started to increase, again everywhere. This curvilinearity is interesting and unexpected, but 
let's linger for a moment on the increase since 1970 in order to appreciate what this graph 
is telling us. In every denomination on which we have data, people are becoming increas 

ingly concentrated in the very largest churches, and this is true for small and large denom 
inations, for conservative and liberal denominations, for growing and declining denominations. 

I find it remarkable that the same trend appears so uniformly across the board. 
You can now see why I do not think we should worry that these data only include church 

es affiliated with a denomination, and why we should not worry about inflated membership 
rolls or the incomparability of membership definitions across these groups. Excluding non 
denominational churches may mean that figure 3 understates the trend towards concentra 
tion, but it seems unlikely that including them would change this picture qualitatively. And 
unless churches within all of these denominations began counting members more inclusively 
in the 1970s than they did before?with the largest churches making that change more dra 

matically than smaller churches?it is difficult to see how a trend that is so uniform across 
so many different denominations could be an artifact of any particular counting system or 

membership definition. 
This increased concentration may be changing American religion's social and political 

significance. For one thing, increased concentration makes religion more visible, since one 

2,000-person church is more visible, if only because of the size of its building, than ten 200 
person churches. Increased concentration also probably increases religion's potential for 

social and political influence, since one 2,000-person church is easier to mobilize for social 
or political action than ten 200-person churches, a politician is more likely to address one 

2,000-person church than ten 200-person churches, and the pastor of one 2,000-person church 
probably gets an appointment with the mayor more easily than the pastors of ten 200-per 
son churches. Increasing concentration seems likely also to have repercussions for intrade 

nominational politics and the development and diffusion of worship practices. And increased 
concentration also can fool observers into thinking that there is a religious revival occurring 
when really there is a change in the social organization of religion. These consequences of 
increasing religious concentration make trying to understand what is behind it a worthy agen 

da. 

WHY THE INCREASING CONCENTRATION? 

Explaining this concentration trend is much more difficult than establishing it, and I am 

going to be more tentative in what follows than I have been so far. Not too tentative, though. 
I am going to argue that the usual ways of explaining the rise of megachurches do not quite 

work as explanations of this increased concentration, at least not in their simple versions, 
and I am going to suggest a new kind of explanation for the phenomenon. 

It sometimes is said that the secret to megachurch success is that they have figured out 
how to attract the unchurched, and they thereby bring people into churches who were not 
previously involved. Willow Creek is famous, for example, for their profile of "Unchurched 
Harry" as their ideal-typical target recruit. If new churchgoers were going disproportionately 
to the very largest churches, this would indeed increase religious concentration. 
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One problem with this explanation, however, is that church attendance overall is not 

increasing. Reasonable people disagree about whether church attendance is stable or declin 

ing, but it clearly has not increased in recent decades. Perhaps more telling, the only study 
I know of that compares very large churches with smaller churches with respect to the per 
centage of new members who were not previously involved in a church finds no difference 
(Thumma and Petersen 2003). So the increasing concentration of people in the very largest 
churches is not a consequence of megachurches tapping into a previously uninvolved pop 
ulation. Increased concentration is occurring mainly because people are shifting from small 
er to larger churches, not because people are shifting from uninvolvement to involvement in 

big churches. 
Neither can we explain this trend by reference to some constant advantage of size. It sure 

ly is true that there are Durkheimian, collective effervescence, attractions to worshiping as 

part of a big group. It also surely is true that big groups enjoy a kind of status advantage that 
comes from being perceived as where the action is, or where something interesting is hap 
pening. The famous psychologist Stanley Milgram's least famous experiment established 
this phenomenon. Different sized groups of confederates stood on a busy street corner star 

ing at the sky. The bigger the initial group, the more passersby stopped to join the group 
looking at the sky (Milgram et al. 1969). 

So there are constant advantages to size, but these cannot explain the concentration trend 

we have observed. Constant advantages of bigness imply a trend towards concentration that 
should have begun long ago with the appearance of the first big churches, not just in 1970. 

And constant advantages of bigness also imply that the biggest churches at some early point 
in the process are the ones that constantly get bigger and stay at the top. But we already have 
seen that neither of these is true. We need a mechanism that implies change in the 1970s or 
1980s, not one that implies long-term, steady increase in concentration. Recall the shape of 
the concentration trend. It is almost as if someone flips a switch in 1970, and a 70-year (or 

more) trend towards d?concentration reverses, and stays reversed to the present day. It may 
be true that people are attracted to big groups, but that truism will not do as an explanation 
here. 

A third, and somewhat more subtle explanation, invokes suburbanization, the prolifera 
tion of automobiles and, more generally, decreasing travel costs, perhaps in interaction with 
the eternal advantages of bigness. Maybe people always did prefer big churches for Durkheimi 
an or Milgramian reasons, but perhaps they could not act on those preferences because it 
was too difficult to get to a big church. Perhaps increases in population density outside of 
central cities made it easier for religious entrepreneurs to build very large buildings on afford 
able tracts of land at the edge of the developed zone. And once these big churches are built 
and everyone has a car and access to paved roads on which to drive quickly and cheaply to 
the very big church at the outer edge of the suburbs just like we drive to the mall, perhaps 
only then were people able to easily attend the big churches they always would have pre 
ferred. 

A digression: Very large new churches seem mainly to appear at the edge of the last sub 
urban ring. Interestingly, they often also are adjacent to several other churches, creating reli 

gious districts in outer suburbs that are similar in certain ways to the religious districts that 

emerge in poor neighborhoods. Religious districts of storefront churches occur in poor urban 

neighborhoods not because the people in the neighborhood are especially religious but because 
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the rent is cheap (McRoberts 2003). Similarly, religious districts occur at the edge of sub 
urban development zones because that is where land is cheapest. The forces of urban geog 
raphy seem to produce religious districts at both ends of the church size distribution, at both 
ends of the income distribution, and in both the inner city and the outer suburbs. 

Returning to the main argument, the problem with the suburbanization and travel cost 

explanation of increasing concentration is that the trend lines do not line up properly. Amer 
ican society has become steadily suburbanized throughout the 20th century, with the fastest 
rate of population shift to suburbs occurring between 1945 and 1970 (Fischer and Hout 2006: 

Chapter 7). There was no increase in the suburbanization rate in the 1970s; indeed, the rate 
at which population shifted to the suburbs seems to have declined after 1970. The most rapid 
population increase in the rings around cities seems to have been accompanied by ̂ cen 
tralization of religion more than by its centralization.6 

Similar patterns exist for the increase in paved roads, the proportion of households with 
cars, and the costs of operating a car. In the case of roads and car ownership, the trend is 

steadily upward throughout the twentieth century, with the fastest rates of change occurring 
well before 1970. In the case of car operating costs, the big decrease occurred in the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, with real costs remaining more or less stable since then, 
and increasing somewhat in recent years (Motor Vehicle Facts & Figures, various editions; 
Rhode and Strumpf 2003). 

The upshot here is that the suburbanization and travel-cost explanation implies that reli 

gious concentration should have started to increase decades sooner than it actually did. 

Megachurches often are compared with shopping malls, but the cars and suburbanization 

story works much better for malls than it does for churches. Large regional shopping malls 
start to proliferate immediately after World War II, directly on the heels of rapidly increas 

ing suburbanization (Hanchett 1996, Jackson 1996). Religious concentration and the fast 
increase in very large churches starts 25 or 30 years later. 

One can tinker with these explanations. We could posit a 25-year lag or a threshold by 
which suburbanization, car ownership, and travel costs had to reach a certain level before 

generating religious concentration. But lags and threshold explanations need mechanisms, 
and I do not think anyone has yet articulated a mechanism that might generate either a lag 
or a threshold effect of this sort. 

My view is that suburbanization, the ubiquity of cars, and decreasing travel costs explains 
something about the location of megachurches?why the very largest churches used to be 
in central cities but are now mainly in suburbs?but I do not see how this urban geography 
story can explain why the size distribution itself has changed so dramatically since 1970.1 
do not want to say that such an explanation should be ruled out. Making such an explana 
tion compelling, however, requires confronting this lag. 

A fourth possible explanation is that megachurches are a new, innovative organizational 
form designed by religious entrepreneurs, perhaps those associated with the church growth 

movement, who were particularly attuned to post-1970 society and culture. Several early 
megachurches?both Willow Creek and Saddleback, for example?began only after a reli 

gious entrepreneur walked neighborhoods and surveyed people about what kind of church 

they would want to attend, and only then designing the model that proved to be wildly suc 
cessful and therefore mimicked by churches across the country. This kind of explanation 
rests on the creative action of these innovators in developing a new type of church. 
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The main problem with this sort of explanation is that, in key ways, today's megachurch 
es are not a new organizational form. Consider these two paraphrased descriptions of large 
churches from H. Paul Douglass's 1000 City Churches, published in 1926:7 

An African American church in a northern city experienced dramatic growth during the pastoral 
leadership of a "remarkable man." It is known as a "young people's church," with a very strong 
Sunday School and much teen participation. Its membership is divided into eighteen small groups, 
called "Circles of Service." It is known for its excellent music, and its building is used daily for 
such things as cooking classes, art classes, boys' clubs, and an employment bureau. 

A Disciples of Christ church in Missouri built a "plain but commodious church building designed 
to house numerous activities." The building included a full-size gymnasium and "unusually well 

designed provision for general social life and meetings of small groups." Sunday evening servic 
es were on "sensational" topics such as "William J. Bryan says universities are hot beds of infi 

delity and irreligion. Is he right?" There were "three to seven meetings of subsidiary groups per 
day ... an average of 147 per month." In addition to several choirs, small group activities includ 
ed drama, sewing, orchestra rehearsal, athletics, and movie watching. 

Note that characteristics typical of today's megachurches?rapid growth under a gifted leader, 
high quality music, multi-function buildings, many and varied small groups and activities? 
are evident in these descriptions from the 1920s. 

Consider also the many examples of very large churches from the 19th and early 20th cen 
turies. Charles Grandison Finney's Broadway Tabernacle was built in 1836 to accommodate 
4,000 people. De Witt Talmage's third tabernacle for his Central Presbyterian Church in 

Brooklyn was built in 1891 to seat 4,000 people. Aimee Semple McPherson's ?ngelus Tem 

ple was built in 1923 to accomodate 7,500. Henry Ward Beecher's Plymouth Church, also 
in Brooklyn, was built in 1850 to seat 2,000. Chicago's Moody Memorial Church was built 
in 1925 to seat 4,000. Within the African American tradition, the Mason Temple in Mem 

phis was completed in 1945 to seat 7,500. 
All of the examples in the previous paragraph are from Loveland and Wheeler (2003), 

and the images and descriptions of these large churches reproduced in that book make clear 
that the similarity between these churches and today's megachurches extends beyond very 
large size. In short, several key megachurch characteristics that often are described as inno 

vative developments designed to appeal specifically to late 20th century Americans?bigness 
itself, auditorium-style worship spaces with stages instead of pulpits and little or no Chris 
tian symbolism, lots of small groups and varieties of activities for all subgroups, multi-pur 
pose buildings, high quality preaching and music, extravagant theatrical display?are not at 
all new. On the contrary, these features characterized on the one hand the "institutional 
church" of the early 20th century and on the other hand the churches built by famous revival 
ist preachers of an even earlier day. Indeed, it may not be too much of a stretch to describe 

today's stereotypical megachurch as the offspring of a marriage between the institutional 
church and the tent revival. A 3000-person megachurch can be understood, perhaps, as an 

800-person church attached to weekly camp meeting. But I digress from the main point, 
which, again, is that we cannot attribute the post-1970 proliferation of megachurches to the 
invention of a new organizational form. 

Perhaps, however?and this is a fifth potential explanation for the increasing concentra 
tion of people in the very largest churches?recent cultural change has given a new advan 

tage to an organizational form that has existed for a long time. Perhaps people today are more 
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comfortable with bigness, more attracted to spectacle, or more drawn to a church in which 

they can choose to be anonymous, or in which they can choose between anonymity in a big 
crowd and intimacy in a small group. It is difficult to rule out some version of this argument, 
but it also is difficult to rule it in. It is easy to generate plausible hypotheses about cultural 

change, but it is difficult to specify a relevant cultural change and then point to evidence for 
that change that is independent of the rise of megachurches itself and therefore not question 
begging. Part of the difficulty is that it is not good enough to point to attitudes or preferences 
that have changed steadily over the long term; we need instead evidence of attitudes or pref 
erences that change abruptly circa 1970 and stay changed after that. 

Observers often posit the Baby Boom generation as the carriers of the post-1970 cultur 
al change that is responsible for the proliferation of megachurches. The timing works here, 
but again there is a missing link in the argument. We need evidence that baby boomers and 

succeeding cohorts are systematically different from previous cohorts in ways that are rele 
vant to megachurches. There are many attitudes, values, and behaviors that show significant 
variation across cohorts, but again that's not good enough. Long-term, steady change from 

cohort to cohort does not help here. Instead, we need a change that occurs abruptly with the 
cohort born after 1945, continues with later cohorts, and is relevant to megachurches. I do 
not think anyone has yet specified exactly what that change might be and produced empir 
ical evidence to support it. Making a cultural change explanation, or the baby-boom version 
of it, persuasive requires finding that missing link. 

I think there is indeed a cultural affinity between what megachurches offer and what con 

temporary churchgoers want, and I think this affinity helps explain which churches grow 
and which ones do not grow. But I do not think that cultural change since the 1970s gives 
us the complete story behind the concentration trend that we have observed. 

A sixth potential type of explanation might seek to connect increased concentration in 

religion to increased concentration in other spheres. Comparing concentration trends in reli 

gion with concentration trends in other organizational populations may well be fruitful, but 
two initial observations suggest that such comparisons will not immediately yield a com 

pelling explanation of religious concentration. First, it is not the case that concentration has 
increased across all sectors of the economy (White 2002), so religious concentration is not 

simply part of a society- or economy-wide general trend. Second, although concentration 

has increased in retail, and at first glance megachurches seem similar to "big box" stores 
such as Walmart, Home Depot, Best Buy, and so on, there is a significant dissimilarity between 
the social organization of retail concentration and the social organization of religious con 
centration. Increased retail concentration seems to be produced mainly by significant economies 
of scale realized at the firm level rather than at the establishment level (Vias 2004). It is telling 
that all the major big box stores are chains. The situation is very different for churches. 

Approximately one third of very large churches are independent, and even when very large 
churches are affiliated with a denomination, it is difficult to see how that affiliation might 
create advantages analogous to those enjoyed by retail chains. It seems more likely that 
increased concentration in religion, though similar on the surface to increased concentration 
in retail, has different sources. 

So none of these explanations quite works, at least not in their simple forms. Let me offer 
what I think is a new idea. The argument I will offer is not airtight, but I think the idea behind 
it is promising, so I want to put it on the table. 
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A NEW HYPOTHESIS ABOUT INCREASING 
CONCENTRATION IN RELIGION: RISING COSTS 

I think the most productive approach to explaining the increasing concentration of peo 
ple in the very largest churches will bear a family resemblance to the cultural change approach 
in positing that something changed in the 1970s to give new advantages to very large church 
es. But I want to propose that something other than, or maybe in addition to, the culture 

changed. I'm going to propose that the increased concentration of people in the very largest 
churches is caused in part by rising costs that make it more and more difficult to run a church 
at a customary level of programming and quality. Let me explain. 

Churches suffer, I think, from "Baumol's Cost Disease." This is a phenomenon identified 
in the mid-1960s by the economists William J. Baum?l and William G. Bowen in their analy 
sis of performing arts organizations (Baum?l and Bowen 1966). The basic idea is simple. If 
there is increasing productivity?increases in efficiency?somewhere in the economy, and 
if wages increase in those sectors, then wages also will increase in other sectors of the econ 

omy, or else talent will move to the sectors in which wages are increasing. 
Crucially, however, some kinds of activities cannot be made much more efficient. It prob 

ably takes about as much preparation and effort now to produce Hamlet, or perform a 
Beethoven symphony, as it did centuries ago. Activities that have at their core human effort, 
training, practice, attention, and presence cannot be made much more efficient. No techno 

logical invention or social innovation makes it possible to reduce the level of input into such 
activities and still get the same level of output, so enterprises organized around such activi 
ties cannot be made more efficient without sacrificing quality, and consequently they will 
face ever rising real costs, with no way to address them by operating more efficiently. Live 

performing arts have this feature, as does education. 

Congregational religion also has very few ways to become more efficient, so churches 
also will be subject to Baumol's cost disease. Like schools, universities, theater companies, 
and symphony orchestras, churches too will have ever rising real costs with no significant 
opportunities to reduce those costs by becoming more efficient. The only options in such a 
situation are to increase revenue or reduce quality. 

Rising real costs are not a problem for an enterprise, not even one for which efficiencies 
are not available, so long as revenue keeps increasing at the same rate as costs increase. For 

churches, this was true for a long time. Americans are famously generous to their churches, 
and it is well known that real donations to religion have increased over the long term in both 
total and per capita amounts. This is an often celebrated fact about American religion. But 
increases in donations are not often compared to the rate at which the costs of running a 
church have increased, and I want to suggest that circa 1970 the rate at which donations 
increased stopped keeping pace with the rate at which the costs of running a church increased. 

It is very difficult to assess this claim empirically. A major problem is how to measure 
the costs of running a church of a certain quality. If your costs are stable but you have kept 
them stable by replacing your beloved and talented senior minister with an inexperienced 
and possibly less talented recent seminary graduate, you probably are paying a price in qual 
ity. So tracking costs is not enough; we need to track the cost of maintaining religion at a 
constant level of quality. 

In an initial effort to track the relationship between rising revenue and rising costs, I used 
the median salary of full-time male clergy as a proxy for cost.8 This is not a perfect measure. 

Paying the minister is the bulk of most churches' budget, but it is not the only part of the 
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budget. Probably, though, using the median clergy salary as a measure of what it costs to run 
a church is a conservative estimate of real cost increases after 1970. Benefit cost increases, 

for example, start to outpace wage increases at about that time. 

A preliminary analysis of financial data from approximately 20 denominations between 
1920 and 2000 shows that every ten-year interval, except the one between 1970 and 1980, 
saw an increase in inflation-adjusted per-church donations to the average congregation.9 This 
is the trend that often is celebrated by observers of American religious philanthropy. The 
amount of money gathered by the average congregation went up in real terms every decade 
since 1920, except during the 1970s when unusually high inflation eroded any real increase 
in donations. If you looked only at this trend you would think that the average church ought 
to be in reasonable financial shape, since it enjoyed ever increasing real revenue streams 

throughout the twentieth century. 
But a somewhat different picture emerges when we compare the trend in real revenue 

increases with the trend in real cost increases, proxied by median clergy salary. We should 
not take this comparison too literally, since there is a lot of noise in both of these time series. 
That said, the qualitative picture is that, from 1940 to 1960 real increases in revenue for the 

average congregation far outpaced real increases in clergy salaries, and that gap narrows 

considerably from 1960 to 1980, with the lines even crossing between 1990 and 2000, indi 

cating that real median clergy salary increased at a higher rate than real donations between 
1990 and 2000. Again, I do not want to put too much weight on these preliminary results, 

but they do suggest that churches faced a qualitatively different, more stressful, revenue-cost 
situation after 1960 or 1970 than they faced before 1960. 

When cost increases outpace revenue increases, churches will cut corners and reduce 

quality by deferring maintenance, declining to replace the youth minister who graduated 
from seminary and moved on, replacing the recently retired full-time minister with a half 
time person, and so on. In short, churches will find it difficult to maintain the same level of 

programming and quality they had before. And this will be true even if the church loses no 
members. If costs rise faster than revenues, a 200-person church will be unable to produce 
the same level of programming and quality it produced before even if it stays a 200-person 
church. Moreover, the minimum size at which a church can be economically viable will 
increase. The result is that, when cost increases outpace revenue increases, people will be 

pushed out of smaller churches that no longer meet their minimum standards and into larg 
er churches that still do.10 

This is not fundamentally a story about inflation, but the high and extended inflation of 
the 1970s may have exacerbated the situation. Churches that rely on free will offerings can 
not just pass on higher costs by raising prices, so perhaps inflation exacerbates the cost dis 
ease for churches because it pushes clergy salaries and other costs up faster than it pushes 
up donations, thereby increasing the financial pressure on churches. 

Larger churches also are affected by the cost disease, and they also are affected by the 
increased difficulty of keeping pace with these rising costs that came into play after about 
1970, but the key point is that, in a situation of rising costs, people will have to go to larger 

and larger churches in order to achieve the same level of programming and quality. 
I think this explanation may provide leverage as well on the curvilinearity in the con 

centration trend, since there is reason to believe that the first third of the twentieth century 
was another period in which church cost increases outpaced revenue increases, though this 
remains a speculative claim at this point. 
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This is not a fully developed argument. It is not clear, for example, whether very large 
churches are more cost effective than smaller churches. Preliminary analysis of NCS data 

suggests that very large Protestant churches do not take in or spend fewer dollars per mem 
ber than do smaller churches. They may even take in and spend more per capita than small 
er churches do. The cost disease mechanism will increase religious concentration whether 
or not very large churches are more economically efficient than smaller churches?the increas 

ing minimum size of a viable church assures that?but knowing whether or not very large 
churches are in fact exploiting economies of scale would add something important to the 

picture. At the moment, for reasons I do not have space to describe, I am inclined to believe 
that there are not significant economies of scale operating in churches. 

Let me mention another subtlety. Why wouldn't the cost disease mechanism produce a 

bulge in the church size distribution just over today's minimum viable size rather than at the 
distribution's very high end? That is, if today's minimum viable size is 250 members, why 
wouldn't people who are pushed out of a 200-person church go to a 300-person church rather 
than directly to a very large church? One answer might be that, once people are pushed out 
of their churches, for whatever reason, they then search widely for the best possible church 

they can find, which will tend to mean the largest they can find within their preferred cul 
tural and religious niche. But this, again, is speculation. 

I am not claiming that the cost-disease mechanism is the only thing driving increased con 
centration in religion. Cultural change, or shifts in economic and urban geography, may well 
be part of the story. Technological advances in audio-visual equipment, telecommunications, 
and computers also may have helped mitigate some of the ways in which very large size 

might otherwise lead to reduced quality in church services, pastoral care, and programming. 
A complete explanation of increasing religious concentration surely will not be monocausal. 

CONCLUSION 

Among other things, I have called attention to forces that are pushing people out of small 
er churches as well as pulling them into bigger churches. Scholars and journalists who have 

written about megachurches have focused almost exclusively on the pull factors, but shift 

ing attention from megachurches themselves to the size distribution as a whole leads us to 

pay attention to the underlying system operating here, and that means attending to push fac 
tors as well as pull factors. 

Even if the cost-disease explanation leaves you cold, I hope you are as amazed as I am at 
the discovery that, in every Protestant denomination on which we have data?large or small, 
liberal or conservative, growing or declining?people are increasingly concentrated in the 

very largest churches. This increasing concentration is, I think, a significant change in the 
social organization of American religion. We do not yet fully grasp its causes and conse 

quences, but I hope you will help me try to understand it better. 
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NOTES 
'The LDS distribution is bimodal; the reasons for this are not clear. 

2People and resources are not as concentrated in churches, however, as they are in places of employment. 
According to the 1991 National Organizations Study, the biggest 10 percent of establishments employ approxi 
mately 75 percent of full-time employees (Kalleberg et al. 1996:49). 

This project would not have been possible without tremendous cooperation from denominational research 

staff, archivists, and others who shared data with us. Many thanks to Sherri Doty (Assemblies of God); Nancy 
Haynes and Richard Harms (Christian Reformed Church); Kenneth Shaffer (Church of the Brethren); Aaron 

Spiegel, Moshe Edelman, and Martin Kunoff (Conservative Judaism); Carol Goldberg (Reform Judaism); Kenn 

Inskeep (Evangelical Lutheran Church in America); Kirk Hadaway (Episcopal Church); Perry Cunningham, Cliff 

Higbee, and Reed Morrell (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints); John O'Hara, Beth Becker, and David 

Berger (Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod); Ken Crow and Dale Jones (Church of the Nazarene); Jack Marcum 

(Presbyterian Church [U.S.A.]); Don Luidens and Roger Nemeth (Reformed Church in America); Mary Gautier 
and Paul Perl (Roman Catholic Church); Bettie Dahlberg (Seventh-day Adventists); Phil Jones, Richie Stanley, 
and Cliff Tharp (Southern Baptist Convention); Destiny Shellhammer (United Church of Christ); and Beth Bab 
bitt (United Methodist Church). 

4A model of the sort developed by Barab?si (2003) may be a good place to start in this endeavor. 
Tt is difficult to discern which lines in this figure correspond to which denomination. A color version of this 

figure is available from the author. Fortunately, the key point is how similarly shaped all the lines are, which is 

why I include this black and white version here despite its visual limitations. 
6I wonder if 1960s and 1970s changes in denominations' suburban church planting strategies are part of this 

story. 
The first is Case XXII, pp. 185-186; the second is Case XIX, pp. 166-168. 

8Clergy salary data are drawn from the United States Census IPUMS files since 1940, and from Current Pop 
ulation Surveys since 1968. 

These data are from various editions of the Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches. 

"'Comparing American Judaism with American Protestantism might be instructive about the plausibility of 
this proposed mechanism. We have data from Conservative Jewish synagogues between 1992 and 2005, and we 
have data from Reform Jewish synagogues between 1977 and 2004. Interestingly, neither Conservative nor Reform 
Judaism has become more concentrated over this period. Has American Judaism avoided the increasing concen 
tration trend evident within Protestantism because the membership dues system used by synagogues is more effec 
tive than a pledge-plus-free-will-offering system at keeping revenue increases in line with cost increases? 
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