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PREFACE 

This handbook grows out of the life of the Project 
Team for Congregational Studies, an informal partner­
ship of representatives from the Alban Institute, 
Auburn Theological Seminary, Candler School of 
Theology, Hartford Seminary, McCormick Theological 
Seminary, and the research offices of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) and the United Church Board for 
Homeland Ministries. 

In the past several years the Project Team for 
Congregational Studies has initiated a variety of 
activities aimed at directing new attention to the study 
of the local church. It sponsored, in 1982, a national 
conference on understanding the local church, out of 
which emerged the book Building Effective Ministry: 
Theory and Practice in the Local Church. 1 The team has also 
published two editions of a directory of researchers 
engaged in the study of the local church, 2 and The Whole 
Church Catalog, a collection describing tools and 
instruments for congregational studies.3 In 1984 it 
sponsored a Congregational Studies Institute at Au­
burn Theological Seminary in New York City. In 
addition, the team is giving concerted attention in 1985 
and 1986 to the role of the congregation in public life 
and to the relationship of the congregation to theologi­
cal education. The team has been supported by the 
participating institutions with supplementary support 
from the Lilly Endowment, Inc. 

In the course of its various activities the team has 
become aware of the volume and quality of the work 
being done across the United States and internationally 
to enhance congregational self-understanding. The 
team has also been impressed by the need for more 
effective sharing of that work across denominational 
and disciplinary lines. This handbook is one attempt to 
address that need. It draws on the work of hundreds of 
persons whose personal and professional commit­
ments are to the strength and mission of the local 
church. At the same time, the handbook aspires to be 
more than a compendium of techniques for congrega­
tional study: it also offers a framework for an enriched 
understanding of the nature of the congregation. 

The handbook emerges out of the team's effort to 

place the congregation itself rather than individual 
scholarly disciplines at the center. In this sense it is 
quite different from the team's earlier book, which 
proceeded from the disciplines to the congregation. 
Here the focus is on the congregation in its complexity 
and only secondarily on how particular approaches to 
congregational study can be useful in its life. 

This approach required considerable consultation 
among the authors, the editors, and the project team. 
Thus the book is the product of group effort and the 
individual chapters are unsigned. It is appropriate, 
however, to identify the persons who worked to 
organize each of the following chapters. Chapter 1 is an 
invitation to congregational studies. It outlines the 
team's commitment to the congregation and offers a 
framework for understanding the congregation. The 
organization of the chapters is informed by that 
framework. Jackson W. Carroll is the primary author of 
chapter 1, drawing on contributions of the entire project 
team. Chapter 2 deals with congregational identity; its 
authors are Jackson W. Carroll and James F. Hopewell. 
Chapter 3 focuses on the congregation's context; it was 
prepared by William McKinney and Wade Clark Roof. 
Chapter 4 turns to congregational processes; its authors 
are Speed B. Leas and Carl S. Dudley. Chapter S deals 
with congregational program; its author is Mary C. 
Mattis. Chapter 6 provides an overview and introduc­
tion to some of the social scientific methods used 
throughout the book; its author is C. Kirk Hadaway. 
William McKinney is the primary author of chapter 7, 
the afterword. 

Of the many others who made contributions to this 
handbook, several need to be singled out. Barbara G. 
Wheeler read each chapter and passed along numerous 
substantive and editorial comments to the editors. 
Loren B. Mead, H. Newton Malony and the sixty 
participants in the 1984 Congregational Studies Insti­
tute have assisted the project in diverse and impartant 
ways. Our respective institutions have provided en­
couragement and support both for this handbook and 
for the larger congregational studies enterprise. 

We owe special thanks to the Trinity Grants Board, 





CONTENTS 

CONTRIBUTORS.............................................. 1 

PREFACE ......................................................... 3 

Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION: AN INVITATION 
TO CONGREGATIONAL STUDIES........... 7 

1.1 Invitation to Congregational Studies.......... 8 
1.2 A Perspective for Analyzing 

Congregations..................................... 9 
1.3 Relationships Among the Four 

Dimensions ........................................ 14 
1.4 Getting Started ...................................... 15 
1.5 Theology and the Study of the 

Congregation..................................... 18 
Notes ................................................... 20 

Chapter 2 IDENTITY...................................... 21 

2.1 Situations............................................. 21 
2.2 Elements of Identity ............................... 22 
2.3 History ................................................. 24 
2.4 Heritage............................................... 25 
2.5 World View.......................................... 32 
2.6 Symbols............................................... 35 
2. 7 Ritual................................................... 37 
2.8 Demographic Picture.............................. 41 
2. 9 Character.............................................. 43 
2.10 Summing It Up in Story ......................... 45 

Notes ................................................... 46 
For Further Reading on Identity.............. 47 

Chapter 3 CONTEXT ....................................... 48 

3.1 Introduction.......................................... 48 
3.2 Getting in Touch with the Community ..... 50 
3.3 Demographic Data in Congregational 

Analysis ............................................ 55 
3.4 Social Interaction................................... 69 
3.5 The Church in the Context..................... 74 

Notes ................................................... 79 
For Further Reading on Context.............. 80 

Chapter 4 PROCESS ....................................... 81 

4.1 Introduction.......................................... 81 
4.2 When to Address Process Concerns ......... 82 
4.3 Gathering Information............................ 83 

4.4 Organizational Processes ......................... 86 
Notes ................................................. 107 
For Further Reading on Process............. 107 
Appendixes for Chapter 4..................... 109 

Chapter 5 PROGRAM................................... 120 

5.1 Introduction........................................ 120 
5.2 Getting Started with a Program Study: 

Basic Decisions................................. 121 
5.3 Program Research Strategies: 

Needs Assessment............................ 123 
5.4 Program Evaluation: Research Strategies .. 131 

Notes ................................................. 138 
For Further Reading on Program............ 138 
Appendixes for Chapter 5..................... 140 

Chapter 6 METHODS FOR CONGREGATIONAL 
STUDIES............................................. 153 

6.1 The Cyclical Research Process................ 153 
6.2 Key Concepts...................................... 155 
6.3 Designing a Research Project.. ............... 157 
6.4 Needs Analysis: The Simplest Design..... 158 
6.5 The Case Study: Magnifying an 

Example ........................................... 160 
6.6 Experimental Designs: 

Tests, Comparisons, and Evaluation.... 163 
6.7 Correlational Designs ............................ 168 

Notes ................................................. 177 
For Further Reading on 

Methods for Congregational Studies.... 178 

Chapter 7 AFTERWORD: 
THE DOUBLE CHALLENGE ................... 179 

7.1 Dealing with "Messes" ........................... 179 
7.2 Beyond Problem Solving ......................... 179 
7.3 Putting It Together in the Congregation: 

The Unwritten Section....................... 179 
7.4 A Second Invitation .............................. 180 

Notes ................................................. 180 

GENERAL APPENDIX: 
Parish Profile Inventory..................... 181 

INDEX .......................................................... 191 



CHAPTER I 
Introduction: An Invitation to 
Congregational Studies 

It is no small pity, and should cause us no little shame, that through our own fault, we do not 
understand ourselves, or know who we are-as to what good qualities there may be in our souls, or 
who dwells within them, or how precious they are-those are things which we seldom consider and 
so we trouble little about preserving the soul's beauty. 

For congregations of the people of God, as for the 
individual soul whose welfare St. Teresa invokes, the 
good qualities within them and their relation to the world 
about them have all-too-often been taken for granted. 
Congregations have frequently been urged into action as 
agents of evangelization and social transformation and 
then written off as irrelevant because they failed to 
perform as desired. But the initial failure may lie not with 
the congregation but with those who have urged the 
congregation on without a sensitive understanding of its 
inner life and resources or of the possibilities as well as 
the limits placed on the congregation by the context in 
which God has called it into being. 

This is a book which attempts to take congregations 
seriously in their givenness as earthen vessels through 
which the transcendent power of God is at work and 
made known (II Cor. 4:7) and through which God's 
purposes in the world may be realized. We seek to 
provide both a framework within which this givenness 
can be understood in a disciplined way and practical 
tools to facilitate such understanding. This does not 
mean that we are not also concerned with transforma­
tion, whether of congregations themselves or with their 
role as agents of transformation for individuals and 
society; however, we believe that this is best accom­
plished when we take seriously and appreciatively, 
through disciplined understanding, their present 
being-the good and precious qualities that are within 
them-as means of grace themselves that enable the 
transformation of congregations into what it is possible 
for them to become. Thus we begin this book with an 
affirmation of the centrality of congregations as vehicles 
for the knowledge and service of God and thus of the 
imperative for understanding them in their present 
being and their possibilities for becoming. 

Congregations are embedded in the history, land­
scape, and mindset of North American culture. 
Acknowledging pressures that are brought to bear on 
them as they experience the tensions of living between 
tradition and modernity, historian Martin Marty speaks 
of the continuing significance of congregational ex-
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-Teresa of Avila

pressions of Christian existence: "While efforts to 
establish an essential form of communal -life for 
Christians everywhere may be futile and may limit 
imagination, something like the local assembly will 
remain fundamental. ... [C]ongregations will take ori 
varied colorings in different times or cultures, but in 
every case they serve to perpetuate embodiment, which 
is essential in the whole church."1 

For most people in North America, congregations are 
the primary expressions of religion. The Yearbook of 
American and Canadian Churches for 1984 lists the 
existence of some 341,000 local churches in the United 
States alone, with almost 135 million members and an 
average weekly attendance in excess of 65 million 
adults. More individuals belong to congregations than 
to any other voluntary association, and they provide as 
much financial support for the work of the churches as 
is given to all other philanthropic causes combined. 

Congregations influence in varied ways both the 
individuals who belong to them and the communities in 
which they are present. By the presence of their 
buildings, their steeples and stained glass, and in the 
regular gatherings of members for public worship, 
congregations provide symbols and occasions for 
trancendence of everyday life and for grounding that 
life in faith and hope. In services and gatherings for 
fellowship, congregations draw community residents 
out of their isolation and differences and into relation­
ship with one another in communities of friendship and 
mutual support. Through their educational programs, 
congregations not only transmit knowledge of the faith 
tradition and its meaning for contemporary life but also 
transmit values that promote community solidarity and 
continuity. Historically congregations have socialized 
youth and newcomers, sustained persons in need, and 
provided various rites of passage which mark signifi­
cant transitions of life: birth, puberty, marriage, and 
death. They have often supported community values 
and institutions, but at times they have challenged 
these values and institutions in an effort to reform or 
transform them in light of the congregation's convic-
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tions. Thus congregations have significance not only for 
the individuals who belong to them but also for the 
society beyond their membership. 

Believing strongly in the importance of congregations 
for Christian existence, we aim in this book to provide 
ways to understand them better and to help leaders and 
members make faithful decisions about their ministry 
and mission. So we come back to St. Teresa's hopes for 
the individual soul and apply them to congregations. 
We hope to enable the discovery of what good qualities 
there may be in the congregation, who dwells there, 
and how precious it may be. We also hope to enable 
discovery of those opportunities for ministry open to it 
in the place in which God has called it into being. In 
these discoveries lie the hope of preserving beauty, 
goodness, truth, and faithful witness in congregational 
life and mission. 

1.1 Invitation to Congregational Studies 

In the broadest sense, everyone does "research." 
That is, everyone gathers information, tests it against 
experience, and acts in a way which seems appropriate 
to the information gathered. In the church, pastors 
gather impressions and insights from the people with 
whom they talk and the materials they read, from their 
observations of group activities, and from observing 
patterns of participation and community trends. 
Church members are constantly "studying the church" 
from a casual recognition of the church building to 
intimate experiences of personal care or communal 
celebration. In an inclusive sense, we cannot escape the 
constant experience of gathering and sorting out infor­
mation as a basis for acting in the church as is the case 
elsewhere. This kind of "research" is so frequent and 
natural that it is a part of our taken-for-granted 
routines. 

But there come times when this routine information 
processing is inadequate. Turning points come into the 
life of every congregation: expected patterns break 
down, old assumptions no longer seem to hold, the 
information we possess no longer seems to be a sure 
guide to action. In the congregation, these turning 
points may occur when we encounter a challenge­
perhaps a prompting of the Spirit-to address a new 
and different occasion for ministry. Or it may be the 
failure of an existing program, a stewardship campaign 
for example, to achieve its goals. It may be a pastoral 
change which is the occasion for the need for more than 
routine understanding of the congregation. Or it may 
be a sense of apathy and drift, of going nowhere, that 
calls forth a need to take a new and more disciplined 
look at the congregation's life and ministry. In such 
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times, we become self-conscious and disciplined in the 
ways we gather information, test it against experience, 
and determine how we will act. This handbook 
addresses these occasions. It is an invitation to the 
disciplined study of the congregation. In what follows, 
we use the phrase "congregational study" to refer to 
this disciplined form of study. 

Congregational study is essentially different from 
intuitive awareness or random investigation. The 
methods included in this handbook vary greatly, but all 
have rules which dictate the role and range of 
permissible activities, techniques for gathering and 
analyzing data, protocols for keeping records, and the 
like. While acknowledging that congregational leaders 
and members daily learn much of value about their 
congregation by highly informal means, this handbook 
strongly advocates that elements of congregational 
study be observed as congregations reach for self-un­
derstanding, especially in times when taken-for­
granted routines are called into question. Careful, 
thoughtful study can, we believe, make several critical 
contributions. 

Congregational study can confer a balance and sense of 
proportion often absent from the spontaneous self-de­
scriptions of congregations. The extreme actions of a 
church's severest critics and most enthusiastic promot­
ers, and especially the colorful language such persons 
are wont to use, are far more noticeable and memorable 
than the regular patterns of behavior and moderate 
opinions of the majority of members. Small groups with 
strong views can, of course, be powerfully influential in 
a congregation; but a carefully conducted study can 
give less vocal members their legitimate voice in making 
a decision or in some other important congregational 
negotiations. 

Congregational study can also help congregations 
with multiple, seemingly unrelated, problems by 
uncovering structures or patterns in the apparent 
confusion. Identifying a pattern that links a series of 
problems does not automatically suggest a way to solve 
the problems. But it can alleviate the crushing sense 
that the congregation is the victim of an arbitrary series 
of plagues and afflictions and confer the hope that its 
multiple difficulties, because they are comprehensible, 
may be manageable as well. The tracing of patterns can 
also benefit churches that are not in trouble but that face 
the happy albeit confusing prospect of having to choose 
among opportunities for program and service. The 
systematic review of a congregation's past successes 
and failures, the illumination of its values, and the 
mapping of the styles of behavior that hold it together 
may help it to make decisions consistent with its proven 
strengths and real priorities. 

A third contribution of congregational study, not 
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housing project for the elderly. The bishop and a local 
bank promised some financial backing, and the 
committee found an abandoned public school near the 
church that was available for redevelopment into 
apartments. The church would invest some of its 
unrestricted capital funds, along with the energy and 
enthusiasm of its members and staff. 

At the board meeting called to make the go-ahead 
decision, one board member opened the discussion by 
calling for the church "to establish priorities we can all 
live with." Noting a steady decline in church member­
ship and budget, he argued that "we should begin with 
our church school and hold off on the housing project." 
Others joined the chorus: "Volunteers would be 
distracted from existing programs by the housing 
project"; "too many of the church's resources are 
already going 'outside' the church, and not enough is 
available to nourish the congregation's faith and 
worship." "We are overinvolved and underfed," said 
one longtime member. "We need strong youth and 
evangelism programs," said another. 

Ms. Jones pointed to the church's own history as a 
mission for immigrants and to the United Methodist 
tradition of caring and service. She pointed out that the 
project would benefit members as well as nonmembers. 
In the end, only the committee chairperson and one 
board member voted to sponsor the project. The pastor 
was perplexed. It seemed to her that Heritage had just 
passed up its first opportunity in a long time for new 
purpose and renewal. 

Case 2: High Ridge Presbyterian Church. A large and 
growing congregation of the Presbyterian Church in 
America had reestablished its significant place in its 
affluent California community of High Ridge after an 
agonizing period of withdrawal from the United 
Presbyterian Church five years before. The new 
building was complete and the future looked bright: a 
media ministry led by the articulate and popular pastor 
was planned; worship services, featuring contempo­
rary music and dramatized life situation vignettes, were 
drawing large crowds. Programs of child care, family 
counseling, and home study prospered. It appeared 
that even the huge mortgage on the new building 
would be paid off early through the herculean 
fund-raising efforts of some lay members. 

Abruptly, in a session meeting, an elder made an 
explosive remark. "I think," he announced, "that it is 
immoral to have alcohol at the church." In his ensuing 
elaboration of this remark, it emerged that a leading 
trustee and member of the session had reserved the 
church's sanctuary and social hall for his daughter's 
wedding and reception. He intended to serve cham­
pagne. Somehow the pastor had not been informed, 
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though others on the church staff and in the congrega­
tion had been told. 

The unscheduled debate was acrimonious. The 
wedding feast at Cana, described in the Gospel of John, 
was thrown against Paul's admonition in Romans to 
give up wine. Claims that the church should maintain 
purity were met with charges of hypocrisy in the 
behavior of members. In the end, the vote was nine for 
allowing the reception to proceed and ten opposed. The 
father of the bride, one of the church's most influential 
members and successful fund raisers, was irate. He 
shouted at the session that he had broken no rule of the 
church or law of the Gospel, and that he would quit the 
church and consider suing if the wedding were 
cancelled. In the heated exchange, two of the majority 
stated that they could not continue to belong to the 
church if alcoholic beverages were served on the 
premises. 

"How can Christians fight this way?" the pastor 
asked his closest colleague in the ministry the next 
morning. "What do you think I should do now?" 

Case 3: Hope United Church of Christ. Hope United 
Church of Christ had become one of those revolving 
door congregations: Three times in the last ten years a 
committee had been through the arduous process of 
filling out statistical forms with "all the facts" about the 
church and the community as required by the denomi­
nation in a search for a new pastor. "Why not simply 
change the date on the last set of forms," suggested one 
committee member, "and save ourselves the trouble?" 

The area denominational executive, the conference 
minister, tried to be gently encouraging. "It's a valuable 
exercise," he said. "It will help you find out who you 
are." 

The Hope United Church committee thought it knew 
who it was. The church was proud of its picturesque, 
beautifully maintained building in the relatively pros­
perous community of Pleasantville. On the whole, the 
members were warm and caring, with no more difficult 
or eccentric members than most churches. Yet, with all 
three of the latest pastors, there had been tensions from 
the start, resulting in each case in an early departure. 
Most of the tensions centered around the church's 
programs, which had been limited successes at best. 
The committee and the congregation blamed the 
pastors for these persistent problems. With so much 
going for the congregation, they believed the blame 
must be placed on inadequate pastoral leadership. The 
conference minister wanted the committee members to 
analyze, first among themselves and then with him, the 
histories of these brief pastorates and the tensions that 
existed. But the committee resisted. Reviewing these 
matters was more painful even than filling out the 
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forms. Besides, they believed that sharing the stories of 
their difficulties was likely to hurt their chances of 
getting the right kind of pastor who would finally 
provide the kind of leadership they needed. In the face 
of this persisting problem and the resistance of the 
committee to confront it, the denominational executive 
wondered what was really going on in the congrega­
tion. What could he do to help the situation? 

Case 4: St. Augustine's Church. St. Augustine's, a 
mostly black Episcopal church, had managed to attract 
a diverse congregation of both Caribbean and U.S.-born 
blacks during the 1970s. The Anglican liturgical 
tradition seemed to serve as a binding force among 
people of greatly different backgrounds. 

With the support of the rector, Father Noah 
Cummings, a group of the parish's young people 
volunteered to augment the regular choir with gospel 
music at Sunday worship services. Some members 
found the music "spiritually stimulating" but others 
objected that the music and the movements reminded 
them of country revivals and bawdy night clubs. The 
vestry voted to use the Gospel Chorus on "fifth 
Sundays and special occasions," but Father Cummings 
continued to encourage the group by taking them with 
him when he was invited to preach in other churches. 

On a recent Sunday, however, the controversy 
erupted again. During worship, the rector invited a 
report from a group of younger members who had 
attended a conference on the black religious heritage. 
Those making the report concluded by inviting the 
congregation "to join in singing a genuine Black 
liberation spiritual." 

Remembering the vestry action, Father Cummings 
tried to stop the procedure, but the moment was 
contagious, and several members protested his inter­
vention. In frustration he found himself saying, "There 
is some confusion among us about who is in charge of 
this service. I am asking my associate to conclude with a 
hymn while I retire to my study to pray." 

As he left the sanctuary, Father Cummings could feel 
the strains of diversity within the congregation. Which 
tradition, he wondered, had the strongest claim on this 
church? 

On the surface, these four congregations share little 
in common save for the fact that each is facing what we 
earlier called a turning point in which old patterns or 
assumptions seem to be breaking down. Yet, upon 
reflection, several common features of the cases 
provide entry points for analysis and understanding. 
Two that seem immediately evident are program and 
process aspects in the situation of each of the churches. 
In fact, we suspect that most issues facing congrega-
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tions first come to light in one or the other of these 
areas, or sometimes simultaneously in both. 

Consider first program. In each of the four cases, 
problems were encountered first as dimensions of 
program: those organizational structures, plans and activi­
ties through which a congregation expresses its mission and 
ministry both to its own members and those outside the 
membership. The failure of Heritage's administrative 
board to approve the housing project was interpreted 
by the pastor as a program failure-a failure in the 
church's mission. The members of the pastoral search 
committee and the congregation of Hope United 
Church blamed their rapid turnover in pastoral 
leadership for their lack of success in the programs of 
the church. The issue for St. Augustine's rector, Father 
Cummings, was one of lack of appreciation and 
perhaps also understanding of two approaches to the 
worship of the church-a more staid Anglican liturgy, 
on the one hand, versus the spontaneity of the black 
spirituals on the other. Even the High Ridge Presbyte­
rian Church session's problem had to do with the rules 
and procedures involving a program-whether or not 
to allow alcohol to be served at a function in the church. 
Thus, each congregation reflects, in one or another 
way, concerns arising around program. Efforts to study 
any of these congregations in a disciplined and 
comprehensive way would include analysis of these 
program issues-for example, study of the relationship 
of a program to the needs, actual or perceived, of the 
various members and leaders of the congregation. 
Attempts might also be made to evaluate the effective­
ness of the congregation's programs in terms of various 
criteria. 

But even cursory reflection on the cases suggests 
that, for each, there are other factors at work in addition 
to a concern with program. Almost equally obvious are 
process dimensions. While programs point to the what of 
a congregation's life, processes reflect the how of 
members' relationships with one another. Processes 
have to do with the underlying flow and dynamics of a 
congregation that knit it together in its common life and affect 
its morale and climate. How leadership is exercised and 
shared, how decisions are made, how communication 
occurs, how problems are solved and conflicts man­
aged-these are some of the processes that are critical 
for congregational life, and they underlie the manifest 
program issues of the various cases. A person wanting 
to understand the decision by Heritage's administrative 
board not to engage in the housing program would 
need to gather data about who was involved in the 
initial decision to explore the housing issue, how the 
plans were developed and communicated to the 
administrative board and congregation, and undertake 
an assessment of the congregation's morale-all as-
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pects of process. The High Ridge Presbyterian Church 
conflict over the wedding champagne raises clear issues 
around process, especially concerning the norms 
governing church life which often remain unspoken 
until surfaced by an issue such as this one. Power issues 
and the management of conflict in the congregation are 
also areas where congregational research may prove 
helpful. Likewise, at Hope United Church, some of the 
too-painful-to-analyze experiences of past pastoral 
conflicts reflect failures of process as well as of program, 
and if the conference minister is to be of help to the 
congregation, he will need to help them analyze, 
among other things, how they have been functioning in 
relation to their pastors, what their mutual role 
expectations have been, and whether or not there has 
been a failure in communicating them. Finally, too, the 
issue of St. Augustine's is not only one of what 
constitutes appropriate music for worship but also of 
conflicting expectations for the church that have not 
been adequately communicated or resolved, and of a 
failure of communication between the youths and 
Father Cummings prior to the service. And Father 
Cummings' concluding comment also reflects the 
process dimension, that of the exercise of authority in 
the congregation. 

Program and process, therefore, are two quite 
important dimensions of congregational life around 
which concerns arise leading to the need for congrega­
tional study. Given the prominence in church circles in 
recent years of both program planning and evaluation 
strategies as well as organizational development em­
phases, there is a temptation to conclude that program 
and process exhaust the dimensions of congregational 
life where research may be of help. This, we maintain, 
reflects a serious shortcoming. As important as pro­
gram and process dimensions are, they are in fact 
almost always closely connected to two other aspects of 
congregational life: the social context of the congregation 
and the congregation's identity. 

By social context we refer to the setting, local and global, 
in which a congregation finds itself and to which it responds. 
Included in the context are people-their culture and 
characteristics, institutions and social groups, and the 
various social, political, and economic forces ope.rative 
in the setting. For each of the four congregations, a 
probing of its perplexities points to dimensions of its 
social context that are also operative in addition to 
program and process. Context factors are most obvious 
in the case of Heritage United Methodist Church. It was 
the analysis by the pastor and her committee of the 
social context of the congregation that led to her 
program proposal. Though the program was voted 
down, perhaps from faulty process as suggested above, 
the kind of analysis that was done was essential to the 
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development of the proposal. Less obvious but no less 
important is the power of the social context in the other 
congregations. The problem faced by the High Ridge 
Church session has much of its rootage in a conflict 
between symbols of otherworldly purity, important to 
some members, and the values and life-styles which 
other members bring to the congregation from their 
participation in what we call, in chapter 3, "social 
worlds." At High Ridge it is the social worlds of affluent 
Californians. And if we were to probe the concern of 
Hope United Church's leaders over the lack of program 
success, we might find them tied in part to issues in the 
surrounding context: for instance, it may be that its 
programs falter because the congregation is heavily 
stocked with the families of corporate managers who 
change jobs often and move before they can carry out 
the plans they have made. This is a factor in the social 
context of the church rather than a flaw in the design of 
its programs which can be blamed on the pastor. 
Likewise, analysis of the tensions surrounding worship 
in St. Augustine's would likely reveal that they cannot 
be separated from the different social worlds inhabited 
by older and younger members of the congregation, 
including the social worlds brought by those with 
Caribbean origins and those whose roots are in Black 
America. 

Finally, there is the dimension of congregational 
identity, which is perhaps even more often overlooked 
than its context as we seek to make sense of 
congregations. It is sometimes overlooked because we 
are not accustomed to thinking about the identity of a 
congregation. By identity, we mean that persistent set of 
beliefs, values, patterns, symbols, stories and style that make a 
congregation distinctively itself. The convictions about 
itself that constitute a congregation's identity are rarely 
stated, even by members to each other. Like the 
submerged bulk of an iceberg, they often remain below 
the surface. Their discovery and analysis are central to 
the understanding of congregational dynamics, as yet 
another look at the four congregational cases makes

clear. A probe of Heritage Church's failure to accept the 
housing proposal-or better still, as part of the 
congregational study that preceded the development of 
the proposal-might include analysis of. what the 
proposed changes would mean to those who currently 
carry the congregation's identity. The stubborn resis­
tance encountered by the proposal was more than a 
failure of communication; it can also be understood as 
an effort to protect the members' already precarious 
sense of identity. For those session members in the 
High Ridge Presbyterian Church, there was also a sense 
of precarious identity. Having recently changed affilia­
tion from a liberal to a more conservative denomina­
tion, they resisted a practice that they thought might 
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compromise the congregation's character symbolized 
by that change. Probing the identity issues around that 
change and the church's emerging self-image might be 
one helpful response which the pastor and others could 
make in dealing with the conflict. Perhaps, too, Hope 
United Church's pastoral search would be more 
successful if members and the denominational execu­
tive working with them were helped to bring to the 
surface the strong convictions that they harbor about 
who this congregation is, about its view of the world, its 
beliefs and values, and the particular moments of its 
history that are most important. It may be that the 
congregation is playing hide-and-seek with its suc­
cession of pastors: "Find us in our hiding place, or 
you're out of the game." Finally, congregational 
identity is particularly crucial for understanding the 
dynamics of St. Augustine. In the past, the congrega­
tion's identity was centered in large part around a single 
liturgy that had the power to unite people from diverse 
social worlds. But now, based on a new source of 
religious and cultural identity-the Black religious 
experience-younger leaders began to challenge not 
only the older identity but also the established authority 
figure. It is not fully possible to grasp what is happening 
in this congregation-as is also true for the other 
three-without insight into issues of identity (or clash 
of identities). 

These four aspects of a congregation-program, 
process, context and identity-form the organizing 
scheme of this handbook. They are constructs which we 
believe are useful for congregational study. We chose 
the four, not because they constitute a comprehensive 
model of the congregation that defines all that it is and 
encompasses every possible way of looking at it, but 
because they are dimensions of congregational life 
which are recognizable to people who invest their 
energies in churches. In fact, to a greater or lesser 
extent, the categories are in use in the everyday quest of 
church leaders and members to find sense and meaning 
in their common life. 

As already noted, program is the "face" most often 
visible both in the official self-representation of congre­
gations and to the outside world. In annual reports and 
articles on the religion page of the newspaper, 
congregations emphasize the program of the church, 
both its organizational arrangements (fellowship 
groups, committees) and the actual products-the 
annual bazaar, a food pantry, revival speakers, the 
youth group retreat. When churches are enmeshed in 
controversy, it is most often program issues they 
debate, such as repairing the organ or supporting fair 
housing. Denominational staff, seeking to be helpful, 
most often produce materials directed at developing 
particular programs of evangelism, education, steward-

13 

ship, social witness or spiritual growth. Program, then, 
constitutes one important dimension of a congrega­
tion's life. In terms of our interest in congregational 
studies, program is most often addressed in terms of 
strategies of needs assessment and program evalua­
tion, keeping in focus not only the desires and 
assessments of members but also the calling to be 
faithful to the gospel. 

The process dimension of church life is also very much 
in evidence. As we have noted, it is evident in a 
congregation's characteristic patterns of behavior, in 
the ways its members treat each other, in the 
agreements they make to maintain the coherence of the 
body and to nurture its growth. A newly-arrived 
minister may propose an open congregational meeting 
to debate some controversial issue in the congregation. 
"No," she may be told by a long-time lay leader. "That's 
not the way we fight in this church. Our way is to let 
things settle out and resolve themselves slowly." "Our 
way" is a characteristic of that congregation's process. 
Unlike programs that have a more recognizable 
content, process is frequently more hidden from view 
and can often only be inferred from other observations 
or descriptions by knowledgeable members of the 
congregation. 

Social context, though a persistent condition of the 
church's existence, is an aspect often obscured by the 
public bustle of programs or attention given to 
improving process. If the youth program falls on hard 
times, some churches have been known to endure a 
long series of program evaluations and attempts at new 
program strategies before they have taken a hard look at 
the demography of their neighborhoods or seen 
whether there is a significant cohort of young people to 
be attracted by any program whatever. (Of course, the 
opposite can be true. Some congregations may blame 
the context, when the problem may be better under­
stood as a failure of process.) What this discussion of 
the context illustrates well is that congregations can 
helpfully be thought of as "open systems," implying 
not only systemic interaction between the various 
dimensions-a point to which we will return below­
but also the interaction of congregations with their 
environments. Congregations have the potential to 
affect their contexts as they engage in mission, and they 
are also shaped by their environments ( even when they 
set themselves in opposition to the values or demands 
of the context). While its social context does not 
determine the commitments of a congregation, it does 
provide the setting within which the congregation must 
make its decisions. Furthermore, the context is not only 
"outside" the church; it also permeates the values and 
challenges the commitments of members, as we saw in 
several of the cases. We would note also that the 
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congregation's social context extends far beyond its 
immediate neighborhood and is global in scope. Both 
the universalism of the Christian faith and the 
interdependence of the global village in which we live 
make it difficult if not impossible for congregations to 
ignore the challenges and opportunities of this larger 
setting. 

Like context, identity is also a powerful shaping 
element of congregational life. But it is more often a 
hidden face of the congregation, publicly articulated 
and advertised only infrequently. Lodged in gossip, in 
unwritten rules, and in a myriad of tacit signs, the 
components of identity are more often stumbled upon 
than codified. In an interview with one of the 
contributors to the handbook, a pastor described a 
recent incident: 

Our committees in this parish . . . proposed some very 
interesting revisions of our worship space. Over a three-year 
period of study, a representative cross section of people ... 
proposed these things, and the church board received the 
proposals and the architect's drawings and adopted it and 
said here's what we're going to do. There was a storm--a 
torrent of protest unlike anything I ever experienced 
anyplace, and we have spent the last year trying to sort out 
what that means .... 

It's the damndest thing. I preach unorthodox, even 
heretical sermons fairly often, and three years ago the church 
board took the results of the sale of property [over a million 
dollars) and set it aside for the meeting of human need in [this 
city]. There's never a peep about the dramatic action on the 
part of the board. But when we said we wanted to move the 
pulpit a couple of meters to the left and the lectern just a 
couple to the right-I mean there was-a storm is not too 
strong a term. 3 

The inexperienced pastor, and many currently popular 
books on church leadership, would seek the source of 
the storm over moving the pulpit in the process used to 
make the decision. What procedures should be 
changed? How could those who protested the decision 
have been included at an earlier time so that they could 
have had "ownership" in the proposal? While these are 
not unimportant issues, this veteran pastor realized 
that the deeper issue here lies less in the process than in 
the function of the pulpit-and probably the whole 
configuration of furniture, space, and decoration-as a 
powerful symbol of the congregation's identity. 

1.3 Relationships Among the Four Dimensions 

Up to this point, we have emphasized the distinc­
tions among the four dimensions used to organize the 
handbook. But the connections among these facets are 
equally important. Three implications of the relation­
ships among them deserve special emphasis. 
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First, the four dimensions are not neat divisions or 
discreet categories. Each is a topic that suggests what 
kinds of data to gather and then helps to organize that 
data into coherent patterns. But much of the data may 
be relevant to more than one dimension. To use the 
most recent example: information gathered about the 
pulpit furor may reveal important insights about both 
process and identity and have relevance for programs 
of worship. Further, as our discussions of the cases 
indicated, the four categories are complex, and thus the 
lines of definition between them are difficult to draw. 
Program and process, for example, are very difficult to 
separate, both in abstract analysis and in studies of real 
life congregations. 

Second, the dimensions not only overlap, but there is 
also a constant interaction among them, reflecting the 
systemic character of a congregation to which we called 
attention previously. One way to illustrate this is to 
think of the congregation as a house. Its foundations, 
supports, walls, doors for entering and leaving, 
insulation from the world, and windows on the world 
are made from materials drawn from diverse sources of 
supply in its context. Some of these materials are close 
at hand-values, attitudes, and stories that the mem­
bers contribute from their personal storehouses to the 
project of building the congregation. Others are drawn 
from the surrounding neighborhood-social condi­
tions, local customs, and zoning regulations which 
influence the shape of the project. Still other elements 
are more exotic-traditions, symbols, and, again, 
values imported from the ancient and modem history 
of Christian churches everywhere, from national and 
Western culture, and from the global social and political 
realities that shape all of modem life. The house which 
emerges is finally a unique and new creation with an 
identity that is its own, a configuration of God's work in 
the world which is both more than and different from 
the sum or product of its building materials. But it has 
also, as just described, been inescapably shaped and 
formed by the materials of its context. And its 
identity-the way that the house takes its peculiar 
shape in interaction with the context-further affects 
what transpires within the various rooms of the house 
(its program) and how it takes place (its processes). Nor 
does the relationship between the house--with its 
distinctive identity, program and process-and its 
context by any means flow in only one direction. The 
congregation, the handiwork of God, acts on and 
changes the world that contributed to its construction. 
The new house changes the character of the neighbor­
hood, and any single house's impact on its context is 
carried even further as the neighborhood adds to and 
deepens the rich resources of the whole created world. 

Third, and critically important for the users of this 
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handbook, anyone who embarks on the study of a local 
church must recognize that each of the four dimensions 
is only one facet of a social, cultural and religious 
reality-the congregation-that has an essential integ­
rity. To concentrate all investigatory attention on any 
one dimension reduces the rich, full-bodied interplay of 
human and divine activity in a congregation to a flat 
abstraction. Certain fads in the study of the congrega­
tion have had this effect. Earlier in this century, the 
primary emphasis in the study of congregations was 
given to context and program. Demography was 
practically destiny as far as congregations were con­
cerned. Community religious censuses were taken, 
population pyramids were drawn of both the local 
community and the congregation, and programs were 
assessed in relation to community characteristics. 
Then, during the 1960s and 1970s, organizational 
development was "discovered" by the churches. 
Context was swiftly forgotten as we moved "beyond 
the population pyramid" and focused on the internal 
dynamics of the church. Program planning and 
evaluation, decision-making, communication, conflict 
management, and the "climate" or psychological 
well-being of the congregation came to be the dominant 
emphases. The study of congregational identity has yet 
to become a fad, though its day seems likely to come as 
increasing numbers of church leaders become aware of 
its importance and learn ethnographic techniques for its 
study. The point is that each of the four dimensions has 
become, or has the potential of becoming, the exclusive 
focus of study, and as such leads to an unfortunate and 
distorting reductionism. The part comes to stand for, 
even to define, the whole. Each of these four 
dimensions is important for understanding a congre­
gation, and studies of the congregation need to take a 
multi-dimensional approach. Yet, even when this is 
done, it is important to recognize that no one 
dimension, nor all of them together, can replace the 
integrity and God-given particularity of that congrega­
tion. 

1.4 Getting Started 

We have emphasized the importance of congrega­
tional studies, especially at those turning points in 
congregational life when new opportunities present 
themselves or old ways of doing things seem not to be 
working. Further, we have presented a perspective for 
thinking about congregations as one prepares to engage 
in congregational study. In the chapters that follow, we 
will look in some depth at each of the four dimensions 
and suggest methods and techniques for studying 
them. Before we turn to these more detailed discus­
sions, several general methodological comments may 
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be helpful for getting started with the process of 
disciplined study. Although there is something of a 
temporal sequence implied in the following steps, it is 
by no means invariant. 

First, there is a need to clarify and limit the task at hand. 
This is easier said than done. On the occasions when 
the need for congregational study arises, it is often 
difficult to be entirely clear about what the precise 
problem is, as the four cases illustrate. Some situations 
are simply "messes." The following quotation from a 
management specialist makes this point quite well and 
is applicable to many church situations: 

Managers are not confronted with problems that are 
independent of each other, but with dynamic situations that 
consist of complex systems of changing problems that interact 
with each other. I call such situations messes. Problems are 
abstractions extracted from messes by analysis .... Manag­
ers do not solve problems: they manage messes.• 

The denominational official working with the search 
committee at Hope United Church, for instance, has 
little idea what is at the heart of Hope's problem which 
has created the revolving door for its pastors. He might 
therefore encourage the leaders of the congregation to 
do more than fill out a new set of vacancy forms. Instead 
(or in addition) he might assist them in employing 
various studies as means of clarifying and defining their 
problem. 

The four dimensions of congregations-program, 
process, context and identity--offer one way of 
beginning to clarify and define the problems underly­
ing the "mess" a congregation may be experiencing. 
Using the four categories as a sort of map or guidebook 
points to different areas of congregational life that need 
to be explored in clarifying what the focus of the 
disciplined study will be. It may be that all four 
dimensions will be found relevant; or, one in particular 
may be the focus of the problem. In addition, some of 
the techniques described in the following chapters can 
be useful as exploratory devices oriented to problem 
definition rather than problem solution, and they may 
be useful gaining clarity about problems that lurk in the 
"mess" that the congregation experiences. 

However one proceeds to problem definition, it is 
essential that as much clarity as possible be gained so 
that the task for study can be defined and limited. The 
key question, "Why do we want this study?" needs to 
be answered as clearly as possible, and it needs to be 
asked continually throughout all the steps in the study 
process. 

A second step is determining who will be involved in the 
study process. There is no set answer to this question. In 
some cases, it will be the pastor and lay leadership of 
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the congregation who will take the initiative not only in 
calling for the study but in carrying it out. Whether 
directing the study process is undertaken by the pastor 
or by a lay leader(s), two guidelines are important. First, 
the group undertaking the study needs authorization 
by the congregation's governing body to do so. Without 
such authorization, it will be difficult to secure the 
needed information; equally as important, it is unlikely 
that the results of the study will be taken seriously. 
Second, and somewhat related, it is important to build 
ownership across the congregation for the study. 
Where possible, the study group should include 
representatives from various formal and informal 
interest groups within the congregation, and the 
congregation should be kept informed of the progress 
of the study, and especially of the results. It is to such a 
study group or team that the methods and techniques 
of the following chapters are directed. 

There are times, however, when outside assistance is 
important. One such situation is where the level of 
conflict within the congregation has escalated to the 
point that no person within the congregation is trusted 
to represent adequately the concerns of all groups that 
have an interest in the outcome. Outside assistance is 
also desirable when the study needed is more complex 
than congregational leaders are able to manage, either 
through lack of needed expertise or time. There are 
those who believe that outside assistance is generally 
advisable, not only because of the difficulty of the task 
of congregational study, but also because of the ability 
of an outsider to see things that congregational 
members cannot see because of their very familiarity 
with the situation. 5 We recognize the merits of this view 
while believing that it is also possible, and sometimes 
necessary, for a congregation to engage in a self-study. 

If a consultant is invited to assist the congregation in 
the study process, it is important that her or his 
credentials are checked in advance, preferably through 
people who have used the consultant's services in the 
past. Does she or he have the skills necessary for 
assisting in congregational study, ranging from assist­
ing in problem definition to the ability to gather, 
analyze, and interpret data and assist the congregation 
in its use? Some consultants may be skilled in process or 
program consultation but not equipped to assist in 
doing congregational study. Others may be skilled in 
research methods but lack the capacity to assist the 
congregation in interpreting and using the information 
in a helpful way. What is needed is someone who can 
assist with both tasks or a division of labor among 
several consultants. Also, it is important that the 
consultant not be tied to a single approach but be 
flexible enough to help the congregation gather and use 
whatever information is needed. In contracting with 
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the consultant, clarity should be developed concerning 
the consultant's role, access to members and to 
information, accountability, schedule, and cost. 

Third, a design for the study and a plan of work must be
developed. There are a number of issues involved, some 
of which will be touched on in greater detail in 
subsequent chapters, especially in chapter 6, where a 
number of more technical aspects of research methods 
will be discussed. 

An important consideration of study design is 
deciding what kind of information will be relevant and useful 
to address the task or problem that has been defined (step 1 
above). If the problem is primarily one of process, then 
program statistics or census data will probably be of 
limited relevance; however, a transcript of or a visit to a 
committee meeting will likely be of great value. 
Usefulness of the data is also a crucial consideration. 
What is sometimes of interest and importance to an 
academic researcher in testing or expanding theoretical 
understanding may be of limited usefulness to a 
congregation in dealing with its particular issues. ''Why 
do we want this information?" and "What will we do 
with it?" are important questions to be considered as 
one is deciding what information will be gathered in the 
study process. Finally, the credibility of the information 
to the audience who will use it must also be considered. 
The audience needs to be able to believe that the 
methods employed in the study process and the 
individuals who conducted the process are trustwor­
thy. A study team will save itself considerable grief in 
later stages of the process if it does a careful job of 
asking these questions of the relevance of the informa­
tion to understanding the problem that has been 
identified, its usefulness for decision making and 
problem resolution, and its credibility. 

Some information that meets these criteria will be 
relatively accessible. It already exists, for example, in 
annual reports, membership records, or Census docu­
ments. But new information will often also be needed to 
address the congregation's issue(s). Here, too, there are 
levels of ease of accessibility. It is relatively easy to 
develop and administer a simple pencil and paper 
questionnaire to ascertain member evaluations of 
particular programs; however, it is much more difficult 
to gain insight into more elusive aspects of a congrega­
tion's life, its identity, for example, or members' social 
worlds. These areas should not be avoided because of 
their elusiveness. Sometimes, like Jacob, one can only 
gain the "blessing" of insight into the congregation's 
dynamics if one is willing to engage in a "wrestling 
match" with these tough "angels." We do not mean to 
suggest that the often unknown and unconscious 
dimensions of a congregation are more powerful than 
more manifest ones in the decision making of a 
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congregation; however, unless the study team is willing 
to wrestle through to an understanding of them, they 
can haunt a congregation and make resolution of the 
issues impossible. 

A closely-related issue is how the information will be 
gathered. Some areas of congregational life lend 
themselves more easily to quantifiable data (whether 
easy or difficult to gather). Demographic characteristics 
of church members and community residents, rates of 
giving or attendance, and the strength with which 
beliefs, values, attitudes, or opinions about various 
aspects of congregational life are held can be obtained 
through structured interviews, questionnaires, or in 
some instances from existing records. Other areas of 
church life, as we have already noted, can only be studied 
by more qualitative methods involving a considerable 
degree of empathetic involvement on the part of the one 
gathering the information. Elements of a congregation's 
culture, expressed in its language, symbols, and rituals, 
or dimensions of congregational process can often only 
be studied through these more qualitative approaches. 
Various ethnographic techniques such as participant 
observation and open-ended interviews are best used in 
these situations. There is a temptation to set more 
quantitative methods over against more qualitative ones 
that involve greater subjectivity and empathy, and to say 
that one or the other is inappropriate for the study of 
congregations. A recent, very helpful book on congrega­
tional analysis by Christian educator Denham Grierson 
argues strongly for participant observation as the appro­
priate way to understand congregations and against more 
quantitative approaches. 6 Though we appreciate Grier­
son's position, we are much more eclectic in our 
approach. Each of us involved in producing this 
handbook probably leans in one direction or the other in 
preferred methodology and techniques; however, we 
believe that there are circumstances and issues for which 
more objective, quantifiable approaches are most help­
ful, and the same is true for the more subjective, 
qualitative and descriptive approaches. Often one will 
find her or himself using first one and then the other in 
the same situation. 

The how of gathering needed information will also 
necessitate other decisions, such as from whom it will be 
gathered and when. Will a questionnaire be administered 
or interviews conducted with the total congregation or a 
representative sample of members? How can first 
impressions and gossip (which are valuable resources 
for descriptive studies) be validated? What range of 
activities or aspects of church life will need to be 
observed in order to form reliable impressions? How 
will such observations or responses to unstructured 
interviews be recorded? How will the information 
gathered, whether quantitative or qualitative, be 
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analyzed, summarized, and reported so as to be 
maximally helpful for addressing the congregation's 
needs? These are critical questions for any congrega­
tional analysis and are treated at length in this book. 

The final step in the process of congregational study 
is that of planning for the use of the information to address the 
issue(s) that the congregation is facing. While it may seem 
gratuitous to include this-" After all, isn't that why the 
congregation undertook the process in the first 
place?" -there are many studies that have gathered 
dust upon completion because of inadequate attention 
to how they would be used. This is why we have 
insisted, in discussing several of the steps in the 
process, that attention be given to the ultimate use of 
the information: in the efforts to identify what the issue 
to be studied actually is; in being sure that the study 
team has authorization to proceed and therefore has 
some official status which warrants attention to their 
findings; in the process of selecting and contracting 
with a consultant; in the types of information one 
chooses to collect, making sure of its relevance to the 
issue and its usefulness in pointing to possible 
solutions; and in the techniques for gathering, analyz­
ing, and presenting the information. Even when all of 
this has been carefully done, there will be work 
remaining in deciding what, if anything, is implied by 
the data for responding to the issue, what those 
responses will entail, who will make them, when, and 
how. Such steps, which take us beyond the congrega­
tional study process into decision making and plan­
ning, are also beyond the scope of this handbook; 
nevertheless, they are a critical part of the flow that 
begins with recognition that the congregation has 
reached a turning point in its life and proceeds through 
congregational study to an informed response to the 
congregation's situation. 

Since this list of the steps in the process may seem 
rather daunting, it is worth recalling, as we conclude 
this section, why such studies are important. First, for 
troubled congregations, they will yield studies that 
bring clarity, intelligibility, and possibly improvements 
and solutions to many vexing issues in congregational 
life. For strong congregations, full of energy and hope, 
they will help identify directions for even greater 
mission and service. And for all kinds of congregations, 
the guidelines recounted here offer an order that makes 
it possible for a whole community-because it has 
entered into a common agreement on how to pro­
ceed-to participate in the enrichment and deepening 
of its self-understanding. It is on the basis of such 
self-understanding that God's work in and with local 
communities of believers becomes manifest, that love 
deepens and expands, and that the redemption of the 
whole created world finally depends. 
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1.5 Theology and the Study of the Congregation 

This affirmation of what we believe to be a core 
purpose of congregational studies brings us finally to 
identify several theological concerns which are at least 
implicit if not always explicit in our approach to the 
study of the congregation. While as authors of this 
handbook we differ among ourselves at a number of 
points concerning the relation of congregational studies 
and theology, there are several areas in which we share 
general agreement and which we believe should be 
stated, albeit briefly. 

We begin with the acknowledgment that we are 
neither neutral nor value free in our approach to 
congregations. We all come with a variety of values­
some theologically grounded, some from the disci­
plines of study that we represent, and some from 
interests that we bring. In the case of theological 
assumptions, for example, what one believes about 
God's purposes for the church will shape the agenda for 
what will be addressed in congregational study. Thus 
those who believe that it is God's intention for the 
church to grow will be led to study the congregation 
and its context in ways quite different from those who 
are more in sympathy with liberation theology and who 
assume that God has a preferential concern for the 
poor. We too have our own convictions about the 
church and God's purposes for it which we will indicate 
below. But before doing so, we wish to consider further 
how such convictions affect what we study and the 
conclusions we draw. 

Does acknowledging that we are not neutral or totally 
objective in our approach to congregations constitute a 
fatal flaw in our efforts at understanding? We think not; 
although, some who argue for the strict objectivity of a 
scientific approach would doubtless say yes. While 
one's values and beliefs, as we acknowledge, do 
influence what one looks for and is able to see in 
studying a congregation, they need not prevent one 
from taking an approach that is disciplined and 
rigorous, that follows rules and procedures that are 
open to the inspection of others. Nor does it imply that 
honesty in gathering data and drawing inferences 
about the data is impossible. 

The importance of discipline, rigor, openness, and 
honesty in studying congregations cannot be overem­
phasized. Because of deeply held values and commit­
ments, often unstated and even unrecognized by us, 
there is a danger that we will see only what agrees with 
what we already believe and value and deny that which 
we do not believe or value. There is an old story about 
certain theologians who refused to look into Galileo's 
telescope when invited, because they were afraid of 
seeing something that they could not believe. We 
believe, however, that the approach and methods 
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advocated in this handbook work against refusing to 
see what we do not wish to see by stressing a discipline 
of study with rules for proceeding and sharing findings 
that are public and communal, not private. While these 
things do not guarantee honesty nor totally rule out the 
possibility of avoidance or denial, they make them 
much more difficult. 

However, the fact that we bring our th_eological 
assumptions and values to congregational study can 
also have a positive effect. Not only do our assumptions 
direct our efforts at defining what we want to know, but 
they also help us in raising the questions that we want 
to put to the data we collect. Furthermore, it is easy to 
get "taken in" or seduced by the appearance of the 
objectivity and "hardness" of one's findings. Rather 
than not believing what we see, sometimes the opposite 
temptation is there: to believe only what we see and to see 
no possibilities in and beyond the apparent givenness 
of what is. If, for example, what we see is a negative or 
very difficult situation facing the congregation-for 
example, a deteriorating neighborhood or a serious 
financial shortfall-there is the temptation to accept the 
situation as a given that has no possibilities for a 
creative and faithful response. But congregational 
study that is rooted in a belief that God is at work for 
good in all things can inform a lively and playful 
imagination that leads us to push beyond a determinis­
tic acceptance of the apparent givenness of the 
situation. In the interplay between the congregation's 
present being and envisioned possibilities for its 
becoming, new openings for ministry and mission in 
and through its present circumstances may be discov­
ered. By so informing our imaginations, our beliefs and 
convictions play an important positive role in the 
process of congregational studies. 

Having said this, what are our convictions about 
congregations that we as authors of this handbook 
bring to the study process? Our affirmation of the 
significance and centrality of the congregation with 
which we began this chapter grows out of a twofold 
conviction that local congregations are major carriers 
and shapers of the faith tradition of the church, and that 
God is at work powerfully in and through them. To be 
sure, there are other carriers and shapers of the 
church's heritage and interpreters of God's activity in 
the world, such as Scripture, creeds, ecclesiastical 
councils, denominational agencies, or theological se­
minaries. There has been a tendency to think of these 
sources as primary bearers of the tradition and 
interpreters of the activity of God in the world, and to 
consider local congregations essentially as consumers 
of truth generated from other sources. We disagree. As 
important for the life and mission of the church as these 
other interpreters of God's activity are-and we would 
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add to the list prophetic voices standing outside the 
church-they are not the reservoirs of truth from which 
dependent local churches are simply to be spoon-fed. 
God is alive and active in the local church at least as 
much as in the theological centers or church hierar­
chies. Thus, we bring to the study of congregations an 
expectation that we will find evidences of God's activity 
in and through these local bodies and through the 
efforts of their members to live out their faith. 

We are not so narve as to believe that all that is said 
and done by local congregations and their members is 
faithful to the gospel. There is more often than not a 
tension, if not a conflict, between faithfulness to the 
gospel that is confessed in a local congregation and the 
actual living out of that gospel in the behavior of the 
congregation as a corporate body or in the lives of its 
members. Congregational study is an important means 
of holding up these behaviors for examination in the 
light of the faith a congregation espouses. In the chapter 
on congregational identity, we will consider further 
ways of examining possible tensions that may exist 
between the broader Christian tradition (what we call 
the great tradition) and the distinctive traditions of local 
congregations (the little tradition). We might add, 
however, that we believe that other bearers and shapers 
of the faith tradition are also subject to tension between 
the understanding of the faith they convey and what it 
is that God is calling churches to be and do in new and 
different situations. Being anchored in interpretations 
of the faith in the tradition that seem anachronistic in 
light of present realities-as, for example, theological 
assumptions based on the pre-Copernican view of the 
earth as the center of the universe-is no better than the 
failures of local congregations to practice what they 
preach. Congregational study is also helpful in these 
situations by assisting congregations ( and other bearers 
of the tradition) to examine traditions in light of present 
realities as a part of their efforts to respond to the 
leading of the Spirit. 

In our belief that congregations are key bearers and 
shapers of the faith tradition and that God is at work in 
and through them, we are affirming an essentially 
incarnational view of the church. It is our conviction 
that God's presence to the world in the ministry and 
mission of Jesus is continued in and through the life and 
ministry of local congregations as well as other 
expressions of the church. Much of what the world sees 
and knows of the Gospel and its meaning for life; much 
of what it sees and knows of God's concern for the poor, 
the suffering and alienated; much of what it knows of 
God's concern for reconciliation and peacemaking; it 
sees and knows through the life and activities of 
congregations and their members at the local level. It is 
through these often frail, earthen vessels that the Word 
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becomes flesh in different times and places and under 
changing circumstances. 

In the Incarnation, God became present to the world 
in human form, in a particular place, at a particular 
historical moment, in a particular society and culture. 
While, in effect, this limited who could hear the Word 
and how they would hear it through available language 
and cultural forms, this very particularity made the

Word hearable and seeable. And while the Resurrection

was, in one sense, a freeing of the Word from those 
particularities so that it could become fully universal, it 
was, in another sense, a freeing of the Word so that it 
could become particular again and again, in different 
times and places, under different social and cultural 
forms, and be given voice in a multitude of languages. It 
is our conviction that local congregations are one of 
those instances through which the Word continues to 
become flesh. 

But if this is true, then congregations need to be 
helped to discern the intention and tendency of Jesus' 
ministry in which they are called to participate, to 
examine their present life in terms of that intention, and 
also to find ways of becoming truly indigenous in the 
social and cultural setting which they find themselves 
called to serve. We believe that congregational study 
can assist in this process by holding congregational life 
up for such critical inspection: considering its programs 
and processes, its relation to its social and cultural 
context, and its identity. To what extent is a particular 
congregation captive to past expressions of faith and 
practice that are unfaithful to God's calling in the 
present? Or conversely, to what extent is the congrega­
tion-open system that it is-so captive to its context 
that it has lost its critical edge? What opportunities exist 
for it to become more faithful and authentic in its 
particular place and circumstances at this time in its life? 
A commentator on an early draft of the handbook 
illustrates the potential of such questioning from the 
perspective of liberation theology, and provides a 
helpful conclusion to this introductory chapter: 

The real promise of Congregational Studies in the context of 
the American church is that it may become a means of 
indigenizing our theological heritage in the first world in the 
way that base communities are doing in the third world. As 
such it could be the salvation of liberation theology which 
now admires the application of the gospel abroad but cannot 
imagine what shape the church should take at home. In its 
anxiety to be prophetic, liberation theology tends to project 
scenarios for the American church that fly by the reality of 
congregational life as it is. 7 

The comment sums up well our conviction about the 
contribution that congregational studies can make to 
congregations as they seek to be faithful in continuing 
the ministry of Jesus in their particular time and place. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Identity 

To speak of the identity of a congregation is a way of 
talking about the "we" that persists through shifting 
styles and circumstances. No matter how drastically 
changes affect a congregation, it remains "us," recog­
nizable in many ways both to members and to other 
observers. Another way of putting it, as we did in 
chapter 1, is that the identity of a congregation is the 
persistent set of beliefs, values, patterns, symbols, 
stories, and style that makes a congregation distinctive. 
A congregation's identity is a result of the elaborate 
communication among its members through which 
they share perceptions of themselves, their church, and 
the world-communication in which t�y develop and 
follow common values and by which they engage in 
corporate recollection, action, and anticipation. Iden­
tity itself changes over time, but it mirrors a congrega­
tion's enduring culture. 

Context, the subject of the next chapter, focuses on 
how environment conditions the life of a local church; 
however, identity explores the individuality of a 
congregation that distinguishes it from its conditioning 
environment. The larger context gives a church, say, its 
suburban, white, middle-class, Lutheran, Texan, late 
twentieth century attributes; but the manner in which 
the congregation incorporates these factors within its 
own culture differentiates its identity from all the forms 
the same environing factors elsewhere take. Likewise, a 
congregation's program and process, the subject of 
chapters 4 and 5, can be studied in their own right as the 
structures and activities (program) and the underlying 
dynamics (process) through which the congregation 
gives expression to its ministry and mission. And, 
while a congregation's programs and processes-for 
example, its church school or its style of planning-will 
share much in common with those of other congrega­
tions, they will also manifest distinctive characteristics, 
peculiar to that congregation, as they are shaped by the 
congregation's singular identity. 

Christian congregations proclaim their identity to be 
summed up and ascribed in Jesus Christ. The methods 
of empirical analysis employed in the description of a 
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congregation's identity, a number of which we will

describe, do not qualify or deny the theological 
understandings of a local church as the body of Christ 
or the household of God, but rather they help one 
understand something of the manner in which a 
congregation perceives its unique historical life and 
expression within the gospel promise. As individuals 
may simultaneously identify themselves to be Chris­
tians and yet to have unique personalities, so a 
congregation can, without compromising its Christian 
attributes, claim a singular corporate character. 

2.1 Situations 

Although as susceptible of analysis as the context, 
program, or process of a congregation, identity is often 
its less examined aspect. Consider how the issue of 
identity lurks below the surface of the church situations 
described in chapter 1. 

Case 1: The graying Methodist church that hesitates 
to house the elderly. Ostensibly the issue presents a 
conflict between the pastor and her board, and requires 
program and process skills for its resolution, as well as 
an understanding of the dynamics of the context. But 
note how both the pastor's initiative and the board's 
resistance draw their definition from aspects of iden­
tity. Contributing to the tension are symbols of what the 
church represents to its members ("the classic beauty of 
its sanctuary") and understandings of Heritage's 
heritage (its traditions of social service; its long life of 
Christian action and challenge). We learn that Heri­
tage's problem also springs from its demographic profile: 
an aging membership with a "dying" image in a lively 
neighborhood. In its attempt to establish priorities, the 
Heritage board searches to express its authentic 
character. Symbols, heritage, demographic profile, and 
character are all elements of a church's identity that will 
be examined later in this chapter. 
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Case 2: The breakaway congregation threatened by 
wine at a wedding party. Here is a church that has 
recently paid unusual attention to its identity, finding 
its beliefs and values sufficiently at odds with those of 
its founding denomination to sever its connection. Its 
own world view has been projected by a popular pastor 
and media ministry. Its contemporary ritual gives it 
further distinction. In the wedding wine incident, 
moreover, it faces a test of character. What, members 
now ask, constitutes the faithful nature of the congre­
gation? Like the element of character, those of 
congregational world view and ritual form other 
features of identity that this chapter examines. 

Case 3: The pretty white church that blames its 
pastors. The conference minister presses the congrega­
tion to explore its identity more fully. He wants 
members to move beyond the mere facts of their 
policies and program in order to explore their painful 
history. Pulpit ghosts, fights and funny situations, 
saints and grief-all crowd the collective past of the 
congregation, seemingly too hurtful for them to 
examine formally. This chapter therefore descibes ways 
to examine the local church's history as an element 
essential to its identity. 

Case 4: The black Episcopal church seeking an 
authentic heritage. The struggle of St. Augustine's 
Church to sing its Lord's song so illustrates the many 
dimensions of identity that the story forms the 
backdrop of the next section. 

2.2 Elements of Identity 

In psychological terms, identity is the singular sense 
of who one is. The concept of identity becomes more 
complex when it describes a quality possessed by a 
group such as St. Augustine's Church. Here identity 
again refers to a reflexive awareness, but now meanings 
are communicated not merely within a single person 
but within a group, now by what Clifford Geertz, 
following Max Weber, calls "webs of significance." 1 The 
web of meanings-the network of natural awarenesses, 
beliefs, values, goals-is a way of speaking about the 
culture of a local church. The identity of a congregation is 
the perception of its culture by either an observer or the 
congregation itself. The function of observers is impor­
tant because they often contribute to the meaning that a 
group comes over time to attach to itself. 

The struggle for an authentic heritage in St. Augus­
tine's provides an instructive example of collective 
identity. In spite of deliberate and prolonged attempts 
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in slaveholding days to destroy an Afro-American 
understanding of roots, solidarity, and religion, and in 
spite of present-day oppressions that erode a sense of 
cultural worth and purpose, members of St. Augus­
tine's are struggling, not without conflict, to meld and 
enrich an identity that honors their Anglican heritage 
and their black religious experience. The tension over 
the music marks part of their quest for their unique 
identity. 

St. Augustine's experience offers a lesson to church 
analysts in what to expect in congregational identity: 

1. Identity often opposes despair. Without the
meaning and self-awareness that a positively valued 
identity gives, this and any congregation is likely to 
drift without direction. Both aspects of St. Augustine's 
identity-Anglican and black-were positively valued, 
and the conflict that ensued over them, though 
frustrating to Father Cummings, signals an essentially 
healthy situation. Both aspects of this congregation's 
identity enabled it to discover and affirm its particular­
ity, and prevented it from drifting without definition, 
taking cues from whatever might come along. Without 
a positively valued, collective identity---even a divided 
one seeking reconciliation-the congregation could be 
without hope, having little sense of present character 
and thus small expectation for themselves in the future. 
A despondent group is often dissociated from the web 
of meanings that forms its identity and gives coherence 
to its experience; its identity is out of touch with its 
present circumstances. 

Congregations that give all of their attention to 
programs, process, and context and no attention to the 
relationship of these dimensions to identity are in 
danger of despair. Any local church can become so 
occupied with the dynamics of its programs, the 
resolutions of its process, and its transactions with its 
environment that its sense of intrinsic identity becomes 
diffuse and disregarded. The church may so focus its 
activities and adaptations that it forgets to comprehend 
who it is and why it invests in such behavior. 

2. St. Augustine's identity has a number of dimen-
sions open to analysis: 

a. Cognizance of the struggle of the group
through its history. Not only does a church
acknowledge a heritage that in part transcends its
own experience; it also recalls its own particular
story that traces its life to the present and into the
future.

b. An appreciation of the traditions that consti­
tute the congregation's heritage. Heritage gives a
continuity and legitimation to a group's outlook
and ideals.

c. Perceptions of the way things are: a world view
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that gives a particular significance to human lives 
and larger happenings. 

d. The use of symbols. Certain signs that convey
powerful meaning also express and reinforce the
identity of a church.

e. A practice of group ritual. Repetitive actions
that have more than utilitarian significance, such
as ways of greeting, celebration, negotiation,
intimacy, and grief, are another dimension of
collective identity.

f. An understanding of the group's demographic
picture. Groups have an image of their more
measurable characteristics and possessions such
as age, sex, race, class location, education,
property, and power.

g. A grasp of group character. Churches exhibit
and recognize in themselves a particular configu­
ration of values and dispositions that frame that
group's ethos.

3. An analysis of St. Augustine's identity must bear in
mind both identity's integrative function of being in the 
present and its transformative function of becoming as it 
moves into the future. Some students of identity restrict 
their definition of identity to the former function, but 
our observation of St. Augustine's suggests that a 
group's perception of itself involves both what it finds 
itself to be and what it determines to become. Gaining 
appreciation of heritage is not merely to enhance the 
sense of its present state of being; it is also, as Erik 
Erikson says of identity in general, an "accrued 
confidence,"2 a dimension that enables members to 
transform even their own nature in future liberation. St. 
Augustine's has not only a unique heritage of an 
Anglican tradition but is also adjusting to a different 
future. A similar sense of both being and becoming 
accompanies any congregation's apprehension of its 
identity. In fact, so consciously occupied are some 
present-day American congregations with what they 
might become, spiritually and socially, that they may 
overlook their being-who they now are. 

To emphasize only being reduces the elements of 
identity to traits that freeze corporate life in a 
museum-like preservation. To emphasize only the 
phenomena of becoming, on the other hand, diminishes 
church identity to wraithlike transience. Strategies that 
seek a homogeneous congregation with members of 
similar outlooks and backgrounds tend to get trapped 
in the first mistake: seeing identity solely in terms of 
being. When we feel the attraction of " our kind of folks" 
we are responding to a given set of identity traits, a 
sameness that assures us that our character would not 

23 

be lost in adaptation. Strategies, however, that seek

new liberationist structures for congregations tend to 
fall into the second snare that sees identity only in terms 
of becoming. In our quest for social change we may 
think our church can leave behind its present culture 
and enter another context without loss of identity. 
Neither strategy usually works; neither provides the 
"accrued confidence" that finds in congregational 
identity both its reliance upon being and its capacity to 
become. 

A full exposition of congregational identity juxta­
poses functions of being and of becoming. Specifically 
that means that in the analysis of the various aspects of 
a congregation's identity, one should look for both of 
these functions, to wit: 

History: both its representation of the past and 
its expectation of the future; 

Heritage: both the integrative and transformative 
forces of tradition; 

World View: perceptions of both order and of crises 
that counter it; 

Symbols: both their cohesive focus and also their 
"multivocality" that changes life; 

Ritual: both repetitive action and its access to 
"liminality" in which the group dis­
cards normal corporate structure; 

Demography: both the naturally given attributes of 
members and their desire to change 
their demography by assimilating dif­
ferent member types; 

Character: both its characteristic traits and also the 
sense of  "having character" that 
chooses the way of difficult adaptation. 

The parables of Jesus were an early portrayal of the 
identity of people. On the one hand the stories deal 
with familiar, integrative aspects of being, such as 
shepherding, lost coins, and worship in terms of which 
hearers could identify and locate themselves. On the 
other hand, they conclude with stranger, transforma­
tive events of becoming such as the justified sinner and 
th':! welcomed uninvited. A similarly parabolic outlook 
is needed to understand the full identity of a 
present-day religious community. Identity reflects both 
being and becoming. Expressing neither just fashion 
nor just unconvention, identity binds both these 
modalities in representing congregations that Paul calls 
households of God-a designation that, like identity, 
juxtaposes the familiar and the strange. 

In the following sections we consider each of the 
aspects of identity with suggestions for gathering and 
analyzing information about a congregation's identity. 
There is a certain eclecticism about the elements we 
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consider; they are like multiple facets of a precious 
stone, each of which reveals something distinctive 
about the stone. There are, however, obvious overlaps 
between the aspects that should not be ignored. No one 
congregational study team will likely find it necessary 
to explore all of the elements we treat, but we 
recommend analysis of several elements as essential for 
discovering the richness of the congregation's identity. 

2.3 History 

2.3.1 History and Identity 

When somebody is genuinely interested in who we 
are, we soon start recounting to them incidents in our 
past that reveal additional aspects of our nature. As 
Denham Grierson has written, "The act of remem­
bering is essential for the creation of identity and 
corporate integrity in any community. A community is 
by definition a sharing together of significant happen­
ings, the substance of which comes largely from 
remembering."3 But as Grierson implies, not every­
thing that has happened to us is of equal significance. 
We could easily bore our friend with accounts of how 
we tied our shoes or bought groceries. Thousands of 
events happen to us each week; relatively few are worth 
remembering for their disclosure of who we are, either 
to ourselves or to someone else. To distinguish the one 
type of happening from the other, Norman Perrin 
speaks of both "history" and the "historic."4 History 
could conceivably acknowledge any sort of incident; a 
focus on the historic restricts apprehension to those 
occurrences that distinguish their subject's identity. 
Were we to be musing about a present-day congrega­
tion a half century from now, the historic elements in 
that church's history would be the stories, large and 
small, that would most helpfully characterize the 
present group for us. 

Many attempts to articulate parish history get 
trapped in describing the less telling regularities of the 
past and have little to say about a congregation's more 
historic activity, such as its founding, significant 
experiences in its past, critical turning points, impor­
tant people or "heroes" past and present. Annual 
reports, for example, may concentrate only upon 
statistics and programs. Parish profiles prepared to 
guide the selection of a new pastor or adoption of a new 
strategy tend to get locked in cross sections of opinion 
without exploring their historic antecedents. Amateur 
histories of local churches are sometimes little more 
than genealogies, or chronicles of predictable changes 
in leadership, property or program. 

Suggested below are two ways of gaining a deeper 
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appreciation of the historic "plot" in which congrega­

tional identity develops. 5 

2.3.2 Gathering Oral History 

Pastors may already encourage the older members of 
the congregation to reminisce merely for therapeutic 
reasons, but the activity also provides an opportunity 
that could strengthen the congregation's understand­
ing of its story. Long-term members are a primary 
source for oral history. Other members besides the 
pastor, of course, can be the investigators, and the 
project can be carried forth to several different 
conclusions that would enrich the identity of the 
congregation. 

Critical to the process are guided interviews. Ques­
tions like the following would be asked members who 
have been intimately associated with the church for 
shorter and longer times: 

What's the news around the church now? 
Tell me about your association with the church. 
What changes have you noticed about the church 

during the time you have been associated with it? 
What has happened that you would like not to have 

occurred? 
What has happened that you would like to have been 

followed up in a different way? 
More specific questions would follow such general 

inquiries. Informants might also contribute documents 
and other artifacts to a project, but the purpose would 
not be primarily the accumulation of archives. More 
important to a congregation's "becoming" would be its 
development of a recognized plot played out in its 
actions, sermons, administrative deliberations, enter­
tainment, and education. 

2.3.3 Time Line 

Another way of gaining a firmer understanding of the 
historic is to gather a group of parishioners for an 
evening of disciplined recollection. Tape up on a wall a 
long sheet of wide, light paper, and mark a longitudinal 
line from one end to the other, a third of the way from 
the paper's top. Put the founding date of the 
congregation at the left end of the line, the present date 
at its right end. Mark off in suitable time intervals the 
intervening period: decades, single years, and so forth. 

1. Encourage members to recall important events in the
church's past. Title these and note them on the paper
near their date, but below the line.

2. In the section above the line describe at their
appropriate date significant events of the neighbor­
hood, region, nation, and world.
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3. Encourage participants in their attempts to connect
and elaborate the events noted.

4. Leave the paper up so that participants may later
supplement their findings.

5. Record and transcribe the session for multiple uses,
including more comprehensive inquiries into the
history of the congregation. The time line may be an
item for general distribution to the membership.

Figure 2-A provides an example of a brief segment of 
a congregation's time line. 

Figure 2-A 

A "Slice" of a Time Line 

Plant 
dismisses 
750 workers 

Big flood 

1977 Baseball team 
wins title 

Pa Patriarch 
dies 

Vietnamese 
family 

New Couples' 
Group 

Revised 
Administrative 
Board 
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first black mayor 

1978 

Serious 
budget 

crisis 

Fine 
Christmas 
pageant 

Young people 
petition for 
greater worship 
informality 

Perhaps nowhere in the study of a congregation's 
identity are its dual aspects of "being" and "becoming" 
more patent than in writing a parish history. In its 
history, that which a congregation be is glimpsed in the 
changes that compose what it becomes. One way to 
reflect upon the nature of transformation in congrega­
tional history is to characterize the dominant functions 
of successive historical events in a congregation and to 
note how one function seems achieved at the expense of 
another. 

Were we to treat history as a story, we could delineate 
four different functions that events may assume in its 
plot. We use the slang of narrative analysis to identify 
the functions. 

1. Plots link. Within the cascade of events that
constitute the total past of a congregation, a plot (or 
history) connects relatively few incidents and aligns 
them as a sequence significant to understanding the 
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character of the parish. The Greeks called this function 
anamnesis. 

2. Plots thicken. They complicate a single story line by
also involving other unintegrated factors in parish life. 
Thickening is an action of acknowledging disparate 
elements in congregational life. 

3. Plots unfold. They show cause and effect. Certain
events are historic primarily because they seem to be 
the instruments of subsequent happenings, not be­
cause they identify the congregation or thicken its plot. 
In unfolding, plot gives reason for the course of events. 

4. Plots twist. They are not predictable; a parish
history is not, therefore, a rigid formula by which the 
future is projected. Plots rather manifest the uncertain. 
They do not just unfold; they move in surprising 
directions that especially reflect the ''becoming" aspect 
of parish identity. 

An analysis of parish history might include the 
following exercise: 

1. Develop a comprehensive account of the congre­
gation's last decade. Note what seem to be the 
somewhat distinct events within the history. 

2. Ask which of the four functions seems most active
in each event: linking, thickening, unfolding, twisting. 
All functions accompany each event, but one will 
probably seem to dominate the manner in which it has 
been related. 

3. Ask which of the four functions seems most
suppressed in any single event. There is evidence that 
in undertaking a certain action a congregation dimin­
ishes its attention to other functions. 

4. Ponder the sequence of functional emphases and
suppressions. Does the pattern itself suggest anything 
about the character of the congregation? 

2.4 Heritage 

2.4.1 Heritage and Identity 

The heritage of a congregation is that which comes to 
it out of its past by inheritance. At first glance, heritage 
and history might seem to refer to the same matter; 
however, we do not use them synonymously here. 
Heritage represents what a congregation considers to 
be its sacred deposit from its total past, while history 
tells the congregation's own particular story. By 
heritage, then, we will mean a congregation's acknowl­
edgement of the inheritance of beliefs and practices about the 
Christian faith and life and the purpose of the church that it has 
by virtue of being a Christian church and standing in that 
particular historical stream. These beliefs and practices-­
the Christian heritage-are contained not only in the 
Scriptures, but in the creeds and confessions, the 
councils of the church, the writings, liturgies, hymns, 
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and stories of the church through the ages in its variety 
of denominational expressions. They are mediated to 
an individual congregation, not only through the 
denominational stream of which it is a part, but also 
through the peculiar experiences of the congregation 
itself, both in its past and present. 

We shall come back to this dual character of a 
congregation's heritage. First, however, what is the 
relation of heritage to identity? The heritage, as we have 
restricted its use here, contributes a singularly impor­
tant element to the web of meanings that constitutes a 
congregation's identity: its identity as a Christian 
community rather than a Jewish synagogue or Buddhist 
temple, a service club, a corporation or a university. To 
be sure, a congregation's web of meanings may include 
elements that are similar to these other collectivities­
sometimes, some would say, to the point of obscuring 
its identity as a Christian congregation; however, it is its 
Christian heritage that contributes a distinctive element 
to a congregation's identity and sets it off from other 
communities. Thus heritage is especially important in 
defining the boundaries of a congregation's identity. 

The two-sided character of the heritage of a congre­
gation that we noted previously-its inheritance as a 
part of the Church Universal (mediated through its 
denomination) and that which comes to it through its 
particular local history as a congregation-is an 
important distinction for consideration of the relation 
between heritage and congregational identity. As they 
have studied religious life in various societies, anthro­
pologists and others have sometimes used a distinction 
between two types of traditions that exist simultan­
eously within the same religion. Although the distinc­
tion has been given various names, we will refer to it, 
following Robert Redfield, as the "great tradition" and 
the "little tradition."6 By the great tradition, we refer to 
the classic expression of a particular religion. It is the 
official or orthodox tradition (although we know that 
within Christianity there have been numerous "ortho­
doxies" reflecting the various denominational streams). 
Some Protestant groups have wanted to restrict the 

great tradition to the Bible---sola scriptura; however, 
they have frequently developed creedal or confessional 
statements in addition to the Bible, and they also have 
stories about and writings of various Christian lumin­
aries and denominational founders-St. Augustine, St. 
Francis, St. Teresa, Luther, Calvin, or Wesley, for 
example. These also come to have a place in the great 
tradition. Scholars in theological seminaries and ecclesi­
astical councils as well as the official leaders of a 
congregation often feel a special responsibility for 
exemplifying and perpetuating the great tradition. 

At the same time, however, there is the little, or local, 
tradition of a congregation. It is that particular 
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distillation of beliefs and practices from out of the great 

tradition, mixed with elements of the peculiar history 
and experiences of the congregation. Of course, we 
should not forget that the great tradition also reflects 
the experiences and peculiar histories of individuals 
and congregations in the past that have now been 
incorporated into the stream of the great tradition.7 
Nevertheless, each congregation has its own little 
tradition, its peculiar interpretation of Christian faith 
and practice, which may be commensurate with the 

great tradition or at odds with it at one or several points. 
The conflicts that have developed in many white 
congregations over the inclusion of blacks in the 
membership point to the tension that exists between 
the universalism of the great tradition and the 
particularism of some little traditions. Within the great 
tradition, an inclusive church is the norm; within the 
little tradition of First Church, Centerville, the congre­
gation's wisdom about how to handle such things as 
racial, ethnic, or social class differences has taken on 
sacred status which the congregation aims to maintain. 
The little tradition of a congregation is perpetuated 
informally by a larger number of church members than 
those charged with maintaining the great tradition. 

The tension that often exists in congregations 
between its great and little traditions is an important 
dynamic to be considered in congregational analysis, 
and a potentially important ingredient in the kind of 
reflection in a congregation that can lead to renewal. A 
congregation's heritage (drawn from the great and little 
traditions) forms part of its present identity-its being. 
And there are expressions of that heritage, currently 
neglected, that can shape its potential identity-its 
becoming. In one of the analyses of the congregation 
which formed the focus of the book, Building Effective 
Ministry, the current theological identity (called there 
the "operational theology") of the congregation-an 
upper middle class congregation in an affluent sub­
urb--was described as follows: 

The "operational" beliefs of the congregation . . . are 
centered in belief in a God who loves individuals, calls them 
to fulfill their potential as individuals, forgives and supports 
them when they fall short and are hurt, and blesses them with 
the good life. There is an especially strong belief that 
individuals are called to fulfill their potential and must refuse 
to give up or to sell themselves short. 

This operational belief system also seems to carry over into 
the belief that the congregation itself must refuse to sell itself 
short or to be less than "the best show in town." .. . Addi­
tionally, the theme, repeated several times by leaders, that the 
congregation must be a "hospital" to bind up those hurt by 
the stresses and strains of life seems also to be a part of the 
operational belief structure and parallels the individual's 
belief in a loving, forgiving, supporting God.8 

These beliefs reflect the peculiar refraction of parts of 
the great tradition through the congregation's little 
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tradition. While the beliefs are in tension with 
important themes of the great tradition, the congrega­
tion nevertheless stands in that tradition. The Christian 
heritage is a part of its identity, and the broader 
elements of that heritage are available to members as a 
resource for critiquing and challenging elements of 
their current identity. As a theologian analyzing the 
same congregation pointed out, 

It is true that this congregation falls far short of the biblical 
promises of what the congregation can be, but for all of that, 
we must remember that it is a community of the people of 
God. That is the audacious claim they can make and that claim 
is an expression of hope in God .... [T]his church is the body 
of Christ. That statement is one of belief in God's promise to 
be with Wiltshire Church and to be for Wiltshire Church. It is 
an expression of my expectation that community is, has been, 
and will be justified by God in her gracious and steadfast 
love.9 

2.4.2 Exploring a Congregation's Heritage 

There are a number of ways--more than can be 
described here-for exploring a congregation's heritage 
as it contributes to its identity. We will note several that 
we believe are especially helpful for a congregation that 
would explore both its great and little traditions and the 
relationship that exists between them. First, however, 
let us describe essentially what is at stake in any such 
exploration. 

On the one hand, there is the need to understand the 
current being of the congregation with respect to its 
heritage-its present theological identity. This involves 
study of what Joseph Hough10 calls the " 'documents' 
of a congregation, living and written." These docu­
ments, Hough continues, "must be examined in order 
to determine the present, concrete working under­
standing that the congregation has of itself. This 
analysis should make transparent the purpose of the 
congregation as it is articulated and understood by the 
members." Among such "documents" available for 
analysis are: 

-the beliefs held by congregational members
-themes and dominant theological images com-

municated in sermons, liturgies (to be explored
further in the section on ritual), symbols (to be
explored further in the section on symbols),
teaching, and written sta�ements of the congrega­
tion's purpose

-and behavioral expressions of the congregation's
theological identity in its organizational life, both
internal and external

On the other hand, there is a need to examine the 
congregation's present theological identity in light of 
elements of the great tradition. To quote Hough further: 
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Utilizing an explicit understanding of the nature of the 
congregation based on interaction with the biblical and 
theological sources, the analyst [of the relation of identity and 
heritage] becomes an external critic, raising questions about 
the adequacy of the congregation's self-understanding in 
light of the universal theological dialogue in the church about 
the mission and ministry of the church as the body of Christ in 
the world. Theological analysis has this normative function. It 
calls the church into account to be faithful to its covenant with 
God and to respond creatively to the promises of God for the 
church and the world. 11 

How does one put together these two foci of the 
analysis of a congregation's theological identity? Analy­
sis of the theological themes present in the "docu­
ments" of the congregation may follow several different 
strategies. 

One may proceed in an inductive fashion, listening 
attentively for themes, images and metaphors that are 
present in the various kinds of documents referred to 
above. Participant observation, unstructured inter­
views, and content analysis of written materials (such 
as sermons, church school literature, annual reports 
and meeting minutes) are useful techniques for 
inductive exploration. (See chapter 6 for a discussion of 
many of these techniques.) As one observes the 
congregation in action, questions its members and 
leaders, explores the content of sermons and other 
written materials, J:ertain theological themes and 
metaphors will begin to emerge with considerable 
frequency and usually they will begin to take on some 
degree of coherence as expressive of core elements of 
the congregation's identity. This is essentially the 
strategy used to discern what were called the "opera­
tional beliefs" of the congregation described pre­
viously. Denham Grierson notes how these themes or 
metaphors function to "select, emphasize, suppress, 
focus, and organize features of the common life of the 
people. 'We are the soldiers of Christ.' 'The church is 
God's missional arm.' "The total configuration of such 
themes, he argues, embodies a congregation's funda­
mental vision. 12 

One may also proceed in a more structured fashion 
by using various predefined theological categories to 
describe a congregation's identity. It is particularly 
useful when one wishes to compare two or more 
congregations and therefore needs common categories 
by which to compare them. But predefined categories 
can also be helpful in analyzing a single congregation 
when one wishes to describe the degree of theological 
diversity or homogeneity that exists in the congregation 
and needs some common categories for comparison of 
individual member's beliefs. Obviously there are a 
variety of categories and techniques which one can use. 
We cite two examples of measures of theological 
orientation. Additionally, the Parish Profile Inventory 
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(see General Appendix) provides additional examples 
of measures of religious beliefs.13 

Before proceeding to these examples, we simply note 
here the difficulty of writing belief statements that 
represent the options appropriate to a particular 
congregation or group of potential respondents. If the 
study team is not satisfied with those given in the 
examples, it is encouraged to write more satisfactory 
statements. In undertaking this, the team will find it 
helpful to consult one of the many guides to question­
naire construction 14 as well as to the references cited in 
the preceding note. 

In the two examples which follow, each provides a 
way of studying important but different aspects of a 
congregation's theological identity. 

The first includes several questions having to do with 
basic Christian beliefs. Carefully developed by a group 
of social scientists and theologians, with the support of 
the Lutheran Church in America, the questions were 
designed originally to provide a profile of the religious 
beliefs and religious experiences of Lutheran laity and 
clergy. 15 The questions are, however, quite appropriate 
for use in other denominational traditions and for 
developing a profile of the religious beliefs of members 
of a particular congregation. Each provides a question 
stem with several response categories representing 
different possibilities for holding the belief in question. 
We have included, with minor alterations, only a few of 
the many questions that were developed for the larger 
study. A congregational study team may wish to 
consult that study for additional questions or use the 
examples here as guides to constructing additional 
belief questions for use in its analysis of its congrega­
tion's heritage. Representative questions include: 

1. "Faith" has meant many different things to people.
Which one of the following statements comes closest to
describing your own view of faith? (Circle one response
only.)

a. a life of commitment to God that I demonstrate by
trying to do what is right.

b. My decision to accept Christ instead of going on in
my own sinful ways.

c. My trust in God's grace.
d. My belief in all that the Bible says.
e. In my view, as long as people are truly sincere in

their beliefs, they show faith.
f. I am not sure what "faith" means, although I am

convinced that it is important.
g. To be honest about it, the idea of faith doesn't

seem very meaningful to me.
h. None of these; what faith means to me is--.

2. Which one of the following comes closest to your
view of the way in which God influences the things that
happen in the world? (Circle only one response.)
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a. God sets history in motion but really doesn't
interfere with it anymore.

b. God influences individuals, who then shape
events.

c. God influences individuals, but also shapes
events directly through nations and social affairs.

d. I don't think of God as "influencing" the things
that happen.

e. Not sure because I haven't thought about it much
before.

f. None of these; my view is _______ _

3. People often wonder how a merciful God can allow
terrible things to happen, such as the killing of six
million Jews during World War II. Which statement
comes closest to your view of why God lets these things
happen? (Circle only one response.)

a. God allows terrible things to happen in order to
punish people for their sins.

b. We don't know why these things happen, but we
know that God is able to use them for good.

c. God doesn't have anything to do with these
things; the devil causes them.

d. People cause these things to happen, not God.
e. Frankly, I don't know how God can allow these

things to happen; it doesn't seem right to me.
f. I don't have a view on this topic.
g. None of the above; my view is _____ _

4. Which one of the following statements comes closest
to expressing your view of life after death? (Circle only
one.)

a. I don't believe that there is life after death.
b. I am unsure whether or not there is life after death.
c. I believe that there must be something beyond

death, but I have no idea what it may be like.
d. There is life after death, but no punishment.
e. There is life after death, with rewards for some

people and punishment for others.
f. The notion of reincarnation expresses my view of

what happens to people when they die.
g. None of these expresses my view. What I think

about life after death is ________ _

5. Which of these statements comes closest to describ­
ing your feelings about the Bible? (Circle only one.)

a. The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be
taken literally, word for word.

b. The Bible is the inspired word of God but not
everything in it should be taken literally, word for
word.

c. The Bible is an ancient book of fables, legends,
history, and moral precepts recorded by men.

d. None of these; my view is _______ _
e. Can't say.
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6. Which of the following comes closest to your attitude
toward people in other countries who have never heard
about Christ? (Circle only one.)
a. A desire to share the love of Christ with them.
b. A feeling that if we do not preach Christ to them,

they will be damned forever.
c. A feeling that we shouldn't worry about them

because there are so many people in this country
who haven't heard about Christ.

d. A feeling that we should respect their religions
and stop trying to impose Christianity on them.

e. Frankly, I haven't thought about it.
f. Can't choose.

7. Christians sometimes describe God as a "God of
justice" or a God who commands us to bring about
justice. Which one of these statements comes closest to
your own ideas about what this means?
a. It means that the church should work for justice

and support groups that are working to end
inequality and oppression.

b. I think of it at a more personal level. It means I
should try to be just and fair in all my dealings.

c. I think this is actually a spiritual term that refers to
God punishing evil, rather than activities of the
church or individuals.

d. Frankly, the concept of God's justice doesn't have
any particular meaning to me.

e. I'm not really sure what it refers to.
f. None of these; its meaning to me is ___ _

The use of these questions, or ones like them, can be 
important not only for comparing the profile of one 
congregation's beliefs to another, but for understand­
ing the distribution of beliefs within one's own 
congregation. Furthermore, it is possible, especially if 
one has access to a computer to aid in the analysis, to 
compare the responses of significant groups within the 
congregation-for example, leaders versus nonleaders; 
actives versus inactives; new members versus old­
timers; various age groups within the congregation; 
and so forth. 

The profile (or subgroup profiles) that emerges gives 
insights into a congregation's identity in several ways. 
First, the profile enables the study team to get a sense of 
the typical or modal pattern of belief within a 
congregation, ranging from highly orthodox to unor­
thodox or agnostic. Where there is considerable 
agreement on beliefs, one may infer a rather clear 
theological identity; where there is considerable spread 
in the response pattern, the theological identity is much 
less clear, which, in itself is an important datum about 
the congregation's identity. In either case, the analysis 
provides some clues into the interaction between the 
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little and great traditions within that congregation. 
Second, assuming that what a person or group believes 
has some consequences for behavior-a point we will

discuss further under the heading of character-the 
belief profile that emerges can stimulate fruitful 
discussion about the degree to which a congregation's 
behavior, reflected in its programs, processes, and 
relationship to the world about it-is consistent with its 
fundamental beliefs about God and God's purposes in 
the world. Additionally, leaders of the congregation, 
who are typically concerned with bringing the congre­
gation's little tradition more into harmony with the 
great tradition, may find helpful insights into areas of 
needed emphasis in the programs of the church. 
Finally, the responses to several of the belief items listed 
above can be useful in the analysis of a congregation's 
world view, which will be considered in the subsequent 
section. 

A second structured way of characterizing the 
current identity of a congregation with respect to its 
heritage is in terms of the congregation's orientation to 
mission-how its members understand and act in 
relation to issues in society. As is well known, many 
conflicts have occurred in congregations over such 
issues. In a study of congregational orientations to 
mission, Roozen, McKinney, and Carroll16 developed a 
set of questions that enables a congregation to 
characterize itself in terms of four different orientations 
to mission. Most congregations are a mixture of the 
four, but typically one of them is dominant. The first 
two orientations are "this-worldly" in focus; the latter 
two are more "otherworldly." The orientations are as 
follows: 

Activist 

Civic 

This world is the arena of God's 
redemptive activity and also, therefore, 
the arena in which God calls the 
congregation to speak out on issues and 
engage in corporate action, working for 
social change and transformation to­
wards a more just and loving society. 
The activist orientation includes a 
critical stance towards existing social 
and economic structures and does not 
shy away from controversy in the 
interest of maintaining harmony. 
This world, as for the Activist, is the 
arena in which God calls Christians to 
act and to take responsibility for public 
life; however, the civic orientation is 
more comfortable with the existing 
social and economic institutions. It is 
more concerned with making them 
work well than with challenging them. 
Furthermore, the congregation itself 
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Evangelistic 

Sanctuary 

resists acting as a corporate body in 
public; rather it provides a forum in 
which social issues can be discussed 
and debated in a way that enables 
individual members to act responsibly 
as Christians, though not as represen­
tatives of the congregation. 
This world is devalued in favor of the 
world to come. To call persons to 
salvation and the promise of eternal life 
in the world to come, members are 
encouraged to witness to their faith, 
sharing the message of salvation with 
those outside the fellowship and lead­
ing them to membership in the church. 
The spirit of the Great Commission is at 
the center of congregational life, and 
the power of the redeemed life is 
sufficient to overcome members' hesi­
tancy to proselytize among members of 
other religious traditions as well as 
among the unchurched. 
Also otherworldly in emphasis, this 
orientation encourages the view that 
church exists mainly to provide per­
sons with opportunities to withdraw, 
in varying degrees, from the trials and 
vicissitudes of daily life into the com­
pany of committed fellow believers. A 
sharp distinction is made between the 
sacred and secular, between the spir­
itual and temporal realms. The tem­
poral realm is sinful, but nevertheless 
God-given and necessary to human 
existence. Thus Christians are expected 
to live in the world, accepting it as it is, 
and to uphold its laws; but they are to 
be "not of this world" in their deepest 
loyalty which belongs only to God. 

We repeat: each of these orientations may be found in 
a single congregation. Some members may understand 
the church more in terms of one than another of the 
orientations; however, there is typically a modal or 
dominant orientation. It can be discerned, not only in 
verbal statements such as descriptions of the church's 
purpose or in sermons, but also in church programs-in 
those things that a congregation emphasizes or does 
not emphasize in its programs. As the dominant 
orientation, it is very much an element in the 
congregation's identity. 

The four statements above can be used as is, for 
example, as guides to participant observation in the 
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congregation. In the book from which they are drawn, 
there are case studies of ten congregations based on 
participant observation. Observers participated in 
worship services and educational programs, talked 
with members, attended board and committee meet­
ings, examined annual reports, budgets and minutes. 
They listened and watched for significant themes, 
images, and metaphors which would help them 
understand the congregation's orientation to mission. 
From this, it was usually possible to identify one theme 
that was dominant in the way the congregation 
understood its mission. 17 

As an alternative, one might give the statements to 
members or leaders as a paper and pencil exercise, 
asking them to rank the orientations in terms of how 
each is (or should be) reflected in the mission of the 
congregation. Such an exercise is a helpful way to 
initiate a discussion on the congregation's identity. 

Yet another alternative is to use a questionnaire with 
the following statements which have been found to 
measure the four orientations. 11 The statements can be 
preceded by a question such as: "Listed below are 
several descriptive statements regarding activities in 
which a congregation might engage. How likely would 
your congregation be to engage in each one?" Four 
response categories can be given for each: (1) Very 
Likely, (2) Somewhat Likely, (3) Somewhat Unlikely, 
(4) Very Unlikely. We have grouped the statements
under the four orientations; however, in a question­
naire, the theme names should not be used, and the
statements should appear in random order.

Activist 

1. Sponsor organized social action groups within the
congregation.

2. Promote social change through organized, collec­
tive influence.

3. Encourage the pastor to speak out on social and
political issues.

4. Provide financial support for social action activities.
5. Support corporate congregational participation in

social and political issues.

Civic 

1. Cooperate with other religious groups for commu­
nity improvements.

2. Provide aid and services to people in need.
3. Help persons understand themselves as agents of

God's love and hope.
4. Encourage members, as individuals, to be involved

in social issues.
5. Encourage members to reach their own decisions on

matters of faith and morals.
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Evangelistic 
1. Maintain an active evangelism program, inviting

the unchurched to participate.
2. Encourage members to make explicit faith declara­

tions to friends and neighbors.
3. Reach out to members of other religious groups

with the message of true salvation.
4. Protect members from the false teachings of other

religious groups.
*5. Prepare members for a world to come in which the

cares of this world are absent. 

Sanctuary 
1. Resist the temptation of contemporary "pleasures"

and lifestyles.
*2. Prepare members for a world to come in which the

cares of this world are absent. 
3. Accept one's condition and status as controlled and

determined by God.
4. Encourage obedience to civil laws as a religious

duty.
5. Foster a sense of patriotism as a religious duty.

*NOTE: This item is included in both the Evangelistic
and Sanctuary orientations because of its importance
for each.

The pattern of response for each of the statements can 
be summarized for the congregation as a whole, using 
either percentages or an average score. (For computing 
the average scores, a "Very Likely" response should be 
scored as 1; a "Somewhat Likely" as 2, and so forth.) 
Additionally, a score for each orientation can be 
computed for each person responding to the question­
naire by summing the responses to each question 
reflecting the orientation. From this, an aggregate score 
for the congregation can be computed for each 
orientation by summing the orientation score for each 
individual and dividing by the total number respond­
ing. For example, this method of scoring might reveal 
that a congregation has aggregate scores of 1.2 for 
Activist, 4.3 for Civic, 5.2 for Evangelistic, and 3.2 for 
Sanctuary. In this case, its orientation to mission would 
reflect a somewhat otherworldly focus, with consider­
able emphasis on evangelistic outreach but little on 
work for social change. The responses of types of 
members within a congregation-leaders and non­
leaders, actives and inactives, and so forth-<:an also be 
compared to examine areas of agreement/disagree­
ment. Any one of these methods for scoring or 
summarizing the responses can become the basis for a 
lively discussion of a congregation's identity as ex­
pressed in its orientation to mission. 
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The various techniques we have described thus far 
are ways primarily of describing the current theological 
identity of a congregation-its being. But we said that 
the current identity, which generally reflects a congre­
gation's little tradition, needs to be examined in light of 
the great tradition. Such an examination is necessary 
both as a critique of the congregation's current identity 
and as a way of helping it to explore its identity as 
becoming. In general, such reflection as this follows the 
pattern suggested by Joseph Hough in the passages 
cited previously. It is a task of biblical and theological 
reflection. There are many differing methods for doing 
such reflection; however, let us simply cite two that we 
believe are especially helpful. Because they are de­
scribed in considerable detail elsewhere, including 
helpful illustrations and guides to their use, we will be 
quite brief. 

For the study of biblical passages and themes in their 
relation to a congregation's being, the method devel­
oped by Walter Wink and described in his book, 
Transforming Bible Study19 is useful. The method not 
only takes the text in its literary and historical context 
seriously, but also through a method of questioning, it 
enables participants in the study to "live into" the text 
so that it becomes vivid for them. Most importantly, it 
leads them to apply it to themselves and their situation 
in a way that can be deeply transformative. In studying 
a congregation's identity, biblical passages on the 
church and its mission are especially appropriate. 

Somewhat similar to Wink' s method, but drawing on 
other elements of the great tradition as well, is a method 
of theological reflection developed by James D. White­
head and Evelyn Eaton Whitehead and described, with 
examples and exercises, in their book, Method in 
Ministry. 20 The method involves bringing to bear three 
sources of information in reflecting on issues in the 
ministry of the church: the Christian tradition (what we 
have called the great tradition); personal experience 
(including the experience of a congregation-its little 
tradition); and cultural information. Through reflection 
on this mix of information, a congregation can find 
resources to critique its being and be opened to new 
possibilities for its becoming. 

In addition to these two methods for bringing images 
and themes from the great tradition to bear transfor­
matively on a congregation's current identity, a number 
of other methods of exploration exist, including study 
and discussion of such books as Christ and Culture, by H. 
Richard Niebuhr, or Avery Dulles' Models of the 
Church, 21 both of which lay out clear models, drawn 
from the great tradition, for thinking about a congrega• 
tion' s identity. 
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2.5 World View 

2.5.1 What Is a World View? 

Closely akin to heritage is world view, and though 
they are related, they are also helpfully distinguished. 
Our world view is the perspective we use to make sense 
of our total life. That life touches not only our personal 
selves but also the various societies in which we 
participate, as well as nature and what we find sacred. 
World view gives powerful shape to what we experi­
ence; it combines into images the raw data we receive 
through our five senses, gives the images universal 
significance, and evokes in us deep emotions about 
their reality. Our world view is the scene we see in 
which our lives gain ordered significance. 

World views differ. What one person or group finds 
to be valid, real, feared, or suspected about life is often 
distinguishable from that which another person or 
group sees. When speaking about variation in world 
views we generally differentiate the variety according 
to a liberal-conservative spectrum of beliefs. That 
distinction, based upon two categories of world view, is 
too simple to guide an inquiry that attempts to 
understand the complex but fragile shaping a person or 
congregation gives to their experience. In the analyses 
that follow we shall therefore suggest a somewhat 
larger set of categories by which we might tune in more 
finely to a congregation's particular expression of world 
view. 

While world views differ, they do not occur 
indiscriminately in human groups. One of the major 
forces that binds a congregation, and thus effects its 
identity, is the roughly common pattern of members' 
world views. Individuals may both select a local church 
that possesses a world view congenial to their own, and 
also, once a part of that fellowship, align their own 
perspective more closely to the dominant interpretation 
of life shared by other members. World views are 
negotiations; members work to align various options in 
explaining the events of their lives. A congregation's 
struggle to make coherent sense of an uncertain world 
is a wondrous transaction that we are privileged to 
uncover, if only slightly, in this exercise. 

2.5.2 Setting the Scene 

Consider a church building made largely of windows 
that permit the building's occupants to look out four 
sides to a continuous horizon. Now picture that horizon 
to be a gigantic circle of western literature, with its 
many books arranged according to a pattern in which 
books placed closest to each other have the greatest 
similarity of motif, and those whose outlooks differ the 
most from each other are separated by half the horizon. 
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The literary critic Northrop Frye has laid out literature 
in such a cosmic circle, and has delineated it much as 
one might box a compass.22 As a compass in its 
360-degree swing passes four cardinal points, so Frye's
depiction of literature acknowledges four basic narra­
tive categories, each joined to the next in a total tum.
The cardinal categories, which we, following Frye, have
used in a technical way, are comedy, romance, tragedy,
and irony.

One reason that Frye gives writing such a spatial 
orientation is to enrich its meaning. It is toward the 
promising eastern dawn that he orients comic litera­
ture. Towards an adventurous southern noonday he 
marshalls romantic works. He places tragic literature in 
the declining western sunset, and consigns ironic 
writing to the northern night. Viewed as a whole 
(which a human can never do) the entire collection 
forms one gigantic repetitive story that moves from 
cosmic security through romantic quest to tragic defeat 
and then to ironic death, but then beyond through 
resurrection again to comedy, there to begin the round 
again. Any single writing is a manageable bit of this 
gigantic myth. 

Were members of a congregation to stand in our 
transparent building in such a way that they could react 
to the messages of the literary horizon, they would 
probably cluster themselves closer to one side than 
another. They might prefer a tragic interpretation 
rather than a comic one. Other congregations would 
seek different orientations, reinforcing their own ideas 
in relation to a particular sector of literary understand­
ing. 

Like the directions marked on a compass, one could 
be pointed to many gradations between literature (and 
we between congregational world views) that are, for 
example, comic ironies and those that are ironic 
comedies, depending upon which primary category 
they most resemble. What is at least uncommon and 
logically difficult is for a book or congregational world 
view to be simultaneously pointed towards the oppo­
site points of the circle: comic and tragic, or ironic and 
romantic. 

We will first give a brief, more literary definition of 
the four categories and then look at ways in which each 
is expressed in congregational world view. 

l. Comedy is basically concerned with the develop­
ment of harmony. It is not necessarily humorous. The 
complications of life are found to be illusory when 
actors find the true nature of reality and join in its 
accord. The opposite of tragedy, comic development 
moves from a supposed subordination beneath power 
to union with it. 

2. Romance involves a quest. The complications of life
are the real consequences of embarking upon an 



-

Identity 

adventure that pits protagonist against antagonist. 
Such struggle results in a priceless reward: a great love, 
a holy object, a boon for the world. The opposite of 
irony, romance requires a hero or heroine to move from 
a domestic uniformity into outlying uncertainties and 
uncommon blessings. 

3. Tragedy, like romance, involves a hero or heroine
but one whose vicissitudes force his or her decline. The 
opposite of comedy, tragic development moves from a 
mistaken union of the hero and power to his or her 
subordination, and often death, beneath power. One's 
tragedy is resolved not by gaining better status but by 
accepting the pattern which restricts and diminishes 
one's autonomy. 

4. Irony has no heroes and heroines; supposedly
heroic situations and their actors are found to be all too 
human. In this motif, the opposite of romance, life 
moves from strange uncertainties and uncommon 
blessings toward uniform, natural explanation. Irony is 
resolved in empirical understanding and in the cama­
raderie of persons who recognize their equally human, 
nonsupernatural equality. 

2.5.3 Congregational Language 

World views that reflect images like the above do not 
seep imperceptibly among members of a group; views 
are conveyed by recognizable signs and codes by which 
people communicate with each other. That common 
language is primarily verbal and written, but it also 
includes, especially in groups like congregations, a 
large number of gestures, marks, physical signs, and 
symbolic activities that themselves transmit the nu­
ances of a world view. By this varied but common 
language members exchange information about their 
world. We can overhear much of what they say. 

In congregational communication that conveys a comic 
interpretation of the world, we can recognize varied 
degrees of a gnostic drama that intuits a hidden 
unfolding of meaning in the world. Through their 
deepening consciousness, seekers unite with that mean­
ing and thus gain an ultimate peace and perpetuation. 

Phrases and signs that tend to convey a comic sense 
of the world include: 

-"It all adds up"; "It will all work out" 
-"Let go and let God" 
-"Possibility thinking" 
-"Go with the flow" 
-Acknowledgments of a cosmic force
-Acts of meditation
-Consciously symbolic gestures and artifacts that

beckon deeper contemplation 
-Holistic healing practices
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Communication within a congregation that pursues a 
romantic world view is more heroic than that pursuing 
the comic interpretation. But romance occupies a 
position adjacent to comedy on the horizon, and 
congregations can partake of varying degrees of both 
orientations. A critical difference in the romantic view is 
its charismatic understanding of a supernatural spirit 
that encounters and transforms seekers but does not 
merge with them into one being. The indomitable love 
and power of a transcendent God rather meets those 
who undertake the adventure away from routine 
existence. 

Phrases and signs that tend to convey a romantic 
sense of the world include: 

-"Expect a miracle" 
-"I want Jesus to be my Lord and not just my Savior: 
-"God told me ... "; "God wanted me to ... " 
-"We met Christ" 
-Experiences of God's felt presence
-Manifestations of a Spirit baptism, including

glossolalia 
-Healing requiring touch and prayer
-Visions

In tragic communication a congregation speaks more 
in terms of obedience than adventure. Although a 
heroic situation characterizes both the realms of 
romance and tragedy, the romantic hero meets God in 
personal encounter, while the tragic hero confronts 
God's word and will. A congregation may orient its 
perceptions somewhere between these adjacent posi­
tions, relying in part upon a direct experience with God 
and in part upon a mediating canon such as Scripture or 
an authoritative church. But members seldom reflect 
the opposing views of comedy and tragedy. The tragic 
perspective opposes gnostic aspects of comedy that 
find life's contradictions solved by a consciousness of 
cosmic harmony. Instead, the tragic orientation of a 
congregation is canonic; it decrees that life submit to, 
but not merge into, a transcendent canon given by God. 
Fundamentalists offer a highly tragic interpretation of 
the world when they speak of an infallible biblical 
pattern that orders human knowledge and world 
history. 

Phrases and signs that convey a tragic sense of the 
world include: 

-"The way of the cross" 
-"Bible-centered, Bible-believing churches" 
-"Get right with God" 
-"Dying to self" 
-References to moral decay and damnation
-Acts of allegiance and submission to God
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-Acceptance of illness and catastrophe as part of
God's plan 

-Traditional missionary activities

Other congregations convey more of an ironic world 
view. Relying upon an empiric understanding of 
phenomena that questions the validity of gnostic 
intuitions, charismatic blessings or canonic patterns in 
life, an ironic congregation instead expresses belief in 
the integrity of simple human experience. Such an 
orientation is not irreligious; it also gives faith to a world 
view, but one in which supernatural explanations are 
suspect. Especially troublesome to an ironically 
oriented congregation are the charismatic claims of a 
romantic church. Both focus upon love, but for the 
ironists that love is a horizontal power among fellow 
humans, not a vertical power that singularly blesses 
certain events and persons. Ironists regularize but 
celebrate humanity. Congregations may combine this 
perception. with either of the adjacent views, giving a 
tragic or comic edge to their perspective. 

Phrases and signs that convey an ironic sense of the 
world include: 

-"Not holier than thou" 
-"Being honest and realistic" 
-"Relevance to everyday life" 
-"Fulfilling human potential" 
-Attention to issues of justice
-Acceptance of illness or catastrophe as a fact of life
-Emphasis upon fellowship
-Symbols used for their ethical implications

2.5.4 Hearing the Language 

World view is communicated within a congregation 
by its language of phrases, signs, and stories like those 
described in the previous section. The components can 
function as indicative aspects of that language; they thus 
describe life as the congregation experiences it, giving it 
specific shape and meaning. As a congregation's 
language also performs subjunctive functions that 
valuate life and imperative actions that actuate it, we 
have to use an analytical method that helps to 
distinguish its indicative aspect. 

Several methods such as participant observation and 
documentary analysis are useful, but here we suggest 
uses of a guided interview technique as particularly 
well-suited to the task. Not only can a guided interview 
of this sort help disclose the indicative nature of a 
congregation's expression of "being"; it can also work 
to nuance the indicative dimension of the group's 
"becoming." The suggested interview questions con­
cern crises. Crises challenge the very world view 

Handbook for Congregational Studies

advanced in their answer. In participating in conversa­
tions built on crises, we are privileged not only to learn 
something about the informants' constructions of 
reality, but their responses to threats to their world 
views. While there may be some initial anxiety or 
uneasiness on the part of respondents before the 
interview, most, however, soon sense the open spirit of 
the conversation-that they are not being tested and 
that their answers are in fact useful and interesting­
and many become enthusiastic about the process. 
Pastors who have used this method report that some 
interviews are among the more satisfying of their 
pastoral calls, opening unprecedented communication 
between pastor and parishioner. 

In the interview, the interviewer asks a person to 
recall his or her thoughts about different sorts of limit 
situations. When informants in a friendly atmosphere 
can nonetheless address threatening topics, they often 
explore aloud the "being" and "becoming" of their own 
stories. At some point in the interview three questions 
are asked that portray crises related to one's person and 
group: 

-Think of the death of a friend or relative. What do
you suppose was going on?

-Tell me .about the way your faith has changed
throughout the years.

-What is happening with someone who is senile?

Although these questions may be asked at any 
appropriate moment in the interview, it has proved 
generally helpful to begin with the instance of death. 
The question often releases an extraordinary number of 
ideas and suspicions that the informant has seldom 
shared, and the exchange sets the tone for the rest of the 
conversation. 

To understand other aspects of the world that the 
informant expresses, further questions are asked about 
crises in larger contexts: 

-Remember a time where life in your family seemed
out of control. What was really happening?

-What is God doing with our nation?
-What would a new pastor do to the life of your

church?

And some questions that deal with the supernatural: 

-Has God ever spoken to you? Given you a sign?
-Have you felt God's presence?
-How do you get in touch with God?

Write down as much as possible of the informant's 
answer as it is spoken, and later fill in the gaps. The 
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interview may be tape-recorded, but note-taking is 
recommended. Use five-by-eight-inch cards; they per­
mit the easier comparison and rearrangement of notes. 
Mark the source and sequence of each card. 

About half of the persons interviewed should be 
those who give formal and informal leadership to the 
congregation. The other half should be a sample of 
membership varied according to sex, age, education, 
and intensity or participation. Interview people indi­
vidually, not as couples or groups. 

2.5.5 Analysis 

1. Read your notes as if they were spoken by
inhabitants of a recently discovered village. Your task is 
to find out, with as little preconception as possible, how 
your informants describe what is going on in life, where 
it seems headed and why. Explore how they perceive 
themselves as persons, how they typify their church, 
their world, and their God. 

2. Underline phrases that characterize the nature of
things and events. 

3. Note recurrent themes: images that organize the
ideas of several informants, similar p�rases, common 
solutions, reiterated stories, repeated symbols. Put 
each theme on a separate card. 

4. Arrange the cards in a spatial pattern that suggests
the affinity of each of the four world view categories, 
the closer the card to the cardinal point the greater the 
consonance between its language and the world view 
type, as illustrated in figure 2-B. 
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5. Against that background write down a composite
depiction of life viewed from the perspective of the local 
church. 

From this base further inquiries could: 

-thicken the description by a second round of
interviews (some with the same informants) and by
participant observation and analysis of documents
written by members of the congregation

-test the picture by a survey instrument that asked
similar questions, and/or by the objective assess­
ments of members of the congregation
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--determine whether the picture is more characteristic 
of nuclear than marginal members 

-compare the view with that of another congregation. 
In that much of a congregation's expression is 
already familiar to its church-going observer, the 
contrast between the pattern of two churches 
would bring a deeper appreciation of the variables 
in world view that each employs 

A clearer understanding of a congregation's world 
view enables one to perceive with greater accuracy 
what is communicated in preaching, prayer, and 
counseling. Differences in world view often play a part 
in conflicts among members, and may distinguish 
various adult groups and church school classes. Caring 
for a person requires that a minister comprehend that 
person's world view. 

2.6 Symbols 

A symbol stands for something else. Virtually 
everything said and done in a parish is, therefore, 
symbolic, representing matters different from the 
actual sounds, sights, and movements that convey their 
meaning. We participate in congregational life not 
merely to experience the direct effect of its words and 
actions but also to represent symbolically our associa­
tion with a reality beyond the specific event we 
ourselves make. Bowing one's head is symbolic insofar 
as it suggests a disposition other than physically 
inclining one's neck. Not only, however, are singular 
parish gestures like bowing symbolic; all words uttered 
are themselves symbols, for they stand for things other 
than their actual sounds. Built largely on words, 
gestures, and their combinations, a congregation is in 
one sense constituted by a highly complex system of 
symbols. 

To distinguish, however, those relatively few sym­
bols within its whole system that appear critical to a 
congregation's identity, we shall make a somewhat 
arbitrary distinction between signs and symbols. Both 
signs and symbols stand for something else, but signs 
can be said to make their points with low emotional 
stimulus but with high specificity about their referents. 

Most signals in a congregation's communication 
system are by this definition signs. Everything from the 
"office" marking on a door to the report of the building 
and grounds committee are signs insofar as they convey 
information dispassionately and clearly. If we desig­
nate most of a congregation's language to be signs, we 
may permit ourselves a more restricted definition of 
symbol. A symbol thus stands for something else, but 
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parish may in fact signify the identity of the church with 
accomplishment or failure. 

4. Still other symbols may represent a congregation's
sense of justice. While the signals in a parish may not be 
as radical as symbols used by a social action group, they 
nevertheless exhibit the congregation's identification 
with ideals of fairness and human rights. Posters, 
donations, and social programs may not only have an 
instrumental effect but also express a symbolic com­
mitment of the church to principles of justice. 

The variety of roles expected of the congregation's 
pastor reflect such different symbolic referents. For 
example, in classical distinctions among the "offices" of 
ministry, we can examine the representations of 
transcendence that are primarily associated with a 
priestly role, or the symbols of love generally associated 
with a pastoral role. The images of power and justice are 
largely allied, respectively, with the kingly and pro­
phetic offices. As pastors move through their day's 
diverse activities, they not only do things, they also 
represent qualities of the Christian life such as the four 
suggested here. To analyze the particular symbolic 
pattern of an individual pastor, one might begin by 
asking how the pastor's person and actions portray 
ultimacy, love, authority and justice. 

Other people in the congregation, of course, also stand 
for these qualities. The equivalent of "Mr. Methodist" in 
the parish, or the family that always sits up front, seems 
often to symbolize a congregation's sense of transcen­
dence, while "Ma Smith" in the kitchen represents love. 
"Old Man Bigbucks" typifies its power, and teenagers 
may embody the church's hopes for justice. Members 
should be examined both for what they do for a 
congregation and for what they mean to it. 

2.6.3 Becoming 

Symbols are seen primarily as assurances of being, but 
they are also instrumental in representing changes in 
congregational identity. Frequently this change seems to 
occur in a deliberate shift in a symbol's referent. When an 
image such as the cross is conscientiously related to 
negotiations usually symbolized by references to money, 
or when Old Man Bigbucks identifies himself with an 
issue of social justice, we witness what could become a 
paradigm shift, a basic transformation in the way a 
congregation views and values itself. 

2.7 Ritual 

2.7.1 Ritual and Identity 

Ritual, as we defined it earlier, is repetitive action that 
has more than utilitarian significance. It is a form of 
nondiscursive, gestural language through which a 
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group acts out meanings and relationships that are of 
enduring significance to its life. All ongoing groups 
develop rituals through which they communicate that 
which is central to their existence; here, however, we 
are especially concerned with rituals in congregations 
and their relationship to identity. 

Rituals function analogously to various creedal 
statements and symbols. They communicate meanings 
and relationships that express a congregation's iden­
tity-either what its identity actually is (or once was), or 
what its identity is becoming. Thus a congregation says 
something about itself as a community by the sincerity 
of the ritual greeting one receives at the door of the 
church. And it says something also about its identity as 
the Body of Christ as members share the cup and bread 
of the Lord's Supper. The congregation is not simply 
saying something in these rituals that could as equally 
well be said verbally. Anna Pavlova is said to have 
responded when a questioner asked "What do you say 
when you dance?": "If I could tell you, I wouldn't 
dance." Orrin Klapp refers to this quality of communi­
cation through ritual action as "mystique." It is "the 
whole meaning that a person gets, usually without 
being able to fully describe it."25 This is why a 
congregation cannot rely solely on verbal statements to 
communicate its identity. Ritual and symbols are 
needed as well; although, to be sure, ritual events are 
important for reasons other than communicating a 
congregation's identity. In exploring ways rituals 
function as communication about a congregation's 
identity, two distinctions are helpful. 

First there is the distinction made earlier between the 
great and little traditions. There are rituals that 
communicate about identity related to each of the two 
traditions. The former express meanings about the 
congregation's identity as standing within the broad 
sweep of the universal church; the latter communicate 
the identity of a particular congregation, its appropria­
tion of the great tradition as that tradition is refracted 
through the congregation's peculiar historical experi­
ence. 

The second distinction reflects the difference be­
tween rituals that are "rites of passage" and those that 
are "rites of intensification." The former were first so 
designated by Arnold van Gennep and refer to rituals 
that have developed in every known society around 
particular times of transition in individual life: birth, 
puberty, marriage, and death.26 The recent emphasis 
on various life stages has made us aware of the 
importance of a variety of other life cycle transitions as 
well. Transition periods are not only potentially 
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disruptive to the individual involved, but also to the 
society or group of which he or she is a member. Rites of 
passage, van Gennep pointed out, involve a period of 
separation from a previous status, a transitional or 
liminal (threshold) stage; and a stage of incorporation
into a new status. The rites enable both the individual 
and group to deal with and accept the transition. In the 
process, especially during the liminal or threshold 
period, the individual moves from one state of being (a 
previous identity), through a period of becoming, to a 
new being (a new identity). He or she is now an adult 
rather than a child, or a spouse rather than a single 
person, or a member of the congregation rather than a 
non-member, or a loved one who is now with God in 
eternal life rather than present with her or his human 
family or community. In the process, too, the rituals 
enable the group to rehearse and reaffirm its identity in 
relation to the changed individual-the "new being" 
that is in their midst, or now physically absent in the 
case of a death. 

Other anthropologists have called attention to a 
second type of ritual: those rites aimed at intensifying a
group's commitment to its shared beliefs and mean­
ings. 27 Rites of intensification include a variety of 
occasions-for example, Thanksgiving, Christmas,
Easter, Memorial Day, Fourth of July-in which core
meanings of a group, be it church or nation, are lifted up
and celebrated. They too can involve a kind of liminal or
threshold experience through which one passes from
"everyday life" to a rehearsal of core aspects of the
community's life and back to "everyday life" as a
renewed individual or community. 

Without trying to be exhaustive, let us consider
several rites of passage and rites of intensification that
reflect either or both the great and little traditions:

1. Rites of passage. Such rituals as baptism, confirma­
tion, receiving new members, funerals, ordaining/in­
stalling a new pastor, and even greeting newcomers at
the church door reflect transition events not only for the
individuals involved, but also for the congregation.
They are occasions for rehearsing aspects of a congre­
gation's identity in relation both to the great tradition
(the church universal) and the little tradition (the
congregation's unique heritage). In greeting new­
comers, or baptism, or confirmation, or receiving new
�embers, what is the congregation communicating to
1tsel! and others about its identity? A warm and open
family as part of the "family of God" or one that
ne�c�mers will have difficulty joining? A body of
Chnshans who take their commitments seriously, or
one that demands little by way of belief or participation?
(One congregation of our acquaintance asks new
members only, "Do you believe in Jesus Christ,
whatever that means to you?") 
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Increasingly, too, the entire period surrounding the 
change of pastors is seen as a transitional stage of great 
significance for examining a congregation's present 
identity (its being) and asking what it would like to 
become. In this, both the great and little traditions come 
into play, especially as the time is used for self-study 
and determining the type of pastoral leadership that is 
needed. For Hope United Church of Christ, the 
congregation introduced in chapter 1, participation in 
the rite of passage around pastoral change was painful 
because, in part at least, members resisted confronting 
honestly aspects of their identity which the transition 
period requires in the process of moving from "being" 
to "becoming." 

How congregation members act at the time of a death 
of one of its members provides additional significant 
opportunities for observing a major rite of passage and 
discerning aspects of congregational identity. While 
every death is a disruptive experience, this is especially 
true for a congregation when it is the death of a core 
member or when the death has occurred unexpectedly, 
prematurely, or as the result of an accident. Of 
importance is not only the actual funeral rite itself-the 
place it is held, the words, symbols, gestures, liturgical 
pattern, presence of the body during the service, 
whether the casket is open or not, the behavior of those 
present, and so forth-but also the patterns of the 
members in coming to the support of families before 
and after the funeral-bringing food, attending wakes,

ways of expressing condolences. These behaviors are 
not random; rather every congregation (and commu­
nity) develops patterned ways-rituals-for dealing 
with them. And these various behaviors and symbols 
are clearly significant clues to a congregation's attitudes 
towards death, their relation to the great tradition and 
especially, their little tradition. They also are important 
clues to their world view. When a young member is 
killed in an automobile accident, the patterns of 
behavior of a congregation with a comic interpretation of 
the world will respond quite differently from one with a 
tragic perspective. 

2. Rites of intensification. Some rites of intensification
in congregations are especially significant in renewing 
and intensifying commitment to the great tradition: the 
various seasons and special days of the Christian year 
as a whole; the celebration of the Lord's Supper; and, in 
general, the "shape" or order of the regular Sunday 
worship, with its movement from adoration to con­
fession, to assurance of forgiveness, to thanksgiving, to 
reflection of the meaning of God's Word, to offering 
and rededication. This order in effect rehearses the 
story of the congregation's life. In addition, some rites 
of intensification are especially important for commun­
icating those aspects of congregational iden-
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tity related to the little tradition: homecoming celebra­
tions; an annual strawberry festival or church fair; 
coffee hours and potluck suppers; and annual meetings 
of the congregation which not only conduct church 
business but rehearse the events of the past year. What 
happens in such rites, both those reflecting the great 
and little traditions? Not only do they provide occasions 
for remembering the congregation's history-one in 
which they share by being members of the congrega­
tion-but also their history as a part of the Church 
Universal. They also help disparate groups within the 
congregation experience their oneness as a particular 
people and as members of the Body of Christ. Then, 
too, they provide occasions for young and old alike to 
learn about the heritage of the congregation-its 
particular heritage and its heritage as a Christian 
community. Without such ways for transmitting its 
heritage, the congregation's identity would not likely 
be maintained. 28 

Rites of passage and intensification do not exhaust 
the ritual expressions of a congregation. Without trying 
to be exhaustive, we will mention several other rituals 
important to identity. 

1. Spatial arrangements and seating patterns. Ritual and
symbol come together in expressing clues to congrega­
tional identity in the arrangement of sacred space in the 
sanctuary or meeting room and in the patterned ways 
that individual members or types of members are 
seated. As is well known, some members have great 
difficulty emotionally if "their" seat in the sanctuary is 
preempted by a visitor or other member. Rather than 
ignoring or dismissing such behavior as irrational, one 
might begin to explore what the pattern is in a particular 
congregation and what it means, both to the individuals 
involved and also as expressive of the identity of the 
congregation itself. What is it about their particular 
spaces that have become sacred to the members?29 

What do the observed patterns say of the congregation 
as a whole? Is having a special seat or pew more typical 
of older members than younger? Long-time members 
than newer ones? "Pillars" of the congregation than 
"rank and file" members? Higher status than lower 
status members? Is it possible to get any clues to the 
"power structure" of a congregation by these seating 
patterns? Here is how anthropologist Melvin Williams 
describes the situation in a black Pentecostal congrega­
tion that he studied: 

Physical setting in the sanctuary of Zion Holiness Church 
provides a critical index to the power and importance of 
particular persons. Although all of the sanctuary is sacred, 
some places have accumulated more status than others. Not 
only do the chorus and choir have their designated places, but 
the missionaries, church officers, and pastor's wife, as well as 
the pastor, have their places within the inner sacred space of 
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the liturgical event every Sunday. Within this inner sacred 
space, the offering is received, preaching is lifted up, 
Communion passed out. The closer to the inner space, the 
more powerful a person is perceived to be. One's seat in Zion 
is more than a place to sit; it is an expression of one's status. 30 

This pattern is considerably different from that in 
congregations with different identities-for example, 
one made up of highly mobile, upper middle class 
individuals for whom the church is but one of the many 
associations to which they belong. Thus seating 
arrangements (as well as church membership itself) are 
less likely to be an important means for expressing 
status or power as for those for whom the congregation 
is a central focus of their lives. These differences are 
clear in the contrast which Williams draws between 
Zion Church and Wiltshire Church, a white, upper 
middle class, United Methodist congregation. 

2. Typical patterns of dealing with crises and conflicts.
More will be said about how congregations deal with 
differences in the chapter on process (chapter 4). Here, 
let us simply note that congregational identity is often 
expressed in the typical patterns for responding to 
crises and conflicts in the congregation that have 
developed over the years. The style of dealing with 
conflicts in the past will likely carry over into the 
present. It is not incorrect, we believe, to refer to these 
typical patterns as a form of congregational ritual 
through which it enacts an aspect of its identity. Its 
ritualized ways of facing crises and conflicts may 
include patterns of avoidance, denial, confrontation, 
working for amicable resolution, or a variety of other 
patterns. There is likely also to be a relation between 
these patterns and the theological assumptions and 
world view operative with the congregation. 

3. The underlife of the congregation. Erving Goffman31 

has used the concept of the "underlife" of an institution 
to describe the way that individuals make adjustments 
to the demands that an institution places on them. 
There are in congregations explicit or implicit expecta­
tions ("demands" is probably too strong a word) for 
proper behavior of members. Such expectations, which 
are explored in more detail in the discussion of norms in 
chapter 4, grow out of the congregation's sense of 
identity. They can range from appropriate attitudes to 
be expressed in worship to appropriate dress for 
different occasions or for persons engaged in specific 
roles, or to appropriate behavior for members in their 
daily lives (e.g., members of this congregation don't 
drink alcoholic beverages, or members of this congre­
gation are committed to social justice). The conflict over 
wine for the wedding at High Ridge Presbyterian 
Church reflects such an expectation for proper behavior 
by its members. Dean Kelley has noted that conserva­
tive churches typically have more explicit and stringent 
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expectations for their members than their more liberal 
counterparts. 32 Such expectations grow out of a 
congregation's identity, its sense of who it is. But, as 
Goffman noted, participants sometimes develop ways 
of seeming to honor these expectations while, at the 
same time, pursuing goals important to them that may 
run counter to the formal expectations. He calls these 
"secondary adjustments" and refers to them as making 
up the "underlife" of the institution. In such ways 
individuals acknowledge the congregation's identity 
but find ways of expressing their own goals where these 
come into some conflict. Some examples include: 

-the teenaged couple who attend worship as they are
expected to do but sit on the back row of the
congregation so that they can carry on their courtship
during the service

-the deacon who takes the morning offering to the
bank for deposit allowing him to miss the remainder
of the service while having nevertheless made an
appearance

-the men who, in some rural churches, stay outside
during the first hymn (the "cigarette hymn") to
smoke and talk, which may be both a way to socialize
but also to express, implicitly, the attitude that
participation in the service is more important for
women and children than for men

-members who like the pastor and rationalize her
sermons on controversial subjects with which they
disagree as being ones "the denomination required
her to preach."

Sociologist Larry Ingram33 has described a number of 
these "underlife" patterns in a Southern Baptist 
congregation. They too can be thought of as rituals or 
patterned behavior. Attention to them can give 
important clues to the norms of a congregation that 
express its identity as individual members honor them 
"in the breach." 

2.7.2 Methods of Exploration and Interpretation 

As with other aspects of identity, the method of 
participant observation is likely to be the most helpful 
for the study team in studying the rituals present within 
a congregation's life. Let us, nevertheless, suggest 
some explicit guidelines for observing ritual. 

1. Make a list of all the ritual events that take place
within the life of the congregation, from the seemingly 
peripheral ones (for example, the greetings at the door) 
to the central ones (for example, the Lord's Supper). Do 
not ignore the patterned behaviors that are not typically 
considered to be rituals, such as seating arrangements, 
responses to crises or aspects of the congregation's 
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"underlife." Enlist the aid of members in doing so. 
2. Note the times of observance for each of the rituals

listed. When are they carried out? Are they recurring 
throughout the year? Seasonal? Annual? Irregular, 
reflecting particular occurrences such as a birth or death 
or a specific congregational crisis? 

3. Where do the rituals occur? In what space? As
with the analysis of symbols, are some places where 
particular rituals occur more "warm" or "holy" than 
others? 

4. Who is involved in the rituals? What are the roles
of the various actors? Are the roles of some persons 
more important than others in the rituals? What are the 
characteristics of these people (e.g., their age, sex, 
position in the congregation, socioeconomic status)? 

5. What are the attitudes and emotions displayed by
the actors as they engage in the ritual? Awe? Respect? 
Seriousness? Sorrow? Happiness? Humor? Closeness 
with others? Distance from others? 

6. What are the symbols used in the rituals? Would
members object if they were changed? 

7. What is the sequence of events in the rituals? Is the
sequence generally invariant, or does it not seem to 
matter? 

8. How do the congregation's members interpret the
purpose of the ritual? 

9. In analyzing the seating patterns of a congrega­
tion, it may be helpful to draw sociograms: diagrams 
drawn over several Sundays (if the morning worship 
service is what is being studied) or following several 
meetings of the official board, which note where people 
sit. Sociograms facilitate reflection on whether there is a 
pattern to the seating arrangements and whether this 
pattern reveals anything about a congregation's iden­
tity. 

When questions like those above have been asked of 
the ritual, it will likely be the case that one will already 
have begun to discern clues to the congregation's 
identity. However, several further steps of analysis 
may also prove helpful. 

l. Try to classify the various rituals in terms of the
distinctions between rites of passage and rites of 
intensification or other forms of ritual. This will give 
clues as to the functons of the rituals. From observing 
the various rituals and from answers given to the 
questions above, one should begin to be able to say 
what it is that is being communicated to or about the 
congregation at particular transition points that have 
the potential of being disruptive to its life, or what 
meanings are being rehearsed in the various recurring 
sites of intensification. Or what is being said about the 
power structure of the congregation or tensions 
between congregational norms and those of individual 
members? 

-
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2. The distinction between the great and little
traditions should also be useful in making sense out of 
the meanings being communicated. What aspects of the 
catholic tradition are being communicated about this 
congregation's identity? What aspects of its own 
peculiar heritage are being communicated? How does 
the latter affect the former and vice versa? Are there 
tensions between them that are potentially transforma­
tive and that may signal the congregation's "becom­
ing?" 

3. The discussion of the relation of symbols to
transcendence, love, power, and justice in section 2.6.2 
is equally appropriate to the analysis of a congregation's 
ritual, and it can be applied to the responses given to the 
questions in 1 and 2 above. 

4. Are there common themes that begin to emerge
out of the analysis of the various rituals? Are they 
recurring themes? Do they make sense when we think 
of them in relation to other aspects of the congregation's 
identity that we are studying? Do they make sense 
when we consider the congregation's program and the 
social and cultural context in which it is set? If the 
answer to these questions is generally affirmative, then 
we can be reasonably certain that we have heard what it 
is that the congregation is communicating through its 
rituals, whether explicitly or tacitly, about its identity. 

2.8 Demographic Picture 

2.8.1 Demography and Identity 

Demography involves the careful description of 
groups of people, typically using statistics. In the 
following chapter on the congregation's context, 
demographic analysis is used as a way of understand­
ing the context. Here it is employed to understand the 
congregation's identity, both its perceptions of itself 
and the identity it presents to outsiders. When we 
describe the age, gender, marital status, race, ethnicity, 
or socioeconomic characteristics of a congregation, we 
are presenting the congregation's demographic picture. 
How is this related to identity? In the case of an 
individual, personal characteristics (age, sex, marital 
status, race, ethnicity, and so forth) contribute to her 
"singular sense of who she is," as we defined identity 
earlier in psychological terms. And this sense of who 
she is is not only an identity of her own making, but is 
partly derived from the culturally defined meanings 
which others attribute to her in light of her demo­
graphic characteristics. Consider, for example, a thirty­
year-old single woman, the daughter of Italian immi­
grants, with a college education and a middle manage­
ment job in an insurance company. These characteris­
tics by no means exhaust her identity, but they 

41 

constitute important ingredients of the meanings that 
both she and others attach to her and from which she 
derives a sense of who she is. To ignore them would be 
a mistake if our interest is to discover who she is or help 
her in self-discovery. 

If this is true for individuals, it is also true for groups 
and, in particular, for congregations. Here our concern 
is not with the individual identities of the congrega­
tion's members, but of the demographic picture that the 
members constitute in the aggregate. And they involve 
the same kinds of characteristics we took note of for the 
individual. What we are interested in are both the 
distribution of the various demographic characteristics 
across the congregation-how homogeneous or hetero­
geneous the congregation is-and a picture of the 
typical or average member, if there is such. Both are 
important ingredients of a congregation's identity, 
especially what we earlier called its "being" or given 
character; but both also can be ingredients in its 
"becoming." Consider the following example, which 
illustrates the importance of these aspects of the 
demographic picture and their interaction with both 
context and program, which are discussed in subse­
quent chapters. 

A congregation has for years prided itself on being a 
"family church." In the 1950s and 1960s, in particular, 
this image of its identity was accurate, based on its 
demographic picture, and it was reflected in its 
program. The congregation was quite homogeneous-­
white, upper middle class, mostly married with 
children of school age. These were its typical members. 
This "family church" identity persisted into the 1970s; 
however, the number of members began to decline 
sharply, and the families in the church increasingly 
were represented only by the mother and father. Few 
children and teenagers were present or active. The 
demographic picture of the typical congregation had 
changed; both the distribution of member characteris­
tics and the typical member were no longer the same as 
before. Furthermore, the congregation was having 
difficulty reaching out to newcomers in the high rise 
apartments that were being built in the surrounding 
neighborhood. These persons were much more likely to 
be young singles, divorced persons, widows and 
widowers, or couples with no children. In short, 
although "family church" identity, reflecting an earlier 
demographic picture, was still dominant in the culture 
and program of the church, it had become dysfunc­
tional both for its current members and for outreach to 
new residents in the neighborhood. Its identity and 
program were incompatible with its context. Analysis 
of their current demographic picture led congregational 
members to an awareness of who they presently were 
and how they had changed; and it led them to reflect on 
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who they would like to become and what was necessary 
to bring about the change. 

Another important way that analysis of the congre­
gation's demographic picture gives insight into its 
identity is in the area of social class. This concept is 
difficult to define, and there is considerable debate 
among social theorists about its precise meaning, 
though not about its importance. 3' Generally (and 
begging the question of the distinction often made 
between class and status), we understand class to refer 
to those who share similar positions in society related to 
their education, income and occupation. As a conse­
quence of being in a similar position on these attributes, 
they also tend to have similar social and political 
attitudes, economic interests, life-style, and life chances 
(access to such necessities as food, clothing, shelter, 
and health care). Although, in American society there 
are not the kinds of self-conscious classes that Karl Marx 
believed would always arise as a result of varying 
relationships to the means of production, it is not 
difficult to see the effects of class position in these 
various ways. Especially important are the class-related 
inequalities that exist. Various aspects of religious life 
itself are also affected by class. Thus, an important 
component of the identity of congregations-especially 
because people have considerable choice among the 
congregations they join-is the typical or dominant 
social class of its members. Preferred styles of worship 
(for example, informal and spontaneous vs. formal and 
structured) are related to class preferences, as are also 
differences in theological orientation, world views and 
beliefs about the mission of the church and of individual 
Christians in society. 35 The sharp debates between the 
"new Christian right" and socially liberal Christians 
over various social issues are in part reflections of 
different class interests as they interact with and 
influence theological and ethical orientations. 36 Thus, 
class analysis provides important clues to congrega­
tional identity and to a variety of aspects of congrega­
tional life and mission. 

Other examples of the importance of understanding a 
congregation's demographic picture include the pre­
dominantly white congregation that wishes to reach out 
to blacks who are moving into the community, or the 
judicatory official who encounters resistance in trying 
to bring about the merger or clustering of congregations 
with differing demographic pictures. 

2.8.2 Methods of Exploration 

Of all the elements of identity that we discuss, the 
demographic picture is perhaps the easiest for which to 
gather the necessary data. There are two ways of going 
about it. 
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One way is to gather together a small number of 
people who are considerably knowledgeable about the 
membership. They pool their knowledge to come up 
with estimates of the percentage of members in 
different age, sex, racial/ethnic, marital status, educa­
tional, or occupational groups in the congregation. In a 
congregation with no more than three to four hundred 
members, this method generally works quite well. The 
percentages need only to be reasonably accurate to be 
helpful in describing the congregation. 

The other method, especially necessary in larger 
congregations, is the use of a questionnaire, or 
inventory, filled out by the members themselves. The 
Parish Profile Inventory (General Appendix) includes a 
section of questions that can be used by a study team to 
develop a demographic profile. Such records can be 
updated periodically to provide insight into the 
changing demographic picture. 

Using either method, the goal is to be able to describe 
the demographic picture quantitatively so that one can 
consider both the distribution of the various member 
attributes and give a profile of the typical member. 
Furthermore, because it is often important to be able to 
compare the demographic picture of the congregation's 
members with the profile of residents in the church's 
context, the study team should use categories compara­
ble to those of the U.S. Census of Population (available 
in public libraries). These categories can be found in 
demographic questions used in the Parish Profile 
Inventory and in the discussion of the use of the Census 
in chapter 3. 

2.8.3 Analysis 

In summarizing the distribution of the various 
demographic characteristics, it is usually most helpful 
to convert them into percentages which will not only 
indicate the proportions in each category (thus showing 
the homogeneity/heterogeneity of the congregation), 
but will also reveal the typical or modal member (the 
category with the largest number). Using the median or 
mean as measures of the average will also provide a 
picture of the typical member; and the standard 
deviation (for those statistically inclined) can be 
computed to indicate the diversity that exists. Con­
structing an age-sex pyramid37 is a graphic and often 
helpful way to represent the age-sex identity of a 
congregation; while other types of graphs (e.g., bar or 
line graphs or pie charts) also provide ways of picturing 
the congregation demographically. 

A social class analysis of the congregation can draw 
on the various data gathering techniques described 
above to get a profile of the educational, occupational 
and income distribution of the congregation. But it also 
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requires some imaginative reflection by leaders and 
members on the ways that their congregation's beliefs, 
practices, orientations to mission (or those of particular 
groups of members) are reflective of (not necessarily 
determined by) their social class position. One way to 
help this along is to do a comparative analysis of other 
congregations in the community and probe differences 
that may be related to the typical social class of 
members. Another way is to do interviews with 
nonmembers in the community, especially those from 
different economic, racial, or ethnic backgrounds, to 
probe how they view one's congregation. When leaders 
of one New England congregation asked a group of 
blacks in the town to tell them how blacks perceived the 
church, the church was described as "the big white 
church on the green." The double meaning of "big 
white church" was clear. 

We have already suggested some uses of the 
demographic picture but let us reiterate them and add 
several others: 

-To provide a profile of the congregation's typical
member

-To indicate the degree of diversity that exists in a
given congregation

-To compare the congregation's presumed demo­

graphic picture with its actual one
-To compare the congregation's demographic picture

with that of residents in the community served by the
congregation

-To provide important clues for program development
for both present and potential members

-To assist a congregation to reflect on its given
demographic identity in comparison with that which
it would like to become

-To assist judicatory officials in understanding the
congregations with whom they work-for example,
when there is a pastoral change, when consultation
or support is needed, or when clustering or mergers
are contemplated.

2. 9 Character

When leaders refer to the "personality" of their 
congregation, they generally have in mind all its traits 
and dispositions that distinguish it from other churches 
they have known. Their concept of personality is thus a 
summary way of talking about a parish's identity. We 
suggest that the concept of character is a more ample 
way of getting at the same issues. Less tied to 
connotations of the person than personality, character 
can better embrace corporate dimensions of outlook 
(heritage and world view), activity (history and ritual), 
constitution (demographic picture) and expression 
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(symbol). Thus, in this sense, character is virtually 
synonymous with identity. 

But character also more clearly identifies another 
aspect of identity not yet fully analyzed. This is the 
moral dimension of congregational life, its values, its 
preferred behavioral tone, its ethos, its corporate 
integrity. Like the other elements of identity, character 
thus refers both to the congregation's being and to its 
becoming. On the one hand character brings together 
the means by which a congregation merely exists in the 
world: what Clifford Geertz calls its "tendencies, 
capacities, propensities, skills, habits, liabilities, pron­
enesses."38 On the other hand, character refers to the 
capacity of the congregation to engage also in moral 
deliberation. A church has the freedom to "have 
character'' as well as to just "be" a collection of 
characteristic traits. Character, in the understanding of 
Stanley Hauerwas, "denotes not only what is distinc­
tive but also what is in some measure deliberate, what a 
man can decide to be opposed to what he is 
naturally. "39 

It is helpful to contrast what is central in the valuing 
element of character with world view. While the latter 
refers to what a congregation perceives, character 
represents what the group prefers or values. World 
view treats what people suspect is going on, character 
what they wish would go on. 

2.9.1 Studying Character 

Participant Observation and Interviews 

To understand some of the constituents of the 
character of a congregation, one may use the basic 
methods of ethnographic inquiry already described. 
Here we look for the themes by which the congregation 
prefers its life. 

1. Participant observation is essential to the search. The
study team analyzes the characteristics of nuclear 
members and principal leaders and contrasts these with 
the attributes of marginal members. Observers record 
actions and ponder the nature of events, and especially, 
because values are at stake, those events that show 
stress. Special attention must also be paid to a 
congregation's "street wisdom" about how things 
really get done and what really to avoid. Additionally, 
the observers note wishes, desires and instances of 
their fulfillment. Etiquette, style, and stereotypic 
behavior are watched and described. Throughout the 
study, the team keeps in mind the underlying 
questions: What do members show to be the preferable 
and reliable practice of their congregational household? 

2. Guided interviews are also important in the study of
character. They permit the actors themselves to ponder 
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their behavior and develop their own ideas about what 
congregational actions intend. Some of the better 
interviews may be with marginal members who often 
bring a more critical interpretation to church behavior. 
The type of questions to ask of all informants includes: 

-Tell me about your own association with this
church.

-How is this church most likely to fall apart?
-What sort of talk dampens the spirit of this church?
-What distinguishes this church from (a nearby

competitor)?
-What sort of church program or project is

frustrating and unproductive here?
-Think of a respected member. Without naming

him/her, describe his/her characteristics.
-Think of an embarrassing member. Without

naming him/her describe his/her characteristics.
-At what points in church life do you feel closest to

God?
-At what points in church life do you feel in danger

of losing touch with God?

As in other types of inquiry already described, data 
from informants contain themes and images that are 
not idiosyncratic to the individual but rather reflect a 
corporate pattern of culture. The study team's task in 
delineating congregational character is to pick out and 
describe those strands in the pattern that reflect values 
and disposition. 

Corporate Moral Inquiry 

Another way of exploring parish character is to 
assemble ten or twelve representative members of the 
parish to ponder some knotty moral issue such as 
abortion or a dimension of business ethics. The point is 
not so much to help people in their ongoing lives as to 
learn more clearly what constitutes the premises and 
range of variance in current parish attitudes. Both initial 
perceptions of participants and the ways by which they 
struggle for consensus should be recorded. Writing 
main points on newsprint would help the group 
themselves see the shape of their deliberations, but a 
more detailed record for later perusal should also be 
written or taped. 

When approached as an exercise to discover parish 
character, the session might encourage deeper moral 
reflection than a session set up to promote a particular 
"right" response. Parish discussions of moral issues 
frequently begin with a formidable challenge such as 
"What is the Christian answer to ____ ?" A 
discussion conducted in the light of such an introduc­
tion has several handicaps, including an implication 
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that some people, like the pastor, harbor more profound 
answers than others. It also gives an opportunity for 
persons to assume a party line on the issue that does not 
really expose their personal handling of it. 

Rather, the study team should try a discussion that 
begins in a more adventuresome way: "We all have 
deep opinions about this issue, and we want to see how 
they differ but relate to each other." Later on, the 
discussion leader may sketch some obviously extreme 
positions that seem to fall outside the opinions 
expressed. Ponder with the group how their distinctive 
insights may be related to each other and to interpreta­
tions of the Gospel. 

2.9.2 Analysis 

One way of looking at the rich material gathered from 
participant observation, guided interviews, and group 
discussions is to ask of it four questions: 

-What virtues does the parish characteristically find
in crisis?

-What qualities are expressed in the dominant mood
of the congregation?

-What styles reflect its dominant manner of behav­
ior?

-What does the congregation wish to become?

Congregations develop particular valuations of crisis 
and frequently use the assessment of an especially 
serious crisis to characterize their present corporate life. 
Listen for recurrent references to a certain death, 
perhaps of a prominent member or one that was 
especially unjustified, and see how its experience and 
parish responses portray certain deep traits of parish 
character. The death may also be a real or threatened 
corporate disintegration, such as a schism, a parish 
fight, or a difficult change in leadership. 

Congregations also exhibit a pervasive mood, a 
distinctive temperament that qualifies and also assesses 
the way the parish expresses its corporate life. Moods 
are atmospheres; they may waft an air of innocence or 
complicity through the church, or perhaps one of 
fertility or decay. 

The manner by which congregations feel they get 
things done is another variable in the configuration of 
character. Congregations develop particular sets of 
sharpened skills whose employment form the domi­
nant style of parish life, its dependable behavior. 

And parishes also wish to become some embodiment of 
qualities that they now are not. Congregational 
character includes both a recognition of present traits 
and the anticipation of their transformation. 

How might such a diverse collection of crises, moods, 
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manners, and desires be summarized so that the 
"spirit" of a local church may be seen in some holistic, 
more communicable pattern? Actually, this is a ques­
tion that extends beyond summing up the character of a 
congregation, as we are using the term here to express 
the valuing dimension of identity. It is also an 
appropriate question with reference to the whole of our 
concern with a congregation's identity; thus, the 
following section provides a guide for interpreting the 
insights from the more focused analysis of a congrega­
tion's character, but also as a way of bringing together 
the varied insights garnered from exercises suggested 
in the previous sections of this chapter. 

2.10 Summing It Up in Story 

Early in this chapter, we suggested that a study team 
probably would not find it useful to explore all of the 
various methods suggested for understanding a con­
gregation's identity; however, it is strongly recom­
mended that at least several be explored. And while we 
have suggested methods of analysis and interpretation 
of the specific "windows" into a congregation's 
identity, it is also important to attempt to bring together 
these various findings into a more holistic perspective. 
What we suggest is a form of "triangulation" where the 
various angles on identity are combined to provide a 
more comprehensive view. We would suggest that this 
may be appropriately done through a conscious effort at 
storytelling in which the study team attempts to express 
what it has learned of the congregation's identity in a 
story. 

Throughout many of the guides to analysis of identity 
there has run a persistent reference to story. Story is the 
way a community usually views, values, and talks 
about itself in relation to its world and heritage. Most 
communications in a congregation are narrative in their 
nature. The pervasiveness of narrative in congrega­
tional life is acknowledged in this handbook's predeces­
sor, which examined a single congregation through the 
perspectives of many disciplines: 

?tory is no_t then just th� play of children by which a group
interprets its common life .... Any ongoing ministry in a 
church relies upon story in its attempt to interpret its life. It is 
not just sermons that need illustration; all of corporate life 
needs imaging for its communication. 

Once one begins to sense the power of narrative in 
congregational life one finds it everywhere. It constitutes the 
news that members share about their common life. A large 
part of that news is gossip. In one of the best ethnographies of 
a congregation Samuel Heilman shows how gossip-that is, 
stories about other members-is essential for corporate 
existence. Heilman even demonstrates the presence of four 
layers of gossip, increasingly private and potent, that enrich 
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activities and relationships in a congregation. Stories of origin 
and narrative explanations of behavior also define life 
together, as do schemes for the future and reports of the past. 
Introductions, confessions, testimonies, and other accounts 
further tie individual lives to the group story. Even jokes serve 
the common narrative pattern, their telling deemed tasteful if 
they somehow advance the common story. Longer sequences 
of group behavior such as fights and social events have a 
dramatic framework that holds actors, plot, props, and 
setting. Added to all of the above is the more consciously 
storied nature of divine worship: its liturgical drama, its 
Scripture, hymns, sermons, and symbols. From its concep­
tion to its death the local church exists by the persistent 
imaginative construction of its members. •0 

In spite of the prevalence of storied communication in 
the life of a congregation, its leaders and members 
seldom consider their corporate identity in narrative 
form. Instead, they talk about their parish in terms of 
numbers, programs, and environmental circum­
stances. They thereby avoid the fact of their character, 
the challenge of who they are, and who in Christ they 
can become. Necessarily they tell stories about their 
smaller actions and ideas, but they usually conceal the 
larger story of who they are and can become. 

A study team's investigations into identity, and 
especially into character, have important implications, 
therefore, for what James Hillman called "restory­
ing."41 The use of analytical devices that possess 
narrative dimensions encourages both study teams and 
their congregations to find the pregnant stories that 
bear the church's identity. In telling its own story, in 
discovering its richness of character and in playing with 
its plot and weighing its setting, a local church gains a 
new sense of what has become a largely lost art, that of 
recounting the big story about its congregation and its 
world. 

Attention to the narrative quality of corporate life 
seems to promote three closely related features of 
identity formation. Story first relates an evocation "that 
we are." Instead of considering our congregation as an 
accidental collection of miscellaneously motivated 
people, through narrative we build metaphors that 
show our corporate nature, our body that congregates 
our group. Second, story reports a characterization, our 
sense of "who we are." We are not a copy of another 
congregation; we discover our peculiar identity largely 
through the narrative told of ourselves. In understand­
ing the particular story of a congregation, we more or 
less consciously contrast it with other stories and thus 
come to appreciate our unique participation in a world 
of storied communication. 

Third, story tells our confession, our account of "what 
we are" in terms of our ultimate goal. In that it relates 
past, present, and future, our account of even our past 
reflects our hopes about our future. The story we live, 



46 

uniquely our own, is confessed even to ourselves in the 
larger context of the world's becoming, the story of 
God's redemption. 

Insofar as a story emerges from the deliberations 
among its members, and insofar as it continues to be 
told and shaped by members, it constitutes a way by 
which the congregation may evoke, characterize, and 
confess its identity. What therefore develops is a 
storytelling pattern similar to that of a family. Not 
having lost the art of storytelling as thoroughly as have 
most congregations, healthy families use and play with 
the stories to understand their character. Members of 
the family help each other tell them. "No," says one, 
"you got it all wrong," and relates her own version of a 
family event that mirrors its identity. "What if," begins 
another, and the family recollects its past, represents its 
embodied present, and projects its future in a sequence 
of related stories. 

When used without regard to the other, either hard 
data about a congregation or a telling of its story may 
distort its identity. Data, such as findings distilled from 
the various exercises of this and other chapters of this 
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tion in it, the greater the possibility they have of 
cultivating a more responsible and effective expression 
of their faith commitments. Also, the more likely they 
will be to discover ways of influencing this context 
rather than simply being influenced by it. Open 
systems have the capacity for self-renewal based on 
feedback and insight, or at least some power to 
transform the world around them. An analysis of the 
context of the congregation will not prescribe to the 
congregation what it should be or do; but it can provide 
the congregation with information and insight about 
itself and its setting that open it to new possibilities for 
response. 

To view congregations as open systems is to risk 
making a theological statement. To take the congrega­
tion's social context seriously is also a statement about 
the work of God in history and the church's mission in 
its world. One finds in scripture and in the witness of 
the Church over time the response of Christians to a 
God whose concern extends to the whole of life, in 
which human boundaries between people and nations 
and rich and poor are overcome, and in which God's 
intentions for all people are made known afresh in each 
generation. The local congregation is an agent of God's 
larger purposes, equipped for its mission both by its 
participation in God's larger design and by its human 
character. The authors of this chapter confess special 
excitement in congregations whose sense of God's 
vision takes them beyond concern for themselves, who 
provide social space where social distinctions are 
overcome, who can see beyond their own problems to 
the needs and struggles of their immediate neighbors 
and of suffering brothers and sisters half a world away. 
While these may be viewed by some as biases, the 
methods for looking at the congregation's social context 
presented in this chapter should be useful for those 
whose perspective may be quite different. 4 

Components of the Congregation's Context 

To say that a congregation exists in relation to an 
environment is an encompassing generalization that 
begs for greater specificity. The environment, or that 
which is external to an institution, is inclusive as well as 
multi-layered. Let us examine each of these to see what is 
implied for congregational studies. 

By inclusiveness is meant the open-ended character 
of a congregation's context-extending from the local 
neighborhood to the global community. A congrega­
tion is linked to networks and events on a national and 
international scale; as a religious and moral community 
it is called upon to respond to issues that arise from 
beyond the geographic locale in which it exists. 
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Examples abound: Wars in Southeast Asia contribute to 
an influx of immigrants from Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos, while poverty and political oppression in Central 
America and the Caribbean stimulate i�gration from 
Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, Cuba, and Haiti. 
Worldwide inflation and high interest rates place strain 
on family budgets which in turn affects ,giving to local 
churches. Changes in the national economy provide 
incentives for industry to relocate to growing areas of 
the United States or to other countries, making it 
difficult for local communities and metropolitan areas 
to maintain their economic viability. 

Normally, however, the starting point for the 
contextual analysis of congregations is the local 
community. For here it is, in the immediate neighbor­
hood or community, that most of the external 
influences on congregations find expression. In the 
abstract one can speak of broad cultural trends such as 
immigration, economic dislocation and changes in 
family patterns; in the concrete one thinks of the Cruz 
family down the street who have come here from 
Mexico to work in the packing plant, or of Mr. 
D' Amico, who is out of work because the electronics 
factory has relocated to Taiwan, or of Ruth Hansen's 
daughter Cheryl, who is living with her boyfriend in 
Syracuse. In the local community people move in and 
out, group life takes on a particular style, fads and 
fashions come and go. Widespread social and cultural 
changes come to bear on the congregation as an 
institution rooted in community life. 

In the modern world, the local community is no 
longer a self-contained geographic entity. Often the 
physical boundaries of neighborhoods and communi­
ties are indeterminate, and for many urban dwellers 
especially, spatial proximity is not a perfect index of 
social participation. Social networks and patterns of 
institutional involvement extend beyond the immedi­
ate locale. Hence, while this chapter focuses primarily 
on the local community as the principal context for a 
congregation, it is important to keep in mind that the 
linkages to the outer world are important in under­
standing the community and the congregation. Even in 
the most remote geographical locales, "connections" 
outside play a big part in determining the pulse of social 
and religious life. 

Multi-layered refers to the fact that the impact of the 
environment on a congregation, or any institution, 
occurs at various levels. Social conditioning is some­
times open and visible, sometimes more hidden and 
subterranean. The web of interrelationships is such that 
changes at one level can lead to numerous and 
unexpected consequences at another. The social fabric 
of any community is a complex web of rules, roles and 
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At some point Heritage committee will need to 
specify what it means by "the church's community." 
Some churches find it helpful to work with two 
definitions: the "immediate neighborhood" of several 
blocks surrounding the church building and for which 
the members feel some special responsibility, and a 
larger "parish area" from which the church draws 
members. Others, out of a sense of the congregation's 
larger social responsibility, may want to look at their 
own community alongside others in which they are 
considering new programming. In rural areas the larger 
"parish" may include several towns or counties. 

3.2.2 Some Key Documents 

There is an enormous amount of printed information 
produced by governmental and private groups that can 
help a church study committee explore its community 
or neighborhood. It is helpful to have these printed 
documents available early in the committee's work. A
partial list might include the following: 

Annual reports of local officials 
Local histories 
Maps 
Land use plans 
Analyses of local voting patterns 
Reports of social service agencies 
Planning documents 
Local newspapers 
Chamber of Commerce publications 
Real estate brochures 
Welcome Wagon packets for new residents 

Planning agencies are particularly good sources of 
basic documents and information on local communities 
and neighborhoods. There are few American com­
munities that do not have at least one person asking 
questions about their future. The planning may center 
on economic development, recreation, land use, public 
health, school needs, transportation or a host of other 
issues. In some areas planning is a state function; in 

?thers it is done by county or local governments or by 
intergovernmental groups. Some planning agencies 
work hard to secure public participation in their work; 
others work behind closed doors. 

Government agencies are not alone in developing 
plans for a community's future. Banks, utility com­
panies, citizen action groups and nonprofit organiza­
tions may all share your interest in the community and 
welcome your requests for information and documen­
tation. Heritage would want to give special attention to 
groups concerned with aging and needs of young 
families. 
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3.2.3 Take a Walk! 

One of the most important parts of any community 
study is also the simplest. It involves setting aside the 
major portion of a day to walk through your neighbor­
hood or community absorbing its sights, sounds, and 
aromas. The purpose of such an exercise is to expase 
you to things you may already know but that have 
become so familiar you no longer notice them. Who is 
on the streets at various times of the day or night? Why 
aren't those teenagers at school? How's business in Mr. 
Caporale' s bakery? When did the O'Brien house get so 
run down? How is the new mall affecting Jim Smith's 
carpet business? Who in this town would wear that sexy 
dress in Mrs. Buttner's dress store window? 

In the course of the walk be alert to your own 
reactions to what you see and hear, but also try to look 
at things from the perspective of other people and 
groups. Put yourself into the role of a newcomer to the 
community. How apparent are the basic services a 
person would need in locating in town? Where does 
one find a family doctor, an AA meeting, a laundry, a 
church, a pizza? How would an older or physically 
disabled person handle the curbs on the sidewalks? 
Where would a homeless person spend the night? How 
does a six-year-old get across a busy intersection on the 
way to school? 

The walk can be modified to meet a particular 
situation, but avoid the temptation to spend too much 
time in a car. Get out and stretch your legs! A group can 
take the walk by assigning teams of two to three 
persons to cover the same geographic area, each with a 
different perspective in mind: that of a young family 
newly arrived in the community, an older person on a 
fixed income, a drifter, a person who has difficulty with 
English, a college student. 

Save time at the end of your excursion for recording 
your impressions. A simple list of "What I Saw" and 
"New Questions Raised" will help organize your 
thoughts if you're on your own. A discussion of what

group members observed is always an educational and 
enlightening experience. 

3.2.4 Exploring "Social Worlds" 

To understand a community it is essential to explore 
the "social worlds" represented in it. By social worlds is 
meant the perceptions of reality that inform people's 
daily lives. To speak of a social world is, in a most 
fundamental way, to acknowledge the human need for 
meaning and order in personal experience, for making 
sense out of life. More than this, it is to acknowledge 
that reality is "socially constructed"-that the social 
context is crucially important for how individuals create 
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and sustain their symbolic worlds. While some people 
are aware of how they shape their own worlds, most 
simply take them for granted. Nevertheless, all human 
beings, consciously or unconsciously, strive for an 
integrated and meaningful outlook. 

In recent times the study of social worlds has become 
both more important and more complex. Scholars cite 
two key reasons: First, traditional ways of viewing the 
world and attributing meaning to social events and 
behavior have lost much of their influence. As a result 
of this increased "pluralization" of social worlds, 
people discover alternative and competing ways of 
viewing the world and the need to choose among them. 
Second, in a process called "privatization," the attribu­
tion of meanings has become highly individualistic. 
Meanings are no longer universally shared throughout 
the society as a whole, but individuals fashion for 
themselves systems of meaning that are personally 
satisfying and fulfilling. Often they reflect the class 
position of social groups. Sociologist Peter Berger 
argues that the new situation of religion in the modem 
world forces upon individuals a "heretical impera­
tive" -the need to make choices among alternative 
interpretations and select out those elements of a 
religious tradition that are illuminating for a particular 
life-situation. 7 

Congregations are directly affected by the processes 
of pluralization and privatization. As the world has 
become more fragmented, the "private" and "public" 
spheres have become more separated from one 
another. Separation has also meant functional dif­
ferentiation, to the point that private life is increasingly 
treasured for its nonpublic character. Boundaries 
between the two are carefully drawn, with the private 
realm often held up as a refuge and retreat. The 
consequences for religion are far-reaching and signifi­
cant: church life becomes to a considerable extent captive to the 
private realm. With family, friendships and hobbies, 
church participation becomes part of a world removed 
from the public. The situation is somewhat paradoxical: 
as communications technology brings communities 
closer to events in other parts of the world and in other 
neighborhoods, increasingly people look to religion to 
help them secure "private" space removed from that 
wider world. An increasingly privatized religious world 
bears a host of implications-for religious belief and 
psychology, understandings of community mission, 
and institutional patterns and styles. The case of High 
Ridge Presbyterian Church, discussed in chapter 1, can 
be viewed as a struggle between two social worlds 
present in a single congregation; on the issue of 
allowing champagne in a congregational setting some 
members reflect the social worlds of their affluent 
suburban California community while others hold to 
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fundamentally different perceptions of what is appro­
priate behavior in the church. 

Methods for studying the social psychology of 
community life are not as well-developed as demo­
graphic and interactional analysis, which will be 
discussed later in this chapter. Getting "inside" the 
worlds in which people live and grasping their 
meanings is difficult. One does get clues from surveys 
and records, cultural styles, and examinations of 
community tensions and conflicts. For understanding 
social worlds and meaning systems, however, careful 
observation and ethnographic inquiry are essential. 
The perceptive observer who "takes a walk" in the 
community will learn a great deal about the way people 
live and their values simply from observing family and 
housing styles, "status symbols" such as automobiles 
and boats, evidence of consumption patterns, specialty 
shops, types of organizations and hobbies, newspapers 
and magazines read, the uses of weekend and other 
"private" time. 

The best way to get "inside" the social worlds of 
neighborhood residents is, of course, to engage in 
conversation with them. People love to talk, even with 
strangers.8 Many churches have used the simple 
technique of having all members of their study group 
"interview" a friend or neighbor. Heritage Church 
might want to have each committee member interview 
two people: one an elderly resident and the other a 
young newcomer. The interview focuses on a few broad 
questions that move from the very general to the fairly 
personal. Here are some examples that can be modified 
to meet specific group objectives. 
-What are the things that attract people to live here in

this neighborhood? Were those the things that
attracted you?

-As you think about the time you have lived in this
neighborhood, what are the most important changes
you've seen? What has caused these changes? Have
there been major events or happenings that are
especially important-for example, a strike or disas­
ter-that have affected the ways people look at the
neighborhood?

-Who are the people that seem to care a lot about what
happens in this community, who really want to make
it a better place to live?

-How would you describe your neighbors? What kind
of people are they? What do you think are the most
important things in the lives of people who live here
in the neighborhood? Are those the most important
things in your life?

-Are there people who don't seem to fit in very well
with others who live in the neighborhood? What's
different about these people? How do others react to
them?
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-What do you think keeps people going when times
get tough?

-Can you think of times in your own life when you've
undergone an important change in the way you
looked at the world? When you've had a really clear
sense of what counted in your life?
It's important in any conversation to be alert to what

the other person is saying-and trying to say. The 
interviewer should be prepared to share his or her own 
views where appropriate, but the main purpose is to 
listen and to learn. Taking notes is fine and will be 
helpful in summarizing your interview. If taking notes 
disrupts the flow of the conversation it is better to try to 
reconstruct the session on paper as soon as possible. 

3.2.5 Analysis and Interpretation 

There have been a number of attempts to identify the 
dominant social worlds or meaning systems at large in 
American communities. One that is especially intrigu­
ing is suggested by sociologist Robert Wuthnow and 
grows out of his research on the content of persons' 
meaning systems in California's Bay Area.9 Wuthnow 
suggests four major meaning systems and some of their 
attributes: 

1. The theistic is closest to that traditionally asso­
ciated with major American religious traditions.
People look to God as the agent who governs life
and the source of purpose and direction for
individuals. Bringing one's life into conformity
with God's will is the key to personal meaning
and happiness. God is the creator of the universe
and is active in history. The Bible is God's law and
humanity's guide to appropriate living.

2. Individualism places the emphasis on human
beings as being in control of their own destiny.
Success or failure is in the hands of individuals,
who set their own course in life and are free to
choose their futures. Individualism has deep
roots in America and is associated with traditional
values of hard work, willpower, determination,
thrift, honesty, and the avoidance of such vices as
laziness, drunkenness, and deceit. Special em­
phasis is given to personal willpower as the key to
happiness and good fortune.

3. Social science is a third meaning system and is
similar to individualism in its emphasis on human
beings' roles in history. Its emphasis, however, is
on the key roles of social forces rather than
individuals. Family background, social status,
and class, the society a person lives in and its
cultural, economic, and political systems combine
to shape a persons' position in life. Less control is
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in the hands of individuals; rather, one is 
socialized into patterns of thinking and acting. A 
person's sense of happiness and success varies 
according to the opportunities the society has 
provided and not simply to his or her energy and 
hard work. 

4. Mysticism is somewhat different. It is suspicious
of the ability of the other three meaning systems
to understand the meaning of life and account for
the forces that govern it. It places special reliance
on experience, particularly ecstatic experience, as
the source of knowledge about life. The stress is
on intuition and feelings. At the same time,
Wuthnow stresses that the mystic also has a
philosophy of life that places one's own most
intense experiences at the center; "In such
experiences he can alter time and space. He can
experience God. He can escape the social and
cultural forces that impinge upon him. He can
create reality itself."

Wuthnow's classification of meaning systems is 
helpful for organizing observations from both formal 
and casual conversations conducted within the commu­
nity .10 While Wuthnow used his classifications to 
formulate a formal survey questionnaire, they can also 
be used in a more informal manner to help organize 
data from neighborhood interviews. Following a series 
of interviews, the study group can use its interview 
notes to identify specific comments that reflect the four 
meaning systems and record the comments for group 
discussion. The following examples are suggested by 
interview items used in Wuthnow's California survey 
instrument: 

THEISTIC 
I definitely believe in God. 
God has been a strong influence in my life. 
People suffer because they don't obey God. 
God created the first man and woman. 
There is life after death, with rewards and punish­

ments. 

INDIVIDUALISTIC 
People usually bring suffering on themselves. 
The poor simply aren't willing to work hard. 
If one works hard enough, a person can do anything 

he or she wants to do. 
If someone does not succeed, it's his or her own 

fault. 

SOCIAL SCIENCE 
I believe forgotten childhood experiences have an 

influence on me. 
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Suffering is caused by social arrangements that make 
people greedy for riches and power. 

Man evolved from lower animals. 
Beliefs are influenced by income. 

MYSTICAL 
I have had the feeling that I was in close contact with 

something holy or sacred and it has had a lasting 
impact on my life. 

It is good to live in a fantasy world every now and 
then. 

New insights about myself have had a strong 
influence on my life. 

I have experienced a feeling of harmony with the 
universe, and it has had a lasting influence on my 
life. 

When the interview comments have been organized 
the group should discuss what members have found. 
The group will want to focus on questions like these: 
What have our interviews told us about the ways our 
neighbors view the neighborhood and the world? Are 
there differences between older and younger people we 
have visited with? To what extent are they similar to or 
different from the message of the gospel and the way 
our own members view the world? How can we relate 
to those who view the world differently than our 
members do? 

Another approach to analyzing social worlds focuses 
on an individual's breadth of perspective. Here the 
concern is less with content of meanings systems than 
with frames of reference-whether a person is oriented 
mainly to the immediate environment or the larger 
social world. In many studies throughout America two 
major character types have been identfied: 

Locals are very much oriented to neighborhood 
and community. They favor voluntary organizations 
in which stable, communal relationships are possi­
ble; they are deeply immersed in friendships and 
social networks. They tend to personalize interpre­
tations of social reality and to hold firmly to 
traditional beliefs and moral values. 

Cosmopolitans are more oriented to the larger 
world. They tend to prefer professional member­
ships and specialized voluntary organizations; their 
contacts and "significant others" extend beyond the 
immediate community. In life-style and ideology 
they are more tolerant of diversity and more open to 
social change. 

This distinction is useful for congregations studying 
their communities and has been applied to congrega-

Handbook for Congregational Studies 

tions.11 Research suggests that locals are "belongers" 

and tend to be deeply involved in church and 
synagogue activities. Locals emphasize norms of 
participation, sociality, and traditional modes of com­
mitment; they are defenders of conventional beliefs and 
practices. Cosmopolitans, in contrast, are less con­
cerned about community (and congregational) norms, 
but tend to place a great deal of emphasis on the ethical 
and meaning aspects of religion; their belief systems are 
less particularistic and more organized around personal 
religious quests. The two types differ religiously in 
fundamental ways-in beliefs, practices, and styles of 
institutional commitment. 

In virtually every community or congregation it is 
possible to identify the two character types. Some clues 
can be obtained from exploring the following: 
-What types of organizations and groups do people

join and take part in? Increasingly, people wear their

organizational memberships and commitments on
their chests. A preponderance of T-shirts proclaiming
membership in Max's Gym or loyalty to Annie's Bar
& Grill suggests more localistic ties than those
arguing for an end to nuclear testing or to the killing
of baby whales.

-What is the breadth of people's concerns? What is
talked about in the barber shop: the shot Al Maguire's
kid made at last night's basketball game and the new
waitress at the donut shop or the prospects for peace
in the Middle East and enthusiasm for the "Live from
Lincoln Center" broadcast on public television?

-How strong are social attachments-to the immedi­
ate neighborhood and to the larger world? How is the
turnout at community events? Do people go home or
come home for the holidays?
Answers to these questions can help provide a

"cognitive mapping" of the community and yield 
valuable information as to frames of reference and 
significant others. Such information is valuable not only 
for what it tells you about individuals, but also because 
it defines the character of the symbolic worlds in which 
religious meanings take on significance and are acted 
upon. A study committee will want to reflect on two key 
questions as it considers the relationship between social 
worlds and congregational life: 1. What can be said 
about the social worlds of members of the congrega­
tion? How are they similar to those of other community 
residents and how are they different? 2. To what extent 
does religion inform persons' social worlds? Do people 
carry their understandings from their religious and 
faith commitments or is their understanding of the 
world carried to their congregation membership from 
their class position and "secular'' involvements? 
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3.3 Demographic Data in 
Congregational Analysis 

In recent years technological advances have made 
demographic data available for a range of purposes and 
applications that could not have been envisioned at the 
time of the first federal census in 1790. Today, 
corporations from American Airlines to Xerox will use 
census data in shaping marketing strategies. Burger 
King, McDonald's and Wendy's will pore over census 
data in determining potential sites for new fast-food 
franchises. Political organizations will run the data 
through their computers seeking voters and contribu­
tors. The federal government will use census data in 
apportioning revenue sharing funds. 

Churches have also become major users of census 
data. Rare is the denomination which locates a new 
church without a careful examination of the demo­
graphic composition of the proposed site. Some 
mission agencies target resources toward communities 
with high need for their services and at least one group 
conducts careful analyses of respondents to its direct­
mail advertising. Census data is also used by congre­
gations. Long-range planning committees, committees 
planning church extension projects, task groups con­
sidering service projects such as day care centers, 
elderly housing and other types of outreach, and 
church boards considering stewardship goals or sa­
laries for staff frequently rely on census data in their 
work. 

For analyzing the demographic and social character­
istics of the congregation's immediate environment, the 
census is a key resource. This is especially true for a 
church like Heritage Methodist, which is looking fairly 
specifically at needs of particular groups in its neigh­
borhood. Before turning specifically to Heritage a 
reminder about some key census concepts will be 
helpful. 

Taking the Census: In 1980 the census was undertaken 
by mail in most of the country. Every census 
questionnaire contained seven questions about each 
household member plus twelve questions about hous­
ing. About one-fifth of all households received a longer 
questionnaire with an additional 40 population and 
housing items. The "short form" took an average of 15 
minutes to complete, the "long form" 45 minutes. The 
questions themselves are the product of a lengthy 
process involving governmental officials and various 
interest groups. Some areas such as housing conditions 
receive considerable attention, while others, including 
religious affiliation and participation, are not included 
at all. 

In recent years, the Bureau of the Census (which has 
responsibility for conducting the census) has given 
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special attention to including groups which have 
traditionally been "undercounted." Their efforts in­
cluded personal visits in isolated areas and diverse 
special efforts in minority communities. While the 
figure of 226,545,805 persons will stand as the "official" 
count of the U.S. population on April 1, 1980, virtually 
no one will argue it is complete. Some persons were 
missed, and members of minority groups, Southerners, 
persons in the country illegally, and men are dispropor­
tionately represented among those not counted. The 
1980 Census, while not perfect, is estimated to include 
99.4 percent of the "real" population. Users of census 
data will want to be aware, however, that some people 
are "missed" by the census itself. 

Census Geography: One of the greatest values of the 
federal census-in comparison, for example, with 
national opinion polls-is its geographic comprehensi­
veness. To understand census geography requires a 
brief outline of its key concepts. 

Some of the units of census geography are quite 
simple. For example, each U. S. household is located in 
a single state and county or county equivalent (parishes 
in Louisiana, independent cities in Virginia). Counties 
are further subdivided into minor civil divisions 
(MCDs) or census county divisions (CCDs). MCDs are 
political or administrative subdivisions (commonly 
townships) in 30 states; they usually have some legal 
standing. CCDs are statistical areas defined in the 20 
states where minor civil divisions are not legally 
defined, are not well known, or have frequent 
boundary changes. CCDs are especially common in the 
Western states. 

Census tracts are another type of geographic unit 
used for census purposes. Tracts are found in urban­
ized areas known as metropolitan statistical areas 
(MSAs). They are small, relatively permanent areas 
averaging 4,000 persons each and are intended to be 
socially homogeneous (that is, they contain people of 
similar backgrounds and economic status). They 
respect natural and human boundaries such as rivers 
and major highways. Unlike states, counties, MCDs, 
and CCDs, tracts have little intuitive meaning for 
people. They require special maps that identify their 
boundaries. 

Incorporated and census-designated places are still 
another important type of area designation. These are 
concentrations of people that have legally prescribed 
boundaries or have a definite residential nucleus but 
lack legal standing. Unlike the other units, places need 
not conform to county or state lines and are subject to 
redefinition over time as population patterns change.12 

Insert 3-1 illustrates key points in census geography 
using the state of Iowa as an example. Figure A shows 
Iowa's counties and metropolitan areas. Counties in the 
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state's seven metropolitan statistical areas are shaded. 
MSAs can cross state lines. 

Figure B is an enlarged view of Linn and Jones 
counties. Linn County, which includes Cedar Rapids 
city is classified as metropolitan. Jones county, located 
to its east, is classified as nonmetropolitan. Figure B 
shows the county subdivisions (minor civil divisions) 
for Linn County and both minor civil divisions and 
places for Jones county. Places have been omitted from 
Linn county in this illustration. 

Figure C looks in greater detail at the four minor civil 
divisions (in this case townships) that comprise the 
southwest quadrant of Jones county. Three of the four 
townships contain places with independent legal 
standing as Iowa cities (shown in capital letters). One 
city, Onslow, overlaps two townships (Madison and 
Wyoming). Figure C is quite typical of census geogra­
phy patterns in nonmetropolitan areas, although there 
are regional variations. 

Figure D is an enlargement of Cedar Rapids city and 
illustrates census geography for SMSA counties. For 
census purposes Cedar Rapids is both a minor civil 
division and a place. The enlargement shows the city 
divided into segments of varying size and shape. These 
are the city's census tracts. They average about 4,000 
persons and are socially homogeneous. They can be 
thought of as small neighborhoods. 

Figure E enlarges five census tracts in the southwest­
ern portion of Cedar Rapids. It shows the tract numbers 
and key boundaries of the tracts. This might be thought 
of as typical of an urban parish area such as that served 
by Heritage Methodist church. 

3.3.1 Using Census Data: An Example 

When the Census Bureau completes its work on a 
decennial census it releases several sets of tables 
covering various American communities and neigh­
borhoods. These tables are released first in computer 
tape form as "Standard Tape Files" and later as printed 
reports similar to this excerpt from the Cedar Rapids 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area report.13 

The previous section used the state of Iowa to 
illustrate census geography. It moved from the state to 
the county to the county subdivision level and in Linn 
County (which is classified as metropolitan for census 
purposes) to the tract level, and identified tracts 10, 11, 
23, 24, and 30.01 as the "neighborhood" served by 
Heritage United Methodist Church. This section intro­
duces the kinds of information available from the 
Bureau of the Census, covers some key census terms, 
and suggests, by example, some ways demographic 
data can inform church mission planning. Persons 
needing more detailed information on the census itself 
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or sources of demographic data can turn to the sources 
listed later in this chapter. 

The first three tables look at three changes in this 
five-tract area between 1970 and 1980. Table 1 looks at 
population and household change. The neighborhood 
is growing, but slowly; its 14 percent increase is just a bit 
higher than the nation's 11 percent growth.14 

Table 1 also shows change in households. A 
household, for census purposes, is a person or 
collection of persons sharing a living unit. In this 
neighborhood the number of households rose 42 
percent in the ten years. Family households (two or 
more related persons sharing a living unit) grew by 24 
percent while the number of nonfamily households 
(persons living alone or unrelated persons living 
together) nearly tripled. The number of persons in 
group quarters (institutional living arrangements such 
as nursing homes, military barracks, prisons, extended 
care hospital facilities, etc.) declined. The "typical" 
household declined from 3.5 to 2.9 persons in the 10 
years. 

Table 2 turns to racial and ethnic changes. Comparing 
racial-ethnic data over time can be risky because the 
Census Bureau has asked these items different ways 
and of different samples of the population. Between 
1970 and 1980 these changes affect totals for the white, 
Asian and Pacific Islander and Hispanic populations. 
The 1980 data is much more reliable than data from 
earlier censuses. While the number of minority group 
persons has risen in percentage terms, this community 
remains virtually all white. 

Table 3 looks at change in the various age groups 
within the community. While the total population rose 
by just over 14 percent, there is great variation in 
growth of specific groups. The number of young people 
has declined quite sharply; at the same time other 
groups are growing. The number of persons in their 
twenties and thirties has grown significantly, as has the 
number of older residents. The table gives Heritage 
Church the useful information that the number of 
persons age 75 and older (and thus likely to be prime 
candidates for elderly housing) has risen from 764 in 
1970 to 1,046 in 1980 (up 36.9 percent); in addition, the 
number of persons age 65 to 74 has grown from 949 to 
1,360 (up 43.3 percent). 

The two population pyramids give further insight 
into the age structure of the population and recent 
changes in it. The pyramids are pictorial representa­
tions of the community, dividing it by age and sex. In 
1970 the pyramid looked like a pyramid; wide at the 
bottom, it narrows as it moves toward the top. By 1980 
the shape is somewhat different. It is narrower at the 
bottom (reflecting the decline in the number of children 
and youth), widens toward the middle to reflect the 
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sizable number of "baby boom" residents, and begins 
narrowing for the over-35 age groups. 

What do table 3 and the two population pyramids tell 
the comittee about Heritage's neighborhood? First, that 
in important respects it resembles the population of the 
U.S. during the 1970s. The number of young adults and 
elderly grew while the youngest population declined. 
Second, it makes possible some educated guesses about 
the near future. In all likelihood the community's age 
structure will change by 1990. The large number of 
persons in their prime childbearing years will probably 
contribute to an "echo effect'' as baby boomers begin 
their own families; by 1990 this community's popula­
tion profile will probably again broaden at the base. The 
number of older persons will also grow, although 
probably no faster than in the past decade. The reason 
for this is the relatively small number of persons in the 
45 to 54 age group. Third, as persons in the 25 to 34 age 
group age, their incomes will tend to rise as they enter 
their peak wage-earning years. This could strengthen 
the neighborhood's economic base.15 

Tables 4 through 7 view socioeconomic changes 
between 1970 and 1980. Table 4 shows a rise in the 
number of college graduates from 8.5 percent of all 
adults to 14.1 percent. Table 5 deals with labor force 
participation in three categories: those employed 
outside the home, those unemployed, and those 
neither employed nor looking for work. Most notable is 
the increasing proportion of the employed labor force 
who are women. In 1970 women represented 36 percent 
of workers; by 1980 they were 44 percent. The number 
of women working outside the home grew by 78 
percent in the decade. 

Tables 6 and 7 examine family income; they include 
only family households and not persons living alone or 
in "unorthodox" living arrangements. Median family 
income rose from $11,263 in 1969 (income is reported for 
the year prior to the census) to $24,414 in 1979, an 
increase of 117 percent or slightly above the rate of 
inflation.16 Much of the increase can no doubt be 
attributed to a rising number of two-income families. 

Table 8 is particularly important as it shows the 
diversity of household types broken down by major 
racial-ethnic groups. Looking first at the bottom of the 
table, 2,235 (21 percent) of the households are classified 
as "nonfamilies." These include the 1,744 households 
of one person (from table 8) and 491 households of two 
or more unrelated individuals. "Family" households 
are of two types: those containing a married couple and 
those with related individuals but no spouse present. 
The neighborhood contains 4,215 married couple 
households with children; such households represent 
40 percent of the total and are the predominant 
household type. Another 3,089 households contain 
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married couples without children; they account for 30 
percent of the total. Overall, 70 percent of the 
households contain married couples. The "no spouse 
present" households are of two types: those headed by 
men and those headed by women. They are again 
subdivided into those with and without children 
present. The table gives the information that 487 of the 
neighborhoods' s households are female-headed single 
parent households. While the number of minority 
households is small, the table provides the interesting 
finding that the vast majority are married couples with 
children. 

Table 9 provides a detailed breakdown of racial 
groups. Race, for census purposes, is based on 
self-classification. The census questionnaire listed the 
groups reported in the table. Spanish origin persons, 
shown in table 1, can be of any race. Ancestry is also 
based on self-classification. Persons were asked to write 
in their ancestry; no response categories were given. 
Table 10 reports persons who gave a "single ancestry" 
response (e.g., "Polish," "Irish," etc.); persons of 
mixed background ("German-English," "Scottish­
lrish," etc.) are listed under "multiple ancestry." 
Nearly half of the residents of this neighborhood 
reported multiple ancestries. The largest single ances­
try group are German (16 percent), English (6 percent) 
and Irish (5 percent). The vast majority of the 
community's residents are native Iowans; only one 
percent were born outside the United States. 

Tables 11 through 13 deal with employment patterns. 
Table 11 examines the industry in which employed 
persons work. The largest numbers are in manufactur­
ing (32 percent), retail trade (17 percent) and education 
(7 percent). Table 12 shifts to the kind of work people 
do. Here there are significant numbers in blue-collar 
occupations and lower-level white-collar jobs. Table 13 
reveals that 69 percent of all families include two or 
more workers. 

The census includes a great deal of information on 
housing units, some of which is summarized in Tables 
14 and 15. The first shows that over three-quarters of 
the neighborhoods housing units are owner occupied 
and that these units have a median monthly mortgage 
of $303. The 21 percent of the units that are rented have 
a median rent of $309. Only three percent of all housing 
units were vacant at the time of the census. Table 15 
describes different types of neighborhood housing and 
adds the information that homeowners estimate the 
value of their homes to be $47,981. 

Tables 16 through 18 all deal with population mobility 
and are helpful to congregations considering member­
ship development programs. The first looks at how 
long owner and renter-occupied housing units have 
been occupied by their present residents. It suggests 
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considerable turnover. Overall, 24 percent of the 
neighborhood's units had been occupied for one year or 
less, with most of the turnover occurring in rental units. 
Nearly 65 percent of renters had been in their present 
unit for less than one year! Table 17 looks at where 
current residents lived five years earlier. Just over half 
lived in the same housing unit, 29 percent lived 
elsewhere in Linn County, and another 9 percent lived 
somewhere else in Iowa. A scattering of current 
residents were in another state, mainly in the Middle 
West. Table 18 takes a third look at mobility, this time at 
the type of community in which people resided five 
years ago. Most (74 percent) were in the central city of a 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (this figure 
includes those who lived in Cedar Rapids in 1975). Six 
percent were in a suburb of Cedar Rapids, 11 percent 
were in another metropolitan area, and 9 percent were 
in a nonmetropolitan community. 

The final tables in the example all deal with poverty. 
The poverty threshold varies by household type and 
size of family. For a family of four with two related 
children under age 18 it was $7,356 in 1979. For an 
unrelated individual over 65 it was $3,479. Table 19 
looks at poverty status of individuals. There were 957 
individuals in households whose income was less than 
75 percent of the poverty level, whose income is far 
below that needed to reach the poverty threshold. 
Approximately the same number had incomes close to 
the poverty level-just above or just below. Most 
residents are far above the poverty threshold; 86 
percent had incomes two times that of poverty. Table 20 
looks at poverty status for racial-ethnic groups. A 
majority of the Spanish-origin families in the neighbor­
hood are living at below-poverty levels. Table 21 looks 
at poverty for children and the elderly, and Table 22 at 
poverty status of families: all families and those headed 
by women. Most of the neighborhood's elderly 
residents have incomes above the poverty level. Note 
that nearly one female-headed family in five is below 
poverty. 

3.3.2 Interpretation 

Typically, analysis of a congregation's demographic 
setting raises questions that merit further research, and 
that is the case of our statistical tour of south Cedar 
Rapids. Nonetheless, it has revealed a number of things 
that would be suggestive to Heritage's community 
goals committee. 

First, what are some of the more salient findings? The 
community's residents are mainly middle class and 
living in married-couple households. The neighbor­
hood is growing slowly and is fairly mobile, with 
residential tu.mover being especially high in rental 
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units. In some respects the neighborhood is homogene­
ous; virtually all residents are white, native-born, and 
of moderate income; in other respects it is heterogene­
ous; the neighborhood contains a mixture of age and 
occupational groups, newcomers and long-term resi­
dents, persons in single-family homes and apartments. 
Comparison of data from the 1970 and 1980 censuses 
suggests the community is changing; there has been a 
sizable increase in the number of nonfamily house­
holds, both the elderly and baby boom populations are 
growing and the number of young children will 
probably also grow in the eighties. Income levels are 
rising-due in large part to an increase in the number of 
working women. 

The data suggests implications for Heritage's concern 
for evangelism and church growth. It would probably want 
to look to an evangelism strategy that emphasizes 
special attention to specific groups who require rather 
different approaches. 

First, the number of persons in their twenties and 
thirties has been growing very rapidly. This group 
includes young married couples and singles and will 
fuel the anticipated rise in the number of young 
children in the community. The church is wise to look 
carefully at church-school programs, especially for very 
young children, and at programs for singles, recogniz­
ing that each appeals to a different segment of the baby 
boom generation. A significant portion of this genera­
tion remains at the periphery of congregational life, and 
programs that build bridges to its members will require 
considerable sensitivity. 

Second, the number of older residents is also rising. 
Heritage will want to look carefully at this population 
and at recent migration patterns. Are these persons 
relocating from other Cedar Rapids neighborhoods and 
maintaining congregational ties elsewhere or are they 
true "newcomers." Membership recruitment and social 
service efforts, such as low-cost housing programs, 
might be combined in approaching this population. 

Third, there has been a rise in the number of 
nonfamily households (up 196 percent) and a rapid 
turnover in rental housing (65 percent occupied in 
1979-1980. Over 2,500 of the neighborhood's housing 
units were occupied in the single year prior to the 
census. This suggests a need for active programs to 
identify and welcome new community residents. The 
shape of such programs depends on the willingness of 
members and staff to visit new residents and families 
and on available media (local newspapers, radio, and 
television). 

The data also suggests possibilities for community 
service and action ministries. While the data suggests a 
fairly "comfortable" suburban neighborhood inside the 
central city, it also points to possible areas of concern. 
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1980 CENSUS REPORI 

�et!�= 
S£ CEDAR RAPIDS 

1970-1980 COMMUNITY TRENDS 

1. Population and Household Change

Population 

Households 
Families 
Non-families 

In Group Quarters 

Average Household Size

2. Racial-Ethnic Change

Uhite-

8.lack 
Asian and Pacif/Isl 
Other 

Hispanic 

3. Age Change

Years 
0-ll
5-9

10-lll
15-19
20-2ll
25-34
35-llll
u5-5"
55-6"

6 5-74 
75+ 

Median Aqe 
Average Age 

ll� 
2668 "  

7398 
6623 

775 

527 

3.5

------1970-----

Isutl fn.1. 
26573 99.6 

52 0.2 
10 o.o

51 0.2 

109 

------1970-----

IQU! f&L. 

2823 10.6 
33115 12.5 
3065 11.s
2275 8.5
1765 6.6
3991 15.0 
3261l 12.2 
2815 10.s
1637 6.1
9119 3.6
761& 2.9 

25.2 
28.2 

1982 
30505 

10532 
8 2"2 
2290 

377 

2.9 

• Change
J970-8Q.

3821 

313&1 
1619 
1515 

-150

-0.7

------1980-----

I2Ul f£!...1. 
30065 98.6 

218 0. 7 
1"2 o.s

80 0. 3 

180 0.6 

------1980-----

'r21i.l f£!...1. 

2335 7.7 
25Q0 8.3 
2702 8.9 
2856 9 • " 

2550 8 • " 

5970 19.6 
37 32 12.2
293ll 9.6
2&180 8.1
1360 ". 5
1046 3.U

28.7 
31.1& 

61 

I Change 
_lill=IQ. 

1 &a. 3 

"2-" 
2" ·" 

195.5 

-28.5

-1 9.1

I Change 
!ill::�

13.1 

319.2 
1320 .o

56.9 

6 5.1 

I Change 
-1212::!2 

-17 .3

-211.1

-11.e
25.5
C&4.5
"9 .6 
l". 3

". 2 
51.5 
QJ.3 
36 .9 

13 .9 
11.3 

1970 Data Based on Geographic Adjustments by National Planning Data Corp. 
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1970 POPULATION PYRAMID 
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1980 POPULATION PYRAMID 

total 
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Of 
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"• Education Change (Persons Age 25 and Older) 

Ele11ent�ry: 0-8 Yrs.
High School: 1-3 Yrs. 

" Yrs. 
College: 1-3 Yrs.

4• Yrs.

Median Y ears Completed 
Average Years Completed 

------1970-----
IQ1!l f.tl� 

1933 14.5 
2107 15.8 

6516 48 .8 

166" 12 .s 
113" 8.5 

12 .ra 
11.6 

5. Employment Status Change (Persons 16 and Older)

Civilian Labor Force 
Employed 

Total 
Hale 
Female 

Une111ployed 
Total 
Hale 
Female 

Not in Labor Force 
Total 
Hale 
Female 

6. Family Income Change

Less than S s .ooo 
i s.ooo to S 9,199 
s10.ooo to s1r, .999 
s1s.ooo to s2r,.999 

·$25.000 to SQ9.999
sso.ooo and Over 

S50,000 to s1r,.999 
$75.000 and Over 

7. Income Change Summary

Median Family Income 
Average Family Income 

------1970----­
Iotal � 

10733 100.0 
6829 63.6 
3904 36.4 

288 100.0 
114 39.6 
17" 60.Q

5889 100.0 
1127 19.1 
11762 80.9 

------1969-----
I2.tal 

579 
1787 
J0lr& 
1113 
llr& 

16 

--

----

!�69
11263 
12179 

ffh 
8.7 

27.0 
r,s.s 
16.8 

1.7
0.2 

llli 
2Ur&lll 
25597 
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------1980-----
�!ll f.£1� 

1397 a.o
1801 10.3
8615 r,9. 4
JJ 77 18. 2
2456 14. l

12.6 
12.2 

------1980-----
I.2.ill p Ct.:. 

15802 100. 0
8839 55. 9
6963 44.l

668 100. 0
367 SQ. 9
301 QS.l

5805 100. 0
1377 23. 7
4q 28 76. 3

------1979-----
Total 

235 
Qll 
739 

36
289 

233 
56 

fil� 
2. 9 
s.o 
9. 0 

Js.s 

"" . 1
3.5 

2.8
0. 7

$ Change 
l 969-72,

13151
13419 

i Change 
1970=!2_ 

-27. 7
-1 ca .s
32.2
90.9

116.6 

1.9 
S.3

= Change 
1m-eo 

I& 7 .2 
2 9 ·" 
78 ·" 

131.9 
221.9 

7 3.0 

-1.11
22.2
-7 .o 

- Change ,. 

!969-79
-s 9 ·"
-77.0
-75.S
162.6

3085.1 
1 70 E. 2 

: Change 
lili=ll 

116 .8 

110.2 
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8. Household Type

Family Households:
Married Couple: 

\11th Own Children 
Without Own Children 

No Spouse Present: 
Male Householder: 

\11th Own Children 
Without Own Children 

Female Householder: 
ijith Own Children 
\lithout Own Chi ldren 

Non-family Household 

9. Race

Total 

"215 
3089 

123 
9" 

ll87 
220 

2235 

40.3 

29.S

1.2 
o.9

\lhite
Black

liY.!!!��� 
30065 

f£1.&. 
98.6 

American Indian
Eskimo
Aleut
Japanes e
Chinese
Filipino

10. Ancestry

Dutch
English
French
German
Greek
HunQarian
Irish
Italian
Norweqian

11. Industry (Employed

Aqric./!1ininq
Cons tr uc t ion
Manufacturing
Transportation
Public Utilities
\lh ol esal e Trade
Retail Trade
Finance/Insurance

218 
11 

0 
0 

12 
l lJ 

15 

Nu��!:. 
331 

1919 
159 

1'7B5 
19 
5 0  

1489 
236 

5 2" 

Persons 
Numb!tl:_ 

100 
830 

5018 
678 

587 
837 

26116 
9B1 

0.1 

o.o

o.o

a.a

o.o

o.o

o.o

fct. 
1.1 
6.3 
o.5

15.6 
0.1 
0.2 
". 9 
0.8 
1.7 

Age 16 and 
f£1.:.. 

0.6 
5.2

31.7 
ij. 3 
3.7 
5.3 

16.7 
6.2 

!!hi.te 

"0 3" 
301'" 

Asian 
��Sr:.t f!£/I sl 

110 
79 

ll 72 
220 

2 108 

Korean 
Asian Indi an 
Vietnamese 
Hawaiian 

Guamanian 
Samoan 
Other Races 

Polish 
Portug uese 
Russian 
Scottish 
Swedish 
Ukranian 

57 21 
11 0 

8 0 
0 0 

0 0 
0 0 

19 0 

lilllllhll 
2S 
1&9 
22 
s 

0 
0 
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Other Ancestry 
Multiple Ancestry 
Not Specified 

Num�ll 
65 

6 

18 
86 

252 
0 

2"17 
15081 

3160 

Older) 

Busine ss/Repair 
Recreation 
Health Services 
Education 
Other Professi onal 
Public Admin. 
Armed Forces 

Numbfi 
532 
51&3 
8"2 

11"3 
t& 85
580 

1" 

12. Occupation (Employed Pers�ns Age 16 and Older)

Executive/Manager 
Professional 
Technical 
Sales 
Cleric al 
Private Household 
Protective Ser vice 

.t:h2m�r. 
11'82 
1529 
522 

1771 
31t&8 

37 
201 

e�ti 
9.4 
9.7 
3.3 

11.2 
19.9 
0.2 
1.3 

Other Services 
Farming/Forest 
Craft \lor�er 
Machine Operator 
Transportation 
Laborers 

�!:l: 
l" 62 

56 
2219 
18 25 
70 5 
8 4 6

65 

Spanish 
�1.91!L 

2CI 
7 

0 
0 

0 
0 
0 

� 
0.1 
0.2
0.1
o.o 

0 .o 

o.o

0.2 

ftl.:. 
0.2 
o.o

0.1 
0.3 
o.e

0 .o
7.9 

Q9.3 
10.3 

f..£h 
3 .Q 

3 .:i

5.3 
1.2 

3.1 
3.7 
0.1 

� 
9.3 
0 .Q

14.0 
1 1.s
ca.5
5.4 
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13. Workers per Family

No Uorkers
1 Uorker
2 or Hore Yorkers

lQ. Housing Units 

Owner Occupied 
Renter Occupied 
Vacant 

15. Housing Units at Address
tiwn!?!u: 

l 87Q2 
2 to 9 866 

J!tl.!. 
80.7 

8.o

Number 
8229 
2303 

306 

Handbook for Congregational Studies 

Pct. 
75.9 
21. 2

2. 8

��r 
"58 

2109 
5661 

fct. 
5.6 

25.6 
6 e .e 

Median Monthly 
Mortgage/Rent 

303 
309 

Numbtl 
10 or more 816 
H�bile Home/Iraller Ql4 

Median Value o! Owner Occupied Non-Condominium Units: 47961 

16. Lenqth of Occupancy (Housing Units)
IQtal Pct. Q!f[lfil: f&!.:. 

1 Year or Less 2SQ1 24:f 1069 12.9 
2- 5 Years 307Q 29.1 2463 29. 7
6-10 Years ll&68 13.9 13Q9 16.3

11-20 Years 2261 21 ·" 2221 26.8 

21-30 Years 848 8.0 827 10.0 
More Than 30 Years 368 3.5 357 " • 3 

17. Residence in 1975 (Persons Age 5 and Older)
r:{umber e.£1.1. 

Same House 14SU6 51.6 D if feren t State: 
Different House: Northeast 

Same County Bll&O 28.9 North :entral 
Oiff. ::ounty: South 

Same State 2649 9 • " West 
Abroad 

Rentfil: 
1472 
611 
119 

40 
21 
11 

�!!l�tl 

154 
1749 

Q 31 
U 37 
105 

f£L. 
64. 7
2 6 .9 

s.2
l.B
0.9
o.s

ff!..:. 

0.5 
6.2 
1.5 
1.5 
0 • " 

18. Mettopolitan Area Residence in 1975 (Persons Age 5 and Older)

In Metro Area in 1980:
Same Metro Area as in 1975: 

Central City 
Suburb 

Oi!f. Metro Area Than in 1975 
Not in Metro Area in 1975 

19. Poverty Status of Persons

Income in 1979:
Below 75 Percent of Poverty Level 
Between 75 and 12l& Percent 
Between 125 and ll&9 Percent 
Between 150 and 199 Percent 
200 Percent of Poverty Level and Above 

��r f£!� 

209 51 
1735 
3126 
2399 

�tl 

9 57 
924 
603 

17 88 
25905 

).2 
3.1 
2.0 
5.9 

as .a 
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20. 

21. 

Below 75 I**
75 I - 121& • I" 

125 = - 1"9 1• 
150 I - 199 1000 

200 ., or Greater • 
1••········································· 
1----1----1----1----1----1----1----1----1----1----1 
0 10 20 30 1&0 50 60  70 80  90 100 

Poverty Status of Racial-Ethnic Groups 

I2t.1.l fct. 
Above Poverty Level 28786 95.U

Below Poverty Level 1391 U.6

Poverty Stat us of Children and Persons 

Above Poverty Level 
Below Poverty Level 

------Children 
Under 5 Yrs. 
t!YllQ�[ f£� 

2276 98.0 
46 2.0 

!!bill 1Uil£t 
25865 183 
1280 17 

Age 65 and Older 

in Families-----
5-17 'irs.

�Ym12fi f�t..a. 
6 703 93.4 

U 77 6. 6

Asian Spanish 
f1£:lltl 2Wi!L 

0 52 
0 108 

----Elderly----
6 5+ Yrs. 

t!!:!mQU f.£1.!. 
1821 93.8 

121 6. 2

22. Poverty Stat us of Families

Above Poverty Level 
Below Poverty Level: 
With Children: 
Under 6 Yrs. an� 6-17 Yrs. 
Under 6 Yrs. Only 
6-17 Yrs. Only

Without Children 

All Faaiilies 
r!!:!!!t?.ll f!ik 

79&10 96. 5

42 o.5
3" 0.4 

1 7&1 2. l
38 0 .s 

Families With

F em ale Head 
NU!_Qtl f£l.:. 

583 82.5 

19 2. 7

23 J.3
82 11.6 

0 o.o
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The census counted about 1,400 individuals who 
were below the poverty level in 1979-4.6 percent of the 
total population. In addition, many individuals and 
families have incomes only slightly above poverty 
status. Poverty strikes Hispanics and single parent 
families headed by women more than other groups 
(16.5 percent of all female householder families are 
below poverty). Heritage might begin to explore the 
services and assistance available to poor residents, 
perhaps in coalition with churches in other Cedar 
Rapids neighborhoods. 

The fact that over two-thirds of all neighborhood 
families contain two or more workers and the increase 
in the number of women working outside the home 
suggests a possible need for day care and other types of 
service for children of working parents. This will be 
especially important if the number of births increases in 
the 1980s. 

There is evidence of need for attention to the elderly. 
This population is growing rapidly and will probably 
continue to grow in the 1980s and 1990s. Census data 
alone cannot tell the committee the extent of the need 
for elderly housing, but it is certainly an area needing 
attention. 

3.3.3 Using Census Data in Congregations 

A small amount of advance planning can take much 
of the difficulty out of working with demographic data. 
Experience with churches of different denominations 
has found the following steps to be particularly helpful: 
-Give careful advance thought to the boundaries of the

community or neighborhood served by the congre­
gation. The mapping exercises discussed in an earlier
session are helpful.

-Some churches find that their "neighborhood" or
"parish area" is in two parts: the immediate
neighborhood in which the church building is located
and a wider area (sometimes covering several
townships or counties) from which many members
commute. Some churches may therefore find it
helpful to divide their community analysis into two
parts. Heritage, for example, might want to look at its
neighborhood alongside the entire city.

-Many church leaders are unfamiliar or uncomfortable
with working with statistical data; others find such
work exciting. It is helpful to identify in advance
those members who make use of such data in their
work and who can help interpret community data.
Examples include community or educational plan­
ners, market analysts, public officials, bankers,
antipoverty workers.

-Assign or delegate someone to familiarize him- or
herself with the key concepts and terms used in the
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presentation of census data. Most suppliers of census 
data publish study guides and other materials to 
assist census users. 

-Experiment with creative ways of displaying the data
itself. Oftentimes a chart or graph can convey
information more dramatically than a statistical table.

-Encourage users of the data to "translate" the
numbers into terms and experiences with which they
are personally familiar. In a discussion of mobility
patterns, for example, urge people to think what they
went through during a relocation from one commu­
nity to another. When talking about changes in
household patterns, help people visualize the factors
associated with such changes.

-One useful way to work with census data is to
prepare three sheets of pa per ( or newsprint for a large
group) labelled "Surprises," "Important Findings for
Our Church," and "Areas Needing More Explora­
tion." By listing findings on each sheet as it works
through the statistics the committee will have the
beginnings of a summary.

-Be wary of projecting past trends into the future.
While trend data provides clues to the future shape of
a community's population (for example, a growing
young adult population may be followed by increases
in the number of births), one decade's trend often
presages the next decade's countertrend!

3.3.4 A Note on Sources of Demographic Data: 

The Bureau of the Census, through the Government 
Printing Office, makes available hundreds of printed 
reports containing tables from a decennial census. 
These reports are often available in public libraries or 
through a network of State Data Centers and affiliates. 
Most of the State Data Centers are located within state 
government agencies. The Bureau of the Census 
(Washington, D.C. 20233) can refer churches to a local 
source. The Bureau is also the primary resource for 
information on the census itself. Local, county, regional 
and state planning offices are valuable sources of data 
and information on population changes and trends. 

A number of public agencies and private companies 
also make census and other demographic data available 
to church groups, often in a form that makes the data 
more accessible to persons without demographic 
backgrounds. These groups are not listed here because 
they and their products are continually changing. 
Several denominations have active programs to make 
demographic data to churches, usually at low cost, 
many working through Census Access for Planning in 
the Church (CAPC), based at Concordia College (River 
Forest, IL 60305). 

Because the census itself is conducted only at 
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ten-year intervals there are difficulties in obtaining 
up-to-date population data late in the decade. The 
Census Bureau and states do conduct occasional 
"special censuses," and several government agencies 
and private firms prepare population and income 
estimates for incorporated places. State Data Centers 
and local planning groups are good sources of 
information on these updates. 

3.4 Social Interaction 

Having examined how demographic trends set 
conditions for a congregation, it is appropriate now to 
explore the social fabric of the community and the way 
the congregation fits within it. The questions are varied 
and complex, as are the methods for answering them. 
What are the major groups? Who interacts with whom? 
Who wields power and influence? What are the sources 
of unity and of division? Where does the congregation 
fit into this mosaic of structures and processes? To 
answer questions such as these requires more than 
"factual" and "objective" information alone; a more 
sensitive and searching investigation of the qualitative 
character of the social context is needed. Put simply, 
community and congregational analysis requires a 
healthy "sociological imagination" and a grasp of the 
interconnectedness of social life. 

For the individual or study group concerned to know 
more about a neighborhood or community, there are 
various ways of gathering information. Particularly 
important is information gained from key informants: 
community leaders, pastors, school principals, realtors, 
business people. More specific sources of community 
data are usually available as well: town histories, 
church records, business and commercial surveys, 
information collected by "grass-roots" organizations. 
And of course there is no substitute for the direct 
observation of individuals and groups in the public 
arena. Attendance at meetings of a community's board 
of selectmen or city council; neighborhood planning 
boards; football games, parades and concerts; church 
suppers and bazaars; political rallies, wakes, bar 
mitzvahs and cocktail parties becomes crucial for 
adding human flesh to statistical bones. 

Practically speaking, a church study committee is 
likely to rely on a variety of methods and will attempt to 
put together a composite portrait of a community using 
the information available. Three aspects especially 
important for congregational analysis are: social groups, 
community involvement, and power and influence. Let us 
examine each of these, keeping Heritage United 
Methodist Church and its neighborhood in mind. 
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3.4.1 Social Groups 

Every neighborhood or community of any size 
consists of numerous and varied social groups. There 
are social classes, whose members possess roughly 
equivalent amounts of "the good things of life" -
wealth, power and prestige. A person's social class 
undergirds and affects his or her life-situation in almost 
limitless ways: personal identity and self-esteem, 
life-style, mental and physical health, aspirations, 
values, and beliefs, to name but a few. There are racial 
and ethnic groups, whose members share common 
origins and a distinctive subculture. Demographic data 
provides clues to the presence of class and racial and 
ethnic groups. In most communities there are also 
purposeful groups, whose members share common 
interests or concerns, which sets them apart from 
others. Voluntary organizations are the prime exam­
ples: churches and synagogues, the PT A, Boy Scouts, 
political parties, League of Women Voters, NAACP, 
single-parents' associations, hospice support. In every 
community there is a wide range of such organizations. 

The character of community group life is important to 
congregations for a number of reasons: 
-Congregations tend to remain divided along racial

and ethnic, social class, and lifestyle lines. Thus
people speak of "black," "white," "high status," and
"working class" churches. In socially homogeneous
communities this is frequently a reflection of the
composition of the community itself; in others it
reflects the varying group composition within the
community. Congregations minister to specialized
segments of the community. In either case, group
identities give shape to the life of the congregation in
its worship style, leadership patterns, definitions of
mission, religious beliefs, and ethical norms.

-Congregations in which there is a great deal of
overlap in group memberships may serve as espe­
cially strong "plausibility structures" for traditional
religious interpretations. However, they also affect
the congregation's ability to integrate new members
or to modifying programs to meet changing circum­
stances and needs. In the words of one old-timer,
"We've been here over two hundred years and we've
proved ourselves. If you want us to take you
seriously, you'll have to do the same."

-Conflict within congregations is often a reflection of
group divisions in the larger community. This is
especially true for congregations located in com­
munities of rapid social, ethnic, and economic change 
or where sharp political divisions pervade commu­
nity life. 

-Members' group involvements help to shape the
public identity of the congregation. They "locate" the
congregation in the mind of the larger community.
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Thus a New England political leader was advised 
when she moved to a new community, "To be 
anybody in this town you have to vote Republican 
and join the Congregational church!" 

-The group involvements of members provide impor­
tant natural linkages between the congregation and 
community life. These ties are often the source of new 
members and form the basis for developing alliances 
around shared concerns. 
Since the time of de Tocqueville, visitors from other 

nations have been struck by Americans' love for 
organizations. Americans continue to be "joiners." In 
1983, the National Opinion Research Corporation 
surveyed a cross section of 1,599 Americans and asked 
about the groups or organizations to which they 
belong. Over 73 percent listed at least one group.17 The 
following were most often mentioned: 

Group 
Church-affiliated groups 
Sports groups 
Nationality groups 
Professional or academic societies 
Labor unions 
School service groups 
Youth groups 
Service clubs 
Literary, art, discussion or study groups 
Hobby or garden clubs 
Fraternal groups 
Veterans' groups 
Political clubs 
School fraternities or sororities 
Farm organizations 

% Belonging 
38 
21 

17 

16 

14 
14 
11 
10 
10 

10 
9 
7 
5 
5 
4 

A relatively simple exercise for identifying commu­
nity group patterns is to use the above list as a guide to 
specific groups represented in the community. The 
study committee can use a sheet of newsprint for each 
broad category. For each group represented in the 
community, note the approximate number of members 
involved and those with which the congregation has a 
formal or official relationship. The example looks at 
service clubs and groups and political groups. 

The study of community groups depends in large 
part on the particular issues facing the congregation. 
Persons in Heritage Church with evangelism concerns 
might want to focus on the group involvements of 
newcomers to their area. One approach would be to 
bring together persons who have joined the church in 
recent years to identify the groups or organizations to 
which they belong. Patterns of new member group 
involvements are often helpful in identifying friendship 
networks that represent potential sources of additional 

Handbook for Congregational Studies

Community Groups 

SERVICE CLUBS AND GROUPS 

Number Involved Ties 

Lions Club 10 Two trustees active 
Chamber of Com-

merce 4 None 
Elks 3 Marginally impor-

tant 
Kiwanis 9 Pastor on board 
Rotary 25 Use grounds for 

annual picnic 
Jaycees 1 Ought to develop a 

relationship 
Cedar Rapids Nutri- 5 Active as volun-

tion Service teers 
West Side Hospice 2 In the church bud-

get 
West Side Housing, 5 Founded by 

Inc. churches; former 
pastor active 

FISH 10 Meets in parish 
house 

Alcoholics Anony- ? Meets in parish 
mous house 

POLffiCAL GROUPS 

Number Involved Ties 

Democratic Town 3 Chaired by church 
Committee member 

Republican Town 4 Two deacons are 
Committee members 

League of Women 15 Close ties through 
Voters chair of social ac-

tion committee 
Citizens for Housing 1 Supported in bud-

Justice get; church has 
slot on board 

Christians for Peace 20 Pastor a leader; has 
Action Now been source of 

six new mem-
bers 

National Organiza- 8 Meets in parish hall 
tion for Women 

United Black Voters 0 Becoming impor-
tant; 
should have ties 

Elders for Action 20 Ladies guild is a 
contributor 

new church members. Those concerned with housing 
might use a list of key community groups with which 
the church has strong relationships and which might 



Context 

represent "allies" in the effort to construct new housing 
for the elderly. 

Analyzing the key groups and organizations present 
within the local community can be a helpful way of 
identifying the affiliative and friendship patterns of 
existing members. Perhaps more important, it can also 
identify segments of the local community with which 
the congregation has few ties. It is one simple, but 
effective way of "mapping" the church's relationship to 
its community. 

3.4.2 Community Involvement 

The social life of a community is differentiated along 
many lines: vertically as in the case of social class and 
racial and ethnic group status, and horizontally as in the 
case of voluntary organizations. Another example of 
horizontal differences important in all communities is 
the degree of involvement in local community institutions. In 
a highly mobile society where almost one-fifth of the 
population moves annually, attachments to the local 
community are highly variable. So tenuous and weak 
are such bonds that some neighborhoods can be 
referred to as "communities of limited liability"-that 
is, settings in which people are cautious about investing 
too much of their commitment. 18 If people will soon be 
moving out of the community, typically they begin 
disengaging themselves from voluntary activities. 

An important question to be explored in a community 
study is the extent of involvement in and commitment 
to the community itself. Partly this is a matter of length 
of residence. The longer a person has been in a 
community the greater the chances he or she will have 
become anchored in its social life. But also, of course, 
depth of involvement and attachment are crucial. For 
many, churches are a natural setting for becoming 
involved and establishing social contacts. Ties within 
the congregation serve to bind the individual to the 
community, its values, and way of life. 

In Cedar Rapids, where 24 percent of the neighbor­
hood's housing units had been occupied for one year or 
less, length of residence is becoming important for 
congregations. The community is aging, but it is also 
becoming more diverse with an influx of newcomers. 
For congregations this raises several key questions: 

-Who are the "new" people moving into the
community and how is Heritage Church related to
them?

-How is the increased diversity along class, race,
and ethnic lines reflected in housing patterns? Is
there greater housing segregation and if so, how
does this affect Heritage's own sense of its
"parish?"

71 

-Where do various groups interact-in the neigh­
borhood, in the workplace, in political organiza­
tions, in congregations? The "turf' on which
groups meet is important in shaping intragroup
and intergroup relations and images.

-To what extent is the congregation controlled by
"old-timers?"

-Are there differences in religious beliefs and styles
of institutional commitment between newcomers
and old-timers?

3.4.3 Power and Influence 

Like other voluntary organizations, congregations 
are organized to meet goals. Frequently those goals 
include attempts to exert influence in the community. 
This places the congregation into the arena of commu­
nity power relationships. To " get things done," to bring 
about change, requires realistic and responsible action 
in the social and political arena. 

To understand how a congregation fits into this larger 
picture one must look at community power structures. 
Exactly how power and influence operate in local 
communities is a matter of some scholarly debate. 
There are two prevailing models of community power 
offering quite different scenarios: the "power elite" 
versus the "pluralist" perspectives. 

According to the power elite model, power is highly 
centralized in the political and corporate sectors. The 
elitist conception of power is that the basic decisions in a 
community are made by a handful of leaders who 
occupy high-level positions (e.g., high-status profes­
sionals, administrators, and major government offi­
cials). Decisions are made at the top and carried out at 
lower levels. For example, Floyd Hunter found in 
Atlanta in the 1950s that a relatively small number of 
decision-makers controlled public policy in the city.19 

The power elite consisted mainly of businessmen, who 
formed committees to discuss and formulate policies. 
Their decisions were channeled through a fluid 
structure of institutional and associational groupings to 
a lower echelon that executed their decisions. 

The major alternative is the pluralist model. Pluralists 
argue that in most communities there are many interest 
groups competing for influence at any given time. Each 
group influences all others to some degree; yet each acts 
independently. At times groups have common inter­
ests, but usually they conflict and moderate each 
other's efforts in exercising power. This perspective 
emphasizes the role of voluntary organizations in 
mobilizing influence around specific concerns. For 
example, Robert Dahl in a study of New Haven, 
Connecticut, concluded that influence is highly dif­
fused: the economic elite had interest mainly in urban 

.. 
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redevelopment, ethnic groups had distinct but limited 
interests, and few of the social elite were involved in 
bringing pressure to bear on local government. Com­
munity power was held by a majority coalition, and 
groups making up this coalition shifted periodically, 
combining and recombining into new controlling 
constituencies. 

Which perspective is correct? Both are, or may be. 
Communities vary in power structures: some are more 
closed and oligarchical; others are more open and 
flexible. Some communities are dominated by a single 
industry (e.g., a factory town or college community), 
others are very diverse economically and institution­
ally. Also, communities change over time in their 
power structures as a result of leadership changes, 
emerging new coalitions, and changing issues and 
concerns. By their nature, power relations are fragile 
and volatile, vulnerable to forces of conflict and 
competition. Power abhors a social vacuum, and 
whenever there is opportunity for leadership to move 
in on new realms of influence one can expect shifts in 
the power structure. 

Building on social scientific studies of power and 
influence, George D. Younger has developed four 
helpful approaches to examining community power 
structures. He calls these reputational, decisional, struc­
tural, and communications methods. The choice of 
method depends in part on the study committee's own 
assumptions about the exercise of community power 
and influence and the particular problem or issue it is 
examining. 20 

Power Worksheets 

REPUTATIONAL METHOD 

What It Is: A method to find out who people in the 
community say has the power. 

1. How to Do It: Ask a lot of people who they think the
leaders and influential people are.

Sample questions: 
Who really runs things here in town? 
Who is really in charge around here? 
Who really has the power? 

2. Keep track of the answers you get to your questions.
Those who are mentioned the most times or in the
most different places are the ones this method will
identify for you.

Example: 
Mayor-mentioned 21 times 
Head of bank-mentioned 13 times 
School superintendent-mentioned 10 times 
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Department store owner-mentioned 9 times

Factory owner-mentioned 7 times 
Heritage Church's pastor-mentioned 4 times 

3. If you are able to talk to these people themselves,
you can carry your study one step further by asking
them who they think the leaders and influential
people are, or to whom they turn most often for
help.

Sample Questions: 
Who is in charge around here? 
Who do you turn to when you want help on a 
community project? 
Who really has the power? 

COMMUNICATIONS METHOD 

What It Is: A method to find out who communicates with 
whom and how messages get through to a 
specified target. 

1. How to Do It: Choose a given target to whom you
want messages, letters or statements of support to
get through to.

Example: 
One school board member who could tip a vote in 
favor of your project is wavering in how she will 
vote. You want her to support your project. 

2. Put out the word to a number of people who you
know have some connection with the school board
member and who favor your position.

Example: 
Talk with other school board members who are on 
your side of the issue, groups in the community 
(including church groups) who are friends or 
coworkers of the board member. Ask each to speak 
with her about voting for your proposal and to report 
back to you with the results of their initiative. 

3. Check on what happens as a result of your work and
who, specifically, is most effective in obtaining
contact with the school board member.

Example: 
Either from those who were asked to report back or 
the school board member herself (or someone close 
to her who would have this information) discover 
who was most effective in getting through to the 
member with information. 

STRUCTURAL METHOD 

What It Is: A method to find out who in the community 
is connected with what organizations, and how 
those organizations are related to each other. 
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1. How to Do It: Look up information on who in your
community is connected with the most influential
organizations or those which most affect the issues
you are working on.

Possible Resources: 
Who's Who in America 
City directory 
Federal Reserve lists of bank stockholders 
Chamber of Commerce membership lists 
Labor unions 
Lists of public officials 
Lists of political campaign contributors 
Newspaper clipping files 

2. List for every organization the persons who are in
the most important positions---officials and board
members.

3. Trace people who are on more than one board or
who work with more than one institution. These are
people who hold the structure together.

Example: 
One man, who is a bank president, also sits on the 
board of a local corporation, heads the United Way 
organization, is a vestryman at an important church 
and serves on the mayor's urban redevelopment 
advisory commission. 

DECISIONAL METHOD 

What It Is: A method to find out who has the power by 
checking who actually is involved in making 
decisions on a given issue or situation. 

1. How to Do It: Pick out an issue that concerns your
group which has already been decided (or one you
have started to work on and are prepared to keep
track of).

Example: 
A church committee wants a traffic light on a busy 
corner. 

2. Trace through with those who worked on the issue
(or keep track while you are working on it) all the
groups and persons they had to see, wrote letters to,
or attended hearings before in order to get action.

Example: 
For a traffic light saw traffic commissioner, who 
referred us to assistant commissioner, who took us 
to a traffic engineer. Then we contacted our city 
councilor and the local newspaper and radio station. 
After a demonstration at the corner with neighbor­
hood parents we had a response from the traffic 
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comm1ss1oner, the mayor's office and the councilor. 
This finally got action. 

3. Analyze the results of your contact with each person
or agency involved in decision making and identify
who was most responsible for getting action or
blocking it.

Example: 
Analyzing the above case you might conclude that 
the political officeholders (the mayor, traffic com­
missioner and councilor), reinforced by media 
pressure, had more to say about getting the traffic 
light than the technical group (assistant traffic 
commissioner, traffic engineer). 

Practically speaking, the various methods are likely 
to be used in combination in a given community. One 
method may be more useful in one setting than 
another, or certain methods may lend themselves better 
to some decision-making issues than other. What is 
crucial is not the method chosen but what it reveals 
about the community and its power structure. Alterna­
tive methods can help check on the validity and 
generalizability of your observations. 

1. What is the relationship between the congregation
and the community power structure? Are community 
"influentials" present in the congregation? If so, how 
does their representation affect decision-making in the 
congregation regarding community issues? In com­
munities with elitist power structures, influence gen­
erally flows from the top down and the congregation 
may be one of the arenas through which it flows; this 
pattern was documented in Liston Pope's classic 
studies of "mill churches" in southern textile manufac­
turing communities. 21 In this circumstance, a church or 
synagogue often finds itself constrained by dominant 
ideological interests and limited in its independence. In 
more pluralist settings, congregations often function 
more as voluntary associations in the pursuit of one 
cause or another. Often the expectations in pluralist 
communities are that congregations will be active in a 
range of social activities and action-oriented program­
ming. 

2. What constitutes a "religious" concern within the
community? The boundaries or limits of appropriate 
"religious" concern vary in different communities and 
among congregations in the same community. Many 
factors affect the way concerns are defined: the 
community's religious heritage, community norms, the 
social composition of the congregations, the ability of 
pastors and lay leaders to focus issues and set priorities. 
In some places, usually those with diverse constituen­
cies, the definition of "what is religious" is up for grabs, 
and congregations are free to engage themselves in the 
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full range of community concerns and issues. In others, 
churches and synagogues have a more clearly defined 
role. 

3. In what ways do congregations exercise power
and influence? Churches and synagogues vary in how 
they respond to the challenges. In a heterogeneous, 
mobile community the chances are greater that congre­
gations will become centers for discussion and action; 
community norms of openness and responsiveness to 
issue-oriented concerns will enter the congregation. In 
more homogeneous settings, where "grass-roots" 
causes are fewer, churches are more likely to avoid such 
"intrusions." 

4. What is the pastor's role in the community? Is he
or she part of the structures of power and influence? In 
some settings clergy roles are defined quite specifically, 
in others less so. Community traditions, the congrega­
tion's history and prestige, pastoral tenure and person­
ality all shape the pastor's community role. Often in 
racial minority or working-class communities the pastor 
is a major bridge between the congregation and 
community. This role is frequently critical in defining 
intergroup relationships and setting the terms on which 
groups can cooperate. In almost every setting the pastor 
is a potential power figure and is able to "connect" with 
diverse agencies, constituencies and interests. Self­
critical awareness of existing networks and their 
opportunities and limitations, is essential to a pastor's 
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understanding of his or her influence in the commu­
nity. 

3.5 The Church in the Context 

To this point the chapter has looked at the social 
context with relatively little attention to religion's role in 
it. There are a number of ways to obtain information on 
a community's religious "climate" and the activities of 
churches and synagogues. Many are quite simple. 

-Assign committee members to attend worship at
each of the community's chul'ches and syna­
gogues, giving special attention to what is said
about the congregation's role and program in the
community. Be alert to the way you are received as
an "outsider."

-Visit the local library and check for books and
articles that trace the religious history of your
community.

-Take a careful look at church buildings and

grounds at various times of the day. What intended
and unintended messages do the church facilities
communicate to the public?

-Convene local pastors for an informal discussion of
the neighborhood and the church's role in it.

-Gather a small group of community leaders (town
planner, welfare worker, city council representa-

lltLIGIOUS SURVEY CARD No Information because: Not at homeO RefusedO Type of home: SlngleO DuplexO
Multiple unltO Town houseO

Address: .................................. Name: ............................ .. 
I. How many persons live at this address? (Inqui:re about family aomposition, e.g., "Is that a hueband, "1if• and 

-- t:L)o ahil.d:ren?" Make cheaks in pa:rentheses in col.wm 1 for •aoh. PMt 
an X in f:ront of designation fo:r pe:rson being inte!"l1'iewd.) 

2. Could you give me the approximate ages? (Reco:rd in col.wm 2, ol.dest chil.d at top.) 
3. Is anyone In the home a member of a church, parish, or synagogue anywhere? ...... Where? ..... What den0ffllnatlon7 

Reco:rd name of church an�l?lllination in co.lwm J. If not local, w:rite deno'7ri.nation and city, If non-,,.,,,Z,.r,put ah. 
�. If mel7iis:rship is out of toc.,n, o:r if pe:rsons a:re not merri:Je:rs, ask: Do you attend a local church? .... Which? ... 

Do the children attend Sunday School? ... Where? (I/rite specific name of church in col.ulrn 4.) 
5. During the last full twelve months did you attend church more than half the Sundays? Hore than five tl111e17 At

least once? How about (the other church members in the home)? (Reco:rd in col.wm 5 making olulck ma:rk for •a.alt .�Non.)
6. If not merri:Je:r o:r attimds:r, ask for denominational. preference o:r background, reco:rd in colwm 6.

fAMILY C0MPOS'N 
2. 3. CHURCH HEHDtRSHIP "· CHURCH ATTENDED 5, FREQ. ATTENDANCE f,. DENOM, PREFEIIENCE OR 

AGE What church? Where? Denan. Specific church? None 1-5 6-25 fl6-52 BACKGROUND 

Husband ( ) 

Wife ( ) 

Other adult( ) 

SUNDAY SCH. ATTENDED 

Child ( ) 

Child ( ) 

Child ( ) 

Child ( ) 

Child ( ) 

7, About how long have you lived at this address? __________ How long in this general area? ____ _ 
8. Where did you I Ive before? State _______ _ City or town: -------------------
9, If a new Protestant church were� be started,,.!:!flcoming people of m� denanlnatlons, �ld you be Interested In 

participating? Ve:ry interestedLJ InterestedLJ Maybe, don't kna.iU Not interestedLJ 
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tive) for an evening's discussion of the commu­
nity's problems and future and ways the congre­
gation can help shape it. 

-Examine the local news media for stories about
congregations and their ministries. What is treated
as "religious news"?

-Collect a few months' church advertisements from
local newspapers. What are congregations at­
tempting to communicate about their ministry and
program? Do the advertisements themselves
change or does the same advertisement appear
each week?

These are rather informal methods for looking at 
religion's relationship to community life. There are 
more formal methods as well. 

3.5.1 The Religious Census 

Since the U.S. Census does not obtain information on 
religious affiliation or preference, data on religious 
background and practice is not readily available. There 
are a number of ways to fill this void. One is the 
religious census. 

Religious censuses were quite popular in the 1950s, 
especially in growing neighborhoods and in connection 
with new church development efforts. Usually con­
ducted ecumenically under the auspices of a council of 
churches or local clergy group, most censuses relied on 
volunteers going house-to-house within the neighbor­
hood. 

The procedures for a religious census are quite 
simple. Interviewers are assigned specific streets or 
buildings and carry cards asking for the name and age 
of household members and their church membership 
and Sunday school participation patterns. See the 
sample survey card on page 74. When all of the 
interviews are completed, a summary is compiled for 
participating congregations and the cards of those with 
a specific denominational preference are shared with 
the appropriate congregation. 

In recent years, religious censuses have fallen out of 
favor. Many feel the results are not worth the 
considerable volunteer effort involved. For a "religious 
profile," however, the religious census remains a 
valuable tool. 

3.5.2 Religion's "Public Presence" 

A fairly structured approach to assessing the partici­
pation of religious groups in public life was utilized by a 
team of researchers studying the Hartford, Connecticut 
metropolitan area. Using volunteer interviewers, the 
researchers conducted hour-long interviews with a 
cross section of the region's leaders. 22 

The selection of leaders was made in several stages. 
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First, twenty religious and secular leaders were each 
asked to identify five persons in several sectors of public 
life who they felt were broadly knowledgeable about 
life in Greater Hartford. The sectors were business and 
corporate affairs, education, politics, the media, social 
service and voluntary agencies, minority group con­
cerns, and the professions. To the original list were 
added the names of persons not listed but holding 
comparable positions in the community and persons 
listed by a local television station as part of the Federal 
Communications Commission's "ascertainment pro­
cess." From the final list fifty individuals were chosen to 
be interviewed with attention to gender, racial-ethnic 
background, and city-suburban background. Inter­
views were completed with forty-four of the fifty 
persons selected. 

3.5.2.1 Interviewer Guidelines 

The researchers were concerned with leadership 
perceptions of community life and the religious 
community's role in it. Interviewers worked with a 
pretested interview instrument. Interviewers were 
given these guidelines: 

- In making the appointment to conduct the
interview, explain that the study is being con­
ducted to explore the views of community leaders
about community life in Greater Hartford and the
religious community's role in public life. Give an
idea of the areas to be covered, and explain that
you need about one hour to complete the
interview.

- Keep the interview itself as informal as possible.
The interview guide should be just that� guide.
This means that you should know the questions
you want to ask before you begin the interview,
and you should know them well enough so you
can skip around a bit to follow the flow of the
discussion. Study the interview guide before­
hand!

- Above all, remember that your task is to draw out
the feelings, perceptions, and observations of the
person being interviewed. You are not there to
defend the church or to argue your own beliefs.
You are there to listen and to learn-although you
may find that occasionally sharing a bit of yourself
will keep the discussion moving.

- Probe for details and specifics. Give the person
time to make his or her points and pursue a
particular line of thought, but if the discussion
wanders too far, bring it back to the point or move
on. Not everyone will be able or willing to answer
every question. That is OK.
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- The anonymity of the interviewee should be
guaranteed and honored. In no case should you
use the name of the person in discussing the
interview with others unless you have explicit
permission to do so.

Sample Outline of Topics 
for Community Leader Interviews 

1. American Jewish support for Israel, clergy sup­
port of the civil rights and disarmament move­
ments, Catholic prolife efforts, and the Moral
Majority bring to mind different images of
religious groups' attempts to influence public
policy. What are your impressions and feelings
about these attempts to influence public policy,
their methods, effectiveness, legality, and theo­
logical integrity?

2. What would you describe as the major issues
facing this community?

3. What is your sense of the impact religious leaders
and groups now have on public issues in local
community? Are there persons or groups that have
special impact?

4. Is there an issue or concern in which you have taken
an active interest or role? Were there religious
groups that have made their voices heard on this
issue? If a religious group, church, synagogue, or
clergyperson wanted to affect the outcome of 
decisions regarding this issue, what would be the 
most effective way for them to proceed?

5. People sometimes speak of churches and syna­
gogues as assets to a community. Can you think of
specific ways such organizations make contribu­
tions to the life of this community? Are there
particular congregations or religious groups that
seem to be doing an especially good job in this
community? Are there religious leaders whose
views and opinions are especially valued by
persons in positions of secular leadership in the
community?

6. Have there been occasions when you personally
have found the input of a religious group or leader
important for your own reflection/decision on an
issue facing you?

7. Will you tell me something about your own
religious beliefs and views?

8. Do you presently attend a church or synagogue? If
yes, how would you assess the importance of your
congregation or pastor in helping you deal with
choices and decisions around public issues and
concerns? If no, under what kind of circumstances
could you envision yourself becoming involved in
a church or synagogue?
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3.5.2.2 Analysis 

For the study from which this instrument was taken, 
the researchers taped and transcribed all of the 
interviews, which were then examined for their 
content. Each substantive comment was placed on a 
three-by-five-inch card, similar comments were 
grouped, and a detailed written report was prepared 
summarizing the major findings from the study. 22 

Less elaborate procedures for analysis will be 
adequate for most congregations assessing religion's 
role in their community. One method is to prepare 
several sheets of newsprint covering themes such as the 
following: 

- What Is Special About Our Community?
- What Special Problems Does Our Community

Face?
- In What Ways Do Congregations Represent

Assets to Our Community?
- How Can Our Congregation Be a More Effective

Public Presence in Our Community?

3.5.3 Possibilities for Community Mission 

One of the main reasons congregations seek to 
understand their social context is to assess possibilities 
for community-oriented pr9gramming. This is true of 
Heritage United Methodist Church. Some members see 
the need for increased efforts in housing for the elderly, 
while others would have the church begin new work in 
evangelism and church growth. 

The study of a congregation's social context will not, 
of course, tell a church what it must do. It can document 
and clarify community needs and suggest strategic 
options for meeting them, but church leaders must still 
make choices and set priorities among them. 

One simple technique for obtaining a sense of 
members' community mission priorities is suggested by 
the "Community Mission Questionnaire" developed 
by the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries. 23 

This simple instrument is designed to elicit responses to 
a wide variety of local mission possibilities. It can be 
used in a number of ways. If a congregation is devoting 
an evening or part of a planning retreat to outreach 
ministries, it is possible to have each group member 
complete the questionnaire just before a break. During 
the break volunteers can tabulate responses and record 
them on a large sheet of newsprint. When the group 
reconvenes it has a springboard for a discussion of 
community mission possibilities. 

Tabulating the results is quite simple. Using a sheet of 
lined paper, list the question numbers from one to 32 on 
the left of the sheet. At the top, list the five response 
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Only High 
Not Not Low Moderate Priority/ 

Needed in Appropriate Priority Priority Needs 
Our For Our At This At This Immediate 

Community Church Time Time Attention 

17. Do a better job meeting the needs of persons
in local nursing homes □ □ □ □ □ 

18. Consider new ministries with persons living
in institutions such as prisons and mental

□ hospitals □ □ □ □ 

19. Improve our church's ministry to persons
with disabilities □ □ □ □ □ 

20. Look at our church building with a view to
making it accessible to persons with physical
handicaps □ □ □ □ □ 

21. Find new ways to attract young people and
families to our church school or church education
program □ □ □ □ □ 

22. Look for ways to appeal to young people who
might be attracted to our church's youth groups □ □ □ □ □ 

23. Explore the possibility of a vacation church
□ □ school for neighborhood children □ □ □ 

24. Explore the feasibility of a volunteer
program to teach English to persons whose
primary language is other than English □ □ □ □ □ 

25. Convene a meeting of churches and other
groups to look at problems in our community and
ways we could address them together □ □ □ □ □ 

26. Invite community leaders to meet with our
church board to look at ways our church can work
to address community concerns □ □ □ □ □ 

27. Develop a "partnership" relationship with
another UCC church or a group of churches
facing pressing community needs □ □ □ □ □ 

28. Consider the possibility of a church-
sponsored day care center for children of working
parents □ □ □ □ □ 

29. Examine the feasibility of our church
sponsoring a housing project for the elderly or
low income families □ □ □ □ □ 

30. Other
□ □ □ □ □ 

31. Other
□ □ □ □ □ 

32. Other
□ □ □ □ □
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options ("Not Needed in Our Community," "Not 
Appropriate for Our Church," etc.) across the page. 
Draw vertical lines to separate the response options. 
Using "hash-marks," transfer the responses from the 
questionnaire onto the tally sheets and total the results. 
Transfer the results onto a clean sheet of paper and you 
have a quick and helpful summary of member views. 

And what about Heritage United Methodist Church? 
What should the community goals committee report 
back to the church board? Should Heritage institute a 
new evangelism program to attract young families into 
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its membership or should it move ahead with the 
construction of housing for the elderly? Should it try to 
undertake both projects? This chapter cannot answer 
these questions. Analysis of the congregation's social 
context can bring members to increased awareness of 
their community setting; it can bring the church into 
closer contact with its neighbors; it can inform and 
influence decision making. But it cannot, and should 
not, tell a church what it must do. That remains, 
happily, a problem in the hands of the gathered 
community of God's people. 

theistic and individualistic meaning systems, moderns blend 
social scientific and mystical modes, and transitionals combine 
elements of both the traditional and the modern. Overall, 15 
percent of his sample were classified as theistic, 8 percent as 
individualistic, 14 percent as social scientific, 13 percent as 
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21. Millhands and Preachers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1942).
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pitfalls of inappropriate or self-indulgent concentration 
on process. 

This chapter, and the study of process generally, 
must be kept in perspective. We need to study process 
not as an end in itself but as one way to facilitate the 
mission of the church. The issues of process are not 
primary, but without addressing process issues from 
time to time, a congregation's life together may be 
substantially hindered by the ways it approaches its 
tasks. Understanding process is appropriate and 
essential in the interaction of Christian identity and 
social context, of dynamic process and specific pro­
gram. 

One final introductory note: the elements of process 
that we consider exist in all parts of every congregation. 
All committees and groups have informal goals, just as 
the whole church has informal goals. Subcommittees 
engage in problem solving just as official boards do. The 
reader should imagine the application of each dimen­
sion in every activity. For example, when discussing 
planning, we may consider the annual activity of the 
whole church through its official board. We may fail to 
note that planning and evaluation are equally impor­
tant in the choir, for the pastor, and in the nursery 
school-although each may go about it very differently. 
Therefore, while we will address ourselves at times to 
the total organization, at other times to the relation of a 
particular organizational component or process to a 
part rather than the whole, the reader should imagine 
that each of the elements discussed here are relevant 
both to the parts and to the whole. 

Before beginning the discussion of specific congre­
gational processes, we will first examine several ways of 
gathering the kind of information that is especially 
helpful in understanding process. 

4.3 Gathering Information 

Numerous ways of gathering information on con­
gregational functions have been discussed in a later 
chapter on methodology. Here we are concerned with 
the application of those methods that grant unique 
insight into church process. In particular we will 
consider observation, document study, questionnaire, 
interview, and group discussion. Each of these 
methods has strengths and weaknesses, and none is 
"the right way" at all times. Each method must be 
chosen carefully and applied in a way which is sensitive 
to the area under study. 

The act of collecting data is itself an intervention, 
which may attract interest, heighten concern, and may 
even arouse suspicion and distrust. Insofar as possible, 
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the members of the congregation should be apprised of 
the planning and share in the data collection and 
interpretation. Especially in the analysis of unexamined 
and assumed process, the study committee may 
embarrass and alienate the very persons whose support 
is essential for the possibilities of change. Congrega­
tional study that is open and inclusive builds support 
for a new vision even in the way it approaches and 
honors the present "reality." 

Let us look briefly at the implications of several 
methods of gathering information in the study of 
congregational process. 

4.3.1 Direct Observation 

By far the most frequently used method of gathering 
information about organization process is the direct 
observation and personal experience of participation. 
Sometimes it is called "sensing," since all of the senses 
are significant elements of participation: watching, 
listening, touching, tasting, smelling, feeling. As one 
participates in the life of a congregation certain effects 
are noticed that give clues to the functioning of the 
formal and informal processes in that system. 

In particular the thoughtful observer will be aware of: 

Flow 

What is the pattern of movement in the organiza­
tion? Through whom do decisions have to pass 
before they are accepted? How careful are the 
members about sticking to formal agreed upon 
means of deciding? Are the patterns stiff and formal, 
easy and quick? 

Incidents 

What stimuli create which results? What is the 
"weight" of the stimuli? For example, in some 
churches little incidents seem to create excessive 
response on the part of the leadership; in other 
churches momentous occurrences generate little or 
no response. 

Success and Failure 

Members' perceptions of their church as succeeding 
or failing will give clues that the process may be 
working or not. "The meeting was a great success!" 
may be the only language that a participant has 
immediately available to describe an effective meet­
ing. Or "It was a waste of time" may be an invitation 
to review process in the work of that group. 
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Surprises 

Whenever expectations are not fulfilled, there is a 
disjuncture between prior experience and a particular 
event. The study committee may explore who is 
surprised (leaders? members? outsiders?) and why. 

Hunches 

Hul}ches are intuitions based on experience. They are 
similar to hypotheses discussed in the chapter on 
methodology, except that hunches remain as informal 
notations. Hunches are only useful when they stimu­
late and focus further study-and they are most 
unhelpful when they stand as data in a progress report. 

Direct observation in the congregation has the 
unparalleled advantage of "feeling" for the congrega­
tion and contributions of particular members. Because 
by definition it rests on the feelings of the observers, it 
has the distinct disadvantage of inviting the imposition 
of categories and conclusions that are alien to the 
participants of an activity being "observed." Therefore, 
while it can provide the most sensitive data, the 
information can be irrelevant or oppressive. There is no 
substitute for observing as a participant, but taken 
alone it is an exceedingly subjective source of informa­
tion. The disciplines of observation are noted in the 
chapter on methodology. 

4.3.2 Documents 

Although more frequently used in the study of 
congregational identity and program, the documents of 
the local church can provide valuable insight into the 
processes of the local church. Creeds exhibit the values 
that seemed of primary importance at the time of their 
adoption. Constitutions and bylaws of the congrega­
tion provide the clearest expression of formal process, 
the most official version of the way things are supposed 
to happen. Newsletters offer insight into the proce­
dures that support the program life of the congregation. 
Announcements printed in the Sunday bulletin (and 
spoken in worship) reflect styles of leadership, patterns 
of communication, and conscious efforts to expand 
participation. 

Annual reports announce the way the congregation 
sees itself through the eyes of the leadership in the 
reporting groups and say as much about how things 
happen as the specifics of events. The budget with its 
income and expenses, annual expectations, and year­
to-date reports is a veritable showcase of decisions, 
crises, and affirmations. Attendance reports reflect 
commitments to the church as a whole, and constituent 
parts. Printed sermons, lenten booklets, and even the 
mailings for stewardship campaigns reflect the dy-
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namic of process, which holds the church together. 
Church documents are the mundane tools of analysis 

constantly produced to keep the leaders and members 
in touch with the life of the congregation. They provide 
a rich resource for those who have "ears to hear and 
eyes to see." However, like observation, documents are 
best understood when seen through the eyes of those 
who have created them. 

4.3.3 Questionnaires 

Questionnaires are the most popular way to gather 
information from the participants' point of view. There 
are many kinds of questionnaires, some homemade for 
the occasion. Commercial "instruments" or "inven­
tories" are available from denominational offices and 
numerous consultants. These may be administered and 
interpreted by a study group in the congregation or by 
an outside resource person who will work with the 
study team in interpreting the results. 

There are many advantages to using questionnaires. 
They make it relatively easy to hear from many people. 
They are much more objective than observation and 
less time-consuming than interviews. Questionnaires 
also provide information that is comparable, quantifi­
able, and anonymous. Some responses come from 
people who may not be active or who may be reluctant 
to talk with anyone face-to-face about the issues or 
problems under consideration. Such anonymity may 
create problems for interpretation of the data, but it 
provides important access in process issues that deal 
with sensitive attitudes and feelings. 

But questionnaires also have problems. The infor­
mation returned can be vague and confusing. For 
example, in response to the question, ''What are the 
weaknesses of this church?" someone wrote "Fair 
clergy." Does that refer to one or all of the pastors? To a 
current or former pastor? Does it mean one or all was 
mediocre? Does it refer to their complexion or their 
sense of justice? 

In an effort to define the responses, some question­
naires offer mote specific alternatives. Even then the 
information can seem to be precise when, in fact, it is 
quite vague. One might ask people to respond on a 
scale: 

Rate your enthusiasm for this group: 

Low 
1 

Medium 
2 3 

High 
4 5 

The average response might be 3.2. It looks like hard 
data, but its meaning is not clear. Is enthusiasm 
important to the work of the group? Does everyone rate 
"3" on an enthusiasm scale by the same criteria? Does 

--
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the scale compare to previous enthusiasm in this group, 
or is it a comparison to other groups? What does it mean 
to average the responses of individual group members? 
Without much more information, including an opportu­
nity to explore its meaning with respondents, such data 
provides only one piece of the puzzle. 

Further, questionnaires do not reveal much reliable 
information about what people, in fact, do. They will 
tell you something about their attitudes, something 
about what they would like to do perhaps, or the way 
they think they behave. But their responses may differ 
radically from their actual behavior. 

Some people simply do not respond to question­
naires. The congregation may have been "surveyed to 
death"; or the results of former questionnaires may 
have been mismanaged by sins of omission, commis­
sion, or both. Responding to questions implies a trust 
that the information will be handled discreetly and used 
effectively. 

Finally, the questions themselves are inevitably 
biased. Questionnaires begin by making assumptions 
about what problem areas might need to be addressed. 
Whether the instrument is made by a consulting firm, 
an organization interested in research, or a committee 
of the congregation, those developing it begin by 
making some guesses about what the problem areas 
might be. Frequently this is very helpful, because it 
gives you ideas about "places" to look. On the other 
hand, it can introduce a bias by ignoring important 
areas and highlighting other areas of concern-espe­
cially important in sensitive process issues. In the 
questionnaire there is very little opportunity for the 
questioner to follow up or the respondent to explain 
beyond the initial concepts that are built into the 
instrument. 

Despite their limitations, questionnaires can be very 
useful in unpacking the overt and hidden process in the 
church. Especially when they are immediately and 
directly coupled with an opportunity to discuss the 
results with those who filled them out, they can be 
provocative and useful foundations for understanding 
and change within the congregation. 

4.3.4 Interviews 

Interviews provide the kind of information that is 
inaccessible from observation, documentation, or 
questionnaires. The most important advantage of 
interviews is the opportunity for the interviewer to 
work with the person giving the information to explore 
an area of common concern. If the person finds it 
difficult to express opinions, he or she can be supported 
and encouraged to do so. If the person has an idea that 
is not yet fully shaped or finds the discussion of a 

particular topic new and awkward, the interviewer can 
help the speaker clarify and amplify her or his thoughts. 
Interviews provide an opportunity for clarity of 
expression and an exploration of relationships and 
complexity of ideas. Once rapport is established with 
the respondent, she or he is likely to say more and 
explore more in the safety of a trusting relationship. In 
process issues, the confidential conversation may 
provide the basic insight to interpret the relationship 
between observed behavior and responses to a ques­
tionnaire. 

Two kinds of interviews are frequently used for 
process research: unstructured and schedule-structured. 
An unstructured interview starts with a broad state­
ment of task or common concern and lets the 
respondent take the discussion wherever seems appro­
priate. A typical question might be: "We're here to talk 
about your perceptions of the church; tell me what you 
see are its strengths and weaknesses." The schedule­
structured interview employs a more formal approach, 
such as: 

Are the goals of the church clear to you? 
What do you think they are? 
How do you make decisions in this group? 
Do you have enough information to do your work? 

The privacy of the personal interview can provide 
information that helps the interviewer to understand 
how the member believes the congregation "really 
functions." However the very intimacy of such sources 
sometimes makes the material awkward or unusable in 
more inclusive social settings. Information from inter­
views often needs to be verified through other sources 
before it is useful in the interpretation of congregation 
processes. 

4.3.5 Group Discussion 

A combination of several data gathering methods 
may be employed in group discussion or collective 
interviews. Although others may find the group 
interview too "messy" in its combination of disciplines, 
it seems well-suited for understanding the dynamics of 
process. The interviewer must be alert and "reading the 
situation" on several levels at once. 

These discussions can be open-ended: "Let's talk 
about how we get work done around here." They can 
also be focused around a schedule of questions such as 
those listed above. Sometimes a group discussion will 
come directly out of the experience of asking all group 
members to fill out a brief scaled questionnaire, the 
answers from which are immediately shared with 
everyone present. Opportunity is thereby given to 
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amplify and explore what is meant by the numeric 
responses. A third way to explore group processes is to 
ask the group to simulate an activity similar to those in 
which they usually engage. This simulation sometimes 
makes it possible for the group to be slightly more 
objective about its experience, by analyzing something 
less threatening than their regular (or real) task, 
structure, and process. Typically, simulations are role 
plays of genuine problems, but not with the specific 
details of issues currently facing the group. A fourth 
group discussion method is through the use of a case 
study. In this method the group lifts up an incident 
from the life of this church or a similar congregation. 
Based on their experience but without the passion of 
urgency, the members explore: What happened, what 
made it worse, what made it better, and what can we 
learn from this experience? 

In group discussion, the study team can observe the 
dynamics of congregational life at work, including the 
leadership styles, communication patterns, norms of 
behavior and belief, decision-making process, and 
conflict resolution. Thus the members of the church 
may both act out and explain the formal processes and 
the informal processes that are natural to the congrega­
tion. With some guidance they may see the distinctions 
within their own behavior and beliefs, and they may 
model strategies that could help the congregation move 
in the desired direction. 

Not all issues can be examined in the group context, 
and some individuals are uncomfortable in such 
settings. Some group settings exaggerate the issues, 
and all such procedures are slow and uncertain. 

�o single method of data gathering is sufficient. 
Ultimately the congregation is more than can be 
m�asured. But taken together, observation, question­
naires, documents, interviews, and group discussion 
can provide functional insights into the "way we do it 
around here." 

4.4 Organizational Processes 

Any list of organizational processes would be 
inadequate since there are a wide variety of analytical 
tools that have been used to describe the dynamics that 
knit the common life together. In this chapter we have 
gathered a few examples around several basic themes: 

1. Planning: approved procedure and hidden pro­
cess
1.1 Agreement on task
1.2 Agreement on role

2. Training and nurture of leadership
3. Support, feedback, and process review
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4. Needs, norms, and sanctions
5. Diversity and conflict
6. Problem solving

4.4.1 Planning: Approved Procedure and Hidden Process 

"Planning refers to any method of thinking out acts 
and purposes before hand," says one dictionary. This is 
a helpful definition for the purposes of this chapter. 
Congregations, committees, leaders, program groups, 
and teams all engage in some kind of planning. There is 
always some kind of informal planning, figuring out 
what they are going to do. Sometimes there is formal 
planning, that is, a routinized, agreed on process for 
determining their needs, adapting to their social 
context, and affirming their identity in the goals they 
choose, the programs they support, and the way they 
go about their common life. 

Planning is one arena where task, structure, and 
informal process all come clearly into focus. Certain 
questions are basic for our discussion and can be used in 
the local church as a basis for analysis through 
observation, reading, documents, interviewing, and 
questionnaires: 

-Does the group have a formal planning procedure?
-What is the informal planning process, and how well

does it serve the needs of the group?
-If there is a formal procedure for planning, does it

work with or against the informal process?

Is there a formal planning procedure? This can be
determined by observation, interviews, and review of 
the documents. This information is available from 
leaders, minutes, and other documents. Recent church 
leaders may be able to describe what steps were taken to 
carry out the planning procedure and what the results 
of that process have been. The team can examine the 
minutes of the official board for the last several years to 
look for descriptions and results of various planning 
procedures. Further, the team should ask if the 
congregation has developed a standard operating 
procedures manual that describes how planning is 
supposed to be done in the congregation, including 
who is to do what by when. In many cases the 
congregation will invoke procedures developed by a 
denomination or church-related agency. 

If, indeed, there is a formal planning process in place, 
the team should talk with the clergy, board members, 
and members of the planning committee, if there is one, 
to determine: 

Whether the planning procedure is fully or partially 
utilized; 
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Where people are having troubles with it; 
Where it is helpful in clarifying tasks and roles. 

A helpful formal procedure is described in the 
program chapter, which can be a resource for congre­
gational planning. 

What is the informal process for planning, and how well 
does it serve the needs of the group? It is assumed that all 
congregations have developed a way for agreeing on 
what they are going to do and who will do what, for 
defining task and role. However, it is not always easy to 
see and understand how it works. Planning may not be 
consciously undertaken. Many congregations plan by 
an informal process that seems appropriate to them in 
their situation, as illustrated in the following state­
ments: 

"The pastor tells us what to do." 
"Only those who have been here many years ( or who 
contribute substantially) can influence what will be 
done around here." 
"We wait until there is no disagreement about our 
ideas before they are implemented." 

This is only a partial list to suggest that informal 
planning processes have to do with the way people 
approach the task, who is involved, who is not 
involved, how decisions are made, and who is 
informed about those decisions. 

The study group must develop appropriate criteria 
for effectiveness, for example: Are the members 
satisfied with it? Are the leaders satisfied with it? Is it 
responsive to the demands of the gospel and to the 
needs of people in and out of the church? Does it help 
many participate in leadership, or only a few? Is 
decision making appropriately and fairly distributed 
among those who participate in the congregation? 

If there is a formal procedure for planning, does it work with 
or against the informal process? Here the question has to 
do with what parts of the system are most significant in 
shaping what the organization actually does. When the 
formal and informal are "out of sync," people are likely 
to experience considerable frustration, sometimes for 
opposite reasons. Some had expected the formal 
procedure to work, and others had assumed that the 
informal would prevail naturally. Each can war against 
the other and interfere with its smooth operation. This 
kind of tension is seen when an elected board in a 
church decides to use democratic, open planning 
procedures, involving the participation of many mem­
bers in rational planning and task agreements, only to 
have this agreement sabotaged by certain powerful 
individuals or groups who have always been influential 
in the congregation and now disagree with the 
directions in which the church is moving. Pastors can be 
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such powerful individuals, as can be choir members, 
trustees, large donors, or volunteers who have given 
generously for many years of their time and leadership 
to the congregation. 

But the struggle between formal and informal does 
not have to be around "power;" it can also be within the 
processes themselves. The formal procedure may rely 
heavily on rational, planned change models for shaping 
congregational directions. When tested, the members 
may find that they are accustomed to, and prefer, more 
intuitive, "Let change come in God's good time" 
models. 

What is going to be helpful to the pastor and other 
leaders studying the congregation at this point is the 
use of investigatory disciplines that will help to describe 
what is happening formally and informally within the 
congregation. When the descriptions of what is actually 
happening and the available alternatives are outlined 
side-by-side, then the study team or leader will be best 
able to modify the formal and informal systems to 
increase compatibility between them. 

Two dimensions of planning are frequently process 
issues in local congregations: agreement on task and 
agreement on role. We will examine task in this section 
and role in the next. 

4.4.1.1 Agreement on Task 

In chapter 1 the case of Heritage United Methodist 
Church was introduced. It is an illustration of the 
problems generated and discovered by the clash 
between formal and informal planning processes. The 
bishop and the pastor made informal plans, which were 
translated into extraordinary procedure of a new 
committee. The bishop wants "both mission and 
ministry," by which phrase he may mean that the 
church ought to involve itself in activities that would 
serve the needs of persons who are not members of the 
congregation. The Rev. Ms. Jones's goals seem to be 
compatible with the bishop's goals in that the redevel­
opment of a building into studio apartments for the 
elderly would seem to meet his desires for more mission 
to the community. We are also told that the bishop has 
hopes that Ms. Jones will ''bring life into the congrega­
tion"; however, this priority may hinder if not be 
contradictory to the goal of mission in the community. 
But the bishop and the pastor have goals that are 
apparently incompatible with those of some of the 
leadership in the congregation who want "evangelism 
of adults for the church and children for our church 
school." Thus, in this case, the process issue is one of a 
conflict of goals. 

In a typical congregation that has disagreement on 
task, the process often looks like this: members discuss 
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with each other privately (for example, when they 
gather at Bob's Big Boy Restaurant) their troubled 
feelings about the tension they are experiencing. The 
focus of the conversation is on complaint and on bad 
feelings. Many may try to influence others to join their 
side, though there is probably little action being taken 
to actually call the church or its leadership into a clear 
decision. The pastor acts much the same as the 
parishioners-not really knowing "what to do" she will 
talk with individual members privately, to some people 
at the denominational headquarters and others, per­
haps, at a continuing education conference. 

At some church meetings there will be what seems to 
be progress, but no one is exactly sure what progress 
means-unless it is the absence of acrimony. 

When these symptoms appear, how can the pastor 
and church leaders get the information they need to 
move into and through this frustration? How can they 
make it a learning experience, an opportunity for 
insight into themselves and the development of skills 
and resources for facing similar situations when they 
occur in the future? In a comprehensive way, this 
handbook is a response to such questions: the 
congregation can claim its identity and study its context 
(as suggested in previous chapters) and the congrega­
tion can engage in an inclusive and open-planning 
procedure (as suggested in the chapter on program). 
Often when the church leadership is involved in direct 
study and dialogue with the community, the impact of 
that experience raises consciousness and has a pro­
found, positive effect on the clarity of goals within the 
congregation. 

In this chapter we are primarily concerned with the 
impact of process on the planning procedures. Several 
helpful instruments for setting priorities and determin­
ing membership commitments are available in book­
stores and through denominational offices. For exam­
ple, Grayson Tucker has developed and documented 
an instrument called A Church Planning Questionnaire3 

(see Appendix 4-1). This questionnaire has several 
useful features. First, a list of sixteen proposed goals 
provide the respondents an opportunity to determine 
the popular program priorities for the congregation. 
Second, the questionnaire explores how process issues 
affect program priorities. There are a number of specific 
questions about the congregational climate that give the 
leadership quick and direct feedback from parishioners 
about how they feel about themselves at this point and 
the level of tension that they are now experiencing. 
There are questions that measure the following climate 
categories: 

-warmth and support
-morale
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-openness to change 
-the amount of conflict
--decision participation

These responses, coupled with the data about 
program goals and social context, can profoundly help 
the leadership assess how people are handling their 
differences as well as what it is about which they 
disagree. 

Third, this instrument provides data about other 
congregations and allows the members to compare 
their levels of warmth and support, their morale, their 
openness to change, and so on with other congrega­
tions. This can be useful to a vestry, council, or session. 
Usually that board has only itself and no one else with 
whom to compare. With the comparative scores, board 
members can see that certain responses in churches 
tend to get higher scores and other responses lower 
scores. Thus the leadership has a way to measure 
climate that is better than an assessment based on the 
responses of this congregation alone, which leads to 
statements like "a slightly positive score is as good as 
one can expect." Perhaps a "slightly positive score" 
tends to be higher than that of many or most other 
churches. This would give the study team a different 
perspective when it discovers "slightly positive" is 
more positive than anyone else. On another question, 
what seemed to be a low response, compared to others, 
may be quite respectable. Of course, it is not possible 
from Tucker's relatively small sample to draw conclu­
sions, but it helps those in the congregation have 
something with which to compare their experience. 

One church that used the instrument discovered that 
while there was substantial agreement about goals 
(what the people wanted to do in the church), and while 
there was a good deal of warmth and support for one 
another, morale was low and people felt they were not 
substantially involved in the congregational decision 
making: The investigation, then, made it possible for 
them to see those process areas in which work was 
needed. 

The comparison between planning procedures and 
process issues cannot be conducted by an elite group or 
pushed through the congregation. Such sensitive 
materials take time to explore and digest, and they need 
to be shared in a way that gives church members an 
opportunity to respond. Retreat settings are often 
appropriate arenas for such discussion since these 
provide the intensity of presentation, the time for 
reflection and informal discussion, and a continuity of 
participation. Consultants, even neighboring pastors 
and trained laity, may help the congregation achieve 
the combination of objectivity and intimacy essential in 
these discussions. 
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The method for using this questionnaire is substan­
tially outlined in Tucker's book. The study team may 
make its own tabulation of the responses or use the 
resources provided by Tucker. A similar service is 
provided when using the Parish Profile Inventory of 
Hartford Seminary, which contains a section on various 
organizational processes. (See General Appendix.) 
Some denominational offices provide similar resources, 
and denominational officials are often willing to work 
on an ecumenical or interdenominational basis. A wide 
variety of these tools is also available through the Whole 
Church Catalog. 4 

4.4.1.2 Agreement on Roles 

"A role consists of one or more recurrent or patterned 
activities of the player, activities that involve corre­
sponding expectations on the part of others who are 
related to the player. The term is borrowed from the 
theater and is used to make clear that the expected 
behavior relates to the position of the focal person and 
not the person who occupies the position," says Donald 
Smith in Clergy in the Crossfire. 5 This is a distinction 
easier to make with formal role definitions than with 
those that are informal. 

Most recent literature about roles in the church has 
focused on role conflict with reference to the pastor. It 
highlights the importance of clarifying the expectations 
of the pastor by the congregation's leadership, as well 
as the pastor's expectations (which might be quite 
different) of what his or her appropriate tasks are, their 
relative priorities, and the style with which they are 
carried out. Typical problems of role conflict concerning 
the pastor are: 

Formal 
whether the pastor should attend Christian educa­
tion meetings. 

whether the pastor should be the person to call on 
shut-ins. 

Informal 
whether the pastor's spouse should work outside 
the home. 

whether the pastor may be an elected official on the 
school board. 

These are not the only role conflicts, however, that 
congregations experience. Frequently there is confu­
sion and disagreement about tasks, priorities, and 
styles related to lay leadership and lay committees. 
Examples of role conflicts that occur in relation to 
committees are: 
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-The church board asks the evangelism committee
to find ways for members personally to invite.

newcomers into the church, and the committee
develops a plan to mail three letters to new people
who worship there on Sunday morning. The board
believes mailing letters is the task of the church
secretary, and the. committee should find a more
personal approach.

-The Christian education committee orders a com­
plete new curriculum for the church school, far
exceeding its budget for the year.

-The women's group raises money from church
members at a bazaar and doesn't report what it has

earned or how it is using the money.

Examples of role conflicts that occur in relation to lay 
leadership include: 

-The head of the building and grounds committee
never calls a meeting; however, when he or she
notices tasks that need to be done around the
church he or she either does them alone or asks
someone else to do them.

-The elected lay leader of the church is very bossy in
meetings, not allowing others to express their
opinions if they differ wjth his or hers.

-When a person is in the hospital, members of the
family don't share that information with the
pastor.

These examples relate to two kinds of role conflict, 
task and authority. The case of Hope Church in chapter 1 
suggests a congregation with much role confusion. The 
congregation assigned certain program tasks to each 
pastor, but it is not clear if it granted the authority 
necessary to achieve those tasks. The congregation 
retained certain responsibilities in its dialogue with the 
conference minister, and the issue of authority (the 
right to ask and the willingness to respond) is being 
carefully negotiated. 

All organizations, including churches, divide tasks 
among roles, giving some responsibilities to this person 
or group and others to that person or group. Problems 
arise when there is disagreement or misunderstanding 
about what those tasks are or should be. When the 
"evangelism" committee becomes the greeting com­
mittee, some of the members of the congregation may 
be frustrated and disappointed in its behavior. Others 
may be disappointed by the building and grounds 
chairperson who they hoped would function as a 
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convener of people to reflect on the property needs of 
the church, but who actually functions as a dispatcher 
of maintenance tasks in the congregation. 

Disagreements about authority have to do with who 
has the legal or traditional right to make particular 
decisions within the organization. Many times the legal 
right to make these decisions is given to a person 
holding an office or to a committee. For example, in 
some denominations church membership is authorized 
by the pastor, in others it is authorized by the church 
board, and in others by the congregation. 

Where authority issues become problematic, the 
situations are usually not related to authority that is 
legally established by the denomination, but relate to 
that which people thought was "understood" but has 
not been formalized or publically agreed upon. For 
example, a role problem related to authority has to do 
with whether the church board has the right to meet 
without the pastor being present. In some congrega­
tions the authority to meet without the pastor is granted 
under certain conditions and clearly spelled out. 
Meeting without the pastor becomes an issue when it 
was assumed that the pastor would be there-but some 
on the board want to meet without him. 

In the life of the congregation, role difficulties 
concerning task and authority are often related to 
differences in the levels of "contracts" among individu­
als and within the group. Bradley, Harper, and Mitchell 
have distinguished between three levels of contract 
(that is, promises people make to each other about how 
they will behave): formal, informal, and tacit contracts.6 

Formal contracts are public, articulated, often officially 
witnessed. They can be changed only with effort and 
a process as public as that in which they were 
established. 

Informal contracts are private, articulated in conversa­
tion, easily changed but, until changed, create a 
sense of obligation. 

Tacit contracts are private, unspoken, and sometimes 
unconscious, revealed through behavior patterns. 
People behave as though they have made certain 
promises to each other. 

An example of a formal contract is a job description, a 
wedding vow, or a motion made at a meeting. An 
example of an informal contract is a statement agreed 
to, such as "Would you mind picking up the kids after 
school?" or "We usually open our Il'l.eetings with 
prayer," or "Let's go to the ice cream shop after the 
meeting." Tacit contracts are profoundly more subtle, 
but every bit as powerful as formal and informal 

Handbook for Congregational Studies 

contracts. Though they may not talk about it directly, an 
unspoken agreement between two young persons 
falling in love with each other is that they will not "see" 
anyone else. In a church, tacit contracts often center 
around such things as frequency of church attendance, 
deference to the pastor or certain older ( or wealthier) 
members of the church, or whether it is alright to 
challenge another's theology. 

Illustrations of formal contracts that have to do with 
authority are budget statements stating that this 
committee is authorized to spend this much money, 
constitutional provisions stating that the president may 
name the nominating committee, and so on. Informal 
contracts regarding authority are verbalized agree­
ments between individuals such as the understanding 
that "none of us likes to be told what to do," or ''Why 
don't you go ahead and make those decisions for us, 
Jack, since none of us will have the time to go to the 
store with you." Tacit authority contracts are illustrated 
by assumptions that some make about the kind and 
amount of initiative men may take toward leadership as 
opposed to the amount and kind of initiative women 
may take; or they are reflected in the rights that some 
seem to have that allow them more influence in 
decisions than others because they are more active, 
more pious; or larger contributors. 

A local church has trouble when members have 
different understandings of their role contracts with 
one another-especially when some of the role con­
tracts are tacit, not expressed or openly agreed upon. 
The tensions in High Ridge Presbyterian Church in 
chapter 1 are rooted in a conflict of tacit contracts of 
appropriate behavior for members. Each side ap­
parently believed in the Bible and quoted scripture to 
the others, but the particular issue of wine at the 
wedding had never been tested. No formal or informal 
roles had been established, but the informal authority 
of the bride's father is clearly at odds with the formal 
authority of the session to set policy. 

To gather information on role, task, and authority, a 
comparison of formal documents, observation, inter­
view, and questionnaire is useful. For illustration we 
offer three typical role clarification situations: overall 
task clarity for clergy, task clarity in a multiple staff, and 
authority patterns in a group or committee. 

4.4.1.3 Overall Task Clarity 

When looking at tasks that need to get done within a 
local church, often the congregation decides that it will 
examine the committees and what they do, the staff and 
what they do, or individual laity and what they do. 
Thus, the church loses the big picture of how the parts 
interact and their total ministry. Rusbuldt, Gladden, 
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and Green7 have included in their manual on local 
church planning an instrument for assessing mutual 
understanding of the roles that a minister takes and 
those taken by the church members (see Appendix 4-3). 
This instrument consists of fifty statements describing 
activities that might be appropriately undertaken by 
either clergy or laity. The pastor (or pastors) and laity 
are asked to rate on a scale from 1 to 10 how high a 
priority each activity has for clergy and how high a 
priority each has for laity. Once each statement has 
been rated by all who are participating in this research, 
they are summarized into ten categories and compari­
sons can be made between the variety of lay responses 
and their differences with the clergy responses. 

A design for carrying out this research could include 
sending the questionnaire to all the members of the 
parish. Unless the congregation is quite small, how­
ever, the amount of information might be overwhelm­
ing. Usually, this data gathering is best done with the 
official board or the official board plus ten to fifteen 
other key church leaders. To maximize the use of 
church time, it is recommended that those who fill out 
the questionnaire do so at home and send it to the 
person who will be collating the information before the 
meeting, so that summaries can be prepared before 
those who will be examining the data arrive. 

The study committee would want to note the pastor's 
ratings separately, the degree of agreement among the 
laity, and the comparison between pastor and member­
ship. Generally the degree of disagreement among the 
laity is greater than the comparison between pastor and 
members, thus helping the board and the pastor to 
appreciate and interpret the pressures that each are 
feeling. 

4.4.1.4 Task Clarity in the Multiple Staff Team 

Churches with more than one professional person 
sometimes experience conflict and confusion about 
who is supposed to do what-or who is in charge of 
what. Sometimes work falls through the cracks, 
sometimes staff members believe their prerogatives 
have been usurped, sometimes members of the team 
feel there is much wasted motion because of disagree­
ment, duplication, and inefficiency. Even job descrip­
tions and other official documents may not untangle the 
tensions that conflict can generate. 

One way to investigate these concerns is to look into 
team task agreement through the use of a structured 
group interview in a staff team setting. This design for 
data gathering works best in a one- or two-day retreat 
setting. 8 First, ask the members of the team who will be 
at the retreat to answer these questions in writing, 
before they arrive: 
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What do you feel the church expects you to do in 
your job? 

What do you actually do in your job? 

Identify specific difficulties or concerns you have in 
working with other persons on this committee, or in 
this relationship. 

What do you need to know about other people's jobs 
that would help you in your work? 

What do you feel others should know about your job 
that would help them (and you)? 

What do you need from others in order to do your job 
the way you would like? 

This list amounts to an interview schedule when 
every member of the team is asked to share his or her 
answers with the rest. It puts the data out in front of all, 
making it possible for all to join in correcting, 
amplifying, and analyzing those pieces of the whole of 
which each has given a part. Careful study of all of the 
information can help the staff team identify what is 
missing, where help is needed (perhaps more paid or 
volunteer participation), where some may be duplicat­
ing work, or where some may be working in areas that 
are not appropriate to their job description. 

4.4.1.5 Authority Patterns in a Group or Committee 

Authority issues continue to be an area of discomfort 
and, sometimes, conflict in certain congregations. 
Some older members' groups and committees have 
been schooled in (and been successful in) more 
hierarchical structures and ways of relating, whereas 
some younger members do not believe "hierarchy" and 
"democracy" are compatible terms. In other cases the 
congregation has established multiple paths of account­
ability, which may be confusing to the staff and 
members of the congregation. These situations and 
many others have to do with agreement on authority, 
including who exercises it, to what extent, and how. 

A useful instrument for analyzing the authority 
patterns of church leadership groups and committees 
has been devised by a Lutheran staff team including 
Gary Anderson, William Berge, William Behrens, 
George Keck, and Joseph Wagner, and published in a 
book entitled, Strengthening the Multiple Staff. 9 This 
instrument (see Appendix 4 -2) explores four kinds of 
structure. The following is a summary from the book: 

4.4.1.6 Four Types of Authority Relationships 

Type 1: Dependent. Dependent groups have clearly 
identified decision-makers. Members share in decision 
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making as advisory participants, but often decisions 
that are made at one level are subject to the authority of 
yet higher level decision-makers. 

The major goals of dependent groups are not usually 
established by group action. Group members may 
contribute to the discussion of such goals, but they are 
finally fixed by higher authority. The expected behavior 
of members is to conform. 

Dependent groups have some positive features. 
Often they are efficient. They have the ability to get 
things done. If the leader is capable and respected, 
there can be a great sense of purpose and accomplish­
ment. Decisions can be made and carried out quickly. 

The major disadvantages for a dependent group are a 
possible lack of unity and low commitment to goals. 
Creativity may be stifled, and members, apart from the 
leader, may have little program ownership or zeal. 

Type 2: Independent. In the independent style, the 
pastor and all group members function quite sepa­
rately. Each has his or her own sphere of ministry and 
the interaction between them is minimal. Areas of work 
are generally clearly defined and significant group 
meetings are few and far between. 

At its best, this style allows for much creativity and 
freedom. Group members do not work under the sense 
of constantly being watched or told what to do. If goals 
coincide and the work of various members meshes well, 
much good can be accomplished. 

On the other hand, this style has potential for 
trouble. There is the probability of competitive conflict. 
There is little opportunity for exercising concern among 
group members. Goals are generally not commonly 
arrived at. The potential for each group member to 
build a competitive following in the congregation is 
greater than in other styles. 

Type 3: Interdependent. Interdependent groups are 
characterized by frequent and intensive interaction 
between members. Such interaction is prized, not only 
as a vehicle for conducting business but also as a means 
for developing a supportive system among group 
members. Members practice confrontive communica­
tion with minimal risk. Differences are viewed as assets 
for improving the quality of problem solving and 
decision making. Feelings are considered a natural and 
legitimate element in human interaction. 

Goals in interdependent groups are established by all 
and cared about by all. Meshing individual and team 
goals is prized. 

Decisions in these teams are typically made by 
consensus. Participation by all members in this process 
is encouraged. Leadership rotates among members 
according to the contribution they make. Members 
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practice mutual accountability. Commitment to the 
group is high and significant personal investment from 
members is required. 

A possible negative effect is that not all persons are 
suited for this working style. Some people are more 
independent, and others are more dependent. Also, 
some situations call for a different working style. The 
best working style is the one that works best for the 
people involved as well as the situations in which they 
work. A group is working at its best when it gets the job 
done while caring for the needs of the persons in the 
group. 

Type 4: Collaborative. This is the least common group 
style of the four. In this kind of team, there are no 
independent decisions. Every decision is referred to the 
team. Team goals are established by the team and 
shared fully by the whole team. There can be no 
individual failure or success. There is only team failure 
or success. 

Harmony and fully shared responsibilities are highly 
prized by collaborative teams. The style minimizes 
differences. The collaborative style shares many charac­
teristics of the independent style. But the independent 
style fosters interdependence between the members, 
the collaborative style fosters dependence on the team. 

The collaborative style can work well if the balance 
between meeting personal needs and doing the task is 
kept. However, this style has the potential for 
inhibiting individual creativity and initiative as well as 
taking too much time in decision making. 

The Lutheran instrument is specifically designed for 
analysis of authority styles among multiple staff teams 

. of clergy, but it can be useful for interpreting styles 
among members of boards and committees throughout 
the congregation. It does not assume that any group 
falls completely into one category, but that there is a 
mixture of structures functioning at once, perhaps 
changing with different combinations of issues and 
individuals. It is not assumed that each member will 
have the same perception of experience. Therefore, 
each member's perceptions are scored separately so 
that one can be compared with another. 

Use of the instrument should be combined with 
group discussion of results. Often there is a striking 
similarity between the pattern of group discussion and 
the results of the data from the instrument, for which 
observation and further inquiry seem appropriate. 
Even if the instrument is not used, the four types of 
group authority provide a framework for observation in 
a group, and a basis for interview and discussion with 
the group concerning their perceptions and practice of 
group participation. 
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4.4.1.7 Tacit Authority 

By far the most difficult processes to analyze are the 
tacit contracts that members and staff persons have 
with one another. These are difficult because they are 
hidden and often personally threatening. Formal and 
informal contracts have been expressed and discussed 
by the people in the relationship. Often tacit contracts 
have not been discussed and may even be below the 
conscious awareness even of persons who participate in 
the tacit contract. 

To examine these organizational dynamics, the study 
team may want to begin by identifying what they 
already know to be formal and informal contracts in the 
organization's life. As they begin to understand what 
formal and informal contracts are operating, they 
should try to assess which of these contracts are 
functional, and which are not helpful to the relationship 
or the group. There may be tacit contracts working in 
opposition to the formal or informal contracts. 

For example, in the case of Hope United Church of 
Christ described in chapter 1, the search committee 
clearly has a formal contract with the congregation to 
find a new minister, and, likely, an informal contract 
with the conference minister to do what he requests so 
that he will give them names of potential candidates for 
the job. Something is not working, however, with the 
contract with the conference minister. An analysis of 
the formal and informal contracts with the conference 
minister could be done by the search committee. They 
could ask: 

What are the terms of our understandings? 

What is expected of us by the conference minister? 

What has, in fact, happened in relation to those 
contracts? Have we fulfilled our part of the bargain? 

Has the conference minister fulfilled his part? 

What do we gain by resisting following through on 
our agreement? 

Is there anything the conference minister gains when 
we resist our part of the bargain? 

These questions are difficult to "get a hold on" and to 
keep in focus by the group. Sometimes they generate a 
good deal of discomfort-especially if members begin 
to realize that, perhaps unintentionally, they have 
joined in a process to punish the conference minister for 
past difficulties they have had with their clergy. When 
groups decide to work at this level without skilled and 
dispassionate facilitation, they may find the task quite 
threatening. In these situations they might benefit by 
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including someone who is not on the committee, who 
could help them sustain their analytical task in ways 
that can produce learning. 

4.4.2 Training and Nurture of Leadership 

The word "training" comes from the Latin trahere, 
which means "to draw or to drag along"; in English we 
find other words that retain the same root meanings: 
railroad train (pulls railroad cars), mule trains, gear 
train, the train of a bridal gown, a train or course of 
thought. Churches have many ways they draw or drag 
newcomers and old-timers into their life and work. By 
training we mean bringing people into the organiza­
tion's life and processes by various means so that they 
can function as leaders with confidence and compe­
tence. 

There are various ways that training gets done in the 
church but the major ones are these: 

Orientation 

Giving people material to read on a subject. 

Telling people about what's happening during the 
week. 

Giving newcomers a "walk-through" of the build­
ing. 

Giving someone new to the board instructions on 
how to read the budget. 

On-the-job training 

Giving a person a job and hoping he or she figures 
out how to do it like everyone else has done. 

Standing with the person as he or she goes through 
the various steps, correcting and helping. 

Continuing education 

Sending the person to a training session outside 
the church. 

Holding classes in the church. 

Formal training can include: 

Classes (Bible study) 
Opportunity to practice skills (Choir practice) 
Films 
Discussion groups 
Feedback sessions 
Orientation 
On-the-job, supervised experience 
Preaching 
Reading a manual 
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Informal training can include: 

On the job, unsupervised experience 
Trial and error 

One of the most regular and, in some churches, 
regularized patterns of training (both formal and 
informal) is done when a new family is drawn into the 
life of the congregation: 

On first arriving Mr. and Mrs. Jones are shown where 
the toddlers' room is for the two-year-old. 

As worshippers they are given a bulletin to guide 
them through the worship service. 

After the service they are directed to the coffee hour. 

After they have attended a few times the Jones's 
receive a letter from the pastor and a brochure 
describing the various activities in the church. 

After participating for a couple of months and 
attending a social event, the pastor talks with them 
about how they might officially join the congrega­
tion. Part of the procedure would include attendance 
in a membership or confirmation class. 

After joining the church Mrs. Jones is appointed to 
the missions committee and is given a course on the 
missions her church is supporting through the 
congregation and the denomination. Mr. Jones is 
asked to serve on the annual stewardship cam­
paign .... 

The point of this outline is to underscore the fact that 
formal and informal training is occurring throughout 
the life of the church. Some congregations do these 
tasks well, others do them poorly, but every church is 
engaged in the processes of training its members 
formally (that is in a class or coaching session) and 
informally (on-the-job experience or comments made 
by disgruntled parishioners who do not like what has 
been done). 

The resistance to training is high in the church, and 
with good reason. Much that has passed for formal 
training has been shoddy, ill-prepared, and delivered 
poorly. Often volunteers who do not know what they 
are doing are asked to train other volunteers in the 
implementation of the tasks of the church. Their lack of 
experience and knowledge is picked up by the 
"trainees" who, next time, prefer to muddle through 
the task rather than "waste their time" on training. 

Some of the resistance to certain training for church 
leadership comes from the fact that it may seem esoteric, 
arcane, and irrelevant. Here we are not talking about 
the holy mysteries, but relatively simple tasks including 
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group process and community building. Some church 
members are not used to talking directly with others 
about their behavior and feelings in groups, and 
requesting them to do so may generate perplexity and 
resistance. Without clarity about the importance and 
practicality of the task in the church and for her or his 
everyday life, the parishioner will resist taking what 
will seem like extra time (add-ons) to an already 
overcrowded volunteer schedule. 

How, then, does one discover whether the formal 
and informal training processes in the church are 
adequate? One begins by looking at the way the church 
is functioning and then builds on the experiences of 
leaders now in place. The most effective programs of 
leadership development build from the insights and 
feelings of those who are doing the job. Even people 
who are doing poorly can be help�l when they are 
included in a review of the formal and informal training 
processes in the congregation. 

Formal documents (such as job descriptions and 
manuals of procedure) may be a place to begin and may 
be a resource that will eventually be upgraded as a 
result of the study. But interviews and especially group 
discussion can be most revealing of training needs done 
through formal procedure and informal processes. The 
interview might well include asking people in every 
part of the church's life what kind of training and 
guidance they have had to help them participate in the 
life of the church or carry out their work effectively. 
They should be encouraged to talk about what 
experiences they have had to help them "learn the 
ropes" and gain the skills they need to participate or to 
carry out their tasks. They can do this by sharing their 
reactions, new knowledge, skill development, and 
other results of the training experience. Here is an 
example of an assessment of the training received by 
official board members upon being elected to the board. 

Each new board person is interviewed one year after 
taking the position. The interviewer requests one hour 
for the interview. After establishing the reason for the 
interview and discussing what will be done with what is 
learned, the interviewer follows a schedule of questions 
similar to these: 

Tell me about your experiences before the first board 
meeting. Did anyone talk to you about what they did 
there, when they met, how they were structured, or 
what your responsibilities would be outside of the 
meetings? 

Had you heard about what goes on at board meetings 
from any of your friends at church or had you had 
experience on other church boards? 

Was there an orientation or training session for new 
board members? 
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How did you learn what the ground rules were for 
who could talk at meetings, how decisions were 
made, what the goals and purposes of the board are? 

Had you been given material to read about this 
church board: the constitution, the book of order, 
past minutes, or budgets? 

What is your reaction to the way you were helped 
into the board? 

What knowledge do you think it would be important 
to share with others who will have an experience 
similar to yours? 

What skills do you think it would be helpful to have to 
be an effective board member? 

From the responses to these questions, a group 
discussion can be organized to help members of the 
board become more aware of their process of mutual 
training. Note that the adequacy of training and 
guidance is best learned not by asking people what they 
need before trying to do it but by talking to those who 
have been through the experience in order to under­
stand what they are up against. "Experience is the best 
teacher" -especially if it is carefully reviewed and 
openly shared. 

Any part of the life of the congregation has potential 
for improving the way people are helped to be involved 
and to participate well. Here is a partial list of roles, 
activities, and experiences that could be helped by 
competent training and guidance: 

Teaching a class 
Becoming a member 

or adherent 
Leading a study group 
Leading a committee 
Calling on members 
Worshipping 
Praying 
Cleaning the building 
Evaluating the pastor 
Calling a new pastor 
Planning church outings 
Being with a friend 

in grief 

Singing 

Setting goals 
Preparing budgets 
Ushering 
Preparing for communion 
Preparing for marriage 
Greeting newcomers 
Pledging 
Listening 
Interviewing job appli­

cants 
Preparing a meal at 

church 

4.4.3 Support, Feedback, and Process Review 

In the chapter on program, assessment and evalua­
tion are discussed as formal processes in the local 
congregation. The material provides a procedure for 
regular personnel and program evaluation. But formal 
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evaluation is not the only way members and staff 
discover "how they are doing." Most of us want to 
know how we are perceived by others in all our 
relationships and have developed an informal means to 
check this out. We note the posture and attentiveness of 
the persons with whom we are dealing; we note 
whether most of their responses are negative or 
positive; we are attentive to what third parties say about 
how we were received by others not present in the 
discussion; some are even so bold as to ask others what 
they thought of their performance or the experience of 
which they were a part. 

Churches and committees also have various ways by 
which they "check out" the responses of worshipers, 
committee personnel, volunteers, and participants in 

� all sorts of church activities. Leaders are attentive to the 
numbers of participants, the frequency of attendance, 
the comments that are made after the meeting, the 
amount of enthusiasm expressed for what has hap­
pened. 

Not always, however, are these informal means of 
regular assessment of life together accurate or complete 
indicators of individual or congregational satisfaction. 
A scowling face may be the result of poor process or an 
upset stomach. Decreasing attendance may have more 
to do with conte"'tual factors than the substance of a 
program. Lack of enthusiasm may come more from 
poor process than from poor content. The person or 
group interested in analyzing those systems which help 
people accurately analyze "how they are doing'' will 
want to explore several levels of process. The annual 
formal evaluation system is discussed in the next 
chapter. Here we are concerned with feedback, 
communication, and disciplined evaluation of process. 

Areas to be considered in reviewing feedback and 
communication would include: 

-How the board lets the staff know how they are
doing on a regular basis

-How the board lets committees know how they are
doing on a regular basis

-How the staff members let each other know how
they are doing

-How lay leaders discover whether they are
appreciated and are "on target'' with their leader­
ship

-How participants in worship and programs let the
staff know how they are doing

Knowledge about this informal feedback and com­
munication best comes from direct observation and 
interviews. Observers of group life often undertake this 
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assessment of group life with a set of values or 
assumptions about appropriate informal communica­
tion and feedback. Through observations of behavior 
and questions of the various participants, the observer 
can assess the quality of the feedback processes. Here 
are a series of criteria for observation that can be used in 
staff, committee, or congregational settings: 

-People tell one another what they have been doing.

-Information on results is collected and given to
those who have carried out the task.

-There are preset and agreed upon goals or
objectives concerning the tasks people carry out in
the organization.

-Assessment of what people do is not based on their
personality.

-Trust is high.

-Excuses, blaming, and low ownership are short-
term and atypical.

For example, this evaluation can occur in the official 
board. The board may want to assess informal feedback 
to committees and program groups. One way this can 
be done is to ask one person in a meeting to keep track 
of all the evaluations that are done of work or behavior 
of a particular group within the congregation and then 
review the above criteria assessing the extent to which 
each is met. 

-Have the people who were discussed been told
about the discussion, before and after?
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-Has the group which was discussed had an
opportunity to describe what was done, why, and
how?

-Was there any assessment of the quality of what
happened by those who experienced it?

-Had the board talked with the people doing the
task before it was done to come to an understand­
ing of what its purpose or goal was?

-Does more weight seem to be given to the
peculiarities of a group personality than to what
was done and how it was done?

A more thoroughgoing assessment would observe 
not only one meeting, but would observe several 
meetings of both the board and the group being 
assessed. Leaders in each would be interviewed to learn 
their perceptions of what the group was trying to 
accomplish, the means used in attempting that accom­
plishment, and what helped or stood in the way of that 
accomplishment. Each would be asked what they 
thought was accomplished and the answers between 
the two compared. The learning that comes from this 
evaluation of feedback and communication can then be 
shared with both the board and the group. Problem 
solving (see below) could then be undertaken to deal 
with any issues needing attention that might have come 
to light. 

Another method for assessing a group's feedback 
and communication process is to use a "PMR," that is, a 
Post Meeting Reaction form. One such device that has 
been used for many years by group leaders is that 
developed by Philip Anderson, called Christian Group 
Life.10 

Figure 4-A 
Post Meeting Reaction Form* 

This is a checklist to help you evaluate your meeting 
and to increase sensitivity to some of the relationships 
in the life of the Christian community of faith. 

Check the number on the rating scale that corre­
sponds to your evaluation of the meeting in each of the 
following categories. 

For example, if you feel that responsible participa­
tion was lacking, check 1; if you feel that responsible 
participation was present, check 7; if you feel that the 
responsible participation of the group was somewhere 
in between, check an appropriate number on the 
scale. 

A. RESPONSIBLE PARTICIPATION
was lacking. We served our own
needs. We watched from outside
the group. We were "grinding our
own axes."

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 A. RESPONSIBLE PARTICIPATION

was present. We were sensitive to
the needs of the group. Everyone
was "on the inside" participating.

B. LEADERSHIP 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

was dominated by one person.

*From Church Meetings that Matter by Philip Anderson

(The United Church Press, 1965), pp. 50-52. Used by permission.

B. LEADERSHIP
was shared among the members
according to their abilities and
insights.
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C. COMMUNICATION OF IDEAS
was poor, we did not listen. We
did not understand. Ideas were
ignored.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 C. COMMUNICATION OF IDEAS
was good. We listened and un­
derstood one another's ideas.
Ideas were vigorously presented
and acknowledged.

D. COMMUNICATION OF FEEL­
INGS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 D. COMMUNICATION OF FEEL­
INGS

was poor. We did not listen and
did not understand feelings. No
one cared about feelings.

was good. We listened and un­
derstood and recognized feelings.
Feelings were shared and ac­
cepted.

E. AUTHENTICITY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 E. AUTHENTICITY
was missing. We were wearing
masks. We were being phony and
acting parts. We were hiding our
real selves.

was present. We were revealing
our honest selves. We were en­
gaged in authentic self-revelation.

F. ACCEPTANCE OF PERSONS
was missing. Persons were re­
jected, ignored, or criticized.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 F. ACCEPTANCE OF PERSONS
was an active part of our give-and­
take. We "received one another in
Christ," recognizing and respect­
ing the uniqueness of each person.

G. FREEDOM OF PERSONS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 G. FREEDOM OF PERSONS
was stifled. Conformity was ex­
plicitly or implicitly fostered. Per­
sons were not free to express their
individuality. They were manipu­
lated.

was enhanced and encouraged.
The creativity and individuality of
persons was respected.

H. CLIMATE OF RELATIONSHIP
was one of hostility or suspicion
or politeness or fear or anxiety or
superficiality.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 H. CLIMATE OF RELATIONSHIP
was one of mutual trust in which
evidence of love for one another
was apparent. The atmosphere
was friendly and relaxed.

I. PRODUCTIVITY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 I. PRODUCTIVITY
was low. We were proud, and
happy, just coasting along. Our
meeting was irrelevant; there was
no apparent agreement.

Groups that use this form at the end of every meeting 
find that the consciousness of the members is raised: 
they assess themselves and become their own re­
searcher and purveyor of feedback. The system 
becomes self-evaluating, then, on an almost immediate 
basis. 

4.4.4 Needs, Norms, and Sanctions 

Every organization has a needs process that metes 
out rewards and, in some cases, punishments. In the 

was high. We were digging hard
and were earnestly at work on a
task. We created and achieved
something.

formal system, there is often a reward procedure by 
which, after staff is evaluated (formally or informally), 
salaries are raised or other compensations given. Often 
there is formal procedure by which a nominating 
committee decides who is ready for an appointment to 
the board, or the board names delegates to a denomina­
tional convention. Young people's groups decide who 
can go on trips. Budget committees decide who gets 
funded. 
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another a newcomer was chastised by a delegation of 
deacons who thought it inappropriate for him to bring 
his children to the "adult" worship service. 

Gordon Lippit says this about norms: 

As it interacts with the environment, an organizational 
system will develop expected and prescribed ways of acting in 
relationship to its goals and objectives. These standards of 
behavior will be influenced by what has happened in the past 
as well as new experiences and requirements .... To act 
contrary to the norms may bring severe censorship or even 
total rejection by the group. Some norms are functional in 
getting the organization's task done; others may be incidental 
and nonproductive. Standards may rest on tradition as well as 
on changes produced by new experiences and requirements. 
Because norms and values sometimes persist beyond the 
point where they are functional, some groups and organiza­
tions find it useful ... to periodically make their operative 
norms explicit. They ask, "Is this the way we really want to 
behave? What purpose is served by this norm?" Norms and 
values form the culture in which people work, [live and 
pray]. '3 

The difference between norms and simple behavior 
patterns is that norms have sanctions or punishment 
connected to them. Behavior patterns do not. If the 
behavior pattern is that men do not wear suits to church 
in the summer but attend in their shirt sleeves, no one 
will "pay attention" to deviance or try to get noncon­
formers to dress like the rest. However, if proper attire 
has the status of a norm, some kind of action will be 
taken to call the deviant person into conformity with the 
accepted standard: 

"Perhaps you'd be more comfortable hanging your 
coat in the closet." 

"Gosh, aren't you uncomfortable in that coat?" 

"You seem awfully formal and aloof from the rest of 
us when you dress like that." 

Of course, norms differ in intensity and importance 
in an organization. Some relate to things that are quite 
trivial and unimportant. Others relate to behavior that 
is absolutely taboo. Wearing ties may be trivial, but 
sexual advances by married persons toward persons 
who are not their spouses are strongly governed by 
powerful norms. 

Norms also differ in the intensity with which they 
apply to different persons within the system. Norms 
related to assertive behavior (still) apply differently to 
men than they do to women. Cursing norms apply 
differently to pastors (and women) than they do to lay 
men. Breaking dress codes is usually treated with more 
tolerance when a newcomer does it than when it is an 
"old hand." 

The case of St. Augustine's Episcopal Church 
illustrates the tension that can be experienced when 
established norms are broken. The norm had been for 
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music in worship to be in the historically white, 
Anglican tradition. With the introduction of black 
gospel music into the service the norm was being 
broken; and attempts were being made by some of the 
congregation's leaders, including Father Cummings 
even though he liked the "new" music, to bring the 
members back into conformity with the previous 
standards for worship. 

The case also illustrates how the punishments come 
in response to the breaking of traditional ways of being 
together: 

-making rules against certain music;

-protesting in public about the behavior of mem-
bers;

--and probably, although the case does not say so, 
talking about and against one another in "private." 

Congregations get into trouble in relation to norms 
not because they have them but because: 

-the norms are changing and are not agreed upon;

-the norms are counter-productive to church health;

-norms that are irrelevant to effective church
functioning or that are meaningless to positive
human interaction are treated as taboo items;

-the members of the church do not know how to
bring sanctions to bear in a constructive way.

For the person or group interested in studying how 
penalty systems operate within a local church, a first 
task will be to discover what the norms of the system 
are. Once they are identified it will be possible to 
evaluate them in terms of whether they are changing, 
counter-productive, or irrelevant. The other main task 
will be to assess whether the members of the church 
know how to bring sanctions to bear in a constructive 
way. Let us look first at a means of identifying norms. 
This can be done much like the process discussed above 
for uncovering informal contracts. Indeed, norms are a 
tacit contract members have about their behavior 
together, and tacit contracts are difficult to "surface" 
and even more difficult to change. 

The first task of norms assessment is best done 
among persons who know each other, who like and 
appreciate one another, and who anticipate discovering 
information about their processes that help them be 
closer and work better together. Groups in conflict are 
not likely to be successful at this task because of the low 
levels of trust and, frequently, low levels of optimism. 
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information, set itself up as a "secret" committee (not 
sharing what it has discussed or its decisions with 
others), and take actions based on information that may 
be partial and slanted. 

This dynamic of organizational tension, which 
squeezes and distorts information, must be dealt with 
by the board or other persons obtained to study the 
conflict, to get a picture that is balanced and realistic. 
Several precautions, therefore, should be considered 
before attempting to gather information in conflicted 
churches. 

First, those gathering the information should be, and 
should be perceived to be, impartial by the members of 
the congregation. If they have something at stake in the 
conflict, their judgment is likely to be skewed and other 
members are not likely to be candid with them. Second, 
these persons should be trained, not only in the art of 
listening, but also in the skills of patiently probing for 
clarity of detail, depth of meaning, and full description 
of what has or has not happened that has generated the 
tension in the organization. Those who are angry, 
frightened, upset, or have an axe to grind often find it 
difficult to assess facts and meanings in a balanced 
fashion, and, sometimes, they become overimpressed 
with other's anxieties. Data gathering in conflict 
settings must include information about how people 
feel. It must include information about what has 
happened, what the various groups want, and an 
understanding of the values that shape their desires. 

The third precaution to the persons gathering 
information in conflict is that, if they have any intention 
of using this information for helping people deal with 
the conflict, both respondents and researchers should 
understand that the information gathered is not 
"confidential." A good deal of what is learned will need 
to be shared with all of the parties involved so that they 
will know who has what concerns, as well as the depth 
of those concerns. If those complained against are going 
to change their behavior, they will need to know what 
the "charges" are that are being brought against them. 
Further, the various parties will probably need to speak 
with one another about whatever is causing the 
tension. If the data gatherers cannot reveal who feels 
what and cannot encourage the various persons to talk 
with each other, the conflict management process will 
end with the gathering of data. 

Finally, those who are gathering information should 
make substantial efforts to canvass the active member­
ship of the congregation in seeking to understand what 
is going on in this situation. It is not necessary to hear 
from those who have long since dropped out (though 
recent dropouts may have useful information). It is 
important to work with what is affecting the organiza­
tion now (not what affected it once). Further, it is those 
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who are currently involved who are going to be 
responsible for "fixing" the situation. To discover the 
needs and wants of those who have lost their 
motivation to continue and who may now have 
commitments elsewhere, may lead the church to 
develop programs and processes that are not relevant to 
the current church population. 

There are two useful ways to go about getting 
information in a conflicted church. The data gatherers 
can be trained to visit in the members' homes or they 
can invite members to come to the church to small (eight 
to twelve persons) meetings where the issues will be 
discussed. 

There are some ways that many churches use to 
gather data in a conflict that are not helpful: mailed 
questionnaires, large public meetings, hearings. Let's 
look at each of these methods briefly. 

4.4.5.1 Mailed Questionnaires 

The problem with questionnaires is that they do not 
give the researcher enough information about what is 
really going on. They can measure feelings or attitudes, 
but they do not do a very good job helping people 
express the complexities of the situation that are likely 
shaping those feelings and attitudes. To get in-depth 
data, it is important for interviews to be held where 
dialogue can help people clarify what they are thinking 
and feeling. Questionnaires do not allow that to 
happen. Further, much of the data from mailed 
questionnaires may be anonymous (even though 
names were asked for). Also the compilation of the data 
from mailed questionnaires is sometimes treated as a 
vote, affecting a decision before the various parties have 
had full oppartunity for discussion and problem 
solving together. In other words, before the leadership 
and others are given opportunity to study many 
alternatives, the decision is made. 

4.4.5.2 Large Public Meetings 

Likely it is obvious to every reader why large public 
meetings are not good means for gathering informa­
tion. However, let us reiterate them here. At public 
meetings people are often not given ample time to 
speak fully about their perceptions and concerns, and 
sometimes the atmosphere of the meeting raises rather 
than lowers the sense of threat that people have. This
often leads to exaggeration and distortion, giving 
meanings that participants would regret under more 
comfortable circumstances. Further, meetings some­
times turn into decision-making groups prematurely. 
Getting reliable data and understanding it takes time 
and a dispassionate environment. This is often not the 
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case in public meetings, especially where feelings are 
intense. 

4.4.5.3 Hearings 

Hearings are another poor way to gather data. The 
way some congregations have done this is to invite 
members to bring "evidence" to a panel of church 
leaders who listen to all sides and then attempt to make 
judgments about who is right or what is to be done. 
Often these panels are made up of people with good 
intentions but also with decided points of view: some 
are on one side, some the other, and some neutral. 
Hearings put the decision-making power in the same 
hands as those who are gathering the information. 
Thus, the people confronting the panel are constantly 
aiming their remarks to judges who will make our 
decisions for us. 

If the congregation wants to help manage conflict 
(rather than submit it to arbitration), the purpose of 
data gathering should be to discover who needs to talk 
with whom and how they will do it in order to work 
through the conflict. Panels make decisions for others 
and do not help the people involved to make decisions 
for themselves. Thus, the way information is collected 
will strongly affect the results that follow. 

4.4.5.4 Visiting in Homes or Small Groups 

Two better ways to gather information in conflict 
settings are to talk with people individually in their 
homes or in small groups to discover their concerns and 
the extent of their commitment. Home visits will 
require finding individuals or teams who are neutral 
and will have the time to visit as many in the church as 
will see them. A less time-consuming method14 is to ask 
groups of individuals to come to the church in small 
groups of eight to twelve people to share their 
perceptions and concerns. This can be done on a 
Saturday, with groups coming in at designated times. 
In some large congregations it will be necessary to have 
groups meet on Sunday as well; in small congregations 
not as many meetings are required. 

It is best for each of these groups to consist of people 
who are fairly compatible with one another, that is, 
individuals who would feel comfortable talking in one 
another's presence. When the groups are highly 
heterogeneous, the conversation often gets focused on 
one issue or one part of an issue and does not explore 
the many other facets of what is happening in the 
church. Further, some people are intimidated by 
encounters with "the opposition" and either do not 
show up or do not say anything. It is very important to 
hear from everybody as fully as possible. 
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The usual pattern in these meetings is to begin with 
an introduction of the person gathering the information 
to explain his or her understanding of the purpose of 
the meeting and what will be done with the information 
that is being gathered, and then to ask for any other 
questions the people may have. Once these questions 
have been responded to, a very brief questionnaire can 
be given to the participants. This questionnaire is a 
means to double-check what the people have said orally 
and is a way to count the number of responses and 
concerns that people have, to provide an opportunity 
for people to communicate about what is positive as 
well as what is negative, to have some information that 
is a little more concrete than just the interviewer's 
memory and impressions of what was said, and to help 
people get into thinking about why they are in this 
meeting and how to best express their positive and 
negative impressions of the church. 

The questionnaire usually asks these questions: 

-Name.
-Age.
-Groups, programs, committees, activities in which

you are now active.
-Frequency of public worship attendance at this

church per month.
-Do you now pledge or regularly contribute

financially to the general fund of this congregation?
-Why do you attend this congregation?
-What are the strengths of this congregation?
-What are the weaknesses of this congregation?
-If you could change anything in this congregation

at the present time, what would you choose as the
most important thing to change?

The respondents are asked to write their name on the 
paper, again to communicate that the interviewer does 
not want them to perceive their remarks to be 
anonymous (or, for that matter, confidential). It also 
makes it possible for the interviewer to go back to 
individuals who have written things that are not 
understood to ask for amplification or clarification of 
their concerns. 

It is a good idea to ask for people to tell their age 
because there is often a myth in the congregation that 
older members believe so and so and younger members 
something else. This may be purely a myth, or it may be 
a fact. Checking it out may help later on. 

Asking about worship attendance and giving will 
give the interviewer information about the respon­
dent's level of activity in the church. 

Asking the participants to tell why they attend this 
church will give the interviewer and those who are 
attempting to work on the differences some dues about 
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the "glue" that holds people to the church. In some 
churches it is strong family ties; in others positive 
relationships that go back many years; in others the fact 
that the church is near their home; in others the 
particular faith stance of that congregation. Some of 
these motives are not very strong for holding people 
through intense conflict; others will help the members 
endure severe and protracted confrontation. Answers 
to this question should help in the development of 
strategies to deal with the differences there. 

The question about strengths of the congregation will 
not only help to bring understanding of some of the 
motives for participation of some of the members, but it 
will also help to assess how much organization and 
structure there is for a variety of commitments. 

The last two questions generate lists of information 
about the problems that need to be addressed and help 
some with the level priority that the members attach to 
them. 

Why is it that the interviewer takes all this time to talk 
to so many people? Would not this process be less costly 
and have a lower profile in the congregation, if the 
interviewer just spoke with a few key individuals and 
tried to work out things between them? The answer is yes 
and no. It certainly would cost less in terms of 
information gathering to talk to just a few. But it is likely 
to not help people work through their differences. One of 
the most common problems in addressing problems in 
the congregation is the assessment of the numbers of 
people who are "upset," or are "dissenters," or want the 
pastor to leave. Often board members' analyses of the 
numbers pro and con and their assessment of the 
commitment of the various pro-and-con parties tend to 
be exaggerated or understated. An interviewer can help 
the board and congregation get better data on the extent 
of polarization than board members might be able to 
procure. 

The interviewing process, whether it is done by 
board members or a consultant, provides a good 
opportunity to ask questions about a variety of issues 
and carefully explore how deeply each person feels 
about each issue. It is important to note whether people 
in the church are completely polarized (that is, all 
members of each faction or party agree about every 
issue confronting the church) or are only partially 
polarized ( on some issues members of a faction agree 
and on other issues they do not). An illustration of a 
partially polarized church would look like this: 

Pro- Con- Pro-Inclusive Con-Inclusive 
Sanctuary Sanctuary Language Language 

Bob John Bob Carol 
Carol Mary Mary John 
Ted Bill Bill Jane 
Alice Jane Alice Ted 
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An illustration of a completely polarized church 
would look like this: 

Pro- Con- Pro-Inclusive Con-Inclusive 
Sanctuary Sanctuary Language Language 

Bob John Bob John 
Carol Mary Carol Mary 
Ted Bill Ted Bill 
Alice Jane Alice Jane 

Sometimes board members are quite concerned as to 
whether they have input from every body in the 
church, and they believe they have incomplete or 
invalid data if not every person has been spoken to. Or 
some members of the board may believe that they must 
have a true random sample of the whole membership if 
they are to have an accurate picture of what the issues 
are and the level of commitment of various members to 
each issue. This is not necessary. When one is gathering 
information in a church about participation and 
commitment, one is not doing social-science research; 
rather one is assessing the current leadership's concerns and 
points of view. Therefore, the board should be most 
concerned that the current leaders and all of the parties 
or factions of the church are well represented in the 
sample. Interviewing a random sample gets informa­
tion from many who have long given up on the church 
and might well provide information from people who 
would like to see the church do such and such but are 
quite unlikely to support it or be a part of its ministries 
either as a recipient or an actor. 

4.4.5.5 Diagnosis 

Once the information has been gathered, the 
following diagnostic questions should be asked by 
those wishing to understand what is keeping the 
tension alive. 

Who is involved? How many? Is it just one person or 
the whole congregation? Of those who care about the 
issues, how central are they to the congregation's 
decision-making process? Are they marginal? Elected to 
office? Do they have great influence in the congrega­
tion? 

What is the arena? Is this a legal battle, one over which 
the participants are likely to go to court, or is it one that 
can be dealt with by two individuals privately? Is it a 
congregational matter, a board matter, or a committee 
matter? Sometimes the arena is not public and those 
concerned about the conflict will want to assess where 
the conflict has been surfacing-in meetings at church, 
or in private conversations in people's homes. 

What is the extent of polarization? Are members highly 
committed to one side or the other? Is there a large 
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group that has not yet "made up its mind?" Perhaps 
there are many issues and people that are on different 
sides on different issues. Though such a church would 
be highly conflicted, it would not be highly polarized 
because the same people are not in the same camps on 
all of the issues. 

What kind of issues are the people dealing with? 
Role conflict would have to do with lack of agreement 

on lay or clergy roles. Structural conflict relates to the 
formal structure of the congregation where organiza­
tional components are to be in conflict with one 
another, perhaps intentionally, perhaps not. The 
balance of powers in the federal government is an 
example of intended conflict, or checks and balances. 
Sometimes congregations find that deacons and trust­
ees function as a check and balance system-and this 
may not be desirable to the members. 

Substantive or issue conflict can occur over goals, 
processes, questions of fact, or values. Usually there is a 
significant interpersonal dimension included in these 
substantive conflicts, but not necessarily so. 

Interpersonal conflict has its roots in individual needs 
for recognition, esteem, feeling adequate in another's 
eyes, feeling valued, needs that are not being met to the 
satisfaction of some or many within the church. Those 
examining the conflict will want to explore as deeply as 
possible the roots of these feelings, because it could be 
that they come from a sense of inadequacy on the part of 
those feeling deprived, or it could also be that the 
feelings come from conscious or unintended distancing 
on the part of others in the congregation. 

What distortions are occurring in perceptions? In higher 
levels of conflict it is difficult for participants to be 
objective. They tend to see themselves as substantially 
benevolent in their motives and their opponents as 
essentially malevolent. They tend to see issues dicho­
tomously, as either/or, right or wrong. They tend to 
believe they know the true motives of the opposition's 
behavior, and they tend to greatly exaggerate both the 
level of threat and the consequences of any actions 
which are taken or might be taken. The higher the 
distortion, the more difficult and frightening the 
conflict will be to those experiencing it. 

How are members communicating? 

Is it one way, "I'll tell you what you need to know, and I 
will not listen to you"? 

Is it public or secretive? 

Is it only with those in one camp or with all camps? 

Is the communication ample, or spare-leaving much 
room for speculation? 

What are the stakes and how high are they? What will 
happen if one group loses? What will be the effect on 
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them? What will be the effect on the church? ls this an

emergency? Is it possible to explore at length the 
concerns that people are raising? 

As the groups concerned explore the answers to 
these questions, and the dimensions and depth of the 
conflict begin to become clearer, there will be some 
reduction in tension just because developing under­
standing takes some of the anxiety out of the situation, 
which had previously felt even more chaotic and 
confusing. 

Once the data have been collected and analyzed, it 
will be necessary to bring together those who have a 
concern about the issues to help them understand the 
problems, and search together for solutions that will be 
meaningful and useful to the individuals involved and 
the church as a community. 

4.4.6 Problem Solving 

Much of the literature on problem solving says that 
effective processes are orderly and rational. For 
example, Don Koberg and Jim Bagnall15 have listed the 
steps in a problem-solving process: 

-accept the situation
-analyze the situation
-define the problem
-ideate (brainstorm)
-select
-implement
---evaluate

They believe the place to begin in a formal problem­
solving process is with a·cceptance of the problem. Have 
those who need to do something about the situation 
accepted the problem? In other words, is there 
motivation to work on it? 

Once the situation is accepted, it should be analyzed. 
Information must be gathered from various sources to 
help one understand the dimensions of the problem­
from the political to the technical. Therefore, informa­
tion will need to be gathered from a reasonable sample 
within the congregation for there to be a broad enough 
analysis to make it possible to find those "solutions" 
that are going to be best for the most people. 

Defining the problem, says Koberg and Bagnall, has a

great deal to do with the kind of approach that will be

taken to solving it. If the problem definitions are not 
clear or agreed on, the group may have to come back to 
this step in the process in order to make progress 
toward solutions. Koberg and Bagnall believe that the 
problem definition is the bridge between the analyzed 
facts and attributes we have just discovered and the 
alternatives and decision making that follows: 
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We can "conceive" the statement or set of guidelines which 
expresses our new comprehension of the problem now 
analyzed; a statement which, like the "eye of a needle," will 
provide alignment for all decisions after the fact. We have 
reached the point of declaration. 

Our definition becomes the filter for future decisions 
regarding the problem. And our solution, in the end, will 
become a physical translation of this statement. 

Later on, if we discover the situation to mean different or 
expanded things, we can always change our mind and try it 
differently the next time around. 

We begin each problem with some basic "definition," 
which is the sum of our experience to that moment; what we 
think the problem means as we attempt to describe it at that 
beginning level of understanding. Then as we progress 
through the process, our understanding of the situation 
develops into progressively clearer statements until at last we 
can say the problem is understood. If the situation occurs 
again, we either apply the same hard-won previous definition 
to the new situation or we begin anew, with a higher level of 
understanding, prepared to progress to even greater levels of 
understanding. 16 

Ideation or brainstorming is the way groups explore 
the many alternatives and choices open to them for 
resolving the difficulty. The best process explores many 
possible solutions to the problem before choosing one. 

The final steps in problem solving are choosing one of 
the possible alternatives available to the group, putting 
that alternative to work, and then checking back to see 
how well the group has done. 

Areas where the organization is most likely to notice 
symptoms that may point to difficulties in the problem­
solving process are the following: 

Decisions are not getting made. At meetings the same 
issues come up over and over again. People seem 
stuck without enough information or enough gump­
tion to get on with what needs to be done. 
There is little commitment to decisions once they are made. 
The board (or other group) will vote to do something, 
but nothing comes of it-or no one shows up to help 
when it comes time to implement the work. 
Decisions are only made by a few. In voluntary systems, 
morale and involvement in decision making seem to 
go hand in hand. When the many don't feel they are 
participating in shaping the decisions, there may be 
difficulty with conflict, apathy, or other confusion 
around leadership. 

If these symptoms appear, one area worthy of 
exploration should be the problem-solving processes 
currently being used by the church, the board, or 
subunits within the church. There are several ways this 
can be approached. The case-study method could be 
used where persons involved in problem solving and 
decision making in the congregation could be asked to 
go back over the history of a recent problem-solving 
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process documenting each step, including who was 
involved, how they operated, and what each did to help 
or hinder the process. 

Another method would be to ask the investigating 
team to interview persons involved in the problem­
solving process as to what they did and those affected 
by it as to what their reactions were. This will give 
insight into the process and its effectiveness. A rather 
complete interview schedule (it is abridged here for the 
group leader) was developed by Woodcock and Francis 
in their book The Unblocked Boss. 1" The following 
statements are for exploration into what was done by 
the leader: 

-identifying the causes of problems
-identifying problems quickly
-asking for help when necessary
-involving others in problem solving
-delegating effectively
-selecting appropriate membership
-setting agendas clearly
-making good use of meeting time
-building an open climate
-drawing out contributions from others
-facilitating consensus
-maintaining discipline
-reviewing the performance of the group
-making good use of meeting time
-listening to the ideas of others
-inviting contributions from others
-leading brainstorming sessions
-displaying information clearly
-identifying information gaps
-seeking new information
-identifying options for action
-evaluating options for action
-deciding what has to be done
-allocating tasks
-coordinating plans
-taking time to review
-discussing errors openly
-identifying ideas for improvement
-giving feedback to individuals
-using checklists to assist systematic review
-developing the team's skills
-improving the use of resources

A final way to explore how well this group is doing its 
job at problem solving would be consciously to observe 
itself as it moves through a problem-solving process by 
appointing one of its members as a process consultant. 
At a couple of times during the meeting and at the end 
of the meeting the consultant will give "feedback" on 
what he or she saw happening and direct the group in 
an analysis of the process. 
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Edgar Schein, in his book Process Consultation: Its Role 
in Organization Development,19 illustrates how this is 
done in his section on decision making. He says that 
groups make decisions by six methods: 

-by lack of response
-by authority rule
-by minority
-by majority rule: voting
-by consensus
-by unanimous consent

Schein describes how this kind of analysis works, as 
follows: 

The process consultant must first make the group aware of 
decisions which it has made and the methods by which it has 
made them; then he must try to get the group to assess 
whether they feel that these methods were appropriate to the 
situation. For example, the members might well agree that the 
chairman did railroad the decision, but they feel that this was 
appropriate because they were short of time, and knew that 
someone needed to make that decision quickly so that the 
group could get on with more important things. 

On the other hand, the group might decide that a decision 
such as having each person in turn state his point of view 
introduces an element of formality and ritual into the group 
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APPENDIX 4-1 

A Church Planning Questionnaire* 
by Grayson Tucker 

In this section of the questionnaire, we are interested in your views and beliefs in a variety of 
areas. You will find statements about how you see things in your parish or congregation and 
statements about your religious beliefs. Other items deal with the work of your Pastor. Still others 
seek your views about Christian education. 

In each case, YOUR impressions, feelings, and opinions are important for church planning. 
In some cases, you may feel that your opinions are not well informed. Please go ahead and give 
your impression as it is now, even though you realize it could change by talking with others. Use 
the "Don't Know" response only in those rare cases where you have no impression at all. 

For those statements which begin, "Our Pastor ... ," think of the head of staff, if there is 
more than one. A summary of these items will be given only to your Pastor to use in planning 
future growth and development. 

In the blank by each of the following statements, write the number from the following scale 
which best expresses your view: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly Tend to Tend to Strongly Don't 
Disagree 

Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree Know 

1. It doesn't matter so much what I believe so long as I lead a moral life.

2. Our Pastor leads worship skillfully, involving the people in a meaningful way.

3. There is a distu, bing amount of conflict in our church.

4. Spiritual matters, and not social or political affairs, should be the concern of the
church.

5. My religious beliefs are really the basis of my whole approach to life.

6. It seems to me that we are just going through the motions of church activity. There
isn't much excitement about it all among our members.

__ 7. Problems between groups in this church are usually resolved through mutual effort 
and understanding. 

__ 8. Our church changes its program from time to time to meet the changing needs of 
members. 

__ 9. I experience the presence of God in my life. 

__ 10. The whole spirit in our church makes people want to get as involved as possible. 

__ 11. When conversing with a person, our Pastor listens for feelings, as well as words, 
and treats feelings as important. 

•"A Church Planning Questionnaire," IC) Grayson L. Tucker.
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__ 12. The leaders of our church show a genuine concern to know what people are thinking 
when decisions need to be made. 

__ 13. Among most of our members there is a healthy tolerance of differing opinions and 
beliefs. 

__ 14. The stories in the Bible about Christ healing sick and lame persons by His touch 
probably have a natural explanation. 

__ 15. Our church tends to stay very close to established ways of doing things. 

__ 16. Christian education takes place primarily in church school classes. 

__ 17. Our Pastor has developed a good plan of visitation to members with special needs. 

__ 18. On the whole, members have a healthy pride in belonging to our church. 

__ 19. Our Pastor helps develop opportunities for church leaders to receive training for their 
tasks. 

__ 20. The main purpose of Christian education is to help people learn to live as Christians 
in contemporary society. 

__ 21. The best Christian education programs are planned by the people who lead them 
and participate in them, rather than by church publishers. 

__ 22. A small group of people seem to make most of the important decisions in our 
church. 

__ 23. Converting persons to Christ must be the first step in creating a better society. 

__ 24. Our Pastor is willing to spend extra time and effort to help a committee carry out a 
job in difficult circumstances. 

-- 25. A friendly atmosphere prevails among the members of our church. 

__ 26. Our Pastor shows concern for community problems by working with others to help 
find solutions. 

__ 27. Our church tries to adapt its program to changing needs of our community. 

__ 28. In preaching, our Pastor consistently relates the message of Scripture to the needs of 
the people and the world. 

__ 29. The behavior of people is determined primarily by the influences of society. 

__ 30. Scripture is the inspired Word of God, without error not only in matters of faith, but 
also in historical, geographical, and other secular matters. 
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Multiple Staff Inventory *
from Strengthening the Multiple Staff 

GROUP 1: Staff Structure 

For each statement in this section you are requested to indicate which of four 
alternative responses most accurately reflects your perception and feelings about 
your staff. You will have seven points to distribute over the four alternative re­
sponses. The higher the number of points assigned to a response, the more com­
pletely that response corresponds to your perceptions or feelings. 

The following are example combinations: 

l. If you think that A corresponds to
your perceptions and feelings, then
write "7" on the A blank and "O'' on
the other blanks. Thus: A 7 

2. If you think A closely corresponds to
your perceptions and feelings but B
has only slightly less correspondence,
then you would write: A 4 

3. If you think A and B are pretty much
the same but C has some slight corres­
pondence to your perceptions and feel-
ings, then write: A 3 

B 0 C 0 D 0 

B 3 C O D 0 

B 3 C 1 D 0 

Distribute the seven points over the four alternative responses in each item of 
the MSI in the way that best represents your perception an� feelings about your 
staff. 

lVhen you have finished Group 1, check each item to insure that the points 
assigned add up to seven. 

( 1 ) Coals for ministry are: 
A. Established by leader
B. Decided by the whole staff
C. Established by each individual
D. Sometimes established by whole

staff and sometimes by individuals

( 2) Meetings are run by:
A. The leader
B. A set of traditional rules
C. Full group agreement
D. Rotating leadership

A B __ c __ o __ 

A-- B__ c__ o __ 

•By Gary Anderson, William Berge, William Behrens, George Keck, Joe Wagner, and Wilson Egbert (ed.), © the American Lutheran
Church (Minneapolis, MN), pp. 2-4 of the Inventory, pp. 12-13.
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( 3) Authority:
A. Is primarily a function of rank

or position
B. Is primarily a function of

expertise
C. Is not very important
D. Is primarily held by the whole

group

( 4) Meetings are generally used to:
A. Share information
B. Receive and clarify orders
C. Develop staff plans and programs
D. Insure staff cohesion

( .5) Jobs are usually: 
A. Assigned to individuals by

leader
B. Assigned to whole staff by

the staff
C. Assigned to individuals by

the staff
D. Assigned by individuals to

themselves

( 6) Staff leaders usually serve to:
A. Coordinate staff activities
B. Direct staff activities
C. Develop activities with staff
D. Don't exist

( 7) Agenda of staff meetings:
A. Are developed by the staff

during the meeting
B. Are usually routine
C. Are determined and enforced

by staff leader
D. Are easily adjusted by staff

members

( 8) Staff decisions about ministry are made:
A. By leader
B. By voting
C. By group consensus

A 

A 

A 

A 

B __ c__ n_ 

B __ c__ n_ 

B __ _ c__ . n __ 

n __ 

D. By voting and consensus A,__ B __ C'-A-__ 

( 9) Responsibility for success and failure of staff:
A. Is of little concern to members
B. Is held by leader
C. Is sometimes held by staff and

sometimes by individuals
D. Is shared fully by all members A B __ C __ D--
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A__ B__ c__ n __ 

( 11 ) Congregational programming tends to emphasize: 
A. Cooperation between staff members
B. Individual members goals and

responsibilities
C. The leader's goals and priorities
D. Search for common goals and

shared responsibilities A__ B__ c__ D_ 

( 12) Members work together:
A. Because it is a staff expectation
B. Because cooperation and information

exchange are to their best
self-interest

C. Because their collaboration is
personally satisfying and
challenging

D. Because they are required to
do so by leader A 

( 13) The way the staff functions:
A. Is considered a responsibility of

the leader
B. Is generally accepted and given

little attention
C. Is examined and discussed by staff
D. Is less important than staff

B __ c_ n __

relationships A__ B__ c__ D-

( 14) Feedback on individual performance:
A. Is rarely given because the staff

holds itself responsible for all
performance

B. Is given by staff members
C. Is given by leader
D. Is rarely given because individuals

are not responsible to the staff A..__ 

( 15) The staff spends most of its energy:
A. Trying to be a model Christian

community
B. Trying to help the leader do

his/her ministry
C. Trying to help individuals do

their own ministries
D. Trying to help the whole team do

its ministry A 

B __ c_ n __
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Role Expectations Checklisff' 
by Rusbuldt, Gladden, and Green 

.. The origin or this form is unknown. I received a shorter version from the Rt. Rev. 
John R. Wyatt, Episcopal bishop or Spokane, who found it being used in one or his 
churches. I have expanded and revised it, reworked the questions for easy scoring, and 
have used it many times." 

-Paul Beeman

PURPOSE: 

A mutual undentanding of the role which a minister takes and the roles taken by the 
church mcmbcn can do much to improve the effectiveness of a church. This checklist is 
designed to help each person look at what he/she expects ::if lay members and of the 
pastor. Each answer expresses a personal feeling. There arc no right or wrong answers. 
Sharing answen among church membcn and the minister can start a fruitful 
discuuion that leads to mutual goals and expectations. 

EXPECTATIONS OF THE PASTOR. In your opinion what should demand the 
greatest amount of time, thought, and preparation? What should have priority over 
other activities on the pastor's schedule? Enter your priority ratings for paston by 
circlin1 the appropriate number for each item. 

EXPECTATIONS OF CHURCH MEMBERS. In your opinion what should 
demand the greatest amount of time, thought, and preparation,? What should have 
priority over other activities for the members of your church? Enter your priority 
ratings for church members by underlining the appropriate number for each item. 

I. Relates to sick, dying, and bereaved persous.

2. Maintains a disciplined life of prayer and
penon.'.11 devotion.

3. Teaches or works directly with Christian
education classes in church school or Bible
school.

4. Does church off'.itt work, typing. mimeograph­
ing, record-keeping.

5. Understands bow groups work well and helps
church groups and organizations function
efficiently.

6. Visits in the homes of church members.

7. Participates m denominational activ111es
beyond the local church, district, conference or
regional work.

8. Seeks to locate needy persons and families in
the community.

Priority 
low high 

10 9 8 7 6 S 4 3 2 

1098765432 

10 9 I! 7 6 S 4 3 2 

10 9 8 7 6 S 4 3 2 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 

1098765432 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 I 

• Adapted from: Tht /nttrprtltr. Program Journal of The United Method 1st Church. vol. 18. no. S (May, 
1974). 
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Priority 

low high 

49. Serves on the board of a social agency (such as
Goodwill Industries, Salvation Army, Rescue

Mission, YMCA). 10 9 I 7 6 5 4 3 2 

50. Works pcnonally for the election of good
candidates for public office. 10 9 I 7 6 5 4 3 2 

OTHER THINGS I EXPECT OF THE PASTOR: 

OTHER THINGS I EXPECT OF THE CONGREGATION: 

SCORE SHEETS 

The questions in the Checklist arc divided into ten categories of five questions each, 
dealing with different aspects of the life and work of church members and ministers. To 
compare scores among members or between members and the minister by various 
categories, simply write in the priority number you circled for Question I on the line 
beside Question l under the "Pastor" column on the next page. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Program 

5.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the 
relationship between program and the other dimen­
sions of congregational life and to describe specific 
methods for studying and evaluating the program of a 
congregation. 

Program, as defined earlier in this handbook, 
consists of those organizational structures, plans, and 
activities through which a congregation expresses its 
mission and ministry both to itself-its own mem­
bers-and to those outside. Program gives concrete 
expression to beliefs and norms held by members, 
present and past;it carries the values to which members 
commit financial resources and energies. Program is the 
plan of action, what a congregation does. 

This chapter is deliberatelyplaced near the end of the 
handbook for two reasons: (1) to emphasize the 
relationship of program-be that positive or nega­
tive-to other dimensions of congregational life and (2) 
to alert persons engaged in congregational studies to 
the tendency for program issues to dominate the study 
process to the exclusion of other dimensions. 

Congregations generally provide more visible clues 
about program than they do about their identity or 
process. This explains why, from a research perspec­
tive, program is often the most accessible dimension of 
congregational life. Program descriptions are usually 
what local churches set forth in their official communi­
cations with both members and persons in surrounding 
communities. For instance, churches' advertisements 
in newspapers characteristically describe their most 
prominent programs such as services of worship, 
special speakers, and seasonal events. They seldom 
mention contextual features or relational qualities 
although these have been shown to be important 
criteria for persons considering membership in a 
particular congregation. 1 The activity aspect of program 
is also what a congregation may most prominently 
display through posters in foyers, hallways, and 
assembly rooms. These seem more likely to capture the 
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attention of members and visitors than the visual 
representations of identity found in the furnishings and 
sacramental objects of sanctuaries. 

Program provides the terms for description, in part, 
because it is the dimension around which church 
members are most likely to organize both corporate 
activities and individual participation. Traditionally, 
congregations have structured their activities around a 
combination of the liturgical calendar and the program 
calendar. For example, education and stewardship 
emphases are scheduled in the fall; mission programs in 
late winter or early spring, and observances of Advent 
and Christmas claim appropriate blocks of time. Many 
congregations across the country, regardless of denom­
ination, are engaged in the same kinds of activities at 
the same time of year. 

The organization of the congregation's schedule and 
resources around program is reflected in most annual 
reports. A year's worth of investment, interaction, 
caring, and, in some cases, conflict is reduced to 
summaries of activities and associated costs. 

These highly visible program activities can provide 
the researcher with important data about less visible 
dimensions of congregational life. However, in isola­
tion from other dimensions, study of program can lead 
to inappropriate conclusions and premature closure of 
the research endeavor. The researcher must ask the 
question, "What is the relationship between the 
program and other dimensions of congregational life?" 
Program activities may not be a direct extension of 
values expressed in statements about identity. 

Why study program as program? Primarily, to help 
the congregation and its leaders make decisions about 
what the church does: use of resources and energy, 
starting new things, ending old ones, and facing new 
possibilities. Persons in leadership positions face such 
decisions constantly. Sometimes the choices are dear 
and decisions are easily made. Often, insufficient 
information is available to make decisions between 
alternatives, or there is a desire to know whether one 
particular course of action may be better than another. 



.. 

Pro ram 

Among the questions that program studies of 
congregations ask are: 

+ How are resources used? How are finances and
human energy allocated among the various
activities?

+ What is the "fit" between existing programs and
the needs of members?

+ How do the goals of members correspond to
current programs and use of resources?

+ What is the "fit" between existing programs and
the need of members to minister to persons
beyond the congregation?

+ How well do existing programs accomplish what
they were initially intended to do?

+ Do programs have effects other than those for
which they were intended?

+ Given more resources, would the congregation (1)
expand existing programs, (2) create new pro­
grams?

+ If a congregation senses a need to change some
program, should it (1) stop doing the activity
entirely, (2) modify the way it is currently done?

+ How do participants feel about particular pro­
grams? Do they help them realize their potential as
persons, whether as providers of ministries or
recipients of ministries?

The programs of congregations can be studied in a 
variety of ways. This chapter will describe two basic 
types, needs assessment and program evaluation. 

5.2 Getting Started with a Program Study: 
Basic Decisions 

Both needs assessment and evaluation can be 
effective regardless of a congregation's size or the 
nature of existing program. Both are usually used in the 
context of a planning process, but that process need not 
be elaborate or even encompass every aspect of a 
congregation's program. An evaluation may be limited 
to only one program and a needs assessment to only 
one aspect of program activity. 

5.2.1 Qualitative or Quantitative Data? 

Needs assessment and program evaluation each 
employ the standard methods of social science de­
scribed later in chapter 6. Neither is a methodology in 
itself; therefore, in either type, the researcher or study 
team will need to decide on the type(s) of methods to be 
used in data collection. 

Quantitative measurements offer the advantage of 

121 

results that can be aggregated for analysis and 
compared between groups (such as relative learning 
achievement of two classes using different curricula) or 
within a group (such as differences in opinion along age 
lines within a group engaged in the same activity). 
These measures are systematic, standardized, and 
easily presented. 

Qualitative measures gather another kind of data. 
The findings are usually more detailed and variable in 
content. This methodology provides more depth, 
expresses what people say in their own words, and is 
deliberately open-ended in order to discover how 
people attach meaning to their lives, experiences, and 
interactions. 2 Qualitative measures represent an in­
ductive approach, a methodology that asks questions 
without imposing set categories of responses. They do 
not allow researchers to manipulate the setting and 
allow for evaluation of program in its own context. 

But qualitative techniques have disadvantages. This 
type of research is labor intensive and often costly. 
Furthermore, not all situations for data collection lend 
themselves to qualitative methods. Qualitative 
methods presume that activities can be observed and

that respondents can articulate their experiences. This 
is not always the case. 

If the leadership of the congregation does not, or 
cannot, retain a consultant to assist with a program 
study, the method of data collection may depend upon 
the amount of time the volunteer study team members 
can give. This is not the ideal criterion for determining 
the research method. The more professional the study, 
the greater flexibility in methodology and the more 
information the leadership will have for interpretation. 

Since no perfect methodology exists, any choice 
involves trade-offs in time, accuracy, detail, or rapport 
with respondents. 3 These trade-offs need to be weighed 
by the researcher/study team in designing a program 
study as is the case with other types of congregational 
study efforts. 

Users of this handbook will find that quantitative 
data collection techniques are emphasized in the part of 
this chapter on needs assessment. This is the case 
because such approaches are more common in needs 
assessments of congregations and, consequently, more 
instruments utilizing quantitative measures are avail­
able. Furthermore, needs assessment often aims at 
gathering information from as many persons as 
possible within a congregation's service area, a process 
that generally requires a quantitative approach to data 
collection. 

Quantitative measures are typically used when 
evaluation has as its goal the measurement of outcomes 
against some prespecified standard, such as with 
educational testing. But this will not be the interest in 
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many congregations undertaking program evaluation 
or needs assessment. Therefore, in order to ascertain 
the context for program and the relationship of a 
program's effectiveness to other dimensions of congre­
gational life, qualitative approaches to data collection 
are often required. 

5.2.2 Timing 

The timing of a program study process is related to 
the type of study undertaken. The type, in tum, is 
determined by the information needs at the time. 
Evaluation and needs assessment are naturally related, 
but each is useful at different times in the planning cycle 
of a congregation. A needs assessment is usually done 
only periodically, perhaps every three to five years, 
because changes in the characteristics of persons/ 
groups with specified needs are generally not measur­
able over shorter time frames. (Exceptions to this rule 
would be found in places undergoing significant social 
or economic upheaval.) The timing of evaluations is 
related to the needs of congregations to make decisions 
about the effectiveness of specific programs, thus 
evaluation would probably occur with greater fre­
quency than needs assessments. 

Needs assessments are conducted at times when 
congregations are unsure about the directions they 
should be taking programmatically or when they sense 
that existing programs do not address existing needs. 
Vacancies in the pulpit or in program staff positions are 
among the natural points in the life of a congregation 
when such openness to new directions may occur. Such 
transitions give the congregation unique opportunities 
to reexamine program activities in light of membership 
needs and community context rather than in terms of 
the skills or personalities of specific individuals, 
including professional personnel. 

Another point at which needs assessment is appro­
priate is when a congregation is experiencing lethargy 

• or stagnation. Congregations can give reasons for a lack
of vitality or growth. These reasons include aging
membership, membership loss, the entry of women
into the work force with a concomitant decline in
volunteerism, and competition for members' time by
other institutions. In attempting to regain vitality, some
congregations adopt strategies that sound good but
may not correspond to the actual need or the realistic
potential. For example, a church with an aging or
declining membership may decide that its renewal
depends on a new youth ministry. That may prove to be
the case, but it may also be true that the congregation
has a paucity of young people simply because the
immediate community has few adolescents. A youth
ministry may not be in order because it is impossible. A
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needs assessment would provide the kind of informa­
tion necessary for this sample congregation to under­
stand its context and select program strategies that fit 
possibility. 

5.2.3 Who Should Be Involved? 

This is a two-part question: (1) who will be involved 
in formulating the research design, and (2) who will be 
the audience(s) for the research? Put another way, who 
will pose the questions and who will answer them? 

1. The issue here is not whether to use a consultant in
the study process'. Rather, the decision concerns the 
choices of persons beyond the congregation's leader­
ship and the study team who could be helpful in 
shaping the study and formulating research questions. 
Some possibilities to be considered by the team include: 

The expert who has a specialized understanding of the 
program or problem being studied and who can 
contribute to the study by sharpening questions, 
suggesting additional lines of inquiry, and providing 
information about standardized measures of user need 
or program effectiveness. 

Friendly critics-outsiders who have the trust and 
respect of the study team and a knowledge of the 
congregation. Such persons may be able to look more 
objectively at programs than can those who have a role 
and an investment in the existing activities. The study 
team might invite friendly critics to comment on either 
the proposed study process or on specific programs 
being studied. 

Nonparticipating members (sometimes called hostile 
critics) who bring a perspective that may illuminate the 
unsatisfactory aspects of existing programs or pinpoint 
the needs of members that have not been successfully 
addressed. 

Of course, program leaders, both professional and 
volunteer, should be consulted about the research 
design and the questions. Especially helpful might be 
persons who had a role in developing a general 
program direction or a specific activity. If a particular 
program is to be evaluated, program leadership in other 
areas whose work could be affected by a new initiative 
should be involved. For example, suppose a congrega­
tion is considering the possibility of a day care program. 
This should not even be investigated without extensive 
consultation with staff or volunteers responsible for the 
Sunday or church school program, because the shared 
use of facilities and equipment would likely be 
necessary. 

2. From whom should data be collected in a
congregational program study? A survey strategy for an 
evaluation would normally be selective while one for 
needs assessment would strive toward inclusiveness, 
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especially in the early stages of program planning. In 
needs assessment, a major part of the goal is to measure 
the breadth of a congregation's concept of "service 
area," that is, potential participants in its program. A 
needs-assessment design may include the gathering of 
data on the community beyond the congregation, and 
some of this can be obtained by consulting census and 
other secondary data already available. The study team 
may also want to interview representatives of commu­
nity groups that might want to take advantage of 
programs. This will provide qualitative measures of 
experiences, attitudes, and interest in church pro­
grams. 

In needs assessment, the collection of information 
from as many potential users as possible is important to 
ensure that the data represents the diversity found 
within the membership and the surrounding commu­
nity. One inherent value of this approach is in giving a 
voice to the voiceless. It affirms a belief in fairness and 
equal access to resources and in decision making. 
Questioning everyone gives those who feel powerless 
or disenfranchised the same opportunity to affect 
change as those in power positions. Once the study 
team has narrowed its focus and identified specific 
program possibilities, additional information may be in 
order from a smaller group that appears to be the target 
audience for a program. 

5.3 Program Research Strategies: 
Needs Assessment 

5.3.1 Definition and Purpose 

The term needs assessment has become a catch-all 
encompassing many usages and meanings. The former 
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 
defined needs assessment as a process for identifying 
needs, setting objectives, setting priorities, and relating 
them to programs on a continuing basis.' This is a 
useful definition because it describes a process in which 
data collection is only one stage. While data collection 
for its own sake, or for replicating findings from other 
studies, is common in academic and other research 
settings, we assume that the gathering of information 
by a congregation is a means to some specified end. The 
research is linked to a broader planning process in 
which identified needs are addressed through strategic 
activities. 

The purpose of a congregational program needs 
assessment is to identify the following: 

+ the needs of the congregation to be considered
from the perspective of what is understood to be
fidelity to the gospel;
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+ the needs of persons to be ministered to within the
congregation;

+ the needs of persons to be ministered to beyond
the congregation;

+ the needs of members to fulfill their own unique
understandings of ministry;

+ the resources, both human and financial, available
to address the needs identified.

In addition, needs assessment is a means of making 
the congregation more sensitive to persons and groups 
about whom God cares but who may not be readily 
visible to members. 

Some church people object to the idea of a congrega­
tion engaging in needs assessment because they equate 
the process to that of a consumer demand analysis. To 
such persons, needs assessment suggests a reactive 
response, the lack of a sense of the church's purposes in 
all times and places, a "knee-jerk" approach to ministry 
and mission. This negative response is not confined to 
religion. Critics of needs assessment say that needs are 
socially or contextually defined, representing a limited 
view of what individuals or groups see as a need at a 
given moment in time. 

Such criticism should not be taken lightly. It is a 
warning about the limitations of any social research; 
however, many congregations, along with other orga­
nizations providing human services, have found needs 
assessment helpful in clarifying future directions for 
ministry and for affirming the validity of existing 
programs or making improvements in them. 

A definition of need that can be usefully applied to the 
concerns of the church is "any identifiable condition 
which limits particular individuals or communities 
from realizing their full potential." 5 The unfulfilled 
needs of a congregation as a group or as individuals 
limit potential for realizing personhood as creations of 
God and inhibit abilities _to fulfill unique ministries. In 
addition, some congregations are in a position to 
address other basic human needs related to social or 
economic conditions or to health. For example, food or 
shelter programs are well within any definition of 
ministry. 

A congregation usually does not have the resources 
to respond to all the needs of its members, let alone of 
persons in the surrounding community. Nevertheless, 
an awareness of needs allows the congregation to focus 
the use of resources where the most good can be done. 
Needs assessment also helps in applying program 
resources to levels of need. 

An open attitude to what constitutes a "legitimate" 
need is important in seeking to identify the needs of 
church members and other persons for whom the 
congregation has concern. At least, openness should be 
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attempted. Otherwise, a patronizing attitude will be 
communicated to those from whom the researchers are 
seeking information, and respondents will not be 
inclined to answer honestly. 

The needs assessment process involves the following 
general steps or stages: 

1. Identify the area of research (scope of the study). What
types of information will be collected? Who will be 
surveyed: members, persons in the community, de­
nominational officials, others? 

2. Identify roles, functions, or responsibilities. Who is
involved in carrying out the process and what are their 
assignments? Who does what? 

3. Collect data. This means finding out about needs
and resources through various data collection methods. 

4. Measure and rank. This involves decisions about the
assignment of values to needs.

5. Set priorities. This task rates needs in relation to
other factors of the congregation's context, identity, 
beliefs, norms, and values; identifies the cost of 
meeting needs and making comparisons with re­
sources; and determines the order in which needs 
might be addressed given the resources. 

6. Translate needs into program.6 Some of these steps,
such as the identification of the audience, have been 
addressed above, and some will be discussed in greater 
detail below. 

5.3.2 Scope 

Needs assessment has the potential for being a 
change-oriented process. Determining the scope of the 
study begins with the researchers identifying its 
purpose and mandate from the congregation and 
answering the questions, "What are we willing to 
change?" and "What are we able to change?" The first 
relates to the theological context in which decisions are 
being considered, to the congregation's relationship to 
a parent denomination and to the world views of 
members who might be affected by change. The second 
has to do with some of the same issues but also with 
external limitations and with available resources. 

The study team should bear in mind that while 
information may be interesting, it is not useful in and of 
itself. The purpose of data collection is to assist the 
congregation in making better decisions: to either 
affirm what it is doing or to create something more 
appropriate. The scope must be determined by the 
decisions to be considered and made. Naturally, the 
research method should leave room for persons to tell 
the researchers things the design team may not have 
thought to question about programs. 

The remainder of this section will focus on decisions 
related to data collection procedures. The final stages of 
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a needs-assessment process have less to do with the 
model of research and more to do with how information 
is used. Those final stages will be touched on briefly but 
are not the main focus here. 

5.3.3 Data Collection 

Membership characteristics and facilities are two 
areas of information about the internal context from 
which it is possible to deduce much about the program 
needs and potential of a congregation. Data collection 
instruments used in congregational needs assessment 
often focus on these areas. 

5.3.3.1 Membership Characteristics. 

The two aspects of membership characteristics that 
are most frequently examined in needs assessments are 
(1) factual, descriptive information about respondents'
backgrounds (age, sex, educational level) and (2)
opinions about subjects related to the matters under
consideration in the future. Quantitative measures are
often used to obtain information about backgrounds to
develop a congregational profile. The range of re­
sponses is predetermined by the researcher so that the
data can be easily aggregated and comparisons made
within or across subgroups of the total membership.
Certain opinions, experiences, and feelings can also be
examined by means of quantitative measures.

A considerable literature has developed on congre­
gational studies carried out in different denominational 
contexts. A review of instruments used (some of which 
are found in the appendix to this chapter and in the 
General Appendix) indicates the most frequently 
examined background variables. These are: 

+ gender
+ age
+ race and ethnicity
+ marital status
+ educational attainment
+ occupation
+ employment status (retired, part-time, and so

forth)
+ income
+ number and ages of children (when applicable)
+ number of years in current residence or commu-

nity
+ distance from residence to church
+ home ownership
+ household living arrangement
+ likelihood of moving in the near future
+ number of times moved since age 18
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+ hobbies
+ special skills or expertise
+ involvement in other voluntary organizations

Typical background factors about members' religious 
upbringing and current involvement in the church 
include: 

+ length of membership in the congregation
+ frequency of attendance at worship
+ extent of involvement in activities beyond wor­

ship
+ leadership roles held in congregation
+ number of hours spent in church-related activities

in a typical month
+ amount of financial support
+ whether level of involvement has changed in last

few years and reasons for change
+ number of close friends who also belong to the

congregation
+ whether the member has invited others to visit or

join congregation
+ previous denominational affiliation, if any
+ denomination in which respondent was raised
+ importance of church activities to respondent
+ importance of religious beliefs
+ frequency of Bible reading and prayer

How is such data on membership characteristics used 
in a congregational program study process? Several 
realities pertinent to church program and to its decisions 
about the future are informed by this data. Key among 
such realities are (1) membership age profile, (2) family 
organization and related life-style matters, and (3) 
occupational and socioeconomic patterns. 

Age. Basic questions here concern the age profile and 
the relation of current programs to the needs of 
differing age groups. What are the trends in the age 
profile? Are these trends likely to change in the 
foreseeable future? 

Trends in the age structure of the United States are 
well known and need not be treated in depth, especially 
since they do not necessarily translate directly to the 
specific membership characteristics of any particular 
congregation. Generally, congregations of the older, 
mainline Protestant denominations are comprised of a 
growing number of adults in the middle and later stages 
of the family life cycle. Other congregations, including 
some mainline Protestant churches, are not experienc­
ing the phenomenon of an aging membership. 

Congregations have tended historically to direct their 
resources and orient their facilities around age-speci­
fied needs of young children, adolescents, and families 
in the child-rearing stage of the family cycle. A 
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fundamental question in any program study is, "How 
well do current program activities fit the needs of the 
current age profile." Program strategies that work for a 
congregation with one age profile will not necessarily 
be appropriate for another. 

Curiously, members are often unconscious of the 
age-profile dimension of a congregation's characteris­
tics, although visually it is one of the most obvious 
realities. For example, members often fail to notice that 
the large youth program functioning ten years earlier 
has virtually vanished. This may result in part from the 
fact that so many church programs are conducted along 
age lines and persons taking part in separate activities 
do not often have an opportunity to observe the 
spectrum of ages and their distribution in the congre­
gation as a whole. 

Patterns of family organization and related data. Historic­
ally, congregations have been structured around the 
values and norms of that pattern of family organization 
we call the "nuclear family," that is, the household unit 
comprised of a mother, a father, and their children 
living together. This concept of family is deeply 
embedded in most church programs, both in the way 
age-specified activities have been undertaken and in 
the functional logic of the congregation's thinking. 

The nuclear family is still assumed in most church 
programs despite all that has been written about 
changes in patterns of family organization in the United 
States. As is well known, the country has greater 
numbers of persons living together without marriage, 
later age at first marriage, soaring rates of divorce and 
remarriage, numerous single-parent households, and a 
generally aging society. Congregations have been slow 
to respond to these changes, in part because those 
persons who have quietly departed are often precisely 
those whose family circumstances mirror the new 
patterns. They no longer feel comfortable or welcome in 
churches set up for nuclear families. A recent study 
shows that the profile of persons outside the church is 
more likely to be one that does not fit the traditional 
family pattern. 7 

Norms and values assuming a nuclear family are not 
articulated within congregations so much as they are 
built into the program structures. Changes in the 
domestic life of members unavoidably have an impact 
on their feelings of acceptance. (As a research topic, the 
experience and feeling of members concerning family 
patterns would be best approached by the use of 
qualitative measures.) 

Without arguing for the intrinsic value of any 
particular form of the family, we need to recognize that 
many programs should be reinterpreted to relate to the 
needs of persons in living arrangements radically 
different from the norm of even two decades ago. The 
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availability of volunteers for churches has been dramat­
ically affected by changing family patterns. Increased 
single-parent households means fewer adults who can 
leave the children with a spouse to take part in church 
meetings or activities. And the very nature of "single" 
within the congregation has changed. Today "single" 
includes not only older, widowed persons but persons 
who have not married, young and old, or who are 
divorced or separated. 

Proposals that congregational programming should 
take account of changes in family life cause controversy 
in some communions, especially in those with a 
theology placing a high value on traditional male-fe­
male and parent-child relationships. Such orientations 
are even skeptical of church-provided child care, since 
any option that does not conform to the nuclear pattern 
is seen as a threat to the inherited morality. Changing 
family patterns are not likely to weigh heavily in the 
program decisions of congregations adhering to strict 
sex-role definitions. 

Occupational and socioeconomic characteristics. Certain 
quantitative questions included in a needs-assessment 
survey will help us to understand more about the work 
lives of members, their resources, and their capacities in 
ministry. Such factors are not always easy to ascertain 
from observing members at worship on Sunday 
morning. 

Census and other secondary sources can supply 
information about the kind of work available in the 
community where the church is located. These same 
sources can tell the study team about the general 
educational levels of people in the area. In many cases, 
general occupational information on members is well 
known or self-evident and need not be studied. It may 
be necessary to ga ther other, more personal and specific 
information from members in order to learn how 
economic and occupational circumstances affect daily 
lives. For example, how many households in the 
congregation have more than one adult in the work 
force? Are local industries organized around shift 
work? How many families have parents working 
different shifts? What arrangements, if any, must be 
made for child care while parents work? How much free 
time do adults in the congregation have? How many 
teenagers work while also going to school? Is unem­
ployment a problem in any age or occupational group? 

Researchers may assume that a major change in the 
occupational profile of the congregation will be the 
increased number of women in the work force outside 
the home. This trend may be associated with new needs 
of families, including access to child care. The increase 
of women in the work force is sometimes regarded as 
having a negative impact on the congregation by 
decreasing the availability of volunteers and also 
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putting church participation in competition with 
limited time for family activities. At the same time, an 
increase of salaried members could have a positive 
impact on stewardship programs and could challenge a 
congregation to look for another kind of volunteer-the 
retired, perhaps-and thereby expand the base of 
participation. A membership survey should determine 
how many retired persons are in the congregation and 
what kinds of programs they want for themselves and 
programs for others in which they might work. 

5.3.3.2 How to Ask Questions 

Any question can be asked in a variety of ways. The 
research team will need to determine the style it wants 
to use. Sensitivity is especially important in making 
inquiries about personal matters, such as marital status 
or income. 

Here are some examples of how to ask about marital 
status: 

Are you currently-married, widowed, divorced, 
separated, or have you never been married? 
}_married 
2-._widowed 
3 __ divorced 
4-_separated 
S_never married 
(From the General Social Surveys, 1972-1983 .) 

Or, 

What is your present marital status? 
} __ single, never previously married 
2-._single, married previously 
3_married once, living with spouse 
4-__married once, separated from spouse 
S_married more than once, living with spouse 
6 __ married more than once, separated from 

spouse 
7 __ widowed, not remarried 
8 __ divorced, not remarried 
(From the LCA Nurture Study. See Appendix 5-1.) 

But another, simpler, and perhaps more sensitive 
way to put the question is: 

Are you married or single? 
} __ single 2__married 
If currently single, have you ever been married? 
l __ yes 2--110 

Many people are uncomfortable when asked if they 
are divorced or separated, especially in a religious 
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context. The research team should decide on the degree 
of specificity with regard to such personal issues and 
not ask more than is pertinent to the study. 

Age and income can also be matters of sensitivity. 
Each can be handled by providing range options, such 
as this sample question on income: 

What is your (or your family's) income range? 
l__ under $7,500 annually
2.____$7,500-14,999 annually
3____$15,000-24,999 annually
4____$25,000-34,999 annually
5____$35 ,000-49, 999 annually
6____$50,000-74,999 annually
7____$75,000 or more annually

Or, you could simply ask, 

What is your (or your family's) gross annual income? 

Questions about personal beliefs, social and political 
attitudes, and opinions about congregational life are 
also usually included in needs-assessment question­
naires. The following subsections discuss these topics. 

Personal beliefs. Information on how members inter­
pret Scripture and describe their own religious faith is 
helpful in a needs assessment as well as in studies of a 
corporation's identity, as was noted in chapter 2. A 
variety of instruments can be used. Here are three 
samples in addition to those in chapter 2: 

Which of the following best expresses your belief 
about God? 
1---1 do not believe in God. 
2---1 really don't know what to believe about God. 
3---1 do not believe in a creating and saving God, 

but I believe in a higher power of some kind. 
4...___God is the creator of an orderly world but does 

not now guide it or intervene in its course of 
affairs or the lives of individuals. 

5---.Although God has acted and can act in history 
and can communicate with persons directly, it 
is not something that happens very often. 

6 __ God is constantly at work in the world from 
"above" directing people, nations, and events. 

7 __ God is in the world and in every person, thing, 
and event. 

(From the Parish Profile Inventory. See General 
Appendix.) 

In the next example, respondents were asked to 
indicate whether they "agree strongly," "agree some­
what," "both agree and disagree," "disagree some-
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what," "disagree strongly," or "have no opinion" on 
the individual statements. 

In terms of my personal situation or viewpoint: 
--1 believe my relationship to God has importance 

for my life after death. 
--1 believe my relationship to God has importance 

for my life here on earth. 
--1 imagine God to be mostly like a caring friend. 
__Much of my daily life with my family or work is 

different because of my faith in God. 
--1 would be disappointed if my children changed 

to a non-Lutheran denomination. 
__ Because of the pressures of the world, what I 

need from God is comfort and consolation. 
__Experiences in church are the most important 

sources of my sense of trust in God. 
__My experiences in church have helped me accept 

the fact that other people are considerably 
different from myself. 

(From the LCA Nurture Study. See Appendix 5-1.) 

The same Lutheran study contains this question: 

Which of the following statements comes closest to 
expressing your view of life after death? 
1--1 don't believe there is life after death. 
2---1 am unsure whether or not there is life after 

death. 
3--1 believe that there must be something beyond 

death, but I have no idea what it may be like. 
4...___There is life after death but no punishment. 
5 __ There is life after death, with rewards for some 

people and punishment for others. 
6__None of the above expresses my views. 

Other examples of such questions can be found in the 
Parish Profile Inventory, Section III, "Personal Beliefs" 
and are also scattered throughout that portion of the 
Lutheran Nurture Study called "In Terms of My 
Personal Situation and Viewpoint." Certain of these 
approaches to the identification of beliefs are applicable 
to congregations of virtually any denomination. On the 
other hand, questions about beliefs must often be 
custom-tailored to the theological context of the specific 
congregation in which they are asked. More than any 
others dealing with membership characteristics, ques­
tions about beliefs involve a value-laden process of 
interpretation. A pivotal consideration in formulating 
the questions is that of how the information will be 
used. 

Social and political attitudes. This category of member­
ship characteristics is helpful because of the relation­
ship between religious profiles and other areas of 
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behavior and belief. Most such questions that have 
been used in congregational studies focus on issues that 
tend to divide persons on the "liberal" to "conserva­
tive" political spectrum. They examine attitudes on 
topics of personal freedom, such as abortion, use of 
marijuana, and sexuality, as well as social and political 
issues such as disarmament, nuclear weapons, racial 
integration in schools, equal employment, and the like. 
One national survey that included questions on social 
and political awareness was a 197 8 study of "un­
churched" Americans. Findings from that study have 
contributed greatly to an understanding of differences 
between churched and unchurched individuals. 8 The 
use of some questions on social and political attitudes in 
a congregational needs-assessment study might iden­
tify differences in the perspective of groups frequently 
in conflict over program directions and use of re­
sources. 

Examples of this type of question are: 

Do you Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly 
Disagree with the following statements? 
__ The United States should freeze production of 

nuclear weapons regardless of what Russia does. 
__ The use of marijuana should be made legal. 
__ The law should allow doctors to perform an 

abortion for any woman who wants one. 
--1t is wrong for a person to have sexual relations 

before marriage. 
__ We are spending too little money on welfare 

programs in this country. 
(From the Parish Profile Inventory. See General 

Appendix.) 

Or, 

How would you feel about a program that requires all 
young women to give one year of service to the 
nation-either in the military forces or in non­
military work such as in hospitals or with elderly 
people. Would you strongly favor it, probably favor 
it, probably oppose it, or strongly oppose it? 

Some people think that the government in Washing­
ton is trying to do too many things that should be left 
to individuals and private businesses. Others dis­
agree and think that the government should do even 
more to solve our country's problems. Still others 
have opinions in between. How do you feel about 
this? 
(From the General Social Surveys, 1972-1983.) 

More examples may be found in the "Social 
Attitudes" section of the Parish Profile Inventory 
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(General Appendix). Questions on social and political 
attitudes are not as common in congregational studies 
as the other types discussed here. This may be the case 
because the average person may have difficulty in 
seeing how they relate to local church concerns. At the 
same time, these are questions at the very heart of a 
congregation's identity. 

Opinions about congregational life. This area of research 
explores process issues as well as matters relating to 
congregational identity. One subgroup of questions 
deals with leadership, another with goals. 

Questions on leadership probe the thinking of 
members on expectations of the pastor, preferences 
regarding leadership style, views on access to leaders 
and whether leadership is seen as representative of the 
membership. A more detailed discussion is contained 
in the sections on "Tasks of the Pastor'' and "Style of 
Ministry" in the Parish Profile Inventory (General 
Appendix). Styles of ministry and leadership issues in 
the church are the focus of Donald Smith in his book, 
Congregations Alive9

, a summary of the author's study of 
Presbyterian congregations. Smith's questionnaire (see 
Appendix 5-2) is an example of a finely focused 
examination of program concerns. 

Opinions on goals cover the members' familiarity 
with stated purposes, perceptions about the appropri­
ateness of the goals, agreement or disagreement with 
them, personal objectives and the relation of those to 
congregational goals. Robert Worley provides an 
example of a series of questions centered around goals 
in his book, A Gathering of Strangers. 10 

This instrument is designed to help you indicate your 
perceptions about the goals of a congregation. There 
are no right or wrong answers. Check the appropriate 
space that best expresses your perception about the 
goals. 

1. The goals of this congregation are clear to me.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 

2. The goals of this congregation are not clear.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 

3. Someone else has established the goals of this
congregation.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 

4. My personal goals are consistent with the goals of
this congregation.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 
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5. I have been involved in establishing the goals of this
congregation.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 

6. The goals of the congregation are unexamined.
Agree _______ Disagree

12 34 567 

Goals are intrinsically related to the manner in which 
congregations arrive at decisions about program, 
especially levels of support and degrees of "owner­
ship" among the members. 

A number of items in the appendix to this chapter and 
in the General Appendix can help study groups explore 
feelings about goals. Others appear in Congregations 
Alive and in the Smaller Church Study Guide.11 

Questions about specific programs or ministries 
gauge perceived relevance to the needs of members and 
non-members and degrees of satisfaction with pro­
grams provided. Highly relevant in a congregational 
study is the fact that members may be both users and 
purveyors of certain programs; in other cases they may 
be only users. When persons surveyed are primarily 
users, needs-assessment instruments may focus on the 
perceived effectiveness among members, that is, 
whether the level of service being offered is sufficient to 
the need. Questions along these lines often stray into 
the area of evaluation research, but, as we have already 
seen, these processes are not neatly separated. In­
terestingly, relatively few questions in church self­
study guides focus on church members as providers of 
ministries. The questionnaire (Appendix 5-2) used in 
the book, Congregations Alive, is a notable exception. It 
contains a far more focused examination of one area of 
experience and opinion about leadership-as shared 
ministry-than is typical of needs-assessment materi­
als. 

Information about the characteristics of members and 
persons in the larger community enables church 
planners to better comprehend the context into which a 
program or service would be introduced and to 
measure likelihood of its acceptance or use. The types 
and extent of information about potential users needed 
by planners depends on the scope of the program 
decision to be made. If the congregation is contemplat­
ing extensive program development or redevelopment, 
a broader range of information is required than if the 
purpose is to evaluate a particular program or program 
area. 

The types of information discussed so far in this 
chapter, especially membership characteristics, are 
often used by program planners to infer needs. The 
availability of program resources, notably people 
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resources, can also be estimated from such data. For 
example, a combination of data on age, occupation, and 
family organizational patterns would allow planners to 
estimate the potential need for child day care services, 
or adult recreational and support groups, and to project 
the availability of volunteers for these programs. 

Most church planners would not want to proceed 
with the actual development of programs or services 
without further verification of the need for and interest 
in them among potential users. More direct measures 
would be employed in determining realistic expecta­
tions for uses, attendance, or participation. 

In order to get the most reliable assessment of interest 
and potential use, specific details about the program 
under consideration should be provided to the respon­
dents. When will the program be offered-time of week 
and time of day? Will there be associated costs? Will 
transportation be available for persons who could not 
otherwise participate? Any relevant information that 
planners can offer will increase the reliability of 
responses and help to establish the extent to which a 
program will be used. 

When program planners are not at the point of 
focusing on the audience for a specific program, 
questions must be relatively open-ended. Lacking 
program specifics, an unstructured approach gives 
respondents the opportunity to describe their needs 
and interests without limiting responses to predeter­
mined alternatives. Ideally, the data collection ap­
proach at this stage would encourage respondents to 
think about two basic kinds of needs: (1) those that 
might be addressed by the congregation (the need to be 
ministered unto) and (2) those that they would like to 
address through participation in the congregation (the 
need to minister to others). 

5.3.3.3 Facilities 

Facilities are an important contextual factor in the 
congregation's program and should be considered in a 
program study. Typically, buildings and other facilities 
are not thought of as program resources. Most often 
maintenance costs and other expenditures associated 
with property are seen as competing with the program 
budget. 

Systematic observation of the congregation's use of 
facilities and of the conditions of facilities should be part 
of the church's needs assessment. This part of the study 
might begin with these questions: 

+ How appropriate are the facilities to current
program emphases?

+ Are there problems of access for any age group or
for persons with special limiting conditions?
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+ Does the space available represent an untapped,
potential program resource?

+ Is the space a program liability?
+ If the congregation lacks financial or human

resources to carry out a needed and desired
program, do existing facilities represent an asset in
the achieving of this goal?

A recent study of congregational child day-care 
centers conducted by the National Council of Churches 
concluded that the property holdings and historical 
construction patterns of many parish churches make 
them well equipped to provide such services. 12 Further­
more, the location of many churches in their communi­
ties, and, even their tax-exempt status, recommend 
them for child day-care programs. It is not always 
requisite that a congregation fully fund or staff a 
program that might fit both within its theological 
understanding of ministry and be responsive to the 
needs of the surrounding community. 

The research team will overlook an important feature 
of the program context if it fails to consider the potential 
use of the existing facilities. At the same time, the 
availability of facilities that might be suited for a 
particular type of program must be weighed against 
other factors and the ministry goals of the congregation. 
The scheduling of space must be carefully considered. 
A congregation that has a single auditorium with 
basketball facilities could not give carte blanche use to a 
community team whose practice hours may conflict 
with the established hours of the Girl Scout troop or the 
weekly meeting of the "golden age club." 

5.3.4 Relating Program Decisions to Identity, Context, 
and Process 

What are the next steps for the study team once the 
data collection is completed? An underlying assump­
tion in some needs-assessment literature seems to be 
that the gathering of information will automatically lead 
to decisions and program change. That is no more true 
for churches than it is for individuals. As persons, we 
may be informed that we are overweight, or that our 
blood pressure is dangerously high, or that we smoke 
too many cigarettes. Knowing this does not automati­
cally lead us to change eating habits, introduce exercise, 
or stop smoking. Purposeful change requires inten­
tional efforts and a desire to do it. The information 
gathering stage of the needs assessment process is only 
a means to an end. 

Change, in fact, is only one possible outcome of a 
needs assessment. Another is affirmation of the 
existing program as the most viable course toward the 
congregation's goals. And if the need for change is 
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indicated by study findings, any implementation will 
depend on the desire of leadership and membership to 
follow through, given available resources. 

The decision-making phase of the needs-assessment 
process comes when the study team decides what the 
information means, when it interprets the findings in 
light of the congregation's context, identity, and 
processes. If the study reveals needs that are not being 
met through existing programs and there is a will for 
change, the next step is that of assigning values to the 
needs that have been identified. This involves grap­
pling with such questions as: 

+ Can the newly identified needs be addressed
within this congregation's understanding of its
faithfulness to the gospel, other contextual factors
and present or potential resources?

+ Considering all of the needs identified, which
seem to be most critical?

+ Which should be taken up first; what ideas can be
deferred?

Answering such questions begins the process of 
determining priorities, that is, rating the needs that 
have emerged. Few congregations are ever able to 
address all needs discovered in a program study, and 
often doing more of one thing means doing less of 
another. Income and expenditures figure heavily in 
program decisions. Newly identified needs and result­
ing program costs must be compared with those of 
beneficial existing programs. An exercise from the 
Smaller Church Mission Guide (see Appendix 5-3) may be 
helpful to some congregations in illustrating how the 
prioritizing of a list of new activities also entails 
decisions on whether the church can do more or less in 
existing programs. Another option, of course, is to find 
new sources of income and personnel for new or 
expanded programs. 

In considering expressed needs for basic human 
services, such as food pantries or clothing ministries for 
street people, relevant inquiry goes beyond asking how 
the specific congregation can meet the need. Thinking 
can be broad: 

+ Is providing the service directly the best form of
stewardship and ministry? Would an advocacy
program be more effective?

+ Should the congregation attempt the program
alone or in cooperation with another church or
coalition of churches?

+ Should the program be physically lodged in the
church or should the congregation's resources be
used to fund the effort at another site?
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+ If facilities are the major resource of the church,
how does it obtain the dollars and the people
required by the program?

+ Is it necessary to start something entirely new?
Could an existing program be expanded or
modified to fit the need?

+ How do existing programs interrelate in terms of
needs that have been identified? Can a third
program be created out of two existing ones with
little or no increased cost? (An example of this
might be day-care programs operated in conjunc­
tion with activities for senior citizens. The ministry
goal of each might combine to accomplish a third,
say the fostering of intergenerational relations and
learning experiences.)

Study teams should be aware that strong proposals 
for new programs may be interpreted within the 
congregation as challenges to activities that appear to be 
structurally requisite and, therefore, may encounter 
resistance even if the idea is generally favored. Many 
church programs become entrenched over time for a 
variety of reasons having to do with theological 
tradition, local history, and denominational factors. 
Such programs can develop lives of their own, 
sometimes in isolation from changes taking place in 
other areas of church life. If this is the case, the issue for 
the study team may not be whether the congregation is 
going to continue these programs but, rather, how they 
can be done better, or somewhat differently in order to 
respond to more needs. How can they be made more 
responsible to the current membership? Can the 
congregation fulfill the specific needs of its people 
though activities that were originally begun to carry out 
an organizational goal? The study team will want to ask 
several questions about these institutionalized activities 
in attempting to translate the findings of the needs 
assessment into programs: 

+ Are changes needed in the times of day or the
seasons when certain programs are undertaken?
How does scheduling relate to the characteristics
of members' work and family obligations?

+ Who is involved? Have members expressed a
desire to be more involved in the planning of
whatever the program is? Do they want more or
less direction from the clergy and elected lay
leadership?

+ How relevant is the content to a majority of the
users or potential users?

+ Should age group activities be expanded to
include others? Or, are more age-graded activities
needed? Would it be helpful to increase the
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diversity of participants, or is there need for more 
careful division along the lines of special interest? 

+ Are the facilities appropriate for the current form?
Do they fit the size of the group for which the
program is intended? Does the space pose
problems for any particular age group or for
disabled persons?

The needs-assessment approach outlined in this 
chapter tends to be person-oriented rather than content­
oriented. This is deliberate in order to demonstrate that, 
in most cases, the same types of needs articulated in 
different contexts can be addressed in a variety of ways. 
Many different programs can fulfill an expressed need, 
and the program that is ultimately adopted should be 
tailored to the context in which it will be conducted. 

The final stage of needs assessment is the translation 
of needs into programs. It is not in the scope of this 
handbook to elaborate on how that is done. However, 
the topic of the concluding section of the chapter 
discusses, among other things, means by which the 
congregation can study the early stages of program 
implementation. Evaluation research can assist in 
developing and maintaining relevant, effective congre­
gational programs. 

5.4 Program Evaluation: Research Strategies 

5.4.1 Definition, Purpose, and Scope 

Informal evaluation goes on all the time in the 
congregation. Church members in casual conversation 
evaluate the pastor's sermons, the choir's anthems and 
the food at the Sunday school picnic. Such informal 
evaluations entail a process of judging the merits of 
persons, activities and things. Formal definitions of 
evaluation also use the language of value and worth. 
Formal evaluation appraises, judges effectiveness, and, 
commonly, seeks to determine the extent to which 
goals have been achieved. Whether formal or informal, 
evaluation involves subjective judgments. 

Evaluation research, however, is the process of 
collecting the information upon which evaluative 
judgments can be based. It is characterized by: (1) 
intentional, planned data collection, (2) systematic, 
uniform instruments and processes for that collection, 
and (3) the use of objective criteria in measuring 
effectiveness, efficiency, or excellence. 

Types of evaluation approaches. As noted earlier, 
evaluation research employs the standard social science 
methodologies for data collection. The type of method­
ology used is determined by the evaluation context, the 
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questions to be answered and the audience or reference 
group for the research. 

Ernest House identifies four major models in his 
taxonomy of evaluation approaches13: 

+ Systems
+ Behavioral objectives
+ Decision making
+ Goal free

The first two models are goal-oriented and raise such 
questions as: Were the expected effects (goals) 
achieved? Can they be achieved more economically? 
What are the most efficient methods of achieving 
certain outcomes? Is the program producing? 

Evaluation contexts in which these questions are 
typically asked include business, industry, govern­
ment, and, in some cases, education. Those contexts 
are assumed to be characterized by programs with 
pre-specified goals and objectives with quantifiable 
outcomes. The audiences or reference groups for the 
evaluative data are managers, economists, psycholo­
gists and educators. Measurements of effectiveness 
may include the use of standardized tests to compare 
achievements to national averages or cost-benefit 
analyses. 

As contexts for evaluation, congregations are usually 
quite different from government or educational institu­
tions. Goals, if stated, are usually general, and their 
attainment difficult to measure because church goals 
rarely lend themselves to quantification. The audience 
or reference groups for evaluative data may be decision 
makers--congregational leadership-but members of 
that audience may be as concerned about intangible 
human outcomes, such as faith development, as about 
cost efficiency. 

The decision-making and goal-free evaluation ap­
proaches cited by House are better suited to the 
congregational context. The goal-free model, for exam­
ple, is concerned for all effects of a program, not only 
with those set forth in a statement of goals. 

All of House's evaluation models utilize standard 
social science methodologies. The questions asked 
determine what method is selected. Quantitative 
measures and experimental design would be more 
common in a systems or behavioral-objectives context. 
Surveys and questionnaires are more frequently used in 
decision-making and goal-free evaluation, but inter­
views and unobtrusive measures are also likely to be 
regarded as essential components to data collection 
when evaluators are interested in how persons feel 
about programs. 

A variety of questions are pertinent in a congrega­
tional program evaluation: 
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+ How effective is the program in achieving what it
set out to do?

+ Should it be continued as is?
+ Is it possible to improve it?
+ How has the program context changed, if at all?
+ How should funds be allocated among several

competing programs?
+ Is the underlying purpose or method of the

program acceptable to the program planners and
participants?

+ Are the relational aspects of the program in
keeping with the congregation's values?

+ How does the program affect how participants feel
about themselves?

+ How do participants feel about the program?
+ What needs does this program address?

Formative and summative evaluation. A major distinc-
tion is made in evaluation literature between formative 
and summative evaluation. Formative is conducted for 
the purpose of improving ongoing programs; summa­
tive is done for the purpose of making basic decisions 
about whether a program should be continued or 
discontinued. 14 

Situations in which a congregation must decide 
whether to continue or terminate a program are far less 
common than those in which the concern is to improve 
an existing program. Yet the summative study process 
is the one that most often comes to mind when persons 
think of evaluation research. 

Increased understanding of the benefits of formative 
evaluation is needed in the church study process. 
Knowledge of a variety of methods that can be used for 
formative evaluation should lead congregations to see 
the value of year-round evaluation that both affirms 
and builds upon that which already exists. An example 
of what is meant is in order. 

A United Methodist congregation decided to start a 
meals program for what it perceived as a growing 
number of elderly persons in the congregation and the 
surrounding community. The decision was made to 
provide dinner, the evening meal, since it was assumed 
that those volunteers preparing the food would be 
working or caring for children during earlier hours. 

The congregation's needs assessment indicated that 
at least one hundred persons within walking distance of 
the church would benefit from the program. Most of 
those elderly persons lived alone, had low incomes, 
and were unable to prepare nutritional meals for 
themselves. Many were also without any means of 
transportation for grocery shopping. The meals pro­
gram seemed to its planners to be an excellent service 
project for the congregation. Yet during the first few 
weeks of the program's operation, the number of 
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persons coming for dinner was only about one-third of 
that projected on the basis of information from the 
census and a survey. 

The program developers were frustrated by the low 
response until they interviewed several participants. 
They discovered a flaw in the program design. Many of 
the elderly persons who would have liked to come for a 
free meal were afraid to go out after a certain time of the 
day because they did not want to walk home after dark. 
The dinner hour was the problem. With this new 
information, the program was modified to offer the 
meal at lunch. But along with this change went the need 
for an alternative source of volunteers. Planners found 
a partial answer in retired persons who were not only 
willing to help with meal preparation and serving but 
could also provide transportation to elderly participants 
of limited mobility. 

This example of a formative evaluation shows how 
information obtained early in a program's life-cycle can 
be used to enhance its effectiveness and ultimately 
determine its success. If the program organizers at the 
church had not collected additional information in 
trying to figure out why the meals program was 
underused, they probably would have made an 
inaccurate judgment; namely, that there was not a 
sufficiently large elderly population in need of the 
service to warrant its continuation. 

Relationship of evaluation and needs-assessment studies. It 
should be apparent that considerable overlap occurs 
between needs-assessment and evaluation processes. 
Both tell the congregation something about the quality, 
accessibility, or suitability of existing programs. An 
important distinction between the two is the focus of the 
data-collection process. In needs assessment, the focus is 
on persons, whereas in evaluation it centers on specific 
programs. Needs assessment uses the information 
gathered about the needs of persons and available 
resources to inform decisions. Evaluation uses the 
information gathered about programs, projects, or 
activities to inform decisions. Both are geared toward 
decision making, which is not the case with certain 
other types of research which use the same data­
collection methodologies. (This should signal a caution 
to church study groups that may use an outside 
specialist in setting up an evaluation process. The 
questions asked should be those of the persons who 
will be making the decisions, not those of a person who 
may want to formulate them in keeping with indepen­
dent research interests.) 

The findings of both needs assessment and evalua­
tion are for use in decision making. Both have potential 
as agents of change in the congregation and neither 
should be initiated for its own sake. Each is time­
consuming and usually not proposed unless there is 
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some idea that change is in order or could help a church 
better achieve its goals. As with the old adage, "If it ain't 
broke, don't fix it," so with needs assessment and 
program evaluation: "If you don't intend to change it, 
don't ask people what they think of it." The result of 
asking questions, of studying a program, may be to 
affirm it but that is not an outcome that can be assumed 
in advance. 

5.4.2 Process  Issues in Evaluation in Congregational 
Contexts 

The primary issue to keep in mind is that the research 
strategies used must relate to the different motivations 
for participation among church members. It is not really 
important in business or government whether the 
people who are required to do planning and evaluation 
want to do it; the goals of the organization-from the 
perspective of those responsible for production-are 
not necessarily related to the personal goals of the staff. 
The overriding reality is the "system" to which the 
personnel are accountable. 

The church is a voluntary organization and the 
continued existence of any voluntary group depends in 
part on the rewards gained from participation.15 In a 
congregation, those rewards include faith fulfillment, 
pleasure in performance, sociability, ideological sym­
bolism, and accomplishment of tasks. That the struc­
ture of rewards continues must be of concern to the 
leadership and to the congregation as a whole. The 
factors of voluntarism and rewards make evaluation 
research in a congregation different from that in many 
organizations that engage in program study. 

Evaluators of congregational program must recog­
nize the investment and commitment of persons 
involved and share the genuine desire of most such 
persons to assure that the programs are effective. The 
people of the congregation, particularly the leadership 
and those who designed and operate current programs, 
should have a sense of ownership of the evaluation 
process. Relational factors are highly significant and 
evaluation approaches predicated on hierarchial 
models may have to be modified before they can be 
used in a congregation. 

The relational aspects of church programs should be 
kept in mind at every stage in the evaluation including 
initial assessment of goals. Church program goals, 
when these have been articulated, may not state that a 
particular activity was intended to build shared 
leadership or to increase dialogue between certain 
groups within the membership. Evaluation processes 
that are heavily goal-oriented may overlook these 
unstated but essential relational qualities of programs 
and their outcomes. Evaluators need to discover how 
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people have felt about the program. Perhaps a program 
that seems to be lacking in terms of quantity or quality 
really was successful in other ways. Or perhaps some 
program that looked wonderful on paper actually failed 
in relational aspects. For example, a service project 
dependent on volunteers accomplished its task but set a 
negative precedent for such future efforts; the persons 
supervising the effort were so critical of volunteers who 
failed to follow instructions perfectly that the partici­
pants had no joy in the activity. In a congregation, the 
goals of individuals are important and should be taken 
into account in program evaluations. Personal satisfac­
tion cannot be overstressed as motivation in voluntary 
organizations. 

5.4.3 Getting Started 

5.4.3.1 Who Should Be Involved? 

Getting started with an evaluation entails many of the 
same early steps involved in a needs assessment. 
Initially, persons who will provide leadership for the 
evaluation must be identified and recruited. In some 
cases, the pastor and the governing unit of the 
congregation might comprise the evaluation team, with 
or without an outside consultant. In other cases, a task 
force made up of key leaders and program personnel 
(staff or volunteer) might be designated. Pivotal leaders 
and program staff should automatically be included in 
the evaluation process. If, for example, the evaluation is 
to focus on the Christian education program of the 
congregation, some members of the study team should 
be familiar with the literature of this content area, the 
local organization, the efforts of other churches or 
denominations and issues currently under debate in the 
discipline of Christian education. The team needs to be 
able not only to look at the existing program but to be 
able to take account of alternatives. 

The team will want to determine the degree of 
emphasis it wants to place on measurements of the 
effectiveness or success coming from outside the 
particular congregational context. Depending on that 
degree, several approaches can be used to receive input 
from beyond the program context and to expand the 
horizons of the program planners. "Blue ribbon 
panels" or "accreditation" approaches feature outside 
experts who are invited in to examine the program and 
make judgments based on agreed upon standards 
considered appropriate for the program under study. 16 

Some congregations may even contain such experts or 
they may be in neighboring congregations, on regional 
denominational staffs, or in nearby seminaries or 
colleges. Quantitative and qualitative data may be 
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collected by these persons in the course of their 
examination, but this is not usual. 

The advantages of using such experts are threefold: 
(1) the congregation gets a fresher look at program than
may be possible from persons who have vested
interests as participants, (2) information on how others
provide program may suggest new approaches, and (3)
negative criticism is sometimes more palatable from
outsiders, if they are perceived as genuinely objective.

Recourse to outside experts also has potentially 
negative implications. Patton notes that the approach is 
essentially deductive, applying criteria from outside the 
program context to determine whether it meets certain 
standards. In many cases, the experts do not report data 
but make judgments, a stage of the evaluation process 
more appropriately done by the congregation's leader­
ship; listening to the opinions of experts may short-cir­
cuit a thorough research effort. Patton also observes: 

The connoisseur [ expert critic] has no commitment to produce 
a descriptive, holistic analysis that brings the decision maker

into the program experience so that informed judgments can 
be made by those decision makers; the connoisseur's criticism 
and metaphors are both the data and the judgment. 17 

Use of a "friendly critic" may be a more appropriate 
technique. Knowing the program context is important, 
as is knowing general standards. 

Another evaluation method, called the "adversary 
approach," transforms members of the study team into 
outside experts. This approach sets up two groups to 
discover and present data exclusively on negative 
aspects and positive outcomes of a program. Each 
group is expected rigorously to defend its conclusions 
on effectiveness or ineffectiveness with data gathered 
from observation. The danger of this method is that it 
precludes a unified (holistic) approach to data collec­
tion. It may also pose ethical problems for persons 
involved since it sets up the possibility of the 
manipulation of data to support negative or positive 
conclusions. 18 

"The adversary approach" is probably most appro­
priate in testing new program ideas within the congre­
gation. Persons from the target audience of a proposed 
program might be asked to list anonymously positive 
and negative arguments they can imagine. The ratio­
nales could then be debated. 

5.4.3.2 The Issue of Goals 

A lack of stated program goals often hampers 
evaluation efforts in a congregation. When that is 
discovered, one typical response is to embark on a 
goals-writing binge, the leadership listing all the 
programs and preparing objective statements for each. 
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This dubious exercise often results in the translation of 
existing programs into standard planning and budget 
language, even if that is not the way in which the 
congregation does its planning and budgeting. This 
turns a process into an end in itself rather than a means 
to an end, and it will frustrate people. 

Goals and objectives in a congregational context are 
vehicles for helping people think about what they want 
to accomplish with a program and what steps they need 
to take. The language of measurement criteria used in 
goals statements is there to indicate how the evaluators 
would know whether a program is a success in its own 
terms. If First Church is committed to liturgical dance 
and starts a program to increase its use in regular 
services of worship, planners should attempt to be 
specific about what they mean by the word "increase." 
From one to six times per year? From one to ten times? 
Every other Sunday? Clarity at the outset makes later 
evaluation much easier. But program goals and related 
statements need not be quantitative if the activity does 
not lend itself to such language. No objective standards 
are available for the measuring of goals such as "the 
deepening of faith" or "making members more aware 
of their neighbors on a day-to-day basis." The tools in 
evaluation research must be appropriate to the context 
and topic. 

Not infrequently, a congregation finds itself wanting, 
or needing, to evaluate a program for which no written 
goals exist. How does it proceed? One approach is a 
process of goals clarification that may involve the 
research team or a broader spectrum of the members. 
This process could begin with an examination of current 
expectations of the program as well as the intentions of 
the original designers, insofar as the history can be 
reconstructed. Interviews with the original planners 
might uncover the roots. A questionnaire can be used to 
determine the current expectations and views on how 
the program should function. This research would 
allow the evaluation team to write a simple set of 
assumed goals and, perhaps, specific statements on how 
components of the program should be operated. 

The phase of evaluation research that looks at goals 
should not be overly complicated or time consuming. 
Initial exercises, such as determining assumed goals, 
are for the purpose of providing rudimentary standards 
with which to compare current program characteristics 
and outcomes--all means to ends. The objective is to 
evaluate the program, not to write a goals statement. If 
no consensus about the intended purpose exists at the 
end of a goals clarification process, the various 
perspectives expressed should be recorded as plausible 
goals to be tested in the course of the ensuing 
evaluation. After all, it is possible for a program to fulfill 
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several, sometimes disparate, goals of both developers 
and users. 

Programs often stray or are guided away from their 
original courses. Program plans are modified by a host 
of contextual factors. Real goals are not always the 
official goals, and a failure to observe that fact can 
frustrate evaluation research and cause it to be 
disregarded. Evaluation is most likely to affect deci­
sions in the congregation when it accepts the values, 
assumptions, and objectives of the leadership and the 
members who make program decisions. 

Goal-free evaluation liberates the evaluators from the 
problem of constructing or reconstructing goal and 
objective statements. The distinctiveness of this ap­
proach influences both the data collection and inter­
pretation components of the research. It proceeds from 
the assumption that program has many unintended 
outcomes, some of which may be negative but many of 
which may be more valued by the group than those 
originally intended. A goal-free approach avoids the 
incorporation into data-collection instruments of a bias 
favoring only outcomes projected in a statement of 
program purpose. It permits questions that provide 
information on all effects of the program. House uses 
the example of a goal-free approach in a consumer 
survey asking people how they used a particular 
product and how they viewed its utility. The manufac­
turer's intended use would not be particularly perti­
nent. 19 

An example will suggest the relevance of goal-free 
evaluation to congregational program. Take an annual 
stewardship drive. As part of its program, the local 
stewardship committee organized teams to visit the 
home of every member, to talk about pledging and 
explain the church program. A deliberate part of the 
plan was to match callers with certain characteristics of 
the persons they were to visit: women called on 
women, senior adults on other seniors, youths on 
youths. 

Subsequent evaluation of the program focused 
almost exclusively on the increase of pledges and on the 
average amount of the contribution. The report showed 
only a three-percent increase in giving, and the 
stewardship committee was discouraged. Planners felt 
that the amount of effort that went into the visitation 
program did not justify the results and decided to drop 
the plan for the next year. The committee did not notice 
the unintended positive outcomes because it was only 
looking at money results. 

The committee failed to observe that attendance at 
Sunday worship increased after the campaign and 
remained at a higher level than at any time in the 
previous five years. The fact was that many members 
who had felt ignored by the church's leadership came 
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back when visited, and some got involved in other 
activities in addition to worship. The image of the 
congregation as a "cold" place was changed for some. 
These outcomes of the visitation program were highly 
visible and valued within the congregation but not by 
the stewardship committee which had a single standard 
for measuring success. 

5.4.4 Data Collection 

The evaluation team must decide what types of data 
collection techniques will be used and, if surveys are to 
be conducted, who will be interviewed or asked to 
complete a questionnaire. Unlike the ideal in a needs 
assessment, everyone in the congregation is not 
approached in the course of program evaluation unless 
the program, such as worship, is one in which all 
members are potential participants. (Even then, equal 
weight would not be given to the opinions of persons 
who attend worship on only Christmas and Easter, 
unless the concern is to find out why certain persons are 
present so rarely.) Program evaluation looks primarily 
to the views of a fair representation of users and 
leadership. 

A list of program participants may be available. If not, 
research options are available short of a mailing to all 
members. Select a typical day to distribute question­
naires-when the program is operating and normal 
attendance is expected, or set up interviews. Respon­
dents should be assured of anonymity and encouraged 
to be honest in their comments or responses. Be 
mindful that church programs are closely identified 
with personalities and members may be reluctant to say 
anything critical. 

If a questionnaire is used, a minimal number of 
questions about the respondent's background should 
be included in order to identify characteristics of the 
program users. This will, among other things, help the 
congregation to know whether the program is serving 
the persons for whom it was . designed. Helpful 
background information might include: 

+ age
+ sex
+ economic status, if relevant to program
+ race/ethnicity
+ length of residence in the community
+ member or nonmember of congregation
+ other programs in which persons participate

The amount of background information requested 
would vary with the focus of the evaluation. 

The central concern in program evaluation is a 
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respondent's opinion based on experience. The surv, 
might ask about: 

+ frequency or length of time in the program
+ participation by other family members/friends
+ reasons for participation
+ expectation for and from the program
+ actual experience in the program

The last question opens to investigation a range c 
program components, such as schedule, facilitie� 
leadership and quality of service. A sample of a varlet 
of questions that might be asked of participants i 
included in the evaluation guide for workshops 
conferences, or seminars in Appendix 5-4. 

The nature of the responses will depend on th4 
nature of the program. For example, if a meals progran 
is being evaluated, quantity may be a major issue: ii 
sufficient food served? If the program is educationa 
reactions to the material will be significant: are there toe 
few resources provided? Too many? Are they appeal• 
ing? Does the program leadership feel the resources 
provided by the church are adequate? Readily avail­
able? Is it bothersome to share a slide projector with 
another program? 

Quality of service may be relevant. It can be expected 
that responses on quality will vary considerably since 
this is an area of acute subjectivity. The evaluation team 
may find it necessary to define its concept of quality in 
regard to the specific program. 

The team may have concerns about the organizational 
characteristics of the program: the decision making 
involved in developing and conducting the activity on 
an everyday basis, communication, working relations 
among leaders, resource usage, and costs. Information 
on some of these components can be obtained only by 
examination of secondary sources-reports, budgets, 
attendance records. Comparison of budgets with actual 
expenditures will help the team when it discusses 
priorities, or the lack thereof, and might reveal a need 
for more consensus on what the congregation ought to 
be doing. 

Issues of performance are even more difficult to 
quantify or evaluate than are organizational compo­
nents. Users and leaders should be asked about the way 
a service is provided or a program conducted rather 
than what was provided or done. In the church, the 
"why" is frequently more important than the "what." 
Questions about why deal with style, faithfulness to the 
congregation's understanding of the gospel, and 
sensitivity to identity issues. 

Some program aspects allow a fairly limited range of 
responses; some anticipate complex, nuanced expres­
sions. Matters such as scheduling, resources, frequen-
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des, and quantities, perhaps even quality, can be 
explored by using a closed-ended question: 

Was the amount of time scheduled for orientation to 
the program: 

l_too much? 2--..about right? 3_too little? 

If this event were held against next year, what would 
be the best month for you? 

_January 
_February 
-..March 
-April 

__May 
-June
_July

-August

---5eptember 
_October 
_November 
_December 

Questions can also be phrased to provide opportu­
nity for deviation from anticipated responses without 
using an entirely open-ended approach. For example: 

How did you learn about this program? 

_from a friend who is a member of the congregation 
__from a newspaper advertisement 
-from a flyer distributed door-to-door 
-from a sign on the church lawn 
_from some other source _________ _ 

(please specify) 

What portion of the program did you find most useful? 

_small group discussion 
_workshop experience 
__special presentation by guest speaker 
_opportunities to exchange information during coffee 

break 
_other _________________ _ 

(please specify) 

Open-ended questions are quite common in evalua­
tion and are used when the researcher does not know or 
is not sure what responses are possible. They are 
especially appropriate for use in formative evaluation 
efforts where unobtrusive measures such as observa­
tion are best for getting a feeling for how a program is 
working. Open-ended questions were necessary when 
members of the United Methodist congregation, noted 
above, were trying to find out why the meals program 
was less popular than had been projected: 

+ What would you suggest could be done to
improve this program?

+ What are ways in which you have personally
benefited from this program?

+ Do you have any suggestions about how the
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program could be organized to provide for more 
involvement of participants in the leadership? 

Close-ended and open-ended questions are some-
times used in conjunction: 

a. How would you describe the facilities chosen for
the retreat?

1 _ more than adequate 3 _ somewhat inadequate 
2 _ adequate 4 _ totally inadequate 

b. If you found the facilities inadequate in some
respect, please tell us why this was the case.

An evaluation instrument may also include a 
question that measures a respondent's overall reaction 
to a program: 

Overall, how would you evaluate the effectiveness of 
this program? 

l_ very effective 
2 _ effective 

Or, 

3_ ineffective 
4_very ineffective 

How would you describe your feelings about the 
curriculum approach used in the class? 

l_ very satisfied 
2- satisfied

3_ dissatisfied 
4_very dissatisfied 

Respondents may have many minor criticisms of 
individual components of a program and still feel that 
overall it was rewarding. If some overall measure is not 

. used, the evaluators may not be able to tell whether the 
criticism of components should be read as commentary 
on the whole and whether they cumulatively add up to 
a negative evaluation. 

Finally, a good survey instrument should most often 
conclude with an opportunity for persons to express 
feelings about issues on which no questions were 
provided. This gives people a chance to say what it 
means to them to be involved in a program and, 
perhaps, to give clues to unintended outcomes. 

5.4.5 Interpretation 

The interpretation phase is the most difficult in any 
evaluation process. As with needs assessment, the 
information gathered in an evaluation, even when the 
data collection is extensive, does not answer the 
question of what to do. The data may show that a 
program is not working as intended; it will seldom 
indicate a clear direction for solving the problem. 
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Interpretation of the data requires value judgments 
on the part of the study team. Evaluators must own and 
take responsibility for making the judgments or seeing 
that they are made within the congregational structure. 
This is a hard point to drive home: decisions are made 
by people, not data. There may be no right or wrong 
conclusion; a conclusion about effectiveness or success 
reached in one context may not be appropriate in 
another. To make a decision, the study team must go 
back to the purpose of the program, to the means set 
forth for doing it, and ask whether it has been done-to 
what degree given the time, place, and resources. 

If answers are negative, the team will want to 
examine the possibility that something was done which 
may be valuable, although that was not what was 
intended. Should that be the case, the study team may 
still need to consider how the congregation can do that 
which it started out to accomplish and also affirm what 
it did without deliberate intention. If a congregation 
cannot do both, decisions must be made on which is 
more valuable. 

The study team should also examine the fit between 
characteristics of participants and what the program 
provides or does. Are adjustments needed? Have 
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APPENDIX 5-1 

Lutheran Church in America* 
Nurture Study 

CONGRBCATIONAL QUESl'IONNAIRE 
Your Congregation's Name and Location 

By answering the questions on this form, you will help us gain a better understanding or your congreg•tion 
and you as an individual member. Would you please check here to indicate that you have read the enclosed 

explanation of the LCA's use of this questionnaire? 

I. rirst, a series of questions about you and your religious background. Read each question carefully,
then CIRCLE the number of the answer which is best for you. ror example:

Is your church located within one mile of your residence? l. Yes 2. No

l. a. On the average, how often do you attend Sunday worship services?
l. Every Week 3. About 3 times a month 5. About once a month 7. Once or twice II l}ear

2. NearllJ every week 4. About twice a month 6. About everlJ 6 weeks 8. Less than once II l}ear

b. If you are married, how often does your spouse attend? l 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 (as defined 1n l • 

2. In addition to Sunday morning services, approximately how many hours per month do you spend in church act:ivities7
l. l hour or less 3. 5- 7 hours 5. 11-13 hours 7. 17-19 hours 9. None
2. 2-4 hours 4. 8-10 hours 6. 14-16 hours 8. 20 hours or more

3. Do you presently hold or have you held an elected position in your congregation 1n the past three years?
l. Yes 2. No

4. Are you presently serving or in the last three years have you served in any volunteer leadership position
in your congregation (such as Sunday School teacher, woman's group, etc.) ?

l. Yes 2. No If yes, how many? l 2 • 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

5. Within the last three years, have you held an elected office in a voluntary association other than the church
(e.g. a civic, professional, social, or community organization)? 

l. Yes 2. No If yes, how many? l 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

6. In how many different church organizations (such as choir, educational group, church committee) have IJOU
participated during this past year? 0 l 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

7. Bow long have you been a member of your congregation? l. l year or less 2. l to 2 years
3. 3 to 4 years 4. 5 to 7 years 6. Nore than 10 years, but less than all your life 7. All your lire

8. What is the approximate distance from your home to church?
l. l mile or less 2. 2 miles 3. 3 miles 4. 4 miles
6. 7 to 9 miles 7. 10 to 12 miles 8. 13 miles or more

5. 5 to 6 miles

9. If you were not a member of this congregation all your life, indicate the denomination(s) of all prior congreg•­
tions of which you have been a member. Circle as many as applicable.

l. Lutheran Church in America (or its predecessors)
2. American Lutheran Church (or its predecessors)
3. Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod
4. Other Lutheran church bodies
5. Baptist
6. Bpiscopalian

10. What is your present marital status? (Circle ONB please.)

1. Single, never previously married
2. Single, married previously
3. Married once, living with spouse
4. Married once, separated from spouse

11. If married, is your spouse also a member of your congregation?

1. Yes 2. No

12. Do you have children now living at home with IJOU7

o. No, none 2. 2 children

l. l chi!.d 3. 3 children

*From Congr,gations as Nurturing Communiti,s, by Roger A. Johnson. Published by the 
Division for Parish Services, Lutheran Church in America. 140 

7. Methodist
8. Presbyterian
9. Roman Catholic

10. United Church of Christ (or its predecessors)
11. None
12. Other

(Please SpeciflJ) 

5. Married more than once, living with spouse
6. Married more than once, separated from spouse
7. Widowed, not remarried
8. Divorced, not remarried

4. 4 children

5. 5 or more children
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lJ. Were your grandparents, or the grandparents of your spouse, members of your congregation or a former congrega-
tion that either merged into or sponsored your present congregation? l. Yes 2. No 

14. Ba,, .many of your grandparents, and/or the grandparents of your spouse, were ever members of any Lutheran
COW}regation? O 1 2 3 4 s 6 7 8 9 

15. In addition to those members of your household who live with you, how many other relatives are also members of
your congregation?
o. None l. l or 2 2. 3 or 4 3. 5 or 6 4. 7 or 8 5. 9 or 10 6. 11 or 12 7. Hore than 12 

16. Of your closest friends, who live within 10 miles of your home, how many are also members of your congregation?
0 l 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

17. Of your closest friends, who live within 10 miles of your home, h<7,1 many are !12! members of your congregation?
0 l 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

11. When you get together with acquaintances for social or recreational activities, how often are some other members
of your congregation likely to be present?
l. A1.110st always 2. Frequently 3. About half the time 4. Occasionally 5. Almost never

lt. Ba,, long have you lived in your present town or city? 

1. l year or less 3. 3 to 4 years 5. 8 to 10 years 7. All your life

2. 1 to 2 years 4. 5 to 7 years 6. Hore than 10 years, but less than all your life

20. Ba,, ,uny times have you moved to a different city or town since you were 18?

l. Once
2. 'l'ttice

3. Three times
4. Four times 

5. Five times 7. Bight or nine times
6. Six or seven times 8. Ten or more times

9. Never 

ll. Second, here are a number of statements offering an opinion about a congregatton, or an individual's
experience in that congregation. There are no right or wrong answers. You will probably disagree with
SOINI ite .. and agree with others. First impressions are usually best in such matters. After reading
each statement, decide if you agree or disagree and the strength of your opinion, and then circle the 
appropriate nui,iber or circle •N• if you have no opinion.

If you agree strongly, circle 1. 

If you agree somewhat, circle 2. 

Read each statement carefully. Then indicate 
the eKtent to which you agree or disagree by 
circling the number or letter following each 
stat-nt. 'l'he meaning of the numbers and 
letter is indicated to the right. 

If you both agree and disagree, circle 

If you disagree somewhat, circle 
If you disagree strongly, circle 

If you have no opinion, circle N. 

IN CXJR COIIGIIJIGMION: 

l. people are friendly to strangers and newcomers.

2. people help each other out in times of trouble.

3. the mellbers have a voice in making the important decisions.

4. people do differ in their beliefs about Christianity.

5. people feel free to disagree openl� with each other on
utters of policy. 

6. sp«teific Lutheran doctrines play an important and prominent role.

7. people share God's love in what they do for and with each other.

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

B. there are cliques or exclusive groups which make one feel unwelcome. l

,. people feel free to disagree openly with the pastor. l 

10. people are open to new experiences and ideas.

11. people care for one another in a way that is qualitatively
better than what I have experienced in other groups. 

12. the pastor dominates our congregational decisions.

13. people are relaxed and comfortable with each other.

14. people speak about experiences of the continuing action or
presence of God. 

15. people laugh and joke and have a good time, even when engaged
in serious business matters. 

16. to reach out to unchurched people is a high priority.

17. the people who have joined have done so primarily because it is 
Lutheran. 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

l 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

5 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3. 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 
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2. Of the many groups of people from whom I might seek help in times of personal trouble, the three most likely
are (l, 2 and 3). The.!£!!! likely is (9).

Persons I know at work* 

Persons I know through recreational activities 

___ Persons I know through community organizations

__ The pastor of mg church

___ Hembers of mg church

___ A professional counselor

l'riends 

Immediate family Relatives 

3. Of all the people who know me, the three groups that know me best are (1, 2 and 3). The group that lcnows me
.!£!!! is (9). 

__ People I know at work* Hembers of 1111J immediate family

__ People I know through recreational activities l'riends

__ l'eople I know through clubs or community organizations ___ People at church
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4. Of all the pastor's many responsibilities, the three� important are (1, 2 and 3). The.!£!!! important is (9).

__ Preaching __ Assisting laity in carrying out the work of the congregation

__ Conducting public worship __ Administering the church office __ Teaching the young

Pastoral care for members __ Serving the needs of the larger community ___ Teaching adults

__ Serving as a personal example of spiritual life for others.

5. Of all the activities of mg congregation, the three� important for me are (1, 2 and 3). The�
important is ( 9 J . 

__ Sunday morning worship __ Retreats or camping programs __ Projects to meet local social concerns

Communion or Bucharist __ Church sponsored recreational activities

__ Bible study ___ Weekday prayer or worship services

__ Fellowship occasions __ Small groups for sharing personal insights and concerns

6. When the different spheres of mg life create conflicting demands on me, I most often tend to resolve such
matters by assigning highest priority to (1, 2 and 3). I most often give lawest priority to (9).

Clubs or community organizations 

__ Solitary activities

Work* 

Recreation 

Church 

Friends 

Relatives 

Immediate family 

7. l'or me the three !!E!! important characteristics of a good sermon are (1, 2 and 3). The least important
characteristic is(9).

That it is easy to understand and down to earth 

That it is expressive of a strong form of religious 
authority 

That it has a pleasing style of delivery 

That it is consistent with Lutheran doctrine 

That it is a Christ-centered message 

That it is illustrated from the local 
community where I live 

That it is biblically based 

That it is applicable to mg life 

8. If I had to move and look for a new congregation, the three !!E!! important considerations would be (l, 2 and 3).
The least important consideration would be(9}.

__ The quality of pastoral care for members

__ The preaching and teaching of Lutheran doctrine

The style of pastoral leadership 

The role of lay leadership in the congregation 

__ The Sunday Church School program

__ Other congregational programs (in addition to
those listed) 

___ The fellowship of members with each other

The location of the congregation in relation to 
-- my home

The number of members in the congregation 

__ The youth program

9. Of all the considerations which cuntcibutred to my decision to join this congregation, the three� important
were (l, 2 and 3). The least important was (9).

The church location 

The friendliness of members 

A sense of Lutheran loyalty 

The style of worship 

The quality of pastoral care 

The personality of the pastor 

The preaching 

A relative who was already a member 

The youth program 

__ Other church programs

The similarity of othr members to myself 

The style of leadership 

*Any reference to work should include homemaking and for students the work associated with being a student
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Fourth, here are some additional questions about yourself. Remember all information is anony110us. Your 
answers to these questions will help us understand the makeup of your congregation. Please circle the 
number immediately in front of the appropriate answer. 

1. What is your sex? 1. Nale 2. Female

2. What is your age?

1. 15 or younger 3. 19 - 24 5. 35 - 44 7. 55 - 64 9. 75 or older

2. 16 - 18 4. 25 - 34 6. 45 - 54 8. 65 - 74

3. What is the highest level of schooling you have completed?

1. Some grade school 6. Trade school, business school, junior college degree
or certificate 

2. Finished grade school (8th grade) 7. College graduate (4 year degree)

3. Some high school 8. Some graduate school or professional school after college

4. High school graduate 9. Completed graduate or professiona.l school after college

5. Some college 

4., How do you identify yourself in terms of racial or ethnic origins? 

1. No single racial or ethnic origins. 4. SWedish 7. Black or Afro-American
with which I identify 

2. Norwegian 5. Danish 8. Hispanic

3. Finnish 6. German 9. Other

5. Are there a significant number of persons whose racial or ethnic origins are the same as yours and who are
members of your congregation?

1. Yes 2. No 3. Inapplicable because I answered l in Question 14

6. If yes, how important is the presence of persons of the same racial or ethnic origin for you?

7. 

8. 

l. Very important 4. Not important at all

2. Important 5. Not a relevant question since I answered l on Question 14

3. Somewhat important

What is your total family income before taxes? Estimate as best you can. 

1. $ 4,999 or less 4. $15,000 - $19,000 7. $30,000 - $39,000

2. $ 5,000 - $ 9,999 5. $20,000 - $24,000 s. $40,000 -
$49,000 

3. $10,000 - $14,000 6. $25,000 - $29,000 9. $50,000 or more

How many other members of your household are also completing this questionnnaire? CIRCLB the appropriate muaber. 

Spouse 0 1 brothers/sisters 0 1 2 3 4 5 or m:,re 

children 0 1 2 3 4 5 or m:,re grandchildren 0 1 2 3 4 5 or m:,re 

parents 0 1 2 3 4 grandparents 0 1 2 3 
(including in-laws) other relatives 

Finally, we have asked a variety of questions about you and your religious life. We may have ltlissed son,e 
areas that you find very important. If so, please complete the following sentences. (You do not have to

complete either of these sentences if you have already expressed your own sense of faith and congretational 
life in an adequate way). 

1. For me, the m:,st important aspect of my personal faith is _________________________ _

2. For me, the m:,st important characteristic of my congregation is 

-- THANK YOU VERY HUCH FOR YOUR COOPERATION --

Please put your completed questionnaire in the enclosed envelope NO POSTAGE is needed. 
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Presbyterian Panel 
April, 1979, Questionnaire 

The. Voc.a.Uon Age.nc.y 06 the Gene1r.al A6-1>e.mbly -i..6 ma.lung a. 1i.tu.dy 06 the m.in.i.J..tJL.i.u wlth.ui oWt Un.Ue.d P1tubyteJW1Jt Chtvtc.h. 
Th-i..6 Pa.�e.l, whlc.h -i..6 pa.11.t 06 a. l.M.ge1t 1i.tu.dy, 1ie.ek6 to le.a!Ut how pe.ople. ,Ut oWt de.nom&r.a.t.i.cn wulVL6.tand 411.d caJIJUJ ou.t thou 
IAi,n,.i.t,.tlt,(_u. FJtOm th-i..6 1itu.d.y, the. Voc.a.Uon Age.nc.y hopu to 11.e.c.ormrend wa.y1i ,Ut whlc.h pa.4to1t1i 411.d 1iu1i..i.on4 C4II uf./l.c.-i..6t the. 
lz.i.nd 06 c.1tea..t.i.ve lea.de.1t1ihlp tha.t wUl e.na.ble. the..ui. me.mbe.1t1ihlp molte 6a.Uh6u.Uy to 6ul6-i.U. Clvi.l6.t' 4 11w.u.c.01t l4ithill the. C01t-
91te.9a.t.c.on a.nd. ,Ut the. woltld. 

1. The word "ministry" is used with different meanings. Please circle the nllllber opposite each of the following state-
ments which best represents the extent of your agreement with that statement.

--

2. 

Ministry is the special work of the pastor which serves 
the spiritual needs of the congregation (preaching, Bible 
teaching, pastoral calling, etc.) 
Mjnistry is the work shared in by pastors and elders which 
serves members of the congregation and their spiritual needs 
Ministry is the work shared ir. by the whole congregation 
which serves the people of the congregation 

Ministry includes serving people of the community outside 
the congregation such as visiting prisoners, volunteering 
for community service projects, or serving on the boards 
of community organizations 

Ministry includes corporate action by the church to change 
unjust economic or political conditions of life (such as a 
task force to deal with issues related to the disparity be­
tween rich and poor nations) 
Ministry includes the ways a member lives out his/her faith 
in relatior. to family, friends and neighborhood 
Ministry includes the ways a member lives out his/her faith 
in his/her occupation 

Strongly 
agree 

1 

Agree 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Agree & 
disagree 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

Disagree 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

Strongly 
disagree 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

No 
opinion 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

To what extent do each of the following statements accurately describe your congregation? (Ci.ltet.e. one. "I.Uponu 60"1. u,.c.h. I 

Very much Somewhat Only a little Not at 111 
1 ike my 1 i ke my like my like my Don't 
congregation congregation congregation congregation know 

Members have a clear sense of the congregation's 
purpose 2 3 4 5 

Pastors and lay leaders share leadership as genuine 
partners 2 3 4 5 

Members know that the church has high expectations 
f?r their commitment to and accountability for ser-

2 3 4 5 v1ce 

Members actively serve in the community 2 3 4 5 

Members actively participate in evangelistic 
activities 2 3 4 5 

Members pray together in many different times and 
places about common concerns 2 3 4 5 

Members are involved in the work of the church as 
soon as they unite with the church, if not before 2 3 4 5 

Members may choose many different ways to serve 2 3 4 5 

Members are challenged in specific ways to partici-
pate in community activities or organizations 2 3 4 5 

Pastor(s) invite the sharing of joys and concerns 
before offering the pastoral prayer during Sunday 
worship 2 3 4 5 

Members frequently minister to one another's needs 2 3 4 5 

There are many sma 11 groups or other face to face 
opportunities for study, prayer, and mutual ministry 2 3 4 5 
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7, From what source(s) do church members receive the most adequate training for the leadership positions in your con­
gregation? (Check� �uport4e only.) 

l__ Presbytery events or programs
2 __ Synod events or programs

s __ Reading and individual study 
& __ Interdenominational events 

3 __ Leadership programs developed in your own congregation
� __ Teaching, preaching guidance by the pastor

7 __ 0ther ______ _..,,,..... ____ ,...... ___ _
(Pie.4.6e �peC(.�y) 

8. There are many ways in which pastors carry on their work. At different times they may give more or less
emphasis to different aspects of ministry. Please indicate your opinion as to the relative priority which
the pastor of your congregation has been giving to each of the following ways of working with the congregation.
(Ciltc.l.e � �upon4e 6M ea.ch.)

Very high High Low Very low No opinion/ 
priority priority priority priority don't know

(Cot 43) Focuses attention on issues outside of the congregation
Inspires and motivates members to be involved in service 
in the community 
Frequently communicates the importance and the possibilities 
of ministry by church members 
Identifies and encourages the use of members' gifts and 
talents 
Interprets biblical and theological perspectives on current 
issues 1 
Listens to pe_ople and responds to thefr needs with caring love 1 

Serves as a facilitator and provides resources to members in 
their ministries 
Shares his/her humanity in specific ways 
Develops confidence and feelings of self worth in church 
members 
Asks people to do only what he/she would do 
Clearly articulates a dream or goal for the congregation 
Has a clear sense of his/her own appropriate roles in relation 
to the roles of church officers and members 
Provides strong leadership in developing the program of the 
church 
Responds to the program ideas of others and helps them to 
implement them 

9. How much help in living a life of service to others (at home, at work, in 
now receive: ( Ciltc.l.e � �Upon4e. 6011. ea.ch.)

Very 
much 

from Sunday worship services and sennons? 
from fellowship with other church members? 
from small study groups and prayer? 
from personal Bible study and prayer? 
from the way other church members love and accept me as I am? 

from the way my pastor loves and accepts me as I am? l 

from the inspiration of my pastor as a model of Christian service? 1 
from the way others in my congregation express their belief in my 
ability to serve? 
from the work of the Holy Spirit in our congregation? 
from appreciation I receive when I have served? 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

the 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

community or 

Quite 
a lot Some 

2 3 

2 3 

2 3 

2 3 

2 3 

2 3 
2 3 

2 3 

2 3 

2 3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

in the church) 

hillk None 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 s 

4 5 

4 5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

s 

do you 

Not 

!!!!!. 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 

6 
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10. How often do you think of yourself as a "minister" to the people around you at home and/or at work? (Check 011e 
JLUpollbe.)

l __ daily

2 __ several times a week
J __ about once a week

4 __ 2 or 3 times a month 
5 __ about once a month 
6 __ several times a year 

7 __ once a year or less 
a __ never 

11. Jf a program in your congregation seemed to be in jepoardy because the members in charge were not carrying
through on their commitments, what do you think your pastor would be most likely to do? (Pastors answer 
1n tenns of what� would be most likely to do.) (Check �4upon.6e only.I 

(Col 611 l __ allow the program to fail without attempting to intervene 
2 __ step in and take control in order to save the program 
J __ encourage the persons involved by providing additional resources 
4 __ assign responsibility for the program to another person or group 
5 __ other _____ .....,..-----..,..,..-,-------

(Piea.6e 4pe&o!/l 

12. To what extent do you agree with the following statement: The terminology used by most pastors and lay persons
1s so different that they frequently do not really understand each other. (Check �4Upo11.6e.)

l __ Strongly agree 
2 __ Agree 

3 __ Agree & disagree 
4 __ Di sagree 

s __ Strongly disagree
6 __ No opinion

13. Do you feel that you have a vocation or Christian calling? (Check� 4Uporwe.)

l___yes 2 __ no 3 __ not sure 4 __ I don't feel I understand these terms 

If "yes," when do you feel your Christian calling began? 

1 
__ 

when decided what kind of occupation I would prepare myself for 
2 __ when started work in a job I thought I would spend much of my life at

3 __ when was baptized 
4 
__ 

when became a member of the church 
5 __ when recognized injustice or social need 
6 __ when committed my life to Christ 
7 __ when I began to think seriously about the kind of person I want to be 
8 __ at some other point in my life, namely : ________ .,.,

1 p=t.-eM __ 
e

_
4

_p_e_u ... ' 
6
.,.y""'l _______ _



APPENDIX 5-3 

An Exercise in Determining Mission Emphases *
Henry A. Blunk 

During Meeting 6, you will be making some 
decisions about the mission emphases of 
your congregation for the months ahead. The 
following weighting exercise will prepare you 
for that. It deals with your personal life, but 
in the meeting you will be deciding what you 
as a group think the emphases of your con­
gregation should be. 

■ Pretend it is now 1 P.M. on a weekday. Con­
sidering your own personal circumstances,
decide among the following areas of your
life the activities that you think you need to
be doing from 3 P.M. to 9 P.M. this evening.
Check one appropriate choice for each ac­
tivity. What activities would you empha­
size? To which would you give minimal
attention?

■ Participate in your favorite recreation, like
playing cards or watching TV.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Take care of personal hygiene, like taking
a bath, getting a haircut, seeing a physi­
cian.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Attend to a church responsibility.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Engage in a family activity.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Prepare and/or receive nourishment by
eating at home, snacking, or going out.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Do some household task you've been in­
tending to do.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Visit a friend or neighbor.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Do something for personal enrichment,
like reading a book, or listening to music.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

■ Complete a job started earlier at your place
of employment.

__ Do more (than you would nor­
mally do). 

__ Do some. 

__ Do less (than you would normally 
do). 

__ Do none. 

Probably you would not spend the entire six 
hours doing only one thing. You would plan 
to do several things and to leave others un­
done. That is the way it will be with your con­
gregation's mission. The leader will be pre­
pared to help the groop decide what should 
be emphasized in your congregation's mis­
sion. 

"From SMALLER CHURCH MISSION STUDY GUIDE, by Henry A. Blunk. Philadelphia: 
The Geneva Press, 1978. Reprinted and used by permission. 
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Questions for Use in Evaluations of 
Congregation-Sponsored Workshop, Conferenc, 

or 
Seminar-Type Events 

The purpose of this instrument is to provide a sampling of questions that might be used in evaluating certain type: 
of events sponsored by congregations. The order in which the questions are presented is not a suggested order, sine, 
it is assumed that not all of the items would be used. The numbering of the questions, therefore, is simply for ease o 
reference. The questions are designed to be used as models of questions which congregations might use afte-i 
modifying them to suit their particular needs/circumstances. 

Background Questions (About Participants in the Event) 

The following questions about your background will help us to understand possible differences amon8 
respondents in their evaluations of this event. 

1. What is your age? __ 2. Your sex? __male __female

3. What is the number of years you have been a member of or a regular participant in this congregation? __

4. Did you have a planning and/or leadership role in this event?

t __ yes 2 __ no 

5. How would you evaluate the following aspects of the event? (Select ONE response for each item listed.)

Leadership .................................................. . 
Very Good Good Average Poor Very Poor 

Meeting design ........................................... . 
Materials used ............................................ . 
Group process .................................. _ .......... . 
Overall content ........................................... . 

6. As a result of attending this event, did you increase your knowledge (skills, understanding, whatever was the
intended goal of the event) in . . .  financial stewardship (strategies for evangelism, teaching adolescents, etc.)?

t _yes, to a great extent 
2 _yes, somewhat 

3--no, not really 
4--not sure 

If "no," what would help you in this area? 
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7. Do you think the amount of time allocated to various components of this event (retreat, workshop, seminar, etc.)
was:

Too Little About Right Too Much 
Devotions/worship ............................... . 
Fellowship opportunities ...................... . 
Personal time ...................................... . 
Study time .......................................... . 
Formal presentations ............................ . 
Small group discussion ........................ .. 
Panel discussion .................................. . 
Other _________ ............. . 

8. Please check the one response that best represents your evaluation of the following aspects of this event.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 
I felt free to be open and honest in small 
group sessions ...................................... ____ _ 
I know more about this subject than I 
did before I attended this event ............... ____ _ 
The accommodations provided for this 
meeting were adequate .•..••.•••••..••.. ·········-----
Participants were friendly and made every-
one feel included in the group ............... ____ _ 

(List other items and goals of the event that you would like evaluated.) 

9. How well would you say you understood the purpose of this meeting?
1 __ nry well 2 __fairly well 3 --not very well 4 __not at all 

10. If another workshop of this type were offered would you attend?
1 __ yes, definitely 3 __no, probably not 
2 __ yes, probably 4 ___no, definitely not 

If "no," why is this the case? 

11. What topics (and speakers) would you suggest for future events of this type?

12. What topic would you particularly like to see included in a future workshop event?

13. Please rate the resources used during the course of the workshop.

Very Useful Useful Not Useful 

Resource A ............................................. .. 
Resource B ............................................... . 
(continue listing resources to be evaluated) 

14. a. What do you feel are the most important concerns in the area of --(whatever was the topic of the event)?
b. Were there concerns addressed adequately during the course of this workshop (seminar)?

1 ___most were 2 ___some were 3 __some were not 4 __most were not

15. Were any points of view expressed during this event with which you are not comfortable? 1---yes
If "yes," what were they? 

2.__.no 
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16. What would you say was the most outstanding new experience/information you gained at this event?

17. a. What did you understand to be the goal(s) of this event?
b. To what extent would you say that this goal was realized?

1 -fully realized

4-_only minimally 
2..,__to a great extent 
S---11ot at all 

3_somewhat 

18. What do you wish would have happened at this event that didn't happen, if anything?

19. What about the timing of this event? Was it a good time for you?
1 __ very good 2 ---11ot good, but manageable 3 _somewhat difficult 4 __ very bad 

20. What month of the year (time of the week, time of the day) would you recommend for scheduling of future events
\ of this kind?

21. What about the cost of attending this event (where applicable)? Did you find it was reasonable or too high?
1 ___reasonable 2 __ too high 

22. Please give us any suggestions you might have about how future events of this type could be improved.

23. Is there anything else that you would like to say to the planning committee or leadership of this event? If so,
please use th'e space remaining to do so.



CHAPTER 6 

Methods for Congregational Studies 

The primary purpose of research is to solve a problem 
or answer an important question. This is the purpose of 
any research and not just congregational studies. The 
questions posed and the problems which can be solved 
are numerous, and there are almost as many possible 
research procedures as there are subjects of study. In 
this book, we limit our subject matter somewhat to the 
congregation, and also assume that the questions we 
ask and the problems we hope to solve are of a practical 
nature. In other words, we hope actually to use the 
results of our research to help further the goals of the 
church. 

Research is another name for inquiry. As mentioned 
in a previous chapter, "In the broadest sense, everyone 
does research. That is, everyone gathers information, 
tests it against experience, and acts in a way which 
seems appropriate." We all seek to understand our 
surroundings and to do so we constantly gather, 
process and analyze information, eventually drawing 
conclusions. This process, which occurs consciously 
and unconsciously may result in accurate "findings," 
but it can also lead to faulty conclusions because of its 
typically casual nature. Casual inquiry is prone to many 
mistakes, which is the reason we have stressed social 
scientific techniques of research in this book. This is not 
to say that social scientific techniques remove the 
possibility for error. They do not. Yet they do guard 
against many sources of error through the use of logic, 
systematic inquiry, objectivity, sampling techniques, 
the replication of results, by being open to new (even 
negative) input, and through the use of hypothesis 
testing. 

Pastors, denominational leaders, laypersons and 
others with little research background may suspect that 
social scientific research is always heavily statistical and 
as such is beyond their ability. There also may be the 
preconception that the results of such "numbers 
oriented" research will have little to say to them. After 
all, their problems involve people, not numbers, and are 
too complex to be reduced to some statistical formula. 
Perhaps some of the stereotypes of social research have 
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been dispelled in the previous chapters and observing 
how varied research can be. Throughout the book we 
have seen emphasis on participant observation, inter­
views, oral histories, and other "soft" or subjective 
research techniques as well as the "hard" or numeri­
cally oriented procedures involving questionnaires, 
census data, church statistics and the like. It also should 
be clear that a complete investigation of any question or 
problem will normally require a variety of complemen­
tary research techniques. 

This methodological chapter is designed to be a brief 
overview of methods and procedures anyone can use in 
conducting research on the congregation. It is an 
overview in that thorough coverage of this subject 
would require at least two books, one on research 
methods and another on statistics. Obviously, we 
cannot include full treatment of every topic. Our 
purpose here is to provide simple usable tools. We 
should add that our emphasis is on social scientific 
research methods, particularly sociological methods. If 
further help is needed the reader can refer to the 
previous chapters, which offer practical suggestions in 
techniques appropriate for investigating context, iden­
tity, program and process. The identity chapter, for 
instance, includes considerable methodological detail 
on anthropological/ethnographic research which we 
have chosen not to repeat here. More technical 
assistance is available in many statistics and methods 
texts published by social scientists. 1 

6.1 The Cyclical Research Process 

Research is not simply a matter of collecting and 
analyzing data. It is a process that should proceed 
through a series of well defined steps, which usually 
end in a set of recommendations for action and often in 
the need for further research. The tendency of research 
to create new questions has led us to diagram the 
process in a circular fashion, as seen in chart 1. 
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Chart 1 

The Problem 

/ \ 
The Hypothesis Conclusions 

Project Dtign DatJ Collection 

� / 
Measurement 

6.1.1 The Problem 

The starting point for any research project is the statement of the problem or the research question. No one does research for the sake of doing research; there is always something that the researcher wants to dis­cover. Usually the problem can be posed as a question which begins with why, what or how. Why is our church not growing? Why did the church council tum down the proposal for an elderly housing project? How can our church reach blacks in the community? What kind of worship format should this Episcopal church use? Often the need for research surfaces in awareness of a problem or a "mess," a term used in an earlier chapter. The need to do or change something must be translated into a question to be answered before meaningful research can begin. Without a clearly stated question to be answered, research may deteriorate into aimless data-gathering. This is an essential first step. For example, Hope United Church of Christ, which has a history of brief pastorates, might pose the difficult research question, "What factors led to the resignations of our last three pastors?" Unfortunately, such a direct question might be too explosive in Hope Church, which blames the former pastors for its problems. So the study committee might want to ask the question, "How can our programs be more effective?" and then incorporate the role of pastoral leadership and conflict over programs into the project design. 
6.1.2 The Hypothesis 

What do you expect to find through your research? An hypothesis is essentially an informed hunch or expectation which helps to focus research on an issue or a series of issues which are central to the research question. In some cases a research project will include a very structured test of a hypothesis. For instance, the hypothesis might be that an evangelistic outreach campaign would lead to a significant increase in Sunday school enrollment. In many other cases, however, the 
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hypothesis and the research itself will not be sc structured. It may be hypothesized that a negative votE on a particular program proposal was due to the conflid between a church's identity and the new program. No real test can be performed to totally confirm or deny this informed hunch, yet stating it beforehand can help focus the direction of the research. In many cases a study committee or an outside consultant may not be able to develop any expectations prior to beginning the research project. Their knowl­edge may be so limited or the problem may be so difficult that preliminary research is necessary to develop a plausible theory which might answer the research question. Close observation and interviews should be employed in that case, out of which hypotheses would probably emerge. 
6.1.3 Project Design 

Many different kinds of research projects can be designed to answer a particular research question. Essentially, the committee must look at its methodolog­ical "workbench" and select the proper tools. The selections made will be based on the type of research question being addressed, the type and number of subjects, the resources available (both time and money), the skill of the researchers and the kind of answer needed to the question. There are several basic 
research designs: needs analysis, case study, experiment and correlational (these will be discussed in depth at a later point). Within these overall designs various 
research procedures are available. A case study (or ethnography)2 of a congregation may include partici­pant observation along with unstructured interviews. A correlational design, on the other hand, might include a questionnaire or a schedule-structured inter­view. In some instances two or more research designs, such as the case study and the experiment, may be combined in a research project along with appropriate research procedures which accompany each. The study committee must choose which designs and procedures are to be employed. 
6.1.4 Measurement 

The study team may decide in the project design phase to use a questionnaire, an interview form or another type of data collection instrument. These instruments are constructed in the measurement stage. Questions are formulated, scales are developed, and experimental procedures are designed. Social scientists call much of this "operationalization." For instance, the team may want to measure the level of religious commitment among church members. To do so 
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through a survey, one must first define the concept and 
then design questions which actually measure religious 
commitment as you have defined it. If you want to 
interview older members rather than having them fill 
out a questionnaire, an interview guide must be drawn 
up, complete with probing, open-ended questions. 

6.1.5 Data Collection 

Once a problem has been identified, the hypotheses 
stated, a research project designed and data collection 
instruments produced, it is time to collect the data. Data 
is simply another word for information or facts, of 
course, so the data can be in the form of numbers, or at 
the other extreme, it can be in the form of elaborate 
answers to interview questions. In either case, the data 
must be collected, not haphazardly, but in accordance 
with systematic procedures decided by the study team 
and outlined in the project design. 

6.1.6 Data Analysis 

The data collected must be analyzed in order to 
answer the research question. This by itself is a good 
reason not to collect too much data. Only so much data 
can be meaningfully analyzed, digested and under­
stood by a pastor or a study team. Statistics may be used 
in this stage, depending on the type of data collected. 

6.1.7 Conclusions 

The final stage is to draw conclusions from the 
research. What has been discovered? Can the original 
research question be answered? Have the hypotheses 
been supported or shown to be false? Usually the 
conclusions are more complex than originally expected 
and the hypotheses are partially confirmed and 
partially disconfirmed. But if the research has been well 
designed some conclusions can be made which can 
assist the pastor, committee, board, denominational 
worker, or layperson in dealing with the original 
problem. At the same time the results of the study may 
call for additional research to answer new questions 
which emerged along the way. 

6.2 Key Concepts 

In the main body of this chapter we will describe 
various research designs, procedures and techniques in 
detail. To do so, however, requires the use of certain 
terms, some of which may not be familiar. We define 
these terms and concepts below so there will be no 
confusion. 
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6.2.1 The Variable 

1. Attribute. An attribute is a character or quality that
can be used to describe something. "Small" is an 
attribute that some churches have. "Conflicted" might 
be another attribute, as would "evangelistic." 

2. Variable. A variable is a logical set of attributes.
Thus, church size can be seen as a variable which is 
composed of the attributes, large, medium, small, tiny, 
etc. Church harmony would be another variable 
(composed of a set of attributes ranging from idyllic 
harmony to murderous conflict). Denomination would 
be another variable, as would the type of "myth" under 
which a congregation operates. 

3. Independent Variable. This is a variable which is
presumed to cause or influence a change in another 
variable. For instance, if we hypothesize that the 
demographic variable of population change is related to 
church membership change, such that we expect a 
growing population to foster church membership 
growth, then the independent variable in this case is 
population change. We presume that it "causes" or at 
least influences churches to either grow or decline. 

4. Dependent Variable. The dependent variable is the
variable which has been caused or influenced. In the 
above case, the dependent variable was church 
membership change. Normally, the dependent variable 
is the key variable in a research design. You are 
generally seeking to identify those factors (independent 
variables) which influence a particular dependent 
variable. 

5. Control Variable. A control variable is used to see if
a relationship between two other variables remains the 
same under different conditions or among several 
different groups. Thus, we might ask if the relationship 
between population growth and church growth holds 
among both regional and neighborhood-oriented con­
gregations. Membership dispersion would be our 
control variable in this case. Similarly, it might be 
expected that a relationship between two variables is 
stronger among Baptist churches than among Episcopal 
churches. The control variable here is denomination. In 
many instances a relationship will be stronger among 
certain groups than among others. 

6.2.2 Association 

1. Relationship Between Variables. An association or
relationship between variables exists when one variable 
changes in value and there tends to be a corresponding 
change in another variable. We might hypothesize, for 
instance, a relationship between congregational liber­
alism on theological issues and support for social 
issues. As congregational liberalism increases (inde­
pendent variable) we expect support for social issues to 
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also increase (dependent variable). If this were true, we 
could say that an association or a relationship existed 
between the two variables. 

2. Causation. Causation implies that one variable
actually causes, determines, or produces the change in 
another variable. It is impossible to actually prove 
causation using statistical procedures. You can only 
infer causation, because something else, which is 
unknown to you, may actually be producing the 
change. Rule of thumb: do not use the word "cause" in 
your research reports, use relationship or association. 

3. Strength of Association. Relationships between
variables can range from weak to strong, and measures 
exist which indicate the strength of an association. For 
instance, if all churches in areas growing in population 
are growing in membership, and all churches in 
declining areas are declining, the relationship would be 
very strong (in this case a perfect association). If most 
churches in growing areas are growing, the relationship 
is strong, but not perfect; and if there is only a slight 
tendency for areas which are growing in population to 
have growing churches, then the association is weak. 

4. Statistical Significance. This refers to a measure­
ment of the likelihood that a relationship occurred by 
chance. It does not necessarily mean that the finding is 
substantively important, only that it is trustworthy in 
terms of probability. Any time one draws a sample (see 
the description of sampling below), even using the best 
procedures, there is a chance that the sample does not 
truly represent the population. To say a finding is 
"statistically significant" means that there is an 
acceptably low probability that the relationship was 
produced by an odd sample rather than by a true 
relationship between variables. Typical levels of signifi­
cance are 5 chances in 100 (or the .05 level of 
significance) or 1 chance in 100 (the .01 level of 
significance) that the finding resulted from chance 
alone. In general, stronger relationships and larger 
samples are more likely to produce "significant" 
findings. 

In practical terms the researcher will do a test of 
significance to see if the finding can be trusted. If it can, 
the researcher must then turn to the strength of the 
relationship or the degree of difference between groups 
in order to draw conclusions about how important or 
meaningful are the findings. 

5. Direction of Association. Relationships can be either
"positive" or "negative." A positive relationship occurs 
when an increase in the independent variable tends to 
produce a corresponding increase in the dependent 
variable (or when one decreases, the other tends to 
decrease). A negative or inverse relationship occurs 
when an increase in the independent variable tends to 
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produce a decrease in the dependent variable (or vict 
versa). 

6.2.3 Sampling 

1. Population. This refers to a complete set o
individuals, groups, objects, etc. All of the component! 
(elements) which make up the set have something ir 
common which allow them to be identified as part of tht 
population. All churches in the United States would ht 
a population. All United Church of Christ congrega 
tions would be another, smaller population. Thi 
members of one church would be yet another popula 
tion. 

2. Sample. A sample is a subset or a part of i
population. One samples a pot of stew with thi 
assumption that a spoonful will be representative of thi 
entire pot. Similarly, one draws a sample of churd 
members for study with the assumption that result1 
obtained within the sample will hold for the large 
congregation. 

3. Element. An element is a single unit of i
population. If the population is all UCC churches, ead 
congregation would be an element. 

4. Random Sample. A sample is random when it ha:
been chosen in such a manner that all elements in , 
population had an equal chance of being selected. l 
computer, a calculator ( only certain models) or a table o 
random numbers is normally used to draw such , 
sample. 

5. Systematic Sample. A systematic sample is drawi
by selecting every "nth" person from the population. 11 
other words, to choose a sample of forty persons from, 
membership list of four hundred names one coulc 
select every tenth person on the list. A systemati, 
sample approximates a random sample if the firs 
element on the list is selected randomly. This can b 
done by using a calculator which can generate randon 
numbers or by using a table of random numbers whicl 
the researcher can find in the back of most statistic 
texts. Such tables are simply lists of numbers randoml: 
generated by a computer. 

6. Accidental Sample. This is the worst type of sampl1 

because it is drawn haphazardly rather than randoml: 
or systematically. One cannot be sure that such , 
sample actually represents the population. Handin1 

questionnaires to fifteen people after a worship serviei 
who happen to stay late talking would be an accident.i 
sample of the worshippers. The fact that these person 
stayed late while others left may mean that they rely 01 
the church more heavily for social interaction or tha 
they are all of a particular clique within the church. Ii 
any event, there exists the possibility that the person 
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chosen in an accidental sample differ systematically 
from those who were not chosen. 

7. Stratified Sample. In a stratified sample elements of
the population are divided into subgroups (or strata) 
and then elements to be included in the sample are 
selected randomly from each of the strata rather than 
from the entire population. This insures that certain 
groups within the population are adequately repre­
sented in the sample. For instance, in a study dealil)g 
with age and satisfaction with worship, to ensure that 
enough elderly persons are included in a sample 
researchers might divide the congregation into five age 
strata and then sample the appropriate number of 
members from each strata. This would ensure that the 
proportion of elderly persons included in the sample is 
the same proportion that is in the total congregation. 

8. Statistic. A statistic is a number which describes
some characteristic of a sample. Samples have various 
characteristics: range, dispersi_on, medians, average 
values, etc. Measures of these characteristics are called 
statistics. 

6.2.4 Measures of Central Tendency 

1. Mean. The average score or value. To calculate,
add all scores and divide by the total number of scores. 
The mean is affected by extreme scores, and as such is of 
limited utility when dealing with income, housing 
values and other demographic measures which may 
have extreme values. For instance, if among five 
people, two earn $8,000 per year, one earns $9,000, one 
earns $10,000 and one earns $500,000, the mean income 
of this group is $107,000. This is the average income, but 
it is ten times the income of all except one person. 

2. Median. The middle score or value. Half fall above
the median, half fall below it. The median is not affected 
by extreme scores. Census data normally reports 
income and housing values in terms of the median. In 
the illustration given above, the median income is 
$9,000. Two people earn more and two people earn less. 

3. Mode. The score or value which occurs most
frequently. Again referring to our illustration, the mode 
among the five persons would be $8,000. If all five 
persons earned the same amount, the mean, median 
and mode would all be the same. 

6.3 Designing a Research Project 

6.3.1 Developing a Research Question 

The translation of a problem into a researchable 
question is often not easy. Still, one should resist the 
temptation to begin research on a problem without a 
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clear statement of the research question. When the 
question is relatively clear, such as how can an Anglo 
church begin to reach Hispanics, formulating the 
research question is a matter of translating the raw 
question into one that is specific and measurable, and 
that will not be too expensive to investigate. For 
instance, a research question might deal with barriers 
which keep Hispanics out of the church or it might be 
concerned with the relative usefulness of several 
programs designed to help the church reach this 
population. We might phrase a research question in this 
manner: "Will a Spanish language department increase 
Hispanic attendance at Little Hope Baptist Church?" 
Alternatively, one could ask, "Why do Hispanics who 
attend the services of Little Hope Baptist Church rarely 
return?" These questions may seem overly specific, but 
at the local church level a problem should be translated 
into a very specific question. 

In many other cases, when the problem is more of a 
mess, the development of a research question is not 
easy. Such is the situation in several of the case studies 
presented in chapter one. In fact, in each case a number 
of questions could be addressed. The key in such 
situations is to first develop an objective. How would 
you like to see the situation resolved? In the case of 
Heritage United Methodist, the objective might be to 
gain a better understanding of the congregation so a 
similar aborted ministry could be avoided. On the other 
hand, the minister may want to know the types of 
ministries the church would accept, or how can she 
move the church toward acceptance of the elderly 
housing project. Because the objective is different in 
each case, the research question will also be different. 
Begin with the problem, state how you would like to see 
it resolved, and formulate a question or series of 
questions, that when answered will help move the 
church toward the objective. 

6.3.2 Choosing an Appropriate Research Design 

There are many research techniques or procedures, 
but only a few major types of research design. We will 
deal with four here. The reader will note that certain 
"types" of research are not dealt with as unique 
research designs. Evaluation research and action 
research are two which may be familiar. They are not 
considered separately because they are distinct from 
other research procedures only in their goals. Similarly, 
the ethnographic interview and participant observation 
are considered research procedures rather than re­
search designs. 3 

1. Needs Analysis. In a previous chapter needs
assessment assumes a major emphasis. A research 
design for needs assessment involves the use of good 
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research procedures to look at the needs in a church or 
in a community. There is no stated problem, nor a true 
research question, other than, "What are our needs?" 
Questionnaires, interviews, panels, and other sound 
research procedures may be employed, but only to 
point to needs, not to answer any particular question. 
The most frequent use of this type of research design is 
in strategy planning. A church or denominational 
judicatory (association, synod, conference, etc.) may 
study its constituency, context, programs, processes, 
structure, and identity in order to determine needs. It 
then formulates a series of broad objectives designed to 
address the needs, sets specific goals so success or 
failure can be measured, and outlines action plans 
through which the goals can be accomplished. 

2. Case Study. The case study is a legitimate research
design and is one that may involve a variety of research 
procedures. A case study is an intensive study of a 
single subject or a group and includes no control. It is 
used most often to illustrate a classic example of some 
form of behavior or some type of group. Other uses are 
to provide a detailed description of a particularly 
unusual phenomenon or to provide evidence that a 
widely held belief is not true. An ethnographic study 
would fall under this type of research design. It may or 
may not include research procedures which differ from 
other types of case studies. 

3. The Experiment. An experiment tests a specific
hypothesis through the manipulation of an indepen­
dent variable. The researcher is trying to change the 
attitudes or behavior of his or her subjects through 
some kind of treatment or experimental stimulus. This 
can be anything from a series of sermons, a film, a 
training event, even a series of electric shocks under the 
seats of a sample of members. The research question is 
whether or not the stimulus will produce the desired 
change among the subjects. Measurements determine 
the extent of the change and indicate whether the 
hypothesis has been supported or shown to be false. 

4. Correlational Designs. The aim of a correlational
design is to discover and measure the relationship 
between two or more variables. No attempt is made 
actually to manipulate one of the variables, as is done in 
an experiment; rather the purpose is to identify 
relationships which already exist in the social world. 
Efforts to discover factors related to church growth are 
often correlational, especially those which look at the 
impact of demographic influences. Are longer pastor­
ates associated with church growth? Are regional 
churches less affected by their demographic environ­
ments? Is the proportion of elderly members in a church 
related to the likelihood of starting new ministries? Is 
the social class of laity associated with hymn prefer-
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ence? These and many other questions can be answere 
through correlational designs. 

6.3.3 Customizing the Research Design 

The research question chosen will not totally dete1 
mine which research design is selected, but it wi

influence the decision. Certain questions are mor, 
easily researched using correlational designs, whili 
others are best addressed using experimental proce 
dures. Still others will practically defy the developmen 
of an appropriate design. In all cases considerable effor 
must be made to customize a given project design. Eacl 
problem is unique and calls for a unique solution. 

Often in congregational studies it is necessary tc 
combine two different research designs in order really 
to understand the problem. For instance, correlational 
designs can be combined with case studies when a close 
look is needed at exceptions to the rule or at 
prototypical examples. Case study data is particularly 
useful to have when writing a report of findings for an 
audience not familiar with research. Case examples 
provide life and understanding to a statistical repart 
and can make the difference in whether it is believed or 
doubted. 

In all cases, the focus of a research project should be 
on producing useful findings. As long as the techniques 
are used appropriately, the study team should feel free 
to customize as much as possible. Above all, a question 
should not be chosen on the basis of how easy it will be 
to investigate. This often happens in Doctor of Ministry 
projects, and it is unfortunate. Also, it should not be 
assumed that only one type of research design is 
legitimate. This is a flaw of some Doctor of Ministry 
programs which require all students to use experimen­
tal designs. 

6.4 Needs Analysis: The Simplest Design 

The aim of needs analysis is to assess needs so that 
priorities can be established and a program developed 
to address the needs. In congregational studies, this 
research results in a rriinistry or in an improvement in 
an area of ministry rather than in an evaluation of a 
present ministry. Although it calls for research at a very 
basic level, needs analysis can perform a critical role for 
the church, both by surfacing hidden needs and by 
creating a sense of ownership of the program sugges­
tions which may emerge from the process. 

For instance, it is possible to imagine that had 
Heritage United Methodist Church conducted strategy 
planning and an in depth analysis of church and 
community needs, the need for an elderly housing 
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project could have emerged from the laity of the church 
as a priority. If such were the case, there may have been 
little difficulty in gaining approval. Such an exercise 
may also have been especially informative to the new 
pastor in showing her what the members saw as their 
most pressing needs. Their perceived needs may have 
been far different from what she may have expected. 

Techniques of Data Collection 

1. One-Shot Social Survey (Questionnaire). A survey is
often conducted in a church in order to gather 
information about felt needs and to collect data for a 
church profile. "One-shot" means that the survey is 
only done once, unlike the experiment where it may be 
administered two or more times (in order to detect 
change). The questionnaire is normally distributed at a 
worship service or mailed to members. It will be 
composed of a series of questions, most of which can be 
answered by checking a box. A few questions will be 
"open-ended," requiring the respondent to write out a 
response in his or her own words. 

When collecting information about needs or when 
building a church profile there is no reason for complex 
data analysis. In fact, all that is required is the creation 
of a frequency distribution. An example of this is seen in 
chart 2. 

Obviously, an actual survey would have many more 
questions than the one in chart 2. Still, the method of 
tabulation would be the same. Background questions 
could be used to develop a profile of members and their 
social characteristics compared to those of community 
residents. Need oriented questions show which needs 
in the church and in the community are deemed more 
important by church members. Analysis is simple. A 
list of the most critical needs can be made by simply 
circling the questions to which the largest numbers of 
people selected as having, "High Priority/Needs Imme­
diate Attention." 

Another, more specific, example of needs analysis is 
the case of a pastor who wanted to better address the 
needs of church members during sermons. 4 Over 
several weeks the pastor developed a questionnaire 
that was designed to identify needs that members had 
that might be dealt with in preaching. The results of this 
survey, which was taken over several consecutive 
Sundays, revealed the congregation's major felt needs, 
the specific needs which could be addressed in sermons 
and whether or not the pastor had dealt with any of the 
needs during that Sunday's message. In this case, the 
needs that surfaced primarily dealt with preaching, 
rather than the many needs which might surface in a 
complete self-study. Many other areas of ministry can 
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also be considered by using a very specific survey and 
conducting the simple analysis employed in chart 2. 

2. Analysis of Census Data. As shown in the chapter on
context, and in other chapters as well, data from the 
United States Census can be of great value to a church. 
Such data is used in a variety of ways, but its most 
frequent use by the congregation is in some form of 
needs analysis. By obtaining census maps from a large 
public library, a college library, a state data center or 
from the Superintendent of Documents in Washington, 
D.C., it is possible to locate a church within its census
tract, minor civil division, or some other unit of census
geography (see the earlier chapter on context). Armed
with this location, very detailed data can be obtained on
that geographical area from Census Bureau documents,
private data suppliers, or from a denominational
research office (in most cases).

Raw data from the census may not mean much at first 
glance. Does, for instance, the fact that 50 percent of the 
housing near a church is renter occupied mean 
anything? Is this level high or low and does it call for 
any special type of ministry or outreach on the part of 
the church? A consultant can be of great help here, but 
the pastor, a staff member, or layperson can begin to 
draw inferences when data for the tracts surrounding 
their church is compared to other tracts around the city 
or county. If they know the area well, it should be 
relatively easy to develop some real insights from the 
data. From such insights, needs in the community 
should also begin to emerge. What are the blind spots of 
the church? Who in the community is not being reached 
or ministered to? These questions can be answered with 
an adequate knowledge of the church and the 
community. 

3. Interviews. Interviews also have an important
place in needs analysis research. Often the true needs of 
a church are only revealed through much probing. A 
questionnaire may be sufficient to collect "hard facts" 
when the issues are clear and salient to the respon­
dents. However, if deep-seated problems in the church 
need to be surfaced, if long answers are required, and if 
trust must be developed in order to receive a 
meaningful response, then an interview is appropriate. 

One way to conduct an interview is with an interview 
guide (or schedule, as they are often termed). This 
guide is half outline and half questionnaire. Questions, 
many purposefully general, are included to get the 
subject(s) talking. The guide keeps the interview on 
track and also prevents the interviewer from forgetting 
the questions he or she needed to ask. If done well, 
rapport can be developed and the respondent en­
couraged to "open up." Some people resist candor, but 
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experience shows that most people are eager to have 
someone really listen to their opinions. They may only 
give brief answers on a questionnaire, but in an 
interview they may be willing to talk for hours. 

6.5 The Case Study: Magnifying an Example 

The purpose of the case study is to draw inferences 
from the intensive study of a single group, chosen 
either because it is a prototypical example of some 
phenomena, because it is rare, unusual or unfamiliar, 
or because it represents a disconfirmation of conven­
tional wisdom in an area. In some projects more than 
one case study is used and comparisons are made, but 
in each situation the cases are studied individually. An 
effort is made to describe the group, organization or 
subculture in great detail with the aim of gaining an 
intuitive understanding which can be communicated to 
others. 

Examples are the best method of teaching. Case 
studies provide very detailed examples so that a 
phenomenon can be understood not only in abstract, 
but as it really operates. A good case study should allow 
readers mentally to put themselves "into" the group or 
organization being studied and to feel they know "what 
makes it tick." This is especially critical when studying 
complex organizations like churches which do not 
function primarily through the operation of rational 
bureaucratic procedures. There is such subtlety and 
rampant use of informal rules, that the reading of 
minutes, studying of bylaws and hearing of sermons 
cannot hope to give a complete picture of a church and 
its true operation. 

In some situations case studies are used simply to 
represent many other similar examples. Even though 
there are differences, to completely understand one 
gives more knowledge than a superficial understanding 
of many. In other instances the case study is used to 
describe something that is rarely seen ( or simply has not 
been described before). It may be a disconfirmation in 
the sense that it can show that an example that exists 
obviously disconfirms a theory which states that the 
phenomenon cannot exist. More frequently, however, a 
case study is needed to describe the rare or unusual. It

may be well known that such examples exist, but 
because they are so unfamiliar, complete understand­
ing of them is often lacking. 

The case study should be conducted with a clear 
purpose in mind. This should go beyond a mere desire 
to understand an interesting case. What questions can 
the case answer? There should be a clear research 
question which is to be addressed. If a goal is to 
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determine the congregation's "myth," can this knowl­
edge help the church change? 

6.5.1 Techniques of Data Collection 

1. Personal interview. In the personal interview the
researcher asks respondents a series of questions 
designed to obtain answers pertinent to the research 
problem. In most cases only one person will be 
interviewed at a time, but occasionally group inter­
views can be a useful variation on this method. This is 
especially true when the interviewer is as interested in 
group dynamics as in the answers to questions being 
posed. One major way interviews vary is in the degree 
of structure. 

Schedule-Structured Interview. In the most structured 
form of an interview the respondent is asked a series of 
standard questions and must answer by selecting from 
a set of fixed response categories. The questions, their 
wording and their sequence is fixed and identical for 
each respondent. In a real sense this form of interview is 
virtually identical to the questionnaire, with the only 
difference being that the interviewer checks responses 
on the form rather than the respondent. This type of 
interview is easy to quantify and analyze with statistical 
techniques, and since the interviewer is in control of the 
situation, all of the questions will be answered and the 
meaning of unclear questions can be explained. The 
schedule-structured interview is normally used when 
mail questionnaires, phone interviews, or other proce­
dures for administering questionnaires are not likely to 
produce a high enough return rate or if there is some 
doubt that respondents will answer all of the questions. 
It is expensive and time-consuming, but worthwhile in 
many situations. Virtually all of the high quality 
national public opinion polls use this method. 

Despite its good points, the schedule-structured 
interview is not often used in the case study. The reason 
for this is in the closed-ended nature of responses. 
Rather than gaining detailed insights about a congre­
gation, this procedure only gives yes-no, high­
medium-low, agree-disagree type responses. 

Structured Open-Ended Interview. This type of inter­
view is often used in case study designs. Questions are 
designed to be answered in more than one word and 
explanations for particular responses by subjects are 
welcome. An interview which deals with conflict in the 
church might ask, "What are the issues which cause the 
most serious arguments during deacon meetings?" A 
project concerned with redeveloping the image of a 
church might ask members, "When was the greatest 
ministry era of this church?" Each question would be 
asked in the same order and the interviewer would 
write down responses on the schedule. If possible, 
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Chart 2 

Summary of Responses to Membership Survey 

I, Social Background Characteristics 

1, Sex 

2, Age 

II, Mission Opportunity Responses 

Male 
Female 

10-15
16-21
22-35
36-55
56-65

66 & up 

1, Need to set a goal for membership growth? 

Not needed in community 
Not appropriate for our church 
Low priority at this time 
Only moderate priority at this time 
High priority/Needs immediate attention 

2, Consider new ministries with persons living 
in institutions such as prisons and mental 

Number 

56 
79 

135 

19 
12 
13 
40 
32 
19 

135 

Number 

17 
31 
12 
28 
47 

135 

hospitals? Number 

Not needed in community 
Not appropriate for our church 
Low priority at this time 
Only moderate priority at this time 
High priority/Needs immediate attention 

3, Explore the possibility of a vacation 
Bible school for neighborhood children, 

Not needed in community 
Not appropriate for our church 
Low priority at this time 
Only moderate priority at this time 
High priority/Needs immediate attention 

27 
21 
46 
32 

9 

135 

Number 

7 
2 

27 
43 
56 

135 

41.5 
58,5 

100.0 

14,l 
8,9 
9,6 

29,6 
23, 7 
14,l 

100,0 

12,6 
23,0 

8,9 

20,7 
34,8 

100.0 

20.0 
15,5 
34,1 
23,7 

6.7 
100.0 

5,2 
LS 

20.0 
31.8 
41.S 

100.0 
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interviews should also be tape recorded. Key informa­
tion can easily be lost if the researcher cannot write fast 
enough or has a poor memory. Some will not want to be 
recorded, of course, but if the interviewer says, "I want 
to record this so I won't miss anything" and then turns 
on a tape recorder, very few people will ask that it be 
turned off. Experience also shows that people forget 
about the recorder very quickly and make comments 
that an interviewer would not want to lose. 

In many cases a researcher will combine this type of 
interview with the schedule-structured interview. It is 
useful to obtain factual information, such as the 
background characteristics of respondents, the number 
of pastors over the last ten years and other data which 
calls for fixed rather than open response categories. 

This type of interview is difficult to translate into 
numbers. With much work, long responses can be 
categorized and subjected to statistical analysis, but this 
may not always be worth the effort. The key purpose of 
this method is to obtain detailed, subjective information 
about a complex phenomenon. It is up to the researcher 
to draw his or her insights from the data and the quality 
of the analysis which results is greatly dependent on 
that ability. 

The Unstructured Interview. In this form of interview 
no prespecified set of questions is used, nor are 
questions asked in any specific order. Respondents are 
simply encouraged to tell about their experiences, to 
describe events which they deem important to the issue 
being considered, and to reveal their attitudes and 
opinions as they see fit. The interviewer probes from 
time to time and brings the respondent back to the 
subject when he or she begins to stray too far. If the 
issue being considered is the decision-making process 
in the church, a respondent might be asked to describe 
"how things get done in this church." Such a question 
may cause some people to launch into a two-hour long 
discourse about decision making, formal and informal 
leaders, norms, processes and examples of how the 
system operates. Another person may simply say, "the 
pastor, board, and church committees do everything 
here" and assume he had told all. With such a person, 
considerable probing is necessary in order to get a 
complete picture of the situation. 

Unstructured interviews may also be used to obtain 
oral histories of a church if such are needed in a case 
study. Older members are normally used for this 
purpose, but in order to get a balanced perspective of 
later years, some newer members are also needed. Like 
the previous form of interview, the unstructured 
interview yields data that is hard to analyze. Often a 
researcher is confronted with a pile of notes and a box of 
tapes and must then try to turn these into a coherent 
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report. To do so requires considerable skill and much 
effort. 

The Ethnographic Interview. Interviews differ not only 
in their structure, but in their goals. The ethnographic 
interview is directed at developing an ethnography-a 
descriptive study of a society, subculture, or institution. 
It is combined with observation (often participant 
observation) so that key informants and others in the 
group are continually being informally interviewed 
about recent events, the meaning of frequently used 
terms, goals, motives and so forth. An interview 
schedule is not usually constructed; the researcher 
simply adopts the role of interviewer when he or she 
needs information or explanation. The primary goal of 
ethnography is more descriptive than analytical. For 
this reason, an ethnographic report does not generally 
answer a research question, but it gives an under­
standing of a culture, a people and the way they view 
their social world. 5 Such diffuse goals are rarely 
sufficient for a church study committee, however. 
Rather than producing an ethnography of their church 
the team may use the tools of ethnographic research in 
order to help answer their research question. 

2. Participant Observation. In participant observation
the researcher becomes a part of the group being 
studied. Proponents of this rriethod hold that the only 
way to understand a social group, particularly one 
which is unfamiliar, is to immerse oneself in it so that 
the perspective of the members becomes the observer's 
own for a time. 

Good participant observation is not easy and requires 
considerable skill on the part of the researcher. We all 
have our blind spots as well as our areas of strength, 
and these tend to show up in what we observe (and in 
what we miss). American women tend to notice color 
and variations in dress better than men6

; people from 
the city miss a great deal when asked to observe rural 
life. Some people are simply better observers than 
others. Researchers using this technique had best know 
their observational strengths and weaknesses before 
beginning participant observation and take great pains 
to adjust for these weaknesses. 

If done poorly, participant observation is not really 
scientific research; it is just looking around. In fact, a 
better term might be participant investigation rather than 
observation, because the researcher is not a passive 
observer. While actively participating in a congregation 
or other object of study, the participant observer is 
constantly asking questions, probing and finding 
"experts" who are willing to teach informal lessons. 
Theories are developed along the way and are tested 
whenever possible. In order to test a theory about 
conflict management in the church, members might be 
asked, "What would happen in a business meeting if 
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you proposed that the church ordain women deacons?" 
Alternatively, the researcher might consciously violate 
minor behavioral norms in order to discover how 
members discourage such behavior. 

In some cases the period of participant observation is 
a prologue to a questionnaire or some other quantitative 
procedure. This is in order to make the research more 
objective and less open to criticism. 7 The observation 
tells the researcher what questions should be asked in 
such a survey. 

It is up to the researcher whether or not to tell the 
members of the group being studied that he or she is 
conducting a research project. Most social scientists 
would hold, however, that not to inform one's subjects 
is highly unethical; others are not quite so adamant. 
From a purely practical standpoint, it is generally best to 
inform the group of your purpose. In this way the 
researcher has an explanation for why he or she is 
asking so many questions. Also, group members will 
often show more interest in the researcher if intentions 
are known. 

Good notes are essential in the process and provide 
another reason to let the group know what you are 
doing. A researcher should take detailed, concrete 
notes that accurately describe the situation. Instead of 
"A showed hostility toward B," the researcher should 
note, " A scowled and spoke harshly to B, saying several 
negative things, including, 'I wish you had never joined 
this church' and 'If you open your mouth again in that 
meeting, I'll put my fist in it.' He then spit in B's 
direction and walked out of the room."8 

3. Social Survey-Analysis of a Frequency Distribution.
As in a needs analysis, it is often useful in a case study to 
conduct a social survey. In most situations the purpose 
of this exercise is to construct a profile of members, their 
beliefs and attitudes. Often this is done after participant 
observation or key informant interviewing. The re­
searcher develops a mental profile of the average 
member and a set of generalizations concerning the 
degree of diversity in the group, the range of opinions, 
and the proportion who may deviate from the norm. A 
survey allows the researcher to objectively test these 
"theories" and rethink his or her perception of the 
congregation accordingly. The reader should refer to 
the previous section on needs analysis for a more 
complete discussion of this procedure. 

6.5.2 Example: A Study of a Racially Integrated Church 

A recent study of Southern Baptist churches in 
racially changing communities discovered only a 
handful of integrated congregations. Because of their 
rarity, a case study of one or more of these congrega­
tions would be of great value. The primary research 

163 

question might be, "How did this church integrate?" or 
perhaps, "How is this church able to maintain stable 
proportions of blacks and whites in its membership?" 
From these questions a series of hypotheses could be 
developed, such as "integration is fostered by the fact

that socioeconomic differences between whites and 
blacks are negligible" or "this chu�ch was able to 
achieve stable integration by transforming its identity 
from a dying white congregation to that of a progressive 
integrated church.'' Other hypotheses could also be 
developed. 

To conduct a high quality case study of an integrated 
congregation, a variety of research procedures could be 
used. Interviews with the pastor, key laypersons, area 
denominational leaders, local community residents and 
others would be a first step. Above all, the researcher 
would want to seek out the first blacks to join the church 
and some of the whites who were members at the time. 
Why did the blacks join this church, and why did the 
whites either stay or leave? Beyond interviews, the 
researcher might want to use participant observation, 
especially if one purpose is to discover why the church 
remains integrated. The researcher could observe how 
blacks and whites treat one another, the patterns of 
interaction before and after worship and whether black 
and white members socialize during the week. Informal 
conversations with members could explore surface 
issues such as whether members really believe that the 
church can remain integrated, and also expose under­
lying concerns such as attitudes concerning interracial 
dating. Finally, a survey could be conducted in order to 
find out if black and white members differ greatly in 
income and educational levels, attitudes and so forth. ls 
race the major cleavage between the groups, or do they 
differ in other areas? 

A case study which used the combination of 
procedures described above would be of great value to 
the many churches in racially changing communities. 
By employing a variety of techniques, better data are 
collected than if only one research method was 
employed. 

6.6 Experimental Designs: Tests, 
Comparisons, and Evaluation 

In all experiments the researcher tests the effect of a 
treatment. The treatment may be something simple and 
direct like a film series or it may be something quite 
complex and costly like a denomination-wide mass 
evangelism campaign. When the goal is to evaluate a 
program, we often call this evaluation research. The 
treatment or program becomes the independent vari­
able in such research and one is trying to detect whether 
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or not the presence of the program actually made a 
measurable difference on the individuals or groups 
being studied. There is a dependent variable of interest, 
and a test is made to see if there is a change in this 
variable as a result of having had the treatment or used 
the program. For instance, a denominational mass 
evangelism campaign is designed to increase baptisms 
in the cities where it occurs. Having the campaign is the 
treatment. The dependent variable is the number of 
baptisms recorded among Baptist churches in the city. 

Experimental designs are very widely used in Doctor 
of Ministry projects. A rather tired example of a D.Min. 
project is the series of lectures designed to increase 
biblical knowledge. The pastor selects an experimental 
group and a control group, with the experimental 
group hearing the lectures and the control group 
hearing something else. A pretest confirms that the 
groups are similar in their knowledge before the 
experiment and a posttest shows that the experimental 
group increased slightly in biblical knowledge, while 
the control group had no such increase. 

6.6.1 The Quasi-Experiment 

The simplest types of experiments are called "quasi­
experiments." They are often used in congregational 
studies. 

The most basic form of quasi-experiment might be 
termed a single group panel study. Here only one group is 
studied, often an entire church. A measurement is 
taken on the dependent variable before the treatment, 
then a treatment is administered and finally a second 
measurement is taken. For instance, a pastor may want 
to test the effectiveness of a class designed to train 
members in personal evangelism. Only a small number 
volunteer for the program and the pastor would be 
foolish to use half of these willing recruits as a control 
group. An interview determines each person's current 
involvement in evangelistic witnessing and their 
effectiveness as a witness. The training program 
(treatment) then proceeds and at its conclusion a 
second test is made of the participant's evangelistic 
efforts and effectiveness. 

Single group panels can yield very helpful informa­
tion to a study group and in some cases they may be the 
only type of experiment possible. Their results, 
however, are somewhat suspect and the study group 
should try to include a control or comparison group if it 
is feasible. Without a control it is not possible to know if 
the treatment caused the change in one's members or if 
the change resulted from some other influence. For 
instance, in the previous illustration, it may have been 
the pastor's example as a witness which was effective 
rather than the content of what he was teaching. Thus, 
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this experiment was not an adequall' test for judging 
whether this evangelistic training program should be 
used by other churches or even by this church after the 
present pastor leaves. 

A more sophisticated example of a quasi-experiment 
uses pre-existing groups for analysis rather than 
creating new ones using sampling procedures. Richard 
E. Davies in his book Handbook for Doctor of Ministry
Projects reported on a project that used school classes as
experimental and control groups. 9 Two classes were
selected in two different schools, so the researcher had
two experimental groups and two control groups. The
experiment was designed to decrease feelings of
anxiety about death among the students. The experi­
mental groups received a treatment, in this case a series
of lectures, but unfortunately the research showed that
their fear of death increased rather than decreased after
the treatment. It seems that high school students do not
normally think much about death, but the treatment
made them think about it a great deal-resulting in
greater anxiety.

In another example reported by Davies, 10 pre-exist­
ing groups were again used, but in this case there was 
no control group. The experiment was designed to test 
the effectiveness of two settings for Iearning--a 
twelve-week class where students met once a week in a 
small group setting and a one-day retreat. Posttest 
results showed that the twelve-week class was more 
effective as a setting for learning than the one day 
retreat. In this case there were essentially two treat­
ments, with each group being a "control" for the other. 
A preferable design would have included a third group 
as a true control, but the example illustrates a fairly 
acceptable design which has no control. 

The quasi-experiment is not as powerful a research 
technique as is the true controlled experiment. Yet this 
drawback should not dissuade the pastor or other 
church professional from using such procedures. They 
are generally more powerful than correlational designs 
and may be the only option in some church situations. 
Care must be taken, however, to make sure pre-existing 
groups studied in a quasi-experiment ML' as similar as 
possible. Do not use a Sunday school class of elderly 
persons as a treatment group and a cbss of youth as a 
control. Use groups which represent the same basic age 
range, sex ratio, racial composition and so forth. In this 
way the experiment will approximate the procedures 
used in a true controlled experiment. 

6.6.2 The Controlled Experiment 

The true controlled experiment is simply a more 
rigorous form of the experiment than the quasi-experi­
ment. Its rationale and most of the resL',Hch procedures 
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are the same. There are several types of controlled 
experiments, all of which use control groups and either 
random assignment into groups or some procedure of 
matching. A control group is one which does not receive 
the treatment or take part in the program being studied. 
This group is necessary for comparative purposes-to 
determine if the change which was detected in the 
treatment group resulted from the actual treatment or 
from some outside factor. If, for instance, the control 

group's score on the dependent variable rose just as 
much as the experimental group, then it would be 
difficult to explain the change as resulting from the 
treatment (since the control group did not receive the 
treatment). 

It is important that the experimental group and 
control group be as similar as possible. If they are not, 
there exists the possibility that changes in scores on the 
dependent variable resulted from these pre-existing 
differences. The experimental group might be older, for 
instance, and something could happen in society to 
change the attitudes of older persons quite apart from 
the treatment. If this were the case, a researcher might 
incorrectly conclude that the change was due to the 
treatment. Similarity between the groups is attained by 
either matching the characteristics of persons in the 
control and experimental groups, so that there is a 
similar average age, sex ratio, and so forth, or by 
randomly assigning persons to the two groups. If 
random assignment is done correctly, the two groups 
would not only be similar in age and sex, but on many 
other background variables as well. 

1. Types of Controlled Experiments. Chart 3 shows
three types of experimental designs, ranging from 
simple to more complex. 

Static Group Comparison. This type of experimental 
design has a control group and an experimental group. 
The experimental group receives the treatment (X on 
the chart), while the control group receives no 
treatment. A post-test is used to determine whether the 
treatment had any effect on the experimental group. 
Average scores for the two groups are compared, and if 
significantly different, it is assumed that the difference 
was caused by the treatment (independent variable). 

The matching or randomization procedures are 
intended to insure that the groups would score 
similarly on the dependent variable prior to the 
treatment, but the flaw of the design is that there is no 
way of knowing this to be true. In fact, the difference 
found in the posttest could have existed before the 
treatment. If such were the case, a faulty conclusion 
would have been made. For this reason, the static group 
comparison produces dubious results. 

Pretest-Posttest Controlled Experiment. This design is 
similar to the static group comparison, but with the 
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obvious difference that a pretest is conducted among

both control and experimental groups. This insures that 
the groups are initially similar in their scores on the 
dependent variable, or at least that the magnitude of 
any pre-existing difference is known. Posttest scores 
are compared to pretest scores in order to detect how 
much change occurred over time for both experimental 
and control groups. Then, posttest scores for both 
groups are compared. If the treatment has had some 
influence, the change between the pretest and posttest 
should be greater for the experimental group than for 
the control group. 

It is expected that the control group will show some 
change, even though it did not receive a treatment. This 
is due to testing interaction. Subjects may be influenced 
by the pretest and change their views even without the 
treatment. This often happens in the church situation 
when respondents may "reward" their pastor by 
artificially changing their attitudes on the posttest. 

This form of experimental design is frequently used. 
It deals effectively with the problems of the static group 
comparison and is fairly simple. 

Four Group Design. The four-group design essentially 
combines the static-group comparison and the pretest­
posttest design. As such, it is able to deal with the need 
for a pretest and also gives an estimate of the amount of 
testing interaction. Its drawback is primarily in its 
expense and in the necessity of selecting four groups 
rather than two. 

2. Sampling in an Experimental Design. The key to
sampling in the experimental design is to insure that the 
control and experimental groups are very similar. 
Random assignment of individuals from the population 
into the two groups using a table of random numbers is 
an effective way of doing this. However, it should be 
noted that randomness is not as essential for experi­
mental designs as it is for correlational designs. It is 
acceptable to use matching procedures instead, which 
insure that the two groups are similar with respect to 
age, sex, race, etc. 

3. Scale or Index Construction. In experimental re­
search an index that measures the dependent variable is 
often constructed. If the variable to be influenced by a 
program or treatment is racism, for instance, then a 
series of questions is included in the survey which tap 
various aspects of racism. In chart 4 we see an example 
of 5 questions that were part of an anti-Semitism scale. 11 

Each of the questions deals with different aspects of 
prejudice against Jews and they also vary in intensity. A 
respondent answers each question by circling one of 
five possible responses in the Likert format (strongly 
agree to strongly disagree). To compute the respon­
dent's score on this index, the responses are summed. 
In this index the total score indicating the highest level 
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Chart 3 

THREE TYPES OP EXPERIMENTAL DESIGNS 

1. Static Group Comparison

Stimulus Posttest Experimental 
Group 

Control Group 

> ) 

J 
Compare 

Posttest 

Comments: Avoids te1ting interaction, but no a11urance 1roup1 were 
th• aame bafore taat. 

2. Two Group Pretest-Poattest Design

Experimental--)
➔ 

Group 

Control Group� 

Pretest ) Stimulus ➔ Po■tteat

J 
Compare 

J
Pretest ----------) Poattest 

Coapare 

Comments: Assures that groups were similar before treatment, does not 
avoid testing interaction (having been pretested, the subject 
figures out what you are doing). 

3. Four Group Design

Experimental 
Group 1 --)-, 

Pretest ) Stimulus � Posttest 

Pr2::•_P•-

re

----� Post�st )\Control Group 1 ➔ 

Experimental----------� 
Group 2 7 

Control Group 2 

Stimulus 

Comments: Avoids all problems, except complexity. 

7 
J 

Compare 

Po•t
r

t 

V 
-➔

Posttest 
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Chart 4 

INDEX CONSTRUCTION AND SUMMATION* 

(1) International banking is pretty much controlled by Jews. 
---------

5 1. Strongly Agree 2. Agree 3. Uncertain 4. DisagreeG Strongly Disagr;;,

2 

T 

(2) Jews are just as honest as other business men.

l. Strongly Agree � Ag!!Y 3. Uncertain 4. Disagree 5. Strongly Disagree

(3) You can usually tell whether or not a person is Jewish by the way he looks.

2 l. Strongly AgreeC[. Agre!> 3. Uncertain 4. Disagree 5. Strongly Disagree

(4) Jews should stop complaining about what happened to them in Nazi Ge�ny.

5 l. Strongly Agree 2. Agree 3. Uncertain 4. Disagre�. :tronglyD1aa

(5) Jewish employers go out of their way to hire other Jews.

3 l. Strongly Agree 2. Agree6 Uncerta� 4. Disagree 5. Strongly Disagree

Score• 19 Sco're indicating highest level cf anti-semitism • 5 

Score indicating lowest level of anti-semitism • 25 

Instructions: Compute scores for all respondents in each group. 
sum their scores and compute an average (mean) score. 

*From The Tenacity of Prejudice: Anti-Semitism in Contemporary America, by
Gertrude J. Selznick and Stephen Steinberg, pub. by the Anti-Defamation
League of B'nai B'rith as volume 4 in its Patterns of American Prejudice

Series. The series is based on the University of California five-year
study of anti-Semitism in the United States conducted under an ADL grant.
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of prejudice is a 5. To receive this score a respondent 
would answer all questions by circling the most extreme 
prejudiced responses. Persons who are the least 
prejudiced would score a 25. 

Scales in which the most extreme scores are all the 
same are the easiest to sum, because all one must do is 
add the number value of each response. Usually, 
however, it is best to vary questions so that, for 
instance, a highly prejudiced response is a "5" on some 
questions and a "l" on others. In this way you can make 
sure that people read the questions and do not simply 
check the same number for each question. To sum such 
a scale it is necessary to reverse the scores for items that 
are worded in a manner opposite to the other questions. 
Looking at chart 4, we can see that the response to 
question two is reversed, in order to make its scoring 
consistent with the other items. The response of a "2" 
has been crossed out and changed from a "2" to a "4" 
because the "2" response is similar to the " 4" responses 
on other questions. Once scores are reversed on the 
necessary items the scale is summed. The hypothetical 
responses to the example in chart 4 have been summed 
to produce a score of 19 for this respondent. Each 
person receives a score and for each group the scores 
are totalled and an average (mean) is computed. If the 
aim of the experiment in this case were to reduce 
anti-Semitism, then we would expect the mean scores 
on the index to increase (indicating lower prejudice) 
after the treatment. 

4. Analysis of Experimental Designs. Analyzing the
results of a controlled experiment is normally quite 
simple. If an index has been used and the hypothesis 
was that scores on this index should change after the 
treatment, then analysis only involves comparing 
pretest and posttest scores. Chart 5 shows some 
hypothetical results to a controlled experiment de­
signed to reduce anti-Semitism. 

In the static group comparison the researcher 
compares scores on the posttest, which takes place after 
the treatment. It is assumed that scores for the two 
groups were the same prior to the treatment, so any 
difference is due to treatment effects. 

In the two group pretest-posttest design the analysis 
procedure is to compare pretest and posttest scores for 
the two groups and then to compare the amount of 
change in each. As seen in the example, the experi­
mental group's mean score increased 8.5 points on the 
index, while the control group only increased 1. 9 
points. The fact that the change in the average score was 
far greater for the experimental group indicates that the 
treatment had a measurable impact on prejudice. 
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Analysis of the four-group design is similar to the tw, 
group pretest-posttest, with the exception that it is als, 
possible to estimate testing interaction. The posttes 
scores for the two experimental groups are compare1 
with the difference reflecting the effect of having give1 
a pretest to experimental group 1. Likewise, th1 
posttest scores for the control groups are also com 
pared. In this table the effect of testing interaction i 
somewhere between 1.9 and 2.3 points. This woulc 
indicate a small effect, but one which should be noted ii
a report of findings. 

6. 7 Correlational Designs

Many independent variables do not lend themselve: 
to manipulation, thus ruling out the use of experimen 
tal designs. There is no way to change the age, birtl 
order, sex, race, etc. of one's subjects, nor would it ht 
possible to alter the size or location of churches as par 
of an experiment. On the other hand, some manipula­
tion may be possible but is not ethical. For instance 
there are ethical problems involved in creating conflic 
in a church by spreading rumors or in producing man) 
other changes which might be interesting to study. 

Correlational designs are often used by researchen 
who study the congregation. They deal adequately witI­
the issues outlined above and are relatively low in cost. 
In such designs researchers do not manipulate thei.J 
subjects in order to measure the effect of a treatment or 
a dependent variable. Instead, the purpose is to identify 
relationships which already exist in the social world, 
but have simply not been described or fully investi­
gated. Rather than creating conflict or moving white 
churches to black ghettos, the researcher uses the fact 
that churches can be found in samples which have 
experienced conflict and that white churches already 
exist in the black ghettos of our major cities. The effort is 
then to see if having conflict or being located in a black 
community is related to a dependent variable of 
interest. 

Two variables that might well co-vary (another way 
of saying that they are related) are church size and 
having gymnasiums. We would presume that larger 
churches would be more likely to have gyms than 
would smaller churches. Large churches and small 
churches exist in the church world, as do churches with 
gyms; we do not need to create one or the other. We 
simply select a sample of churches and within this 
sample, we determine whether or not larger churches 
are more likely to have gyms than are smaller churches. 

The major problem with correlational designs is that 
finding a correlation or an association does not 
necessarily mean that one has answered the research 
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Chart 5 

ANALYSIS OF EXPERIMENTAL DESIGNS 

1. Static Group Comparison

Mean Score on Prejudice Scale 

Posttest 

Experimental 
Group 

17.1 

2. two Group Pretest-Posttest Design

Compare 

Control 
Group 

10.6 

Mean Score on Prejudice Scale

Experimental 
Group 

Control 
Group 
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Pretest 

Posttest 

11.2
) Compare

10.6
)

12.5 
Compare 

19.5 

Compare amount of 
change* 

3. Four Group Design

Pretest 

Posttest 

Mean Score on Prejudice Scale 

Experimental 
Group 11 

Experimental 
Group #2 

compare amount of change* 

11.2 i:;L----------l➔
) compare 

19.5 17.1 

·� 

compare to measure
testing interaction 

Control 
Group Hl 

compare 

Control 
Group #2 

10.6
)

12.s 10.6 

compare to measure 
testing interaction 

• canpute the arrount of change between pretest and posttest scores for both 
groups. 'Ihen canpare these results to each other. 
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question. It is often said that "correlation does not 
imply causation." Church size does not cause a church 
to build gymnasiums any more than smoking directly 
causes cancer. The variables in both cases are simply 
correlated. Large churches are more likely to have gyms 
and smokers are more likely to contract lung cancer. To 
really explain the relationship in causal terms requires 
more research and involves additional variables which 
help specify the relationship. Often, of course, it is not 
necessary (or even possible) to truly establish causa­
tion. In the case of smoking, the knowledge that it is 
strongly correlated with cancer and heart disease is 
enough to justify sanctions which encourage people not 
to smoke. 

Another problem with correlational designs is in 
determining the direction of influence. Which variable is 
independent and which is dependent? In most cases 
the question is fairly easy to answer. Gyms are not 
generally held to produce large churches and cancer 
does not compel people to smoke. But what about the 
relationship between ratings of pastoral performance 
and church growth? Do highly rated pastors influence 
churches to grow or does church growth lead to a 
positive image of one's pastor? In most cases both 
would be true, a situation which makes it difficult to 
identify the independent variable. 

6.7.1 The Social Survey 

The most frequently used method of data collection 
in correlational designs is the social survey. A social 
survey is a type of a poll, similar to those used to 
measure public opinion and voting preferences prior to 
elections. Unlike their use in needs analysis and in case 
studies, however, they are employed in correlational 
designs to discover relationships between variables 
rather than to create a simple frequency distribution. 
For instance, the Episcopal pastor mentioned in chapter 
1 might want to know which age groups are least 
satisfied with the style of worship in his church. If 
certain age groups are more likely to be satisfied than 
others, these two variables (age and satisfaction) can be 
said to co-vary. 

1. Questionnaire Construction. The social survey will
involve a questionnaire (if filled out by the subjects) or 
an interview schedule (if filled out by the researcher). 
Creating such an instrument is an art and before one is 
finished it is usually best to solicit some help from a 
research professional. 

The questionnaire will be composed of a number of 
individual questions or items, as they are often termed. 
Great care should be taken in the wording of each 
question so they will not be misunderstood or lead to 
biased results. Above all, the items should include only 
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one question apiece, not two, and should not be 
worded as to solicit a particular response. An example 
of a question which makes both mistakes is as follows: 

Don't you agree that we should not allow homosexu­
als to teach in our public schools and corrupt the morals 
of our children? 

Yes __ No __ 

Questions as bad as this are not uncommon, 
especially if the purpose of the survey is to insure 
results which confirm one's theory. If, however, the 
purpose is to measure objectively attitudes and 
relationships, then such items should not be used. 
Instead, they can be reworded to ask, "Do you believe 
that avowed homosexuals should be allowed to teach in 
public schools?" 

Often it is not necessary to construct new survey 
questions, since there are few which have not been 
previously asked by social scientists. Tested questions 
can be borrowed from the National Opinion Research 
Center's General Social Survey, The Gallup Poll, the 
University of Michigan's National Election Study, and 
from a host of other sources. The reference library or a 
survey research institute at a college or university are 
good places to start looking for questions. 

Most of the questions included on a survey to be used 
in a correlational design should be "closed-ended" 
rather than "open-ended." Closed-ended questions 
offer a set of fixed responses, from which the 
respondent chooses one that most closely represents 
his or her views. Response categories can be Yes/No, 
Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree, a set of discrete 
responses as in a question dealing with marital status 
(such as, are you: (1) never married, (2) married, (3) 
separated, (4) divorced, (5) widowed?), a continuum 
with end points labeled (conservative-(1H2H3)-­
(4HS)--liberal) or a variety of other formats. If at all 
possible the researcher should avoid what can be called 
"list questions." Here the survey asks the respondent 
to check one or more responses from a long list of 
possibilities. For instance, a pastor might ask "which of 
the following influenced you to join this church" and 
then list twenty or thirty possibilities. List questions like 
this generally produce poor results because the 
respondent thinks about each response for about as 
long as it took the researcher to write the question. They 
are also difficult to analyze because such a list is not one 
question, but many, which means that each response 
category must be treated as a separate variable in an 
analysis. 

Researchers are normally able to think of many more 
questions to ask on a survey than can be included. A 
concerted effort should be made to make the instru­
ment as brief as possible. Include a few social background 
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variables of interest (age, sex, race, income, etc.), the 
key independent and dependent variables, an index if
one is needed and as few other variables as possible. If 
the questionnaire is more than a few pages long many 
people will not fill it out, especially if they receive it by 
mail. Try for one or two pages, and not more than four 
at the most. If necessary, have the pages reduced, so 
that more questions fit on each page. The questionnaire 
may not be short, but it will at least look short. It is also 
effective to have a questionnaire professionally printed, 
rather than typed. This gives the instrument a greater 
sense of importance and allows more questions to a 
page than does a typed copy. 

Mailing questionnaires to church members is more 
difficult than it would seem and may lead to dubious 
results. In congregational studies the questionnaires 
can normally be handed to members and returned 
while the study group waits. Mailing may reduce the 
response rate from 100 percent to well under 50 percent, 
especially if the questionnaire is long and the subjects 
are not highly motivated. In some situations mailing 
may be appropriate (as when trying to reach inactive 
members), but the researcher should remember that a 
response rate of less than 50 percent is generally seen as 
problematic. The research group may find it necessary 
to use a preparatory mailing, a secondary mailing, 
follow-up cards, phone calls, small amounts of money 
included with the questionnaire, and other induce­
ments in order to get the response rate up to 50 percent. 

Finally, a questionnaire should always be pretested. 
This can be done first among one's family, friends and 
coworkers. Make sure everyone understands the 
meaning of every question. Do not assume that what is 
obvious to you is obvious to everyone. A second step is 
to pretest the questionnaire among a small sample of 
your members. See if they comprehend the questions 
and review your preliminary results to insure that the 
right questions are being asked. If your effort is to 
measure prejudice and Ku Klux Klan members are 
scoring as moderates on your scale, then some new 
items may be needed. Similarly, if you are trying to 
measure degrees of satisfaction with a congregation, 
and a pretest shows very little variation in levels of 
satisfaction, then more sensitive measures may be 
needed. Pretesting is a critical step, yet one which is 
often skipped because of deadlines or because of 
unfortunate presumption on the part of the researcher. 
Do not make this mistake! 

2. Drawing a Sample. It is rarely possible in survey
research to have every member of the population being 
studied fill out your questionnaire. This is especially 
true when the population is very large, like the United 
States population. In such situations, a sample is drawn 
and the results are then generalized to the larger 
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population. National samples are carefully drawn, 
usually including 1500 to 2500 persons, and the 
responses of these persons are taken to represent the 
entire American public. It may surpise some to know 
that even the 1980 census made extensive use of 
sampling. Questions on income, housing, and many 
other areas were only included on a "long form" which 
was sent to only twenty percent of U.S. households. 

In the church situation the researcher is likely to be 
dealing with relatively small populations. And the first 
step in drawing a sample is to identify just what is the 
appropriate population. Are you interested in genera­
lizing your results to all members of your denomina­
tion? If this is the case, then all of these persons would 
constitute your population. If, however, you are only 
interested in generalizing your results to the members 
of your congregation, then the population will be 
considerably smaller. 

In some cases it is not even necessary to draw a 
sample. The population may include only fifty churches 
in a city or the members of a single church. In such cases 
a sample is unnecessary because a researcher can 
include the entire population in his or her study. Do not 
draw a sample only because it seems more like "real 
research." Interview or give a questionnaire to every­
one if it is physically possible (and if you have a good 
probability of receiving a response). 

Once a population has been realistically defined (do 
not, for instance define babies and preliterate children 
as part of a population which must fill out question­
naires), and you have decided that a sample is 
necessary, several more questions must be answered. 
How large will be the sample? Methodology texts may 
say, "the larger, the better," but be realistic. A typical 
rule of thumb is to try for at least 100. A sample of less 
than 100, perhaps as few as 60, is acceptable, but may 
cause analysis problems if the variables of interest are 
not well divided or if they contain more than two 
response categories each. By "not well divided," we 
mean that if out of two response categories, nearly 
everyone selects only one of the choices. Thus, 
investigating the correlates of hard drug use in a church 
would require a very large sample, because very few 
persons are likely to be found who actually use hard 
drugs in most churches. This means that when 
conducting research in a church with an adult 
membership of less than 100, it will be necessary to use 
the entire population, rather than a sample. 

A table of random numbers is one of the best ways to 
draw a random sample. Suppose we want to draw a 
sample of 120 persons from a population of 500 adult 
church members. To do this we first assign each of our 
500 persons a number from 001 to 500. We then tum to a 
table of random numbers (see table M in the Appendix 



172 

to Fundamentals of Social Statistics by Kirk Elifson, 
Richard Runyon and Audrey Haber or most other 
statistics texts for such a table). The table will have 
many rows and columns of digits which have been 
randomly generated by a computer. Start with any row 
or column to begin sampling from the list of 500 people. 
If we begin with the first column in the Elifson text and 
choose the first three digits from each row of this 
column we obtain the following numbers: 100,375,084, 
990, 128, 660, 310 and so forth. Any number over 500 
(the highest number assigned to any church member) 
or any repeated number is discarded, and we continue 
until we have chosen 120 usable numbers. Each of these 
numbers represents someone from the original list of 
500 in the population. Each would be part of our sample 
and would receive a questionnaire. 12 

There are many ways to draw a sample. In some cases 
a researcher may, for instance, want to draw a stratified 
random sample. In such cases a population is divided into 
parts (perhaps into racial or age groups) and random 
sampling takes place within these parts rather than 
among the whole population. Random sampling can 
also be done by computer programs written for this 
purpose and through the use of some calculators which 
generate random digits. 

3. Analysis: The Contingency Table. The contingency
table or cross-tabulation table is used to analyze the 
relationship between two variables. It shows the joint 
distribution of the variables in tabular form. Chart 6 
illustrates a very simple cross-tabulation. 

As illustrated in the table, we essentially place 
"people" into cells of a table. In this case the data are not 
real. The top left cell contains the three persons in the 
sample who are both blue-eyed and prejudiced, as 
measured by their responses to a questionnaire. 
Similarly, the upper right cell contains those who are 
both brown-eyed and prejudiced. We analyze this table 
by computing percentages down the columns and 
comparing them across the rows. Thirty percent of the 
blue-eyed people are prejudiced and seventy percent 
are nonprejudiced, for a total of one hundred percent. 
The column of brown-eyed persons is percentaged in 
the same manner. To draw conclusions we compare the 
percentages across rows to see if they differ greatly in 
magnitude. In this example ninety percent of brown­
eyed people are prejudiced as compared to only 30 
percent of blue-eyed persons. Thus, we can conclude 
that brown-eyed people are more likely to be preju­
diced. A definite relationship exists, but even if this 
data were real we could not assume causation. 

Obviously, the twenty people depicted in chart 6 
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represent a very small sample and the findings of 
survey were somewhat more dramatic than what 
would really find in an investigation of eye color , 
prejudice. Nevertheless, the chart illustrates hm 
table should be set up. 

We refer next to chart 7, where some guidelines 
introduced for summing tables. Rather than using s1 
people, we now see N-25, for instance. "N" refers to 
number of persons (or churches) which fall into t 
cell, row or column. The first rule in table analysis il 
put the independent variable at the top of the table. 1 
naturally means that the dependent variable goes 
the side. The order could be reversed, but to av, 
confusing oneself and others, it is best to stick to t 
procedure. As mentioned earlier, we percentage do· 
columns and then compare the values of th1 
percentages across rows. The raw numbers are n 
tively unimportant and can lead to misinterpretatio1 
considered improperly. Avoid mistakes by dealing w 
the percentages. 

In this table we see that the independent variable l 
three values, instead of the two seen in chart 6. 
interpret it we still compare across rows. Looking at 1 
top row, we see that the percentage value stead 
increases as we move from left to right. As 
illustration, we can assume that the independE 
variable was age and it included the following thJ 
values: (1) 18-35; (2) 36-50; and (3) 51 and older. T 
dependent variable might be satisfaction with worst 
services (I-satisfied and 2-dissatisfied). If this were t 
case, we could say that a relationship existed betwe 
age and satisfaction with worship. As age increased t 
percent of persons satisfied with the worship servic 
also increased. In other words, if this were real d, 
(which it is not) we could conclude that older perso 
are more likely to be satisfied with the worship servic 
than are younger age groups. 

As indicated earlier, relationships vary according 
their strength. When we compare the row percentag 
in chart 7 we can note a very large percentage differen 
between the first column and the third column. TI 
indicates a strong relationship or association. 
however, the row percentages had been 27 percent, : 
percent, 35 percent across the top of table 7, such s:rru 
differences would indicate a weak relationship. Mar 
statistics exist which measure the strength of associ

tion. The statistic of "gamma" is one of these. TI 
reader should refer to a statistics or research methodc 
ogy text for help in computing one of these statistic 
There also exist measures of statistical significanc, 
which indicate the likelihood that the relationship me 
have resulted from chance factors alone. Chi-square 
often used for this purpose. 
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Chart 6 

Blue Eyes Brown Eyes 

PRFJUDICE 

Prejudiced 

Nonprejudiced 






















