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Chapter 0 n e 

Denominations Grow 
as Individuals 

Join Congregations 

David A. Roozen 

A seismic shift has been occurring and 
continues in American religion. 

Martin Marty, 1979 

S 
eisrnic shifts rarely catch public attention except at the most dramatic 
moments of disjunctme. For American dl'nominational rl'ligion tl1at 
initial jolt into consciousness came in 196,5 when the membership 

trends of most "mainline" Protestant denominations turned from grm.vth to 
decline. Yet unlike the immediate awareness and response typically related 
to an earthquake, it was not until the mid-1970s that the mainline decline 
was widely accepted as a serious "new" reality that demanded attention. And 
it was not until 1979 that the first comprehensive collection of research on 
the decline was published: Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 
1950-1978 (Hoge and Roozen). 

Marty's conclusion that a seismic shift was occurring drew heavily upon 
the empirical research reported in Understanding Church Growth and 
Decline. The shift dealt not only with "the mainline yin"-the major focus 
of that book, but also, "consistently if implicitly, with the evangelical yang" 
(Marty, 1979:12). In this way Marty called attention to the now familiar 
divergence of mainline and evangelical membership trends. As is evident 
in Figures 1.1 and 1.2, the trend lines present a powerful visual image of 
the situation. And indeed, coupled with other widely read books of the 
period such as Kelley's Why Conservative Churches Are Growing (1972), 
this visual imaw~ was "translated in the public imagination as a simplifica
tion: religious and spiritual revival was occurring in the conservative 
churches, and spiritual decay had overtaken the mainline churches" 
(Hunter, 1987:20:3). 
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With the hindsight of recent research we now know that the conclusion of 
revival and decay was a rather grievous oversimplification. Focusing on the 
mainline movement from membership gains to membership losses, the 
research of the 1970s-including much of our own-missed several impor
tant points. First, the growth of the mainline did not suddenly turn down
ward in the 1960s. It was already slowing in the 19.S0s! (See Figure 1.3.) 

Second, while the popular perception was of a shift in vitality from main
line to conservative denominations beginning in the late 1950s, the reality is 
reflected in the following facts: 

• The growth rate of all Protestant denominational families slowed 
during the 1950s. 

• This slowdown intensified during the 1960s for all Protestant fami
lies except Pentecostal/I Ioliness. 

• The growth rates of both moderate and liberal Protestantism haw 
improved since the mid-1960s (although still negative), while the 
growth rate of conservative Protestantism has eontinued to slow 
(although still positive). 

FIGURE 1.3 
Five-Year Membership Growth Rates by Denominational Family 
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• The Pentecostal/Holiness surge of the late 1960s and 1970s cooled 
off considerably during the 1980s. 

• To the extent membership growth rates are indicative of denomina
tional vitality, Roman Catholicism led the way into the 1990s. 1 

As Marty (1979:10) reminded us as he called attention to the seismic shift 
occurring in American religion: "While church growth and decline are far 
from being the only ways of measuring religious health, they give at least 
some indication of how citizens are voting with their bodies." In this spirit, 
two purposes of this new collection of research on church growth and 
decline are: (1) to expand our understanding of the changes that were occur
ring in American religion during the 1960s and early 1970s, and (2) to chart 
the direction these changes have taken in the decade and a half since the 
publication of U11derstr111di11g Cl1111rh Grow!l1 a11d /)l'di1w· WSO-W,8. I 11 

doing so, th<' hook provid1·s a window l'm111 whil'h to vi\'W th<' changing l"or
lunes of" American denolllinational religion. But the book's primary purpose 
is more focused and more pragmatic.2 It seeks to present a comprehensive 
collection of the most recent, comparative social research on the dynamics of 
church growth and decline. It does so in the hope that an increased under
standing of these dynamics will lead to more effective responses on the part 
of religious leaders in American churches and denominations. 

Given the avalanche of "church-growth-how-to" books, newsletters, and 
leadership seminars appearing in recent years, it is puzzling that there has 
not been a similar outpouring of published empirical research on the subject. 
Indeed, since Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1978, a rig
orous, book-length "church growth" study spanning more than a few congre
gations or a single denomination has not appeared in print. This is not meant 
to imply that the "how-to" literature is devoid of wisdom. Yet some of it is 
quite superficial, and much of it is more motivational than programmatic. 
Nevertheless, the reservoir of "church growth" techniques that have worked 
somewhere for someone is, if anything, overflowing. What is less clear is why 
(or in what settings) a given technique works; and why (or in what settings) a 
given technique does not work The type of social research reported in this 
volume provides an insightful journey into the underlying principles that 
should inform specific programmatic decisions. 

I also do not want to minimize the positive contributions of the more 
probing church growth research focused on single denominations. The Main
stream Protestant "Decline": The Presbyterian Pattern (Coalter, Mulder and 
Weeks, 1990) and Church Growth Principles: Separating Fact from Fictio11 
(Hadaway, 1991) are exemplary in this regard. Indeed, the collection of 
church growth research you are about to read is, in many respects, an exten-
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sion of such work-a collection of research findings that moves across lihl'ral 
an<l conservative, an<l black an<l white Protestantism, as well as Hon1an 
Catholicism. Before turning to this research, however, overviews of denomi
national membership trends in the last half century and changes in the 
broader religious climate should be helpful. 

Membership Trends: An Overview 

If one's only measure of American church membership trends since the 
1950s was national public opinion poll data, one would be perplexed hy all 
the fuss over church growth. According to the Gallup poll (Princeton Heli
gion Research Center, 1992) the percentage of Americans who are church 
members was virtually the same in 1991 as it was in 1978 (G8%), and is 
only S jll'JT1·11tagl' points lmvt•r than poll n·adings l"ro111 I\JS:2 and I\J<iS 

(7:3'½,). Tll!' aggr('gal!- nl!'ndwrsliip [J"('lld !"or Ill!' tw1·1ity-six dt·11on1i11atio11s 

used in Figures 1.1 to 1.3 shows a remarkably similar pattern: the total 
market share of these denominations (membership as a percent of the 
total population) dropped only .5 percentage points from the mid-1960s to 
1980, and was virtually static from 1980 to 1990 (see Appendix, Tahle 
Al.I). In light of this stability, especially during the last decade, the "foss" 
over church growth only appears un<lerstandahle as either: ( 1) a theologi
cally driven shift toward an increased emphasis on "the Great Commis
sion," or (2) a pragmatic awareness that American denominations had to 
work harder just to keep up. The research reported here suggests that it is 
a combination of the two. 

Denominational Differences 

The combination of theological and practical motivations for the increased 
concern over church growth and decline comes into clearer focus when it is 
further noted (as suggested in the language of seismic shift) that it is not the 
aggregate national trend in church membership that made it a center of 
attention. Rather, it was that some denominations were growing in members 
and others were declining. And as noted above, recent research shows that 
even the identification of winners and losers is more complicated than sug
gested by earlier assessments of mainline decline and conservative growth. A 
more nuanced interpretation is required, in part, because we now know that 
the mainline vs. conservative dichotomy obscures increasingly important 
divisions within the "Protestant house." But it is also required because Wl' 
now know that different ways of measuring membership growth illuminate 
different aspects of its dynamic. 
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That the former Protestant mainline has moved "to the sideline" is an 
almost taken-for-granted assumption of recent commentary on the restruc
turing of American religion. Indeed, phrases such as "the third religious dis
establishment" are not uncommon on the lips of American church historians. 
But the possibility that the old line splintered into sidelines received less 
consideration. Roof and McKinney's American Mainline Religion (1987) 
makes a strong case for this possibility. Their book shows that in terms of 
demographics, social and personal values, religious belief and practice, rela
tionship to the mainstream of American culture, and future prospects for 
institutional viability there are significant differences between what they call 
the liberal and moderate families of former establishment Protestantism. 
Within the liberal family they include such denominations as the Episcopal 
Church, the United Church of Christ, and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
Within the moderate family they include The United Methodist Chureh, the 
Evangdical L11tlwra11 Church in Anwrica, the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ), and the Reformed Church in America. 

Following Roof and McKinney's classification, Figure 1.1 shows the aggre
gate forty-year membership trend for a sampling of denominations in each 
family.3 The membership trends for the two families have much in common, 
most notably the mid-1960s tipping point from growth to decline. Neverthe
less, there is one highly suggestive difference. In regard to both the ascent 
and subsequent declines of the 1950s, the movement of liberal Protestantism 
is more extreme. 

The Presidential election of born-again Southern Baptist, Democratic 
Jimmy Carter in 1976, and the co-mingling of television evangelists and con
servative Republican politics beginning in 1980 did more to pique America's 
interest in conservative Protestantism and its internal diversity than did the 
mainline Protestant declines of the 1960s. But regardless of the source, along 
with a new curiosity in the public consciousness came a steady stream of 
scholarship that has greatly enhanced our understanding of the changing 
nature of this formerly quiet, but deep stream of American denominational
ism. As is typically the case with probing inquiry, simplistic old stereotypes 
give way to more nuanced distinctions. In the case of conservative Protes
tantism, this process is still unfolding and no single schema of classification 
has yet to gain general acceptance. 

Nevertheless, some consensus is emerging that there are at least two 
major conservative Protestant families. Both families place a strong emphasis 
on biblical authority, a conversionist approach to evangelism, and "tradi
tional" American values. For one family this is combined with an emphasis 
on authoritative doctrine (Hunter, 1983; Ammerman, 1987); for the other, an 
emphasis on sanctification and the present-day operation of the Holy Spirit 
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(Quebedeaux, 1983; Poloma, 1989). The most prominent denominational 
representative of the former family, to which for present purposes I reshict 
the label "conservative Protestant," is the Southern Baptist Convention. The 
most prominent representative of the latter family, which for present pur
poses I call Pentecostal/Holiness, is the Assemblies of God.4 

The significance of the conservative vs. Pentecostal/Holiness distinction for 
understanding recent trends in church membership is illustrated in Figure 1.2. 
Like Figure 1.1, it charts the aggregate forty-year membership trends for a sam
pling of denominations in each family:5 The figure speaks for itself. From 1950 
through the mid-1960s the growth trajectories of the two families are nearly 
indistinguishable. By the late 1960s, however, Pentecostal/Holiness growth 
noticeably begins to outpace conservative growth. The divergence accelerates 
dramatica1ly throughout the 1970s. During the 1980s the Pentecostal/Holiness 
smgl' slows, and hy tlw l'llcl of' the clceadc• its growth trajcctrny rct11rns to 1war 
p,mtllel with that of' the consc1vative fa1nily. Fig11n • 1.2 also shows the l<irly-yl'ar 
membership trend for Roman Catholicism. With a few minor deviations, it 
closely resembles that of the conservative Protestant family. 6 

No portrait of American denominationalism is complete without including 
the historical black denominations. Unfortunately, no membership trend 
data exist for this important and sizable family. Recent estimates suggest that 
black Baptists alone include nearly 7 million members (Churches and 
Church Membership in the United States: 1990). There are some national 
public opinion poll trend data on black church involvement, and the Nelsen 
and Kanagy chapter in this book reports on a portion of it. The conclusions 
reached by Nelsen and Kanagy are consistent with the findings of The Black 
Church in the African American Experience (Lincoln and Mamiya, 1990)
the first major study of the black church in over thirty years. Black church 
membership appears to have held its ground in the last decade or so, except 
among young adults in the inner cities of the industrial North. 

New Measures, New Perspective 

Figures 1.1 and 1.2 present membership trends in terms of absolute num
bers. The data answer the question: are there more or less members from 
year to year? From the perspective of institutional maintenance and resource 
management, this is arguably the best measure of membership trends. It was 
also the clear pattern of decline within mainline Protestantism on this mea
sure, beginning in the mid-1960s, that initially caught the public's attention. 
But there are two other approaches to measuring membership growth that 
provide different angles of vision. One focuses on "market share," the other 
on "growth rate." Both have been briefly introduced ahovc-thc former in 
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the discussion of membership trends as measured by national publie opinion 
surveys; the latter in the initial discussion in Figure 1.3. 

Market Share and Opportunity. When applied to church membership, 
"market share" typically refers to membership as a percentage of the total pop
ulation. It views membership in 'relation to the total pool of persons available to 
be members. Or, to put it yet another way, market share measures growth rela
tive to contextual opportunity. From such a perspective 10% membership 
growth in an area with 5% population growth is better than 10% membership 
growth in an area with 20% population growth. Given that the total population 
of the U.S. has grown throughout the postwar period, the liberal and moderate 
declines in number of members since the 1960s shown in Figure 1.1 take on 
added significance. In the last twenty-five years these denominational families 
actually lost members during a period of increasing opportunity! 

But a market share perspective also tempers our inte1pretation of the con
tinual growth in members of other denominational families. Indeed the 
membership market share of conservative Protestants and Roman Catholics 
has not changed since the early 1970s, and the market share of the Pente
costal/Holiness family has only inched upward-from .08% of the U.S. pop11-
lation in H-)6.5, to I .:3%J in HJ!:)() (sec Table Al.l in the Appendix). 

Of course, the membership of most denominational families is more concen
trated in some regions of the United States than others and different regions of 
the country have different rates of population growth. Putting these observa
tions together led some scholars to suggest that a large portion of the difference 
in membership growth among denominational families may be due to the con
centration of low growth families in low growth regions of the country (e.g., 
Hutchinson, 1986). Figures 1.4 and 1.5 challenge such an interpretation. They 
compare 1980 and 1990 membership change for each denominational family 
with the change in the U.S. population by region of the country. 

The two most notable patterns in the figures are that liberal and moderate 
Protestantism are losing members in all regions, even those with the greatest 
population growth; and that the Pentecostal/Holiness family is increasing 
market share (that is, membership growth is greater than population growth) 
in all regions. Roman Catholicism is gaining market share in all regions 
except the mountain states. Its increasing market share is especially dramatic 
on the Pacific coast, where it is apparently capitalizing on its historical rela
tionship to Hispanics. Conservative Protestantism is gaining market share in 
three of the five regions. One of the regions in which it is losing market 
share, however, is its "home base" in the South; the other is the most rapidly 
growing region of the country-the Pacific coast-where it is losing out to 
both Roman Catholics and the Pentecostal/Holiness family. 



Source: 

FIGURE 1.4 
1980-1990 Membership Change by Region by 

Denominational Family and Total U.S. Population 

1980-1990 
Percent Change 

-U.S. Population 

CJ Liberal Protestant -Moderate Protestant -Catholic -Conservative Prot. 

,.::.-::-..1 Holiness Pentecostal 

NORTHEAST MIDWEST SOUTH 

Quinn et al. (1982): Bradley et al. (1992) 

Source: 

FIGURE 1.5 
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Growth Rates and Internal Resources. Still another perspective on growth 
is provided through an analysis of growth rates. In its simplest form a growth 
rate is the percent change in membership across some period of time. In con
trast to market share which, as noted above, is membership change relative to 
external opportunity-the pool, of possible members; growth rates measure 
membership change relative to internally available ~esources-the pool of 
existing members. In terms of membership growth, growth rates are the sta
tistical equivalent of the biblical adage that to whom much is given much is 
expected. The use of growth rates also, as already noted in our initial discus
sion of Figure 1.3, dramatieally ehanges old stereotypes about differenees in 
membership growth among denominational families. 

Figure 1.3 shows the trend in: five-year growth rates from 1950 to 1990 
for the five denominational families and the U.S. population. Many of th<' 
salient pall<•rns visihl<· tlwn· hav<' aln•ady IH·<•11 1101<•<1. li11t two additio11al 
oliscrvalio11s <kscrvc eo111111c11t. First, the growth rate of conservative 
Protestantism has been moving downward since at least 1950, and in the 
late 1980s it actually dropped below the growth rate of the U.S. population. 
The latter is significant because it means that the continuing slowdown in 
conservative Protestant growth has now reached the point of deercasing 
national market share. 

Second, the growth rate trends for conservative and moderate Protestants 
are the least volatile of any denominational family. Since these two families 
are arguably the least culturally extreme within American Protestantism, the 
relative stability of their growth rate suggests that the closer a denomina
tional ethos is to the underlying mainstream of American culture, the lower 
the risk of steep decline on the one hand, but also the lower the possibility of 
dramatic growth on the other. 

Growth Equals Additions Minus Losses. There is one additional per
spective on membership growth and decline that has generated much dis
cussion, especially concerning the numerical declines in mainline Protes
tantism. This perspective draws attention to the simple fact that numerical 
membership change is the total of membership additions minus member
ship losses. All denominations, like most congregations, have both addi
tions and losses every year. Numerical growth, of course, is the result of 
having more additions than losses; and numerical decline is the result of 
having more losses than additions. But it is important to remember that 
numerical decline can result from either an increase in losses or from a 
decrease in additions. 

One of the predominant myths about mainline declines in the late 1960s is 
that they were the result of increased losses. More specifically, the popular 
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rhetoric of the time suggested that the declines were primarily due to mem
bers leaving because of denominational involvement in social action. Many 
people still believe this today. Nevertheless, Understanding Church Growth 
and Decline: 1950-1978 (Hoge and Roozen, 1979) clearly showed that the 
mainline membership declines in the late 1960s and early 1970s were more a 
result of fewer people joining than of members leaving. But this isn't the 
final word on the story. 

Greer's chapter in the current book suggests that social justice advocacy 
did have some detrimental effect on nwmhership growth. But consistent 
with Hoge and Roozen, this was not because people went away mad. 
Rather, it was because the shift in theological priorities toward social jus
tice concerns pulled resources away from recruitment/evangelism and new 
<"l111rcl1 d('\'('lop11w111. 

Crt'l'r's d1apl<-r also i11dicatt's that l'a<"h ol' till' f<>llr 111ai11li11t· dc110111i11a

tions examined reemphasized evangelism and new church development dur
ing the 1980s. Juxtaposed with the evidence from Figure 1.:3 that mainline 
declines moderated somewhat <luring the 1980s, one is tempted to concludl' 
that the improvement must lw because of increased additions. H<'sist th<' 
temptation. Although a comprehensive study of mainli1H· additions a11d losst·s 
over the last twenty-five years has yet to appear, our preliminary examination 
of data from several denominations suggests that the relative improvement of 
growth rates in the last decade is due more to decreased losses (despite 
increased deaths related to the aging of the mainline membership), than to 
increased additions. Indeed the data show that additions have decreased 
steadily since at least the mid-1960s. 

The Independent Sector 

The focus of this book is American denominational religion, and the intro
ductory discussion of membership trends thus far has been limited to that. 
But the high visibility of new religious movements during the 1960s and 
more recent impressions of a proliferation of nondenominational (i.e., inde
pendent) congregations are helpful reminders that the American religious 
marketplace is broader than denominationalism. 

Until 1990, national membership figures for independent congregations 
were nonexistent. Thanks to a cooperative effort between the International 
MegaChurch Research Center directed by John Vaughan, and the steering 
committee for Churches and Church Membership in the United States: 1990 
(CCM:90; Bradley, et al., 1992) we now have a baseline of independent church 
membership data for every county in the United States. The data have some 
limitations, most significantly in identifying only independent congregations 
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with "memberships" of 300 or more, and primarily such congregations in met
ropolitan areas with a population of 20,000 or more. The data, therefore, are 
clearly an undercount, and not a count of members per se, but more closely 
akin to a count of what the CCM:90 calls "adherents." Additionally the data are 
only for 1990 and therefore preclude a direct confirmation of the widely 
shared perception that both the number of independent congregations and the 
total membership of independents has increased dramatically in the past ten to 
twenty years. 

Its limitations notwithstanding, the CCM:90 data provide an instructive 
first look at churches' independent sector. Even given the undercount, the 
2,0__91,327 total adherents reported in CCM:90 for independent congrega
fions makes the indepe11de11t church sector larger tha11 all but eight U.S. 
denominations. It pegs th(• independent church sector as just a little smallt'r 
than the Assemblies of" Cod and I ,uthcran Church, Missouri Sy11od, a11cl just 
slightly larger than the lJ 11ikd Cl111reh of" Christ. 

Like most denominations, independent church membership is not evenly 
distributed across the United States. Figures 1.6 and 1.7 show the regional 
distribution of independrnt church adherents, comparing it with that of the 
three denominations noted above. These three denominations are used for 
comparative purposes not only because they are roughly equal in overall size, 
but also because each represents a different denominational family. Two pat
terns in the figures stand out. First, the independent church sector is less 
regionally concentrated than any of the three comparative denominations. 
Second, to the extent that there is a regional tilt in the independent church 
sector it is from relatively low concentrations in the northeast to increasingly 
higher concentrations as one moves south and west. 

The only differentiation the CCM:90 makes in its count of independent 
church adherents is between adherents of charismatic and noncharismatic 
congregations. Figure 1.8 presents this breakdown, again by region and for 
the nation as a whole. Overall, CCM:90 reports half again as many adherents 
of noncharismatic than charismatic congregations. But this overall figure 
masks significant regional differences. In New England and the South 
Atlantic noncha1ismatics outnumber charismatics by two to one; and in the 
East North Central and East South Central, by more than three to one. But 
in the mid-Atlantic states charismatics outnumber noncharismatics by two to 
one; and in the West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific regions the two 
groups are roughly equal in size. Figure 1.8 also shows that charismatics are 
strongest (in terms of market share) in the West South Central. This also is 
the region of greatest strength for the Assemblies of God (see Figures 1.6 
and 1.7). Both groups also share relative strength in the Mountain and 
Pacific regions of the West. 
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FIGURE 1.8 
Charismatic and Noncharismatic Independent Adherents as a 
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The new religious movements that rose around the edges of the countercul
ture during the 1960s were more sect-like than church-like, but they did attract 
a good number of church dropouts. We now know that their increasing visibility 
during that time was greatly disproportional to their numerical growth. Partici
pants in the movements were almost exclusively young adults and even within 
this segment of society, primarily college students. Scholars tend to concur, 
however, that the movements' high visibility contributed an important symbolic 
dimension to the more general cultural upheaval of the 1960s. As Robbins, 
Anthony, and Richardson (1978) note, the new religious movements were of 
two general types: mystical-therapeutic and neo-fundamentalist. The former 
synthesized scientific, psychological, and religious (particularly Eastern mysti
cal) themes in a quest for personal meaning. The latter mixed cosmological 
dualism and traditional morality in a protest against the relativism and permis
siveness of modern society. Of the two types, the mystical-therapeutic was 
numerically the largest. The symbolic significance of the two streams, according 
to Wuthnow (1988), was to broaden and refine the outer limits of religious 
respectability. The mystical-therapeutic pushed to the left; the neo
fundamentalist pushed to the right. Although the "new" movements of the 1960s 
are still among us, both their visibility and their energy have dissipated. The dis
sipating wake of the mystical-therapeutic appears to have merged in the 1980s as 
a part of the ammphous "New Age" movement. The neo-fundamentalist stream 
of the movement appears to have been co-opted into the more established net
works of conservative, and especially Pentecostal/Holiness, Protestantism. 
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The Broader Context of Religious Change 

Many people agree with theologian Robert Hudnut's ( 1975) assertion: 
"Church growth is not the point." But even if one disagrees on theological 
grounds, Hudnut's statement is a helpful reminder that church membership 
and participation are just one of several dimensions of individual religiosity, 
and membership growth is only one of many priorities competing for denom
inational and congregational attention. From the perspective of church 
growth these "other" dimensions of religiosity and denominational attention 
provide the broader context of religious change that shapes and is shaped by 
membership trends. 

National p11hlic opinion polls prnvid(' a l1l'lpf11I rt'adi11g of ln·11ds i11 i11di

vid11al n·ligiosily a11d pn('t'plio11s of mga11il'.('(I rt'ligio11 si11('(' till' l!J-10,. 

Indeed, since the early 1970s the amount of public opinion poll data on 
religion is almost overwhelming. Fortunately for present purposes, the 
Princeton Religion Index (Princeton Religion Research Center, 1990) pro
vides a concise summary of the extensive and extended religious soundings 
of the Gallup poll. To the extent that a single "best" empirical barometer 
of the United States' religious climate exists, it is the Princeton Religion 
Index. The index is a composite of several measures of individual religious 
belief and practice, self-perceived saliency of religion in one's life, and 
attitudes toward organized religion. Figure 1.9 includes a listing of the dif
ferent items included in the composite. More importantly, Figure 1.9 
shows both the fifty-year trend in the index, and a more focused look at 
the trend during the 1980s. 

The most dramatic image in the index's fifty-year trend, and perhaps the 
most important perspective it adds to our understanding of membership 
trends, is that the 1960s represent a profoundly transitional decade for reli
gion in the United States. The tipping of mainline Protestantism from 
growth to decline in 1965 is only one manifestation of a much broader seis
mic shift in American religion. 

As noted in the discussion of market share as a measure of contextual 
opportunity, the percentage of the U.S. population who are church mem
bers has only declined five percentage points since the 1950s. In compar
ing this to the index's fifty-year trend, a second helpful perspective on 
membership trends emerges. Church membership has declined consider
ably less since the 1950s than has the overall religious climate. The scale 
of the index distorts the visual magnitude of the comparison to some 
extent, but the general point is still true. The overall religious climate as 
measured in the index has declined about twice as much as church mem
bership since 1950. 
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Switching to the index's trend through the 1980s, one sees that the trau
matic plunge of the 1960s has given way to a plateau of stability. But like the 
membership trends for the 1980s seen in Figure 1.3, and despite a fe,v minor 
blips up and down, the overall pattern is one of creeping decline. Nevertlw
less, a careful comparison of the index trend for the 1980s to the overall 
trend in church membership for the same period suggests that even during 
the 1980s the slowing of membership growth rates was slightly less than the 
downward movement in the broader religious climate. 

Research of the late 1970s was quite specific in locating the major source 
of the religious reversal of the 1960s. It was a unique set of social and cul
tural changes carried along by the baby boom generation's movement into 
young adulthood. This now taken-for-granted fact is docunwntcd in the 
research literature with cl1art aftn chart showing how clran1atically less reli
gious the hoonwr cohort was from previous generations rn1 j11st alio11t <'V<'J"\' 
measure of religion for which data were available (see, for exa1npk. llog<· 
and Roozen, 1979). 

Given the centrality of cohort differences for understanding the religious 
reversal of"thc 1960s, it is int<~resting to look al l1ow cohort ln·nds in n·H1..;irn1 
have played out since then. Figures 1.10 and 1.11 do just tl1at, tlw first for 
prayer and the second for worship attendance. Each figure includes tlw 
trend for five cohorts ranging from those born prior to vVorld \Var II to those 
born after 196,5 (post baby boom). Each figure also includes the total popula
tion trend (i.e., all cohorts combined). Each figme is based on data from the 
National Opinion Research Center's General Social Survey series. Ont> cm·
ers the period 1975 to 1990; the other covers the period 198:3 to 1990. 

A few summary comments must suffice. First, in comparison to the dra
matic divergence in cohort religious belief and practice during the 1960s, the 
trend lines in Figures 1.10 and 1.11 are strikingly parallel. That is, the 
cohorts all tend to move up or down together. The dynamics of religious 
change in the 1980s have affected all cohorts equally. Second, looking at just 
the 1990 level of prayer in Figure 1.10 and worship attendance in Figure 
1.11 for each cohort, one finds the cohorts arranged in exactly the same 
order-the youngest cohort at the lowest level and the oldest cohort at the 
highest level. This is in stark contrast to the situation in the early 19.S0s, 
when age differences in religion were minimal (e.g., Roozen, 1979). Onf' 
result of the religious transition of the sixties, therefore, appears to be the 
creation of an enduring stratification of religious expression by agf'. 

Third, in Figure 1.11 one sees a pattern that is important to the argument 
of several chapters in this book. There is more movement in each of the 
cohort trends than in the overall trend. Indeed, the upward movement for 
each cohort is distinct; hut thl~ overall trend barely moves al all. The overall 
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trend increases less than any of the individual cohorts because of the interre
lationship between the age stratification in religion noted above, and what 
demographers call "cohort replacement." The specifics of cohort rcplac('
ment are too complex to explain here.' The important point for now is that, 
as previously seen for church membership, if one only looks at the overall 
trend, one would miss significant movement among critical subgroups. 

Finally, in both Figures 1.10 and 1.11, from the ('arly to mid- l 980s thl' 
"total" trend moves upward, consistent with the micl-1980s upward hlip in 
the Princeton Heligion Index (Figure 1.9). But from the 111id- l 980s to 1990, 
the total prayer and worship attendance trends mow in opposite direc
tions-prayer downward, worship attendance ever so slightly upward. As was 
suggPsted in the comparison of membership trends to the PrincPton Heligio11 
l11d1,:,;s IH"tv-v1·ar lrl'11d, rl'ligirn1s participalio11 lir11ds aw al l1·asl srn1H·wlial 
independent fro111 the tre11ds i11 other di111cnsions or religiosity. 

In the broad sweep provided by a comparison of the index's trend and that 
of membership since 19.50, the independence of membership from the m·er
all religious climate manifc~sts itself through the fact that the downward trl'nd 
in membership is less scvcTl' than that for th(' i11d('x. The significa11c1· or tl1is 
fact comes into clcan"r focus when it is further noted that tl1c i11dex is 
weighted toward 111easures of traditional belief and commitment. The clin'r
gence in the two trends means, therefore, that an increasing nnmlwr of 
church nwml)('rs a1T nontraditional in their belief a11d co111111it11w11t. This 
may hardly seem like a startli11g observation, especially for church leaders in 
mainline Protestantism. But if vVuthnow ( 1988) is correct that the driving 
force in the rcstrnctuiing of A111erican religio11 is not an i11creasing polariza
tion between the churclied and tlw u11cl1urched, or an i11crcasing polarizatio11 
between liberal and conservative denominations, hut rather the incn'asing 
polarization between liberal and traditional church 111emlwrs ,vithi11 dcnorni
nations; then the shifting balance of these two groups will be critical to the 
future of denominational religion. 

A Framework for Understanding Church Growth 

The organization of the chapters in this book follows from the simple fact: 
Denominations grow as individuals join congregations. Each onP is a some(" 
of initiative or response in the overall growth l"quation. Accordingly, tlw 
reader will find three major sections in the hook, each co11taining se,·eral 
chapters, each chapter re1~orting original research. The Hrst section focuses 
on denominations; the second section focuses on congregations; and the 
third section focuses on the individual. Each section begins with a brief 
introduction that not only serves to set its chapters within the hroackr con-
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text of research related to the section topic, but also summarizes the major 
conclusions of each chapter. 

The denomination-congregation-individual organization of the book 
should not be interpreted, however, to mean that the three are unrelated. 
Indeed, they form an interrelated whole in the overall growth equation
each shaping and shaped by the others. An exploration of church member
ship initiated at one level inevitably leads to questions about the others. The 
concluding chapter by Hadaway, therefore, does not attempt to summarize 
each chapter (this is done in the section introductions). Rather, it provides an 
integrated interpretation of the whole. It does so first from the perspective of 
the interrelationship among denomination, congregation, and social-cultural 
changes that enter the growth equation through individuals. It then uses this 
integrated perspective to address the possibilities for foture growth within 
different denominational families. 

Although we use the growth = denomination + congregation + individ
ual equation to structure the organization of chapters, the reader will find 
another important framework for understanding church growth and 

decline' ve1y mm:h in <'vid<'nl'<'. fl is fro111 U1ulastr11uli11g C:lwrr:lt Crorvtlt 
and Decline: 1950-lf:)78 (Hoge and Hoozen, 1979), a book that is the 
inspiration for the current collection of research. As one of the first cross
denominational studies of church growth and decline, and the first major 
piece after Dean Kelley's Why Conservative Churches Are Growing 
(1972), Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1978 received 
a good bit of attention-both positive and negative. But one thing that just 
about everyone found helpful was the book's broad conceptual framework 
for thinking about the multitude of factors that affect membership trends. 
The framework contained four categories developed by crosscutting two 
dimensions. One dimension ran from the local level (of the congregation) 
to the national level. The second dimension distinguished between those 
things largely outside the church's control, which were called contextual 
factors, and those things internal to the life of congregations or denomina
tions that were more or less subject to their control, which were called 
institutional factors. The four categories produced by crosscutting the two 
dimensions, are: 

• National contextual factors-pervasive social and cultural trends 
• National institutional factors--denominational ethos, polity, and program 
• Local contextual factors-unique social, cultural, and demographic 

aspects of a local congregation's immediate environment 
• Local institutional factors-the ethos, structure, and program of 

local congregations 
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The research and interpretation in this book takes the Hoge and Hoozen 
distinction between context and institutional, and applies it to each of our 
three levels-the denomination, the congregation, and the individual. The 
section on denominations, therefore, addresses the interplay between 
national contextual and national institutional factors. The section on congre
gations addresses the interplay between local contextual and local institu
tional factors. And the section on individuals addresses both how social and 
cultural forces (contextual factors), and how characteristics and perceptions 
of congregations and denominations (institutional factors) influence irnlivid
ual decisions about whether or not to become church rnernbers. 



Chapter Two 

New Church Development 
and Denominational Growth 

(1950-1988): 

Symptom or Cause?* 

Penny Long Marler and C. Kirk Hadaway 

If you want to grow something to last a season-
plant flowers. 

If you want to grow something to last a lifetime-
plant trees. 

If you want to grow something to last through eternity
plant churches. 

Anonymous, quoted in Hesselgrave ( 1980:38) 

S
tatistics from several American Protestant denominations provide 
unprecedented opportunity to explore the impact of new church 
development. An analysis of the post-World War II period is cspcc.:ially 

critical as these several dl•cades have witm·ssl·d a veritable '"1>00111 and bust"" 
in both new church development (hereafter NCD) and denominational 
membership growth. Indeed, data are rich, if not perfect, enabling us to 
examine a few older theories and some newer hunches. 

In a recent survey of twentieth-century Presbyterian new church develop
ment, Bullock (1991:27) concludes: 

New church development is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for overall 
denominational membership growth. Vital denominations will engage in new 
church development and expand, regardless of the economics. Churches that 
lack a core vitality will decline. The lack of a strong new church development 
program, therefore, is as much a symptom of deeper underlying problems as it 
is the cause of denominational decline. 

So, Bullock has determined that NCD is more likely a "symptom" of mem
bership growth or vitality across a denomination. The inference is that simply 

47 
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beginning; an aggressive program of NCO will not guarantee membership 
growth in a given denomination. Instead, NCD appears to be just one com
ponent-albeit an important one-of a denomination-wide growth trend. 
While this claim seems plausible, Bullock provides little evidence of the spe
cific factors that contribute to overall denominational "vitality." 

Bullock argues that the slowdown in NCD (and membership growth) is 
the direct result of: (1) changes in denominational priorities from evangelism 
and church extension to social justice issues; (2) the rising costs of new 
churches; and (:3) in general, an increasingly specialized and fragmented 
denominational bureaucracy (see also Brooks, 1990). His observations are 
similar to those voiced years earlier by Ezra Earl Jones, a prominent United 
Methodist executive. Jones named high building costs, the over-churching of 
tlw snlrnrlis in tlw 19.50s, and tl1e failure to meet the church development 
ne<'ds of' racial and ethnic groups in the inner cities as the sources of denomi
national woes (Jones, 1976: lOff.). 

Ifo\\'ever, <'Vl'n growing denominations-like the Southern Baptist Conven
tion and the Assemblies of Cod-sta,ted fewer churches from the mid-1960s 
to the mid-1970s. Membership growth rates also declined among these evan
gelical denominations. Du,ing the same pe,iod, NCD in the mainline dropped 
pc1ilously, and declines in membership followed. Several commentators point 
to the general social and political turmoil of those years as the source of the 
O\'<'rall slowdown (Towns, Vaughan, and S!'ifi·1t, 1~)87). P<'rliaps, hut as Jones 
( l!J'i(i) l1ints, it is also lik1·lv 1l1at past d111rd1 <·xt!'nsion activity and racial nnrcst 
W<T<' at least indiwdly related. The white, middle-chL~s suburbanization of the 
19.50s (and tlw accompanying "chnrching" of the population in these areas) 
<·xac<·rl>atcd the social and <'Co11on1ic prohl<'lllS of i1111cr cities and their largely 
racial/dh11i(' popnlations (\Vi111l'r W62). Syn1pto111 or cause? 

111 response to a de110111i11ation-wide pinch during the l!:)60s, mainliners 
retreated to a "survival-goal" theme (Perry, 1979; see also Metz, 1967:103-
16). The focus of denominational activity narrowed to institutional survival. 
And, in the push-and-pull of a number of interest groups, church extension 
was explicitly or implicitly adjudged too costly, too tainted by white, middle
class stigma, or too "evangelical." Consequently, rates of NCD plunged-and 
so did overall denominational membership. 

Evangelicals, on the other hand, translated membership declines as a 
lack of evangelistic zeal. They responded with increasing attention to per
sonal witnessing programs, church planting, and the burgeoning "church 
growth" movement (Amberson, 1979; Brock, 1981; Chaney, 1982; Hessel
grave, 1980; Hodges, 1973; McGavran and Arn, 1974, 1977; Moorhous, 
197.5; Towns, 197.5; Redford, 1978; Starr, 1978; Tidsworth, 1979; Wagner, 
1976). The results in most cases included increases in NCD and renewed 
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membership growth-although percentage gains for most evangelical 
denominations began a downward turn in the 1980s (despite continued 
programs of church extension). 

What is the lesson of the post-World War II period? Denomination
watchers conclude that economics, priorities, and careful planning are 
important. But most agree that something more is at work in denominations 
that thrive numerically in spite of adverse social, geographic, institutional, 
and economic circumstances. Bullock (1991:27) calls it vitality; Schaller 
(1991:229) dubs it "Great Commission Growth"; Melvin Hodges (1973:25-
27), an Assemblies of God spokesperson, unabashedly calls it the Holy Spirit. 
Descriptively, the characteristic might be best labeled "resilience": the orga
nizational ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change. 

Happily, Schaller (1991), provides some handles for quantifying the com
plex relationship between NCD and denominational growth. These are mea
surable "hunches" that flow from his wealth of practice wisdom: 

1. Newer denominations grow faster and start more churches than do 
older denominations. 

2. Denominational growth is strongly related to two factors: new 
church development and growth in average congregation size. 

3. Growing denominations have started at least 20% of their churches 
within the last twc11ty-f'ivc years. 

4. New churches grow faster if they start larger, that is, with at least 
200 at the first worship service . 

.5. Churches tend to grow fastest in high population areas experiencing 
rapid rates of in-migration. 

Fortunately, the data on hand allow us to test Schaller's hypotheses-and 
even to extend them. For example, the growing number of racial/ethnic church 
starts and racial/ethnic affiliations raises questions about their contributions to 
denominational growth. On the subject of congregational size, Schaller's obser
vation about increasing size is at odds with a hunch that the presence of a 
"superchurch" suppresses the number of new church starts in a given locale. 
These and other provocative possibilities are pursued in this study. 

Because of our explicit interest in denominational growth and decline, 
NCD is examined with an eye to this larger relationship. With clear indebt
edness to Schaller and others, the following analysis tests three primary 
assumptions: 

Assumption 1. Growing denominations have higher rates of NCD and an 
increasing average congregation size. 
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Assumption 2. Growing denominations plant churches in areas that are 
"geographically favorable"-that is, in areas of high population growth, high 
in-migrntion rates, an<l/or unchurched people groups. 
Assumption 3. Growing denominations demonstrate resilience to the degree 
that they adapt to changing social conditions and sustain growth across con
gregational age, size, and location factors. 

Findings Related to Assumption Number 1: Rates of NCD, Average 
Congregation Size, and Denominational Growth 

New Church Starts: Trends 

The first step in unraveling a possible relationship between NCD and 
denominational growth is to examine trends in NCD in several denomina
tions from 19,50 to 1988. Our purpose is to show whether there is any dis
cernible pattern to NCD activity in various denominations over time; and if 
there is, we wish to determine if such a pattern parallels trends in denomina
tional growth over the same period. To accomplish this task, yearly data on 
NCD were collected from denominational agencies and matched with 
denominational yearbook data on membership. Complete information was 
obtained from five denominations. 1 

FIGURE 2.1 
New Churches for Five Denominations: 1950-1988 
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As can be seen in Figure 2.1, there is a definite pattern to NCO activity 
over the past twenty-eight years. For evangelical and mainline denomina
tions alike, the late 1950s were very good years for NCO. By the early 1960s, 
however, NCO activity was beginning to subside. For the two evangelical 
denominations (the Southern Baptist Convention and the Assemblies of 
God) the low ebb was reached in the mid- to late-1960s, with the years 1965-
67 recording the lowest levels of NCO. For mainline denominations, the 
decline began at the same time, but rather than turning around in the early 
1970s, NCO levels continued to decline well into the 1970s. 

In the two evangelical denominations, NCO rebounded strongly in the 
1970s. In recent years NCO activity in the Southern Baptist Convention has 
almost reached the levels recorded by this denomination in the 1950s. The 
Assemblies of God has done even better. This denomination started more 
new churches in the 1980s than it started in the 1950s. 

New church development among mainline denominations also 
rebounded-although it took longer to do so. However, levels of NCO in the 
1980s remain far below those recorded during the 1950s and the first half of 
the 1960s. In fact, the mainline denominations seem to have converged on 
about the same number of new churches to start each year (even though 
these denominations vary widely in size, and presumably in resources avail
able for NC0).2 

Trends in Denominational Membership 

For anyone who has ohservPd denominational trends over the past several 
decades, it should be apparent that the downturn in NCD occurred at about 
the same time that mainline denominations began to plateau and then 
decline in membership (see Kelley, 1977:3-8; Roozen and Carroll, 1979:22-
25).3 In Figure 2.1, it can be seen that membership problems began in 
earnest around 1965-68 for the three mainline denominations that are 
included. The decline among United Methodists (UMC) and Presbyterians 
(PCUSA) began earlier than for the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod 
(LCMS); it also has continued longer, and has been more serious in magni
tude among these two mainline bodies. 4 The two evangelical denominations, 
on the other hand, have grown during the entire twenty-eight-year period 
displayed in the figure. For Southern Baptists (SBC), the growth has been 
slow and steady, while for the Assemblies of God (AOC) it appears rapid and 
fitful. It should be noted, however, that the abrupt shifts in 1971 and 1979 
for the Assemblies of God were statistical adjustments rather than one-year 
surges in membership growth.5 Even if we ignore the two artificial jumps, 
growth still has been impressive for the Assemblies of God. 
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FIGURE 2.2 

17000000 

16000000 

):'i(){)\)()()() 

14()()()()()() 

11000000 

I 2000000 

C. 
l 1/10000(1 

" ~ 1()()()()()()() 

i (}()()()()()() 

;:: 
XO(HHIOO 

7()()()()()() 

f,(10()()()0 

~()()()()()() 

400(1()()() 

Jt)()(H)()() 

20000()() 

1000000 

Membership for Five Denominations: 1949-1988 

- SBC 

0-. 0 - I"/ ,..., ..r ,r, -0 r-- 00 0, C - l"l M -r <r, -0 r- 0C 0-. 0 - N M -.:t <r, -0 r- OC Cf' 0 - N ,-, '1" >ri -0 r- 00 
-t ,r, ,r, <r, <r, <r, ,r, ,r, ,r, ,r, ,r, -0 -0 ,I.) -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 r- t- r- r- r- r- r- r- r-- t- 00 00 00 00 OC 00 00 00 OC 

Year 

Mai11li1H' dl'cli1w, when compared to continued evangelical growth, has 
led some observers to suggest that evangelical denominations have grown at 
the expense of the mainline, or that there has been something of a conserva
tive' n•s11rg<'lll'<' dnri11g this p<'riod (s<'l' Hoof and McKinney, HJ87:2,'3-2,5). 
TIil' 111<·111l)('rship Clll'V<'S S<'l'II in Figure 2.2 show what seems to be steady 
growth-growth that was not affected by the social and cultural changes that 
devastated mainline denominations during the same period. This is mislead
ing, however, because the figure does not show what happened to the rate of 
membership growth among evangelical denominations. Growth continued, 
but these denominations grew less rapidly than before. In Figure 2.3, for 
instance, it can be seen that the rate of membership growth for the Southern 
Baptist Convention declined almost unabated from 1950 to 1970. Southern 
Baptist churches avoided decline at an aggregate level, but the SBC certainly 
experienced no true resurgence during the past three decades. In fact, SBC 
growth is now at its lowest level ever. 6 Clearly, the social and cultural 
changes affecting the mainline also affected evangelical denominations. 

Another interesting twist to denominational membership trends over the 
past several decades is that changes in the average size of congregations pre
cisely parallel the memlwrship curves shown in Figure 2.2 (see Figure 2.4 
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FIGURE 2.3 
Membership Change in the SBC by Year: 1950-1988 
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for trends in average size). As noted earlier, Schaller (1991) hypothesized 
that growing denominations should experience increases in average congre
gational size. His hypothesis is confirmed, and perhaps this should not he too 
suq>rising-since average congregational size is simply the total membership 
of a denomination divided by its number of churches. Still, the similarity 
between the patterns seems rather amazing, because it does not have to be 
so close. A growing denomination could record all of its gains through the 
accumulation of new small churches, and thereby decline in average size. On 
the other hand, a plateaued denomination could experience an increase in 
the average size of its congregations if it was closing many smaller churches. 
However, it would appear that a drop in average size of congregations seems 
to occur along with: (1) overall membership losses; (2) declines in a denomi
nation's number of congregations; and (3) drops in NCD. Conversely, the 
historical pattern for many denominations shows that overall membership 
growth is accompanied by growth in average congregational size. In fact, 
without this effect, membership growth would have eluded many denomina
tions in years past because NCD rates were too low to keep up with the loss 
of congregations-much less to add to the rate of membership growth by 
increasing the total number of congregations. 
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FIGURE 2.4 
Average Size of Churches in Five Denominations 
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Membership Change Compared to Rates of New Churc~ Development 

If there is a link lll'twcen NCD and denominational growth we would 
expect that the historical pattern of membership change since 1949 should 
look roughly (or precisely) similar to the pattern of new church starts. That 
is, percentage rates of membership growth should be high in the 1950s and 
early 1960s, decline in the mid- to late-1960s, continue to be low during 
much of the 1970s, and then rebound in the late 1970s or early 1980s. In the 
next series of figures we look at this relationship within five denominations. 

In the Southern Baptist Convention it is obvious that the decline in denom
inational membership growth paralleled a drop in NCD from 1952 to 1973. 
Declines in the rate of membership growth were accompanied by declines in 
the new church start rate (new churches per 1,000 existing congregations), 
and when the decline in membership change bottomed out and began to 
increase slightly in the early 1970s, a similar pattern occurred in NCD. How
ever, from 1973 to 1988, the patterns diverged. NCD continued at rather high 
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levels, while membership growth dropped. A scattergram (not shown here) of 
the relationship between the NCD rate and denominational growth reveals a 
similar pattern-an almost perfect correlation through 1973, and virtually no 
correlation thereafter. Schaller's hypothesis that growing denominations start 
more churches-regardless of social conditions-may be relevant here. How
ever, there is some question as to whether this is a sign of "resilience" within 
the Southern Baptist Convention or an organized bureaucratic response to 
the slowdown in membership growth. (See Figure 2.5.) 

FIGURE 2.5 
SBC NCD Rate and Percent Membership Change 
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For the Assemblies of God the similarity between historical patterns of NCD 
and denominational growth is clear, but the erratic nature of membership 
change makes interpretation somewhat more difficult. However, if the odd fluc
tuations are ignored the two change curves seem remarkably similar. The best 
years were during the 195Os. Rates began to slow in the late 195Os and through
out the 196Os. The picture became more positive in the 197Os, especially in 
NCD, before sliding in both areas during the 198Os. Even though the direc
tional pattern of change in both areas tends to be parallel for the Assemblies of 
God, the fluctuations in the growth rate should reduce the correlation between 
rates of NCD and percent membership change. (See Figure 2.6.) 
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FIGURE 2.6 
Assembly NCD Rate and Percent Membership Change 
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For the three mainline denominations, patterns of NCO and membership 
change also tend to co-vaiy. New church start rates were highest in the era of 
greatest denominational growth and lowest in the era of most severe denomi
national decline. Further, in more recent years (from the mid- to latc-1970s 
and in the early 1980s) ncw church start rates have incrcas('d and 111eml>er
ship c!t'clirws haw 111odcratcd. 

FIGURE 2.7 
Presbyterian NCO Rate and Percent Membership Chan~e 
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For the Presbyterians the declines in membership were most serious from 
1970 to 1976, but losses have continued at a rather alarming rate into the 1980s. 
The new church start rate has followed the same pattern. The rate of NCD was 
highest in 1955 to 1958, as was the rate of membership growth. The lowest 
years of NCD came in 1970 to 1976, and it was during this six-year interval that 
membership losses were the greatest for Presbyterians. (See Figure 2.7.) 

For the United Methodists, membership losses were most severe from 1967 
to 1973. However, it should be noted that the severity of the losses (in percent
age terms) has never been as great as for the Presbyterian Church. Declines 
have continued for the United Methodists to the present without much fluctua
tion. Like the Presbyterians, membership losses were most severe at the same 
time that the NCD rate reached its lowest levels-1967 to 1973. Both areas 
have seen slight improvements since then, but there is no sign that would sug
gest that a return to growth is imminent. (See Figure 2.8.) 

FIGURE 2.8 
Methodist NCD Rate and Percent Membership Change 
11~---------------------~ 
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For the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod, the transition from rapid 
growth to membership decline took longer. The membership growth rate 
began to drop in the mid-1950s and continued to slide into the late 1970s. 
The worst years of loss came in the 1976-79 period. This was during the 
period of schism. It has been estimated that perhaps as much as two-thirds of 
the decline over this three-year period resulted from the loss of churches 
during the denominational conflict. 7 The LCMS gained members over the 
next six years, before losing again in the latest three-year period (1985-88). 
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NC:D was highest in the 19,S0s-higher in terms of the rate than the South
ern Baptist Convention <luring this period. A long, steep decline followe<l, 
however, before the NCO rate reached its low ebb from 1973-79. Not sur
p1isingly, this low point in NCO coinci<le<l with the years of greatest mem
bership loss in the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. (See Figure 2.9.) 

Ill 

FIGURE 2.9 
LCMS NCD Rate and Percent Membership Change 
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In the previous series of figures we also see evidence that the late 1980s 
havl' not hccn kind to AnH'rkan <l<-no111inations. In fact, rate's of 11l!'111ll<'rship 
cha11gt· worst·1wd i11 li>11r ol' tlw l'ivt· dt·110111inatio11s d11ri11g the last three 
years of stu<ly. Only The Unite<l Methodist Church avoi<le<l this pattern, but 
even here the rate of membership decline remained unchanged-it did not 
improve. 

The Correlation Between New Church Development and Denominational 
Growth 

It should he apparent that NCO rates and denominational membership 
changt· an· highh l'OI-relatcd-even if a causal connection cannot be 
cstahlislwd. In ordt'r to llll'asun· the extent of this correlation we com
puted the rate of NCO as well as percent membership change for each 
n·ar from 19.50 to 1988.S The NCO rate was computed by multiplying the 
number of churches started in each year hy 1,000 and then dividing this 
total by the 1111mbcr of chmches in the denomination in the previous 
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year. This gives the number of new churches starte<l per 1,000 churches 
in the <lenomination. 

When all denominations are combined, the correlation (Pearson's r) 
between the new church start rate and percent membership change was 
.76-a very strong correlation. Given the similarity in trends shown in the 
last series of charts, an even stronger correlation may have been anticipated. 
Part of the reason that the correlation was not higher might be traced to 
meaningless yearly fluctuations in the rates. However, when we recomputed 
the correlation based on three-year intervals, the Pearson's r coefficient was 
raised only slightly to .82. The major reason for the suppression in the corre
lation can be found in denominational differences. 

For individual denominations the correlation between percent membership 
change and the NCD rate was strongest in the Presbyterian Church and in the 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod (r = .89). It was also extremely high for The 
United Methodist Church (r = .86) and for the Southern Baptist Convention (r 
= .78). However, it was a surprise to discover that the correlation for the 
Assemblies of God was much lower (only .46). The Pearson's r coefficients 
using one- and three-year intervals of measurement can be seen in Table 2.1. 

TABLE 2.1 
Correlation1 Between Percent Membership Change and NCD Rate 

All Denominations 
SBC 
AOC 
United Methodist 
LCMS 
Presbyterian 

One-Year Intervals2 

.76 

.78 

.46 

.86 

.89 

.89 

1Correlation coefficient is Pearson's r. 

Three-Year Intervals 

.82 

.84 

. .50 

.88 

.94 

.9.5 

2Measurement of membership change an<l new church development was base<l on one-year 
intervals in this case. That is, percent membership change was computed from 1949 to 1950, 
from 1950 to 1951, and so forth. The new church development rate for 1950 was the number of 
new churches added to the denomination in 1950 per 1,000 existing churches in 1949. 

It is interesting that the lowest correlations between new church starts and 
denominational growth are found among the two denominations with by far 
the highest rates of :\CD. For the SBC, the slightly lower correlation can be 
attributed to the divergence of trends over the past decade. This denomina
tion has continued to start churches at a rapid pace, while its membership 
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growth rate has suffered. For the Assemblies of God this finding is somewhat 
harder to interpret. Even though the basic pattern of change among the two 
variables has been similar over the past twenty-eight years, the magnitude of 
change has been quite dissimilar in many of the years. In 1949 to 1952, for 
instance, the Assemblies of God had a relatively modest new church start 
rate (as compared to the rest of the 1950s for this denomination, not in com
parison to other denominations), but grew dramatically in membership. New 
church development then rose substantially over the next six years. Member
ship growth remained strong from 19,52 to 1955, but then fell off in 1955 to 
1958. From 1958 to 1961 the NCD rate remained fairly high. However, 
membership growth plunged to a very low level. Similarly, in the 1980s, lev
els of new church development remain high, but denominational growth has 
slowed dramatically. This erratic pattern produced the lower correlation 
among the Assemblies of God. It should be noted, however, that a correla
tion of .,50 is not low, by any standard. Still, it is in great contrast to coeffi
cients among other denominations that approach a perfect correlation. 

This "low" correlation among the Assemblies of God seems odd in light of 
the fact that their rate of NCD has been much higher than any other denom
ination. Further, in 1988, 21.7% of Assemblies of God churches reported a 
date of organization within the previous ten years. This is in contrast to 8.3% 
of SBC churches, ,5.6% of Presbyterian churches, 4.7% of American Baptist 
Clrnrclws, and only 2 . .5% of United Chmch of Christ churches. The Assem
hlil's or Cod is a yo1111g denomination, which is composed of newer churches. 
So it is clear that new churches are a major source of growth for the Assem
blies of God. Why is the correlation not higher? It is possible that for the 
Assemblies or Cod high levels of NCO are a sign of organizational resilience. 
A resilient denomination will start many new churches in periods that do not 
encourage this activity and are not conducive to denominational growth. 

For mainline denominations and for the Southern Baptist Convention, a 
high correlation between NCD and denominational membership change was 
expected and found. The meaning of this correlation is not readily apparent, 
however, because the actual number of members added through high levels 
of NCD or lost through low levels are not enough to explain the growth of 
the SBC or the declines of the mainline. One possible explanation for the 
high correlations is that rates of NCD may be a "barometer of the times." 
When the times are favorable to American churches, denominations will 
plant new churches, but when times are bad, few new church starts will be 
attempted. Is it possible that a "period effect" exists that may explain changes 
in NCD and changes in membership growth? To test this idea we computed 
an average membership change for each year from 1950 to 1988, based on 
fourteen denominations.9 The resulting graph is shown in Figure 2.10. Its 
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basic shape should be quite familiar, given the figures shown earlier. We 
then computed a partial correlation between NCO and percent membership 
change for each denomination controlling for this period effect. This was an 
effort to determine whether rates of membership growth tend to be higher 
in years when the NCO rate is higher, irrespective of the general pattern of 
membership change among Protestant denominations in American society. 

FIGURE 2.10 
Period Effects (Based on Fourteen Denominations) 

Zero-order correlations between the period effect and membership 
change ranged from a "low" of .64 for the Assemblies of God to .94 for .. the 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. Because of these strong relationships it 
was no surprise that the correlations between NCO and membership 
change were reduced when the statistical control was in effect. However, 
it was something of a surprise that the greatest reduction in correlation 
was for the Southern Baptist Convention and for the Lutheran Church, 
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Missouri Synod. In fact, for the SBC the correlation was reduced from . 78 
to - .30. (NCD rates remained positively associated with membership 
change in the LCMS, but the correlation was reduced greatly.) This 
reduction occurred because the correlation between the NCD rate and 
percent membership change was weaker than the correlation between: (1) 
the period effect and membership change, and (2) the period effect and 
the NCD rate. So for these two denominations, levels of both membership 
growth and NCD seem to be a function of the times. They maintain fairly 
high rates of NCD because this activity is consistent with their conserva
tive ideology. The primary motivation for NCD is outreach. New churches 
are a way of expanding into new populations and exposing them to a 
gospel witness. Fluctuations in this rate do not reflect changes in the 
strength of this ideology or hard work, but changes in the dominant cul
ture. The motivation to start new churches is constant, but the feasibility 
and success of this activity is dictated by the times. And in recent decades, 
the shift away from the liberal values of the 1960s helped conservative 
denominations more than mainline denominations. 10 

The Methodists and Presbyterians were affected by the times as well. 
However, there was a residual effect, which suggests that new churches 
also may be a barometer of the degree to which these denominations are 
willing to work and plan for growth. Lacking the movement quality of the 
Assc111bli<'s ol' Cod a11d tlw (·ons!'rvativ<' ideology of' the Southern Baptist 
Co11vcnlion (and LCMS), new churches must result from organized, 
bureaucratic efforts. Although greatly affected by the demographic and 
cultural changes in American society, the fortunes of these denomina
tions lil' ill tlH' dir!'ctio11 towards which their <'fforts and n•so11n·('S arc 
channeled. 

For Assemblies of God the pattern is entirely different. The times affected 
their membership growth rate substantially, but the impact of this period 
effect was much lower on their rate of NCD. Further, the correlation 
between.NCO and membership growth was reduced when controlling for 
the period effect, but the drop was not large. This denomination retains 
something of a movement quality that enables it to grow more than would be 
expected in "bad" times and to start more new churches than would be 
expected in good times or bad. In addition, its growth rate and NCD rate 
may drop in response to movement-related problems that are not reflected 
in the larger culture. 11 

New churches translate directly into large numbers of new members for 
the Assemblies of God, but the growth of this denomination in any given 
year results from many factors-not just NCD or a favorable cultural con
text. Unlike the other denominations considered here, the Assemblies of 
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God does not have a large group of stable, highly institutionalized 
churches that keep overall membership statistics smooth and even. Three
quarters of AOC churches are either growing or declining. Few are on the 
plateau (see Table 2.5). The precarious balance between the set of grow
ing churches and the set of declining churches tends to make membership 
statistics erratic from one year to the next. The result is a relatively low 
correlation between rates of NCD and membership change, and it is a 
correlation that is reduced only slightly when we control for period 
effects. 

The Impact of New Churches on Membership Change: l 983-1 988 

From an accounting perspective, new churches cannot logically hurt a· 
denomination's rate of membership change. Unlike older churches that 
only add the difference in membership between, say, 1983 and 1988, new 
churches add their full membership to a denomination's total in 1988. 
Some of these new congregations may well be in decline by 1988, but this 
decline is not recorded-only their growth from zero to whatever their 
membership stands in 1988. So the question is not whether new churches 
help a denomination's "bottom line" in terms of mcrnhcrship, hut how 
much they help. 

To answer this question it was necessary to turn to a different source of 
data: the actual membership records of individual congregations (both old 
and new) in several denominations. Unfortunately, it was not possible to use 
the same five denominations analyzml above. Data tapes on all congregations 
were not available from The United Methodist Church or the Lutheran 
Church, Missouri Synod. So these denominations were replaced by the 
United Church of Christ and the American Baptist Churches. Tapes sup
plied by these two denominations (also the SBC, AOC, and the Presbyterian 
Church, U.S.A.) contained membership data, dates of organization, and 
other variables for 1983 and 1988. Subsequent analysis is based on data from 
these five denominations. 

For the SBC, new churches (those organized from 1983 to 1988) added 
214,120 members to the denomination. From 1983 to 1988 the overall 
denomination grew 4.7%. 12 Subtracting the members contributed by new 
churches leaves the denomination with a growth of 3.2%. Thus, the Southern 
Baptist Convention would have grown without its new churches, but the rate 
of growth would have been reduced. 

For the Assemblies of God the impact of new churches was even more 
substantial. New churches added 97,805 members to the denomination 



64 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

from 198.3 to 1988. i:3 The total denomination grew by 11 . .3% over these 
five years. However, without new churches the growth of Assemblies of 
God congregations would be reduced to 4.0%. This suggests that not only 
did the Assemblies of God grow more (in aggregate percentage terms) 
through new churches than the SBC, but that older Assemblies of God 
churches were more likely to grow than were older Southern Baptist 
churches. 14 Indeed this is the case. Additional analysis shows that among 
churches that existed in 198.3 and 1988, .38% of Assemblies of God 
churches experienced growth of more than 10%, as compared to .30% of 
Southern Baptist Churches. 

Declining denominations are losing members in spite of the new churches 
that they organize. In the case of the American Baptist Churches, the overall 
mc1nbership loss was 1.7% from 198.3 to 1988. New churches helped to 
moderate the declines experienced by older churches in this denomination. 
Without the 11,214 members added by new ABC congregations, the denom
ination's overall membership loss drops to - 2.4%. Presbyterian losses were 
even greater. The overall loss was 5.5% from 198.3 to 1988. Without new 
churches, this loss would have been 6.9%. 

Calculating aggregate losses for United Church of Christ congregations in 
the same manner as for the other four denominations was not possible using 
ti)(' data availahl<' lwca11s<' chmdws tl1at died or left the denomination 
hdwccn 198:3 and 1988 were not included on the data tape. Thus, any losses 
that we compute should be substantially greater. Nevertheless, the UCC 
churches included in the data set lost 2.4% on an aggregate level. Without 
new churches this loss would have been 2.9%. 

Findings Related to Assumption Number 2: NCO as a Denominational 
Growth Strategy 

New Churches: A Way of Reaching into New Populations or of 
Keeping up with One's Members? 

Denominations differ in the extent to which they are concentrated in cer
tain rei;ions of the nation. Of the five denominations for whicl1 we have indi
\idual clrnrch data, the Southern Baptist Convention is the most regionally 
<kl'incd. As can lw seen in Figures 2.1 lA, 2.11 B, and 2.llC, it is in southern 
states that the concentration of churches greatly exceeds the expected fre
quency. 1.5 Further, SBC concentration tends to be either extremely heavy or 
very light. Virginia provides the only exception to this rule. 



FIGURE 2.llA 
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FIGURE 2.llC 

Proportion of New SBC Churches 
Hispanic or Black 

oo.1-10.0% El] 10.1-20.0% ■ 20.1-30.0% ■ 30.1%+ 

Where are Southern Baptists starting new churches? Rates of NCD are 
highest outside their region of concentration-Southern Baptists are starting 
clrnrches "wh<'r<' they ar<' not."l<i Tn SOlll<' ways this should not lw s11rprisi11g. 

IH'c;llJS(' Ill(' d('11silv or ('Oll('('Jllration in !lit' So11tlt would Sl'Clll lo preclude a 

ltigl1 rate of NCD in most southern states. Further, there is a new church 
development strategy operating at the national level to plant at least one 
church in what are called "unentered counties" and to concentrate church 
extension in the largest metropolit~n areas of the United States-most of 
which are located outside the South. For these reasons, NCD rates are 
higher in nonsouthern states. 

The Assemblies of God is much less regionally defined than the SBC. In 
fact, less than half of the congregations in this denomination are located in 
states shaded moderate to highest concentration, as compared to 80% of 
SBC churches (see Figures 2.12A and 2.12B). 17 Like Southern Baptists, 
Assemblies of God are also planting new churches "where they are not." 
However, they appear to have eoncentrated NCD efforts particularly in 
three rapidly growing western states, in growing "Sunbelt" states, and along 
the eastern seaboard from Maine to Florida. 
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FIGURE 2.12B 
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For tl1l' A1rn·rica11 Baptists, the heaviest concentration of churches is in the 
Northeast and in the East North Central region of the United States (Figures 
2.13A, 2.13B, and 2.13C). Because the American Baptists have not started 
many new churches in recent years, few states have high NCO rates (for a state 
to be shaded the denomination must have started at least two churches in that 
state from 1983 to 1988). Rates are highest in the Far West, where a relatively 
large number of new churches have been started, and in Missouri, where only a 
few have been started. 18 

FIGURE 2.13A 

' Church Concentration 
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FIGURE 2.138 
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FIGURE 2.13C 

ffil 50-74% 

More of ABC Churches 
• or Black 

\ 

■ 75-100% 

The United Church of Christ distribution reflects the peculiar nature of 
this denomination, which resulted from the merger of the Congregationalists 
(who were heavily concentrated in New England) with a Reformed body 
(which was concentrated in Pennsylvania and the Midwest). Thus, New Eng
land is shaded dark, along with Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, Illinois, and 
Iowa (Figure 2.14A). New UCC churches arc concentrated in areas far 
removed from the UCC "strongholds." The states shaded in Figure 2.14B 
also tend to be growing (see the population change map in Figure 2.16). 

FIGURE 2.14A 
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FIGURE 2.14C 

Proportion of New UCC Churches 
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Q0.1-10.0'7, DJ 10 1-20.0% ■ 20.1-30.0% ■ 30.1%+ 



NEW CHURCH DEVELOPMENT AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH / 71 

FIGURE 2.15A 
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Like American Baptists and Assemblies of God, Presbyterian churches 
are dispersed across several regions of the United States (Figures 2.15A, 
2.l.5B, and 2.l.5C). In fact, their pattern of concentration looks remarkably 
similar to that of the ABC, but with more of a Middle Atlantic-Southern 
shift. Relative to the population, Presbyterian concentration is highest in 
Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Virginia, and Iowa. New church develop
ment rates are highest in the Far West, the Sunbelt, and in scattered other 
states. Like the Assemblies of God and the UCC, it would appear that 
Presbyterians are combining efforts to start new churches "where they are 
not" with a growing state strategy. 

Is there any pattern to regional rates of NCD? Specifically, are growing 
denominations like the Assemblies of God and the Southern Baptist Convention 
starting a disproportionately larger number of new churches in growing states or 
in states with higher levels of in-migration? The answer is yes and no, and in the 
m~e of the "yes" it is difficult to tell whether there is any strategy behind the 
trend. The correlation (Pearson's r) at the state level between population growth 
and NCD rates are .46 for the UCC, .43 for the Presbyterian Church, .30 for the 
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FIGUUE 2.15B 

Presbyterian New Church Concentration 

O Lowest D Low [ill Moderate ■ High ■ Highest 

AOC, .2g for the ABC, and .12 for the SBC. All Hve denominations have higher 
rates ofNCD in states that are growing in population. Is this happenstance, strat
q.,,y, or simply the fact that it is easier to sta1t new churches in states where the 
pop11lation is growing? More than likely it is a little of each, with some denomi
nations leaning more toward strate1,.,,y than others. (See Figure 2.16.) 

The relationship between levels of population mobility and NCD is less 
close. Again, the two denominations with the most severe declines in member
ship have the strongest state-level correlations (.28 for the UCC and .26 for the 
Presbyterian Church). For the denomination with the most rapid growth over 
the past twenty-eight years, the state-level correlation is the lowest: - .02 for 
he Assemblies of God. The correlation for the ABC is .24 and for the SBC it is 
14. Few conclusions can be drawn from this state-level comparison. Further, 
,challer's hypothesis concerning in-migration probably is more applicable to 
·ornmunity levels of in-migration and to the ability of new churches to grow 
vhere they happen to be planted rather than to the tendency of a denomina
ion to plant churches in states with high levels of in-migration. Unfortunately, 
liis thesis could not lw tt·sted with the data on hand_ l\J 
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I The fact that the UCC, the Presbyterian Clwrch, and the ABC seem to be 
\ focusing Llicir li111itcd church extension etforts in states that are demographi

cally "better" than other states raises th<' possibility that thl'y aw hl'ing 111orc 
can.f'11I and i11lc11tio11al about wl1t•n· they start new churches than the Southern 
Baptist Convention. Indeed, most church extension guides produced by main
line authors emphasize the "careful" approach (see Jones, 1976). For the SBC 
the "quality" of a region has been irrelevant. Much more attention has been 
given to the degree to which an area has been "reached" with the gospel-with 
judgments in this area being based primarily 011 the existence of SBC 
cl111rdws, rather than on the proportion of the population that is "churched." 

All denominations have targeted NCO outside their regions of concen
tration. So in this sense, NCO is a way of reaching into new territory 
(although not necessarily into new populations) for mainline and conserva
tive clcno111inations alike. However, the next question that can be posed is 
whether new churches grow better outside the region of concentration. 
The answer is no for all denominations except for the United Church of 
Christ. In the other four denominations newer churches (those formed in 
1972 to 1982) in states of concentration are just as likely to grow as newer 
churches in states outside the region of concentration. However, among 
older churches (organized prior to 1972) there is a trend for churches to 
see more growth on average outside the region of concentration in all 
denominations, again except for the UCC. 

New Churches and Community Population Characteristics 

I11 the past, tll(' acknowl<·dg<·d stral<'gy for NCI) was to target growing 
;id)llrlis. ( :lia11gi11g d<·110111i11alio11al priorities, as wt'll as the growth poten
ial of dl111ic co11grcgations have changed this approach somewhat, but the 
p1estion remains whether 11ew cl111rches tend to be planted in demo
;raplrically "'better'" areas. The answer is a definite yes, especially in refer
nee to population growth. As shown in Table 2.2, for "older" SBC 
hurches (those formed prior to 1983), the mean population change in the 
ip code where the church is located was +25.6% between 1970 and 1980. 
or new churches (organized from 1983 to 1988) the mean population 
iange was +46.4%. In the AOC the percentages were +26.8% (older 
mrches) and +37.2% (new churches). For the ABC, older churches saw 
1 average of 9.6% population growth in their zip codes, as compared to 
t average 26.l % population gain for new church zip codes. For UCC 
urches and Presbyterian churches the differences wer<' eve11 more dra-
1tic. Th<' lll<'an population cliangc in zip codes surrounding older Pres
tcrian churches was + 17. l % . By contrast the mean for new Presbyterian 
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churches was +63.7%. For older UCC churches the mean population 
change was + 14.3%, as compared to an average fi 1.9% gain for zip codes 
around new UCC churches. 

TABLE 2.2 
Average Percent Change1 in Zip Code 

Population for New Churches2 and Older Churches3 

New Churches Older Churches 

SBC 46.4% 25.6% 
AOC 37.2 26.8 
ABC 26.1 9.6 
ucc 61.9 14.3 
Presbyterian 63.7 17.1 

1Population change in zip codes surrounding churches was measured from 1970 to 1980. 
2New churches were organized from 1983 to 1988. 
3Older churches were organized prior to 1983. 

Newer churches tend to be located in areas with newer housing, with higher 
l1011sing values, and with a higher proportion of college graduates. On the 
other hand, newer churches were also more likely to be located in areas with a 
higher propmtion of multifamily housing, a greater propmtion of Hispanics, 
and a greater proportion of renters. For Assemblies of God, the American 
Baptist Churches, and the United Church of Christ (but not Southern Baptists 
or Presbyterians), new churches were more often found in areas with a greater 
proportion of African Americans. Zip codes surrounding new ABC and UCC 
churches were more likely to have a higher proportion below the poverty level 
than were zip codes surrounding older ABC and UCC churches. 

So do new churches tend to be planted in demographically better areas for 
growth? Again, the answer is yes. In fact, in the ABC, even new African-Amer
ican and ethnic congregations tend to be located in areas of greater population 
growth than do older African-American and ethnic congregations. However, 
these demographic findings do seem somewhat contradictory in some cases 
(e.g., higher housing values and more poverty). This is due, no doubt, to the 
fact that denominations are starting a variety of new churches. Unlike the 
1950s, new churches in the 1980s (and 1990s) are no longer exclusively subur
ban. Many new churches are located in the inner city and are targeted to eth
nic populations or designed for specific types of urban ministry. 



--
7 6 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

New Churches Among Racial/Ethnic Groups 

For predominantly white "Anglo" denominations, expansion into new pop
ulations has meant NCD among non-Anglo racial/ethnic groups as well as 
NCD outside their region of concentration. New ethnic churches have 
allowed denominations to find new sources of growth and to ameliorate the 
embarrassing legacy of segregation in their histories. For some denomina
tions new African-A 111erican or ethnic churches have helped augment the 
slumping development of new Anglo churches. For other groups, new black 
and ethnic churches have become the dominant mode of NCD. In' the ABC, 
for instance, 65% of the churches organized from 1983 to 1988 were ethnic 
or black. 211 This is in contrast to only about 20% of American Baptist 
churches organized prior to 1983. 

A total of 31 % of new UCC churches are black or ethnic, as compared 
to 26% of new Presbyterian churches and an estimated 28% of new 
Assemblies of God churches (up from around 22% ten years ago). For the 
SBC, reliable data were not available on the issue until 1990. Analysis 
among reporting churches indicated that 20% of new SBC congregations 
(organized from 1985 to 1990) were predominantly ethnic or black in 
membership). In all five denominations ethnic and black congregations 
are greatly over-represented among new churches. For the AOC the pro
portion of ethnic or black new church starts is about twice the proportion 
of non-Anglo clrnrches in the denomination (although it may be higher). 
For the other four denominations the over-representation of black and 
~thnic churches is far greater. I II Table 2.:3 it can be seen that 5% of older 
i>reshytnian ehurchcs arc black or cthnie in eomparison to 26% of new 
''resbyterian ehurel1es. Similarly, only 8% of older UCC churches are 
>lack or ethnic in comparison to 31 % of new UCC congregations. And 
·inally, 20% of new SBC churches are ethnic or black in comparison to 
,nly .5% of existing SBC congregations. Without new black or ethnic 
hurches, NCD rates would be much lower in all five denominations. 

In Figure 2.l3C it can be seen that in ten states (and in Washington, D.C.) 
vt•r tl1rc<·-q11arlns of 111w AB<; d111r!'li('s arc dl111i(' or black. For Ilic otl1cr 
111r dt·11rn11i11alio11s tlil' proporlio11 of 11011-Anglo churches is less than for the 
BC. Nevertheless, a number of states have a high proportion of new 
rnrches that are ethnic or black. For instance, in Figure 2.llC it can be 
·en that in Massachusetts, Connecticut, Wisconsin, and New Mexico, a siz
ile proportion of new SBC churches are Hispanic or black. For the Presby-
1ian church, several states with high rates of NCD also have high propor
ms of new churches that are ethnic or black. These states include 
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California, Arizona, Georgia, and Maryland. Likewise, for the UCC, states 
with high rates of NCO and a large proportion of new black or ethnic 
churches include California, Hawaii, and Florida. In these states predomi
nantly white denominations are expanding into new territory by NCO out
side their region of concentration and among nontraditional populations. 
(See Figure 2.14C). • 

TABLE 2.3 
Percent of Churches Black or Ethnic by Denomination 

New Churches Older Churches 

SBC 0 20% 5% 
AOC (est.) 28 14 
ABC 65 20 
ucc 31 8 
Presbyterian 26 5 

°Figures for Southern Baptist churches were based on the 1990 Uniform Church Letter. New 
churches were those organized from 1985 to 1990. For other denominations, new churches 
were those organized 1983 to 1988. 

Ilow much <lo new ethnic or black churches add to the growth of a 
denomination? And do new ethnic churches grow faster than new Anglo 
churches? We only have data on three denominations to answer these ques
tions. Ethnic and black churches are mon' likely to grow than Anglo 
churches in all three denominations.21 However, as shown in Table 2.4, the 
magnitude of the difference in the percentage of churches growing is not as 
large as might be expected between Anglo churches and black/ethnic 
churches. Still, the aggregate result of this relationship is rather substantial. 
In the ABC, older ethnic churches grew by 7.9% from 1983 to 1988. Older 
Anglo churches lost 6.8% over the same period. Thus, the growth of older 
hlack and ethnic churches combined with the addition of many new black 
and ethnic churches helped to moderate the decline of this denomination. 

In the Presbyterian Church, older black or ethnic churches did not fare 
as well. They declined by 3.5% at an aggregate level. However, older 
Anglo churches did even worse, declining by 6.2%. When new ethnic 
churches are combined with older ethnic churches, the entire set of ethnic 
churches grew by 7.0% from 1983 to 1988. When new Anglo churches are 
combined with older Anglo churches, the entire set of Anglo churches 
declined by 5.0% during the same period. Thus, as for the ABC, ethnic 
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and black congregations helped moderate the decline of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.). 22 

TABLE 2.4 
Percent of Churches Growing1 by Racial/Ethnic Status 

ABC 

ucc 
Presbyterian 

ABC 
ucc 
l'n·sl>vt<·rian 

Older2 

Black or Ethnic 

2.3.6% 
29.8 
2.3.8 

Newer3 
Black or Ethnic 

.38.9% 
41.4 
48. 

Older 

Anglo 

18.9% 

17.0 
1.5.7 

Newer 
Anglo 

58.5% 
,52.7 

46.2 

'< :rnwi 11 g l'l 111 rdl<'s w,·n· tl1osc with ov,·r 10% i11l'rease i11 membership from 1983 to 1988. 
"N,·w,·r il1111·,·lws w,·n· orga11iz,·d fro111 I fJ'i:3 to HJ82. 
l( >ld,·r cl111rd1t·s w1•rc 11r.~a11iz1·d prior to 197:3. 

I >ii'l<-r,·11,·,·s <'\i.sI,·d IH'lw,·,·11 d(·110111i11alio11s i11 the likelihood of newer 
1:l<'i:il/l'll111i,· <"i111n·ll<'s (llio.sc· li,rnl('d af'll'r 1972) to grow as compared to 
1<·11,·1 .\11_1:lo ,·l111rd1<·s. :\.s sl1<1\111 i11 T:1lil,· :2.•I. i11 liotli thl' ABC and the 
',I<:<· 11,·11,·1 :\11_1:!11 <'l111r<"l1,·.s 11,·n· 111nn· lik,·k lo grow than ll't'rc newer 
,l;l<'ki<'ll111i,· l'i111rl'il<'s. For tli,· l'rl'sbyterian Church, however, newer 

>lack/ethnic cl111rches were slightly more likely to grow than were newer 
u1glo churches. New churches tend to grow, whatever their ethnic makeup. 
,fter a church is no longer new, the prospects for continued growth seem to 
e better for non-Anglo congregations. 

Findings Related to Assumption 3: 
NCD and Denominational Resilience 

Our final assumption concerns the relationship of denominational 
,ilience to NCD and denominational growth. As indicated earlier, there 
' some intangible aspects to denominational growth, but we expected that 

'Se intangibles would have very tangible correlates. Schaller suggested that 
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the churches in newer denominations would be more likely to grow than the 
churches in older denominations. As can be seen in Table 2.5, the "newest" 
of the five denominations (the Assemblies of God) has the largest proportion 
of growing congregations.23 If we only consider the percent of churches 
growing, it is clear that this denomination probably has a larger share of 
"resilient" congregations. But the picture is more complex than that, because 
the Assemblies of God also has the second largest proportion of declining 
churches (after the Presbyterians). 

Again we see evidence that the AOC is distinct from the other four 
denominations. It retains something of a movement ("boom or bust") quality. 
Churches are either growing or declining. Few are stable institutions on the 
plateau. For the SBC, on the other hand, the proportion declining is very low 
(only 18%) but the proportion on the plateau is huge. Clearly, the least 
resilient denomination of the five (as indicated by this criteria) is the Presby
terian Church. This denomination has the smallest percentage of growing 
congregations and by far the largest proportion of declining churches (42%). 
UCC churches tend to be on the plateau or declining, as do American Bap
tist churches. 

SBC 
AOC 
ABC 
ucc 

TABLE 2.5 
Percent of Churches Growing, 1 Plaleaucd, 2 or l>el'lini11g::1 

I f)S:J-1 HSS 

Crowing l'lat,·a11<·,I I >1Tli11i11g 

30.5% 51.9% 17.6% 
38.3 25.4 36.3 
19 47 ,32.4 
18.0 52.6 29.3 

Presbyterian 16.2 41.4 42.4 

;?~owing ch11rd1es wr,n, tl,osr, will, ovr,r 10% irwn,as<' i11 1111•JJ1l11·rsl,i)' fro 111 l!J/J:l lo J!J/j/J. 

1
1
9

lateaued d111rd1r:s w1:r1: lhos1: will1 lwlw1:1:11 + 10% a 11 d -- JO% ,·l,a 11g,· ;11 1111 ,.11 J.,.r,l,iJ> fr,,,,, 
8.3 to 1988. 

3
Declining churches were those \\ith over 10% decline in rnernlH,rship frorn J 98.3 to 1988. 

We_ a]s? have suggested that growing denominations may demonstrate 
orgamzahonal resilience to the degree that their congregations sustain 
growth a~ross -~ongregational age, size, and location categories. Do the 
church~s m resilient denominations grow "across the board"? If the answer is 
yes, this would mean that the churches in such denominations are less 
affected by outside forces that tend to encourage or constrain the growth of 
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111ost co11grcgatio11s. 011 till' other ha11J, it is possible that in growing Jenomi
nations each size, age, or location category will simply contain a larger per
centage of growing congregations. 

Previous research on the relationship between age of church and member
ship growth showed that among SBC churches, newer congregations were 
much more likely to grow than were older congregations (Hadaway, 
1990:371). This observation led to the assumption that low levels of NCD 
would lead to a larger proportion of slower-growing older congregations in a 
denomination. Do these findings hold for other denominations as well? And 
what does this say about denominational resilience? 

TABLE 2.6 
Percent of Churches Growing by Date of Organization 

Oldest 
Churches 1928-47 1948-57 1958-72 1973-82 

SBC 22.4% 27.9% ,3:3.9% 42.7% 62.,5% 
AOG 34.8 34.8 36.0 40.9 48.8 
ABC 17.8 20.3 25.3 27.0 46.1 
ucc 16.4 21.4 18.9 24.5 47.5 
Presbyterian 1:3.0 19.2 18.7 22.8 46.8 

Data for the American Baptist Churches, the United Church of Christ, 
and the Presbyterian Church also reveal a fairly substantial, but curvilinear 
relationship between age of congregation and percentage of churches grow
ing. As shown in Tabk 2.6, a s,naller percentage of newer ABC, UCC, and 
Presbyterian churches were growing ( 46.1 %, 4 7.5%, and 46.8%, respec
tively) than were newer Southern Baptist churches (62.5%). But all four 
denominations are similar in that there was a very large difference between 
the newest set of congregations (organized from 1973 to 1982) as compared 
to the next youngest set of congregations (organized from 1958 to 1972). For 
SBC churches the difference was 19.8 percentage points, while for ABC 
churches the difference was 19.1 percentage points. Similarly, the differ
ences between the two youngest groups of churches in percent of churches 
growing were 24 percentage points for the Presbyterians, and 23 percentage 
points for the United Church of Christ. In these four denominations, new 
churches were very likely to experience growth. However, the positive effect 
of this "newness" does not last very long. 

Among Assemblies of God congregations, the pattern was somewhat dif
ferent. The relationship between age of church and growth was present, but 
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it was also weak because newer churches were only slightly more likely to 
grow than older AOC churches. In other words, AOC churches were more 
likely to sustain growth across age categories. Newer AOC congregations 
were less likely to grow than were newer SBC congregations. On the other 
hand, older AOC congregations were more likely to grow than older SBC 
congregations. Age seems to matter less among AOC churches. Instead, 
resilience, as measured by percent of churches growing, is spread rather 
evenly among churches of different ages. 

A similar effect is seen in the area of church size. For both Southern Bap
tists and Assemblies of God congregations there is something of a "U
shaped" relationship between church size and aggregate membership 
growth. Both smaller and larger churches tend to do better in terms of 
growth than do mid-sized congregations. For Southern Baptists, the smallest 
churches do the best (by far). Churches that had between one and fifty 
members in 1983 grew by an aggregate 20%. For Assemblies of God, the 
percentage gain was lower among small churches ( + 11 % ), but it was still sub
stantial if compared to the American Baptists and Presbyterians. Small ABC 
churches declined by 12% overall. Likewise, small Presbyterian churches 
declined by 11 %. 

As can be seen in Figure 2.17, among both the AOC and the SBC, aggre
gate growth rises substantially among the largest churches in each denomina
tion. This goes against conventional wisdom, because it is logistically (and 
statistically) easier for a small group of any kind to experience larger percent
age gains than it is for a large group. In these two denominations, however, 
churches with over 1,000 members are more likely to grow and to experience 
larger aggrt>gate gains than are churches with only a few lrnndrecl nwrnhers. 
This suggests that for both the SBC and the AOC, denominational growth is 
dependent on the growth of both small (and often new) congregations and 
very large churches. Again, Schaller is supported. And this may point to yet 
another source of resilience because the presence of large, growing congre
gations-some of which are relatively young-provides models to entrepre
neurial young pastors who would like to build large, growing congregations 
themselves. Further, the growth curve for the AOC is flatter than for the 
SBC. Size has less effect on the aggregate growth (and average growth) of 
AOC churches-providing more support for the resilience thesis.24 

For ABC and Presbyterian churches the relationship is quite different. In 
the ABC, it is the smallest and largest churches that experience the largest 
aggregate declines. The largest ABC congregations collectively lost 9.4% of 
their members from 1983 to 1988. In addition, the smallest ABC churches 
lost 11.8% of their members. But among those churches that existed in both 
1983 and 1988, the smallest churches were more likely to grow. This finding 



82 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

is not hard to explain. For growing denominations the smallest set of 
churches contains many new, growing congregations that will not be small 
for long. However, in a declining denomination, the smallest set of churches 
contains many dying churches that will not be with the denomination for 
long. Those that survive are more likely to grow, but their growth does not 
compensate for the loss of other small congregations. 

A third pattern is evident for Presbyterian churches. Like the ABC, their 
smallest churches do poorly in terms of aggregate growth. However, decline is 
pe1vasive in this denomination. Congregations in the middle range do no bet
ter than smaller congregations in aggregate terms. Unlike the ABC, the Pres
byterians retain substantial numbers of larger, prestigious churches. These 
churches allow the growth curve to inch into "the black" among those congre
gations with more than 3,000 members. But what is striking about the curve 
for Presbyteiians is the fact that it is so flat. If pervasive resilience can pro
duce a flat curve on some correlates of growth (as in the case of the AOC), 
then it is also possible for a pervasive lack of resilience to do the same. 

FIGURE 2.17 
Percent Change in Aggregate Membership by Size Category: 
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Additional Findings Related to Church Size 

Among the many hypotheses outlined by Schaller (1991) in his book on 
new church development is the idea that new churches are more likely to 
grow if they are started larger-preferably with 200 persons or more attend
ing the initial worship service. The logic is that such churches are able to 
bypass the "single cell" stage of organization and are less likely to become 
"stuck" at one of the typical points of plateau. 

Unfortunately, it was not possible to test this hypothesis directly. We had 
no way of knowing worship attendance at the first worship service. As an 
alternative, we looked at membership growth from 1983 to 1988 among 
those churches organized in 1982 or 1983 by size category (as measured in 
1983). Results indicate that in the Assemblies of God, the SBC, and the Pres
byterian Church, growth was most likely among smaller churches. For the 
SBC and the AOC, growth was most likely in the category of one to fifty 
members. These denominations had very few new churches with 200 or 
more members in 1983 (3% of new AOC churches and 10% of new SBC 
congregations were this large in 1983). New Presbyterian churches were 
larger on average than new SBC or AOC churches (13% were over 200 in 
1983), however, growth was most likely in the category of fifty-one to one 
hundred members (Presbyterians had very few new churches with less than 
fifty-one members in 1983). If one plans intentionally to become a 
megachurch, it may help to begin with over 200 members, but larger initial 
size (at date of organization) apparently is not required to predict the relative 
likelihood of growth among mainline and evangelical congregations. 

A second hypothesis related to chmch size (not from Schaller in this case) 
is that very large chmchcs may suppress NCD and the overall growth of the 
denomination in the area in which they are located. This hypothesis was not 
supported. We looked at counties that had churches with 3,000 members or 
more in 1983 (4,000 or more for the SBC). Results indicate that for the SBC, 
AOC, and ABC, the rate of NCD is substantially higher on average in areas 
with superchurches, as compared to the rate for the entire denomination. 
Further, it appears that while superchurches tend to show more growth than 
do the smaller congregations in their communities, the overall growth of a 
denomination's churches in a community with a superchurch is not hurt. In 
fact, aggregate percentage membership growth in such communities tends to 
exceed that of the overall denomination. This effect was marginal for South
ern Baptists, a little stronger for American Baptists, but very strong for the 
Assemblies of God. AOC churches in communities with superchurches grew 
over three times faster than the national average. 



84 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

Discussion 

Crowing denominations have higher rates of NCD. This is ve1y clear. In 
the 1950s, all Hve denominations that were analzyed had relatively high rates 
)f both NCD and membership growth. Further, membership growth tended 
o be greater in denominations with higher rates of NCD. In later years, all 
lenominations experienced declines in NCD, and all denominations experi
·nced erosions in their rates of membership growth. But not all denomina
ions declined in membership. The two that avoided membership declines 
l'en· those tl1at J11aintained higher rates of NCD. Among mainline denomina
ions, membership decline was least severe for the Lutheran Church, Mis
>uri Synod-a denomination with a rate of NCD that has tended to be much 
igher than the Presbyterian Church or The United Methodist Church. 
Growing denominations also have an increasing average congregation size. 

his has been true throughout the twenty-eight-year period of investigation. 
:mthern Baptist churches and Assemblies of God congregations experi-
1ced increases in average size from 1950 to the present. On the other hand, 
,e mainline denominations began to decline in membership at the same 
ne that the average size of their congregations began to shrink. 
All denominations ten<l to plant churches in areas that are dernographi
lly favorable and outside their region of concentration. This seems particu
,Jy true with regard to NCD and state-by-state patterns of population 
Jwth. It must he added, however, that new churches tend to be located in 
:•ographieally favorable" areas and among receptive populations even in 
'.;lining denominations. The highest correlations between NCD rates and 
p11lation growth were fo11nd fi>r the Presbyterian Church and f"or the 
,ilt·d Cl111rcli of( :l1rist-- al liotl1 1111' slalc lcvt•I and al the zip code lt·vcl. 
It is also true that all five denominations are making major efforts to 
>and beyond their Anglo base into African-American and ethnic popula
ns. This push appears to be somewhat greater in proportional terms 
ong declining denominations. However, it is possible that relatively little 
Jrt at the denominational level is involved in the ongoing business of 
ial/ethnic NCD. Once started, this activity may gain a life of its own and 
::arried by the ethnic populations rather than by denominational agencies. 
ther, the proportion of new churches that are ethnic or black may be so 
1 in mainline denominations because so few Anglo churches are being 
ted-rather than because so many ethnic or black churches are being 
mized. 
ven the most rapidly growing denominations experienced rather severe 
nturns in NCD during the 1960s. However, not all denominations were 
rastically affected by the changes as were others. Apparently, some 
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denominations have a certain resilience that helps them adjust more readily 
to the times. They experienced membership growth and started new 
churches-even when doing so was costly and the success rate was low. 
Oddly enough, among such denominations the statistical link between rates 
of NCD and rates of membership change is likely to be less tight. For partic
ularly resilient denominations, the NCD rate may remain high even when 
membership growth is difficult. The net effect is a somewhat lower correla
tion between NCD and membership change. 

Finally, it is clear that growing denominations have a larger proportion of 
growing churches and their churches tend to sustain growth across congrega
tional age, size, and location factors. This was particularly true for the Assem
blies of God. AOC churches were more likely to grow, even in those cate
gories that discourage growth in most denominations. On the other hand, the 
growth pattern of SBC churches looked more like the growth pattern of 
mainline churches. The only difference was that for the SBC, the percentage 
of churches growing was greater in each category. The clear exception to this 
generalization was in the relationship between size of congregation and 
church growth. For both the SBC and the AOC, large churches were almost 
as likely to grow as small churches. Indeed, we can speculate that large, 
growing churches provide models that may inspire potential church planters. 
These examples show what is possible. But denominations that lack such 
models may find it difficult to encourage people to become church planters. 

Conclusion 

Earl in W(' rdi·nnl lo S('V!'ral slalt•111e11ls liy Bullock ( I ~J!)l) eo11ecrning 
NCO and denominational growth. His remarks led to our main research 
question: Is NCD a cause or a symptom of denominational membership 
growth? Our examination of the data suggests, simply-it depends. In some 
denominations, NCD is more a cause of growth. In others, NCD seems to be 
a symptom of something else-something deeper, and perhaps, less pro
grammable. 

The Assemblies of God is an interesting and instructive case. New 
churches have added more to its growth than to any other denomination. At 
the same time, the rate of NCD appears to be symptomatic of something 
else-a certain organizational resilience or movement quality (to which 
growth in membership is closely tied). So for the Assemblies of God, new 
churches are both a cause and a symptom of growth. 

New churches also add something to the growth of the Southern Baptist 
Convention and the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. However, new 
churches do not contribute very many new members (in percentage terms); 
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and increases in the rate of NCD are not associated with increases in mem
bership growth when period effects are controlled. The 1970s and the 1980s, 
in general, provided a favorable climate for these conservative, noncharis
matic denominations-and they benefited from this climate. So, for these 
two denominations, NCD is more a symptom than a cause of denominational 
growth. In eras where mernbership growth occurs, these denominations start 
many new churches, but it is the era that makes both (membership growth 
and NCD) more likely. 

When NCD is symptomatic of growth, evidence of a link between the two 
can be found in various places in a denomination. Growing denominations 
start more new churches and simultaneously, have increased numbers of 
"megachurches" (1,000+ members). Indeed, large, successful churches seem 
to give the needed stimulus for budding church planters. They provide inspi
rational models to follow. This has been important for growth among the 
Assemblies of God and the Southern Baptist Convention. 

Finally, for mainline denominations, we have shown that little growth has 
come from new churches in recent years, because these denominations have 
simply start('d so f('w. I Iow<'V('r, growth has hl'en enhaneed in those eras in 
which they have started many-even when controlling for period effects. So 
for the mainline, new ehurches are more a cause of growth than they are a 
symptom of growth. When these denominations make the effort to start new 
churches, they tend to grow (or at least moderate their declines). When they 
do not make the effort, they tend to decline. 

N<·w eh11rcll('s arl' 1101 tll<' only answer for denorninational growth. Yet 
they are important, both as a potential source of some growth, and as a 
barometer of other things that affect mcmlwrship growth. 2•5 For some 
dt•110111i11alio11s, lt·vt·ls ol" NCI) 111ay i11dicall' ovl'rall orga11izalio11al rl'sili<'lll'<'. 
for other denominations they may indieate hard work and suceess in reaching 
goals, and for still other denominations, they may reflect how "friendly" 
soeial and geographical conditions are to churches, both new and old. 
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T
he story of mainline Protestant membership trends since World War 
II is well known and much discussed. For the twenty years following 
World War II, riding on the crest of prosperity, suburbanization, a 

"baby boom," and all-time high church participation levels, the denomina
tions of the Protestant mainline grew vigorously. From the mid-1960s 
onward, however, the graphs charting membership trends began to point 
downward rather than upward, at times to a frightening degree. The liter
ature describing and analyzing these trends is voluminous; yet, there is a 
paucity of literature on the response of these same denominations to their 
decline. This is puzzling because since the mid-1960s, significant changes 
have occurred in mainline Protestant evangelism and new church develop
ment programs. In addition to these changes, the emergence of the 
"church growth movement" in the 1970s added a new dimension to 
church outreach and extension. Such salient dew·lopments 11ndo11htedly 
arc rclall'd to the 111<•111l)('rship d<!elinc that disturbed 111ai11li11c Protestant 
leaders throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s. 

This chapter examines the evangelism, church growth, and new church 
development programs of three historic, mainline Protestant denomina
tions-the American Baptist Churches in the U.S.A. (ABC), the United 
Church of Christ (UCC) and The United Methodist Church (UMC)-and 
compares them briefly with the experience of a fourth, the Presbyterian 
Church, U.S.A. (PCUSA). All four denominations occupy an important 
place in American religious history. Each has been an integral part of the 
nation's religious establishment. Each experienced significant numerical 
decline in their white constituencies since the mid-1960s and responded 
in various ways to the decline through programmatic efforts in evangelism, 
church growth, and new church development. And, each is seeking to find 
their niche in a changed American religious marketplace (see Roof and 
McKinney, 1987:229-51 and Berger, 1967:137-47). 

87 
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The findings of this study are based upon thirty face-to-face interviews 
with past and present national level denominational executives and staff in 
the ABC, UCC, and UMC. In addition, numerous books, articles, reports, 
and archival materials-most of which are not cited-were reviewed. "Infor
mants" in each of the three denominations, each having worked in high 
denominational positions over a significant span of time, provided especially 
candid and useful insights about the theological and political nuances of their 
denomination. The interviews and materials reviewed point out striking simi
larities between the three denominations, and equally striking similarities 
between them and the PCUSA. From the findings of this study, a number of 
conclusions about evangelism, church growth, and new church development 
in the Protestant mainline are offered. 

The American Baptist Churches 

Unlike the other denominations examined in this study, the ABC is not the 
result of a series of mergers. It is, for the most part, a repository of more 
moderate Baptists, the result of two centuries of sifting through an unwieldy 
and fractious Baptist movement. Perhaps the most celebrated sifting of Bap
tists occurred in 1845 with the separation of northern and southern Baptists, 
primarily over slavery, a division that has never been overcome. Later 
schisms were more pointedly theological in nature. By the 1920s, the ABC 
had coalesced into three distinct theological categories: liberals, a large mid
dle group of conservatives, and fundamentalists (Torbet, 1973:433). Caught 
in the middle of the fundamentalist-modernist controversy, the ABC lost 
members to separating fundamentalists in the first half of this century. 
Despite the departure of most fundamentalists from the ABC, making its 
median theological position more moderate, theological ('onflict ('011ti1111cs. 

Evangelism 

Few positions of leadership in the ABC are the focal point of the continu
ing theological tension more than the Director of Evangelism. From 1936 to 
1991, the ABC has had only three: Walter Woodbury (1936-56), Jitsuo 
Morikawa (1956-76) and Emmett Johnson (1979-91), Each one has had a 
significant impact on the ABC and served as an "antidote" to the emphases 
of his predecessor, dramatizing the dilemma of a denomination caught in the 
middle of an ongoing theological tug-of-war. 

Walter Woodbury's method blazed a new path for ABC evangelism. 
Though he represented the conservative middle of the ABC, Woodbury's vis
itation evangelism method rankled evangelical traditionalists who were com-
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mitted to clergy-dominated, revivalistic mass evangelism. Used for years in 
the ABC, his method involved going door to door to present the gospel to 
unchurched people through the use of flip charts, a method spawned in an 
era when door-to-door sales were commonplace. Though some in the ABC 
refer to the Woodbury .method as simplistic, it was effective in three ways: 
(1) it enlisted lay participation, (2) it was meant for the local church, and (3) 
it kept close to the historic, evangelical roots of the ABC. Criticism of the 
Woodbury approach was tempered by the "theological correctness" of his 
goal: to "save" people from their sins and bring them into the faith and fel
lowship of the Christian church. The work of his department was described 
as "soul winning," a phrase near and dear to ABC evangelicals (Woodbury, 
1956:299). 

Both Morikawa's theology and method of evangelism were a quantum leap 
from Woodbury's, and altogether averse to the long-standing tradition of 
revivalistic mass evangelism. In the span of twenty years, the arena for ABC 
denominational evangelism would shift from tents, auditoriums, and 
churches to living rooms and the institutions of American society. Morikawa 
believed that evangelism that aimed solely for individual conversion was too 
narrow and simplistic, failing to challenge all of society with the full claims of 
the gospel. Morikawa pressed for a more comprehensive definition of evan
gelism. Evangelism is (1) God's mission and not the church's, (2) social, not 
simply individual, (3) sending the church into the world and not winning the 
world into the church (Morikawa, 1963:8-12). 

Given this definition of evangelism, the ABC program moved in bold new 
directions. Evangelism meant Christians disbursed as leaven in the secular 
world with clergy (as "worker-priests") and laity alike ministering within sec
ular institutions. The goal was to transform all institutions to the point of 
ac-k11owh·dgi11g till' Lordship of Christ a11d partidpati11g in tlw ki11gdom of 
Cod. Eva11gelism became "cva11gclism pla11ni11g," an "aetio11-reflc<:tion" 

research model by which the church listened to the secular world-through 
the arts, and the social and behavioral sciences-before engaging in mission. 
Evangelism became everything the church did, and the evangelism depart
ment's job was to assist the ABC's Board of National Ministries (BNM) with 
strategic planning for mission. 

Morikawa maintained a headlock on ABC evangelism until "Key '73," a 
major interdenominational evangelism emphasis for North America. 
Through this event, ABC conservatives who were alienated by Morikawa's 
theology and methods had an opportunity to advocate their form of evange
lism. Though Morikawa reluctantly supported Key '73, he tailored it to his 
theological taste with a follow-up program called "Evangelistic Life Style." 
Despite the alleged failure of Key '73 (see Newman and D'Antonio, 1978), it 
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reopened the evangelism debate in the ABC and Morikawa's critics were 
legion. In the words of one ABC leader, Morikawa "attempted to integrate 
his cosmic view of the role of the church into a church which had empha
sized personal salvation and revivalism." "You can't baptize General Motors," 
was the criticism of another ABC leader. The conservative evangelical the
ologian Carl F. H. Henry criticized Morikawa's approach as "a 'contextual 
evangelism' which plays down gospel proclamation and emphasizes social 
action" (Torbet, 1973:479). On the other hand, most agree that Morikawa 
succeeded in generating serious debate on the meaning of evangelism (Hine, 
1982:20). 

The selection of Emmett Johnson to be the next Director of Evangelism 
made good political sense to the committee that labored for over two years to 
find a successor to Morikawa. The potential candidate had to emphasize tra
ditional pietism, personal evangelism, and grass-roots programming suitable 
to the conservative middle of the ABC. The new director had to be able to 
communicate with "traditional people," meaning a more conventional, less 
controversial approach. Coming from the conservative, primarily Swedish, 
Baptist General Conference, Johnson had the right credentials as an evangel
ical. Both a successful pastor and evangelist, he described himself as a "left 
wing evangelical" committed to peace, civil rights, and conciliar ecumenism. 
In other words, his credentials would please two ABC constituencies-liber
als and the conservative middle. His charisma and approach to evangelism 
found many supporters. 

Johnson sought to reclaim personal evangelism, which had been 
neglected by the ABC's evangelism department for years. In doing so, he 
did not advocate a return to an old restrictive piety or old methods. He did, 
however, seek to maintain the long-standing ABC commitment to social 
witness. His task, as he saw it, was to fashion a "holistic" approach to evan
gelism, calling people to personal faith and mission in the world. Johnson's 
vision for evangelism was given a theological framework by the late George 
Peck, an influential ABC theologian and seminary president. In seeking to 
create "a theological environment for effective evangelism," Peck 
responded to Morikawa's theology of evangelism with six evangelistic 
objectives: (1) to make the gospel known, (2) to encourage the worshiping 
community, (3) to promote the growth of the church, (4) to ensure the 
quality of the church, (5) to prepare for service and action, and (6) to seek 
the conversion of individuals (Peck, 1983:21-29). Though affirming the 
importance of Christian witness through social service and action, Peck 
stressed the importance of personal evangelism. 

During the Johnson era, evangelism was literally redefined with the assis
tance of the American Baptist Evangelism Team (an elite group of primarily 
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national and regional staff) and officially adopted by the ABC. Evangelism 
was also vigorously promoted. National convocations on evangelism were 
held. Several seminary conferences on evangelism were offered at ABC sem
inaries, even those that did not offer a course on the subject at the time. 
Evangelism and church growth were key program components at the ABC's 
1983 Biennial Convention, and new church development was highlighted at 
the 1985 Biennial. Academies for Growing Churches were held across the 
nation. Other related conferences were held on prayer, "old first churches," 
and "faith faces the issues." New program materials were made available to 
ABC churches. These conferences and resources stood in sharp contrast to 
what had been offered under Morikawa. 

In summary, the evolution of ABC evangelism is clearly il111stratecl hy 
the names given to its evangelism department: the Division of Evangelism 
(until 1969); the Department of Evangelism Planning (1970); the Office of 
Planning and Organizational Development (1972); Evangelistic Life Style 
(1974); Personal and Public Witness Unit (1978); and, the Division of 
Evangelistic Ministries (1991). In the post-war years, when churchgoing 
was the social norm and mainline Protestantism the cultural standard, ABC 
evangelism focused on visitation evangelism, as well as child and youth 
evangelism. With the tumult of the 1960s, evangelism became "the church 
in the world": strategic planning for mission to institutions and social struc
tures, as well as social service and action. The latter half of the 1970s and 
the 1980s brought an attempt to balance "personal and public witness." By 
the start of the 1990s, evangelism emphases had seemingly come full circle 
to "evangelistic ministries." 

Church Growth 

Like other mainline denominations, ABC leaders had to contend with the 
impact of the "church growth movement," spawned by Donald McGavran 
and championed by disciples such as Win Arn and C. Peter Wagner. While 
one ABC executive found the movement to be "powerful, positive and prac
tical," another described it as "glitz, theories and consultants." Most found 
something useful in it, but felt the need to make it more theologically "holis
tic." Thus, the ABC responded with Church Growth-ABC Style (Johnson, 
n.d.), and the "Grow by Caring" program. ABC leaders rejected two aspects 
of the church growth movement's "doctrine": the homogeneous unit princi
ple and the negative view of social action in the local church. The homoge
neous unit principle suggests that churches grow most effectively when 
believers evangelize their own kind of people (see McGavran, 1970 and 
Wagner, 1979). ABC leaders advocated, instead, an approach that sought 

-
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social and cultural heterogeneity. According to one ABC critic, the "danger" 
with the homogeneous unit principle is that it works. By focusing on homo
geneity, growing churches replicate modem society by fostering an enclave 
mentality, whereby people associate only with their own kind (Elliott, 
1982:56). 

To eotrntcr church growth movement doctrine, Church Growth-ABC 
Style (Johnson, n.d.:28-35) advocated a multidimensional understanding of 
church growth. Drawing upon the missiological work of the late Orlando 
Costas (1974, 1979), Johnson wrote that church growth should include 
numerical, organic, conceptual, and incarnational growth. Numerical 
growl h m•c 0 111's I hro11gh evangelism hy n•aching out to 11ncommittcd 1wople. 
Organic growth involves the inll·rnal growth of the local church by deepen
ing its faith and fellowship. Com·l·ptual growth is "the degree of conscious
ness that a community of faith has with regard to its nature in mission to 
the world" (Johnson, n.d.:32). lncarnational growth is the growth of the 
church in its service to the world. Church growth, rightly conceived, should 
involve these four aspects. Otherwise, the church is out of balance and 
growing improperly. 

The programmatic outcome of this church growth policy was the "Grow by 
Caring" emphasis, launched with great fanfare at the 1983 Biennial Conven
tion in Cleveland (see Millar, 1989). Nine marks of the "growing, caring 
church" were identified and resourced: (1) personal witness, (2) social wit
ness, (3) discipleship, (4) leadership, (5) congregational growth, (6) service, 
(7) stewardship, (8) [ecumenical] cooperation, and (9) [denominational] 
identity (Jones, 1989:165). The "Grow by Caring" program was the incarna
tion of the holistic approach advocated in Church Growth-ABC Style. 
"Numerical growth" is represented by Marks 1 and 5 of "Grow by Caring": 
personal witness and congregational growth. "Organic growth" is represented 
by Marks 3, 4 and 7: discipleship, leadership, and stewardship. "Conceptual 
growth" is represented by Marks 8 and 9: cooperation and identity. "Incarna
tional growth" is represented by Marks 2 and 6: social witness and service. 
The focus of the "Grow by Caring" program was on quantitative and qualita
tive growth, not just numbers alone. 

In addition, "Grow by Caring" was designed for local churches, adaptable 
to any local context, and resourced with usable materials. Unlike other ABC 
emphases in years past, "Grow by Caring" was not heavily staffed with 
national or regional experts. Through "Academies for Growing Churches" 
local pastors were trained to consult with their neighboring ABC churches. 
As a result, more than 50% of ABC churches enrolled in the program. On 
the negative side, the broad emphasis of the "Grow by Caring" program had 
no particular cutting edge. It permitted churches to avoid the issue of 
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numerical growth by focusing on other "growth" areas. Unlike other ABC 
programs, "Grow by Caring" appears to have been designed to please every
one, a feat not easily achieved by a denomination caught in the middle of 
theological, racial/ethnic, and regional/cultural divisions. 

New Church De~elopment 

ABC new church development has followed a pattern similar to other 
mainline Protestant groups since World War II: significant activity from the 
late 1940s to the early 1960s, minimal activity from the early 1960s to the late 
1970s, and a resurgence of activity in the 1980s. The ABC started .'389 new 
churches in the H),50s, 254 in the WG0s, 168 in the W70s, and 402 in the 
1980s. Two trends in ABC new drnreh development arc noteworthy. First, 
the percent of nonwhite new church starts in the ABC increased from 2:3%) 
in the 1950s to 67% in the 1980s. Second, 137 "new" churches, which started 
on their own in the 1980s (mostly ethnic and minority), came to the ABC for 
membership in the denomination. Only 265 new churches were started with 
the approval and support of the ABC's New Church Development Council 
in the 1980s, a total comparable to the 1960s. 

The post-war years provided a feast for ABC new church development, 
particularly the 1950s. The "Churches for New Frontiers" program was 
implemented by the Home Missions Society (now the Board of National 
Ministries). Several million dollars were raised for new church development 
needs: salary support, budget support, and building construction. Churches 
were started in ABC regions all across the United States. Unlike more recent 
years in the ABC, these new churches were almost exclusively white, subur
ban churches. Following the feast of the "New Frontiers" era, a new church 
development famine ensued. From the early 1960s until the late 1970s other 
priorities concerned BNM staff, including the political and cultural upheaval 
of the nation. An additional inhibition to new church development was ABC 
philosophy regarding declining white, urban churches. These churches were 
encouraged to remain in their transitional area in order to reach the incom
ing population and, in some cases, to become urban Christian centers. Thus, 
relocation to more suitable demographic areas was discouraged and a num
ber of church redevelopment opportunities were lost as a result. 

It was not until 1981 to 1982 that the ABC began once again to move for
ward aggressively with new church development. With the strong endorse
ment of ABC national and regional executives, and the organizational efforts 
of the BNM New Church Development Council, the ABC's General Board 
affirmed new church development as a priority for the denomination. New 
church development was vigorously promoted, and new church development 
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committees were established in all ABC regions. With the 1983 launch of 
"Grow by Caring," new church development gained increasing attention. By 
1984, a new church development planner was added to the BNM staff to 
work with the director of new church development and the New Church 
Development Council. 

By 1985, two significant things happened. First, the "Alive in Mission" 
campaign was launched at the ABC's 1985 biennial meeting in Portland, 
Oregon. Of the funds raised, 46% were to be set aside for new church devel
opment. As of mid-1991, $32 million in pledges had been received, exceed
ing the goal of $30 million. Second, the "500 More by '94" program was 
launched, meaning that 500 new church starts would be attempted by the 
ABC'S thirty-seven regions from 1985 to 1994. ABC leaders claim that the 
"500 More" program is different from the "Churches for New Frontiers" in 
several ways. First, the entire national denominational apparatus is involved. 
The Board of International Ministries gave a substantial cash gift to the pro
gram. The Board of Educational Ministries offered free church school mate
rials. The Ministers and Missionaries Benefit Board offered substantial sup
port towards pastors' pensions. The New Church Development Council 
developed a "structured interview process" to identify the characteristics of 
effective new church pastors. The hope was for a more effective program 
than Churches for New Frontiers. Through mid-1991, the 78% survival rate 
for the "500 More" new church starts was encouraging. Out of 265 new 
churches, 206 had survived. 

The United Church of Christ 

The United Church of Christ (UCC) was formed in 1957 by the union of 
the Evangelical and Reformed Church (E&R) and the Congregational Chris
tian Churches (CCC), the former rooted in the Calvinist and reformed tradi
tions of continental Europe and the latter in English Puritanism and the 
American restorationist movement. Reinhold Niebuhr described the E&R as 
a tradition of "liberal evangelicalism" while the CCC expressed a "modem 
liberalism shading off to Unitarianism" (as quoted by Gunnemann, 1977:23). 
With this heritage it is not surprising to find the UCC to be the least evangel
ical of the three denominations under consideration. In fact, the UCC may 
be one of the least evangelical of all American denominations if "evangelical" 
is defined by sectarian attitudes and behaviors oriented to the conversion of 
"non-Christians" and Christians whose beliefs and practices are considered 
incorrect. Ironically, evangelism is the only specific assignment given to the 
UCC's Board of Homeland Ministries (BHM) in its constitution. 
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Evangelism and Church Growth 

One empirical study of forty-seven U.S. and Canadian denominations sup
ports the notion that the UCC is among the least evangelical of denomina
tions, given the above definition of "evangelical." In this study, UCC church 
leaders (laity, parish clergy, church leaders, theologians, and seminarians) 
scored low overall on four measures of evangelicalism: assertive individual 
evangelism, precedence of evangelistic goals, "born-again" Christianity, and 
evangelistic witness. On those measures, only Jewish and Unitarian clergy 
were more disinclined to evangelism. UCC laity, on the other hand, were as 
equally disinclined to evangelism as Disciples of Christ, Episcopalians, 
Orthodox, Homan Catholics, and United Church of Canada members 
(Schuller et al., 1980:126-27, 130-31, 172-73, 216-17). Though the Sclrnlk~r 
study was conducted more than a decade ago, little has happened to suggest 
that the ethos within the UCC has changed very much. There has been con
siderable interest in membership growth for more than a decade in the 
UCC; however, such an interest does not necessarily mean a fundamental 
change in attitudes toward a conversionist type of evangelism. 

UCC evangelism, as promoted by the BHM, has experienced "five clearly 
identifiable periods marked by several major turning points, or shifts," 
according to R. Alan Johnson. These include: the "years of consolidation" 
(1957-59); the "years of ferment" (1960-71); the "years of rebirth" 
(1972-79); a "transition period" (1979-80); and the "years of challenge and 
change" (1981-87). Anticipating the future, Johnson refers to the years fol
lowing 1987 as "years of reintegration" (Johnson, 1987:1-2). 

When the UCC was formed in 1957, the E&R and CCC each had differ
ent emphases in evangelism. The E&R Church emphasized relatively con
ventional evangelism programs, such as the "teaching, preaching, reaching 
missions" (TPRM): to teach the church, reach the unchurched, and preach 
the living Word (Johnson, 1977:3). In contrast, the CCCs were engaged in 
experimental evangelism under the leadership of Robert Spike, who was 
more interested in the emerging fringes of culture, such as the "beat genera
tion," rather than the ecclesiastical status quo. The stage was set for a contin
uing tension within the UCC as to the substance and style of their evange
lism program. Was the evangelism program of the UCC supposed to engage 
"the cutting edge" of American culture, however the spirit of the times may 
deHne it, or was it supposed to resource the constituent church's member
ship growth concerns? The latter emphasis has prevailed of late, but this ten
sion is unresolved. 

The 1960s began with the TPRM emphasis evolving into the "Mission on 
Renewal and Evangelism" program (MORE); nevertheless, the crises within 
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American society increasingly captured the attention and energy of UCC 
leaders. MORE became less as evangelism was more and more oriented to 
social action and less and less to the resourcing of local churches. While the 
"Local Church in God's Mission" emphasis tried to bridge the gap between 
social issues and local institutional concerns, the movement toward social 
action prevailed. 

By the late 1960s, the work of the UCC evangelism division centered 
around personal interaction and human potential. One executive recalled 
that "evangelism had simply gone off into the stratosphere and was not pro
viding the local church with any useful resources." Another recalled an 
alleged attitude held at the time that "you weren't being faithful to social jus
tice if you were thinking about growing." Both the substance and style of 
UCC evangelism were found wanting by many at that time. 

The early 1970s, or "the years of rebirth," proved to be a turning point for 
UCC evangelism emphases. "It was time to reform the work of evangelism 
by once again going to the definitional level. ... Expectations were high for a 
fresh, theologically grounded, socially relevant, and biblically based under
standing of evangelism" (Johnson, 1977:5). Two unrelated events in the early 
1970s are noteworthy: the UCC publication of Evangelism for a New Day 
(UCBHM, 1972) and the emergence of Key '73. Evangelism for a New Day 
represented a rapprochement between evangelism as deed (i.e., social 
action) and word (i.e., invitation to faith) and was attempted through "action 
evangelism," the theological framework of which came from UCC theologian 
Gabriel Fackre (see Fackre, 1973, 1975). It also was more oriented to the 
needs of the local church for membership recruitment. Evangelism was 
affirmed by the UCC's 1975 General Synod, which declared that the UCC 
"has a Gospel to proclaim" and that "membership be strengthened in num
bers and spirit" (Johnson, 1987:7). 

In the meantime, the precipitous decline of UCC membership from 1965 
until the late 1970s caused increasing concern. Some rationalized that the 
church risks numerical decline when it is "faithful to the gospel" (i.e., engag
ing in unpopular social action). In trying to be "an open and inclusive com
munion" committed to rectifying social problems, the UCC "has paid the 
telling but not unforeseen price" (i.e., loss of members). Others in the UCC, 
equally committed to social action, suggested that they had "failed to invite 
friends and neighbors to share with us 'the cost and joy of discipleship'" 
(Gunnemann, 1977:104-5). Concern for social relevance was tempered 
somewhat by the realities of institutional survival. Some UCC leaders were 
increasingly concerned about generating sustained commitment to steps nec
essary to reverse membership decline. By 1979, they had succeeded in mak
ing church growth a highly visible issue in the UCC. They also enlisted the 



STRATEGIES FOR EVANGELISM AND GROWTH IN THREE DENOMINATIONS / 97 

services of Lyle Schaller, the most widely read church growth consultant in 
North America (see McKinney and Olson, 1991). Having Schaller in this 
capacity helped to give church growth issues even greater visibility and credi
bility within the UCC. 

The UCC's continuing membership decline and the increased inte>rest in 
church growth, pushed the denomination toward more conventional "evan
gelism" programs (read: membership growth). One executive claimed that 
"from 1980 to the present, there has been a deepening, enriching, empower
ing, exploding affirmation of evangelism and membership growth in this 
denomination that ... is like a tidal wave. [It] is reawakening the denomina
tion." Translated, this enthusiastic denominational "execspeak" means that a 
particular understanding of evangelism-obviously advocat(•d hy that <'X('Cll

tive-has received the support of many UCC people. lndel'd, the chang(·s in 
UCC evangelism emphases since the early 1970s have been significant. The 
ferment of three decades led the UCC's 17th General Synod to vote 86% in 
favor of making evangelism a priority from 1989 to 1993 (see United Church 
Board for Homeland Ministries, 1989:1). As one executive commented, this 
required persistence and commitment on the part of a growing number of 
people who recognize that if the UCC is to have a viable future and be faith
ful "to what the Gospel calls us to be about in word and deed ... we must he 
reaching out to people whose lives have not been claimed by the Gospel. 
And through this persistent effort, we are today at a place where we were not 
12 to 15 years ago." 

New Church Development 

Trends in UCC new church development are similar to other mainline 
Protestant denominations. Vigorous post-war church extension was followed 
by a drought of new church development from the early 1960s to the late 
1970s. The difference from one decade to another is stark Between 19.58 
and 1961, the UCC started an average of forty-four new congregations per 
year; between 1969 and 1971, an average of only three per year were started. 
From the late 1970s through the 1980s, however, the UCC has experienced 
a significant resurgence in new church development. 

During the new church aeveiopment cl.roug'11't 't11ere was \1\\\e 1n\e1~s\ \,, 
starting new congregations. At the time, BHM money was more often used 
for experimental ministries than for the development of more traditional 
congregations. In a 197,5 letter to an executive, one UCC lay leader com
plained that UCC new church development was too foc:used on "a romantic 
search for the new form [of congregation]," such as house churches. Not only 
was UCC new church development skewed in the direction of experimenting 
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with new church forms, few saw it as a priority in the first place. For exam
ple, the UCC conference in southern California identified thirty-two mission 
priorities in 1973 to 1974 and new church development came out dead last. 
A UCC conference in one of the fastest growing areas of the U.S. was not, at 
that time, the least bit interested in new church development. 

From 1972 to 1979, when new church development was at a low ebb in 
the UCC, the foundation for New Initiatives for Church Development Pro
gram (NICD) was laid. There were some "vague yearnings" to re-engage in 
new church development among church leaders at the time. There was no 
ground-swell movement pushing for it, however, the above-mentioned 
southern California case being an example. The impetus came from within 
the BHM itself, from its top executive leadership. After seven long years of" 
stucly, clisc11ssio11, a11d prqiaralion, the N ICD progra111 was approved by 
the 12th General Synod of the UCC in 1979. A total of $6.4 million was 
received toward the campaign goal of $8 million, all of the funds raised 
committed to providing leadership subsidies for sixty-eight new and thirty
four "renewed" churches. Fifty-nine of the NICD projects were "Anglo" 
and forty-three racial/ethnic minorities (black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific 
Islander, Native American). Of the 102 projects, 39 were in the Sunbelt 
and the remaining 63 in the Frostbelt. 

Once the NICD program was completed and evaluated, a new ten-year 
commitment (1986-95) to new church development was proposed to the 
15th General Synod in 1985 and approved. The goals: a national strategy for 
UCC new church development; leadership development for new churches; 
150 new church starts, 50 of them being ethnic/minority; adequate funding 
for subsidies, site acquisitions, and construction costs; and multiple models 
for new church development. Six models have since been proposed: (1) new 
churches initiated by conferences with ministerial leadership subsidy from 
conference and BHM; (2) new churches started with multiple covenant part
ners including conference, BHM, and strong, established UCC churches; (3) 
new churches resulting from conference efforts and covenants; (4) churches 
with "renewed vision" (i.e., renewal of an established church, presumably in 
a state of decline); (5) newly affiliated churches (i.e., pre-existing churches 
that join the denomination); and (6) new churches as a result of "relocations" 
of established churches (United Church Board for Homeland Ministries, 
1991:3-5). 

As of the 18th General Synod in 1991, fifty-seven new church starts were 
reported out of seventy-one approved at that time. In the meantime, a ten
year national UCC strategy (1992-2001) was developed by a national new 
church development committee involving conference ministers-a "new 
kind of partnership" between the BHM and UCC conferences. In spite of all 
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this activity in new church development, funding has been a problem. In the 
words of one executive, there are "more opportunities than resources avail
able." For the current wave of new church development the BHM has pro
vided the major funding. Other fund-raising efforts, such as the "Strengthen 
the Church Offering," have been disappointing: $310,776 was received 
between 1988 and 1990 against an expected income of $880,000. Over $2 
million was projected from that same offering for 1991 through 199,5. Given 
the offering's 1988 to 1990 track record, optimism about such income is 
guarded at best. "Too many hands in the pot" and "poor promotion by the 
Stewardship Council" were offered as reasons for the large shortfalls. There 
is, in addition, the politically volatile issue of having special fond-raising 
c•fforts for ll<'W l'h11reh ckvl'lop11w11l wlH·n ollwr 11alio11al i11slru111<'11lalitic·s 

and conferences may want to fund projects of their own. 

The United Methodist Church 

Like the UCC, The United Methodist Church (UMC) is the product of 
mergers. The 1968 merger creating the UMC combined The Methodist 
Church (formed in 1939 out of three Methodist bodies) with the Evangelical 
United Brethren Church (formed in 1946 by a merger of the Evangelical 
Church with the United Brethren). (See Norwood, 1974:406-25.) This 
merger created the largest U.S. Protestant denomination at the time, with 11 
million members and 42,000 churches located in 97% of the counties of the 
U.S. Since then the UMC has faced two unique challenges. First, the UMC 
is a national church, unlike most denominations, which tend to be more 
regionally concentrated. Its geographical breadth means a regional diversity 
that is difficult to manage. There may be "seven churches" in the UMC: the 
Yankee Church, the Industrial Northeastern Church, the Midwest Church, 
the Church South, the Southwest Church, the Frontier Church, and the 
Western Church (Wilson and Willimon, 1985). The exact number and 
boundaries may be arguable, but few doubt that regional religious cultures 
exist and include different understandings of what it means to be a Christian, 
and a church. 

Second, the UMC's size and structure make it difficult to compare with 
most denominations. It has more than seventy annual conferences (regional 
judicatories), which form five large jurisdictions: Northeastern, North Cen
tral, Southeastern, South Central, and Western. Each jurisdiction could be a 
denomination of its own. The seventeen conferences of the Southeastern 
Jurisdiction, with about 13,000 churches and 2.9 million members, almost 
equal the combined size of the ABC and UCC. The UMC's sheer size is 
complicated by its decentralized bureaucracy, with national agencies located 
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in Dayton, Evanston (Chicago), Nashville, New York, and Washington, D.C. 
U11lik1• IIH' ABC and UCC, lite UMC has no chief executive officer or any 
particular "corporate culture." Its general boards function autonomously 
under the direction of the Church's General Conference and Council of 
Bishops. National UMC leaders refer to their Church as a "confederation of 
conferences," which raises the question of how "united" the UMC really is in 
ideology, culture, and structure. 

Given these characteristics-its geographical breadth, regional diversity, 
size and structure-it is difficult to generalize about evangelism, church 
growth, and new church development in the UMC on the national level. 
Granted, emphases from the general hoards can and should he studied; how
ever, United Methodism"s experience of decline and response to decline 
varies by annual conforcnec and regional jurisdiction. 

Evangelism and Church Growth 

Prior to the 1968 merger and 1972 restructuring, the Methodist Board of 
Evangelism had a professional staff of nearly fifty, headed for twenty-six 
years (1939-65) by Harry Denman, a dynamic lay preacher. The Denman 
era was for some the golden era of Methodist evangelism in the twentieth 
century: a vigorous program that promoted visitation evangelism and preach
ing evangelism. Since Denman's retirement, the evangelism program experi
enced major structural, leadership, and financial changes. In 1972 the Board 
of Evangelism became the Section on Evangelism of the General Board of 
Discipleship (GBOD), and its staff was reduced to eight people. From 1965 
to 1990, eight executive secretaries served the evangelism section, the 
longest tenure of any being only six years. Evangelism in the UMC lost both 
the status and visibility of board stature within the denominational structure. 
UMC evangelism leaders found themselves buried within another agency 
and much less visible to the General Church. 

Changes in board membership policy also had their impact. Before 1972, 
representatives on UMC general boards were allegedly appointed for their 
expertise. One executive doubted that the staff knew more than Board of 
Evangelism members did, recalling that semi-annual board meetings were 
"incredibly vital experiences because of the competency in evangelization 
that our board had." After 1972, the general boards were required to be age 
balanced and divided equally by clergy, laymen, and laywomen. In addition, 
at least 25% of a jurisdiction's membership on each general board should be 
racial and ethnic minority persons (Johnson and Waltz, 1987:52). One UMC 
executive felt that the evangelism program suffered as a result. "When [ the 
evangelism staff] met with its section of the [GBOD] for the first time, the 
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first thing we did was spend two days talking about evangelism and defining 
it because virtually every board member was a non-specialist in evangelism." 

Financial changes affected evangelism as well. From 197,5 to 1986, the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI) increased 123% while the UMC's World Ser
vice and Benevolence Funds (WSBF) increased 83%, from $52.5 to $96 mil
lion. The net result was a 40% loss of purchasing power (or $21 million) over 
the decade. Meanwhile, the GBOD fell further behind the CPI with expen
ditures increasing 60% from 1975 to 1986, from $2.5 to $4 million. To keep 
pace with the CPI, GBOD's 1986 expenditures should have reached $5.6 
million, $1.6 million more than they expended. GBOD Evangelism Section 
expenditures increased by only 8% from rn7.5 to Hl86, from $416,:300 to 
$450,34,5, far below the CPI (12.1%) and wC'll below the WSBF (H.5%) and 
GBOD (60%,). I lad ('Xpenditun·s for the Evangelism Section k('pt pat'<' witl1 
inllation, cxp<'ndit11r('s should hav<· l)('cn aho11t $9:30,000 in 1986, nHm· than 
double what was actually available (see Holsinger and Laycock, 1989:23-25). 

The UMC's general hoards were, like other mainline bodies, heavily 
involved with social concerns in the 1960s an<l 1970s. Traditional evangelism 
emphases suffered, but not because Evangelism Section leadership moved 
away from it. In fact, most of the eight who served as executive secretaries 
for evangelism from 1965 to 1990 were evangelical and predisposed to con
ventional forms of evangelism. One of them, George Hunter (Executive Sec
retary, 1977-83), was one of Donald McGavran's closest disciples in the 
church growth movement (see Hunter 1979, 1980, 1987; McGavran and 
Hunter, 1980). None of these secretaries has commanded the attention of 
their denomination quite like ABC and UCC evangelism/church growth 
executives, or has set a particular church-wide tone for evangelism. Given its 
large size, and the fact that the Section on Evangelism is buried within the 
UMC's complicated and decentralized structure, gaining the Church's atten
tion is difficult for any evangelism executive, and none of them has stayed 
long enough to do so. 

In spite of the many structural, leadership, and financial changes endured 
by the Board of Evangelism and GBOD Section on Evangelism, the type of 
evangelism it advocated remained rather consistent over time. The Council 
on Evangelism, an auxiliary organization since the Denman era, has contin
ued to conduct biennial congresses on evangelism, although attendance has 
dropped in recent years. During George Hunter's tenure as evangelism sec
retary, the Foundation for Evangelism was revitalized to advocate and fund 
UMC evangelism. One project involved helping UMC seminaries endow 
chairs in evangelism for their faculties, some named for the Methodist mis
sionary, E. Stanley Jones. As of 1990, six UMC seminaries had either estab
lished or nearly established these evangelism faculty positions. In addition, 
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evangelism and church growth programs were offered consistently. Recent 
examples include: "Offer Them Christ," "Growth Plus," consultations with 
large church pastors, church school growth, a telephone hotline to help 
retain relocating UMC families, special emphases on baby boomers, Hispan
ics, and Asians. 

Though evangelism emphases were fairly consistent since the 1960s, it was 
during the 1984-88 quadrennium that the UMC's membership decline 
gained church-wide attention. It began, at least symbolically, with the 
eleventh hour resolution at the 1984 General Conference to double mem
bership to 20 million by 1992. Though some viewed the resolution as well 
intended but unrealistic, the ferment that it spawned was quite real. 

Following the 1984 General Conference, a membership growth commit
tee was formed by the Co11ndl of" Bishops and chaired by Bishop Hichanl 
B. Wilke of Arkansas. Soon thereafter, a spate of books appeared on the 
theme of "what's wrong with the UMC and how to fix it." Beginning with 
Bishop Wilke's book, And Are We Yet Alive, six books on that theme 
appeared between 1986 and 1989 (Wilke, 1986; Hunt, 1987; Johnson and 
Waltz, 1987; Willimon and Wilson, 1987; Heidinger, 1988; Holsinger and 
Laycock, 1989). Prior studies of UMC decline, such as Hartman's study 
(1976) of UMC membership trends from 1949 to 1975, simply did not get 
the attention of the general church quite like Bishop Wilke. From 1968 
until 1984, the General Conference and general boards were too busy get
ting organized, battling social ills, and celebrating the Methodist bicenten
nial in 1984 to deal with decline. 

New Church Development 

The responsibility for new UMC churches lies with the annual confer
ences. The function of the general boards in the area of new church develop
ment is primarily advocacy, resourcing (financial and training), and consulta
tion. Traditionally, the UMC's National Division of the Board of Global 
Ministries (BGM) had the primary national responsibility for resourcing new 
church development. Prior to 1970, a staff of six served the church extension 
department in that board. Their job was to resource conferences at every 
stage of developing new churches, including providing loans for buildings. 
After 1970, the church extension department was shut down and new church 
development resourcing subsumed under other work areas. In 1983, the 
GBOD added a staff position in new church development to augment the 
remaining services available through the BGM. For a denomination as large 
as the UMC, there are remarkably few general board staff working in new 
church development in 1990. 
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Like other mainline denominations, UMC church extension efforts 
declined after the 1950s. Between 1958 and 1961, The Methodist Church 
started an average of 124 new churches per year (Johnson and Waltz, 
1987:39-40). Between 1966 and 1969, this average dropped to 49 new 
churches per year; and between 1970 and 1974, it dropped even further to 
just under 20 per year. In 1975 to 1979 the number of new church starts was 
up to about 34 per year; and between 1980 and 1984, reached almost 66 per 
year (Johnson, 1986:2). From 1985 to 1987, the UMC averaged just under 60 
new churches per year. 

When studied by jurisdiction, clearer patterns emerge. All UMC jurisdic
tions have followed the overall pattern of more new churches in the 1960s, 
fower in the HJ70s, and more again in the IH80s. Of the fivt• UMC jurisdic
tions, the So11tl1l'aslt•rn and South Cl'nlral jurisdidiofls l1avl' slarll'd tlw 111osl 
churches. With the exception of Kansas, Missouri, and Nebraska, they con
sist of Sunbelt states, from Virginia to New Mexico. Of the five jurisdictions, 
these two have not declined in membership like the other three jurisdictions 
and mainline Protestantism in general. With the exception of 1975 to 1979, 
they have started the greatest percentage of new churches: 1966-69, 129 of 
196 (66%); 1970-74, 67 of 98 (68%); 1975-79, 81 of 171 (47%); 1980-84, 
161 of 328 (49%); 1985-87, 105 of 179 (59%). 

The percentage of new racial/ethnic, minority UMC churches has changed 
over time as well. In the 1966-69 period, 7% of all new UMC churches were 
ethnic. By the 1980-84 period, 43% of all UMC new church starts were eth
nic. Of all new ethnic UMC churches started between 1966 and 1984, 65% 
were Asian, 22% Hispanic, 10% black, and 3% Native American (Johnson, 
1986:7). From 1984 to 1987, the percentage of ethnic new church starts 
dropped to 28% (65 of 232), but this was due to an increase in Anglo new 
churches rather than a decrease in the ethnic new church starts. The highest 
percentage of ethnic new church starts have been in Northeastern, North 
Central, and Western jurisdictions. From 1980 to 1984, for example, 45 of 
the 54 new churches (83%) started in the Northeastern jurisdiction were eth
nic, versus 14 of 80 new churches (17%) in the Southeastern jurisdiction 
(Johnson, 1986:8). 

By 1990, the UMC had neither a national program nor a strategy for new 
church development. At one time both the ABC and UCC were similar to 
the UMC in this regard: the primary initiative for new church development 
rested with the regional judicatory. By 1990, however, both the ABC and 
UCC had moved toward a coordinated national strategy for planning and 
funding new churches. The UMC, on the other hand, continued its long
standing policy of initiating new churches at the conference level. The result 
is that the UMC continues to experience a wide variation in new church 
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development activity from conference to conference. Availability of funding 
for new church development also varies widely, from conferences like Vir
ginia, which sought to raise $20 million in the mid-1980s for new church 
development, to others that had set aside very little. 

Steadily declining membership had worried some national executives and 
bishops, and some conference level leaders as early as the late 1960s; yet, 
only since 1984 has the matter garnered much church-wide attention. As of 
1990, the UMC still did not have any national strategy for evangelism, 
church growth, or new church development. At the conference level, how
ever, some ambitious emphases have emerged. The annual conferences most 
active with evangelism, church growth, and new church development have 
been, for the most part, in the Sunbelt, where an evangelical tradition 
remains strong. Only recently have some northern conferences engaged in 
more concerted efforts in these areas. In addition, because of the structure 
of the UMC, the denomination's general boards have engaged mostly in 
advocating and resourcing their particular areas of expertise. Given the 
UMC's susceptibility to regional religious cultures and lack of theological 
consensus, its decentralized structure and lack of focused national goals, it is 
no surprise to find that the dream of the 1984 General Conference resolu
tion to have 20 million United Methodists by 1992 remains unfulfilled. 

Excursus: The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

Before offering any conclusions from the ABC, UCC, and UMC, perhaps 
questions should first be asked about the uniqueness of their experience with 
evangelism, church growth, and new church development. Were the changes 
they experienced from 1965 to 1990 unique among mainline Protestants? 
Were the similarities between them coincidental or indicative of transde
nominational patterns? Two recent histories of Presbyterian evangelism pro
vide an insightful comparison (Walter, 1991; Bullock, 1991). They suggest 
that the patterns were pervasive across mainline Protestantism. ABC-UCC
UMC experience was not unique or coincidental. 

Formed in 1983, the 2.9 million member PCUSA consists of two prede
cessor denominations: the United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
(formed by a 1958 merger of two Presbyterian bodies) and the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S. An overlay of their evangelism and new church develop
ment emphases over time onto those of the ABC, UCC, and UMC shows a 
strikingly similar pattern (see Coalter, 1991; also, Bullock, 1991). Histori
cally, one long-standing Calvinist controversy has been whether one should 
"await" or "awaken" the divine election of sinners (Coalter, 1991:33-34). 
Mainline Presbyterians have chosen to do the latter. Following their Armin-



STRATEGIES FOR EVANGELISM AND GROWTH IN THREE DENOMINATIONS / ] 05 

ian counterparts, they have hedged their bets on evangelism to mitigate the 
harshness of predestination. In addition, the "personal" versus "social" gospel 
debate has plagued Presbyterians for many years. 

In this century, Presbyterians have moved from mass evangelism early on 
to more interpersonal forms by mid-century. By the 1960s, these methods 
were subordinated to "social transformation or action evangelism," a difficult 
shift that "illuminates a serious and debilitating division of Presbyterian evan
gelical impulses by the late 1980s. The Presbyterian tradition had long-stand
ing parallel allegiances to the salvation of individuals while simultaneously 
promoting a redemptive transformation of Ame1ican culture. Events within 
and without the church have led Presbyterians in the last three decades, 
however, to view these parallel thrusts as, at best, sequential rather than con
current means, and fre(piently even conlli<..:ting options, for spreading the 
evangel" (Coalter, 1991:35). These "dual allegiances" have also created a 
dilemma within the ABC, UCC, and UMC. Evangelism emphases have 
tended to be sequential rather than concurrent. Along with their mainline 
Presbyterian counterparts, they have come to view evangelism as primarily 
"membership recruitment" rather than Christian witness meant to convert 
souls and transform society. 

Presbyterian new church development has been no different from that of 
the ABC, UCC, and UMC. At the turn of the century, at the height of the 
"social gospel" era, Presbyterians engaged in urban mission because of 
increasing industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. By mid-century, 
the suburbanization of America prompted a shift in church extension efforts 
away from the inner cities to the burgeoning suburbs (Bullock, 1991:56-,57). 
It was these mid-century new church development efforts that had waned by 
the mid-1960s among mainline denominations, including the Presbyterians. 
After a time of reduced activity, especially in "less promising fields" (i.e., 
inner city, town and country, experimental), mainline Presbyterians renewed 
their interest in "conventional" and more promising new church develop
ment (i.e., "high potential, self-supporting churches") by the late 1970s (Bul
lock, 1991:60-61). Spiraling costs, however, have made it difficult for main
line Presbyterians to start new churches at the same rate as mid-century 
(Bullock, 1991:81). 

Future Strategies 

The Presbyterian parallels with the ABC, UCC, and UMC are striking. 
The experiences of these denominations are not unique among the Protes
tant mainline, and .are not coincidental. From the 1940s to the 1960s, they 
each engaged in conventional evangelism and new church development in an 



106 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

era when birthrates and participation in traditional religious institutions were 
at an all-time high, when their niche in a tripartite (Protestant-Catholic-Jew
ish) religious marketplace was assumed to be secure. From the early 1960s to 
the mid-1970s, each of these denominations sought to bear Christian witness 
to the social issues of the day while watching their memberships peak, then 
decline at a rapid pace. From the late 1970s to 1990, each denomination 
sought to counter membership decline by returning to more conventional 
personal evangelism and new church development programs, as well as by 
adding and adapting church growth techniques. Clearly, they have shared 
similar experiences and challenges: contextual changes, theological dilem
mas, ideological battles, identity crises, membership losses, aging constituen
cies, shrinking financial support, spiraling costs and bureaucracies weighed 
down by diversified programs, and frequent restructuring. 

Looking, therefore, at a period somewhat broader than 1965 to 1990 and 
delving a bit deeper than "who did what when" in which denomination, the 
questions are these: How shall changes in evangelism, church growth, and 
new church development in the ABC, UCC, and UMC be understood? 
Were their programmatic responses effective? What do these changes reveal 
about the dilemmas and challenges these denominations face today? Has the 
ambivalence toward evangelism in these three denominations subsided? 

The Context of the Future 

Before offering specific observations on evangelism, church growth, and 
new church development in the ABC, UCC, and UMC, four general obser
vations are important. First, historic theological differences have caused ten
sion and disagreement over denominational priorities in all three denomina
tions in recent years. Evangelical caucuses advocate "historic Christianity," 
meaning more orthodox theology, a conversionist approach to evangelism 
and mission, and usually a more conservative orientation on social and politi
cal issues. Theological breadth, and conflict, especially within the ABC and 
UMC, has made programming for evangelism, church growth, and new 
church development particularly challenging and, at times, politically volatile 
(see Nash, 1987; Tricules, 1987; Sanders, 1987; and Heidinger, 1987). 

Second, denominational programs have, in general, broadened since the 
1960s. Until then, denominational boards focused mostly on domestic and 
foreign mission, evangelism and church extension, Christian education 
and publication. Since then, staff and funding were added to focus on 
peace and justice, feminism, minority group concerns, and the environ
ment, among other things. The result is national boards that are larger in 
scope and scale. In an era of retrenchment, many more programs of con-

~ 
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siderable merit, from ecology to evangelism, have been forced to compete 
for a shrinking pool of funds. 

Third, the quota system for appointment to national denominational 
boards has meant, in many instances, a trade-off of competence for indusive
ness. Though affirming inclusiveness in principle, many denominational 
executives interviewed for this study felt strongly that the cost outweighs the 
benefit. However controversial or politically incorrect it may be to suggest 
that such inclusiveness has its disadvantages, the impact of the practice on 
national denominational programs such as evangelism cannot be ignored. 

Fourth, the importance of regional judicatory executives-executive or 
conference ministers in the ABC and UCC, bishops and district superinten
dents in the UMC--<:annot he ignored. They can enhance or inhibit, make 
or break, national <lenorni11atio11al emphases. Though ABC and UCC 
regional executives are not called bishops, they should be for the power they 
wield (Paul Harrison's [1959] classic analysis of authority and power in the 
free church tradition still rings true). They know what churches in their 
regions will tolerate, perhaps even use, an<l offer resistance when a national 
program doesn't suit them. 

Ideology and Theology in Evangelism and Church Growth 

Evangelism is an ideological battleground. Knowing who the critics were 
at any given time reveals which form of evangelism (i.e., ideology) prevailed. 
When social action dominated, the critics were alienated evangelicals. 
Viewed in that context, Key '73 could be seen as a conservative protest move
ment within mainline Protestantism. Though a disappointment as an evange
lism effort, if not an outright failure, Key '73 served as a harbinger for main
line Protestant evangelism. Indeed, since the late 1970s, pietism and 
personal evangelism have been on the upswing. 

With the exception of the UMC, evangelism staffing and funding did not 
decline from 1965 to 1990. The question therefore, is not how much money 
was spent on evangelism or how much staff there was from time to time, but 
how that staff was used and how that money was spent. Those who champion 
personal evangelism refer to the 1960s to mid-1970s as evangelism's darkest 
days; whereas, those who champion social action evangelism see the return 
to more pietistic, personal evangelism as regressive. 

Within all three denominations the perennial sociological and theological 
dilemma persists. What is the church's evangelistic priority? Is it changing 
social structures in order to redeem all of society, or "saving" souls in order 
to redeem individuals? How is evangelism defined: Is it everything that the 
church does, or is it the specific activity of presenting the claims of Christ to 

~ 
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churches started by the ABC, UCC, and UMC since 1980 have increased. 
The ABC and UCC have been in the process of developing national strate
gies for new church development; yet, as of 1990, the UMC had none at all. 
Each has developed national training conferences for their new church pas
tors. New church pastors and lay leaders enjoy a variety of resources that did 
not exist a decade ago. In addition, new models of church extension have 
been developed or explored. A good example is the UCC strategy for the 
next ten years (1992-2001), which speaks of six "church development mod
els" (see United Church Board for Ilomeland Ministries, 1991). 

The Battle of the "E" Word 

We do 1101 yl'l know wli:tl i111pad till' 1·vang<'lis1n, d1nrcli growth, and 1ww 
church development emphases of the 1980s will have on these three denomi
nations. Yet, the "E word" (evangelism), an anathema for some people in 
these three traditions, has undeniably found its way to center stage. People at 
every level of these denominations are talking and learning about a concept 
and practice that was for many years left to evangelicals and fundamentalists. 
The word is being reclaimed for mainline Protestant parlance, and the con
cept is being reconsidered for mainline Protestant praxis. This could not have 
happened had there not been a concerted effort over the past fifteen years to 
reclaim personal evangelism, reaffirm new church development, and intro
duce church growth methodologies. If the three denominations under con
sideration have done anything at all to "turn things around," their leaders 
have seemingly raised the awareness of their constituents. One evangelism 
consultant has identified thirty-four factors that indicate that mainline 
Protestant attitudes toward evangelism have indeed changed and "that their 
now legendary decline can stop." Among them are (1) willingness of denomi
national leaders to deal with decline, (2) proactive leadership in mid-judica
tories, (3) seminaries interested in evangelism, (4) willingness by denomina
tions to fund evangelism, (5) pressure from "loyal" evangelical caucuses in 
denominations, (6) determination to plant new churches, (7) more pastors 
interested in evangelism skills, (8) more lay interest in evangelism and atten
dance at evangelism workshops, (9) recognition that service and proclama
tion are equally important, (10) recognition that denominational loyalty has 
waned and "passive" evangelism does not work, (11) availability of excellent 
evangelism resources and the willingness to use them, and (12) movement 
away from the "church growth fad" and evangelism "gimmickry." These indi
cators show that mainline Protestant attitudes toward evangelism are chang
ing sufficiently enough to see a "cloud of hope building on the horizon" 
(Miller, 1989). 
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Herb Miller's encouraging observations indicating changing attitudes 
toward evangelism are based upon a particular view of evangelism. Ile is 
hopeful because the pendulum is swinging toward a more conventional form 
of evangelism. This study's findings on evangelism, church growth, and new 
church development in the ABC, UCC, and UMC support Miller's observa
tions, even his hope, to a degree. On the other hand, Miller is silent about 
the fundamental ambivalence toward evangelism that confuses and occasion
ally divides the saints in mainline Protestantism. Milton Coalter makes the 
point well. 

One observation about Presbyterian and mainstream Protestant evangelical 
illljlllls,•s can lw v1·11l11rcd. Tl,,, lc11sio11s lwtw,·1·11 advo<·at,·s ol" social ad ion ,·va11-

gclis111 and v,·rl>al Ii.,·., p1·rso11alJ 1·va11g,·lis111 have yct lo IH' n·solvc·d. 111 part, 

this is because neither can be dissolved adequately into the other. The two 
options are, in fact, not options in the Reformed tradition or, more broadly, in 
Christianity. They are instead the twin outgrowths of the euangelion proclaimed 
by Christ, who came to save sinners and to teach them a redemptive transforma
tion of relationships that unavoidably involves Christians in reforming cultures 
(Coalter, 1991:53). 

Advocacy for social action on the one hand, and personal evangelism on 
the other, remains strong in the ABC, UCC, and UMC, as well as the 
PCUSA, and the debate they cause remains unresolved. Neither side "has 
captured the imagination of the ... mainstream Protestant masses who 
exhibit in varying degrees significant ambivalence, apathy, and/or discomfort 
with the topic of evangelism" (Coalter, 1991:54). That evangelism should 
have to be voted a "priority" by the UCC, let alone by any Christian denomi
nation, is clear evidence of "ambivalence, apathy and/or discomfort" with 
evangelism. Even more, it is evidence of deep-seated confusion as to what 
the church's most basic tasks are in the first place. Significant changes 
toward more conventional evangelism, and greater interest in church growth 
and new church development have indeed occurred in mainline Protes
tantism since the late 1970s. Yet, without any rapprochement between those 
whose great commission is Luke 4:18-19, those whose great commission is 
Matthew 28:18-20, and all those in between, the evangelism dilemma will 
continue to nag the mainline denominations for years to come. For the time 
being, however, while creative energies and greater resources are focused on 
more conventional evangelism, church growth, and new church develop
ment, slowing down the membership slippage does seem to be within the 
realm of possibility. 

-



Chapter F o u r 

Growth and Decline in an 
Inclusive Denomination: 

The ABC Experience 

Norman M. Green and Paul W. Light 

N
o other Protestant denomination in the United States has as much 
racial/ethnic diversity as the American Baptist Churches in the USA.1 
Major shifts in the absolute and relative size of the racial/ethnic 

groups in the ABC have taken place in the past thirty years, resulting in a 
decline in the white majority and an increase in the nonwhite minority. This 
chapter describes these changes and analyzes their institutional and contex
tual sources. 

A description and analysis of the overall pattern of decline in the ABC must 
include the differing patterns of decline and growth among racial/ethnic groups 
in the denomination. Changing patterns of denominational mission support are 
also important in order to understand the current state of the ABC. 

This case study is instructive for denominations other than the ABC. Many 
denominations share the intent of the ABC of becoming more inclusive and 
of ministering to racial/ethnic populations. Many denominations also share 
with the ABC the recent patterns of decline in the numbers of white 
churches and white members. 2 

Trends in the Number of Churches 

There has been a steady decline in the number of churches in the ABC 
over the past twenty-five years.3 In 1967 the denomination contained 6,001 
churches. In 1990 the number of churches had dropped to 5,737 churches
a 4% decline. This trend masks very different patterns for the racial/ethnic 
constituent churches in the ABC. During this period the number of white 
churches declined by 17.5%, whereas the number of African-American 
churches increased by 112.6% and the number of other churches (Hispanic, 
Asian, Native American, Haitian) increased by 52%. The numbers of 
churches at the beginning and end of this period are shown in Table 4.1. 

112 
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TABLE 4.1 
Number of Churches in ABC/USA 

1967 1990 change % change 

Total 6,001 5,737 -264 -4.4 
White 5,295 4,370 -925 -17.5 
African-American 485 1,031 +546 + 112.6 
Other 221 336 +115 +52.0 

Tll(' lr<'nd liill'S ill th(• 1111111lll'r or ('l111rd1<·s liir Ill<' (•1tlir(' AB(:. a11d li>r s1il>

gro11ps arc s111ooth and ern1sisl<'11I l'ro111 ID!i7 to ID!JO. Tl1<·s<· li1l<'s an- graplH'd 
in Figure 4.1. White churches decreased steadily, whereas black churches and 
"other" churches increased in number throughout the period of study. 

FIGURE 4.1 
Number of Churches-ABC/USA 
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It is clear from Table 4.1 that the greatest absolute change in the number 
of ABC churches from 1967 to 1990 is the loss of 92.5 white churches. That 
represents a net average loss of more than 44 churches a year for twenty
three years. Since new white ABC churches were started throughout that 
time period, the real number of white church loss is closer to an average of 
52 churches per year. 
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Churches are lost to the ABC by (1) disaffiliation from the denomination, 
(2) church closings due to insufficient membership base, and (3) church 
mergers. In the ten-year period from 1980 to 1990, 659 churches withdrew 
from the ABC, closed, or merged. Of that number, 65% withdrew, 31 % 
closed, and 4% merged into another church. 

White ABC churches that disaffiliate usually do so in protest of ABC ecu
menical relationships (such as participation in the National or World Council 
of Churches) or in protest of policy statements or resolutions from the ABC. 
Some churches leave the denomination because they see the ABC as chang
ing. It doesn't "feel" like it did in the past. The increasing racial/ethnic diver
sity (along with different styles of mission, leadership, and relationships) is 
not seen as a positive change hy all churches. The continuing theological and 
evangelical/mission diversity is also hard for some to accept. As a result, inde
pendence is attractive to some congregations. 

ABC churches that close are predominately white and are usually located 
in small towns and rural areas of the Northeast, Mid-Atlantic, and North 
Central regions. Baptists, along with Methodists in the nineteenth century, 
were active in establishing churches on the frontier as the population moved 
west. These areas, from the Hudson River to the Great Plains, north of the 
Mason-Dixon line, have experienced demographic shifts during the past two 
decades that have playt~d important roles in the closing and merging of many 
white ABC churches. 

The decline in the number of white churches is due in part to contextual 
factors, such as demographic shifts. The decline is also due to internal or 
institutional factors, such as diversity of theological stands and membership 
diversity. 

Much of the African-American growth in the late 1960s and 1970s can be 
attributed to the influence of key black leaders and to the prominence of civil 
rights issues in the ABC. The relationship that Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
other Southern Christian Leadership Conference organizers had with Ameri
can Baptists was a major reason for African-American churches becoming 
related to the ABC. The Ebenezer Baptist Church of Atlanta, pastored by 
Martin Luther King, Sr., joined the ABC in 1960. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
was a graduate of Crozer Theological Seminary, an ABC institution. 

There are many educational factors behind the increase in African
American participation in the ABC. The roots of this influence stem from 
the denomination's commitment to black education following the Civil 
War. Northern Baptists were prominent in founding and funding colleges 
and seminaries in the South. Later, Baptist seminaries in the North were 
important in training black church leaders who became influential in the 
ABC. 
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Parallel to the eclm:ational factors that influenced black participation in the 
ABC were denominational concerns for human and civil rights. From its 
early stands for abolition and education, the ABC contributed to the growing 
movement for social justice through policy statements, resolutions, political 
action, and by civil protests. In the mid-1970s, an ABC program called Fund 
of Renewal sought to raise $7.,5 million for minority education and inclusion 
in the denomination. While the financial goal was not realized, this program 
of breaking down racial barriers in regions, associations, and between 
churches contributed to minority growth in the ABC. 

It could be noted that the Congregational/DCC tradition can recall a simi
lar history of involvement in black education and civil rights concerns. The 
diffort•nct' between African-American attraction to the UCC and the ABC is 
clue in large part to two factors. The first is polity. Both the ABC and UCC 
maintain the autonomy of the local church as a manifestation of the Body of 
Christ, empowered to act in all matters of life and faith. There are, however, 
differences such as: definitions of what defines a cooperating church; how 
standards are enforced; per capita support expectations; and the denomina
tion's role in pastor selection. It may be a question of "freedom" or it may be 
a question of "laxity," but African-American churches have more autonomy 
in the ABC and African-American Baptist denominations than they would 
have in the UCC. 

The second factor is the ease with which an African-American Baptist 
church can add an ABC affiliation without a name change and without disaffili
ating from another denomination. 4 In various regions of the ABC, the 
increases in the number of African-American ABC churches can be traced to 
the regional leadership's openness to accept, and even to recrnit, black congre
gations. In the 1960s and 1970s, ABC agencies actively recruited African
American churches and pastors in the South to affiliate with the ABC. The 
number of black ABC churches in the South doubled between 1967 and 1973 
(from 70 to 144 churches) and grew another 1.50% by 1978. 

Another reason for the increase in the numbers of African-American 
churches in the ABC is economic. Because of the growing endowment in the 
ABC retirement plan and an excellent record of management of funds by the 
Ministers and Missionaries Benefit Board, the ABC retirement plan (and the 
related health plan) has become a major economic benefit for ABC pastors, 
lay workers, and ABC churches. Black pastors and churches were actively 
recruited by the Ministers and Missionaries Benefit Board, out of a concern 
to help churches provide a financial support for pastors. Since none of the 
Baptist denominations that are primarily African-American have such a plan, 
this economic benefit has been attractive for African-American pastors and 
congregations.5 
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Thus, the important institutional factors that have contributed to the 
increase in the number of African-American churches in the ABC are: 

1. The leadership and influence ofkey black leaders in the 
denomination 

2. The historic mission of the ABC in minority education and civil 
rights 

3. The name and polity of the ABC, which allows for confederation 
4. The active recruitment of African-American leaders and churches by 

key white leaders 
5. The economic benefits of a well-managed retirement plan 

The two contextual factors that affected the increase in the number of 
African-American ABC churches were the broader civil rights movement in 
the nation, and demographic changes among the black population. Black 
population growth in the South and the West, as well as in the urban centers 
of the Mid-Atlantic, coincided with the location of growth of African-American 
churches in the ABC. 

In 1967, the 485 black churches in the ABC were 8% of its 6,001 
churches. In 1990, the 1,031 black churches made up 18% of its 5,737 
churches. 

In the past ten years, the number of ABC Hispanic churches has increased 
from 203 churches to 228 churches-a 12% increase. At the same time, His
panic population growth for the nation was 53%. Although much of this pop
ulation increase was in areas where the ABC has not had a strong presence, 
this contextual factor has been important in the growth of Hispanic churches 
in the ABC. 

The growth in the number of Hispanic ABC churches was also influenced 
by institutional factors. Mission work by the denomination in Mexico and 
Cuba dates from the 1860s; in Puerto Rico, from the 1890s. Today, only the 
churches in Puerto Rico are counted as churches of the ABC/USA, but this 
early mission activity has influenced Hispanic church growth in mainland 
USA. ABC refugee programs for waves of Cuban and Central Americans 
have also contributed to Hispanic church growth within the ABC. 

While the number of Asian-American ABC churches was small in 1980, 
the growth rate for the decade ending in 1990 was larger than for Hispanic 
churches. The number of Asian churches grew from twenty-two in 1980 to 
forty-seven in 1990-an increase of 114%. In the general population, Asian 
and Pacific Islanders experienced a growth rate of 108%. 

The denomination's investment in Asian missions began in 1813 in Burma 
and spread to Siam, China, and India by 1835. Baptist work in Japan was estab-
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lished in 1872 and in the Philippines in 1901. Hefugee resettlement of South
east Asians also has contributed to an increase in the numbers of Asian-Ameri
can churches in the ABC. New church development has involved Hmong, 
Cambodian, Indonesian, and Korean segments of the population. 

There also is substantial regional variation in ABC rates of growth and 
decline. In the Western and Southern areas of the U.S., the number of ABC 
churches has increased slightly since 1967, while the greatest decline has 
been in the North Central region of the nation.6 Over the past twenty-three 
years in the ABC: (1) the number of white churches declined in all sections 
of the U.S., (2) the number of African-American churches increased in all 
sections, doubling in the West and tripling in the South, (3) the number of 
"other" churches increased in all Sl'ctions excl'pt for thl' North Cl'ntral 
region, where the decline was slight. 

Trends in Resident Membership 

Total resident membership in the ABC declined by l0%; since 1867-as 
compared to a 4.4% decline in the number of churehes.i Thus, ABC mem
bership losses due to fewer churches are exacerbated by membership losses 
from declining congregations. This membership decline is due to a steep 
decline in the number of white members. For every three members of white 
ABC churches counted in 1967, only two could be counted in 1990. In this 
period, the membership of African-American ABC churches almost doubled. 
Other ethnic churches experienced a 69% growth in membership. Table 4.2 
shows the absolute and percent changes in resident members. 

TABLE 4.2 
Resident Membership in the ABC/USA 

Total 
White 
African-American 
Other 

1967 

1,335,342 
1,077,388 

234,894 
23,060 

1990 

1,201,741 
693,701 
469,101 

38,939 

change 

- 1.33,601 
-.383,687 
+2,34,207 

+15,879 

% change 

-10.0 
-35.6 
+99.7 
+68.9 

The patterns of change in resident membership as shown in Figure 4.2 
reveal that slight increases were recorded in 1970, 1971, and 1972 as the 
African-American membership rose more than the white membership 
decreased. A similar situation occurred in 1980. 
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FIGURE4.2 
Resident Membership-ABC/USA 
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Only the South recorded an increase in resident members over the 
twenty-three-year period. In this region African-American membership grew 
faster than white membership declined. The increase in the number of His
panic ABC churches in Puerto Rico also contributed to the growth rate in 
the South. 

The growth of the "other" churches is important, although the white 
decline and African-American increase is the more significant story. This 
"other" category is made up of Hispanic, Asian, Native American, Haitian, 
and European ethnic constituents. Each deserves a description and analysis 
in its own right, but cannot be dealt with in appropriate detail here. Hispanic 
and Asian constituencies have been growing, while Haitian churches in the 
ABC are relatively new. The size of the Native American constituency has 
not changed much in recent years, whereas the number of distinctly Euro
pean churches has declined. 

In terms of resident members, the "other" category constituency of the 
ABC has grown from 1.7% of the ABC in 1967 to 3.4% in 1990. At the same 
time the African-American constituency has grown from 17.6% to 38.6% of 
the ABC, and the white constituency has declined from 80.7% to 58.1 % of 
the denomination. 
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Another way of seeing membership growth and decline is pictured in Fig
ure 4.3. This chart shows resident membership change over a five-year 
period from 1984 to 1989. Churches that increased resident memlwrship hy 
10% or more in that time span were placed in a "grow" category, those that 
declined by at least 10% were placed in a "decline" category, and tlw rest 
were called "stable." 

FIGURE 4.3 
Growth Status by Race/Ethnicity-ABC/USA 
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It is clear that some white churches are growing (about one in five). It is 
also clear that some African-American churches are declining (about one in 
five). It is important to note that the proportion of white declining churches 
is approximately twice that of the other groups.8 

Trends in Worship Attendance 

Worship attendance from 1977 to 1990 shows a pattern of change that dif
fers somewhat from the graphs seen earlier.9 From 1977 to 1990, worship 
attendance rose until 1982, fell until 1989, and rose again in 1990. That over
all pattern, as well as attendance for white, African-American, and other 
churches is graphed in Figure 4.4. 
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FIGlJH.E 4.4 
Worship Attendance-ABC/USA 
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Increases in the total ABC are due to the fact that African-American and 
"other" gains are greater than white losses. Also, the decline in white wor
ship attendance since 1977 has not been as sharp as the decline in white 
resident membership. The white worship attendance decline was slight 
prior to 1983, greater until 1988, and shows signs of moderation since 
1988. White worship attendance even increased in the North Central sec
tion in 1990, the region of greatest white membership decline over the past 
twenty-three years. 

Table 4.3 shows the changes in worship attendance and membership from 
1977 to 1990. The largest percentage gains are for worship attendance and 
resident members for "others." These gains are primarily for Hispanic and 
Asian churches within the "other" category. Worship attendance for these 
groups grew by 56%. 
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TABLE 4.3 
Worship Attendance and Resident Membership in the ABC/USA: 

1977 and 1990 

1977 1990 change % change 

Total 
Worship Attendance 704,587 694,385 -10,202 -1..5 
Resident Members 1,318,070 1,201,741 -116,329 -8.8 

White 
Worship Atll-11da11cl' 487,997 404,190 -8:3,807 - 17.2 
H<·sidl·nt Ml·111lH'rs !)l!J,821 f-i!J:3,701 ~ 22(i, 120 - 2Ui 

African-American 
Worship Attendance 188,728 246,832 +58,104 +30.8 
Resident Members :3fi8,07.5 4(·19. 101 +IOl,02n +27.4 

Other 
Worship Attendance 27,862 43,363 + 15,501 +,5,5.6 

Resident Members 30,174 38,939 +8,76,5 +29.0 

For "others" the number of worship attenders was greater than the num
ber of resident members in 1990. Figures 4..5 and 4.fi show the result of this 
effect on 1990 membership and worship totals. 

FIGURE 4.5 
1990 Resident Membership ABC/USA 
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FIGURE 4.6 
1990 Worship Attendance ABC/USA 
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Trends in ABC Mission Support 

Although the ABC has reported increased amounts of giving for the 
denomination's mission program, the rate of increase has not kept pace with 
inflation. This analysis of trends in American Baptist Mission Support 
(ABMS) is based upon the value of money given in 1977 (constant) dollars. 
The decline of mission support in constant dollars helps explain the decrease 
in the number of denominational staff. 

Table 4.4 shows that the value of ABMS has declined about $4.5 million in 
a thirteen-year period, with white ABMS falling $4.6 million in value from 
1977 to 1990. 

TABLE 4.4 
American Baptist Mission Support (ABMS) 

in Constant 1977 Dollars for 1977 and 1990 

Total 
White 
African-American 
Other 

1977 

$21,867,826 
21,171,740 

392,986 
303,100 

1990 

$17,411,467 
16,539,074 

537,058 
335,335 

change 

- $4,456,359 
-4,632,666 

+144,072 
+32,235 

% change 

-20.38 
-21.88 
+36.66 
+10.64 
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FIGURE 4.7 
American Baptist Mission Support-ABC/USA 
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Not surprisingly, the decline in ABMS has been the greatest where the 
decline has been the greatest in white churches and white resident member
ship, i.e., the North Central and Mid-Atlantic regions. African-American 
A.EMS support increased in the sections of the nation where the greatest 
increases in African-American ABC churches and resident members were 
recorded, i.e., the South and the West. 

Trends in ABMS support are shown in Figure 4.7, plotted on a logarithmic 
scale. This graph shows that year-to-year fluctuations were not large. It also 
shows how much white contributions controlled the total. In 1990, white 
ABMS giving was 95% of the total ABMS giving, while African-Americans 
contributed 3.1 %, and Hispanics contributed 1.4%. 

In any given year between 1977 and 1986, from 86% to 90% of all ABC 
churches gave to ABMS. The percentage of white churches giving varied 
from 94% to 95%, while for African-American churches it was 58% to 63%. 
For Hispanic churches, it varied from 73% to 84%, and for Asian churches, it 
was as high as 77%. 

When comparing American Baptist Mission Support from African-Ameri
can churches to white churches, several differences must be considered. In 
the first place, a higher percentage of African-American churches are aligned 
with more than one denomination than are white churches. In the second 
place, African-American churches have traditionally committed a higher per-
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centage of their mission dollars to local church mission projects in health, 
housing, education, and so on, than to denominational projects and pro
grams. 

For the "other" churches, lower economic circumstances of refugees and 
other immigrants, along with start-up costs associated with newly formed 
churches, are major factors in this mission support phenomenon. 

Another way to understand the changes in the denomination's mission 
support is to analyze per capita (by worship attendance) giving to ABMS. For 
all ABC worship attenders, per capita ABMS giving dropped from $31 per 
attender in 1977 to $25 per attender in 1990. African-American per capita 
ABMS increased slightly, while white and other per capita mission giving 
dcclinecl. The trends line for all gro11ps in Figmc 4.8 shows an 11p-a11d-dow11 
pattern of change. 

FIGURE4.8 
ABMS Per Capita (Worship Attendance)-ABC/USA 
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Implications 

What are the implications of this study for the future of the ABC, and 
what is the environment for dealing with the implications? Planners and 
decision makers must resist the temptation to key on limited data and assert, 
"We have bottomed out," or "Our worship attendance is increasing." It takes 
more than two data points to define a trend, and it takes broad analysis to 
forecast the future. This study focused only on racial/ethnic groups, and 
ignored age of congregations and members, as well as types of church loca
tions. Though other studies are needed at regional and national levels, it is 
possihll' from this study to ofkr sonH' h)1mtlH'sis for futm!' d!'v!'lopnH'nt. 

Tht' tn·1Hls i11 this study indit'al!' that f'11rtll('r !'rosion of'wl1it1· 1111·11ilH'rship 
is to he expected, that fmther erosion of mission s11pport of ABMS is to ])(' 
expected, and that gains in black, Hispanic, and Asian members will not off 
set white decline. Institutional factors such as a slower decline in white wor
ship attendance in the last two years may produce positive changes. Contex
tual factors such as the hoped-for return of the baby boom generation to 
church participation also may affect the future of the ABC. Planners, how
ever, must take account of the past if favorable scenarios are to be realized in 
the future. 

Unless mission giving patterns increase sufficiently to overcome the effects 
of inflation, cuts in denomination staffing and programming will continue. 
The ABC experienced cutbacks in many regional and national programs. 
Regional and national boards must face the probability that the retrench
ment is not over. If retrenchment continues it will cause major tensions in 
the ABC over mission priorities, the kinds of services and programs offered, 
and the future mission orientation of the denomination. Cuts will not be uni
form in all areas and endeavors. Since there are differences in mission goals, 
priorities, and funding between ABC racial/ethnic cohorts, arguments are 
certain to divide along racial/ethnic lines on some issues. 

If trends continue, it is reasonable to expect that in the next twelve to fif
teen years the traditional white majority will become the white minority. If 
that possibility casts fear in the hearts of many American Baptists, the 
denomination will face a stormy future. Changes in racial/ethnic participa
tion in the last two decades have raised issues with which the denomination 
is now struggling. Justice and fairness issues about affirmative action within 
the denomination have been resolved at the policy level, but changing prac
tices in recruiting and hiring has been slow. Questions of power and respon
sibility will continue to be crucial in the ABC. 

As ABC leadership continues to affirm pluralism and inclusiveness in its 
public life, and as the nonwhite membership approaches white membership 
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in size, it remains to be seen if white disaffiliation will increase. There is no 
model upon which to pose a prediction. Disaffiliation from white churches 
because of racial/ethnic diversity was a minor factor in the past, however. 

If inclusion is to be realized in the ABC, it must work at all levels from the 
General Board to national and regional boards, and to the local churches. 
Inclusion requires that the wants, goals, needs, and values of all members 
and all local churches be considered in designing the mission goals of the 
denomination in the future. 

The challenge before the ABC leadership at all levels is to bring about 
inclusion at the very time it must wrestle with diminishing resources. 



Chapter F V e 

A Short History of 
Church Growth 

Research 

Kenneth W. Inskeep 

T
he conterr.1porary literature on church growth develops in two very 
different cultural worlds and under very different circumstances. 
Studies of mainline denominations arc 11mkrtakcn by profossional 

social scientists working within academic comm11niti<'s. Thl'.ir goal is to 
develop theoretical models that are useful in describing or explaining the 
membership declines suffered by mainline denominations since the 1960s. 
"Church growth" researchers, on the other hand, are largely conservative 
Protestant church professionals who began studying church growth out of 
the perceived need to "save as many souls" as possible. Their goal is to 
develop practical and successful techniques for bringing people to church. 

As one would expect, given the different purposes and experiences of 
these two groups of researchers, the problem of church growth is 
approached from different points of view and out of dissimilar biases. 
The social scientist tends to show more awareness of the social context of 
church growth by explicitly considering "contextual factors." 1 Contextual 
factors are those forces external to the denomination or congregation that 
shaped its future-such as demographic changes in neighborhoods and 
falling or rising birth rates among different populations. At the same 
time, though with less emphasis and a certain reluctance on the part of 
some, the social scientists also considered "institutional factors" of church 
growth. Institutional factors are forces within denominations or congrega
tions. They include patterns of organization and structure, the strictness 
of a group's religious beliefs, church programs, and other characteristics 
and orientations. Those in the church growth mo\'e11wnt emphasize insti
tutional factors of church growth almost exclusively. Their cast> studies, 
or case i:xamplcs, lead them to conc(·ntratc 011 th<· inll·rnal dynan1ics ol' 
congregations rather than the social context. The following summary of 

135 
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the relationship between contextual and institutional factors provides a 
useful framework for considering the history of church growth research. 

Social Scientific Research 

The Kelley Thesis: An Institutional Account of Mainline Membership Decline 

The tendency of most social scientists to emphasize contextual explanations 
of church growth and decline can be understood, at least in part, as a reaction 
to the first account of membership decline in mainline denominations by Kel
ley. 2 In 1972, Kelley argued that the growth of membership in conservative 
elrnrclws and th<' d<'elinc of llH'lllbcrship in 111ai11li11e churches was din•etly 
related to different types of rdigious commitnwnt and organizational struc
ture. Kelley never framed his thesis in institutional or contextual terms, but he 
clearly argued that the problem of membership decline in mainline churches 
was a result of their institutional inability to advance a belief system or an orga
nizational ethos that would foster ardent membership commitment. Kelley, in 
a chapter titled "Traits of a Strong Religion," noted: 

Those who are accustomed to the placid and circumspect ways of the mainline 
Protestant denominations in America today may not think of religion as a stren
uous and fateful adventure, catching up men's lives in a surge of significance 
and purpose, changing the very definition of what it is to be a man worthy of 
respect, and thus shifting upward a whole society's expectation of human behav
ior. But religion has often been this kind of movement in the past and will be in 
the future. (Kelley, 1972:56) 

Kelley then set about developing a model of a "strong" religion, which he 
defined as one for which its members would be willing "to suffer persecu
tion, to sacrifice status, possessions, safety, and life itself for the organization, 
its convictions, its goals" (1972:57). A strong religion demanded commit
ment, disciplined control, and missionary zeal (1972:58). Kelley argued that 
ecumenism and religious strength were incompatible and mutually exclusive. 
Strong religions were absolutist about beliefs, fanatic in their commitment, 
and demanding of strict conformity (1972:78). Weak religions were relativis
tic, accepting of diversity and dialogue, "lukewarm" about "truth," individual
istic, and reserved. If a group was to grow, the community must be eve1y
thing and the individual nothing. As Kelley put it: 

The appreciation of individual worth and freedom is one of the highest achieve
ments of modern man, but it does not do much for social strength. If each mem
ber is unwilling to give unquestioning obedience (or even much questioning 
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obedience) to a leader or group, it makes for an atomistic aggregation of individ
uals rather than a cohesive, deployable organization. ( Kelley, 1972:8,5) 

Conservative Religious Belief and Its Relationship to Growth 

Kelley's description of weak and strong religions as an explanation for the 
decline of mainline denominations provoked considerable controversy and 
generated a whole host of possible hypotheses for social scientists to test. Per
haps because of the title of Kelley's book-Why Conservative Churches Are 
Growing-much of the debate over his thesis focused on conservative versus 
liberal theological approaches to religion, rather than strict versus m<>r<' rela
tivistic religiolts bdicls and organizations. Bibby ( W78) was 011c ol' tit(' l'irst ol' 
the social scientists to dispute the conservative versus liberal hypothesis. 
Based on his analysis of church membership data from a Canadian national 
survey, Bibby argued that if births could account for the growth in conserva
tive evangelical congregations, rather than proselytism, then consc1vativc the
ology per se could not be named as the cl11ircl1 growth catalyst. Or, to pllt it 
another way, Bibby intended to show that contextual factors (birthrates) were 
more important to church growth than institutional factors (conservative the
ology) in explaining church growth. Bibby concluded that "neither the Con
servatives nor the Mainliners were very successful in recruiting active follow
ers from outside of the Christian community" ( 1978:136). Instead, higher 
birthrates and the willingness of conservative evangelicals to expose their chil
dren to more formal and informal religious socialization were the major 
sources of growth for conservative religious groups. 

Bibby may have felt that he successfully disproved Kelley's thesis, hut he 
was not as successful in demonstrating the unimportance of institutional fac
tors in explaining church growth. He pointed directly to the institutional role 
of religious socialization. Bibby showed that conservative evangelicals were 
more likely to keep their children from leaving the church through their 
more effective efforts at socialization. He noted that 65% of the mainline 
affiliates were exposed regularly to Christian education in childhood, hut less 
than 30% of mainline affiliates with children were "seeing to it that their 
children had a similar experience" (1978:136). 

A similar study by Bouma (1979) compared the membership trends of the 
Christian Reformed Church (CRC) and the Reformed Church in America 
(RCA). He showed that the CRC absorbed the bulk of post-World War II 
Dutch Reformed immigrants to North America, and it was this immigration, 
not strong evangelistic efforts, that led to growth. At the same time, Boltrna 
also argued, like Bibby, that the CRC lost fewer of the children it baptized. 
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As Bouma put it: "The secret of growth of the CRC is to be found not in 
evangelism, nor in attracting members from other denominations, but in the 
successful socialization of its young people" (1979:134). 

Bouma's finding seems to confirm as much of Kelley's thesis as it disputes. 
The strict institutional demands of the CRC resulted in fending off losses, if 
not in producing gains. Bouma argued explicitly that the CRC was very 
demanding of its young members, strongly encouraging them to attend 
Christian day schools and church schools and to participate in youth groups 
and other mechanisms of "theological indoctrination." The result was higher 
retention of the children it baptized. Perhaps because Kelley's thesis was 
understood in terms of gains rather than fending off losses, or perhaps 
because Bouma misunderstood the institutional implications of his own find
ings on sodalization, 11<' ('01l('l11ded that Kc•lley's tlwsis was wrong and had, if' 
faet, done grc)al han11 ... Policy ,nakers in the d111rch have bt•cn very m11d1 
astir since the publication of Kelley's causal conjecture. It is unfortunate that 
such a rather shallow piece of social science has been used as a basis for pol
icy decisions" (Bouma, 1979:135). 

Hoge and Roozen: Institutional Factors Versus Contextual Factors 

In 1979, Dean Hoge and David Roozen edited a volume called Understand
ing Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1978. The book was an attempt to pull 
together a series of social scientific articles on growth and decline. The major
ity of material concerned the decline of mainline denominations and factors 
that accounted for the decline. Hoge and Roozen, in pointing to the impor
tance of contextual and institutional factors, were the first to explicitly provide 
a conceptual framework for understanding church growth and decline. 

One of the significant studies of the volume was conducted by Wade Clark 
Roof and several others (Roof et al., 1979) on church membership change 
among United Presbyterian congregations. The study was based upon a sam
ple of Presbyterian churches that were declining (30% or more total over a 
six-year period), those that were "typical" (not more than a 21 % loss), and 
those that were growing the fastest (a 5% or greater gain). A set of question
naires was distributed to the congregations to be completed by the pastor 
and a sample of church members. 

Hypotheses derived directly from Kelley's thesis pervaded the study. The 
resean:h also addressed diffkult questions that were provoked hy Kelley's 
book. For example, some Presbyterian theologians had begun to argue that 
church growth was "not the point" (Hudnut, 1975), and that an emphasis on 
growth might actually stand in the way of achieving other congregational goals. 
At best, growth was one goal among many. Clark Roof and his associates dealt 
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with the question through the following hypothesis: "Considering five church 
goals-numerical growth, level of individuals' religious commitment, level of 
members' satisfaction and enthusiasm, level of love and care within the mem
bership, and effectiveness of social witness-they are not mutually exclusive, 
and they do not form a fixed-sum system" (Roof et al., 1979:201). 

Alongside the question of whether or not church growth was possible 
without the sacrifice of other important congregational goals, the Roof study 
(Roof et al., 1979) also raised the question of the relative explanatory power 
of contextual versus institutional factors. The author's partiality to context 
was quite evident in the way the hypotheses wen' proposed. For ('xa111pk, 
hypotheses having to do with context Wl~re stated outright: .. Congregations 
will tend to grow if the community in which tlwy arc located is affluent." The 
institutional liypothcscs, howt'\'t'r, all h<'gan with tll(' qnalilying phra~<·: .. II' 
contcxlual factors arc l'tp1al ... co11grcgatio11s will ll·ml lo grow ii' tlll'y liavl' 
internal harmony and cooperation." Three of the institutional hnmthcscs 
reflected Kelley's thesis and were stated conditionally. For cxampl<', .. I I' crn1-
textual factors are equal, congregations will tend to grow if they maintain a 
clear sense of doctrinal truth, a clear system of meaning and value, intoler
ance of inner pluralism or dissent, and a high level of demand on members" 
(Roof et al., 1979:203). 

Despite the contextual qualifications proposed for the institutional 
hypotheses, both contextual and institutional factors emerged as important. 
Affluence of the community surrounding the congregation and favorable 
demographic shifts were named as the two most important contextual fac
tors. It was clear that growing Presbyterian congregations were most success
ful in communities of affluent, young, middle-class, largely white families. 
Satisfaction with chureh worship and program, and congregational coopera
tion and harmony among members were among the most important institu
tional factors. The role of the pastor was not directly important unless he or 
she was a factor in eongregational conflict or stood in the way of congrega
tional satisfaction with worship (Roof et al., 1979:222). Aceording to Wade 
Clark Roof and associates: "Churches that grow are those able to generate 
high levels of membership satisfaction" (Roof et al., 1979:213). 

The hypotheses related to Kelley's thesis were generally dismissed. As 
Roof put it: "Our data offers only weak support for his argument" (Roof et 
al., 1979:216). However, the same paragraph states, "we see that demands on 
1ne1nbcrs and conservative theology relate positivcly to growth to a notewor
thy degree." In any ease, it was clear that both institutional and contextual 
factors were important in understanding church growth. "In this study of 
Presbyterian eongregations, we find that the two sets of faetors are roughly 
equal in strength" (Roof et al., 1979:222). 
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After Hoge and Roozen: The Central Role of Context 

Throughout the early 1980s the debate over the most appropriate explana
tion of church growth and decline continued to react to Kelley's initial work. 
Several studies contributed to the dialogue, sometimes only considering con
textual factors and at other times carving out a more central role for the 
social context. Perry and Hoge (1981) use data gathered from 204 Presbyter
ian congregations to argue that Kelley's thesis was weak and unsubstantiated. 
As they put it: "Apparently the arguments about strictness, conservative the
ology, and evangelism made by Kelley and the Church Growth Movement 
writers are unimportant. Only their arguments about social action have a bit 
of relevance for understanding Presbyterian congregations" (1981:231). They 
continued: "theological tC'nd<'ncks, priority giv<'n to <'vang<'lislll, dC'sirc fill' 
growth, and colllpatibility of' pastor and laity are not important causes" 
(1981:231). 

In studying the mainline and conservative churches of four SMSAs in the 
United States, Hadaway (1981:88) emphasized "the predominant impact of 
population change on church membership" for the growth and decline of 
mainline churches. In another study of churches in Memphis, Hadaway stated: 

Using Memphis as an example, we showed that church growth is quite unlikely 
in the downtown, inner city, and even in older established neighborhoods. How
ever, as we move outward from the city to the suburbs and to areas where new 
housing is currently being constructed, membership growth becomes progres
sively more likely. These finding underscore the tremendous impact of urban 
location on the church, an impact that cannot be ignored if church planning is to 
be realistic. (Hadaway, 1982:384) 

Both of these studies were concerned with only contextual factors. 
In 1983, McKinney and Hoge tried explicitly to pin down the relative 

influence of contextual and institutional factors. In a study of United Church 
of Christ congregations, they found that congregations grew when they were 
in affluent, middle-class, largely white residential neighborhoods with a high 
percentage of home ownership and few other Protestant churches as com
petitors. Within the congregations, congregational harmony and cooperation 
and general laity satisfaction with worship and program were very important. 
The context, McKinney and Hoge argued, accounted for 50% to 70% of the 
explained variance in growth, while the institutional variables accounted for 
30% to 50% of the variance ( 1983:64). 

Bibby with Brinkerhoff ( 1983) took on the popularized Kelley's thesis once 
again in a return trip to twenty Canadian conservative evangelical congrega-
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tions first studied in 1971. They classified each of the new members of the 
congregations as: reaffiliates-those transferring from other churches; off
spring-those who had joined the church prior to age ten and had at least 
one parent who was a member of the congregation; and proselytes-those 
who had come to the congregations from outside of the conseivative evangel
ical community. Significantly, sixteen of the congregations still existed in 
1981, but of the sixteen, five had relocated. As Bibby and Brinkerhoff 
described it: 

All five of the congregations that had moved had originally been in neighbor
hood locations, nestled in residential communities and in all but one case 
removed from major roadways. They now, without exception, are located per
manently or temporarily in litciliti<'s s!'rvic<•d hy major artl'ri<'s, with 111i11i111al 
explicit neighborhood idcntifkation. Five of the (0 lt-ve11 d111rcll('s that did not 
move were either major regional congregations or single denominational 
churches (i.e., with no city branches). The remaining six are all denominational 
branch churches bearing neighborhood names. They are also essentially the 
smallest and probably the most fragile six churches in the sample. (Bibby and 
Brinkerhoff, 1983:256) 

Bibby and Brinkerhoff argued that "the additions to theologically con
servative, Protestant churches were primarily geographically mobile evan
gelicals and members' children" (1983:259). About 10% to 15% came 
from outside the evangelical community. At the same time, and as Bibby 
had argued earlier, it was clear that evangelical congregations held on to 
their members with considerably more efficiency than did mainline 
churches. As Bibby and Brinkerhoff then put it, reconsidering Bibby's ear
lier thesis and offering some credit to Kelley, "Kelley's thesis thus appears 
to have explanatory value in accounting for members and offspring reten
tion, rather than being required to account for a striking level of outreach" 
(1983:259). 

The congregation's location was clearly, however, another factor in the 
retention phenomenon. Not all the conseivative evangelical congregations 
were doing well. Those congregations that drew their membership from a 
wider regional basis were doing better than those congregations with ties to 
working-class neighborhoods. Those congregations that had moved near 
major transportation arteries were better off than those that had not. Bibby 
and Brinkerhoff noted: "It is interesting to obseive that the four conseivative 
churches which ceased operations in the 1970s came from the two most vul
nerable categories-three were neighborhood Nazarene, Baptist, and Mis
sionary branch congregations, while the fourth is a new independent, single 
denominational Baptist group" (1983:260). 
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The Church Growth Movement 

Donald McGavran 

There is considerable apprehension about the church growth movement 
among social scientists. More than a small part of this apprehension is due to 
differences in perspective and levels of methodological sophistication. There 
is little doubt that McGavran, who is credited with founding the church 
growth movement, was primarily interested in church growth, not for scien
tific reasons, but because he sought converts to the Christian faith. Method
ologically, church growth proponents typically embrace anecdotal case exam
ples rather than larger, theoretically based empirical surveys of groups of 
congregations. But even though the church growth movement heavily 
stressed institutional factors, McGavran's work, in particular, acknowledged 
the power of the social context. 

The contextual question was obvious in McGavran's examinations of mis
sionary efforts around the world ( Understanding Church Growth). As 
McGavran put it: "The churchman who would understand the ways in which 
the Holy Spirit, through establishing thousands of new communities of the 
redeemed, is spreading abroad the 'sweet savor of Christ,' must ask why 
evangelism issues in conversions in some populations and not in others" 
(1970:123). 

McGavran's answer to this question was a complicated one. He first dis
missed explanations for church growth that he considered "rationalizations" 
or simple excuses for giving up (1970:136). He attacked the Presbyterian and 
Congregational missionaries in Japan in the late nineteenth century for 
defensive thinking, even though he recognized the obstacles they faced. He 
belittled what he defined as the shared "rationalization" of the time-that 
the church had "gained a more realistic conception of the task and ... had 
entered a more mature stage of its existence." But, on the other hand, and 
perhaps more significantly, McGavran also dismissed single-minded theolog
ical explanations for church growth as one-sided and naive. He quoted a 
Pentecostal missionary who argued that "joyous abandonment to the Lord 
and unquestioning obedience to the Bible" were the reasons so many had 
accepted the Pentecostal faith and added: "one may rejoice that these Christian 
graces have been found in considerable measure among Pentecostal Chris
tians and yet observe that many environmental factors have played significant 
roles in their church advance" (1970:137). 

McGavran's focus, nevertheless, was itself single-minded. It was church 
growth. He noted: "the student of church growth cares little about whether a 
church is credible; he asks how much it has grown. He rates performance 
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higher than promise" (1970:137). The "salvation of souls" and nothing else 
gave a church credibility and, therefore, almost any approach that brought 
converts was good-including the application of the findings of more secular 
disciplines and studies to the task of saving souls. Once this was understood, 
the use of case examples to develop techniques for the purposes of evange
lism took on its own legitimacy and immediacy; McGavran wrote freely 
about "indoctrination" as an effective church growth technique. As 
McGavran (1970:141) put it, referring to the Seventh Day Adventist Church 
in Peru, "the Church and mission gave prolonged postbaptismal training to 
Christians and to their children and grandchildren .... Dr. Money credits 
Adventist effectiveness to systematic postl)(/pfisnwl i11rloctri11atio11" (empha
sis addl'd). 

Based on a variety of case examples, McGavran outlined twelve "reasons 
for growth." Many of the twelve reasons emphasized the context of mission 
work. Conversions, he argued, were the result of' the right message h<'i11g in 
the right place at the right time, as well as the willingness to abandon old 
techniques and experiment with new. McGavran listed several "common rea
sons why churches do or do not grow" (1970:140). 

1. Environmental and church factors favorable to church growth 
appeared at the same time. 

2. The gospel was preached to some clearly receptive part of the 
mosaic. 

3. Someone had a particular plan for multiplying churches that fitted 
his special population. 

4. Leaders were chained to existent nonproductive work. Or, church 
and mission were devoted to a nonproductive pattern, once nl'cdcd 
but long since outmoded. 

5. Church and mission allowed themselves to remain stuck in an area 
of low potential. 

Finally, McGavran gave credit to the Spirit of God when he referred to 
"praying Christians filled with the Holy Spirit" as the reason for a revival in 
Chile. 

McGavran was quite convinced that the contextual factors were important 
to church growth. At the same time he was equally confident that institutions 
were not, or should not be, victims of their contexts even if this meant aban
doning unproductive social environments for new ones. It was this intense 
desire for expansion, in spite of all circumstances, that set the church growth 
movement apart. 
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A More Recent Example of the Church Growth Movement Approach 

Because of the vast number of church growth works, it is impossible to 
adequately review them in detail. A recent work, however, called To Spread 
the Power (Hunter, 1987), serves as an example of the kind of material that is 
typical of the church growth movement in the United States. As noted ear
lier, the body of works for the church growth movement is largely based on 
case examples of congregations. Out of these examples came a collection of 
techniques aimed exclusively at achieving congregational growth. While most 
of the techniques focus on the congregation as an institution, the techniques 
themselves are often designed to encourage congregations to better under
stand and address the realities of the social context within which they are t1y
ing to <lo minist1y. 

Hunter argues that one of the most successful strategies for achieving 
church growth was to use the existing social networks. He (1978:96) 
referred to these networks as the "bridges of God" (a term borrowed from 
McGavran). Most people become members of congregations through their 
personal contacts with other people who were already members. The key, 
according to Hunter, is to consciously and systematically harvest these 
social networks. To do this, Hunter offered a number of guidelines 
(1978:96): 

1. Secure the names of all undiscipled persons with the social webs of 
your active credible Christians. Have some member of your evange
lism committee visit, along with each active member, the undisci
pled persons he or she has listed. 

2. As you win some of those target persons, secure the names of their 
undiscipled relatives and friends. Have an evangelism committee 
member visit with them. 

3. Survey each member each season to get the names of new undisci
pled prospects. This will continually reveal a fertile harvest field for 
your church-undiscipled persons who are already linked to one or 
more persons in your congregation. 

Once this population of prospects was defined, Hunter encouraged his 
readers to tailor their message to the needs of the context-to research, mar
ket, and promote the church. To do this effectively the old view of personal 
evangelism, which Hunter described as "a rehearsed authoritarian presenta
tion that claims to be the only way to see things" (1987:101), had to be aban
doned. Instead, Hunter insisted on "evangelists" who based their work on six 
principles: 
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1. Effective faith sharing is more relational than verbal. 
2. The evangelist <loes much more listening than talking. 
3. The evangelist vocalizes suggestions more than propositions. 
4. Christianity is more caught than taught. 
5. Conversion is almost never instant, hut takes some weeks or months 

from insemination to new birth. 
6. The occasions for evangelistic conversations usually arise situationally. 

The message is seldom a rehearsed theological formula out of a book 
or a packaged evangelistic program. It is usually specific, tailored to 
the recipient's felt need, point of openness, search, or pain, and pre
sents the facet of the gospel that is most immediately relevant. 

Co11scrvativc co11grcgatio11s Wl'rl' urged to giv(' tlH'ir pl'opk what they 
wanted. Often the best strategy for doing so was to provide a variety of 
settings for the proclamation of the message-so that almost anyone 
could find something to their liking. This consumer-oriented approach 
was related to McGavran's "homogeneous unit" principle. The point was 
not, at least according to the proponents of" ch11rch growth, to keep c(•r
tain kinds of people out, but to provide different types of co11grcgatio11s 
and/or settings where people could find people like themselves. More 
units provided members with more options, and as Hunter put it: "as we 
multiply options for people we are able to include and involve more peo
ple" (1987:118). 

Finally, Hunter, like many other church growth advocates, referred to 
building a growing congregation as an "entrepreneurial task" ( 1987:128). 
His use of business and marketing language was no accident, and the 
church growth movement did not apologize for it. They were consciously 
applying marketing principles to evangelism. Once again, Hunter offer
ed these "nine simple steps to starting new groups in your church" 
(1987:128): 

1. Define the target group of people to minister to. 
2. Research the target audience and the kind of ministry that would 

possibly respond to their particular needs. 
3. Find a committed lay person(s) willing to be involved in starting 

such a new group. The person should be similar to the target group. 
4. Train this person in the logistics of starting a new group. 
5. Begin the recruiting process prior to the first group session. 
6. Find an appropriate meeting place. 
7. Stress the importance of the first several months. They are critical 

to the success of the group. 
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8. Keep accurate records of the experience for reference in starting 
later groups. 

9. Build in monitoring and evaluation procedures for the first nine 
months. 

Schaller: Church Growth for Everyone 

Part of the popularity of the church growth movement literature is clearly 
due to its practicality. The literature offers clear suggestions to any pastor or 
church leader who is willing to listen. It does more than imply that even the 
most difficult of contextual circumstances could be overcome and churches 
could grow simply hy rethinking and reorganizing thcn1sclves. The procPss of' 
rdhi11ki11g and n•orga11izi11g 111ighl !JI' dilfo·ult, lllll l<'l'h11iq1H'S liir doing so 
were in 110 slH1rt supply. One of' tht• authors who has been rnost smx:essl'ul at 
helping pastors and lay members of congregations rethink and reorganize 
themselves without regard for theological perspectives has been Lyle E. 
Schaller. 

Schaller, a former urban planner, is an engaging writer who has written 
extensively, with over forty books since 1964. He offers his insights into 
church growth and strategic planning by telling illustrative stories (about the 
experiences of a wide variety of pastors) developed froin his extensive inter
views. Schaller is a proponent of growth as a means through which congrega
tions can "fulfill" their places "in God's plan" (Schaller, 1981: 13). 

For Schaller, a focus on growth serves several very important functions in 
the life of a congregation. For example, he argues that growth keeps the 
goals of a congregation focused by encouraging the congregation to look 
beyond taking care of the "in" group members to reaching out and serving 
the needs of the community (199la:159). This reaching out is so important 
because it demands that congregations innovate and off er more and more 
choices. This is the only way to attract "new generations of churchgoers." At 
the same time, the drive to innovate, more often than not, improves the over
all quality of the mission and ministry of the church for all of its current 
members. In other words, the growing church is driven by the needs of 
unchurched people rather than the needs of its own members. The growing 
church is driven by the need to perpetually question the old and bring on the 
new. Schaller, in characteristic style, asks pastors: 

Do you expect new people to come to your church to Oil your empty pews, to 
help support your budget, to contribute to those annual payments on the mort
gage, to staff your Sunday school and to accept without question your priorities, 
policies, traditions and schedules? Or are your leaders willing to change the 
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shape of the vessel that carries the Good News that Jesus Christ is Loni and 
Savior? (199lh:l32) 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Despite the very different circumstances under which studies of church 
growth have taken place, there are significant and similar conclusions that 
can be drawn from this material. Even though social scientists studying 
church growth may have reacted against Kelley's institutional thesis of main
line decline, they never totally dismiss the importance of i_nstitutional factors. 
In fact. in many eases tlwy affirm the pow<'r of tlwsc infl1H·nccs. On th<' 
otlll'r hand. tl1os<· in tlu• d111rch growth n1<iv<·111<·nt wl10 l<)('IIS al111osl !'\!'li1-

sivcly rn1 the i11stit11tio11al factors paid rqJ,•al!'d lio111ag(• to tlll' crnil(·\l. Frrn11 
the beginning of the church growth movement, McGavran pointed to the 
necessity of taking into account the social context, and those who follow him 
do so every time they talk about the need to adequately understand the social 
context where congregations operate. 

The role of contextual factors in church growth and decline can never 
be ignored, but "negative" contextual factors cannot, in and of thl'm
selves, deal fatal blows to either congregations or denominations. Contex
tual factors are fatal only if change is resisted. It is clear that congrega
tions cannot control their contexts, but they can control their relationship 
to their contexts. This is the point that those in the church growth move
ment make when they argue that a failing congregation has only two 
choices-to move to a setting where it can be more successful, or to 
rethink and reshape itself with regard to its existing context. This conclu
sion is not very different from the conclusions drawn by social scientists 
like Walrath and Hadaway. In the Hoge and Roozen volume, Walrath 
noted: "congregations that thrive amid change generally are those that 
are able to relate effectively to their contexts, maximizing the positive 
factors, minimizing the negative factors, programming toward the con
text's future rather than hanging on to a past that sooner or later is bound 
to vanish" (1979:269). Hadaway, in a 1982 study concluded: "radical 
change in the identity of the church and new avenues of entry for new
comers are essential if a decline is ever to be halted. Yet most churches 
do not react in time; they dwindle and die or simply move to new neigh
horhoocls where racial transition is not yet a prohlcm" ( 1982::374). 

The problem for mainline pastors and church leaders is the slow "reac
tion time" of their congregations. In part, ironically enough, this results 
from the fact that these congregations arc i11stit11tionally, if not tlwologi-
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cally, conservative. Hadaway argues that congregations in general are 
conservative: "the church is a conservative, neighborhood-based organiza
tion composed of entrenched social groups" (1982:374). This is rarely the 
~ase in new congregations, or in congregations that focus first on growth. 

i
fhesc congregations may he theologically conservative, hut they are insti-
11tio11ally ""lilH'ral"" c•11011glt to make the inevitable changes that their con
ext <lemamls-an<l they grow as a result. 



Chapter s X 

Do Church Growth 
Consultations Really Work? 

C. Kirk Hadaway 

F
or many pastors, the "mainline membership decline" is old news. Even if 
their own church is not declining, they know scores that are. Pastors are 
well aware that most mainline denominations peaked in the mid-1960s 

and have continued to decline into the 1990s. They also have been to confer
ences dealing with the decline and heard innumerable explanations for the 
losses. Most have heard enough. In fact, at a recent interdenominational meet
ing to plan a conference on the future of the church, a pastor remarked, "One 
more conference on the decline of the mainline church, I do not need." What 
this pastor wanted was not more analysis of the problem, but some solutions. 

The majority of churches in the United States are either plateaued or 
declining in membership. And while this problem is more serious among 
mainline churches, Marler and Hadaway (1992:61) show that this generaliza
tion also holds for churches in growing denominations such as the Southern 
Baptist Convention and the Assemblies of God. One response to this situa
tion was the "church growth movement," which has produced many books 
designed to help churches grow (Benjamin, 1972; Wagner, 1976; Werning, 
1977; McGavran and Hunter, 1980; Gibbs, 1982; Miles, 1981; Reeves and 
Jenson, 1984; Wagner, Arn, and Towns, 1986). Other responses have 
included a literature on congregational planning (Schaller, 1971, 1979; Wal
rath, 1979; Dale, 1981), a series of"church growth" books written outside the 
confines of the church growth movement (Schaller, 1981, 1983; Callahan, 
1983; Miller, 1987; Johnson, 1989; Hadaway, 1991), training conferences and 
workshops on church growth and evangelism, and on-site evangelism/church 
growth/congregational planning consultations. 

The effectiveness of the last of the above responses-evangelism/church 
growth consultations-is the focus of this analysis. Do they work, in the 
sense that they help churches grow? 

Church growth consultations come in all shapes and sizes, but most 
involve one of two strategies. The first is for the consultant to visit a congre
gation as part of a prepackaged evangelism/growth program. According to 
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Herb Miller (1989), the goals of a congregational visit are inspiration, moti
vation, attitude change, and education. The consultant attempts to convince 
members that evangelism is important, to motivate them to be involved in 
evangelism, to show them that they can reach people for Christ, and to pre
sent a program that will give them the necessary skills in evangelism. The 
second general type of consultation does not sell a prepackaged program. 
Instead, the consultant helps the church to develop a strategy of its own. The 
purpose of the consultant's visit in this case is to gather information and to 
give counsel to church leaders or a planning task force. The consultant does 
not motivate the congregation around a strategy, because the strategy does 
not yet exist. The consultant helps the church create a strategy by (1) telling 
them what they need to do, or (2) helping them reach their own conclusions. 

Whatever style is employed, church growth consultants have not systemat
ically evaluated the effectiveness of their consultations. When asked, "does it 
work" they can give examples of churches where it worked well, but they can 
give no figures on the percentage of churches that grew as a result of the 
program or the average number of new members gained by participating 
churches. This study is an effort to determine whether or not consultations 
have an effect on the membership, Sunday school, and worship participation 
among 208 Disciples of Christ congregations. 

Methods 

In order to test the effectiveness of church growth consultations it was 
necessary to obtain a list of participating churches and examine their mem
bership records. Such a list was provided by the National Evangelistic Associ
ation for Christian Churches (Disciples of Christ). The list included churches 
that had participated in one of six NEA evangelism consultation programs 
from 1981 to 1988. 

Four of the NEA consultation models are prepackaged evangelism/church 
growth programs. Of these four, three involve a one-day, on-site consulta
tion, while the fourth is a half-day consultation. The two nonpackaged mod
els allow the church to create their own strategy plan with the help of the 
consultant. One is a single-day event that is designed to help a church 
develop a tailor-made evangelistic program. The final model is an open
ended planning consultation, called a "parish enrichment conference." The 
programmatic outcome of this consultation depends on the needs and orien
tation of the church, rather than on a predetermined agenda to promote 
evangelism. 

Various measures of "effect" were possible. However, because the focus of 
this book is church growth, the effect of the consultation was measured in 
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terms of gains in membership, enrollment, and participation. Thankfully, 
yearbooks for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) contain consistent 
records from 1981 through 1988. The variables chosen to test the effective
ness of the consultations included total membership, participating member
ship, average \\"Orship attendance, and church school enrollment. Change in 
each of these areas was measured on a yearly basis. 

The initial list of 307 participating churches was reduced to 208 churches 
that had participated in consultations from 1983 to 1986. This reduction 
allowed measurement of change during the year prior to the consultation, 
the "treatment year" in which the consultation took place, and for the two 
years following the consultation. Due to the relatively small number of 
churches in this test, it was not possible to separate the effects of each con
sultation model. 

Three types of analysis were performed to compute: (1) the average effect 
on churches participating in the consultations, (2) the aggregate (cumulative) 
effect of the consultations, and (3) the percentage of churches that were 
"revitalized," as measured by average worship attendance. 

Findings 

In Figure 6.1, the average percent change for the four test variables 
(membership, participating membership, average worship attendance, and 
church school enrollment) are compared for the year prior to the consulta
tion, the consultation year, and for the two years following the consultation. 
As can be seen, the average church that was involved in a consultation 
declined by 1.0% in participating membership in the year prior to the con
sultation. In the year of the consultation the average church grew by 1.7% in 
participating membership. However, the positive effect of the consultations 
did not continue, as the average church lost participating members in the 
two years follm\ing the consultation. 

The same basic pattern exists for all of the measures. Growth (or a very 
low level of decline) is evident during the year of the consultation. Only in 
the area of total membership does the positive effect continue thereafter. 

Figure 6.2 looks remarkably similar to Figure 6.1. Here the data for all 
churches are added together to form an aggregate total. It can be seen 
that the churches lost (cumulatively) 3% of their participating members 
and 1.2% of their worship attendees in the year prior to the consultation. 
On the other hand, during the year of the consultation the churches 
cumulatively grew 1.3% in participating membership and 0.5% in worship 
attendance. As was seen in Figure 6.1, performance declined in all areas 
in the year following the consultation-except for total membership. 
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The results of this analysis clearly show that the consultations tend to have 
a positive effect on participating churches. However, the positive effect does 
not last very long-at least for most churches. This is consistent with the 
expectations of Herb Miller, who directs the National Evangelistic Associa
tion, now called The Net Results Resource Center. According to Miller, par
ticipating churches tend to have a surge in membership additions, but the 
surge typically does not last beyond the first year of the program. After the 
first year, various events conspire to reduce the long-term effect of the pro
gram. Pastors move, priorities change, and enthusiasm that was high in the 
months surrounding the consultation event begins to lag. As a result, 
churches tend to settle back into old patterns that were dominant prior to 
the consultation. The church added some new members, however, and 
because all churches do not regularly clean their memberships rolls, growth 
in total membership continues for an additional year. 

As a final test of the "impact of intervention," the percentage of participat
ing churches with some growth during the consultation year was measured, 
along with the percentage of these churches that continued to grow during 
the subsequent two years. This was an effort to determine the likelihood that 
a church selecting one of the six options would see some long-term results. 

In the year prior to the consultation, 44% of the churches grew by at least 
one person in average worship attendance. During the year of the consulta
tion, this percentage increased to 50%. Very few churches (only 12%) grew 
during the consultation year and during the two subsequent years. Two years 
after the consultation, however, 43% of the churches had average worship 
attendance that was higher than they had during the year of the consultation. 

These trends suggest that few churches are thoroughly revitalized through 
consultations. The consultations and the programs they promote do have a 
measurable effect on church growth, however. 

Concluding Remarks 

Are these results good news or bad news for church consultants? And what 
do they say to churches that are considering investing in a consultation? 

The answers to these questions depend upon one's perspective. In a very 
real sense the results are good news for church consultants, or at least for 
"The Net Results Resource Center" church consultations. They can say that, 
on a,·erage, their consultations do have a positive effect on the membership, 
worship attendance, and church school enrollment of the average participat
ing church. This is true even though the consultations are of short duration, 
and in spite of the fact that many churches do not follow through with the 
programs launched through the consultations. 
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Yet there also is a warning implied in the data. Few churches see long
term growth as a result of the interventions. The surge in growth typically is 
for one year, a fact that suggests that church growth consultations are often 
the "mainline equivalent of a revival" (or at least the type of revival that pro
duces measurable results). The consultation generates enthusiasm and acti\'
ity. Members tell their friends about what is happening at the church. For a 
time, the church seems "vital" to members and visitors. As a result, worship 
attendance increases and more persons than usual join the church. Growth 
happens. 

Unfortunately, it is easy for enthusiasm and activity to wane. When this 
occurs, the chur~h returns to the old ways of doing things. Excitement drops 
and the church no longer seems as vital to newcomers. Further, program
matic changes that encourage outreach and evangelism tend to break down 
because the pastor and church leaders no longer give these areas priority. 

Clearly, enthusiasm among members and programmatic changes that 
encourage outreach will produce a temporary surge of growth in most 
churches. Consultations help in this process by providing motivation and 
concrete strategies for evangelism. In order for a church to see long-term 
benefits from a consultation, however, profound changes must be made in 
the identity and structure of a congregation. Most consultants know this and 
offer strategies to make the long-range changes. This is a long process that 
begins with the self-defined purpose or identity of the congregation. Until a 
church's identity supports outreach or active membership recruitment, and 
until outreach is built into the goals and structure of the church, these efforts 
are unlikely to last very long. Further, unless a church "has the goods" that 
meet people's needs, members are unlikely to invite friends and co-workers 
to the church, regardless of an identity that supports outreach. The challenge 
to church consultants is to create planning models that recognize these reali
ties and that assist churches in the process of becoming vital, accepting insti
tutions that reach out to the communities that surround them. 



Chapter S e v e n 

The Effect of a Church Growth 
Strategy on United Church of 

Christ Congregations 

Marjorie H. Royle 

One response to the continued decline of old-line Protestant denomina
tions has !wen a growth i11d11stiy i11 ehurd1 growth books, workshops, 
and eons11ltalio11 scrvic1·s. Evcryrn11·, it s1•1·111s, lias idl'as ahrnit what lo 

do in order to grow-from adding parking spaces, to follow-up calling on visi
tors the same day they visit, to slick advertising. Communications, marketing, 
and organizational theory all have contributed ideas, along with theology and 
sociology. In most cases, however, the ideas and particular techniques advo
cated are based on individual experience rather than empirical research. 
Thus, a practical question about such techniques is, "Do they work?" 

A second question about such techniques is "Where do they work?" Stud
ies of church growth included in Understanding Church Growth and 
Decline: 1950-1978 (Hoge and Roozen, 1979) underscore the importance of 
community context and the interaction of contextual and institutional factors 
in understanding church growth. For example, in both Presbyterian (Hoof et 
al., 1979) and United Church of Christ (McKinney, 1979) congregations, dif- • 
ferent institutional factors were related to congregational effectiveness in 
urban, suburban, and rural churches. The Presbyterian study also found that 
different factors were related to church growth in growing and stable com
munities. If institutional correlates of growth vary by community context, 
techniques to promote church growth may be differentially effective as well. 
In addition, because congregational size is important in understanding 
church dynamics (Dudley, 1983; Rothauge, n.d.; Schaller, 1982), church 
growth techniques may not be equally effective in churches of different sizes. 

A Church Growth Intervention Program 

The United Church of Christ, like other Protestant denominations, contin
ued to experience small annual membership declines throughout the 1980s. 
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One denominational response to this continued decline was the development 
of a series of church growth workshops held throughout the United States 
from 1984 to 1987. The workshops were designed to create positive attitudes 
about evangelism and church growth, to provide practical ideas for growth
producing activities, and to motivate participants to persevere in their efforts. 
Participating churches agreed to send their pastor and a team of lay people 
to a series of three workshops over a two-year period. They also agreed to 
work in their local congregations between workshops and to report their 
progress. People from over 1,325 congregations, nearly one quarter of the 
denomination, attended at least one phase of the program. 

The program was modeled on the writings of Lyle E. Schaller and led 
by two members of the national evangelism staff (see Schaller, 1983). Sev
eral hypotheses about church growth were implicit in the' program. Work
shop leaders taught that, in ord<'r l<>r a church to grow, church 11H•111lwrs 
must: 

1. Have positive attitudes about growth. 
2. Work intentionally on evangelism and growth. 
3. Improve the marketing of the church and create a higher commu-

nity profile. 
4. Welcome newcomers actively. 
5. Work to assimilate newcomers into church life. 
6. Provide a compelling product that helps members grow in their 

faith. 
7. Be active in meeting community needs. 

Concepts were taught and practical suggestions presented in each of the 
seven areas. The program evolved over the years, although elements from all 
areas were present in some form in most of the presentations. Particularly in 
the second and third phases, participants shared with one another their past 
successes and failures and future plans. 

As the intervention program came to a close, an evaluation was performed 
to learn how valuable it was in spurring growth in the participating churches, 
and how it might be redesigned to be more effective. Because churches 
implemented the program differently, the evaluation also provided an oppor
tunity to determine how useful particular interventions were in producing 
growth. 

Because participation was voluntary, however, participating and non
participating churches were not equivalent in ways that may limit 
attempts to generalize the results. Churches that chose to participate 
were larger than nonparticipating churches. Participating churches also 



THE EFFECT OF A CHURCH GROWTH STRATEGY / 157 

were more likely to have declined in membership and to have a lower 
proportion of members attending worship. These patterns suggest that 
participating churches also had more inactive members than did nonpar
ticipating churches. Although not a random sample of all UCC congrega
tions, the group of participating churches represents an appropriate col
lection of the kinds of churches that would be candidates for growth 
programs. Although these findings may not be applicable to all churches 
(for instance, the dynamics of growth in new churches may be quite dif
ferent), they are applicable to the typical old-line church that wants to 
pursue church growth. 

The Evaluation 

The Survey Sample 

Six hundred congregations were randomly selected to participate in the 
evaluation study. Each was sent a packet of four surveys in June, 198i. By 
that time, all congregations had completed at least two phases of the pro
gram, and many had completed all three. The pastor was asked to complete 
an eighty-four-item survey that included questions about whether the church 
had organized for evangelism and church growth, whether it had imple
mented specific program suggestions, whether attitudes about growth had 
changed, and whether other changes had taken place since the workshop. 

In addition, the pastor was asked to give copies of a shorter, forty-six-item 
survey to up to three lay persons who had been part of the team attending 
the workshops. These surveys contained some of the same questions that 
were included in the pastor's questionnaire concerning changes in attitudes 
and programming in the church. 

At least one survey was returned from 259 congregations for a return rate 
of 43.2%. Of these, responses from 213 churches, 3,5.5% of the original sam
ple, were complete enough to be used in the analysis. 1 

Two other types of information were added to the records for these churches. 
First, several measures of church membership from denominational records 
were added. Total membership, average worship attendance, numbers and 
types of gains and losses for 1985 through 198i, and church size in 1983 (before 
the program began) were all included. Second, the percent population change 
in the area defined by the church as its parish w,L~ added.2 

The number of new members received into the church from 1985 to 198i 
was used to measure church "growth."3 To determine the effects of program 
activities, a partial correlation was calculated between new additions and 
each measure of program or attitudinal change. The partial correlation was 
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used to remove the possible effects of two factors that also might explain the 
number of new members received: church size (measured in 1983 before the 
program began) and population change (since 1980). 

To address the question of where the program works best, churches were 
categorized in two different ways. By using census information, three groups of 
churches were identified: (1) those in communities of decline or no growth, (2) 
those in communities with slow growth of less than 10% between 1980 and 
1986, and (3) those in communities· with growth of 10% or more. Churches 
also were divided into three size categories: (1) up to 150 members, (2) 151 to 
300 members, and (3) 301 or more members. 

Then, partial correlations were calculated between program measures and 
the new member measure separately for each subgroup.4 

All Churches 

National denominational records for all churches (not just the 213 for 
which survey results were available) were analyzed to estimate the effect 
of the entire program, nationwide. All 4,184 participating and nonpartici
pating churches were identified in areas where the program was offered. 
Then, partial correlations were calculated between participation in the 
program and (1) the number of new members received in 1987, and (2) 
the total number received from 1985 to 1987. As in the survey sample, 
the use of partial correlations removed the effects of church size in 1983 
and community population change-partially compensating for the fact 
that participating and nonparticipating churches were not equal in size. 

This analysis probably underestimates the effect of the program for three 
reasons. First, the participating churches were counted as those having had 
one person attend one workshop (rather than a team attending all three 
phases of the program). Second, even when church teams participated fully 
in the program, they were not always able to implement changes when they 
returned to their local churches. Finally, participating churches were self
selected. Although they may have had more interest in church growth, they 
also probably were in greater need of it, as reflected in their greater decline 
in membership prior to the workshops. 

To determine where the programs might have been most effective, the 
4,184 churches were divided into groups by community growth or decline, 
church size, and the church's prior record of growth or decline. Because of 
the larger numbers of churches, more categories of church size and commu
nity growth or decline were used for these analyses. Partial correlations were 
calculated within these groups. 
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Results 

The Survey Sample 

Activities suggested by each implicit hypothesis about church growth (see 
seven hypotheses at the beginning of the chapter) were significantly related 
to increased numbers of new members, at least among some types of 
churches. Table 7.1 summarizes the results of analysis for the entire sample. 
It also shows variation in the relationship with church growth among 
churches in communities experiencing different rates of population change. 
The specific correlations are given in Table A 7.1 (Supplemental Appendix). 

Attitude changes. Changing the attitudes of church members about 
growth so that they want their church to grow and believe that growth is 
possible was related to church growth, but only for churches in communi
ties with no growth. These churches may have been the ones with mem
bers who were the most discouraged about the possibility of growth before 
the workshops, so they may have had the most room for positive altit11d<' 
change. Although the attitudes of those people attending the workshops 
were more likely to have changed than those of the congregation at large, 
attitude change among the larger congregation was more strongly related 
to increased numbers of new members. 

TABLE 7.1 
Relationships Between Local Church Efforts and 

Total New Members in 1985-1987 

Measure 

Total 
Sample 
(N=213) 

Type of Community 

No Growth Small Growth 
(N=70) (N=91) 

Attitude Change 

Members want growth 
Growth is possible 
Increased energy level 
Positive attitude about growth: 

pastor 
committee 
church members 

Some 
Some 
Strong 

Some 
Some 
Strong 

Growth 
(N=,52) 



Total 
Sample 
(N=213) 

Type of Community 

No Growth Small Growth 
Measure (N=70) (N=91) 

Intentional Efforts 

Size of Committee Strong Strong 
Numeric goals Some 
Members have ideas re how-to Some 
Ability to generate new ideas Slight Strong 
Increased involvement of all 

church committees Slight 
Congregation was involved Slight Some 
Amount of budget for growth Some 
Money spent for projects Slight 
Resources were available Some 
Number attending workshops Slight 
Number of activities Some Some 

Marketing Activities 

Special Sundays 
Visitor Sundays 
Money spent on media ads 
Clergy/lay calling teams 

Slight 

Efforts to Welcome Newcomers 

Name tags 
Money spent for name tags 
Usher training 
Membership Sundays 
Non-traditional follow-up 

Strong 
Slight 
Slight 
Slight 
Some 

Strong 

Strong 

Efforts to Assimilate Newcomers 

Number of new groups formed Strong 
Increased fellowship groups Some 
More newcomers in groups Some 

Strong 

Strong 

Efforts to Improve the Product 

Quality of music 
Lay involvement in worship 
Opportunities to share faith 
Retreats 

Some 
Some 
Some 
Some 

Strong 

Some 

Some 

Strong 
Some 
Some 

Growth 
(N=52) 

Strong 
Some 

Strong 

Strong 
Some 
Some 

Strong 
Some 

Strong 
Some 
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Measure 

Total 
Sample 
(N=21.'3) 

Type of Community 

No Growth Small Growth 
(N=70) (N=9I) 

Efforts to Meet Community Needs 

Facilities used by community Slight 
Users invited to church Some 
New or strengthened social 

service ministries Some Slight 
Ministries chosen by study Slight Some 
Ministries chosen as 

evangelism tool Some Strong 

Growth 
(N=,52) 

Some 

Some 

Note: All corrl'lations W<'r<' partial (·m-rdations, with tll<' <'ri<•d or d111rd1 siz,· in I flln n·n1ov,·d. 
Correlations for the total sample also partial out the effect of mn1munity growth or dedine. 

Slight = statistically significant correlation in .10-.19 range 
Some = statistically significant correlation in .20-.29 range 
Strong= statistically significant correlation or .:30 or gn·akr 

Intentional efforts. Organizing and working for church growth were 
also related to adding new members under all conditions of community 
growth. More resources invested, whether people on the committee, 
attendance at the workshops, money in the budget, or number of activi
ties undertaken, all seemed to produce more new members. Particular 
details of organization, such as starting a new team and holding regular 
meetings over a long period of time, were not significantly related to the 
outcome, appearing to matter less than the amount of resources put into 
the effort. Setting numeric goals seemed more helpful than setting either 
program or general goals. 

In general, effects were strongest in conditions of no community growth. 
In these churches, particularly, involvement of the whole church seemed 
important, as did the church's access to ideas about how to grow. 

Marketing activities. Although pastors reported that they had increased 
efforts in many activities related to attracting people to church, only a few of 
these activities were significantly correlated with increased numbers of new 
members. For these activities, the relationships were strongest in growing 
communities. This finding suggests that promotional activities may have their 
greatest value in situations where the church must inform newcomers of its 
existence. Such efforts may not be effective in communities where the 
church is already a familiar presence. 
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Although several activities for creating increased visibility, such as special 
events, media expenditures, and calling in the community, were related to 
attracting new members, others were not. Newspaper advertisements or sto
ries about the church, and efforts spent in developing a church brochure 
were unrelated to numbers of new members received. Although one of the 
most common activities that congregations undertook after attending the 
workshops was improving their signs, such improvement was not significantly 
correlated with attracting new members. The use of radio, television, and 
cable television programming also was not significantly related to bringing in 
new members, although the few congregations that increased their use of the 
media experienced an increase in church attendance. 

Efforts to welcome newcomers. The results s11m1narized in Table 7.1 sup
port the claims of many church growth programs that congregations need to 
work hard at welcoming newcomers. Although many members do not like 
wearing name tags, they were significantly related to increased new mem
bers under all conditions of community growth. In addition to being useful in 
themselves, name tags may be an indication of a congregation's willingness to 
put personal anonymity aside in order to welcome others. 

Several activities in this area were not significantly related to numbers of 
new members, however. Although workshop leaders stressed the importance 
of the coffee hour in welcoming guests and the use of print media, such as 
the church bulletin and newsletter in creating an attractive and welcoming 
impression, improvements in these areas were not related to receiving new 
members. 

Church growth advocates stress the importance of immediate follow-up 
calls on visitors. Little connection was found, however, between follow-up 
practices and the number of new members received. Correlations generally 
were positive, but the only statistically significant relationship was with fol
low-up by some unusual means, such as church members bringing a loaf of 
"Friendship Bread" to visitors. Average time to follow-up, the percentage of 
visitors receiving any follow-up call, and whether a visit was followed up by 
letter, telephone, or in person were not significantly correlated to numbers 
of new members. 

Efforts to assimilate newcomers. Clearly, as church growth experts advo
cate, involvement of newcomers in groups is a crucial activity in building 
membership. Congregations that formed new groups and were successful in 
getting newcomers involved in groups had more new members than other 
congregations. These partial correlations were among the largest and the most 
consistently positive across community growth levels of any in the study:5 
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Efforts to improve the product. Efforts to improve the church program, 
including revitalizing worship life and providing spiritual development oppor
tunities were significantly related to the number of new members received, 
but only for churches in communities that were not growing. Where competi
tion among churches for members is strong, that is, in communities \vith a sta
ble or shrinking population, the quality of the product may be more important 
than in churches in communities with less competition. 

Efforts to meet community needs. Involvement in social service ministries 
and community outreach activities was positively related to receiving new 
members for churches, regardless of the community setting.6 Developing 
social S(·rvic(· ministries as a result of church growth-related c0111111u11ity 
study or as a part of a total evangelism stratq.,ry appears to have been parlic11-
larly effective. 

Differences by church size. When analyses were performed separately on 
churches of different sizes, activities were found to be effective for some 
churches, but not for others (see Table 7.2 below and Table A 7.2 in the Sup
plemental Appendix). Differences in church growth effectiveness were not as 
clear by size as they were by community growth, however. Many activities, 
such as those measuring the amount of intentional effort, celebrating special 
or Visitor Sundays, using name tags, involvement of new members in group 
activities, and new or strengthened social service ministries, were signifi
cantly related to the number of new members regardless of church size. 

Some measures were significantly related to receiving new members for 
churches ofless than 300 members, but not for the larger churches. These mea
sures included setting numerical goals, involving the whole congregation, hold
ing Visitor Sundays, usher training, and following up visitors by personal visits. 

For the smallest churches, those of 150 or fewer members, newspaper ads, 
money spent for name tags (perhaps so people would wear them), and Mem
bership Sundays were related to receiving new members. The presence of 
community service ministries among these churches was negatively related 
to the number of new members received. Perhaps very small congregations, 
often without full-time staff, have little energy left for nurturing newcomers 
if they also support significant community ministries. 

Other measures were significantly related to the number of new members, 
but only for churches of over 300 members. They included the ability to gen
erate new ideas, celebrating special Sundays (like Homecoming Sunday). 
new or improved coffee hours, nontraditional ways of following up visitors, 
providing opportunities for the pastor's own spiritual growth, and choosing 
community ministries as an evangelism tool. 



TABLE 7.2 
Relationships Between Local Church Efforts and 

Total New Members in 1985-1987 for Different Size Churches 

Total Size of Church 

Measure 

Sample 150 or less 151-300 Over 300 

(N=213) (N=39) (N=70) (N=l04) 

Intentional Efforts 

Church started a new team Some 
Size of committee Strong Strong Strong Strong 
Numeric goals Strong Some 
Ability to generate new ideas Slight Some 
Congregation was involv<'d Slight SonH' Solll<' 
Corrnnittc(• had a h11dgd Slight 
Amount of budget for growth So111e Strong Strong Some 
Money spent for projects Slight Strong Some 
Number attending workshops Slight Strong 
Number of activities Some Strong Some 

Marketing Activities 

Special Sundays Slight Slight 
Visitor Sundays Strong Some 
Newspaper ads Strong 
Money spent on media ads Some 
Clergy/lay calling teams Strong 

Efforts to Welcome Newcomers 

Name tags Strong Strong Strong 
Money spent for name tags Slight Strong 
Usher training Slight Some 
Coffee hour Slight 
Membership Sundays Slight Strong 
Follow-up by personal visit Some Some 
Non-traditional follow-up Some Strong 

Efforts to Assimilate Newcomers 

Number of new groups formed Strong Strong Strong 
Increased fellowship groups Some Some Some Slight 
More newcomers in groups Some Some Some 
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Total Size ofChmch 

Measure 

Sample I .50 or il'ss 1.51-:300 Over :300 

(N=2!.'3) (N=:39) (N=70) (N=l04) 

Efforts to Improve the Product 

Opportunities for pastor's growth 

Efforts to Meet Community Needs 

Facilities used by community 
Church has social seIVice 

ministries in comm11nity 
Nl'w or slrl'11gllw1l('d social 

s('rvict· 111i11isl rit·s 
Ministries c.:hosl'II by study 
Ministries chosen as evangelism tool 

Slight 

So111t• 
Slight 
Some 

Strong 

Some 

So11H • 
So111(' 

Slight 

So111t· 
So111(' 
Strong 

Note: All correlations wt•re partial correlations, with tiH' effrct of church sizt· in 191,:J and colll
munity growth or decline removed. Measures were omit!Pd frolll tlw table if no partial correla
tion was significant. 

Slight = statistically significant correlation in .10-.19 range 
Some = statistically signif\cant correlation in .20-.29 range 
Strong= statistically significant correlation of . .30 or greater 

Finally, a few measures were significantly related to new members, but 
only for churches of between 151 and 300 members. These included financial 
commitment: having an evangelism budget, and spending money on media 
ads. Two other significant measures were institutional support: starting a new 
team or committee for church growth and sending a larger 11u111lwr of llll'lll
bers to the workshops. A final item that was undertaken by only a small mun
ber of churches-the use of clergy/lay calling teams in the community-also 
is a measure of the seriousness with which the congregation takes the church 
growth program. Perhaps congregations that support a full-time pastor and t1y 
to provide a full range of programming without the resources of larger 
churches, must make evangelism a top priority in order to grow. 

Total program effects. Survey results demonstrated that the program 
was effective in causing a considerable amount of activity and change in 
the congregations. On the surveys, the majority of clergy and laity 
reported many new or changed activities and improved attitudes about 
growth. Things happened as a result of the program, although short-term, 
limited activities such as developing a brochure were more likely to hap-
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pen than longer-term commitments such as developing clergy/lay calling 
teams. However, things did not happen in every church. Pastors in nearly 
a third of the congregations (31 %) reported that they were not successful 
(or not yet successful) in getting organized. Those in this category very 
often reported a change in key clergy or lay leadership or some other 
major internal upheaval. 

All Churches 

When new member statistics were examined for all 4,184 congrega
tions, participation in the church growth program was related to 
increased numbers of new members, but only in some types of churches 
or communities. For the total group of churches in areas in which the 
program was offered, when church size an<l community change were 
taken into account, churches that participated in the program were no 
more likely to have gained new members than those that did not partici
pate. The partial correlations, controlling for prior membership and com
munity growth, are displayed in Table 7.3. 

The program was effective in communities with slow or moderate 
growth, but not in stable or declining communities or those experiencing 
rapid growth. The finding that the program had little effect in rapidly 
growing communities is not surprising, and may indicate that the need is 
less there. The lack of effect in stable or declining communities is sur
prising, however, because in these communities churches that imple
mented various parts of the program were successful in recruiting new 
members, according to the findings from the sample survey. One possible 
explanation might be that the program was less successful in motivating 
congregations in these communities to implement the program, but those 
that did so gained members. Another might be that, in such communities, 
the more successful congregations were more likely to have returned the 
surveys. 

The program also was successful in the smallest churches and in those 
with between 250 and 500 members. Many ideas presented in the workshops 
may have been implemented already in the largest churches, leaving little 
room for improvement. In fact, on the survey, the largest churches indicated 
that they had been doing many of the recommended activities prior to the 
workshops. 

Finally, churches that had been relatively stable in size before the pro
gram appeared to benefit the most from it. Previously growing churches 
may not have needed it, while it may have come too late for declining 
churches. 
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TABLE 7.3 
Partial Correlations Between Participation in 

Church Growth Program and Number of New Members Received 

Church or Number of Number of New Members Heceived 
Community Type Churches In 1987 In 198.5-1987 

Total Group 4,184 .03 .00 

Communities of: 
No growth 1,476 .00 -.03 
Slow growth 1,881 .07° .00 
Some growth 62.5 .110 .07 
Rapid growth 14.5 - .04 -.07 

Size of church: 
Less than 100 898 .1100 l ~oo 

. I 

100-2,50 1,464 .o:3 .o:3 
2.51-,500 1,074 .06 .12° 0 

More than .500 664 .03 - .04 

Church history of: 
Decline 1,34,5 .02 .00 
Stable size 1,692 .10"" .12° 0 

Growth 988 .04 - .03 

Note: Only church size was partialed out for different levels of community growth or decline. 
•p < .01 
.. p < .001 

It Works for Some Churches 

Several conclusions can be drawn from the evaluation of this church 
growth program. First, a multiple-phase program that provided information, 
trained leaders, and brought participants back together to report their 
progress was successful in generating a considerable amount of activity in the 
churches. That activity, in some cases, resulted in increased numbers of new 
members. 

Second, activitic~s designed to attract, welcome, and include prospective 
members were related to growth, particularly when the congregation at largl' 
was involved. More efforts did produce more growth. Some support was 
obtained for the hypotheses that positive attitudes about growth, intentional
ity, marketing, efforts to include newcomers, improvement of the product 
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through worship and spiritual development, and involvement in outreach 
activities are important in helping churches gain new members, at least for 
some types of churches. 

Third, the effects of the program were much stronger in some types of 
churches than in others. Two factors seemed to be important in determining 
where it was most effective. First, the churches needed some resources (peo
ple, funds, time, and so on) at their disposal. Declining churches may not 
have had these. Second, these churches must not already have been involved 
in lllany of tlH' sugg(•sted activities for the program to be effective. Growing 
or larger ch11n·IH's Illa)' han· alrcad)' b('l'll too involved fc.>r much change to 
Ol"t"lll'. 

Finally, eonununity contcxt is an impmtant factor in understanding church 
growth. Diffcn~nt activities W('rt' effoctive under different community growth 
conditions. For cxalllpk. churches in cmnlllunitics with 110 growth need to 
work harder in providing high quality programming and seeking out and 
integrating new members, while churches in rapidly growing communities 
must work harder at letting the community know they are there. Under
standing the local context and its interaction with church climate and pro
gramming is crucial to understanding the dynamics of church growth and 
decline. 



Chapter E g h t 

Is Evangelistic Activity Related 
to Church Growth? 

C. Kirk Hadaway 

The goal of membership growth at the individual congregational level, 
while not universally accepted as desirable, is quite pervasive among 
Protestant religious de11omi11ations in the United States. Inclc<'d, in 

many denominations, where adherents call then1selvcs "evangelical," growth 
(or lack of growth) is a dominant indicator of success (or failure). Growing 
churches are perceived to be effective in "winning the lost" and are thus con
tributing toward the fulfillment of Christ's great commission. Stahle and 
declining churches, on the other hand, may not he seen as nec(•ssarily failing 
in their efforts to reach people for Christ, but they are often vit>wed less posi
tively than are growing churches. 

The perceived link between church growth and evangelistic success sug
gests a hypothesis: higher levels of evangelistic activity are associated with 
higher rates of membership growth at the congregational level. This hypothe
sis, while frequently voiced by members of the "church growth movement" 
has not been tested in any systematic way. That is the purpose of this chapter. 

Research on Evangelistic Activity and Church Growth 

Research into the influence of evangelistic activity on church growth has 
been rare. Studies by Bibby and Brinkerhoff (1973, 1983) and Bouma (1979) 
have shown that evangelizing secularized "outsiders" has been a minor 
source of growth for conservative churches when compared to the influence 
of higher birth rates and more successful retention of geographically mobile 
members. On the other hand, Hadaway (1978), Hadaway and Roof (1979), 
and Nelson and Bromley (1988) have shown that smaller conservative 
denominations and sects grow primarily through attracting members from 
outside their ranks, though not necessarily from proselytizing "nones." 
Clearly, a distinction must be made between evangelizing the small percent
age of Americans who say they have no religion and broader efforts to attract 
inactive Christians, members of other denominations, and persons who have 
moved. Because such a small proportion of the population say they are 

769 
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"nones" (about 8%), few churches can be expected to see much growth 
through evangelizing this population. However, more general efforts at evan
gelizing the "unchurched" and outreach efforts to attract church shoppers 
hold greater chance for success. 

The first direct test of the relationship between evangelistic activity and 
church growth was provided by a major study of church membership trends 
conducted by the United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. in 1976. The 
results of this study were repmted by the General Assembly Mission Council 
(1976) and by Roof, Hoge, Dyble, and Hadaway (1979). In general, the Pres
byterian membership trends study found positive, but rather weak, relation
ships between indicators of' recruitment activity and church growth. The 
strongc\st correlate ask<•d, "Overall, to what ext<•nt are nicnthcrs of' your c011-
grcgation involved in n•crniling new nwrnhcrs?" This itcnt produced a crnT<'
lation of .17 with percent membership change-significant, but not veiy 
strong. Other questions, such as contacting new residents in the community, 
following up worship service visitors with personal contacts, and the pres
ence of an organized program for recruitment produced even weaker corre
lations with growth, on the order of .05 to .06. Further, a yes/no question 
dealing with the training of members in evangelism was not related to 
growth and a question on recruitment of church school pupils actually pro
duced a negative correlation with growth. Given these findings, it was no sur
prise that recruitment activities added very little to the explained variance in 
church growth when statistical controls were in effect. 

Finally, a study that compared churches on membership plateaus with 
churches that had experienced rapid growth after years of stability showed that 
evangelistic activity was a major predictor of "breakout growth" (Hadaway, 
1991). This study was an effort to determine the major predictors of congrega
tional revitalization (measured by membership and attendance change). Partic
ular attention was given to the development of sensitive measures of growth
related institutional characteristics. Results suggested that previous studies 
may have underestimated the impact of institutional factors on church growth. 

Methods of Research 

In order to examine the relationship between evangelistic activity and 
church growth, a lengthy questionnaire was created and distributed to 
roughly equal sets of growing, plateaued, and declining Southern Baptist 
churches in early 1988. The survey contained 102 closed-ended questions. 
Its purpose was to test a variety of church growth assumptions and hypothe
ses among metropolitan Southern Baptist churches. A total of thirty-four 
questions dealt with evangelism, outreach, and recruitment. 
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Sample selection procedures were similar to those used in the <'arli<·r 
United Presbyterian study. Hather than a simple ra11do1n sa1t1pl<' of cl11m·lws 
from the entire Southern Baptist Convention, random samples wer<' taken 
from sets of growing, plateaued, and declining clnm:hes. This strnteh'Y was 
employed in order to reduce the substantial error component that plagues 
church growth studies. Periodic roll cleaning, sloppy record keeping, and the 
tendency of most churches to have inflated membership rolls reduces the 
value of a membership change variable when taken in a general sample. 

In order to reduce error variation selection criteria were used to ensure 
that the churches that were called growing were really growing, and that the 
churches that were called declining were really dec:lining. Growing churches 
were defined as congregations that experienced increases of 1.5% or more in 
total n1cn1hcrship and increases of 10% or more in Sunday school average 
attendance from 1981 to 1986. Further, to he ealled growing a church must 
have experieneed a net increase of at least one member in four out of five 
years over the same period. Plateaued churches were defined as congrega
tions that experienced increases or declines of .5% or less in total member
ship and Sunday school average attendance from 1981 to 1986. In addition, 
no church could be included in the plateaued population that had growth or 
decline greater than 5% during any one year. Declining churches were 
defined as congregations that experienced losses of 15% or more in both 
total membership and Sunday school average attendance. Declining 
churches also lost at least one member in four out of the five years from 1981 
to 1986. 

Although restrictive, the above criteria prevented labeling churches as 
declining when they had only cleaned their rolls, or labeling a declining 
church as growing because of a reporting error in a single year, or becaus<' 
they were padding their membership rolls. The scheme was not foolproof, of 
course, but it was much better than simply categorizing churches based on 
membership change from time one to time two. 

Questionnaires were sent to the pastors of 990 metropolitan Southern 
Baptist churches. Of these, 113 were found to have no pastor and were 
removed from the sample. Of the remaining 877 churches, 543 returned 
usable survey forms, for an effective response rate of 61.9%. This rate of 
response was judged to be good for a mail questionnaire of eight pages. To 
check for possible response bias, nonresponding churches were compared to 
responding churches on a wide variety of ite1t1s taken from the Unifor111 
Church Letter-a lengthy form that is filled out by nearly all Southern Bap
tist churches on an annual basis. No significant differences were found 
between responding and nonresponding churehcs in size, location, haptis111s, 
and a number of other variables. 
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After data from the responding churches were received, coded, and 
checked for errors, the data set was merged with Uniform Church Letter 
data for 1981 to 1987. In this way additional independent variables were 
added. 

Southern Baptist Versus Presbyterian Data 

The purpose of the survey used in this project was to examine many 
potential correlates of church growth, not to replicate previous surveys. 
Although similar in some respects, there were major differences between the 
Membership Trends study conducted by the United Presbyterians and the 
present study of Southern Baptist churches. Still, comparing the results of 
the two surveys on the one item they share may he instrnctive. 

Most of the items relating to recruitment in the Presbyterian study wcr(' 
judged to be inappropriate for inclusion in this projcd. In some cases th(' 
language used <li<l not communicate well to Southern Baptists, while in other 
cases a "list format" was used in the question design that typically reduces 
response and lowers correlations with the dependent variable. One question 
was repeated, however. It asked, "Overall, to what extent are members of 
your congregation involved in recruiting new members." Response cate
gories were: (1) extensively, (2) moderately, (3) minimally, and (4) not at all. 
This item showed the strongest correlation with growth of any recruitment 
item on the Presbyterian survey. 

Before comparing responses, it should be noted that the growing church 
category for the Presbyterian churches was 5% or greater growth over a six
year period (1968-74). Their plateaued category or "typical" church declined 
by 21 % or less, and their declining category lost 30% or more of their mem
bers during the same six years. The Southern Baptist growing church cate
gory has a higher cutoff level, the plateaued category of Southern Baptist 
churches is more restricted than is the middle category of Presbyterians (and 
contains some churches with modest growth), and the rapidly declining cate
gory of Presbyterian churches is restricted to churches declining at a more 
rapid pace than was true for Southern Baptists (but Presbyterian churches 
had an extra year to log the decline). Further, the Southern Baptist churches 
were 100% metropolitan, whereas the Presbyterian churches should be 
around 60% metropolitan, if their reporting churches were representative of 
the larger denomination (see Hadaway, 1988). 

Table 8.1 compares the Presbyterian data to the Southern Baptist data. As 
can be seen, Southern Baptist churches in each of the three growth/decline 
categories are more likely to report extensive or moderate involvement of 
their members in recruitment. The difference is relatively small among 
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declining churches (only 6 percentage points when the extensively and mod
erately categories are combined), but it increases among plateaued and 
growing churches. For growing churches the difference is 24 percentage 
points. It also can be seen that the relationship between congregational 
involvement in recruitment and church growth is much stronger among Bap
tist churches than it is among Presbyterian churches. For Presbyterian 
churches the correlation (Pearson's r) was .17, while for Southern Baptist 
churches the value was .28. 

TABLE 8.1 
Involvement in Recruitment by Church Growth Among 

United Presbyterian and Southern Baptist Churches 

lnvolv<'nH•nt in 

Hc.:c.:ruitmcnt 

Extensively 
Moderately 
Minimally 
Not at all 

__ U nit<'d Pn·sl)):!_(·ria11s_ _ _ 

Crowing Plat,•a,l('d D,·clining Crowing Plat,·,t11!'d l),.cli11ing 

(N=190) (N=20:3) (N=221) (N=l94) (N=l8fi) (N=lfiO) 

5% 1% 3% 14% 3% 4% 
40 26 29 ,5,5 38 34 
,53 67 63 29 56 ,56 

2 6 ,5 1 3 .s 
Pearson's r = .17 Pearson's r = .28 

From these data it is not possible to determine whether the differences 
observed reflect differences between Presbyterian churches and Southern 
Baptist churches or were due to methodology that more efficiently separated 
the three groups, and thus made prediction easier. The answer is probably, 
"a little of both." 

Southern Baptist churches have much more of an evangelistic reputation 
than do Presbyterian churches, and there is also probably a wider range of 
outreach activity among Baptist churches than there is among Presbyterian 
churches. Both denominations have churches that are doing nothing in this 
area, but the activities of the most outreach-oriented Southern Baptist 
churches are probably far beyond the comfort level of most Presbyterian 
churches that also emphasize recruitment. On the other hand, the more 
restrictive definition of growth used in the Southern Baptist survey is also 
likely to have produced some of the differences shown in Table 8.1. The 
Presbyterian survey categorized many churches as growing that actually 
showed little gain. For a church of 100 members to grow by one member per 
year does not seem like much growth, but such a church would fall into the 
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Presbyterians' growth category. Restricting growth to 15% or more in the 
Southern Baptist survey seems somewhat more appropriate because it 
excludes churches that are on statistical plateaus. It is possible that levels of 
evangelistic activity and recruitment provide a way of discriminating primar
ily between growing churches and churches that are not growing, rather than 
between plateaued and declining churches. If this is the case, restricting the 
growing church category to churches that show substantial growth may work 
to increase the size of the association produced between recruitment and 
church growth. 

Basic Relationships 

Thirty-four questions on the Southern Baptist church growth survey dealt 
with some aspect of evangelistic emphasis, evangelistic activity, outreach, and 
recruitment. Of these items all except one were associated with church 
growth in the expected manner. That is, growing churches tended to score 
higher on measures of evangelistic emphasis and activity than did plateaued 
or declining churches. 

The one item that was related to growth in a reverse manner asked, "Has 
your church targeted any specific groups for intensive outreach efforts, or are 
you simply trying to reach anyone who will respond?" Even though the asso
ciation was negative, its magnitude was essentially zero (gamma = - .0006). 
This question appears to be a limited test of Wagner's (1976) and 
McGavran's (1970) homogeneous unit principle, which suggests that a 
church should try to reach "our kind of people" if they want to achieve rapid 
growth. The true source of the question, however, is Lyle Schaller's (1983) 
book, Growing Plans. In a chapter on the middle-sized church, Schaller indi
cates that churches that answer the question, "Who are the folks you are 
making a special effort to reach?" with the response, "No special group, 
we're open to serving everyone who comes here" are typically passive con
gregations that are declining in numbers (Schaller, 1983:69-70). However, 
results from this survey of Southern Baptist churches indicate essentially no 
difference between growing and declining churches in response to the ques
tion employed. Interestingly, plateaued churches were least likely to be "try
ing to reach several key target groups." 

Four other questions on the survey were related to church growth in the 
expected manner, but the relationship was insignificant at the .05 level. These 
questions asked (1) is personal evangelism the most important aspect of a pas
tor's work? (2) does the pastor regularly take laypersons on witnessing visits? 
(3) is the pastor personally involved in training laypersons for evangelistic out
reach? and (4) does the church have greeters to meet people as they come to 
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the church on Sunday morning, and if so, do they record the names of new
comers so they can be visited later? This last question, which was asked in two 
parts, was also drawn from Schaller's Growing Plans (page 74). Having 
greeters was significantly related to growth (gamma = .2.5), hut the combined 
question, while related to growth, dropped in magnitude to insignificance. 

Despite the few items that produced small relationships with growth, the 
large majority of the evangelism/recruitment questions produced relatively 
strong, significant relationships. Gamma values for these significant items 
ranged from .09 for a question asking pastors to rate the "concern for the 
lost" in their congregation, to .46 for an item asking pastors to rate their 
church on "winning the lost, evangelism." Pearson's r coefficients ranged 
from .08 to .3.5. 

Tabk~ 8.2 shows the relationships for nine qncstion:; that wt>n· associall'cl 
with growth at a fairly substantial level. 

TABLE 8.2 
Evangelism Indicators by Church Growth 

Growing Plateaued Declining (Camma) 
(N=l94) (N=l87) (N=l62) 

1. Rate your church: Winning ,51.3% 17.4% 16.1% .46 
the lost, evangelism 
(% exceptional or good) 

2. Regular program for .58.0 34.9 2.5.6 .44 
evangelism training?(% yes) 

3. Evangelism campaign 66.8 3.5.7 3,5.0 .42 
in past 3 years? ( % yes) 

4. Does the church have an .53.l 34.3 22.4 .43 
effective Sunday school 
outreach program?(% yes) 

.5. Involvement of members 69.6 40.9 38.8 .40 
in recruitment(% extensively 
or moderately) 

6. How often is the visitation 7,5.8 .50.8 4,3.7 .3.5 
program conducted? ( % 
weekly or more than weekly) 

7. Concerted effort to enroll 61.3 40.0 3.5.2 .3,5 
as many as possible in Sunday 
school to increase attendance? 
(%yes) 
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Growing Plateaued Declining (Gamma) 
(N=l94) (N=l87) (N=l62) 

8. Does Sunday school 74.1 53.8 49.4 .34 
liaV<' a rq!;11larly s('li<·d11h·d 
lillll' liir ,·isili11g prnsp,·•·ls'r' 
('½, y1•s) 

9. Do members receive 81.9 65.8 60.4 .34 
field training in how to visit 
and win the lost?(% yes) 

The first line of Tabk 8.2 shows the relationship of d111rch growth to 
the question asking pastors to ratt! their church in "winning the lost, evan
gelism" as either "exceptional," "good," "average," or "below average." The 
gamma value is based on the full range of responses, but the percentages 
shown in the table combine the exceptional and good categories. As can 
be seen, 51.3% of the 194 pastors of growing churches rated their 
churches as exceptional or good in evangelism, as compared to only 17.4% 
of plateaued churches and 16.1 % of the declining churches. Obviously, 
the pastors of growing churches are much more likely to rate their 
churches as effective in evangelism than are plateaued or declining 
churches. The relationship is strong and dramatic. It also shows that this 
variable, like many other evangelism and outreach items, provides better 
discrimination between growing churches and the other two types than it 
does between plateaued and declining churches. Apparently, certain types 
of evangelistic activity may help explain why some churches are able to 
grow rapidly, but they do not help much in explaining why some churches 
remain on the plateau, rather than decline. 

The second item in Table 8.2 deals with evangelism training and produces 
a stronger, more linear relationship with church growth. Evangelism training 
does help discriminate between plateaued and declining churches. The last 
item in the table also deals with evangelism training and produces a similar 
relationship. Apparently, however, many more churches in all three 
growth/decline categories use evangelistic field training than have regular 
programs for evangelism training. Some churches must train their members 
in evangelism as the need arises, or occasionally, rather than as an ongoing 
emphasis of the church. 

The third item in Table 8.2 dealt with whether the church had partici
pated in any sort of programmed growth or evangelistic campaign during the 
past three years. Six currently available types were given as examples and 
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pastors responded either "yes" or "no." The results indicated that 66% of 
growing churches had used such campaigns, as compared to only 3.5% of 
plateaued and declining churches. 

Questions 4, 7, and 8 all dealt with Sunday school outreach ancl visita
tion. The strongest association with growth was shown in a question that 
asked pastors if their church had an effective Sunday school 011tr<'a<'h 
program. This question was essentially a Sunday school rccrnit11H·11t it1·111 
rather than a true evangelism measure. Question 7 dealt with a particular 
Sunday school growth strategy that is promoted by certain agencies of the 
Southern Baptist Convention. Churches are encouraged to enroll as many 
persons as possible in their Sunday school, whether these persons are 
Christians, current attenders, or not. By having these persons on the roll, 
they will l)(' conta<:tcd co11tin11011sly, invilt'd to f11nctio11s, and so l'ortlr, 
just like active Sunday school lllt'lllbcrs. As a result, many who ar!' 
enrolled will begin to attend, thus eventually increasing average Sunday 
school attendance. Apparently, this strategy is related to growth. In ques
tion 8 it can be seen that regular Sunday school visitation of prospects is 
quite widespread among Southern Baptist churches. Of growing 
churches, 74% have such a visitation time, as compared to only around 
half of plateaued and declining churches. 

Involvement of members in recruitment (item .5) was discussed in the pre
vious section in comparison to the Presbyterian survey. As noted earlier, it 
produces a fairly substantial relationship with growth. 

Finally, in item 6 pastors were asked if their church had a definite, reg
ular visitation program, and if so, how often was it conducted. These two 
questions were combined to form a single variable with response cate
gories that ranged from "more than once a week" to "no regular visitation 
program." This item produced a gamma of .3.5 and a Pearson's r coeffi
cient of .26 with the three-category church growth variable. As can be 
seen, over three-quarters of growing churches conduct visitation at least 
once a week, as compared to half of plateaued churches and 4:3.7% of 
declining churches. 

The relationships shown in Table 8.2 clearly demonstrate that evangelistic 
emphasis and training, evangelistic activity, outreach, prospect visitation, and 
general recruitment efforts are all related to church growth, and in most 
cases the relationship appears to be quite substantial. Such findings appear 
to indicate that previous research efforts may have underestimated the rela
tionship between evangelism/recruitment and growth, or that the relation
ship is simply much stronger in conservative Protestant denominations like 
the Southern Baptist Convention. 
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An Evangelism/Outreach Scale 

In order to estimate the overall impact of evangelistic activity and empha
sis on church growth, it is useful to create an evangelism/outreach scale. 
Once created, this scale is employed with statistical controls to estimate the 
total amount of variance explained in church growth. 

The first step in creating the evangelism/outreach scale is to examine the 
structure of the items to be employed. In order to do this, the twenty-four 
evangelism/outreach items that are significantly related to growth are sub
jected to factor analysis.1 This procedure suggested six factors, which were 
treated as subscales of evangelism/outreach. 

For ead1 individual factor, tlw survey questions that Wl'rl' 111ost l'l'lll ral 
lo the factor Wl'rc co1nhinl'd, and tlil' rt's11lting six variahlt•s co1nparcd to 
the church growth rneasure. 2 Each subscale was refined by alternatively 
adding or deleting items and determining the effect on the subscale's cor
relation with church growth. After the scales have been refined they are 
combined into an overall evangelism/outreach scale.3 The resulting scale is 
composed of fourteen of the original twenty-four evangelism/outreach 
items. 

Among the churches included in this survey, scores on the scale range 
from 24 (high evangelism) to 70 (low evangelism). The scale produced a 
Pearson's r correlation of .46 with church growth. This was a substantial 
increase over the correlation of the strongest member of the scale with 
growth, which produced a Pearson's r of .35. A correlation of this size (.46) 
indicates a very strong relationship with growth, especially given the nature 
of data used. 

The scale also appears to be reliable. The fourteen items produce a stan
dardized alpha coefficient of .83. The items used in the scale are listed in 
Table 8.3. 

By squaring the Pearson's r coefficient it can be determined that the evan
gelism/outreach scale accounts for approximately 21 % of the variance in the 
three-category measure of church growth and decline. For an institutional 
variable, this is a surprisingly large amount of variance explained given the 
results of previous studies. It indicates that evangelistic/outreach activity and 
emphasis are quite important to church growth. 

In order to examine the relationship of evangelism and church growth 
more fully, the evangelism/outreach scale was divided into five roughly equal 
categories (from high to low) and crossed against the church growth mea
sure. The results can be seen in Table 8.4 and are quite dramatic. 



IS EVANGELISTIC ACTIVITY RELATED TO CHURCH GROWTH? / 179 

Of the growing churches, 42% scored high on the evangelism/outreach 
scale as compared to only 11 % of the plateaued churches and about 6% of 
the declining churches. Further, when the top two categories of evange
lism/outreach are combined, the percentage of growing churches soars to a 
full 74%, as compared to just under 23% of declining churches. This repre
sents a difference of 51 percentage points, and produces a very strong 
gamma coefficient of .52. 

1. 

2. 

3. 
4. 

5. 
6. 

7. 
8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

14. 

TABLE 8.3 

Items Included in the Evangelism/Outreach Scale 

Rate your church: winning the lost, 
evangelism 
Participation in programmed growth or 
evangelistic campaign? 
Involvement of members in recruitment? 
Does the church have a regular program for 
training members in evangelism? 
How often is the visitation program conducted? 
Does the church have an effective Sunday school 
outreach program? 
Rating of church: evangelistic to unevangelistie 
Concerted effort to enroll as many as possible 
in Sunday school to increase attendance? 
Does Sunday school have a regularly scheduled 
time for visiting prospects? 
Number of visits made by church staff 
(adjusted for church size) 
Do members receive field training in how to visit 
and win the lost? 
Has church sent out a brochure or other mass 
mail-out to community residents? 
Do people who visit your worship service and 
make themselves known receive a visit? 
Most SBC pastors place too much emphasis upon 
soul winning ( coded in reverse) 

1\·arson 's r 
with growth 

.35 

.27 

.28 

.27 

.26 

.26 

.23 

.22 

.21 

.20 

.19 

.17 

.14 

.12 
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TABLE 8.4 
Evangelism Scale by Church Growth 

Evangelism/ Growing Plateaued 
Outreach Scale (N=l66) (N=l55) 

High 1 42.2% 11.0% 
2 31.9 18.7 
3 12.0 21.9 
4 10.2 23.2 

Low 5 3.6 25.2 
Gamma= .52 Pearson's r = .46 p < .0001 

Declining 
(N=l36) 

5.9% 
16.9 
19.1 
31.6 
26.5 

Once aµ;ain, how1•v1•r, w1• s1·1• that the relationship is not linear. Whereas 

growing churches are mud1 more likely to score high on the evangelism/out
reach scale than are plateaued and declining churches, there is not much dif
ference between plateaued and declining churches. Apparently, evangelism 
explains growth, but is of little value in explaining decline. 

The Impact of Evangelism in a Multivariate Context 

The next step was to examine the impact of evangelism/outreach on 
church growth in a multivariate context. Does the strong relationship hold 
even when controlling for other institutional variables and for the social con
text of the church? The tables that follow help answer this question. 

For this line of investigation all items included on the survey were exam
ined, along with a number of questions from the Uniform Church Letter.4 

Further, demographic information for the zip code surrounding each church 
was added to the "record" and correlated with church growth. Demographic 
data were supplied by CACI and are based on the 1980 United States Cen
sus with 1989 estimates. 

Various items from all three sources were significantly related to church 
growth. These predictors were divided into three broad categories: (1) con
textual variables, (2) congregational characteristics, and (3) institutional (pro
grammatic) variables.5 

The first group of items concerned the social context of the church. This 
set included variables such as population growth, racial transition, the prox
imity of other Southern Baptist churches, the age and condition of the 
houses and businesses in the area, the buying power of community residents, 
and many other items. The second set of variables were "structural," rather 
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than programmatic. They tapped characteristics of the church itself and of its 
members, rather than its location or its activities. One such characteristic 
concerned the age distribution of members. What proportion are elderly or 
are in the prime "baby boomer" cohort? Several questions were combined to 
form a scale that tapped this characteristic. Other variahlcs in this set dealt 
with the congregation's date of organization, till' age of its sanctuary, tlw 
length of the current pastor's tenure, the proportion of adult members in 
professional or managerial occupations, and so forth. 

The final set of items included programmatic variables as well as institu
tional measures designed to tap nonprogrammatic actions and orientations of 
members. Even though some of these measures could he considered congre
gational characteristics, they were included in this section because they may 
be altered through education and exhortation. One such item is the degree 
to which drnrch 1nemhers favor innovation over tradition. 

Multiple regressi011 analysis was conduett·d within snhscts ol' itl'111s to 
determine those variables which best predicted church growth i11 a multivari
ate context.6 Variables that contributed to the total explained variance at the 
.05 significance level were selected for further analysis. Eventually the list of 
variables in each set was reduced to five contextual variables, five items mea
suring congregational characteristics and seven institutional variables. 

In the top third of Table 8.5 it can he seen that contextual variables 
explain 22% of the variance in church growth. In other words, at least 22% of 
church membership change can be explained by the social setting of a 
church. One variable dominates this set in terms of predictive power: the 
percentage of housing that was built from 1975 to 1980. Churches that are in 
areas with a large proportion of new housing are more likely to grow than an' 
churches where the housing stock is older. Other significant items included 
the pastor's perception of growth in the community (as reported in 1983 on 
the Uniform Church Letter), racial transition in the community (a negatiw 
relationship), the condition of nearby residences and businesses, and the dis
tance to the nearest SBC church. Southern Baptist churches are more likely 
to grow in areas that are growing in population, where racial transition is 
minimal, where nearby residences and businesses are in good repair, and 
where other SBC churches are not in close proximity. 

The second set of variables was much more predictive of church growth 
than was the social context. Variables measuring congregational characteris
tics accounted for 34% of the variance in church growth. Again, one va1iable 
dominates. In this case it is the age structure of the church. Churches with a 
smaller proportion of elderly members, with a smaller proportion of Sunday 
school classes for the elderly, and with a larger proportion of members in the 
thirty to forty-four age group (in 1988) were much more likely to grow. In 

.. 
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addition, congregations that have a larger proportion of adult members who 
are professionals and managers were more likely to grow, as were younger 
churches (both in terms of date of organization and in age of the current 
sanctuary). Finally, churches that Schaller (1975) has labeled "ex-neighbor
hood churches" (churches where most of the active members once lived 
nearby, but have since moved away and drive back to worship) were less 
likely to grow than were churches that were not of this type. 

TABLE 8.5 
Multiple Regression: 

Three Sets of Church Growth Predictors 

C,mtexlual Variahl,·s 
1. % of Housing Built Hl75-1980 
2. Pastor's Perception of Population Change ( 1983) 
3. Racial Transition (Increase in % Black) 
4. Condition of Nearby Houses and Businesses 
5. Distance to Nearest SBC Church 

Adjusted R2 = .22 

Congregational Characteristics 
1. Age Structure 
2. % of Adult Members Professionals 

or Management 
3. Year Congregation Organized 
4. Age of Sanctuary 
5. Church Is "Ex-Neighborhood" 

(Members Drive Back) 
Adjusted R2 = .33 

Institutional Variables 
1. Envangelism/Outreach Scale 
2. % of Members Attending Worship 
3. Ratio: Sunday School Enrollment to Membership 
4. Hours Pastor Spends Counseling Members 
5. Live in Past/Dream About Future Continuum 
6. Innovution/fradition Co11tin1111m 
7. Loving/Cold to Visitors Continuum 

Pearson's r Beta 

.33 .26 

.30 .14 
-.14 -.14 

.21 .13 

.19 .11 

-.47 -.32 

.33 .rn 

.22 .13 
-.3,5 - .12 

-.21 -.08 
R2 Set l+Set 2 = .34 

.46 .26 

.23 .15 

.29 .13 

.27 .12 
-.35 - .11 

.3,5 .1 I 

.23 .09 
Adjusted R2 = .35 R2 Set l+Set 2+Set 3 = .43 
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In the bottom third of Table 8.5 it can be seen that of the seven instit11-
tional variables that emerged from the subset regression analysis, the most 
powerful predictor (by far) was the evangelism/outreach scale.7 Also fairly 
important was the percentage of members attending worship on an aver
age fall Sunday. Other variables significantly related to church growth 
when statistical controls were in effect included the ratio of Sunday school 
enrollment to resident membership, 8 hours the pastor spends counseling 
members, the tendency of church members to "live in the past," the ten
dency of church members to favor innovation over tradition, and the 
extent to which members are nurturing to visitors. Churches with a high 
ratio of Sunday school enrollment to resident membership, where a larger 
percentage of members attend worship on an average Sunday, where the 
pastor spends a large amount of time counseling members, where mern
hl'rs arC' 1'11t11n· oril'ntccl, whC'rC' mc·mlH'rs h-nd to val11<' innovation ov<'r 
tradition, and whc•n• 1m·mbcrs an· loving to visitors arl' 111orc· lik<'ly to 
grow than are churches that lack these characteristics. This set of seven 
variables explained 35% of the variance in church membership change
the most of any set. 

It can be argued that the three sets of variables have a natural order in 
terms of causation. That is, the context is causally prior to the other two 
sets of variables, because the church rarely has any control over its setting. 
Congregational characteristics may he influenced by the context (for 
example, a church may be composed of older persons because there are 
only older persons in the neighborhood), but congregational chanwteris
tics are not likely to have a direct influence on the context. Similarly, insti
tutional variables have no effect on the context. Using this logic, it can be 
stated that 22% of the variance in church growth can he explained hy the 
demographic setting alone. To determine the value of the other two sets 
in predicting church growth, it is necessary to see how much additio11al 
variance they explain beyond the 22% attributed to the context. 

It also can be argued that congregational characteristics are causally 
prior to the institutional variables. The characteristics of the church and its 
members probably constrain institutional activity and orientation more 
than the reverse. This is clearly true for the date of organization, the age of 
the sanctuary, and the status of the church as "ex-neighborhood." However, 
it is likely that the age structure of a church is determined, at least to a cer
tain degree, by the activities and orientation of members. Likewise, the 
presence of professionals and managers results, in part, from the type of 
programming, the leadership style ol' the pastor and other i11stit11tio11al vari
ables. Nevertheless, it seems more appropriate to place institutional vari
ables after congregational characteristics. 
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As can be seen in Table 8.5, adding congregational characteristics to the 
contextual set increased the explained variance from 22% to 34%-a gain of 
12 percentage points in our ability to predict church growth. Adding institu
tional variables adds another 9 percentage points, resulting in a total 
explained variance of 43%. In other words, these seventeen variables explain 
almost half of the total variation in church growth. 

In Table 8.6 all seventeen items were entered into a regression equation 
in stepwise fashion. Seven were found to be statistically significant.9 
Decreasing the number of variables from seventeen to seven does not 
reduce the variance explained in church growth. In fact, the adjusted R2 

increases slightly. The seven variables explained 44% of the variance in 
church growth. The beta coefficients on the right side of the table indicate 
that the evangelism scale is the most im7>ortant predictor <~{ dw rd1 
growth. However, the age structure of the congregation rivals eva11gclis111 
in magnitude. Both variables are extremely important predictors of church 
growth and dwarf the other variables in terms of impact. 

Another significant predictor of growth was the proportion of housing 
built since 1975. Growth is easier in areas with newer housing. This is an 
influence that overshadows the effect of sheer population growth in the 
community. SBC churches also tend to experience more growth when 
they are not too close to other churches of the same denomination. In 
addition, younger churches are more likely to grow than are older congre
gations. Churches that have a large proportion of their members who 
attend on a regular basis are more likely to grow, as are churches that 
maintain a high ratio of Sunday school enrollment to resident members. 

TABLE 8.6 
Multiple Regression: Variables Combined 

Independent Variables 

1. Evangelism/Outreach Scale 
2. Age Structure 
3. % of Housing Built 1975-1980 
4. Distance to Nearest SBC Church 
5. Year Congregation Organized 
6. % of Members Attending Worship 
7. Ratio: Sunday School Enrollment to Membership 

Adjusted R2 = .44 

Pearson's r 

.46 
-.47 

.33 

.19 

.22 

.23 

.29 

Beta 

.29 
-.22 

.14 

.13 

.12 

.11 

.10 
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Institutional Factors Are Important 

This chapter examines the possible relationship between evangelism and 
church growth. Previous studies had shown that a relationship existed, but 
that it was weak and was of relatively little importance when compared to 
other predictors-especially those dealing with the context of the local 
church. There seemed to be some question, however, whether the questions 
employed to measure evangelistic effort and emphasis were adequate to 
make a generalization to all Protestant denominations in the United States. 
Further, subjective evidence suggested that evangelism might be more 
important than had been previously shown. 

In order to test the relationship between evangelism and church growth 
more adequately, a wide variety of evangelism/outreach questions were 
included on a church growth s111-vc•y; and to n·d11cc• t lw incvitahk· <'rror co111-
ponent when dealing with chun:h statistics, very rigorous d<'l'inilions ol' 
growth, plateau, and decline were developed. The results showed that, 
indeed, various measures of evangelistic activity, evangelistic emphasis, sim
ple outreach, and evangelistic training were related to church growth in a 
substantial way. Further, the various measures of evangelism worked 
together, so that an evangelism/outreach scale produced a stronger relation
ship with growth than did any single evangelism measure. 

Another major finding was that evangelism is of value in discriminating 
between growing and nongrowing churches, but not between plateaued and 
declining churches. The vast trn\jority of' rapidly growing churches score high 
in evangelistic emphasis, while plateaued and declining churches tend to 
score a great deal lower. However, declining churches do not tend to score 
much lower than do plateaued churches on the evangelism scale. This makes 
a certain amount of sense. Plateaued churches are not very evangelistic. If 
they were, perhaps they would be growing. Declining churches are also not 
very evangelistic. If they were, perhaps they would be growing as well. The 
two nongrowing groups (plateaued and declining churches) share low levels 
of evangelism. 

Multiple regression analysis reveals that the impact of evangelism ,tll(l out
reach remains, even when controlling for the influence of the context, age, 
and location of a church. In fact, evangelism appears to he the only program
matic activity that retains a meaningful relationship with church growth 
when statistical controls are in effect. Other institutional correlates are 
important, to be sure, hut most are things that are hard for a congregation to 
control. 

It would be difficult, for instance, for a church to change the age structure 
of its membership, even though a younger age structure seems essential to 
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church growth for most congregations. Churches that are successful in 
reaching the large "baby boom" cohort and their children are more likely to 
grow than churches that are dominated by the elderly. This is not surprising 
but it also is not easy to change. Most churches would love to reach the 
boomer generation, but have been unable to do so. 

Church location is even more of a "given." Churches exist in social settings. 
New housing nearby helps churches grow. Why? Because new housing implies 
population growth of a particular type: suburban growth. SBC churches do 
better in areas where the population is increasing through the addition of new. 
single-fan1ily housing. SBC chmchl's also do better in an:>as where their corn
petition is limited. Growth among SBC churches is best on average outside the 
South and in growing areas that have yet to become "overchurched." Growth is 
very diffk11lt in oldn mhan and s11h11rhan ncighlmrhomls where past pop1da
l ion growth 1'11ell'd 1111• de\'elop1111·11l ol' loo 111any churches. Now llll'se 
dmrd1es must compete for a dwindling supply of new residents. 

The age of a congregation also is a "given." New churches are more likely 
to grow than are older congregations. This holds even when controlling for 
the context. New churches, like all new organizations, are more permeable 
and accepting because friendship networks have not yet solidified (Olson, 
1989). Thus, assimilation of new members is easier. 

A high percentage of members who attend on an average Sunday implies 
commitment and perhaps a congregation that has some elements of a social 
movement. When members are in town, they will attend. This is important 
for a church that wishes to grow, but it also is difficult to create. How does a 
church induce commitment among its members or transform itself into a 
social movement? The answer is not clear, especially from a programmatic 
perspective. 

The weakest significant predictor of church growth is the ratio of Sunday 
school enrollment to resident membership. To a certain extent this variable 
reflects action on the part of the church, but there also is a component that is 
hard to control. A high ratio means that the Sunday school enrollment is 
close in magnitude to the resident membership of a church (and in some 
cases, the enrollment is larger than the membership). Churches that make a 
concerted effort to expand their enrollment through growth campaigns tend 
to have a high ratio. A high ratio is expected to enhance growth because it 
implies that a large number of those on the Sunday school roll will be 
prospects. Members can then "work" this list and draw these marginal Sun
day school members into the church. Many churches try this, but apparently 
it is only those congregations that are successful in adding many persons to 
the Sunday school roll that achieve growth. So the effort is not enough
what is important is success at the effort. 
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The major questions suggested by this research concern the source of the 
differences between these findings and previous efforts to measure" the influ
ence of evangelism/outreach on church growth. Are these differences due to 
the fact that earlier studies looked at denominations that were relatively 
unevangelistic and that contained much smaller proportions of rapidly grow
ing churches? Are the differences due primarily to differing methodology, or 
have the times simply changed? It is likely that all three possibilities con
tributed to the effect seen in Table 8.6. Denominations that have very small 
numbers of rapidly growing drnrehcs and where evangelism is not empha
sized would neeessarily produet" smaller relationships with growth. Similarly, 
methodology that mingles plateaued churches with growing congregations 
would also tend to reduce the correlation between evangelism and chureh 
growth. A11d B11ally, all of th<' studies i11 this S<'ction on congregational growth 
Sll/.!J!;<'SI 1l1al Ill!' i111pacl or i11slil11tio11al !"actors OIi d111n-h growll1 S('('III., 

stronger in the late 1980s than it was a decadt· ago. 
Evangelism is an important influence on church growth-at least among 

Southern Baptist churches. Its importance within mainline denominations 
seems clear, as well. It would appear that the relationship is stronger than 
was previously estimated. Evangelism may be the most important one thing 
church leaders can do if they want their church to grow. 



Chapter N n e 

Growth or Decline in 
Presbyterian Congregations 

Wayne L. Thompson, Jackson W. Carroll, 
and Dean R. Hoge 

M
ainline Protestant denominations in the U.S. have had membership 
declines from the middle 1960s until today, and the declines have 
evoked a vigorous debate about the cause. Why are so many congrega

tions declining? What is the role of congregational leadership and priorities, the 
role of community changes impacting churches, the role of national leadership, 
and so on? The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the subject of this chapter, has 
also experienced a polarization of theological views that has compounded the 
debate. Each faction has its own ideas about what is ailing the denomination. 

Sociological research on Presbyterian congregational growth or decline 
was at its greatest intensity in the 1970s. Several studies were completed, 
most notably a nationwide study by a task force commissioned by the United 
Presbyterian Church U.S.A. General Assembly in 1974. It serves as a back
ground for the present effort. 

The task force gathcr<'d <·mpirical data on 1181 congrC'gations. Nationwide 
randorn sarnpl<'s W<'r<' 111ad<· fro111 thr<'<' catcgori<'s of local ch11rcl1es in the 
denomination-the 1()% fastest growing between 1968 and 1974, the 10% 
fastest declining during that period, and those experiencing typical loss, but 
less than 20% (the typical membership loss was 15.4%). Between 200 and 300 
churches in each category agreed to participate, and each was sent a "church 
questionnaire" asking about the church and community, to be filled out by a 
knowledgeable person, and sets of "member questionnaires" for designated 
types of active members. The task force made a report in 1976. In 1976 to 
1978 a team of sociologists analyzed the total set of data, producing an article 
in the 1979 book, Under:~tancling Church Growth and Decline 1950-1978; the 
authors were W. Clark Roof, Dean Hoge, John Dyble, and Kirk Hadaway. 

The research team assessed the importance of nearly 500 factors for con
gregational growth or decline, using the data from all 681 congregations. All 
the variables were classified as contextual (describing the community context 
where the church was located) or institutional (describing the church's pro-

188 
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gram, leadership, recent history, and so on). (For details see the excursus at 
the end of the chapter.) The researchers computed a membership change 
measure (1968-74), by dividing the 1974 membership figure by the 1968 fig
ure. Then they measured the impact of the numerous factors on member
ship change. The overall variance explained in membership change was 26%; 
14.6% was explained by contextual variables, which were entered first into 
the analysis, and 11.4% more by institutional factors. 

Other studies done in the 1970s and 1980s came to similar conclusions. 
Contextual factors turned out to be stronger than institutional factors, yet 
both were important (see McKinney, 1979; McKinney and Hoge, 1983). The 
present study is a partial replication and expansion of the 1975 study, using 
more recent data. 

Data and Methods 

Shortly after the merger between the United Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. (North) and the Presbyterian Church in the U.S. (South) in 1983, the 
denominational Research Unit asked Hartford Seminary's Center for Social 
and Religious Research to assist it in carrying out the Presbyterian Congrega
tional Profile Study. The purpose was to help identify needs of the congrega
tions and to serve as a baseline for future research. In 1985 the research 
team drew a sample of 1,000 congregations stratified by region and size. The 
sample was random geographically, but larger congregations were slightly 
oversampled and smaller congregations slightly undersampled for two rea
sons. One reason was to include enough congregations of each size, since the 
predominant number of congregations was small. The second reason was to 
report more accurately the denomination's membership within regions. 
While the majority of congregations are small, the majority of members are 
in the larger congregations. 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has Korean-language congregations in 
many areas, but the research team decided not to include them in the study 
due to language difficulties. 

Letters were sent to the pastors in the sample to request participation. A 
total of 707 said yes, and they were sent two kinds of questionnaires. The first 
was a Fact Sheet asking about congregational characteristics and programs, to 
be filled out by the pastor or session clerk (the "session" is the highest elected 
lay committee in a Presbyterian congregation). The second questionnaire was 
for all members of the session, asking them to report about their congrega
tion's life. A total of 6,362 of the session questionnaires was filled out from 615 
congregations, and Fact Sheets were returned by 593 churches. All analysis 
was done on these 593, and the unit of analysis was the congregation. During 
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the analysis we found ten cases with incomplete or erratic membership data, 
and we removed them, leaving 583 congregations. 

The session questionnaire data were aggregated into mean scores or per
centages and added to the Fact Sheet data from each congregation. We 
added denominational yearbook data (membership and financial data from 
1970, 1980, and 1985) and U.S. Census data from the zip code area in which 
the congregation is located. The census data measured the population and 
economic characteristics of the zip code area in 1970 and 1980, with some 
projections for 198,5 made by the National Planning Data Corporation. The 
result of these efforts was a rich set of data on these congregations, including 
objective information on zip code areas. (Two earlier articles based on this 
data provide more information about the study and sample-Roozen and 
Carroll, 1989; and Carroll and Roozen, 1990.) 

The churches in the sample were quite typical. In 1985 the median size of 
the congregations in the sample was 142 members, and the mean was 210. 
Sunday worship attendance averaged 108. The average year of the congrega
tion's founding was 1890, and the average year of beginning worship at its 
present location was 1923. 

The present study differs from the earlier one in four important ways. 
First, it contains objective data on the community-not just descriptions of 
the community by pastors or session leaders. The new data include census 
information on the zip code area in which the church is located, while the 
l'arlicr study had to rely on ratings of the "neighborhood within a half mile of 
your church building" made by knowledgeable persons in each church. The 
zip code area is typically larger than a half-mile radius. Second, the new 
study gathered different kinds of institutional variables. Since the overall 
project had a broader agenda than just growth or dedinc, sornl' topics were 
studied more thoroughly than in 197,5, others less. Third, the new study 
includes both former denominations. Whereas the 1975 study looked at 
UPCUSA (northern) churches only, the 1985 data include both northern and 
southern churches. 

The fourth difference requires a word of clarification. The 1975 task force 
decided to study trends over a six-year period, since this seemed long enough 
that short-range fluctuations or chance occurrences would have little impact, 
yet short enough that the influence of particular pastoral leadership styles 
and programs could be isolated. If a longer period of time had been studied, 
more pastorates would have been involved, and the effect of pastoral leader
ship might have been obscured. In the new study we extended the span to 
eight years, 1980 to 1988, for two reasons. First, the institutional data were 
from 1985, and we wanted to include as recent membership information as 
possible. We had 1980 membership data, and we stretched the study period 
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to eight years, thus moving 1985 nearer the middle of the time span under 
study and improving the time sequence of the variables (since explanatory 
variables should be measured as early as possible). Second, membership 
decline among Presbyterian churches had by now continued unabated for 
more than two decades, making us less convinced that individual pastorates 
or programs were decisive. By 1988 it no longer seemed so important to be 
able to isolate leadership of individual pastors, and a longer time span 
seemed useful. 1 

The new study thus has a technical improvement over the earlier one: the 
measurement of the institutional variables was during the time period under 
study. These variables were measured in 1985, near the middle of the 
1980-88 period. In the 1975 study this was not possible, and the task force 
had to rely on 1975 questionnaire information attempting to describe the 
state of the congregation about five years earlier to use it to help explain 
trends from 1968 to 1974. 

Data Analysis 

Because of the numerous variables available, we began exploratory analysis 
by correlating the many predictor variables with church growth or decline 
from 1980-88 and also from 1985-88. For the 1985-88 time span, we found 
only weak and ambiguous results, thus we dropped it from consideration. 
Apparently three years is too short a span for a clear analysis. 

Most of the congregations in our sample experienced membership 
decline from 1980 to 1988. Fifty-four percent lost 10% or more of their 
membership; 26% were within 10%, up or down, of their 1980 figure, and 
20% gained 10% or more. The median nwmhcrship change was a 12% 
loss. Losses were greater among the congregations formerly belonging to 
the United Presbyterian Church U.S.A. (northern branch), but the pro
portion is unclear, partly because by 1980 many congregations and their 
presbyteries in the border states were aligned with both denominations in 
union presbyteries. • 

Part of this pattern is attributable to population shifts in the U.S. in the 
1980s. While the areas of greatest membership in the UPCUSA (from the 
Great Lakes eastward through New York) experienced population losses, 
the areas of strength for the PCUSA (Virginia, the Carolinas, and Florida) 
were more stable and, in some cases, growing. Thus one underlying factor 
explaining growth or decline of individual congregations is overall popula
tion movement within the U.S. The regions with least membership decline 
in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in the 1980s were the South and South 
Central regions. 
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In accordance with past research, we categorized factors affecting growth or 
decline into local contextual and local institutional factors. This categorization 
was first set forth by Hoozen and Carroll (1979) and later used by other 
researchers (Roof et al., 1979; Warner, 1988; Wuthnow, 1989). We lacked 
information on nationwide factors, so our analysis was solely at the local level. 
A third category was added in the present study-"congregational demogra
phy." It encompasses the level of affluence in the congregation, age of mem
bers, and rate of member turnover. Such variables cannot be conceptualized as 
part of the environment in which a church organization operates, since mem
bers are critical resources of congregations. And these variables cannot easily 
be classiHed as institutional factors, which include programs, policies, leader
ship, and cultural factors in church life. Unlike institutional factors, they cannot 
be easily changed through intentional action. Thus we have kept them in a dis
tinct third category. In the 1975 study the researchers did not include these 
factors because of uncertainty about how to interpret them. 

Findings 

Over 200 predictor variables were available for the analysis. We correlated 
all of them with the membership change measure and retained only those 
having correlations significant at or near the .10 significance level. This is a 
very weak requirement, chosen to avoid deleting any variables that could 
possibly be important in later subgroup analyses or that could be interesting 
but not perfectly measured here. 

A total of thirty-two variables were retained; all the others had very weak 
l'orn·lations with n1<·11dwrship growth or d1·di1w. Of'conrs!', srnnc of the vari
ables Wt' ahandon!'d lllay I)(' illlportant in specific settings but not in the 
overall national sample. For example, the level of affluence of the neighbor
hood may be predictive of church growth in big cities but not in the overall 
sample. We could not follow up all these possibilities. Rather, we selected 
the thirty-two variables with the most overall importance empirically and 
limited analysis to them. They formed fifteen categories or "clusters," each 
measured by one, two, three, or four variables: 

I. Community Context 
(A) Change in Affluence 
(B) Population Change 
(C) Age 
(D) Educational Attainment 
(E) Women's Labor Force Participation 
(F) Housing and Hesidential Mobility 
( G) Community Type 
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II. Congregational Demography 
(H) Membership Composition and Change 

III. Institutional Factors 
(I) Christian Education Program 
(J) New Member Recruitment and Integration 
(K) Theology 
(L) Relations to Other Churches 
(M) Facilities 
(N) Influence in Decision Making 
(0) Congregational Climate 

The clusters are listed roughly in order of causal precedence, with the com
munity context variables first, then the congregational demography variables, 
then the institutional factors. 

Table 9.1 shows the associations of these thirty-two variables with growth 
or decline from 1980 to 1988. The zero-order correlations are shown in the 
first column. The middle column gives standardized regression coefficients 
(betas) for variables in each cluster, controlling for other variables in that 
cluster. The right-hand column shows variance explained by each cluster. 

I. 

TABLE 9.1 
Variables in Final Analysis: Zero-order Correlations1, 

Regression Coefficients Within Clusters (Betas)2, and 
Explained Variance for Clusters 

H2 for Z,To-onl,·r 
Correlation Beta Cluster3 

Community Context 
A. Change in Affluence 

Per capita income, percent 
change 1969-79 .13 .13° .02 

B. Population Change 
Percent change 1970-80 .31 .20° 
Percent change 1980-85 .30 .15° .11 

C. Age 
Percent 35 to 44, change 

1980-85 -.04 -.01 
Percent 4,5 to 64, change 

1980-85 .26 .23° 
Percent 65 and up, change 

1980-85 .14 .09 



Zero-order R2 for 
Correlation Beta Cluster3 

Ratio of widowed persons to 
persons age 18 or older -.19 -.04 .07 

D. Education Attainment 
Some college or more .20 .20" .04 

E. Women's Labor Force Participation 
Proportion of mothers who 

work full-time outside 
the home -.11 -.11" .01 

F. Housing and Residential Mobility 
Proportion of dwellings built 

after 1970 .28 .20" 
Ratio of persons over 18 

living in same house entire 
life to all persons over 
age 18, 1980 -.26 -.11 .08 

G. Community Type (reported by pastor) 
Urban south versus others .00 .02 
Suburban south versus others .22 .22" .04 

II. Congregational Derrwgraphy 
H. Membership Composition and Change 

Percent of members with 
over $35,000 household 
income .08 .05 

Percent of members age :3.5 
to ,54 .10 .03 

Percent of members age 55 
and older -.13 -.07 

Percent of members in 
two-parent households 
with school-age children .13 .08" .02 

Ill. Institutional Factors 
I. Christian Education Program 

Session's desire for pastor's 
emphasis on youth and 
children .06 .01 

Church school size, percent 
change 1970-8.5 .38 .38" 



Zero-order R2 for 
Correlation Beta Cluster3 

Christian education 
emphasizes faith and 
contemporary issues .02 -.01 .14 

J. New Membership Recruitment 
and Integration 

Pastor's weekly hours spent 
on new member recruit-
ment .17 .17" 

Percent of session agreeing 
"quality of preaching" is 
among 3 top reasons new 
members join congregation .14 .10" 

Percent of session agreeing 
"evangelistic outreach" is 
the thing congregation 
does least well -.09 -.06 .05 

K. Theology 
Theological liberalism .21 .21" .04 

L. Relations to Other Churches 
Joint worship services with 

non-Presbyterian 
congregations -.1:3 -_og• 

Easy for outsiders to sec 
how congregation differs 
from other churches in 
the area .24 .23" .06 

M. Facilities 
Percent of session agreeing 

fellowship space is "about 
right" in size .26 .07 

Percent of session agreeing 
sanctuary space is "about 
right" in size .25 .14" 

Percent of session agreeing 
education space is "about 
right" in size .32 .22° .12 
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Zero-order R2 for 
Correlation Beta Cluster1 

N. Influence in Decision Making 
Pastor's influence in the 

congregation .24 .24° .06 
0. Congregational Climate 

Significant conflict in congre-
gation in last two years -.10 -.05 

Members excited about con-
gregation's future .34 .33° .11 

1 All zero-order correlations were significant near or below the .10 level. 
2Among the regression coefficients (Betas), • indicates significant at the .10 level. Betas show 
relationships while controlling for other variables in the cluster. 

1R2 shown for each cluster is the adjusted R2. 

Community Context 

The predictive power of each cluster is shown in the right column. Cluster 
A shows that increased affluence of the community is weakly predictive of 
Presbyterian church growth. Another indicator of social status is educational 
attainment, in Cluster D. In communities with higher proportions of persons 
with a college education background, membership growth was more likely. 

The strongest contextual factor predicting church growth is population 
growth in the zip code area (Cluster B). Population growth was also the 
strongest predictor in the 1975 study. 

In Cluster C, an increase in the proportion of persons forty-five and older 
is positively related to growth, particularly increased numbers of persons age 
forty-five to sixty-four. A high number of widowed persons in the community 
is inversely related to membership growth. 

Having a high proportion of mothers in the neighborhood working full
time is slightly correlated with decline, rather than growth, in Presbyterian 
churches (Cluster E). The reasons are unclear but probably have to do with 
types of families living nearby and with time demands on working mothers. 
Having new housing in the neighborhood (built after 1970) is strongly associ
ated with church growth. Both an increase in housing in the zip code area 
and the replacement of old housing by new housing seem to give churches 
new opportunities for growth (Cluster F). 2 As Cluster G shows, being in the 
urban South is associated with membership growth. (Other similar measures 
such as suburban South, urban West, and so on, were tested, but none were 
important.) 
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Congregational Demography 

In past research on Presbyterian and United Church of Christ congre
gations, congregational affluence has been found to be a predictor of 
membership growth (Roof et al., 1979; McKinney, 1979). It is again in the 
present study (see Cluster H). Based upon the pastor's estimate, the per
cent of members with annual household incomes over $35,000 is associ
ated with growth. 

Having proportionately more members in the thirty-five to fifty-four-year
old age group is conducive to growth; higher percentages of members aged 
fifty-five to seventy-four is not. Having more families with two parents and 
school-age children is also conducive to growth. 

Institutional Factors 

Certain church programs have an effect. Activities regarding children, 
youth, and Christian education were consistent and positive predictors of 
membership change (Cluster I). This is particularly so for growth in the 
church school, the strongest single predictor of church growth in the data.3 

Two items measuring the approach taken by the church school, however, 
proved not to be predictors. One asked whether the approach stresses faith 
and contemporary issues (shown in the table). Another measured whether 
the approach of the church school is more traditional and Bible-centered 
(not shown in the table). 

Membership recruitment activities are important for growth (Cluster J). 
Congregations that do a poor job of evangelistic outreach are less likely to 
grow. In the area of evangelism, pastors can make a measurable difference, 
as many writers on church growth have emphasized (e.g., Wagner, 1979; 
Johnson, 1989). Pastors who report spending relatively more of their work 
time on new member recruitment tend to have growing memberships. These 
findings have a certain consistency: time and energy invested in evangelism 
are characteristic of growing congregations. Also related is the finding that 
churches are growing in which session members more often report that 
"quality of preaching" attracts new members. Other researchers have 
pointed out the significance of preaching for growing congregations (e.g., 
Hartman and Wilson, 1989). 

Being theologically liberal (as estimated by session members) was a plus 
for church growth (Cluster K). This finding is contrary to much that is writ
ten about church growth today. The session questionnaire also included sev
eral measures of theological strictness, but none were related to growth or 
decline (and are not shown here). 
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Consistent with the expectations of Kelley (1977), who argued that 
involvement in ecumenical activities hinders growth, we found (in Cluster L) 
that participation in joint worship servi<:es with other denominations was 
mildly predictive of decline. Also, being a church that dearly differs from 
other churches in the area is predictive of growth, and, conversely, being a 
church like others nearby predicts decline. 

The physical facilities of the congregation make a difference in member
ship change (Cluster M). Member satisfaction with the sanctuary, educa
tional, and fellowship space was clearly conducive to growth. Of the three, 
satisfaction with educational space is the most important. 

Items regarding decision making in the congregation and the congregation's 
morale were also tested. Among a number of decision makers listed in the ques
tionnaire, only the session's estimate of the degree of the pastor's influence over 
decision making was positively related to membership change. Greater pastoral 
influence is positively related to growth (Cluster N). 

Cluster O has two measures of congregational climate. The most impor
tant is the report by session members that members are excited about the 
congregation's future. This is a major predictor of church growth. 4 The 
experience of significant conflict in the congregation during the past two 
years (reported by the pastor) is associated with declining congregations.5 

The actual question asked, "In the past two or three years, has your congre
gation experienced any serious conflicts?" so our information does not span 
all C'ight y<'ars under st11cly. Om analysis probably underestimates the 
i 111pact of con lliet. 

Variables That Were Not Significant 

It is important to mention some of the variables that proved not to be 
rC'lated to drnn.:h growth or clcdine and thus were eliminated from Table 
9.1. Many of them have been mentioned by past analysts of church growth. 

Among community context measures, the presence of school-age children 
and adolescents in the zip code area was not significantly related to member
ship change, contrary to past research.6 The presence of significant propor
tions of never married adults was not related to membership change in the 
1980s. Also not related to membership change was the proportion of the 
population that was female, the proportion of housing units that were rented 
versus owned, the proportion of the population that was nonwhite, and 
growth in that proportion from 1980 to 1985. 

For congregational demographics, nonsignificant predictors of member
ship change included the ratio of attendance to membership, the proportion 
of members under age twenty, the ratio of average church attendance to 
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seating capacity, the proportion of lifetime members, the length of time 
since the congregation began worshiping in its present location, and the ratio 
of rncrnhers under twenty and members over seventy-five to their relative 
proportions in the community. 

Among institutional indicators, none of the social justice orientation and 
activities items were associated with membership change, contrary to much 
conventional wisdom. We looked at a large number of programs such as food 
pantries, soup kitchens, scout troops, or renting facilities to community groups, 
but none were related to church growth. Also, none of the internal program
ming items were important, except for those related to Christian education, 
especially for children and adolescents. Attempts to correlate numerous stew
ardship programs and emphasis items were fruitless. None of the indicators of 
worship diversity and activity were significantly related to membership change. 
Finally, pastoral tenure and most of the items measuring how pastors divide 
their work time were not related to membership change, with the exception 
noted above for time spent on new member recruitment activities. 

Relative Importance of Clusters of Variables 

We also wished to assess the overall importance of different kinds of factors. 
As Table 9.1 showed, our predictor variables are in three categories~ommu
nity context, congregational demography, and institutional factors, labeled I, II, 
aml III. We ma<le overall regression analyses induding all the thirty-two vari
ables in these categories, entering I first, then II, then III, following earlier 
practice. It would seem likely that community context has a more important 
causal impact on congregational demography and program than vice versa. 

The results are shown in the first line of Table 9.2. The second column of 
the table shows the proportion membership change ( - 12% for the total sam
ple), then the last three eolmnns show the adjusted H.2 for category I, I + II, 
and I + II + III. Community context accounts for 16% of the variance, congre
gational demography accounts for an additional 4%, and institutional factors 
account for another 12%, adding up to 32% of the variance explained. 

In the 1975 study, the variables measured were more specifically 
focused on growth and decline, and they explained 26% of the variance-
14.6% explained by contextual factors and 11.4% by institutional factors. 
The new study had more explanatory power. Why? One way to check is by 
controlling for the regions of the nation studied. In .1975, only the 
UPCUSA congregations were included-almost none in the South. There
fore in a separate calculation we removed the South from the new data 
and looked at only the non-South (388 congregations). The result is shown 
near the bottom of Table 9.2 after "Non-South." (For details see Table 
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A8.:3 in the Supplemental Appendix, available from Hartford Seminary 
Center for Social and HPligious Research.) The explained variance was 9% 
f'or tlw t·on11111111itv ('Oll!<'Xl, 4n,1t, li>r l'ongrq.!;ational d('lllOgraphy. and 16% 
for i11slit11tio11al !'actors, li>r a total of' 29%. 

TABLE 9.2 
Membership Change in Twelve Subgroups and 

Variance Explained by Three Sets of Clusters in Twelve Subgroups 
(Adjusted R2) 

Variance Explained (Adj. R2) 

Median I+II l+Il+III 
Number Change (7 clus.) (Sclus.) (15 clus.) 

Total Sample 583 -.12 .16 .20 .32 

Church Si:::;e: 
1-100 98 -.06 .13 .16 .34 
101-2,50 206 - .10 .08 .1.5 .27 
251-,500 13,5 -.1.5 .09 .14 .22 
,501 and over 110 - .11 .43 .49 .57 

Community Types: 
Large City 110 - .18 .41 .42 .61 
Sulmrh of' City 79 -.10 .29 .29 .40 
Small City 112 -.08 .12 .12 .25 
Town and C01rnt1y 2.17 -.12 .07 .20 .:30 

Jfogion: 

North<'ast 1:1.5 -.Hi .o:3 .07 .28 
Midwt'st 16,5 -.1.5 . l.O .13 .23 
West 84 -.08 .00 .01 .36 
South 183 -.06 .19 .21 .32 

Non-South 388 -.14 .09 .13 .29 

Church Age: 
<1901 348 -.12 .19 .22 .31 
1901-.50 13:3 -.18 .26 .30 .48 
1951-85 102 - .06 .11 .11 .47 

Note: The numlwr given is for the regression analysis in the subgroup. 
Some cases WPre lost due to missing data. 
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In the present study we had three categories of variables, not two, and 
the most exact comparison of 197,5 and the 1990 studies would ignore 
co11grl'gatio11al <kmography ancl look only at comm11nity context and 
institutional factors. In 1975 the figures were 14.6% and 11.4%; in the 
present study they were 9% and 16% in the non-South. The relative 
importance of context has dropped, and the importance of institutional 
factors has risen. 

Is this a result of the different data used in 1975 and in 1990? That is, 
do research studies using census data for contextual variables find lower 
associations between context and church growth than do studies using pas
tors' ratings of contextual factors? If so, this may explain the changes in 
findings from 1975 to the present study. Fortunately a Baptist study of 
church growth used both kinds of measures, providing a comparison. In a 
study of Baptist congregations from 1981 to 1987, zip code area popula
tion change correlated .30 with congregation growth or decline, while pas
tors' estimates of neighborhood growth or decline within a mile of the 
church correlated at .37.7 Pastors' ratings seem to produce an overesti
mate of the importance of community change. Of the two, census data are 
the more reliable. 

In short, the change in measurement method from the 1975 study to the 
present study very likely caused the lower estimate of the importance of con
textual factors in the non-South. We are led to believe that the earlier esti
mate was too high and that the estimate in the non-South in the present 
study is better. 

The situation is complicated by the addition of southern churches in the 
present study. Ch11rches in the S011th arl' more infl11<"nced by their commu
nities, for better or worse, than those in other regions, as the lower part of 
Table 9.2 shows. Thus, by adding southern churches to the sample the esti
mate of contl·xt11al infl11encc rises. We an· l<'ft with a conclusion similar to 
that in 1975, that contextual factors are slightly stronger than institutional 
factors in the whole denomination. 

Maybe the change in outcomes is due to actual change in society. Has the 
society itself changed? The answer is not very clear, but we doubt if social 
change was very great. All census reports indicate that changes in the rate of 
neighborhood movement and residential mobility in the 1970s and 1980s 
were small. 8 

Analysis of Influences Within Subgroups 

Because we were concerned with how the overall model fares in different 
types of congregations and locations, we looked at four sets of subgroups: 
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church size in 1980, community type, region, and the period in which the 
congregation was founded. Past research has shown that these subgroups 
vary in congregational growth and decline. The remainder of Table 9.2 shows 
the statistics for the subgroups. 

The smallest congregations, those with 100 or fewer members in 1980, 
declined the least: an average of 6%. The larger congregations varied in 
rates of decline with the 251-500 member churches declining the most at 
15%. Congregations in large cities were hardest hit by declining member
ship ( -18%), followed by town and country churches ( -12%), suburban 
congregations ( - 10% ), and small city churches ( - 8% ). Congregations in 
the Northeast and Midwest experienced the steepest declines ( -16% and 
- 15%, respectively), while churches in the West ( - 8%) and South 
( - 6%) declined less. 

The total explanatory power of our model for each subgroup is seen in the 
righthand column. The model is the most effective in explaining growth or 
decline for three types of churches-large churches, churches in large cities 
and suburbs, and churches founded since 1900. The reasons are not all the 
same. The models explain change in large churches, city churches, and sub
urban churches because contextual factors greatly influence them. For them, 
as the community goes, so go the Presbyterian churches. The models explain 
change in churches founded since 1900 for a different reason-for them the 
influence of institutional factors is much greater. 

Our model is weaker for explaining changes in smaller churches. They 
seem less dependent on community context and deliberate actions, as several 
researchers have suggested (e.g., Carroll, 1977; Dudley, 1978; and Rothage, 
n.d.). 

The lm·akdow11 hy d1md1 ag<' at the bottom of Table 9.2 dm~s not disti11-
g11ish IH'tW<'<'ll cl111rdH's fou11d<'d in recent years. The qm•stio11 arises if 
churches founded in more recent years have <lifferent rates of growth or 
decline. In Table 9.2 we see that the median decline in churches founded 
since 1951 was 6%. For churches founded in 1951 to 1960 the decline was 
7%, and for churches founded since 1960 it was 5% (not shown in the table). 
The two periods are similar. 

We could not test the overall model statistically for the most recent 
churches due to the low number of cases, but we could look at correlations 
with individual measures. There were fifty churches founded in 1951-60 and 
fifty-one since l 960. The correlations for the latter group were clearly 
stronger. (The correlations in the 19,51-60 group were similar to the total 
sample.) The correlation between growth-or-decline and educational attain
ment in the community (Cluster D) for the churches founded since 1960 was 
.41, compared with .20 in the total sample. The correlation with location in 
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the suburban South versus all others (Cluster G) was .35, compared with .22 
in the total sample. The correlation with growth in the church school (Clus
ter I) was .53, compared with .38 in the total sample. The correlation with 
hours spent by the pastor in new member recruitment was .47, compared 
with .17 in the total sample. The correlation with session perception that 
evangelism is done poorly (Cluster J) was - .32, compared with - .09 in the 
total sample. The correlation with adequacy of education space (Cluster M) 
was .41, compared with .32 in the total sample. It is obvious that our model is 
very effective for recently founded churches, even though we cannot demon
strate it statistically due to the limited number of cases. 

The variations by region are surprisingly small. The main finding seems to 
be the relatively greater impact of community context on churches in the 
South and the greater impact of institutional factors in the West. (The reader 
should remember that subgroups with small numbers of cases, like the West 
with only eighty-four cases, have lowered adjusted R2 solely for statistical 
reasons.) 

Analysis of Specific Factors Within Subgroups 

Although Table 9.2 signals differences in factors supporting church growth 
in different subgroups, it provides no specifics. We searched for more detail 
through regression analyses within the subgroups. The analyses are statisti
cally identical to the overall analysis in Table 9.1. The results are shown in 
Table A9.l in the Supplemental Appendix. We will summarize them here. 

As noted earlier, community context had immense effect on churches with 
over 500 members. The most powerful predictors for these churches were 
Clusters Band F, referring to overall population change in the zip code area, 
the houses built since 1970, and the percent of persons in the community 
who lived in the same house their whole adult lives. These community 
changes strongly determined if the largest churches grew or declined, but 
they had limited impact on other churches. 

The impact of institutional factors also varies by size. It is a bit greater for 
small churches than for large ones. However, the analysis found that two fac
tors are very important for churches over 500 members-the church school 
and efforts for evangelism (Clusters I and J). 

The type of community in which the church is located is also very impor
tant. Churches in large cities are the most affected by changes in their con
text and also by institutional factors. Our analysis is most suitable for explain
ing their histories. Suburban churches are also greatly affected by 
community changes. For city churches the most influential factors are 
change in economic level in the zip code area, population change in the zip 
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code area, and increase in young adults and middle adults in the zip code 
area. Being in an educated community also is important for growth in city 
cl111rclws. 

For churches in suburbs the most influential factors are population change 
in the zip code area and being in an educated community. 

It should be no surprise that city churches also grow or decline more than 
others depending on their leadership and program-especially their church 
school, their evangelism efforts, and the adequacy of their physical facilities. 
These three factors explain a large portion of their growth or decline. The 
situation for suburban churches, small city churches, and town and country 
churches is similar but less crucial; institutional factors explain less. 

How about variation by region of the nation? Community variables are the 
most influential on southern churches-especially population change in the 
zip code area, change in the number of young adults and middle adults in the 
zip code area, and houses built since 1970. Why these variables have affected 
southern churches more than others is unclear. 

Institutional factors were most important in the Northeast and West
especially the church school, the adequacy of the physical facilities, and the 
effort given to evangelism. 

Finally, does it matter how old the congregation is? Yes, the more recently 
the church was founded, the more crucial are institutional factors for its 
growth or decline. The most consequential factors for churches founded 
since 19.50 are church school, adequacy of physical facilities, and effort 
expended in evangelism. These are the same institutional factors we have 
found to be important before. Community context is a bit more predictive of 
growth or decline of clrnrclws founded between 190 l and 1950-l'specially 
till' 1111111ll<'r of' ho11s('s h11ilt sine(' IH70 and th(' pcrcl'ntag(' of' pcopll' who 
l1av( 0 livl'd tll('ir who!(' adult livl's in tlH' sanll' house. 

In a Declining Church, Context Outweighs Institutional Factors 

What can we say about membership growth and decline in congregations 
of the Presbyte1ian Church (U.S.A.) in 1980-88 as compared with 1968-74? 
First of all, the overall picture is one of continuing membership decline. The 
causes of the earlier decline are probably still in place. From 1980 to 1988 
the median change was a decline of 12%. There were some growing congre
gations: 20% gained 10% or more. Many of these congregations were in the 
South. 

\Vhen we tried to account for growth or decline, we used the same strat
'-'i-.'Y as the researchers used in the HJ75 study. We looked at correlations of 
all of our variables with the membership change from 1980 to 1988 and 
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retained those variables correlated with change. They were able to explain 
32% of the variance as compared with 26% in 1975. 

We arranged the variables in three sets-contextual factors, congrega
tional demography, and institutional factors. As in 1975, contextual factors 
were a bit stronger than institutional factors. In the non-South the contextual 
factors were weaker in the present study than in the 1975 study, but for some 
reason they were stronger in the South, so that our overall estimate of the 
relative strength of the two is unchanged: contextual factors are a bit more 
explanatory. The measures of congregational demography added a bit more 
explanatory power than in 1975. It seems likely that the power of contextual 
factors weakened a bit from the earlier study to this one. 

The factors making for growth and decline of large churches and big city 
churches are clearest in our data. Being located in areas of growth in total 
population, in per capita income, and in the proportion of middle-aged per
sons was positive for membership growth, as was being located in areas 
where there is a high level of education and a greater proportion of newer 
housing. Growth was also more likely in the urban and suburban South. 
Growth was negatively affected by having a high proportion of widowed per
sons, a high number of working mothers, and a low rate of geographical 
mobility. Taken as a whole, this set of contextual variables suggests the kinds 
of communities in which PCUSA congregations do best and worst. That they 
do best in growing, more affluent, better-educated communities where the 
housing stock is newer, is no surprise given all past research. 

Congregational demography variables were less important than contextual 
or institutional factors, but it is true that congregations with a greater propor
tion of affluent, middle-aged members, and a higher percentage of members 
in two-parent households with school-age children are more likely to be 
growing. 

The importance of institutional factors, which the congregation can con
sciously do something about, is shown in this study. Most important are fac
tors relating to Christian education programs, emphasis on evangelistic out
reach (especially by the pastor), and quality preaching. Facilities are also 
important, especially educational facilities. Congregations described by their 
sessions as theologically liberal are slightly more likely to be growing. And 
congregations that have a positive view of their future are growing. 

We found much variation in the strength of the various factors from loca
tion to location. from small churches to large churches. It is inappropriate to 
generalize about what makes for gro\\ing or declining churches without talk
ing about location. size. region, and age. Unfortunately, many vague general
izations are being spread today. creating more confusion and disappointment 
than positive results. 
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To sum up: No single factor explains why some churches grow and others 
decline. It is a combination of factors, many of which we have isolated and mea
sured. We were able to explain 32% of the variation in growth or decline, which 
is quite good for sociological research. The rest of the variation is due to pecu
liar local, accidental, and unmeasured factors we were unable to study. These 
findings can probably be generalized to congregations of other similar denomi
nations. Churches vary by size, community type, region, and so on. In the future 
we must learn to specify what affects growth and decline in particular types of 
congregations in particular locations. That task awaits further study. 

Excursus: "Factors Influencing Presbyterian Congregational Growth or 
Decline in the 1980s" 

Details of the 1975 Study 

The Presbyterian Special Committee to Study Church Membership Trends 
was appointed in 1974 to help denominational leaders understand the decline. 
Its final report, Membership Trends in the United Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A., was published in 1976, and a later analysis of the data was done by Roof 
et al. (1979), in the Understanding Church Growth and Decline, 1950-1978 
volume. Research methods are described in both reports. 

The task force studied congregational growth or decline in the 1968-74 
period. It randomly selected 350 churches in the "growth" category (5% or 
more growth in 1968--74), 350 in the "decline" category (30% or more decline), 
and 350 in the middle of the spectmm, which was about 15% decline. Of these 
1,0.50 congregations, 802 agreed to take part. In autumn 197.5 the task force 
sent out two kinds of' questionnaires: first a "elwreli questionnaire," whiel1 asked 
a nuntlwr of factual q11estions about the co11m1tmity, the congrq?;ation, the 
church program, and so on, to be fllled out by a knowledgeable person; and sec
ond, a packet of six to fifteen "individual questionnaires" to be given to desig
nated categories of active parishioners. More questionnaires were sent to large 
congregations than to small ones; an average of 6.5 were returned. As a result of 
this method, the persons filling out the individual questionnaires were relatively 
active lay members, not a random sample. 

The researchers aggregated the data from the church questionnaires 
and the individual questionnaires for each congregation, resulting in 
nearly 500 variables covering neighborhood context, characteristics of 
members, congregational leadership program, leadership, conflict, and so 
on. No census data on each church's community were available. The unit 
of analysis was the congregation. 
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First, the researchers computed a membership change measure, 1968 to 
1974, by dividing the 1974 membership figure by the 1968 figure. Then they 
computed zero-order correlations between all 500 variables and the mem
bership change measure. A majority of the variables were found to be useless 
because of a weak correlation with membership change, because they unduly 
overlapped other variables, or because they were on topics (such as evalua
tion of presbytery or synod staff) on which the respondents lacked knowl
edge. After initial screening, twenty-three of the contextual, and seventy-two 
of the institutional variables were retained for further analysis. The contex
tual variables were organized in four clusters: Affluence, Demographic 
Change, Community Facilities, and Church Competition. The institutional 
variables were organized in fifteen clusters, including Membership Satisfac
tion with Worship and Program, Pastor, Social Action, and Congregational 
Harmony and Cooperation. Then, through use of multivariate analysis, the 
researchers assessed the importance of each cluster separately and the over
all importance of contextual and institutional factors. Finally, the analysis was 
repeated within strata of church size (with no useful result) and within each 
of six community types-growing area in a large city, nongrowing area in a 
large city, growing area in a suburb of a large city, nongrowing area in a 
suburb of a large city, small city, and town and country. 

Results of Regression Analyses of Subgroups 

This section contains detailed regression tables from the new data. The 
four tables in the Supplemental Appendix (Tables A9.l, A9.2, A9.3, and 
A9.4) depict betas and adjusted R2s for analyses within each of four church 
sizes, four community types, four regions of the nation, and three ages of the 
congregation (hased on founding dates). All the H2s are adjusted downward 
using the standard adjustment formula of SPSSX. The formula is based on 
the number of cases and the number of variables in the regression, and it 
most deflates the R2 when N is low and the number of variables is high. In 
subgroups with N less than 100 the adjustment greatly deflates R2 when a 
large number of predictors are being used, even as much as from .20 to .01 
and from .61 to .36. The reader should remember this when comparing 
columns having greatly different Ns. 



Chapter Te n 

Congregational Growth and 
Decline in Indiana Among 

Five Mainline Denominations 1 

Daniel V. A. Olson 

S
ince the mid-l 960s most mainline Protestant denominations have 
been losing members. This study of churches affiliated with five main
line denominations in Indiana reveals a similar pattern of membership 

loss. Between 1980 and 1988 all five denominations lost members, but they 
did so at dramatically different rates. Within Indiana, the Lutheran Church, 
Missouri Synod, lost only 2% of its members.2 The United Church of Christ 
lost 6%, The United Methodist Church lost 10%, the Christian Church (Dis
ciples of Christ) lost 11 %, and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) lost a stag
gering 22% of their members between 1980 and 1988. 

Discouraging as these figures may be to mainline church leaders, the 
denominational totals tell only part of the story. Not all mainline churches 
are declining. More than a quarter of the congregations included in this 
study had net gains in membership between 1980 and 1988, and one church 
grew by more than 1,200%. What acco11nts for these diff<·n·m·cs? Why arc 

so111(• 111ainli11(' crn1gn·galio11s grnwi11g, whil<' 1110s! an• d!'eli11i11g? An· eo11gn•

galirn1s at lh<· lll('rey ol" eha11gi11g li111!'s',) Or an· there sl<'ps a cl111rclt can takt· 

to turn things aro1111d even when they belong to denominations that are in 
decline? 

This chapter identifies a variety of factors affecting the growth and decline of 
congregations. Some are beyond the control of congregations, but others are fac
tors a church can change. Six important conclusions arise from these findings. 

l. Congregations that emphasize growth and evangelism can grow (or 
at least slow their decline), but only 37% of the churches in this 
study emphasize growth. 

2. If churches want to grow, they need to have an openness to change 
and an orientation to serving the needs of persons outside the local 
congregation rather than just the needs of current members. 

208 
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3. Emphasizing social action programs may limit growth somewhat, but 
this is not a cause of denominational decline for mainline denomina
tions, since only 8% of these churches have such an emphasis. 

4. As in previous studies (e.g., Hoge and Roozen, 1979), membership 
trends are heavily influenced by community population trends. 
However, the influence of demographic factors declined during the 
1980s in Indiana because there was less variation in population 
growth rates among Indiana communities. 

5. The growth rates of small churches and churches in smaller com
munities are less affected by community population changes than 
are the growth rates oflarge churches and churches in larger com
munities. 

6. Denominational differences in growth rates are major, but are not 
explainable using the variables contained in this study. 

Data Sources and Methods 

The data for this chapter come from three sources, a survey conducted in 
congregations, census data at the zip code level, and church yearbook data 
(including membership and giving statistics). The census data were pur
chased from National Planning Data Corporation and are organized by zip 
code for all zip codes in Indiana. The data include actual census data for 
1970 and 1980, as well as estimates for 1984 and projections for 1989. 

The survey was conducted in early 1986. Questionnaires were mailed to 
1,424 congregations in the state of Indiana associated with six denomina
tions (the Christian Church [Disciples of Christ], the Episcopal Church, 
tlH' L11th!'ran Chnrch, Missonri Synod, tlw l'rl'sliytnian Chureh [U.S.A.], 
th<' llnitt•d Church of Christ, and The llnitt•d Ml'lhodist Church). Each 
church received a single questionnaire to be filled out by the pastor or a 
knowledgeable church leader. The questionnaire asked for self-descriptions 
of the congregation, program emphases, methods used by the church to 
increase membership and giving, presence or absence of church conflicts, 
subjective assessments of changes in the surrounding community, and simi
larities or differences between congregation members and people in the 
local community. The survey did not ask about actual levels of membership 
or giving since this information is available from church yearbooks. 

A total of 641 usable questionnaires were completed for a return rate of 
approximately 45%.3 However, most of the analysis below is based on a 
smaller group of 457 churches for which it was possible to match question
naire data with census data and membership data for both 1980 and 1988.4 

Because the appropriate annual yearbook data for the Episcopal congrega-
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tions were not easily available at the time of data entry, the Episcopal 
churches (only thirty churches) were excluded from this analysis. 

This chapter uses regression methods to identify factors related to per
centage t"ha11gc in t"!i11rd1 111e111bcrsliip from l!:)80 to 1988." Following Car
roll, Dudley, am! McKinney ( 1986), this chapter examines four types of 
predictor variables: context, identity, process, and program. Contextual 
variables include census data for the zip code in which the church is 
located, as well as estimates of community characteristics made by the 
questionnaire respondents. Variables having to do with church identity 
include denominational affiliation, church size, and assessments made by 
questionnaire respondents concerning where their church fits on a series of 
seven-point scales in which the two end points of the scales are opposite 
descriptions of congregations. For example, respondents were asked to 
indicate whether their congregation is "more influenced by its history and 
tradition" (coded as a l) or "more influenced by contemporary ideas and 
trends" (coded as a 7). The only process variable contained in this study 
concerns the presence or absence of major church conflicts in the past ten 
years. The program variables include per capita giving in 1980, sources of 
church income, and a series of questionnaire items in which respondents 
indicate how much various types of programs are emphasized at the 
respondent's church and how effectively these programs are carried out. 

The order of these categories (context, identity, process, and program) 
corresponds to the amount of direct influence a congregation can have over 
the variables in each category. Congregations can do little, short of reloca
tion, to improve their community context. A church can change its identity, 
but only slowly. Congregational identity is largely the product of recent his
tory. Thus, to remake congregational identity, one must make new histmy, a 
process that takes ti111c. 

Cli11rdws have <'Vl'II 111on· t"o11trol over process variahlcs, variables like 
t"o1111111111it"a!icrn patterns, 111dliods of decision 1naki11g, and presence or 
absence of church conflicts. However, such changes require that leaders and 
members first have an awareness of the current state of these processes and 
know how to change them. 

Among the four categories of variables examined in this chapter, congrega
tions have the most control over church programs. Leaders and members 
11sually know what these programs are. They are clearly reflected in budget 
statements an<l weekly bulletins. This explicitness makes programs the easi
l'St to change (ass11111ing change is <lesire<l!). 

By separating these variables into four types, it is possible not only to see which 
factors have the most influence on church growth rates, but also to identify those 
charactt>ristics that a church can most effectively change if it wants to grow. 
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Factors Related to Growth 

Table l(J.l gives an overall view of the relative importance of the various 
growth-related factors. The variable descriptions in the left-hand column are 
grouped into the four general categories described above: context, identity, 
process, and program. Within these categories, similar variables are grouped 
into clusters. The first numerical column shows the zero-order correlations 
(without statistical controls) of these variables with percentage membership 
change (1980 to 1988). While the data set includes many variables that could 
potentially be included in regression equations, Table 10.l includes only 
variables that correlate with congregational growth at the .10 level of signifi
cance or less. 

The second column shows the standardized betas for regressions using 
only the variables in each cluster. The third column shows the proportion of 
total variance in growth rates (adjusted R2) that is accounted for by the vari
ables in each cluster. The fourth column shows the adjusted R2 for each of 
the four categories of variables.6 

The last column shows the increment in adjusted R2 added by each cate
gory of variables, that is, the additional proportion of variation in growth that 
is explained by a category of variables above and beyond that which is 
explained by earlier categories of variables. Thus, the value shown in this col
umn for program variables is .09, indicating that church programs account 
for an additional 9% of the variation in church growth above and beyond the 
effects of the other four categories of variables. The final row, at the bottom 
of Table 10.1, shows that, taken together, the variables "explain" about one
quarter of the vaiiations in church growth rates. That is, the adjusted R2 for 
all variables equals .269. 

Context 

Taken together, the demographic (contextual) variables explain a little 
less than 9% of the variance in growth rates in this study. Table 10.1 shows 
that the adjusted R2 for the contextual variables is .086. This figure is con
siderably lower than the results reported by Thompson, Carroll, and Hoge 
(elsewhere in this volume) for Presbyterian churches. Moreover, commu
nity context accounts for only about 32% of the total variance explained by 
all the variables in this study of Indiana churches. This figure is quite low 
compared to the findings reported in the earlier volume (Hoge and 
Roozen, 1979) in which contextual variables accounted for more than half 
of the explained variance in growth rates. 



TABLE 10.1 
Variables in Final Analysis: Zero-order Correlations, Standardized Regression Betas Within Clusters, and 

Explained Variance for Clusters and Types 

Zero-order Standardized Adj. R2 Adj. R2 Increment 

correlation Beta for cluster for 1)1JC to Adj. H2 

I. Community Context 
A. Census Data 

Percent Change in Population 1980-89 .2123 .130" 
Median Age 1980 - .1199 - .130° 
Percent Hispanic 1980 -.0935 -.074 
Percent of Adults with 9-11 Years of Formal Education 1980 - .1616 -.081 .052 

B. Informant's Assessments of Community 
New Single Family Housing Development .1739 .153° 
General Business Development .1339 .095° 
School Closings -.0936 -.077 .041 

C. Informant's Assessments of Similarity Between 
Congregation and Community Racial Similarity .1.565 .131° 
Economic Status Similarity .1377 .109° .031 .086 .086 

2. Congregational Identity 
A. Informant's Assessments of Congregation 

Congregation is more influenced by "its history and 
tradition" than by "contemporary ideas and trends." - .1788 - .177° 

Congregation is primarily oriented to serving "its own 
members" rather than "the world beyond its 
membership." -.0827 -.014 

Congregation is "known as a prestigious church in the 
area" more than "not considered one of the status 
churches in the area." .03231 .039 

Congregation's approach to individual salvation is 
"decidedly evangelistic, stressing a definite conversion 
experience" rather than emphasizing "education, 

.0400 .036 .028 
nurture, and gradual growth in faith." 

B. Denomination 
.055 

United Church of Christ .0717 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) -.0003 -.008 

Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod .2096 .159° 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) - .2644 -.208° 

United Methodist Church .0110 _2 .084 

- .04741 -.047 .000 .127 .090 
C . Church Size in 1980 

.3. Process 
-.070 .003 .003 .000 

Major Church Conflict in Past 10 Years -.0700 

4. Program 
A. Current Church Program Priorities 

.1086 .100° Christian Education (Youth and Adults) 
Local Evangelism ,0941 .098° 

Social Action (Study and/or Action by Members) - .0725 -.082° 

World Mission Support .0737 .076 .023 

B. Current Effectiveness of Programs 
.099° 

Worship .1015 

Local Evangelism .0701 .065 .010 



Zero-order StandardizPd Adj. R2 Adj. R2 )Jl(T('llll'llt 

correlation Beta for clustt-r for type to Adj. H2 

C. Programs Receiving Greater Emphasis Compared with 10 
Years Ago 
Christian Education (Youth and Adults) .0913 .074 
Local Evangelism .0542 .073 
World Mission Support .1258 .130° .020 

D. Strength of Stewardship Efforts 
Stewardship Education Programs .0701 .104° 
Overall Emphasis on Stewardship 10 Years Ago - .06.52 -.078 .010 

E. Finances 
Per Member Giving in 1980 .1359 .1.30° 
Percent of Income from Endowments -.0848 -.044 
Percent of Income from Regular Offerings .1456 .111° 
Percent of Income from Special Offerings -.0672 -.029 .031 

F. Importance of Church Growth 
Overall Membership Recruitment Emphasis .2074 .175° 
Preaching and Personal Involvement of the 

Pastor in Membership Recruitment .1509 .094° .046 .103 .090 

Total Adjusted R2 All Variables .269 

1Both congregational prestige and church size become much more important variables when entered into regression along with the denominational dummy 
variables (see text for explanation). 
2No Beta is shown for the Methodist dummy variable since dummy variable regression requires that one of the denominations not be included in thP rPgres-
sion equation. 
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The apparent drop in ability of demographic variables to explain church 
growth may be due to differences in the number and quality of variables 
(both contextual and noncontextual) used in this, as compared to earlier 
studies. Alternatively, the importance of demographic variables may actually 
have decreased since the 1970s. While there are important differences 
between the variables used in this study and the variables used in previous 
studies, two pieces of evidence suggest that contextual variables may have 
lost some of their explanatory power over time. 

First, others in this volume report similar declines in the importance of 
contextual variables. Second, among the 899 Indiana congregations for which 
I have membership figures in 1970, 1980, and 1989, the correlations between 
population change and church growth decrease considerably from the 1970s 
to the 1980s. In the period from 1970 to 1980 the correlation is .253 (R2 = 
.064). In the period from 1980 to 1988 it is .1867 (R2 = .035), almost a 50% 
drop in the ability of population change to explain membership change. 

What would cause such a drop? A quick study of population trends in Indi
ana shows that in the communities where these churches are located, average 
population increases were almost 10% during the 1970s, but fell to only +3% 
in the 1980s. More importantly, there was less variation in population growth 
rates during the 1980s,8 that is, the gap between the most rapidly declining 
and most rapidly growing areas is not as great. During the same time the 
means and standard deviations of church growth rates changed little. 

In regression and correlation, when one reduces the range of variation of one 
variable while the variation in the second variable is constant, correlations and 
R2 values will diminish even if the underlying causal process is unchanged. This 
appears to have happened in Indiana. During the I !)80s there were fewer dif
forem:es in comnnmity growth rates that con Id be llSl~d to explain difforences in 
church growth rates. Tims, the correlations have dirninislwd even if the poten
tial effects of major community changes have not. 

Table 10.1 shows three separate clusters of contextual variables. The first 
comes from actual° census data. Within this cluster, percentage change in popu
lation is the most important predictor. Churches are more likely to grow in 
growing comm1111ities. Additionally, mainline churches appear not to grow well 
in communities with a large proportion of older residents. This is probably 
because such communities often have fewer new, and as yet unchurched, per
sons moving in who are available for recmitment. Finally, mainline churches 
also do not do well in communities in which the residents are dissimilar to most 
mainline attenders in their race and education. They grow poorly in areas with 
many Hispanics and where average educational levels are low. 

The variables in the second cluster are based on the questionnaire respon
dent's assessment of community trends. \\'hile these assessments are not as 
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objective as the actual census figures, they correlate well with church growth 
(perhaps because respondents judge community trends by church trends) 
and moderately well with the actual population changes. 

The third cluster of contextual variables differs from most previous studies 
since the items focus on the degree of similarity between the congregation 
and the community. Mainline congregations grow best in communities that 
are racially and economically similar to the congregation. 

While the contextual variables appear less important than in earlier stud
ies, their role is still significant. Unfortunately, there is little a church can do, 
othe·r than relocation, to change its demographic context. However, it is 
worth noting that large churches and churches in large communities appear 
to be more affected by contextual variables than small churches and 
churches in small communities. 

Table 10.2 shows the adjusted R2 values from regressions predicting 
church growth using only the contextual variables. In the upper part of Table 
10.2 the churches have been broken into groupings of approximately equal 
size (based on membership in 1980). The growth rates of the smallest 
churches in the study, those with less than 162 members in 1980, are not 
affected in any measurable way by the contextual variables used here. They 
neither grow nor decline in response to demographic change. 

Similarly, churches in small communities are little affected by the demo
graphic trends of their communities. Table 10.2 shows that the impact of 
contextual variables increases with the number of people living in the same 
zip code as the church. Unfortunately the data set does not include the 
actual populations of the towns or cities in which churches are located. How
ever, a careful comparison of these towns and cities with the population of 
each church's zip codP shows that city size and zip cocle population an· vc1y 
doS<'IV n·lat<-d. Tll('n· an· a liw s111all zip cod<·s locakd in larg!' cili<'s, lint 1101 

1·11011gli to sig11if'ica11tly alfrd tlic overall results in Table 10.2. Zip eode pop
ulation is a fairly good proxy measure for community size. 

The findings in Table 10.2 are quite robust, that is, they are consistent 
over time and with different subsets of churches. The same two patterns are 
apparent in separate analyses (not shown here) for the period of 1970 to 
1980. Moreover similar results have been obtained by Thompson, Carroll, 
and Hoge (in this volume), Roof et al. (1979), and McKinney (1979). Other 
analyses also not shown here suggest further that church size and community 
size work together in an additive fashion. Small churches in small zip codes 
are affected the least by community population changes. Small churches in 
large communities and large churches in small communities are moderately 
affected by population change. Finally, large churches in large zip codes are 
most responsive to population change. 
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TABLE 10.2 
Variance in Church Growth Explained by Contextual Variables by 

Church and Community Size 

Variance 
Median Membership Explained by 

Number of Change Context 
Cases 1980-88 Adj. R2 

Total Sample 440 -8.8 .086 

Members in 1980 
1-161 106 -7.2 .000 

162-289 114 -8.0 .115 
290-523 110 -9.6 .204 

524 and over 117 -8.8 .130 

Zip Code Population in 1980 
1-4,282 109 -7.2 .014 

4,283-14,166 110 -5.6 .106 
14,167-27,888 113 -10.4 .132 
27,888 and over 116 -11.2 .198 

Identity 

Returning to Table 10.1, one sees that of the four categories of variables, 
the variables measuring congregational identity arc the strongest predictors 
or 11H•111bcrship change. They acco1111t for nearly J:3%)l or the variance in 
church growth and about 47% of the total explained variance in this study. 
This strength is largely due to the denominational affiliation variables ( dis
cussed below), but other church identity factors are important. 

The first cluster of identity variables includes informants' self-assessments 
of the congregation. Among this cluster the first variable is most important. 
Respondents at the most rapidly growing churches say their churches are 
more influenced by "contemporary ideas and trends" than by "history and 
tradition." While some might interpret this distinction as a proxy for theolog
ical liberalism versus conservatism, the correlations of this item with other 
questionnaire items suggest a quite different pattern, a pattern that explains 
why this item is a predictor of membership growth. 

Churches that are more influenced by "contemporary ideas and trends" 
are less likely to say the congregation is primarily oriented to "serving its own 
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members" as opposed to "the world beyond its membership" (r = - .395), 
more likely to say they engage in social action (r = .224), more likely to place 
a strong emphasis on church growth (r = .199), more likely to say they have 
effective evangelism programs (r = .136), more likely to have a minister who 
puts a high priority on church growth (r = .127), and less likely to say they 
are "one large family" rather than a "loosely knit association of individuals 
and groups" (r = - .099). 

In other words, an emphasis on "contemporary ideas and trends" as opposed 
to "history and tradition" reflects an outward rather than an inward focus, a 
focus on the needs of nonmembers and people outside the church as opposed 
to current members. Lyle Schaller has consistently argued (e.g., 1968, 1981) 
that such an outward focus is a necessary prerequisite for membership growth. 
On the other hand, it is natural for a church with an inward focus to stress "his
tory and tradition," to focus on the past and the practices of the past. Such 
practices once served current members well and continue to meet their needs 
(else they would not still be attending). But past practices do not often serve 
the needs of potential new members. To attract new members, Schaller argues 
that a church must have an openness to change and an emphasis on programs 
that serve nonmembers (e.g., evangelism, social action). 

Congregational prestige, the third item in the self-assessment cluster, has 
a low correlation and standardized beta. However, this variable becomes 
more important when it is included along with the denominational variables 
in regressions. This is because the denominations differ in the prestige 
accorded to their churches by the questionnaire respondents. (Respondents 
in the denomination with the smallest membership losses, the Lutheran 
Ch11rch, Misso11ri Synod, WN!' !cast likcly to dcscril)(' their ehnrch as ··prcsti
girn1s. ") B11l within cacl1 dC'norni11alion. 1non· prcstigirn1s cl111rc!H's farcd IH'l
ll'r than less prl'sligio11s cl11Jrc!H's. 

Similarly, Table 1().1 suggests that 1980 church size, the third identity 
cluster, has little effect on church growth. But like prestige, size becomes 
important when it is included along with denomination in regression equa
tions. Once the differences in average church size across denominations (due 
to different definitions and standards of membership) are taken into account, 
it becomes apparent that, within these denominations, smaller churches 
declined the least and grew the most. However, one should view this finding 
cautiously. Marler and Hadaway (1992) found that the relationship between 
size and growth rates varies hy denomination. 

Table 10.l shows that denominational affiliation affects congregational 
growth more than any other variable in this study. While unsurprising to 
those who have read Dean Kelley's Why Conservative Churches Are Grow
ing (Kelley, 1972), it is perhaps the most puzzling finding of this study. The 
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data examined here suggest that denominational affiliation is very important, 
but these data reveal nothing about why denomination is so important. What 
is it about belonging to a particular denomination that affects congregational 
growth rates? In technical language, the variance in church growth rates 
explained by denominational affiliation is not shared with any other variables 
in the study (including measures of evangelism and emphasis put on church 
growth). Including these and other variables into regression alongside 
denominational variables fails to reduce the betas for the denominational 
variables. In simpler terms, none of the other variables measured in this 
study can explain away, or explain why, some denominations are declining 
faster than others. 

Obviously there is something about denominational affiliation that explains 
the major differences in their growth rates both nationally and in Indiana. 
Unfortunately, this study contains no variables that account for these differ
ences. Notably, it does not include measures of theological conservatism or 
strictness, the variables most often thought to explain denominational growth 
rates (Kelley, 1972; Iannaccone, 1989). Denominational differences are 
important, but this study cannot tell us why. 

Process 

As shown in Table 10.1, churches that experienced "serious" conflicts over 
"theological, social, financial, administrative, interpersonal, or other issues" 
during the past ten years were slightly less likely to grow than churches with
out such conflicts. This finding is unsurprising but important. A better mea
sure of' church conflict might show an cvl'n stronger negative correlation 
with 111<·mh<'rship growth. 

Program 

Churches that want to grow can grow or at least slow their declines. This is 
the most important finding from among the program variables, and one of 
the most important findings in this study. This longtime assertion of church 
growth advocates (e.g., Wagner, 1976) appears to receive strong confirma
tion even among these mostly declining mainline congregations. This asser
tion is supported by the adjusted R2 for the last program cluster, by the betas 
for variables indicating that evangelism receives a high priority or a higher 
priority than it did ten years ago, 10 and by the findings of Hadaway and of 
Thompson, Carroll, and Hoge (in this volume). 

The good news is that churches that want to grow can grow. The bad news 
is that few of the churches studied here emphasize growth. Only 37% of the 
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respondents in the sample say that their church places a "strong" or "very 
strong" emphasis on membership recruitment. This suggests that member
ship declines have more to do with a desire for growth than with the tech
niques of church growth programs. Churches that place a low value on mem
bership growth, compared to other goals, are unlikely to emphasize 
recruitment programs. If denominational leaders present such churches with 
elaborate plans for growth, plans that may have worked in more willing con
gregations, little growth seems likely. As I discuss below, factors related to 
congregational identity play an important role in determining which 
churches want to grow and thus the likelihood that they will implement pro
grams that lead to membership growth. 

The next most important program cluster concerns finances. Those 
churches that had higher per capita giving at the beginning of the study 
period (1980) were more likely to grow in the years that followed. This could 
mean that higher per capita giving reflects higher member commitment (a 
quality likely to attract outsiders). Or it could be that higher giving levels 
enable these churches to fund new staff and programs that attract outsiders. 

Interestingly, churches that grew between 1980 and 1988 had lower per 
capita giving in 1988, at the end of the study period. This initially puzzling 
result confirms a similar observation based on a national sample of Christian 
(Disciples of Christ) congregations (Meyers and Olson, 1991). What appears 
to happen is that growing churches necessarily have many new members, 
members who initially, at least, are likely to give less money to the church, 
thus lowering per capita giving. Attracting new members probably serves to 
increase temporarily the number of "free riders" who depend upon the com
mitment of old-timers to foot the bill. 

Results for the stewardship program cluster suggest that grnwth is also 
asso('ial<'d witl1 tll(' sln·11glli of' st1•wanlsl1ip !'d11('a(io11 progra111s. II' s11t'li prn
gra111s imT1·as1· p!'r capita giving, they ,nay t~ncourage growth for the reasons 
discussed above. The negative relation of growth with strength of steward
ship programs ten years ago probably reflects the tendency for growing 
churches to think they do most things better than they did in the past. 

The variables in the first and third program clusters suggest that an 
emphasis, or an increased emphasis, on evangelism may lead to growth. 
Similarly, churches that emphasize world mission have higher growth rates. 
Perhaps this is because such an emphasis is compatible with evangelical 
activities. Alternatively it may reflect a general concern for nonmembers, a 
concern that appears to make churches more open to growth. Finally, a 
strong emphasis on Christian education is also associated with growth. 

The correlation and beta for the social action variable in the first program 
cluster suggests that churches whose members place a stronger emphasis on 
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social action relative to other church programs are somewhat less likely to 
grow. However, an emphasis on social action cannot explain the membership 
losses of mainline denominations since very few of the churches in this study 
have such an emphasis. When respondents were asked to rank seven pro
gram areas according to the emphasis each area receives in their church (the 
source of the variables in the first program cluster), 65% of the respondents 
said that social action received the least emphasis. Only 8% ranked social 
action fourth or higher. While these few churches have somewhat lower 
growth rates, a social action emphasis cannot account for the membership 
decline of mainline denominations. 

The second program cluster includes items asking about the effectiveness 
of programs rather than the emphasis these programs receive. Not surpris
ingly, effective evangelism programs are associated with growth. But one 
cannot tell if respondents estimated the "effectiveness" of evangelism pro
grams by asking themselves whether or not the church had been growing. 

The effectiveness of worship is also positively related to congregational 
growth. Again, respondents may estimate "effectiveness" based on how well 
their church is growing. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that while only six
teen of the churches rated the effectiveness of their worship as "unsatisfac
tory," these same churches experienced an average decline of 20% between 
1980 and 1988. This compares to an average loss of 5% among the remaining 
churches. Worship is important for these mainline churches. In fact, 83% of 
the informants said that worship receives more emphasis than any other 
church program. 

The Critical Role of an Outward Orientation 

Table HU highlights the factors that are most strongly associated with 
membership growth in congregations. However, some of these factors are 
beyond the control of most congregations. Contextual variables are impor
tant, but churches cannot change their context unless they relocate. Simi
larly, denominational affiliation is important, but most churches are not will
ing or able to switch denominations (and such a change probably would not 
help). In contrast, churches have more control over programs. Table 10.1 
shows that program variables play an important role in growth. This is an 
important finding. 

Churches that want to grow can take positive steps to improve their mem
bership trends. Stating matters in this way, however, forces the question of 
gro\\th back one step. Why do some churches want to grow while others do 
not? The fact that only 37% of these churches place a high emphasis on new 
member recruitment suggests that many churches place a low priority on 
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growth. Without such an emphasis, churches are unlikely to institute the pro
grams that can foster growth. What separates these churches from those that 
place a high priority on new member recruitment? 

The critical difference appears to be between churches that have an out
ward orientation (emphasizing the needs of nonmembers) versus churches 
with an inward orientation (focusing on members' needs more than non
members). This difference is reflected in many of the church identity vari
ables, variables that turn out to be good predictors of the emphasis put on 
new member recruitment. 

For example, recruitment programs receive more emphasis in churches 
that are primarily oriented towards reaching the world beyond the members 
rather than "serving [their] own members" (r = .209), in churches that are 
more influenced by "contemporary ideas and trends" rather than "history 
and tradition" (r = .199), in large churches (r = .165), in churches that take a 
"decidedly 'activist'" approach to social issues (r = .148), and in churches 
whose approach to individual salvation is "decidedly evangelistic," stressing a 
definite conversion experience (r = .074). 

Interestingly, both evangelistic and social activist churches are more likely 
to emphasize growth. What is important is an outward orientation focusing 
on nonmembers and a willingness to institute programs that serve their 
needs. Thus, while the presence or absence of certain programs has a direct 
effect on membership growth, church identity factors have an indirect, and 
perhaps more decisive effect on church growth. They determine whether a 
church will institute the programs that make growth possible. 

There is a second way that an outward versus an inward focus affects 
growth. Churches that place a high emphasis on serving the needs of "the 
world beyond [the] memlwrship'" are much more affected hy population 
tn!mls. They grow more when their communities grow and they decline 
more when their communities decline. The correlation between population 
change and membership change among these churches is .303. In contrast, 
this correlation drops to .190 among churches that place a moderate empha
sis on nonmembers' needs and drops even further to .134 among churches 
that put more emphasis on members' needs.1 1 

The relationship between population growth and church growth is weakest 
among the churches with an inward focus. Such churches are less affected by 
demographic change. They retain more of their members when their com
munity is in decline but they are also unable to recruit many new members 
when their community is growing. Why is this tq1e? 

Elsewhere (Olson, 1989) I argue that inward churches are likely to be 
churches \\·here members are bound together by strong ties of fellowship 
],,.hlin~ tti hic'.h rt't,'ntit1n hut \\lwre the tightl~·-b1it character of these ties 
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prevents the quick absorption of newcomers (leading to low recruitment). 
Longtime members (who are usually plentiful in such churches) have many 
rewarding family-like ties to one another. In fact, Schaller (1982) suggests 
that such churches, usually small churches, come closest to being a "ministry 
of the laity." Genuine caring and support is strong in these churches. Strong 
bonds of fellowship prevent members from leaving even when they become 
dissatisfied with other aspects of church life. Such churches resemble large 
families. 

But strong fellowship ties are a two-edged sword. The longtime members 
of such churches, since they already have many rewarding church friend
ships, have little time, energy, or need to develop additional ties with poten
tial newcomers. Thus newcomers find such churches cliquish, feel unac
cepted and unloved, and leave to look for a more welcoming church. The 
saturation of church fellowship networks lowers recruitment potential, but 
the rewarding character of these ties keeps retention rates high. 

Churches with an inward focus tend not to emphasize growth since growth 
requires the disruption of the large family of fellowship. After all, how many 
families would prefer to double or triple in size? And how many children 
truly rejoice at the birth of a new sibling? Growth requires a focus on non
members' needs and thus threatens to take away resources from current 
members. Moreover, the possible success of church growth programs threat
ens to dilute the richly rewarding family-like ties often found in inwardly 
directed churches. 

The inward versus outward dimension may also explain why small 
churches and churches in small communities are not as affected by popula
tion change (see Table 10.2). Such churches are more likely to reveal identity 
traits characteristic of inwardness. For example, small churches are more 
likely to be describe themselves as "one large family" (r = .228), more likely 
to be influenced by "history and tradition" (r = .140) as opposed to "contem
porary ideas and trends," and more likely to be oriented to "serving [their] 
own membership" (r = .125). These identity traits are also more likely to be 
found in churches located in smaller communities (partly because church 
size and zip code population are related [r = .272]). Thus a tendency towards 
inwardness among small churches and churches in small communities may 
also explain why these churches are so little affected by either community 
growth or decline. 

The Will to Grow 

This study suggests that churches, even churches in declining mainline 
denominations, can improve their membership statistics by placing a high 
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C'mphasis 011 growth. llowcvcr, it also flnds that many churches do not want 
to grow because growth threatens to disrupt the many benefits members 
receive from belonging to an inwardly focused congregation. 

Leaders who want a church to grow must be concerned about the types 
of programs and techniques that best foster growth. But such programs 
are unlikely to succeed in inwardly focused churches. Thus leaders inter
ested in growth must also think carefully about how to change the identity 
of such churches from an inward focus on members' needs to an outward 
vision for the needs of nonmembers. Leaders need to be aware that such 
changes threaten the loss of many valuable assets common to inwardly 
focused congregations, assets like strong ties of fellowship and caring. 
They also risk the loss of long-term members who are alienated by the 
changing church identity. 

It may not be possible to preserve the benefits of inwardness and also have 
a strong outward focus conducive to membership growth. However, the best 
church growth plans and the best churches will be those that manage to do 
both well. 



Chapter E I e v e n 

Belief Style, Congregational 
Climate, and Program Quality 

Michael J. Donahue and Peter L. Benson 

M 
uch of the empirical literature on congregational growth and decline 
has centered on sociological and sociodemographic influences (e.g., 
Hoge & Roozen, 1979). Fewer studies have examined the influence of 

beliefs and attitudes held by members. A congregation is a collection of 
believers; does it matter what they believe? Or perhaps belief style or "reli
gious orientation" matters: Are congregations whose members' faith empha
sizes love of neighbor more likely to report growth than those who emphasize 
love of God? Then again, perhaps congregational climate, the impression the 
members have of how the congregation "feels" ("warm" or "intellectually chal
lenging"), has more influence. Other contributions to this volume suggest just 
such an effect. Lastly, how does the perceived quality of congregational pro
gramming, including worship and education, influence growth or decline? 

The study presented here examines each of these domains (demographics, 
belief, climate, and program quality) to understand their influence on con
gregational growth and decline. A recent large-scale study of congregational 
life allows consideration of these questions in a denominationally diverse, 
nationally representative sample of congregation members. 

The Effective Christian Education Study 

Effective Christian Education: A National Study of Protestant Congrega
tions (Benson & Eklin, 1990; Rohlkepartain, 1993) was funded by the Lilly 
Endowment and the participating denominations: Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.), United Church of Christ, and The United Methodist 
Church. 1 It involved the completion of lengthy survey instruments by nation
ally representative samples of pastors, Christian education coordinators, 
Christian education teachers, adults, and youth in each denomination. 
Among the concepts measured were belief content and style; various forms 
of religious involvement (e.g., congregation involvement, church attendance, 
private devotion, monetary contributions, exposure to religious media); con-
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gregational "climate"; congregational loyalty; perceptions of congregational 
emphases (e.g., evangelism, social justice, member support); and characteris
tics of members (education, income, marital status, racial/ethnic identifica
tion, and rnral/urban residence). 

In addition, ECE included a wide variety of measures concerning Christian 
education. These included exposure to Christian education across the lifes
pan, and the availability and quality of various Christian education programs 
in one's present congregation. 

Answers to questions about many of these areas were obtained from all of 
the participants in the survey. Other ratings-most notably quality of pro
grams, availability of resources and the like-were probed in particular detail 
with the coordinators and teachers of religious education, and the pastors.2 

This study examines the relations between this constellation of variables 
and congregational growth and decline. It focuses on the pastors, Christian 
education staff, and adult members of the participating denominations. 

Method 

Survey Sampling 

In 1988, lengthy surveys were administered in nationally representative 
samples of congregations. In each of the five participating denominations, 
1.50 congregations were sampled, stratified by four categories of congrega
tional size. A total of 492 congregations participated (66% of those invited), 
with participation rates ranging from 73% (ELCA) to .58% (UMC) within 
denominations. 

Nonpa1ticipating congregations tended to be those whose leadership was 
in transition. TII<' parlil'ipating l'ongn-galional sarnpl('s wcr<' (·on1par('(I wilh 
the known national characteristics of the participating denominations and 
found to be proportionally representative on a range of demographic factors. 
Participation rates (about 60%) were similar to those observed in other large
sample surveys of church bodies (see also Castelli and Gremillion, 1987) as 
well as those reported by the 1990 U.S. Census before its follow-up proce
dures (United States GAO, 1990). 

Within each participating congregation, a project director was asked to 
arrange survey administration for the pastor, the coordinator of Christian 
education, and 11p to ten Christian education teachers. In addition, ten 
adult members randomly sampled from the membership rolls were invited 
to participate. Survey sessions were governed by a set of standardized pro
cedures described in a detailed administration manual. Careful proce
dures were established to guarantee and preserve confidentiality for each 
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respondent. Survey sessions ranged from one and a half to two and a half 
hours in length. 

In each of the denominational samples of congregations, about 65% of the 
randomly chosen adults and teachers participated. About one-half of the 
nonrespondents did not participate due to illness or travel during the survey 
administration sessions. In all five denominations, samples slightly overrepre
sent females, and underrepresent inactive members. 

Analytical Procedure 

Congregations included in the analysis. Our interest in these analyses 
concerns the congregational characteristics that predict growth or decline in 
membership. Therefore, each congregation is treated as a single unit. The 
adults in a congregation are represented by a single mean score on any given 
question. In order to ensure that such means were based on a reasonable 
number of respondents, only those congregations in which at least six adults 
responded were included. This reduced the total number of congregations 
available for analysis to 384, a 22% reduction. In addition, for some variables, 
the ratings of the Christian education teachers, the coordinator of Christian 
education, and the pastor were combined into a single "leadership" mean. 
This approach was employed primarily to obtain composite ratings of the 
effectiveness of the individual congregation in particular areas: e.g., overall 
program quality, or perceived congregational support for Christian education. 

Measures of congregational growth and decline. Two measures of congre
gational growth and decline were employed in these analyses. The first was a 
q11l'stion that appeared at the end of thl' survey completed by pastors: "Com
pared to 5 years ago, is the size of your church growing, remaining steady, or 
decreasing?" Possible responses were (1) decreasing significantly, (2) decreasing 
a little, (3) remaining steady, (4) growing a little, or (5) growing significantly. 

This measure obviously has a number of drawbacks. First is the problem 
of "halo effect," also known as "illusory correlation" (Markus & Zajonc, 
1985). Perceptions tend to be altered to form a consistent image, either posi
tive or negative. It might be argued that when congregations have a positive 
climate and active members, that there is a general tendency to perceive 
everything as rosy, and to report the congregation as "growing" even if the 
actual numbers are not increasing. 

To address some of these concerns, a second measure of congregation 
growth/decline was also employed, based on the number of members the 
congregation reported to the national denominational office for the years 
1983 and 1988. National office staff of each of the participating denomina-
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tions graciously responded to a request that they provide these membership 
numbers from their 1984 and 1989 yearbooks. These data were then added 
to the ECE data set.3 A "percent increase" measure was then calculated by 
dividing the 1988 membership figure by the 1983 membership figure. 

This measure also has a number of drawbacks. As one of the denomina
tional representatives took pains to point out, one cannot tell from these mea
sures whether a particular congregation had decided, during this particular 
five-year period, to "clean the rolls" and remove names of members who had 
left the congregation. This measure also varies from denomination to denomi
nation as a function of the definition of "membership" in that denomination. 
At the same time, it is the one "objective" measure of change in membership. 

Relation between the two measures. Initial analyses of the relation 
between congregational growth and decline as reported by the pastors and 
that based on the membership figures obtained from the denominational 
yearbooks were unsettling. The two measures were essentially unrelated. 
Closer examination, however, indicated that the relation was being strongly 
influenced by a small number of congregations whose figures reflected either 
extreme growth or decline. Deleting five extreme cases4 resulted in the cor
relation between the two measures rising to .39. 

Another data transformation. The issue of the use of change scores in 
data analysis is a contentious one (see Nunnally, 1983 for a review). In this 
study, while the pastor's estimate of congregational change is not technically 
a "change score" (not a difference between two numbers, but a response to a 
single question), the question of how best to measure change as reported in 
the denominational yearbooks remains. As noted above, the basic measure 
employed was a ratio between the two reports of congregation size, five years 
apart. But the ratio, by itself, leads to certain statistical concerns. The most 
convenient way to deal with these concerns is to employ base 10 logarithms, 
a transformation that equates increases and decreases in a way that makes 
greater intuitive sense than simple ratios.5 

With the partial support of a supplemental grant from the Lilly Endow
ment, data files were created for each congregation that included the mean 
scores for adult members of congregations on the range of variables 
described above, as well as various data supplied in surveys unique to the 
pastors, and the "educational effectiveness" measures reflecting the opinions 
of pastors, coordinators, and teachers. Due to the relatively small number of 
congregations within each individual denomination, most analyses were con
ducted after pooling all of the available data into a single data set. When the 
data were pooled across the five denominations, each congregation's data 
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were weighted in order to make the data representative of the combined 
national distribution for the denominations. This had the effect of giving the 
United Methodist congregations a stronger impact on the findings than that 
of the remaining denominations. Additional by-denominational analyses 
were also conducted for comparison purposes. 

Results 

Two sets of analyses were performed, one employing the denominational 
yearbook data, and the other pased on the pastor's ratings of the growth in the 
size of the "congregational family." The correlation of these two measures of 
congregation growth/decline and the entire group of variables described above 
were calculated. After determining the set of variables with high correlations, 
the relations were further explored through regression analysis. 

Zero-order Correlations 

Across all participating congregations. Table 11.1 shows the variables 
that correlated .20 or greater with either the pastor's estimate of congrega
tional growth/decline, or the log of the change ratio derived from denomina
tional yearbooks. They have been arranged in descending order based on the 
correlation with the pastor's estimate, and those measures that correlated 
+0.20 or better only with the change ratio are listed at the end. 

Most notable about this list is what is absent. The hypothesis that originally 
motivated these analyses-that either the content or style of belief of a con
gregation might be related to growth or decline-is rather effectively 
refuted. No particular religious belief, nor any of the styles of belief or "reli
gious orientations" addressed in these surveys was correlated +0.20 or 
stronger to congregational growth or decline. These measures included over
all faith maturity, growth in faith maturity during the previous two or three 
years, "orthodoxy," "vertical" religion, "horizontal" religion (see Davidson & 
Knudsen, 1977), religious centrality, church importance, and God concepts. 

The correlations of the variables in Table 11.1 with the change ratio are 
generally less strong, and whether or not a characteristic is correlated with 
the change ratio is in fact unrelated to whether is it correlated to the pastor's 
estimate of growth or decline.6 The larger number of correlations between 
the pastor's subjective estimate of change and the various attitudes and per
ceptions of the other members of the congregation renews concerns that 
some of the findings here may be influenced by the "halo effects" discussed 
above. Nevertheless, the remainder of the discussion will concentrate on the 
correlations based on the pastor measure. 



TABLE 11.1 
Zero-order Correlations of ± .20 or Stronger Between Measures 
of Congregational Growth/Decline and Various Congregational 

Characteristics 

Pastor Log Change 
Source1 Congregational Characteristic Estimate Ratio 

Adult Helps Members Make Friends .47 .07 
Supports Members in Hardship .42 .06 
Teaches Denominational Heritage .42 .07 
Pro111otes Intergenerational Contact .42 .19 
Wann Climate .42 .12 
Quality of Worship .41 .15 
Teaches Caring Skills .41 .08 
Utilizes Members' Talents .41 .15 
Helps Members Appreciate Rituals .40 .13 
Helps Members Develop Faith .37 .12 
Helps Members Apply Faith to Life .37 .12 
Quality CE2 for Teens .:36 .19 
Quality CE for Children .36 .16 

Pastor Year Congregation Founded -.33 -.25 
Adult Teaches Faith Perspective on Morals .32 .12 

Congregational Loyalty .30 .03 
Leader Youth CE Emphasizes Moral Values .30 .21 
Adult Youth CE Emphasizes Spiritual 

Development .30 .11 
Helps Members Examine Global Impact 
of Life-style .. 30 .08 
(.)11alitv of' Bihl(• I 11st rnd irn1 .2\) . II 

],eader E111phasizt·s Youth CE Teadtl'.r Training .28 .28 
CE Programs Are Publicized -.29 -.16 

Adult Thinking Climate .28 .08 
Involves Members in Leading vVorship .28 .07 
Involves Members in Community Service .27 .04 

Pastor % of Adult Members Attending Weekly .27 .25 
Mission:3 CE for Teens .27 .25 

Adult Helps Members Discuss Faith .27 .14 
Leader Youth Programs Encourage Questioning .27 .11 
Pastor % of Membership Active in CE .27 .22 

Mission: Strength for Daily Life .26 .08 
Adult Quality CE on Political Issues .2,5 .12 

Quality CE on International Issues .25 .00 



Pastor Log Change 
Source1 Congregational Characteristic Estimate Ratio 

Leader Youth CE Promotes Intergenerational 
Contact .25 .12 
Youth CE Innovative, Creative .24 .11 

Pastor Mission: Members Find Purpose in Life .24 .02 
Mission: CE for Children .24 .13 
Mission: Provide Love, Support .24 .02 11 

CE Staff Person Present .24 .00 
% Age 12-18 .24 .26 
% High School Youth Active in CE .23 .21 

Leader Youth CE Is Active Learning Process .23 .10 
Emphasizes Adult CE Teacher Training .23 .18 
CE Programs for Parents .22 .13 

Pastor % Adults College Graduate .22 .03 
Mission: Evangelism .22 .13 

Adult Quality CE for Adults .22 .03 
Leader Adult CE Is Active Learning Process .21 .15 
Pastor % of Children Active in CE .21 .18 

% of Congregation 70 or Older -.21 -.31 
Adult Involves Members in Peace and Justice 

Issues .21 .02 
Teaches About Other Faiths .21 -.02 

Pastor % Jr. H.S. Youth Active in CE .20 .10 
% Annual Budget Devoted to CE -.14 .26 

Leader Youth CE Program Has Clear Purpose -.18 -.23 

Leadership Committed to CE .19 .21 

1"J\d11lt" i11dimll's i11lt,n11atio11 liasl'd 011 till''"""" n·spo11w or sis lo 1,·11 adults i11 ti"· co11grcga
tion. "P,L~tor" indicates information drawn from surveys unique to pastors. "Leader" indicates 
that the measure is based on mean responses of the pastor, coordinator of Christian education, 
and teachers of Christian education. 

2CE ~ Christian Education 
'3"Mission" indicates one of a series of questions concerning the pastor's impression of the 
degree to which a particular issue is considered important to that congregation. 

Note: N varies from 3.55 to 310; all p < .0001. 

The results displayed in Table 11.l indicate several things. Chief among 
them is that growth is largely in the hands of the congregation. It is related to 
trying hard to be a community of faith: supporting the membership, teaching 
the denominational heritage, utilizing members' talents, helping the mem
bers develop their faith and apply it to their lives. This is a picture of a 
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congregation in which the membership is strongly "engaged"; not warm and 
fuzzy, but warm and focused. 

By denomination. The across-denomination analyses displayed in Table 
11.1 allowed us to examine the relative impact of characteristics that 
might be relatively constant (relatively high or relatively low) within a spe
cific denomination. Table 11.2 examines effects within denominations. 

TABLE 11.2 
Ten Strongest Zero-order Correlations Between Reports of 

Congregational Growth/Decline and Various Congregational 
Characteristics, by Denomination 

Denomination1 

Source2 Congregational Characteristic DC ELC PC ucc UMC 

Adult Helps Members Make Friends .41 .45 .58 
Supports Members in Hardship .38 .34 .41 .39 .47 
Teaches Denominational Heritage .58 
Wann Climate .34 .43 
Quality of Worship .43 .38 .39 .46 
Promotes Intergenerational Contact .62 
Teaches Caring Skills .36 .43 .39 
Utilizes Members' Talents .38 .39 .48 
Helps Members Appreciate Hituals .34 ..53 
(.)11alitv Cl•: f'or Tcl'lls .,11 .SI 
C)11ality CE f<>r Cl1ildre11 .34 .46 

Pastor Year Congregation Founded -.39 
Adult Congregational Loyalty .38 
Leader Emphasizes Training Youth CE 

Teachers .34 
Adult Involves Members in Community 

Service .34 
Pastor % of Adult Members Attending 

Weekly .33 .35 
Mission: Strength for Daily Life .34 
Mission: CE for Children .38 
% High School Youth Active in CE .36 

Adult Quality CE on Political Issues .32 
Leader CE Programs for Parents .38 
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Denomination 1 

Sonrce2 Congregational Characteristic DC ELC PC ucc UMC 

Pastor % Adults College Graduate .38 
Leader Emphasizes Adult CE Teacher 

Training .32 
Pastor % of Congregation 70 or Older -.39 

% Jr. H.S. Youth Active in CE .36 
Leader Leadership Committed to CE .45 

Youth Included in Worship .35 
Adult CE Well-Organized .37 

Pastor Mission: Support Members in 
Crises .40 
Average Adult Income .46 .38 

1 For denominations, DC = Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), N = 46 to 66; ELC = Evan
gelical Lutheran Church in America, N = 60 to 69; PC= Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), N = 46; 
UCC = United Church of Christ, N = 59 to 67; UMC = United Methodist Church, N = 55. 

2See Table 11. 1 for explanation of labels and abbreviations. 
Note: All p < .007. 

All of the top nine characteristics from Table 11.1 appear again here, 
and all but one of the denominations display at least four of the nine. The 
most distinctive pattern is associated with the Lutherans. In that denomi
nation, the pastor's perception of growth and decline is most strongly asso
ciated with the pastor's assessment of the member's income, negatively 
associated with tlw y<'ar the congregation was founded, and next most 
strongly associall'd witl1 th<' pastor's pcrcq>tion ol' tht· 1nc1nher's level of 
education. Aside from support in hardship, the emphasis on interpersonal 
contact present in the other denominations is not evident here. 

By congregation size. In order to examine the possible influence of con
gregational size on these correlations, the congregations were divided into 
three groups: those whose pastors reported their congregation had fewer 
than 200 members (36%), those reporting 200 to 500 members (38%), and 
those reporting more than 500 members (26%). These three categories were 
then designated "small," "medium," and "large," and the ten highest corre
lates of congregational growth for each of these groups were examined. 
Table 11.3 presents the findings. 

It is clear from Table 11.3 that each size of congregation has its own 
emphases. The "top ten" correlates for each of the three groups produces a list 
of twenty-four different characteristics; only four are shared by two of the 
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types, and only one by all three. Perhaps most distinct is the emphasis on per
sonal belief among the mid-sized congregations. It is here that issues of social 
_j11sti<:l0

, as ndlt,cted in concern for global issues and the poor, and a rejection of 
"exdusivity," is found to be associated with growth. 

TABLE 11.3 
Ten Strongest Zero-order Correlations Between Reports of 

Congregational Growth/Decline and Various Congregational 
Characteristics, by Congregation Size 

So11rce2 

Adult 

Leader 
Adult 
Leader 
Adult 

Leader 
Pastor 

Congregational Characteristic 

I kips Members Make Friends 
Supports Members in Hardship 
Teaches Denominational Heritage 
Promotes Intergenerational Contact 
Warm Climate 
Quality of Worship 
Teaches Caring Skills 
Utilizes Members' Talents 
Helps Members Appreciate Rituals 
Helps Members Develop Faith 
Quality CE for Teens 
Quality CE for Children 
Teaches Faith Perspective on Morals 
IIt'lps Members Examine Global 
l111pad ol'J,ili·-stvl<' 

<)11ality ol' Bihl<' l11strndio11 

Youth Programs Encourage Questioning 
Quality CE on International Issues 
Emphasizes Adult CE Teacher Training 
Personal Concern About Global Issues 
Personal Concern for Poor 
Congregational Loyalty, Active Adults 
Belief: Only Christians Will Be Saved 
Overall Quality of Adult CE 
CE Programs Emphasize Liberation 
Themes 

Congregation Size1 

under 200 200-500 500+ 

.49 .. '39 .,57 

.46 .42 
.,52 

.50 .,54 
.38 .57 

.61 

.46 .40 
.32 

.49 
.46 
.48 

,,50 
.46 

..17 
. I\J 

.52 
.47 

.34 

.,57 

.37 
.50 

- .31 
.49 

.33 

1For small congrpgations, N = 114 to 116; for medium, N = 108 to 12,5; for large, N = 63 to 79. 
2See Tab It> I 1.1 for Pxpla11atio11 of lalwls and abbreviations. 
Note: All p < 001. 
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Some of the size differences also reflect the different emphases and 
styles often attributed to various-sized congregations. Small churches tend 
to emphasize warmth, family, and informal networks, whereas larger con
gregations place more emphasis on programs and established structures 
(see Foltz, 1990). This parallel suggests that congregations that accept the 
dynamic of their size-rather than trying to overcome them-are more 
likely to grow. 

It should be noted that the five denominations that participated in the 
study varied somewhat in their distribution across the three size categories 
employed here. While Disciples of Christ, Presbyterian, and United Church 
of Christ congregations have similar small-medium-large percentage distrib
utions (approximately 45%-35%-20% in each case), Lutheran congregations 
are more heavily concentrated in the mid-range (26%-49%-2,5%) and the 
Methodist congregations in these analyses were more likely to be large (17%-
31 %-52%). 

Regression Analysis 

The length and complexity of data displays discussed thus far preclude 
cogent summary. Such mind-numbing "laundry lists" of variables, while 
informative for those with interests in specific content areas, becloud 
larger issues concerning which characteristics are most strongly related to 
congregational growth and decline. Since many of these variables are 
interrelated, how much of this is redundant? The way to address this issue 
is through multiple regression. This allows an analysis of the degree of 
1111iq11e correlation between these congregational characteristics and con
gn·gal io11al grow!l1 or dn·liiH'. 

As a Brst stage in comlucting these analyses, sets of congregational charac
teristics were created, "congregational themes" as it were, whose relation 
with church growth/decline had been demonstrated in the earlier analyses. 
These themes were: 

Demographics (from the pastor survey): (a) Year Congregation Founded; 
(b) Percent of Congregation Age 12-18; (c) Percent of Congregation 70 or 
older; (d) Percent of Adult College Graduates. 

Congregational impact (from the adult survey): (a) Teaches Denomina
tional Heritage; (b) Helps Members Develop Faith; (c) Helps Members Apply 
Faith to Life; (d) Helps Members Discuss Their Faith; (e) Teaches Faith Per
spective on Morals; (f) Quality of Christian Education on Political Issues. 
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TABLE 11.4 
Partial Multiple Correlations for Regression Models 

Predicting Pastor's Perception of Church Growth 

Demographics (N = 233) 

Pastor: Year Congregation Founded 
Pastor: % of Congregation Age 70 or older 

Congregational Impact (N = 312) 

Adult: Teadies Denominational Heritage 
Adult: Helps Members Develop Faith 

Program Quality (N = 321) 

Adult: Quality of Worship 
Adult: Quality of CE for Children 

Congregational Climate (N = 321) 

Adult: Helps Members Make Friends 
Adult: Promotes Intergenerational Contact 

Congregational Mission (N = 318) 

Pastor: Mission-CE for Teens 
Pastor: Mission-Strength for Daily Life 

Educational Programs (N = 304) 
Leader: Emphasizes Adult CE Teacher Training 
Pastor: CE Staff Person Prcs<'nt 
Leader: Youth Programs Encourage Questioning 

Grand "Best Predictor" Model (N = 255) 

Adult: Helps Members Make Friends 
Pastor: Year Congregation Founded 
Adult: Quality CE for Children 
Pastor: Mission-Strength for Daily Life 

Note: Partial H values an" reported if they are .10 or greater; all p < .05. 

Partial R 

-.34° 
-.15 

.42 

.13 

.41 

.18° 

.470 

.19 

.27 

.18° 

.26 

.17 

.14 

.48 
-.23 

.17 

.14 

Program quality (from the adult survey): (a) Quality of Worship; (b) Qual
ity of Bible lnstrnction; (c) Involves Members in Community Service; (d) 
Quality of CE for Teens; (e) Quality of CE for Children; (f) Quality of CE 
for Adults. 
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Congregational climate (from adult survey): (a) Helps Members Make 
Friends; (b) Supports Members in Hardship; (c) Warm Climate; (d) Pro
motes Intergenerational Contact; (e) Teaclws Caring Skills; (f) Utilizes 
Members' Talents. 

Congregational mission (from pastor survey): (a) CE for Teens; (b) 
Strength for Daily Life; (c) Members Find Purpose in Life; (d) CE for Chil
dren; (e) Provide Love and Support; (f) Evangelism. 

Educational program (from the pastor and "leadership" surveys): (a) 
Emphasizes Youth CE Teacher Training; (b) Emphasizes Adult CE Teacher 
Training; (c) Youth Program Encourages Questioning; (d) Youth CE Pro
gram Is Active Leaming Process; (e) Adult CE Program Is Active Learning 
Process; (f) CE Staff Person Present. 

Each of these themes was analyzed separately. The congregational char
acteristics for each "theme" were used to predict the pastor's estimate of 
church growth and decline. The results of this analysis are displayed in 
Table 11.4. 7 The table displays only those predictors that had partial R val
ues of .10 or higher, after controlling for all of the other characteristics in 
that theme. 

Each of the themes produced a small set of important characteristics. In 
general, both age of congregation and member age works against growth, 
while program quality, congregational impact, climate, mission, and educa
tional program dynamics seem to promote growth. Christian education has a 
rather robust effect, as its influence is seen in perception of impact (e.g., 
Teaches Denominational Heritage), pcrl'l'J)lion of program qnality (Quality 
of Ed11l'alio11 for Cliildr1'11), 111ission (<'.g .. ( :1,: for T!'l'IIS), and (•d,wational 
program dcVl·lop111c11t ((;E Tc.u::li<,r Training. (;1,: Staff l'l,rson l'n,si,nl, and 
Youth Programs Encourage Questioning). This fln<ling is consistent with pre
vious analyses of ECE data, indicating a powerful impact for well-conducted 
Christian education programs in all areas of congregational life. 

Having thus sifted through the variables and obtained a subset of thirteen 
that are important across these six domains, a "grand model" was con
structed. In this analysis, the thirteen congregational characteristics that had 
emerged as the strongest predictors across the six congregational themes 
were combined in a single analysis. The results of that analysis are also dis
played in Table 11.4. Here again, only the strongest predictors are displayed, 
those with partial R values of .10 or higher after controlling for each of the 
remaining twelve predictors. 

The "grand model" is composed of four rather different elements. One 
(Helps Members Make Friends) reflects climate. Strength for Daily Life is a 
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congregational impact variable. And a third (Quality CE for Children) repre
sents a focus of educational effectiveness. 

It is important, in considering this last model, not to think that these four 
areas are the only ones that require attention. Each of these congregational 
characteristics are correlated with others (e.g., Helps Members Make 
Friends correlates .77 with our measure of a "Warm" climate), and it is the 
nature of regression analysis to take the single strongest correlate and disre
gard other va1iables to the extent that they are related to those predictors. It 
is best, then, to think of these four predictors as representative of a broader 
body of concerns; to think of them as areas of effort that would embody a 
variety of conceptually related characteristics. 

Warm, Focused Christian Education Promotes Growth 

Early publications examining findings from the Effective Christian Edu
cation project document a strong relation between educational program 
emphasis and quality and the formation of individual faith (Benson & 
Eklin, 1990). This analysis demonstrates that the impact of Christian edu
cation also extends to congregational growth and decline. High quality 
Christian education, therefore, appears to support both individual and 
institutional growth. 

From a practical point of view, the findings suggest that much of church 
growth is in the hands of the membership. While some "fixed" or "unalter
able" demographic factors also play a role (e.g., Year Congregation 
Founded), they are far from dominant in explaining growth. This is good 
news, indicating that congregations are not at the mercy of prevailing demo
graphics, but can in fact foster growth through program changes that are 
din•ctly n·lat<·d lo tll<'ir 111issio11 as a faith co1n1111111ity. 

The single strongest "fixed" factor, and the only major negative predictor 
of congregational growth is the year in which the congregation was founded. 
It is probable that this is largely a demographic artifact. Churches are 
founded because populations are growing. New churches founded in grow
ing areas will display relatively rapid growth, at least partially because it is 
easier for a new, small church to show large percentage growth than for a 
larger church to show similar percentage growth. Lastly, the absence of this 
effect for "Year Congregation Founded" when the congregations are ana
lyzed by the three separate size categories suggests that it is not the case that 
old congregations, per se, are likely to grow. 

Finally, a note about climate. Congregational "warmth" is often men
tioned as the precursor to growth. This study addresses this issue in sev
eral ways: 
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1. The characteristic "Helps Members Make Friends," so highly corre
lated with warm climate, was a factor in congregations of all sizes, 
and in three of the five denominations. It was also the strongest pre
dictor in the "grand" model. Thus, climate is important, but not the 
sole issue in church growth. 

2. Program quality was found to be an important predictor of growth, even 
in such "traditional" areas as teaching the denominational heritage. 

3. Both program quality and fostering a "thinking climate" were found 
to be predictive of growth. This suggests, as we have noted, that 
perhaps congregations interested in growth should not be as con
cerned about being "warm and fuzzy" as being "warm and focused": 
focused on who they think they are, on their members as individuals 
rather than as a group, on what they have to offer for the new mem
ber, and on what their membership as a whole has to offer the wider 
community. 

Future Research 

It must he noted that one of the h)'l_)otheses with which this research was 
begun, reflected in the title of this chapter, was not supported. There is little 
evidence here, aside from some correlates of growth/decline in mid-sized 
congregations, that belief style or content has much relation to the growth or 
decline of congregations in the denominations examined here. Churches 
with theologically and/or socially liberal members are as likely to grow as 
congregations with a more conservative orientation. This finding runs 
counter to the oft-cited maxim that associates growth with theological con
servatism (e.g., Kclky, HJ72). 

But perhaps the effects of the content of belief arc better expressed, not in 
terms of the content, but through their diversity or unanimity. Are congrega
tions in which the majority are in theological agreement with one another 
more likely to grow that those congregations that are more heterogeneous? 
One congregation may be liberal, another conservative, and both may grow 
as theological liberals and conservatives seek them out. In such a circum
stance, the growth or decline of these congregations are directly related to 
the beliefs of their members, but looking for a specific type of belief related 
to growth would be ineffective. People who "strongly agree" with a particular 
belief statement are making one church grow, while people who "strongly 
disagree" are attending another. In the current study, in which we have no 
more than ten respondents per congregation, we do not have a sufficient sta
tistical base to examine such a possibility. But perhaps on a later survey, sin
gle items or brief scales might be included in large samples of large numbers 
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of congregations. Such an approach would better measure the influence of 
beliefs on the climate of the congregation, and thereby the influence of the
ology on growth or decline. It may yet be shown that it is not any particular 
theological orientation, but taking a stand (as opposed to being lukewarm) 
that leads to growth (see Rev. 3:15-16). 



Chapter Twelve 

From Church Tradition to 
Consumer Choice: 

The Gallup Surveys 
of the Unchurched American 

Penny Long Marler and David A. Roozen 

T
here are many reasons for expecting that church membership and 
attendance should have been on the upswing during the 1980s: the 
"revival" of the Religious Right; the conservative swing in the national 

mood; the baby boomers finally settling into traditional adult roles; and 
denominational preoccupation with evangelism and church renewal. In fact, 
an article by Herb Miller (1989), written for the National Evangelistic Asso
ciation, lists thirty-four reasons for optimism concerning church trends. In 
the context of such optimism a comparison of the membership and worship 
attendance figures from the 1978 and 1988 Gallup surveys of the 
Unchurched American (Princeton Religion Research Center, 1978, 1988) 
appears rather enigmatic. While supporting at least some of the reasons 
givf'n for optimism, the smvcys nevertlwless show no statistically significant 
chall)!;l' in t·itht·r d111rch 111e111l)('rship or worship alh·11da11ct~ over tlw lt·11-

year period. In fact, as will be seen in Table 12.2, the comparative flgures 
show, if anything, a slight decline; and in this regard the Unchurched Ameri
can Surveys are consistent with other national surveys (Hout and Greeley, 
1987; Chaves, 1989; Princeton Religion Research Center, 1990). 

Given the general stability in religious participation found in national sur
veys over the last ten years, the purpose of this paper is to use the 1978 and 
1988 Gallup Unchurched American Surveys to probe beneath the apparent 
surface calm for possible subterranean churning. Our informing question is 
whether the overall stability is the result of "nothing having changed," or the 
result of identifiable positive and negative changes that cancel each other 
out. In pursuing this question our analysis moves through four stages. First, 
we look for potential increases and decreases over time in characteristics tra
ditionally related to membership and attendance. For example, if we find 

253 
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that ('ommitrnent to Christ (a traditionally positive correlate of participation) 
inncascd, hut that co11fidcm;e in organized religion decreased, the two 
changes could cancel each other out in terms of overall rates of membership 
and worship attl'ndam'<'. 

St·<·rnHI, we look liir possible positive and negative changes over time in 
membership and attendance within different subgroups of the population. 
For example, if we find that the religious participation of the baby boom gen
eration increased over the last ten years, but that of the depression genera
tion decreased, the positive and negative changes of the these two groups 
may cancel each other out in terms of the overall level of membership and 
worship attendance. 

Third, we explore the extent to which the relationships may have changed 
over time in a multivariate model of membership and attendance. In a sense, 
this is a more powerful and 1111anced means of pursuing the same kinds of 
(1uestions addressed in phase one and two. It allows us to explore changes in 
the meanings of and motivations for religious membership and participation, 
even if the overall levels did not vary. 

Hoof' and llogc's ( l!:J80) study of the 1978 Unchurched American Survey 
pro\'idcs a helpful point of departure for our multivariate analysis. Building 
on Hoge and Roozen's (1979) re\'iew of research on religious commitment, 
Roof and Hoge tested five theories of religious participation. The reader is 
referred to Hoge and Roozen, and Roof and Hoge for a comprehensive dis
rnssion of' ti)(' tlH'ori('s. I II bri('f' they incl11dc: 

1. Deprivation theory: As s11mmarized by Roof and Hoge, "it is actually a 
group of related theories, all stating that persons suffering deprivation 
look to religion as a means of compensation" (1980:40fi). The thcmy has 
IJC'<'ll 11sC'd with both objC'divC' Jll('as11res of' d('privation such as socioeco-
1101nic status, and subjective imlkators such as "satisfaction with life." 

2. Child rearing theory: As its 11a1n(' suggests this themy proposes that 
parC'11ts l)('co,nc actively involved in the church for the sake of their 
children and the quality of family life. 

3. Social learning theory: Roof and Hoge note that this theory can be 
applied at both the subcultural and individual level. At the subcultural 
level the theory argues that normative expectations for religious partic
ipation differ among different subcultures such as denominations and 
regions. Such.a perspective has been used, for example, to account for 
religious participation being higher in the South than in the West, and 
being higher for Homan Catholics than for mainline Protestants. At 
tlH' individual level, social learning theory proposes, in its most con
crete application to religion, that the strength of church-related reli-
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gious socialization during childhood is a major determinant of one's 
adult religious attitudes and behavior. 

4. Loco/ism theory: Most forccfolly articulated by Roof ( 1978), it is a 
specific application of the sociological notion of "plausibility struc
tures" (Berger, 1967). In Roof's view, because of the increased plural
ism of cultures in contemporary society, the plausibility of church reli
gion is increasingly restricted to those persons with a high investment 
in traditional, local community affairs, and those local social networks 
in which they are embedded. 

5. Value structure theory: In its most general formulation this theory 
argues that there will be a congruence between the individual's reli
gious beliefs and values, and other beliefs and values that the individ
ual holds. Specifically in regard to social and religious changes in the 
United States since the 1930s, empirical applications of the theory 
consistently find traditional sexual and family values and traditional 
free-enterprise values to be associated positively with church partici
pation, and "new morality" and civil libertarian values to be associated 
with marginal participation. 

In applying these theories to the 1978 Unchurched American Survey data, 
Roof and Hoge found no support for the deprivation theory, minimal sup
port for the child rearing and social learning theories, 1 and strongest support 
for the localism and value structure theories. They also found that most of 
the affect of age and education on religious participation is mediated through 
localism and value structures, and that their multivariate model had more 
explanatory power for liberal Protestants and Roman Catholics than it did for 
conservative Protestants. 

The careful development of the 1978 Undrnrchcd American Survey and 
insi/!;l1tfol analysis of Hoof and Hoge provide a solid grounding for comparative 
analysis. Unfortunately, the 1988 survey either omitted or radically changed sev
eral of Roof and Hoge's key variables so that an exact replication of their analy
sis was not possible. Consequently, our analysis uses a multivariate model con
structed from variables available in both surveys, including several used by Roof 
and Hoge, and two new dimensions. Our model includes variables related to 
Roof and Hoge's child rearing, social learning, and value structure theories. 
Localism is not included because a comparative variable is not available across 
surveys.2 Deprivation theory was not included because, like Roof and Hoge, we 
found minimal support for it in a preliminary analysis of the 1988 data. 

Two dimensions not included in the Roof and Hoge analysis have received 
increasing attention in discussions of American denominational religion over 
the last ten years. They include: 
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1. Religious individualism: Although discussed in various ways in the 
literature, religious individualism has at least two major components. 
First, in the form of "Sheilaism" (Bellah et al., 1987), it is decidedly 
anti-institutional. Second, as a manifestation of the "new volun
tarism," it reflects a growing consumer orientation in American reli
gion (Stark and Bainbridge, 1985; Roof and McKinney, 1987). 

2. Religious commitment, particularly spirituality: A common theme 
in the emerging literature on the religiosity of the baby boom gen
eration is a distinction between personal spirituality and organized 
religion. The critical implication for our purposes is that many in 
this generation do not make a direct connection between their per
sonal religiosity and their participation in religious institutions 
(Roozen, Carroll, and Roof, 1990). 

Building on current theory, therefore, our multivariate analysis of the 
Unchurched American Surveys adds items that test various dimensions of 
cornmitrnent to religious institutions per se, in distinction from belief and 
devotional practices. Importantly, these additional variables provide new 
insights into the veracity of the popularly perceived, increasing consumerism 
of American religion. 

We Hrst apply our multivariate model of membership and attendance to 
our entire sample, and discuss the implications of this third stage of our over
all analysis. We then move to the fourth and final stage of our analysis: the 
application of our model to examine the different patterns, and changes in 
patterns, of membership and attendance among conservative and liberal 
Protestants, and Roman Catholics. 

Doto and Measures 

O11r data an• ft-0111 tlH· HJ7S and IDSS lJ11eh11rdH'd AnH•rican Surveys 
co11d11ctcd by the Callnp poll for ad hoc coalitions of religious instrumen
talities. Full descriptions of the sample designs can be found in the survey 
reports (Princeton Religion Research Center, 1978, 1988). Each of the 
surveys contains the standard Gallup organization cross-sectional sample 
of the adult, noninstitutionalized population, eighteen years of age and 
over; and a variety of supplemental subsamples. Our analysis disregards 
each year's supplemental subsamples and uses only the standard Gallup 
poll cross-sectional sample. 

Operational definitions of variables included in our analysis are listed in 
Table 12.1. Of particular note are three variables that measure church con
sumerism-a special case of religious individualism. The first variable in 
this category is a single item that measures whether or not church atten-
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dance is optional for standing as a "good Christian." We label this item 
"church voluntarism." The second variable is a scale that measures the 
degree to which the church is perceived as warm, spiritual, and meaning
ful. This scale is labeled "church personalism." The third variable is the 
church organization scale. This scale measures the degree to which the 
church is perceived as too organized, too restrictive about morality, or not 
concerned enough about social justice issues. 

In Support of Optimism 

Table 12.2 shows the change (or lack thereof) from 1978 to 1988 in the 
percentage distributions of key variables in our analysis. At the top of the 
table the reader will note that both church membership and attendance 
remain virtually unchanged over the ten-year period. The remaining sixteen 
variables in the table are all "traditional" correlates of religious participation. 
Of these traditional correlates, half show no significant change from 1978 to 
1988; the other half show significant changes. 

Among the eight traditional correlates that changed over the ten-year period, 
five changed in a direction that should have a positive impact on membership 
and attendance. In 1988 there are higher levels of commitment to Christ, and 
"warm" perceptions of the church (church personalism scale3); there are lower 
levels of negative organizational perceptions of the church; there are lower levels 
of "new morality" values; and there is an aging population. In each of these cases, 
the movement from 1978 to 1988 is from categories of traditionally lower mem
bership and attendance to categories of higher participation. 

The 1978 to 1988 changes for prayer and region are neutrally mixed in 
regard to their possible effect on religious participation. For frequency of 
prayer, there is movement over time from both the high participation "daily 
pray<'r" catq.!;<>ry and the low participation "never pray" category to the ,nid
dle range "less than daily" prayer category. Regional change is from areas of 
moderate participation-the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic-to both the high 
participation South and the low participation West. The change in education 
is dramatic, but education itself has a complex relationship to religious par
ticipation with little direct effect. 

The Confounding of Optimism 

Overall, the changes apparent in Table 12.2 support an optimistic view vis
a-vis church membership and attendance. Other things being equal, the 
changes should have been accompanied by increases in membership and 
attendance. Why weren't they? Table 12.3 provides an initial answer and 
moves us into the second phase of our analysis. 

■ 



TABLE 12.1 
Definitions of Variables and Scales 

Mc111ln:r: 
"Arl' you, yourself, a nH:!llbcr of a church or synagogue?" Yes/No 

Attendance: 
"About how many times would you say you attended a church or synagogue in the 
past six 11wnths-would you say at least once a week, two or three times a month, 
or once a month or less?" 

Denominational Family: 
Followed coding used by Roof and Hoge (1980). "Liberal Protestant" (UCC, 
UMC, Episcopal, Unit,•d Presbyterian, LCA, Disciples, American Baptist); "Con
Sl'n·ative Protl'stant:" (Southern Baptist, Latter-Day Saints, Other Baptists, Bap
tists-Don't Know, Missouri Synod Lutheran); "Roman Catholic"; and "Other." 

Beliif Srnle.· ( 1978 alpha: .45; 1988 alpha: .50) 
"What do you lwlil'Vt' about Jesus Christ?' Plus, "Do you believe there is life after 
cll'atli'~" 

Co111111i/111e11t lo Christ: (Single item) 
'"\Vould you say that you havt' made a commitment to Jesus Christ, or not?" 

H.eligim1s Experience: (Single item) 
"Have you ever had a religious experience-that is, a particularly powerful reli
gious insight c'ir awakening?" 

Church Per:rnnalism Scale: (1978 alpha: .66; 1988 alpha: .68) 
Three likert items: most churches and synagogues ( 1) are warm and accepting of out
siders; (2) have a clear sense of the real spiritual nature of religion; (3) are effective in 
ill'lping p<'oplc f1ncl llll'aning in life. (Note: the 1978 items were asked in a negative 
dirl'clion, and arl' l'<'Vl'l'S('(l in rnir scale to inakt• th<'m comparable to the positive 
direction of the 1988 items.) 

Church Organi::.ation Scale: (1978 alpha: .54; 1988 alpha: .42) 
Thn'l' likert items: most churches and synagogues (l) are too concerned with orga-
11i,.al io11al, as op11os,·cl lo tll<'ologil'al or spiritnal. issn<'s: (2) arc· not t·o11t·c•n1<·d 
<'IH>ngli with social jnslil'C'; and (:l) ar<' too r<'slridiVC' i11 tlil' rul<'s prcadlt'd aho11t 
morality. 

Church Voluntarism: (Single item) 
"Do you think a person can be a good Christian or Jew if he or she doesn't attend 
church or synagogue?" Yes/No 

Traditional Values Scale: (1978 alpha: .46; 1988 alpha: .50) 
Two likert items: Would you welcome or not welcome (1) more emphasis on tradi
tional family ties; (2) more respect for authority. 

Neu; Morality Scale. (1978 alpha: ..58; 1988 alpha: .47) 
Two likert items: Would you welcome or not welcome (1) more acceptance of sex
ual freedom; (2) more acceptance of marijuana usage. 

Religious Sociali::.ation: (1978 alpha: .62; 1988 alpha: .68) 
Four items: importance of religion when growing up; Sunday school or church 
attendance when in grade school; religious training as a child; and confirmation 
training during one's youth. 



TABLE 12.2 
1978-1988 Change in Marginal Percentage Distributions 

1978 1988 NS 

Church Member 66.7% 65.8% NS 
Church Attendance 

Once a week or more 34.7 33.9 
2-3 times a month 14.7 15.2 
Once a month or less 14.8 16.8 
None in the last 6 months 35.9 34.1 NS 

Denominational Family Not Sig. 
Belief Scale Not Sig. 
Religious Exferience Not Sig. 
Frequency o Prayer 

Daily 57.2 51.9 
Less than daily 29.5 37.2 
Never 13.0 10.9 

Commitment to Christ 
Yes 61.1 67.5 
Don't know 6.2 5.7 
No 32.8 26.9 

Church Personalism Scale 
Low 47.4 21.0 
Moderate 30.8 36.9 
High 21.8 42.1 

Church Organization Scale 
High 44.8 32.2 
Moderate 38.3 47.6 
Low 16.9 20.1 

Church Voluntarism Not Sig. 
Traditional Values Scale Not Sig. 
New Morality Scale 

High 12.0 4.4 
Mocl<·rat<- 24.0 20.9 
Low fi4.0 74.6 

Religious Socialization Scale Not Sig. 
Sex Not Sig. 
Age 

21 and under 8.6 5.4 
22-32 26.9 21.8 
33-42 18.1 20.7 
43-52 14.7 14.4 
53 + 31.6 37.8 

Education 
Less than high school graduate 31.0 20.3 
Hi~h school or some college 56.1 56.9 
Co lege graduate 13.0 22.8 

Region 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic 27.8 23.2 
South, Midwest, Mountain 60.0 62.0 
West 12.0 14.8 

Family Cycle Not Sig. 
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Table 12.3 shows the percentage of church members and the percent
age of regular church attenders for both 1978 and 1988 within categories 
of our traditionally hypothesized correlates of religious participation. The 
"clrnrch pcrsonalisrn scale" section of the table provides a clear example of 
why what should have been a positive demographic change for levels of 
religious participation did not result in an overall increase in participation. 
Table 12.2 showed a significant increase from 1978 to 1988 in the propor
tion of the population who had positive perceptions of church personal
ism. 

Table 12.3 shows that in both 1978 and 1988 such positive perceptions 
and membership are positively related-i.e., the "warmer" one's percep
tions of the church the more likely one is to be a church member. How
ever, Table 12.3 also shows that membership rates for the high personal
ism category in 1988 are not as high as they were in 1978. In fact, there is 
a decline in church membership from 1978 to 1988 within each category 
of church personalism. There are more people in 1988 with a positive 
image of the church, but such people are less likely to be members in 
1988 than in 1978. The net result is that the two changes cancel each 
other out. The same dynamic can be seen for the new morality and the 
commitment to Christ sections in Table 12.3. 

A more complex set of dynamics is at work in the age/cohort section of 
Table 12.3, but with the same overall effect. There is some of the above 
dynamic-i.e., an increase over time in the proportion of the population 
over f'ifty-fivc years old, hut a decrease over time in the participation of 
this age group. Additionally, there is a mix of some cohorts and age groups 
that increased their participation and some that decreased. For example, 
th(' religions participation of' the twenty-one and under age group 
i11(·n·as!'d ov(·r li11H', lint the participation of' the forty-thn·(' lo fifty-two 
ag!' gro11p dcncas(•d; and, the religions participation of the cohort born 
between l!:l46 and 19,56 (this cohort was twenty-two to thirty-two years old 
in 1978 and thirty-three to forty-two in 1988) increased over the ten-year 
period, but the participation of the cohort born between 1926 and 1935 
decreased. 

Overall, Table 12.3 shows that more subcategories of our traditional corre
lates declined in participation than increased, thus neutralizing the positive 
demographic changes noted in Table 12.2. 

We began our analysis with the question: Is the overall stability in 
church membership and attendance during the 1980s the result of "noth
ing having changed," or the result of identifiable positive and negative 
changes that cancel each other out? It is clear from Tables 12.2 and 12.3 
that it is the latter. Additionally, Table 12.2 suggests that a significant 
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portion of the subterranean churning has to do with why a person 
chooses to get involved in the life of a religious institution. We now turn 
to the third stage of our analysis-a more in-depth exploration of the 
changes from 1978 to 1988 in the meanings of and motivation for church 
participation. 

TABLE 12.3 
1978-1988 Membership and Attendance Change Within 

Categories of Independent Variables" 

1978--1988 1978--1988 
Change in% 

Change in Attending Twice a 
% Church Member Month or More 

1978 1988 1978 1988 

Frequency of Prayer Not Sig."" Not Sig."" 

Commitment to Christ 
Yes 81.5 80.5 
Don't know 50.0 43.5 Not Sig."" 
No 42.2 33.7 

Church Personalism Scale 
Low 57.9 53.2 
Moderate 66.5 59.8 Not Sig. 00 

High 85.8 77.2 
Church Organization Scale Not Sig."" Not Sig."" 

New Morality Scale 
High 37.9 3,5.1 
Moderate ,57.0 ,54.8 Not Sig.•• 
Low 75.7 70.6 

Age and Cohort" 00 

21 and under 55.6 -----59.3 43.4 ------._ 46.2 
22-32 56.2 ----55.4 39. 7 ------._ 41.0 
33-42 58.5 -----65.3 43 .2 ------._ 46 .1 
43--52 80.0 68.1 58.2 47.8 
53 + 75.2 71.8 57.8 55.9 

Education Not Sig."" Not Sig."" 
Region Not Sig."" Not Sig.00 

• Only variables showing significant marginal changes in Table 12.2 are included. 
•• Not significant at p > .01. 

••• A "'-.connects a cohort's 1978 membership and attendance with its 1988 membership 
and attendance. 
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The Changing Meaning of Religious Participation 

The r11eanings of and motivations for religious pa1ticipation are varied and 
complex. Therel<irl', analysis requires a relatively sophisticated statistical tech
nique that simultaneously examines a variety of relationships (a model). We 
opted for a block-step multiple regression approach. Individual explanatory vari
ables in our model are grouped into "blocks," and each block is entered into the 
regression analysis in successive "steps." The regression analysis shows the rela
tive influence of the various blocks on religious participation for 1978 and 1988. 
Our major interest is a comparison of the influence of these blocks across the 
ten-year period. The variables and blocks in our model, and the order in which 
they wen- rntcred in om regression analysis are listed in Table 12.4.4 Because of 
om intcn°st in both 111crnhership and worship attendance, we first apply our 
e;,,.planatory model to membership, and then apply the same model to worship 
attendance, adding church membership as the first block-step in the analysis.5 

Step# 

l 

2 

4 

5 

TABLE 12.4 
Step Descriptions 

Describes 

CHURCH 
MEMBERSHIP 
CIIUHCII 
CONSUMEHISM 

THADITIONAI, 
HE! .ICIOSITY 

VALUE 
ORIENTATION 
SOCIAL 
BACKGROUND 

Items/Scales 

Church Member 

Church Voluntarism 
Church Personalism 
Church Organization Scale 
Corn111it11rc11t to Christ 
Frcq1w11cy of Prayer' 
Belief Scale 
Religious Experience 
Traditional Values Scale 
New Morality Scale 
Religious Socialization Scale 
Gender 
Age 
Education 
Region: Non-West, West 
Family Cycle: 

Married with kids, 
married without kids, 
and never married 
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We report the major findings of our analysis through a series of figures, 
graphically displaying the total explanatory power of our model (R2 = percent 
of variance explained), and the incremental increase in explanatory power 
associated with the addition of each block-step (R2 change). A more com
plete set of statistical results is contained in Tables Al2.l to Al2.3 in the 
Appendix and Al2.4 in the Supplemental Appendix.6 

The Individual and Choice: Increasing Religious Consumerism 

Figure 12.1 summarizes the results of the analysis for the total 1978 and 
1988 samples. Beginning with membership, the figure shows little change 
from 1978 to 1988 in the meanings of and motivations for church member
ship. Traditional religiosity has the strongest effect in both years, followed by 
church consumerism. Beyond their strong influence, social background and 
general value orientations add little explanatory power.7 But religious social
ization (early contact with the church) by itself remains a strong predictor of 
membership. 

FIGURE 12.1 
What Affects Church Participation in America? 

Step Summaries, 1978-1988 

Percent of Variance Explained 
60 -

55 -

1978 1988 1978 1988 

Membership Attendance 

B Social Background 

- Value Orientation 

D Trad. Religiosity 

~ Church Consumerism 

- Church Membership 
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In essence, Americans join a church primarily because it "fits" their partic
ular beliefs about Jesus, the Bible, life after death, and their accustomed 
devotional practice. Secondarily, Americans tend to choose and join a church 
they like-one that is warm, meaningful, and not too strict or organized. In 
fact, these reasons for joining have changed very little over the past decade. 
Such is not the case for worship attendance, however. 

Figure 12.1 shows notable changes from 1978 to 1988 in the pattern of rela
tionships for worship attendance. In 1978, church membership and traditional 
religiosity have the strongest influence on attendance, followed by church con
sumerism. In 1988, the importance of church membership for predicting 
attendance increases by 5 percentage points and church consumerism replaces 
traditional religiosity as the second most powerful explanatory block. Social 
background factors have little direct influence on church attendance in either 
1978 or 1988, and general value orientations have no significant direct effect.8 

Changes in the relationships of two individual variables in the church con
sumerism block are particularly interesting. The effects of church personal
ism and church voluntarism on worship attendance increase from 1978 to 
1988 (see Table Al2.l). But the increase in church voluntarism is especially 
dramatic. Indeed, the largest single change from 1978 to 1988 is the increas
ing influence on attendance of the conviction that it is necessary to attend 
church to be a good Christian or Jew.9 This shift is important because the 
proportion of the American population feeling one way or another on this 
issue did not change (see Table 12.2). Nevertheless, the influence of church 
voluntarism on worship attendance did increase significantly. What does this 
mean? Simply, that those who believe church attendance is necessary to be a 
good Christian or Jew in 1988 are more likely to participate regularly than 
those who f<'lt it was n<'ccssary in 1978. The trend is clear: Americans who 
attend church regularly in the late eighties do so because church attendance 
is a priority. They feel that churchgoing is an important-yes, even a neces
sary-thing to do. And when they do attend, they increasingly choose a 
"warm" and meaningful church. 

To summarize, from 1978 to 1988 Americans who joined a church were 
primarily influenced by their religious beliefs and practice. Yet over that 
same period of time, motivations for church attendance shifted. The impor
tance of church membership increased, and church consumerism replaced 
traditional religiosity as the strongest predictor of church attendance. The 
result? Americans who attended church regularly in the eighties did so 
because they folt that churchgoing is necessary to be a good Christian or Jew. 
Frequent attenders are also more likely to perceive the church as warm, spir
itual, meaningful, and properly social-justice minded. Those who attend 
church less frequently are more likely to feel that it is not necessary to go to 
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church to be a good Christian or Jew. They also do not like a lot of specific 
things about the church-finding it cold and/or irrelevant. 

The ascendance of church consumerism, then, cuts both ways. "Emanci
pation of the self'-as Roof and McKinney (1987) put it-is increasingly 
accompanied by anti-institutionalism for some. However, the obverse is also 
true: increased institutional commitment is markedly characteristic of the 
very active. Here we see the two faces of religious individualism. First, as a 
kind of self-emancipation, religious individualism loosens institutional moor
ings (Merelman, 1984:30ff.). The result is a religion functionally and spatially 
located in the self. Like Bellah et al.'s (198,5) Sheila Larson, individuals are 
free to create their own religious faith (tenets and all) and consecrate their 
own personal "sacred space." In the raaically individualist case, they them
selves become their "temples." This kind of religious individualist neither 
wants nor feels the need for formal religious institutions. Religion is more 
than a "matter of personal choice"; as a self-created thing, it is the essence of 
a personal taste. 

Second, it is clear that individualism also means something else. 
"Choice" includes both the choice to participate as well as the choice not 
to participate in the life of religious institutions. Our data suggest that the 
emancipation of the self works to "tighten up" or clarify commitments to 
institutions. It shows, for example, that worship attendance in the eighties 
was less a case of particular religious beliefs, parental legacy, or social 
habit than it was in the seventies. In a world of busy-ness and multiple 
organizational options, traditional reasons are less compelling. Church 
consumerism and personal satisfaction increasingly provide such reasons 
for making the "church choice." 10 

Signilkantly. thl' majority of Americans still choosl' chml'h (66%-see 
Table 12.2). Still, the data indicate that denominational executives and local 
clergy can depend less on tradition and social convention to people the pews. 
Indeed, American church attendance is increasingly influenced by a con
crete, local connection (church membership) and consumer satisfaction. 
Institutions exist primarily to serve the individual, and not vice versa. In this 
context, careful programming and local marketing become important. So 
while the incidence of religious participation has remained constant, the 
meaning of religious participation and implications for church response have 
changed. 

Tims, it is curious that most discussions of the effects of increasing individ
ualism or voluntarism focus on the negative implications for institutional life 
(e.g., Jacoby, 1975; Lasch, 1978; Robertson, 1980; Bellah et al., 1985; Roof 
and McKinney, 1987). Such discussions are frequently grounded in the kind 
of pro-institutional, social paradigm of American religion Herberg described 



266 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

in his 1955 classic, Protestant-Catholic-Jew. From this perspective, individu
alism almost inevitably erodes participation in voluntary organizations. As 
individualism tightens its grip on American culture, the argument goes, the 
church will experience increasing decline. Eventually, the only people left in 
the church are those who resist the influence of American individualism and 
continue to operate out of a social locus of control. There is little evidence 
for this kind of conclusion, however. 

Quite the opposite: recent research suggests that individualism is a cul
ture-wide phenomenon that affects the way everyone interprets and re-inter
prets their daily lives-including the majority of those making the church 
choice. In The Inner American, Verof, Douvan, and Kulka (1981:529) exam
ine the results of two national surveys of the American population's subjec
tive mental health. The initial survey was conducted in 1957 and replicated 
in 1976. The most significant change, as described by the authors 

has been a shift from a socially integrated paradigm for stmcturing well-being, 
to a more personal or individuated paradigm for structuring well-being. We see 
the 19,57 population taking much more comfort in culture and the 1976 popula
tion gathering much more strength in its personal adaptations to the world. We 
see this very general theme in a number of different ways ... (1) the diminution 
of role standards as the basis for defining adjustment; (2) the increased focus on 
self~cxpressiveness and self-direction in social life; (,3) a shift in concern from 
social organizational integration to interpersonal intimacy. 

If Verhof and company are corred, then the basic change from a social to an 
individual locus of control in American culture began prior to the surveys of 
religious participation presented here. That being the case, what we are reading 
in the UndnirdH'd Anl('riea11 S111vl'ys is how this inclivicluated paradigm is per
meating th1• way persons approach rl'ligio11s institutions. Co11se1p1ently, an indi
vidualistic approach need not lead to decreased institutional commitment as 
much ,L~ a change in how that commitment is interpreted, and then, lived out
as, for example, through Yankelovich's "ethic of commitment" (1981:250ff.). 

An increasing individual locus of control simply means that an individual 
gets "more picky" about what options he or she chooses out of the many. In 
the church choice, there are the options to participate or not to participate. 
And if persons choose to participate, there are additional choices about 
"how"-under what conditions-they will participate. Traditions of the past 
give way to concerns for self-expression ("I will decide to go, how often to 
go, or not to go at all based on my particular needs and interests") and inter
personal intimacy ("If I do choose a particular church, and go, I expect that 
it will provide meaningful experiences and warmth"). The increasing domi-
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nance of religious consumerism, as a form of cultural individualism, is the 
most important change in the religious marketplace of the late eighties. 

Denominational Differences in the Meaning of Church Participation 

Cultural individualism as church consumerism is a pervasive force in the 
religious marketplace of the late 1980s. Next we consider its interaction with 
another distinguishing feature of American religion-denominational plural
ism. Specifically, we turn to an examination of the changing meaning of 
church participation within liberal and conservative Protestantism, and 
Roman Catholicism. As before, changes in the meanings of and motivations 
for church membership and worship attendance are analyzed using the 
block-step regression model outlined in Table 12.4. Results are graphically 
presented in the text (Figures 12.2-12.4) with more detailed tables included 
in the Appendix (Tables Al2.2-Al2.3). 

Not surprisingly, our analysis shows that the "church choice" is negotiated 
in different ways by each of the three denominational groups. In summary, 
conservative Protestants are increasingly committed to "my church"; liberal 
Protestants hold allegiance to "what church?"; and Roman Catholics con
tinue to choose "THE church." 

The Conservative Protestant Choice: "My Church." Conservative Protes
tants are very clear about what church they belong to and attend. It is "my 
church," and for membership among conservative Protestants traditional 
belief and religious socialization became increasingly important during the 
1980s. As shown in Figure 12.2, the most powerful effects on church mem
bership among conservative Protestants in 1988 are traditional orthodoxy 
(explaining 14% of the variation), clmrch cons11mlffisrn (9%), and social hack
ground characteristics (4%). Within these blocks, single variables with the 
strongest effects in 1988 include: church voluntarism, commitment to Christ, 
religious belief, and religious socialization (see Appendix, Table Al2.2). From 
1978 to 1988, the incremental effect of traditional religiosity on membership 
increased 4% and social background factors gained slightly (1 %). 

Conservative Protestant membership is increasingly characterized by a set 
of inherited, biblically focused beliefs. One might argue, as Ammerman 
(1990) does, that a population shift from the Frostbelt to the Sunbelt has 
forced large numbers of southern conservatives to define themselves more 
sharply against "foreign" religious and cultural influx. This "circle the wagons" 
mentality is reinforced by: (1) a high level of orthodox dogmatism among con
servative Protestants-particularly evangelicals (Jelen, 1990; Jelen and 
Wilcox, 1991); and (2) a longtime investment in the religious education of 
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adults and children that emphasizes biblical knowledge and traditional evan
gelical beliefs more than civic or moral education (Benson and Eklin, 1990). 

In general, conservative Protestants differentiate themselves from liberal 
Protestants on doctrinal grounds (Balmer, 1989; Hunter, 1983). 11 Thus, 
llll'mhcrship-while still influenced by loyalty to a particular conservative 
Protestant denomination or church-is increasingly typified by allegiance to 
the generic category of "evangelicals" (Marsden, 1987). In fact, Hadaway and 
Marler (1993) show that "bred and raised" religious conservatives are much 
more likely to remain within the broader conservative Protestant camp than 
liberal Protestants are to stay in the broader liberal Protestant camp. In the 
late eighties, "my church" is a church that upholds evangelical beliefs. 

What membership means for conservative Protestants is especially impor
tant because membership is highly predictive of church attendance, and 
increasingly so. Figure 12.2 shows that from 1978 to 1988, church member
ship's effect on church attendance among conservative Protestants rose from 
2:3% to 31 % (explained variance). The figure also shows that the effect of 
church consumerism on attendance increased by 6%, and social background 
factors by 2%. Strikingly, the effect of traditional religiosity on worship atten
dance decreased 11 % between 1978 and 1988. Membership and church con
sumerism, together, explain 42% of the variance in church attendance in the 
late eighties (compared to only 28% in 1978). 

FIGURE 12.2 
What Affects Church Participation Among Conservatives? 
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Belonging to a church that holds traditional evangelical beliefs is still 
important for attendance. But what increasingly determines the level of 
active involvement for conservative Protestants (over and above belonging) is 
church consumerism. Conservative Protestants choose a church, join it, and 
go frequently because they like it. They perceive their church as warm, 
meaningful, and not too strict or too organized (for examples, see Ammer
man, 1987:59 and Marsden, 1991:81). Conversely, conservative Protestants 
who belong but do not attend regularly are dissatisfied with their church
not so much because it is not conservative enough, but because it does not 
meet their personal needs for warmth, meaning, and "spirituality," or it is 
perceived as "too strict" or "too organized." 

The Liberal Proleslant Choice: "What Church?" Liberal Protestants nego
tiate the church choice very differently from their conservative Protestant 
counterparts. These differences became increasingly stark from 1978 to 1988, 
especially in regard to the general significance of church membership. Figure 
12.2 shows that during the 1980s the influence of both traditional religiosity 
and social background factors on church membership increased for conserva
tive Protestants, as did the overall explanatory power of our membership 
model. Figure 12.3 shows that the exact opposite is true for liberal Protes
tants. For liberal Protestants traditional religiosity and social background fac
tors have less influence on church membership in 1988 than in 1978, and the 
overall explanatory power of our membership model decreases (explaining 
31 % of variance in 1978, but only 26% in 1988). Perhaps not coincidentally, 
liberal Protestant denominations have lower rates of membership retention 
and growth (Marler and Hadaway, 1993; Hadaway and Marler, 1993). 

Not only does Figure 12.3 show that the predictability of church member
ship declined from 1978 to 1988, it also shows that membership's influence 
on worship attendance declined across the ten-year period (from an incre
mental effect of 23% to 18%). Whether liberal Protestants are members or 
not has much less impact on frequency of attendance than it used to. Overall, 
membership is a factor of diminishing importance. . 

The declining significance of membership among liberal Protestants may 
be partially explained by less effective Christian education. For example, in a 
study of six American Protestant denominations, Search Institute found that 
mainline bodies exhibited low rates of church school attendance, high rates 
of dissatisfaction with present Christian education efforts, and low scores on 
"denominational loyalty." Of particular concern were very low scores on faith 
maturity among liberal Protestant youth (Benson and Eklin, 1990).11 

But even more generally, the diminishing significance of membership 
among liberal Protestants and the declining effectiveness of Christian educa-
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tion appear to be part of a broader erosion of all the traditional, institutional 
purveyors of liberal Protestant culture. As Carroll and Roof (forthcoming) 
note in their conclusion to a collection of twenty essays on the subject: 

Mainline Protest,mtism has moved "beyond establishment" in the sense of an 
unofficial hegemony which mainline Protestants exercised at the cultural and 
social level in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America. The combined 
impact of pluralism and privatization in matters of religion and culture has 
eroded much of this hegemony. This erosion, together with the serious hemor
rhaging at the level of membership, has left mainline Protestants with a severe 
crisis of identity and purpose. 

We know that mainline Protestant denominations are in serious trouble. Here 
we are not speaking only of membership decline. Many of the cultures of partic
ular denominations are out of touch with the changed realities that the church 
confronts in late twentieth-century America. Many of the plausibility structures 
on which the churches have relied to transmit and sustain cultures are no longer 
effective. 

The emerging consensus in the late 1980s is that liberal Protestants go less to 
church school, know less about their denominational traditions and beliefs, 
and are less loyal to their denominations (Roof and McKinney, 1987:85ff.). 

Liberal Protestants embody a consumer orientation toward religion to a 
much greater extent than either conservative Protestants or Roman Catholics. 
This is especially evident in the worship attendance model in Figure 12.3. It 
shows a significant decline from 1978 to 1988 in the effect of traditional reli
giosity on attendance (from 10% to 4%). And it shows an equally significant 
increase in the effect of church consumerism on attendance-almost dou
bling from 8% to 14%. Indeed, in the 1988 analysis, each variable in th<' 
cli11r<"l1 ("011s11111<'ris111 hlo<'k sltows :i slro11g dirt·(·! ('f'ft·<·I rn1 <'l111rd1 atk11da11("<' 

(,,.,. App<·11di,, Talil<· Al:2.:l). It is cspl"<"ially telling tltat tltc relationship of 
cl1un:h voluntarism to worship attendance is stronger than any other single 
variable in the entire model, including church membership. 

The religious marketplace for liberal Protestants is wide open today. Less 
motivated by denominational or theological loyalty in the church choice, lib
eral Protestants attend church because it is warm, provides personalized 
meaning, has a dearly "spiritual" focus, is not "too organized," is not "too 
restrictive," and has just enough-but not too much-social justice emphasis. 
Like conservative Protestants, active liberal Protestants demonstrate commit
nwnt to the institutional church as an avenue for expressing and cultivating 
lll'rsonal religiosity. But unlike conservative Protestants, the influence of 
church consumerism among liberal Protestants is increasingly unconstrained 
by traditional religious beliefs and practices or by social background factors. 
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FIGURE 12.3 
What Affects Church Participation Among Liberals? 
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The pivotal question for active liberal Protestants is not whether church is 
important-but "what church?" This consumer-oriented pattern of choosing 
is rei11fi,re1·d in vario11s ways. It may I)(' 1·11(·011rag1•d by lib<'ral Prot<'stant 

d1·11rn11i11atio11s that place fewer demands for joining 011 persons who attend 

but are not "official" members (Stone, 1990). Or, in an opposite way, free
dom from the ties of denominational loyalty may be reinforced by less con
vincing reasons (and less compelling demands) to stay in the liberal Protes
tant family. Indeed, Hadaway and Marler (1991) have found that barely half 
of those who are raised in liberal Protestant denominations remain "in the 
fold" through adulthood. 

The Catholic Choice: "THE {Vatican II) Church." Roman Catholics present 
yet another picture. As shown in Figure 12.4, from 1978 to 1988 Roman 
Catholic membership is increasingly influenced by traditional religiosity (up 
3% in variance explained) followed closely by church consumerism (up 2%). 
In both these respects, Roman Catholic changes are similar to those for con
servative Protestants. Considering changes in individual variables over time, 
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however, there are notable differences between Roman Catholics and con
servative Protestants (see Appendix, Table Al2.2, and Supplemental Appen
dix, Al2.4). In the traditional religiosity block, the effect of commitment to 
Christ on membership increases from 1978 to 1988 for both denominational 
groups. For Roman Catholics this is combined with an increase in the effect 
of prayer, while for conservative Protestants it is combined with a surge in 
the effect of belief. In the church consumerism block, the major factor 
responsible for its increased overall effect on conservative Protestant mem
bership is church voluntarism, while for Roman Catholics it is satisfaction 
with the organizational side of the church-feeling that the church is neither 
too organized nor too strict, with just enough social justice emphasis. 

FIGURE 12.4 
What Affects Church Participation Among Catholics? 
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Such Hndings are consistent with recent programmatic changes as well as 
continuing institutional tensions within post-Vatican II Catholicism. The 
increasing relationship between traditional religiosity and Catholic member
ship, for example, may be a consequence of the adult catechists and religious 
education movement of Vatican II (Raferty and Leege, 1989). More particu-
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larly, the strong effects of commitment to Christ and prayer are corroborated 
by the findings of Searle and Leege (1985). Their research shows, for exam
ple, an increasing incidence of "prayers to the Godhead exclusively" among 
Roman Catholics under forty. Gremillion and Leege (1989) conclude that 
this is directly related to the "Christocentric reemphasis" of Vatican II. 

But Vatican II has also left a wake of unresolved tensions. As D'Antonio et 
al. observe, "Before Vatican II, the Church appeared to many as a monolith 
in its religious beliefs and practices" (1989:13). In fact, they argue that 
"democratization" has permeated the church since Vatican II resulting in 
tensions "between the newer pluralistic tendencies and the traditional, hier
archical, authoritarian structure" (1989:14). It is not surprising, then, to dis
cover that concerns about organizational issues increasingly define Roman 
Catholic membership. 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature in the Roman Catholic negotiation 
of the church choice appears in regard to worship attendance. Most visible 
is the increasing importance of membership for attendance. For Roman 
Catholics, even more so than for conservative Protestants-and in both 
cases in clear contrast to liberal Protestants-membership and attendance 
go hand in hand. And as already noted in the Roman Catholic and conser
vative Protestant cases, membership is increasingly defined by a specific 
set of beliefs and practices. Both traditions teach, and individuals within 
both traditions accept, that "my church" or "THE church" represents the 
"right" choice-whether on biblical or traditional grounds. As a result of 
historically important concerns about ecumenism and inclusivity, liberal 
Protestants are less dogmatic about the church choice; thus, individualism, 
personalism, and local organizational factors weigh more heavily than 
11w111h<'rship for attendance. 

Nevertheless, the increasing influence of church consumerism on participa
tion is also evident in Figure 12.4 for Roman Catholics. Its effects are even 
more vivid in the detail of Table Al2.4 (Supplemental Appendix). Although no 
single institutional variable in 1978 had a significant direct effect on church 
attendance, all items and scales in the church consumerism block have signifi
cant effects in 1988. Additionally, whereas satisfaction with the organizational 
side of the church characterizes membership among Roman Catholics, the 
adjudged warmth or personalism of a parish is the most critical for attendance. 

In sum, active Roman Catholics are members who believe that it is neces
sary to go to "THE" church to be a good Christian, and who feel that the 
parish they attend is warm and meaningful with a clear spiritual focus. 
Roman Catholic religious participation in the late 1980s, therefore, exhibits 
an interesting blend of loyalty to the tradition, and a filtering of this tradition 
through individual choice. 
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Cautious Optimism: The Individual Prevails 

The subterranean churning beneath the surface calm of national church mem
bership and attendance trends presents the proverbial dilemma of how to inter
pret half a glass of water. The glass can be seen as half-full, and such optimistic 
a~sessments are supported by concrete evidence of vitality. During the 1980s: 

• Commitment to Christ and perceptions of the church as warmly per
sonal increased. 

• The percentage of adults never praying and negative perceptions of 
the church's organizational structure declined. 

• Church membership and worship attendance increased for the baby 
boom generation. 

• The South continued to grow at a disproportionate rate; there was a 
decrease in counter-cultural values; and large segments of the popu
lation moved into both the family formation and the post-retirement 
phases of the life cycle-all of which, traditionally, have been associ
ated with high levels of religious participation. 

• Increasing cultural individualism did not result in a decrease in over
all levels in church membership or worship attendance. 

Such signs should be received as encouraging. At the very least, they point 
to strengths upon which to build. Still, an overly optimistic assessment can 
act as an arl('stll('tic, muting awareness of painful changes as they occur and 
delaying necessary attention to the changes until it is too late. 

Our analysis also provides objective grist for pessimists who prefer to see 
tlw glass as half-<'rnpty. During the 1980s: 

• The pncc11tagc ol' i\111(•rica11s praying daily dl'clincd. 
• Church membership and worship attendance decreased among those 

over fifty-five years old. 
• Worship attendance became less dependent upon denominational 

loyalty and personal religiosity, and more dependent upon church 
consumerism. 

• The population of the West-a region with traditionally low levels of 
church involvement-continued to grow disproportionately. 

Pessimism, like optimism, can have positive and negative effects. On the 
negative side, the pessimist often gives up, dismissing the possibility of build
ing on current strengths and circling the wagons to take a final, and 
inevitably diminishing, stand. On the positive side, a pessimist's caution often 
leads to a deeper probing of the situation. 
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Indeed, probing beneath the apparent surface calm of American religious 
life led us to a deeper and more foundational issue. Our analyses show that 
the increasing dominance of religious consumerism, as a form of cultural 
individualism, is the most important change in the American religious mar
ketplace of the late 1980s. The finding is important because it represents a 
paradigm shift away from traditional social-scientific assumptions of a social 
locus of control and typical theological idealizations of religion as "total com
mitment." At a fundamental level, it represents a change in the way Ameri
cans relate to religious institutions. 

There are many social analysts and religious leaders who view cultural 
individualism as indicative of a church glass half-full, and rapidly emptying. 
Do not count us among them. The data do not warrant it. Church con
sumerism is not necessarily corrosive of institutional involvement. There are 
two faces to choice: choice implies an option, not a predetermined choice. 
Americans can choose to participate or not to participate in the life of reli
gious institutions. And during the 1980s, Americans continued to choose 
church. The reasons for the church choice, however, did change. Americans 
attend regularly because they feel that churchgoing is necessary to be a good 
Christian or Jew and because they happen to like the church they frequent. 
Increasingly, positive institutional qualities like warmth and a spiritual focus 
draw Americans to church. 

Nevertheless, we do believe that the increasing influence of individualism 
presents a significant challenge for America's religious institutions. The chal
lenge has at least two dimensions. First, and perhaps most obvious, the 
increasing dominance of cultural individualism tilts the balance of power in 
the ne~otiation of the church choice in the direction of the individual. This is 
not so 11111eh lll'ea11sl' tlH'r<' an• more• d111rd1 options: t·1trn·11t ~t·nc•rations of 

Anicricans have always lived within easy co11111111ti11~ distance of' 111a11y and 

varied local churches. And it is not due solely to the influence of church vol
untarism. Rather, the data suggest that the balance of power in making the 
church choice "tips" toward the individual because within a longstanding 
context of multiple church options and against the backdrop of growing con
viction about church voluntarism, Americans are increasingly acting on the 
options as choices. They are more conscious of their institutional commit
ments; more reflective about the reasons for investing their commitments in 
any particular institution; and more concerned that the church of choice is 
responsive to their personal commitments. Individual tastes and priorities 
take precedence over institutional loyalty. 

The second, and closely related, dimension of challenge in the contempo
rary negotiation of the church choice is that an increasing emphasis on 
reflective commitment and personal satisfaction tilts the balance of power in 
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the direction of the immediate and the concrete. In the competition between 
abstract dogma and concrete embodiment, the subjective-expressive possibil
ities of the latter arc dearly most compelling. In the struggle between past 
loyalties and present needs or wants, feeling takes precedence over memory. 
What increasingly counts is the immediate relevancy of more traditional 
church norms and forms to my personal situation, my personal interests. 

The strategic response to church consumerism is specialized and personal
ized programming. In the church choice, program is product. As such, 
church programming itself must diversify to fit the interests and needs of a 
variety of consumer groups or market niches. After all, it is product that 
delivers value to an increasingly discriminating consumer. 

The American religious situation is becoming a more consumer-ori
ented marketplace. Some have even argued that the individualistic under
pinning of the consumer orientation is a functional necessity in a modern 
society of diverse life-styles and segmented life worlds (e.g., Walrath, 
1987). Nevertheless, there is really no such thing as a "pure" individualist. 
Identifiable and quite formidable social constraints still exist-particularly 
in the religious sector. Despite the fact that church consumerism is 
increasingly influential for predicting who goes to church, traditional reli
giosity and religious socialization remain strong predictors of who joins. 
Americans who hold traditionally orthodox beliefs and who were raised in 
the church are still more likely to join. Although, at least for liberal 
Protestants, such suhcultural pressures have become significantly less 
i111porla11t for both joining and attending. 

The formative effect of subcultures is critical to understanding the dif
frrcnc('S found in our analysis among liberal Protestants, conservative 
l'rol<'sta11ts, and Ho111a11 Catliolies. Tlw lalll'r two 111ai11tai11 strong s11l)('11l
t 1m·s. Hl'lat iv1 ·ly elvar, t raditio11al stances 011 r(·ligious l>clil'I' and practice, 
as well as religious socialization are key ingredients in the maintenance of 
both subcultures. Conservative Protestant and Roman Catholic subcul
tures both contain and sustain a predisposition toward church member
ship as an adult. Membership in either "my" church or "THE" church is 
an important component of individual biography. That does not mean, 
however, that church consumerism has no effect. For persons embedded 
in either subculture, individual tastes (or choice) and the quality of the 
local church product (or program) increasingly determine how active a 
member they will be. 

In stark contrast, the strength of the liberal Protestant subculture has seri
ously eroded. As a consequence, the influence of all traditional correlates of 
membership and participation have declined. At the same time, the influ
ence of consumerist impulses increased. The combined effect is that the 
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responsiveness (or nonresponsiveness) of local churches becomes an issue of 
critical importance. For liberal Protestants, church consumerism is increas
ingly predictive of both membership and activity. In this sense, liberal 
Protestantism represents the purest stream of consumerism within American 
denominationalism. 

What is the likely effect of these changes for the future of denominational 
growth? Other things remaining equal (e.g., rates of new church develop
ment, or dramatic swings in birthrates), future national membership trends 
for conseivative Protestants and Roman Catholics will be largely dependent 
upon subcultural strength. At the same time, future attendance trends for 
conseivative Protestants and Roman Catholics will be dependent upon the 
ability of local congregations and parishes to respond to the immediate needs 
and wants of their members. To the extent that they are able to embody their 
traditions and practices in user-friendly ways, conseivative Protestants and 
Roman Catholics can count on an active (and increasingly cohesive) mem
bership. In contrast, both future national membership and attendance trends 
for liberal Protestants will be largely dependent upon the ability of local con
gregations to fend for themselves in the absence of strong subcultural norms. 
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1990s: 

The Paradox of Poverty and Potential 1 
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B
y virtually every imaginable measure, organized religion in Canada is 
in serious trouble. Membership and attendance have been steadily 
declining since at least the beginning of the 1950s. The inclination of 

Canadians either to place a high value on religion or see it as having a signifi
cant impact on life also has been decreasing in the past fifty years. And dif
ferences in involvement and commitment by age suggest that the problems 
facing organized religion will only get worse in the immediate future. 

Yet, in the midst of this apparent demise of faith, there are signs that the mar
ket for religion remains extensive. Far from abandoning the country's dominant 
religious groups, the vast majority of Canadians continue both to identify with 
them and to rely on them for pivotal rites of passage. Belief in supernatural phe
nomena and interest in questions of meaning remain widespread. 

The paradox is that, precisely at a time when organized religion is facing 
significant prohlc111s, tl1<• <ksir<' li>r son1<' kind of spirituality is 1)('rvasiv<'. In 

tlw l'al'<' ol' appan·nt n·ligio11s povt'rly, thl'r<' app<'ars lo he so n111ch religious 

potential. The critical theoretical question is why such disparity exists 
between what the public seems to want and what organized religion seems to 
be doing. The critical practical question is what-if anything-can be done 
to close the gap. 

The State of Organized Religion 

Decreasing Involvement 

The steady decline in the proportion of Canadians who attend services regu
larly is continuing. The weekly attendance figure that stood at six in ten in the 
late 1940s dropped to four in ten in 1970, and now stands at just over two in ten. 

278 
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The attendance decline has been pervasive. Regular attendance that char
acterized over 80% of Roman Catholics as recently as the mid-1960s now 
describes only 33%. Just 22% of Protestants are now attending weekly, while 
attendance among those who identify with no group, along with "Others" has 
remained fairly stable (see Table 13.1). 

TABLE 13.1 
Percent Weekly Service Attenders in Canada: 1975-1990" 

1975 1980 1985 1990 

TOTAL NATIONAL 31% 28% 26% 24% 
ROMAN CATHOLIC 45 41 36 33 
PROTESTANT 26 24 25 22 

Anglican 24 20 15 15 
United Church 28 18 16 15 
Conservative 38 52 64 49 

NONE <l <l <l <l 
OTHER 17 11 13 15 

•Percent who say they attend services "Almost every week" or more. "Other" includes religious 
non-respondents. 

Source: Project Canada Survey Series. 

Regular weekly attendance is particularly low for the country's two largest 
mainline bodies, the United and Anglican churches (about 15% attend regu
larly). It is highest for conservative Protestant groups (46%). Yet even the 
conse,vative Protestant attendance boom of the 1980s could be over. As they 
l>tT01rn• 111<m' nrbaniz(•d and upwardly rnol>ilc, increasing nnmlwrs of' these 
Protestant evangelicals show signs of treating weekly attendance as optional, 
following the pattern of other Canadians. The sample size is fairly small, 
however (some 100 cases); further examinations of the attendance patterns 
for conservative Protestants are required. 

Beyond attendance, professed membership in local churches and other 
kinds of religious groups now stands at 29%-down dramatically from a 
1975 level of 48%. Particularly striking is the sharp decline in local parish 
membership for Roman Catholics in the past fifteen years, from 56% to 
28% (see Table 13.2). During that period, Protestant membership has 
shrunk from 51 % to 37%, yet it now exceeds the level for Roman 
Catholics. The proportion of Canadians who identify themselves as Angli
can or United Church, and say they are members of local churches has 
dropped from about 50% to 35% since 1975. Conservative Protestants, at 
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over .50%, are still far more likely than others to claim membership in 
local churches; they do, however, show signs of slipping from their lofty 
membership heights of the 1980s. 

The Marginal Role of Religion 

The latest 1990 survey has found that only about one in four Canadians say 
that religion is "very important to them" (see Table 13.3). This is in sharp 
contrast to the importance accorded areas such as family life (82% "very 
important"), a comfortable life (63%), or a rewarding career (.50%). 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find that large numbers of Canadians do 
not think that religion should inform either social or personal morality. Some 
four in ten people say that "ministers should stick to religion and not concern 
themselves with social, economic, and political issues." Almost five in ten 
Roman Catholics express this opinion, along with more than three in ten 
Protestants, and nearly four in ten evangelicals. 

As for the personal realm, the widespread cultural emphasis on individual
ism is readily evident. A resounding 6.5% of Canadians say that "everything's 
relative," with one in two maintaining that "what is right or wrong is a matter 
of personal opinion." When specific areas such as premarital sex and abortion 
are probed, we find that very large numbers of Roman Catholics and evan
gelicals are among those who voice approval for these actions-defying the 
positions taken by their churches (see Table 13.3). 

When the vast majority of Canadians turn to religion, they are inclined to 
lw highly selective customers who see religion playing a fairly peripheral role 
in everyday life. 

TAULE 13.2 
Percent Religious Group Membership in Canada: 

1975-1990° 

197.5 1980 198.5 

TOTAL NATIONAL 48% 42% 36% 
ROMAN CATHOLIC .56 47 38 
PROTESTANT .51 4.5 43 

Anglican .50 44 34 
United Church .52 44 37 
Conservative 56 53 73 

Source: Project Canada Survey Series. 

1990 

29% 
28 
37 
30 
35 
.56 
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TABLE 13.3 
Percent Religious Correlates by Denomination: 1990 

NAT HC PROT ANG UC CONS 
(1249) (505) (535) (142) (189) (100) 

RELIGION is very important to me 27% 31% 28% 20% 20% 52% 

Ministers should STICK TO 
RELIGION and not concern 
themselves with social, economic, 
and political issues 41 46 34 30 31 37 

Everything's relative 65 69 58 64 60 52 

What is RIGHT OR WRONG is a 
matter of personal opinion 50 56 43 51 40 35 

Approve of PREMARITAL SEX 80 82 73 85 76 50 

Approve of LEGAL ABORTION 
availability when mother's health 
endangered 95 93 95 97 97 87 

Source: Project Can90 national survey. 

The Loss of Confidence 

The national surveys through 1990 document a critically important trend. 
In the face of scandals involving televangelists and sexual charges involving 
priests, along with the controversy concerning the ordination of homosexuals 
in the United Church, there has been a dramatic drop in public confidence 
in religious leaders in the last decade. 

In 1980, approximately 60% of Canadians said that they had "a great deal" 
or "quite a bit" of confidence in religious leaders, a level virtually unchanged 
from the early 1970s. By 1985, in part reflecting the spillover into Canada of 
the effects of the troubles of American television evangelists, the confidence 
level dropped to about 50%. Today, on the heels of further American and 
Canadian scandals and sexual charges in the Roman Catholic Church, the 
confidence level has plummeted to 37%. No other Canadian institution
with the sole exception of the much-maligned federal government-has 
experienced such a severe loss of public confidence. 

The confidence drop in merely five years has been 15 percentage points 
for Roman Catholics, 23 points for United Church adherents, 22 points for 
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Anglicans and 18 percentage points for conservative Protestants (see Table 
13.4). In the case of those with no religious ties, confidence in religious lead
ers has not fallen, but remains fairly low. 

In the light of current attitudes toward leadership, Canadians are highly 
pessimistic about religion's influence. In 1980, 29% said that they expected 
religion would gain influence by the end of the century, while another 29% 
predicted religion would lose influence. Reflecting a noteworthy loss of con
fidence, in 1990, those people expecting religion to gain influence by the 
year 2000 dropped to 19%, while those who believe it will lose influence rose 
to 38%. 

TABLE 13.4 
Confidence in Religious Leaders: 1985-1990" 

TOTAL NATIONAL 
ROMAN CATHOLIC 
PROTESTANT 

Anglican 
United Church 
Conservative 

OTHER 
NONE 

0 Perc<>nt indicating having '"A Great Deal'" or '"Quite a Bit'" of confidence. 
Sour<•t·: l'n!i"d Con8.'> a11d Pnf·d Ca11UO 11afio11al .<.;lffV('~'S. 

Age Structure Realities 

1985 1990 

51° 
62 
52 
46 
50 
68 
30 
10 

37 
47 
32 
24 
27 
50 
41 
1.5 

An analysis of the foregoing findings by age underlines the crisis facing 
organized religion in Canada. Membership and attendance, along with the 
value placed on religion and confidence in leadership, differ significantly by 
age (see Table 13.5). Only conservative Protestants appear to be experienc
ing a fair measure of success in instilling involvement and interest in their 
younger people. 

Looking at the nation as a whole, it is clear that Canadians fifty-five and 
over are, by far, more "committed and confident" than others. Given such 
age variations, barring major, unforeseen changes in the behavior and out
look of younger Canadians, the writing is on the wall: the aging of the 
population will bring with it an accelerated decline in the country's inter
est in organized religion. 
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TABLE 13.5 
Percent Religious Involvement and Importance by Age for Select 

Religious Groups: 1990 

NAT RC PROT ANG UC CONS 

MEMBERSHIP 
18-34 17% 18% 27% 20% 18% 49% 
35-54 31 32 32 31 21 50 
55+ 42 38 49 39 58 70 

WEEKLY ATTENDERS 
18-34 13 16 14 4 5 45 
35-54 22 30 19 14 10 40 
55+ 40 60 31 27 27 64 

RELIGION IMPORTANT 
18-34 16 18 20 12 8 44 
35-54 23 28 22 13 9 55 
55+ 45 57 40 32 40 61 

CONFIDENCE IN LEADERS 
18-34 28 38 24 14 16 45 
35-54 35 44 29 29 23 47 
55+ 47 62 39 30 38 47 

SOURCE: Project Can90 national survey. 

( :iv1•11 I l1al (I) 1110s! p1·opl1 • wl10 will rt'! 11 ni lo 1·1111rcllt's aft, ·r a11 :11 lol1·s1·1 ·111 

hiatus have done so by their n1id-thirtics. and (2) the involve111e11t levels of 
teenagers in Canada is even lower than young adults, the membership and 
attendance patterns of the present eighteen- to thirty-four-year-old cohort 
give us clues regarding the future of religion in Canada. Projecting their 
membership and attendance levels some twenty-five years ahead, to approxi
mately the year 2015, this is how the picture would look. 

The importance that Canadians will place on religion, along with their 
inclination to be members of local groups, will drop from today's 30% levels 
to around 15%. By 2015, weekly attenders will have tumbled from the cur
rent 23% level to about 15%. 

Such declines will not be minor for the country's religious groups. The 
percentage drops in membership and attendance will translate into signifi
cant numerical losses for Canada's religious denominations. By the year 2015 
religious groups in Canada may have only about .5 million 1111'111l)('rs-
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compared to a current 7.5 million, and just over 4 million weekly attenders
versus today's 6 million (see Table 13.6). 

Although the Homan Catholic Church will remain Canada's largest reli
gious body, it will experience large membership and attendance losses. Rela
tive to the population, conservative Protestants will manage to hold their 
own, but will not significantly increase their market share. 

What looms is a particularly dramatic alteration of the religious landscape 
of Canada. By around 2015 the previously dominant mainline Protestant 
denominations will have less local church members than the conservative 
Protestants. Even more important, their combined weekly attenders will be 
about one-third of the conservative's total. 

The resource implications, in terms of the loss of people, finances, and 
power with which to engage in ministry, are nothing less than staggering. 
Life in Canada's twenty-first century looks extremely grim for organized 
religion. 

TABLE 13.6 
Membership and Attendance Projections for Select Religious Groups 

Based on Membership and Attendance Levels 
of Current 18- to 34-years-olds 

NAT RC PROT ANG UC CONS 

MEMBERS 
1990 % of pop. 26 million 29 13 1.5 3.0 5.6 3.9 

N11111lwr (i11 1000s) 7 ,5110 :3,422 :15)4-1 780 I . 1.56 1,0HJ 
20 I :i % of pop. :12 111illirn1 17 9.0 II 2.0 2.\) :u 

N11111l)('r (i11 I000s) 5,440 2,707 :3,,542 640 922 I ,098 

WEEKLY ATTENDERS 
1990 % of pop. 26 million 23 16 9.0 1.5 2.4 3.4 

Number (in 1000s) ,5,980 4,033 2,34,5 390 624 892 
2015 % of pop. 32 million 13 8.0 6.0 .4 .8 3.2 

Number (in 1000s) 4,160 2,406 1,834 128 256 1,008 

SOUHCES: ProjcGt Can.90 and The Canadian Almanac, 1991. 

The percentage of population estimates for religious groups for 2015 are 
computed using their sizes as of 1990. Assuming their percentage of the pop
ulation will shrink by 2015, these projected membership and attendance fig
ures are, if anything, generous. 
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Meanwhile, Back in the Culture 

If that were all that there is to the Canadian religion story, those who value 
faith and are in touch with reality would be in a state of despair. There is lit
tle doubt that organized religion is in serious shape, with its golden years 
apparently relegated to history. (See Table 13.7.) 

But as one looks out on the cultural landscape and watches the dust settle 
on the grey ruins of much of organized religion, an interesting spectacle can 
be seen. In the midst of the debris and desolation, a large number of green 
patches of spirituality can be detected. The temples may be disintegrating, 
but the grass is far from dead. 

At least four indicators oflatent spirituality can readily be observed. 

Identification 

Despite the fact that just over two in ten Canadians now are regular 
weekly attenders, and just under three in ten profess church membership, 
over nine in ten nonetheless continue to identify with a religious group. 
Forty-five percent identify themselves as Protestants, 41 % say that they are 
Roman Catholics, while 4% identify with other groups. Only 10% indicate 
that they have no religious preference, and past research suggests that as 
many as half of these are "temporary nothings" who will eventually "re-iden
tify'' with the group in which they were raised. Some 95% of Canadians, 
then, have not relinquished a religious identification. 

Some fast facts on these "affiliates": 

• Tlwy do11·1 lack fi1r n•ligio11s hackgro1111ds: 78'¼, say lh<'y ath·11d<'d 
111011thly or mon• wltt·11 they were growing 11p, with 66%, aeeompa
nied by their mothers and 54% by their fathers. 

• Close to 90% of those raised as Protestants, Catholics, or Others 
have retained the religious ties of their parents. 

• While only two in ten attend weekly, six in ten do sometimes; just 
two in ten never attend-and that proportion hasn't changed since at 
least 1975. 

• Almost 90% of nonweekly attending Protestants and Catholics say 
they have no intention of abandoning their religious traditions. They 
mean it. Even the 3% who indicate interest in a new movement such 
as New Age continue to identify with Protestantism and Catholicism. 

• Although just 27% may say that religion is very important to them, 
another 29% add that it is somewhat important; only 19% say that 
it's not important at all. 
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• Similarly, religious group heritage is seen by only 20% as very impor
tant, but another 28% acknowledge that it is somewhat important; 
the not important at all figure is just 21 %. 

TABLE 13.7 
Value Placed on Religion and Religious Group Heritage: 1990" 

Religious 
Religion Heritage 

VI SW NV NI TOT VI SW NV NI TOT 

TOTAL NATIONAL 27% 29% 25% 19% 100% 20% 28%30%21 % 100% 
ROMAN CATHOLICS 31 36 26 7 100 24 
PROTESTANTS 29 29 25 17 100 18 

Anglican 20 27 33 20 100 16 
United Church 20 31 31 18 100 12 
Conservative 52 27 10 11 100 35 

OTHER :36 31 19 14 100 46 
NONE 2 2 20 76 100 1 

'Percents Yery Important, ;iome ~hat, Not Yery, Not Important at all. 
SOURCE: ProjeGt Can90 national survey. 

Rites of Passage 

37 29 10 100 
27 32 23 100 
24 35 25 100 
27 37 24 100 
31 18 16 100 
24 2:3 7 100 
2 23 74 100 

Of considnalik sig11ifka1H'<', virt11ally all of the nine in ten Canadians who 
id<·11tily with n·ligirn1s gro11ps say tl1at tlwy plan lo l11n1 to lht'st' gro11ps when 
they nee<l weddings, funerals, and birth-related ceremonies carried out-if 
they haven't already done so. Further, a national survey of youth conducted 
in late 1987 found that they anticipate turning to religious groups in the 
future: 75% for birth-related ceremonies, 80% for weddings, and over 85% 
for funerals. 

Undoubtedly such a desire for rites of passage sometimes reflects cultural 
habit, on other occasions the seeking out of the appropriate professional who 
"does such jobs." But clergy are among those who also report that, fre
quently, the desire for these passage ceremonies also reflects a poorly articu
lated sense that "God needs to be brought in on this." 

The widespread, ongoing demand for religious rites of passage appears to 
be a second indicator of the fact that the need to satisfy a spiritual dimension 
of life continues to characterize large numbers of Canadians. 
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TABLE 13.8 
Conventional and Less Conventional Beliefs and Practices" 

NAT RC PROT OTHER NONE 
(1249) (505) (535) (44) (122) 

CONVENTIONAL 
Existence of God 82% 92% 86% 76% 25% 
Divinity of Jesus 75 87 80 45 12 
Heaven 70 82 75 50 18 
Life after death 68 74 71 61 31 
Hell 46 44 58 49 8 
Have experienced God 43 54 43 37 7 

LESS CONVENTIONAL 
Psychic powers 59 56 65 59 48 
ESP 59 56 62 57 58 
Precogition 47 55 38 39 49 
Spirit world contact 38 41 38 49 26 
Astrology 34 39 33 26 22 
Will be reincarnated 26 31 21 36 20 
Communication with dead 23 29 18 20 16 

0 Percent indicating they "Definitely" or "Think" they believe in the beliefs and practices listed. 
SOURCE: Project Can90 national survey. 

Beliefs and Practices 

At a time when religious leaders are decrying the loss of faith, it is signifi
cant that religious beliefs and practices are thriving. Canadians, young and 
old, (·ontin11<· to <'ndors<' traditional l)('li<'ls ahrn1t Cod, the divinity of Jesus, 
and life after death. Close to half of the population maintain that they have 
experienced God's presence, with the same proportion saying that they pray 
privately weekly or more. A quarter say they read the Bible or other scrip
tures at least once a month. 

To the consternation of many religious leaders, older and younger Canadi
ans also continue to embrace less conventional beliefs. (See Table 13.8.) Yet 
most appear to treat them, not as alternatives to traditional religion, but 
rather as "add-ons." About 60% of Canadians indicate that they believe in 
ESP, while the same proportion maintain that some people have special psy
chic powers that enable them to predict events. Almost 50% report that they 
themselves have experienced precognition. Approximately one in three say 
they believe in astrology; for the record, 88% know their astrological sign and 
half the population read their horoscopes at least once a month-outnum
bering scriptural readers two to one. 
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Acknowledgment of the reality of things beyond the observable world is 
remarkably high. Some 40% of Canadians believe that "we can have contact with 
the spirit world," while 2:3% maintain that "it is possible to co1111rn111icate with the 
dead." And as they themselves contemplate what will happen to them after they 
tlie, about one in four Canadians say that they expect to be reincarnated. 

Belief in a supernatural dimension of reality is widespread in Canada, and 
shows no signs of abating. On the contrary, in recent decades, supernatural 
ideas have gained considerable credibility. They are held without apology by 
virtually everyone, and viewed as worthy of the attention of filmmaker, jour
nalist, and scientist. It is therefore strange that organized religion has been so 
inept at capitalizing on such an apparent opportunity. 

The Quest for Meaning 

A fourth indicator of the interest Canadians have in the spiritual 
dimension of life is the ongoing inclination to raise questions of meaning 
and purpose. The author's latest 1990 national survey has found that one 
in two people express concern about the question of life's purpose. The 
1980 survey found that eight in ten reported that they reflect on why 
there is suffering in the world, while seven in ten reported that they fairly 
frequently wonder about what happens after death. Further, six in ten 
said they raise the academic question of how the world came into being, 
along with the irnrnediate question of how they can find real happiness. 

In addition to specific questions of meaning, the 1990 survey has found 
that the third most prevalent personal concern-behind concerns about 
lllOIH'Y and tirn<'-is th<' f<'<'ling Canadians hav<' that th<'y "shonld h<' get
ling 11101T 011! of lif1· ... S11ch a sc11li111t·nt rnay well s11gg1~st a receptivity to 
··something more" than day-to-day existence, offering another signal that 
the desire to have spiritual needs met does not belong to history. (See 
Table 13.9.) 

Resolving the Paradox 

This brings us back to the paradox mentioned at the outset-that at a time 
when organized religion is facing very serious problems, the interest in spiri
tuality, whether verbalized as such or not, appears to be extremely pervasive. 
Canadians continue to identify psychologically with religious traditions, feel a 
need for religious rites, be intrigued by the supernatural realm, and look for 
answers to questions of meaning. 



RELIGION IN THE CANADIAN 19905: POVERTY AND POTENTIAL / 289 

TABLE 13.9 
Percent Select Religious Characteristics by Religious Service 

Attendance: 1990 

Non-
Weekly Weekly 

(934) (288) 

IDENTIFICATION 
Identify with a religious group 87% 99% 
Not inclined to leave the group 81 "" 
Religion important 44 97 
Religious group heritage important 36 89 

RITES OF PASSAGE 
Plan have birth ceremonies performed 28 21 
Plan have wedding ceremonies performed 30 21 
Plan have funeral(s) carried out 60 64 

BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 
Believe in God 78 97 
Think have experienced God 34 74 
Believe in ESP 64 41 
Believe in contact with spirit world 41 33 

QUEST FOR MEANING 
Concerned about the purpose of life 54 42 
Feel should be getting more out life 72 55 

00 Not asked of regular attenders. 
SOUHCE: l'roic•,·t Ca1190 national snrV<'y. 

In short, there appears to be a considerable market for the very things that 
religion historically "has been about." Given what seem to be almost ideal 
market conditions, the obvious question needs to be raised: why are religious 
groups facing such a crisis? Why can't the companies "sell" their products 
when there is every reason to believe that the customers want them? 

Two rather obvious possibilities exist. The first is that the companies are 
not doing a very good job of distributing the products. The second is that 
they aren't offering the right ones. 

Distribution Problems 

There is good reason to believe that organizational means-end inversion 
is fairly common. Simply put, the companies have frequently become pre-
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occupied with themselves as organizations, rather than with ministry to 
the population. 

l listorieally, religious groups have been called to be more than communi
ties in which faith is experienced. They also have been expected to be the 
means by which faith is shared with outsiders. While being a resource to the 
initiated, the religious group ideally also ministers to others-providing 
meaning for those who are raising questions about life's purpose, addressing 
issues concerning the supernatural realm, giving significance to life's pas
sages. 

The problem is that it is easy to lose sight of such an externally-directed 
role. Since at least Max Weber, observers have drawn attention to the reality 
of routinization, whereby groups tend to become turned inward, focusing 
upon themselves as organizations, rather than on the original purposes that 
brought them into being. 

Canadian religious groups, like their counterparts elsewhere in much of 
the Western world, have often fallen into such a pattern of self-interest. Ask 
religious leaders about the problems facing organized religion today and 
chances are good that most will bemoan numbers and finances-rather than 
their failure to minister effectively to the Canadian populace. Concerns often 
center upon "church growth" and "church planting," rather than on address
ing the spiritual needs of the people across the country. Success often is 
measured in terms of simply putting people into a physical building so many 
days a month, and expecting them to subscribe to belief and behavioral 
norms, including giving fairly generously of both their time and money. 

Further indicative of their insular nature, most local congregations in 
( ::111:ida, <·rn1s<'1'\'aliv<· or 111:1i11li1H', ar<' highly ho111<>g<'11<·rn1s, sol'ially and cth-

11il'ally. 111 so111<' niral and s111all 11rl>a11 l'l111rclH's IIH'y l1av<' l'Olll<' lo l'<'S<'llll>li· 

"extended family shrines." Outsiders are not generally attracted to such set
tings. Equally important, it seems that outsiders also have not been particu
larly wanted, prior to appropriate socialization, that is. 

The net result in the Canadian 1990s is that organized religion has not par
ticularly aimed its ministry at outsiders for more than membership recruit
ment purposes. Even then, growth by recruitment of insiders has been pre
ferred. Frankly, it is far more cost-effective. Bringing in "sinners" is both 
tough and hard on resources. 

It seems dear that the organization has been prized over addressing the 
spi1itual needs of the country. It therefore is no surprise that a population 
that is receptive to the major themes of religion has been only superficially 
touched by Canadian religious groups. 

111 a literal sense, the two seem to be living in two different worlds. 
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Product Problems 

A second reason for the apparent disparity between spiritual interest and 
group decline is the abdication of the supernatural and spiritual realms by 
religious denominations. Part of this problem can be found in the emphasis 
on rational thought, which has led some to regard the sheer exploration of 
the supernatural as inappropriate. In lieu of the gods, a spirit world, and life 
after death, now it seems that highly subjective inward journeys are the stuff 
of religious quests. The result is a limited connection to churches by Canadi
ans, both young and old, who say in larger numbers that they are puzzled 
about the purpose of life, think it might be possible to communicate with the 
dead, and increasingly believe that they themselves will be reincarnated. 

In addition to some religious groups downplaying and disowning the 
supernatural, the old dichotomy between the social and the spiritual has 
again plagued religion in Canada in recent decades. There has been a very 
strong social justice emphasis in Canada in the post-1960s. Responding to 
such a theme, the leaders of the country's largest denomination, the United 
Church, have led the way in calling for a more just society. Along with other 
mainline groups, including the Anglicans, Lutherans, and Presbyterians, the 
United Church has joined voices across the country in championing the 
rights of women, cultural minorities, and natives. The United Church has 
also engaged in a highly divisive debate over the ordination eligibility of 
homosexuals. 

While justice attempts are highly commendable, if they are not accompa
nied by a strong emphasis on things spiritual, large numbers of people are 
left feeling vacuous. The obvious problem is this: justice issues are being pro-
111oll'd liv a wi(h• varil'l:, of'Ca11adia11 i11slil11tio11s and inl!·n·sl groups. 1'1·oph· 
co11sc1111c11tly 11cctl to be able Hnd a dear 1'11sio11 or .. Cod a11d society .. whc11 
they deal with religious groups. Otherwise, religious groups say nothing to 
society that society is not already saying to itself. 

Significantly, there has been extensive dissension in the United Church 
over the failure to achieve an adequate justice-spiritual synthesis. That con
flict may provide an important tip-off as to why so many Canadians with 
mainline roots are not bothering much with the churches. Ironically, many 
find that the attempts at relevance are largely irrelevant. 

Toward Turning Things Around 

There does, however, appear to be considerable hope in sight. There is a 
great need for Canadian religious groups to stop blaming the culture, and 
seize the opportunity at hand. Such a turnaround will include an effort to 
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rethink what churches are for and to rework expectations as to what is worth 
pursuing. Some starting places in reaching out to the population might 
inC"l11clC' capitalizing 011 th<' ongoing t!'nclency of people to identify with reli
gious groups, along with their desire lc>r rites of passage. Groups also need to 
be responsive to the widespread interest in the supernatural, as well as to the 
highly pervasive quest for meaning. 

Effective strategies will undoubtedly include recovering a holistic message 
that speaks to God, self, and society; recognizing the centrally important role 
of relationships in fostering both commitment and involvement; and being 
flexible about the use and non-use of physical facilities. 

The Market Exists 

The paradox characterizing the religious situation in Canada is not some
thing that is unique to this country. Evidence from other highly developed 
countries, including the United States, suggests that interest in areas histori
cally addressed by religion-the supernatural, the significance of life pas
sages, spiritual quest, the meaning of life-surpasses interest in organized 
religion. Consequently, there is good reason to believe that problems of 
means-end inversion and irrelevant relevancy contribute to the apparent 
anomaly of high spiritual interest and low religious group involvement in 
many other societies. 

Still, religious participation and commitment in the U.S. appears to exceed 
that of most other countries. Following the rationale just offered, there might 
he a very good reason. Unlike countries such as Canada, Britain, France, Ger-
111a11v. Ill<' Ndll<'rlands. and Sw<'d(•n. l<>r (':>.a111pl<'. tlH' Unikel Stales has a \'('1-V 
larg(' ('1·a11g,·lil'al l'rokslanl pn'S('Jl('('. Aho11I 7% ol' Canadians idl'nlil)' wilh 
const·1valive Prol<'slanls, eo111pared to over 30% of Ame1icans. 

To the extent that American evangelicals have the resources, the vitality, 
and "a product" that is in touch with ongoing spiritual and supernatural con
cerns, they may be playing an important role in meeting the market demand 
for such emphases. They thereby may be a key source of the higher atten
dance and commitment levels in the United States. 

Currently, Canada is among the many countries that lack a functional 
equivalent. The market for religion exists; but the gods have yet to arrive. 



Chapter Fourteen 

Baby Boomers and the Return 
to the Churches 

Wade Clark Roof and Sr. Mary Johnson 

W
ith babes in arms and doubts in mind, a generation looks to religion," 
is the caption of a Newsweek cover story (December 17, 1990) on 
young Americans returning to God. The post-war "baby boom" gen

eration, having transformed American society in so many ways, is now reshap
ing the religious landscape. Youth born between the years 1946 and 1964-
perhaps better thought of as two cohorts, the older and younger boomers-are 
at an influential age. The older boomers are now in their mid-forties, the 
younger ones are in their thirties. All together, 75 million strong-roughly one
third of the American population--they are what sociologists call the "lead 
cohort" of contemporary society, setting trends that include moral values, polit
ical attitudes, family life, career patterns, and religious life. 

Because of their sheer size-the largest cohort of youth ever in our nation's 
history-baby boomers have impacted religious institutions since the time they 
were children. In the 1950s, the swelling numbers of school-age children com
bined with economic prosperity led to the suburban expansion of churches and 
synagogues. Religious membership increased as parents sought religious 
instruction for their children. "A Little Child Shall Lead Them," argued Den
nison Nash (1968) at the time, suggesting that the very presence of so many 
children helped to account for the so-called religious revival of the 1950s. Sym
bolism of religion, family, and country was pervasive, buttressed no doubt by 
rising affluence and the cold-war ideology of the times. 

Then, beginning in the mid-1960s, when large numbers of this generation 
were spread between their adolescence and early twenties, they greatly altered 
tl1e cultural climate of the country. Trauma surrounding the civil rights move
ment and later the Vietnam War, and the changing moral, sexual, and familial 
values of the counter-cultural years, all combined to produce a youthful defec
tion from the religious establishment. Cults and new religious movements of 
all kinds flourished, as did more secular human potential movements and 
"alternative life-styles." Trends persisted into the 1970s, although social 
activism dissipated and the counter-cultural values of the "new morality" 

293 
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became an in<livi<lualistic "<lrop out an<l tum on" regression to <lrugs, sex, and 
self. And throughout this period, many youth did jmt that-drop out of reli
gious institutions. Just as in earlier tin1es they swelled the rnelllbership rolls of 
mainline Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish congregations, now they left in 
record numbers, adding to the malaise that had set in upon these institutions. 

And now, once again, we are at a critical phase in the life of this genera
tion--the time of their "second coming," as Annie Gottlieb (1987) puts it. 
Many boomers are approaching mid-life and the kinds of assessment that 
often accompany that phase of life. To the extent that there is a dominant 
direction to changes within the post-war generation in the 1990s, it is into 
family formation and parenting, mid-life career concerns, and some re-exam
ination of value commitments, the latter often in a more conservative direc
tion. According to the Rolling Stone Survey (see Sheff, 1988), many in this 
generation who once endorsed sexual freedom and altered consciousness 
now say "no" to their children with respect to casual sex and drugs. 

With respect to boomers and religion, there is considerable speculation 
today-far more speculation than actual research. Conflicting views are 
found in the statements by religious leaders and in the media and popular 
writings. Three views, or some version of them, often get stated: 

1. Return to Religion. It is said that boomers are returning to orga
nized religion after a lengthy absence. Media reports of a return to 
greater religious involvement became commonplace in the late 
Hl80s and early 1990s. The return is presumed to be in the conserv
ative direction, that is, to evangelical and fundamentalist congrega
tions. Religious return accompanies a "conservative drift" in social 
and political attitudes, and family formation and parenting patterns. 

2. Secular Generation. Dianl<'lric-ally opposite, this view sugg<·sts that 
baby boomcrs arc perhaps the most secular, most materialistic of 
generations yet. Many of the stereotypes and caricatures of the baby 
boom generation encourage such thinking: labels like Yuppies and 
Oinks, and descriptive terms such as narcissistic and self-serving. 
The truth is only a small proportion of baby boorners fit the Yuppie 
and Oinks descriptions, but they have a disproportionate influence 
in shaping public opinion. 

3. Privately Religious, but not Institutionally Involved. A third view 
seeks to reconcile the two above by implying that baby boomers are 
religious-perhaps, very religious-but they don't express it in tradi
tionally institutional religious ways. Their religion is privatized, invisi
ble, deeply personal and spiritual. One thinks of Jack Simms' consult
ing service in California that goes by the name of B.O.O.M.E.R.S., 
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Inc., i.e., Believers Outside of Most Every Religious System. Boomers 
are religious and spiritual hut not in ways that yon might easily identify. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine current boomer trends in reli
gion, and to try to sort out the validity of these possible explanations. We are 
concerned primarily with the trends as they relate to organized religion. 
Accordingly, we look at four topics pertinent to church life in the 1990s: (1) 
Is there a return to the churches? (2) Who are the returnees? (3) What kind 
of return is it? and (4) Will the return make any difference for patterns of 
church growth and decline in the decade ahead? 

Is There a Return? 

The NORC General Social Survey Series indicates-at least in the case of 
worship attendance-that there is a return. These surveys based on repre
sentative samples of the adult American population were conducted through
out the 1970s and 1980s, and are probably the most reliable source of trend 
data on the American population. Questions on religion, especially beliefs 
and attitudes, are limited but worship attendance is included in all the sur
veys. 

Roozen, McKinney, and Thompson (1990), for example, using the General 
Social Survey series for the early 1970s and the early 1980s, document an 
increase from 33.,5% to 42.8% in regular worship attendance for persons 
born between 1945 and 1954 (the older boomers). They speak of the "Big 
Chill" generation warming to worship, suggesting that the number of older 
boomers regularly involved in the worship life of their religious communities 
has increased hy ;3 to 4 million. 

In a follow-up analysis, Hoof' and Hoozcn ( ID8H) reexamined the NOHC 
data adding a third time period. SpeciHcally the pooled NORC samples used 
in their analysis covered: the "early seventies" (1972, 1973), the "early eight
ies" (1982, 1983), and the "late eighties" (1987, 1988). Similarly, the baby 
boomer population was split into two waves, the "older baby boom," born 
from 1945 to 1954, and the "younger baby boom," born from 1955 to 1965. 
There are both substantive and practical reasons for this split. Aside from 
obvious life-cycle differences, older boomers came of age during the sixties 
and hold values that still set them apart from those grmving up in the more 
sedate seventies. And practically, there were too few cases of younger 
boomers in the 1972-73 sample, thus forcing us to pay attention primarily to 
the older half of the generation. 

The results of this analysis are shown in Table 14.1. Several observations 
can be drawn. First, worship attendance increased from the early 1970s to 
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the early 1980s, and rc111ain<'d at devatcd levels for older boomers through
out the 1980s. Data for tlll' two tirne periods in the 1980s thus add support to 
the thesis of a r<'ttll'n to org,111izl'd religion. Second, among younger hoomers, 
there was an inlTt·ast· in n·ligio11s attcn<lance from IU82-83 to 1987-88, 
especially a shift frorn low to 111oderate involvement. This pattern adds fur
ther support to the "r!'111rn to religion" argument. 

TABLE 14.1 
Worship Attendance for Older and Younger Baby Boom Cohorts in 

1972-197:3, 1982-1983, and 1987-1988 

Older Cohort" 
Worship Attendance 

Low 
Moderatl' 
High 

N= 

Younger Cohort" 0 

Worship Attendance 
Low 
Moderate 
High 

N= 
0 Born l 945- HJ54 
0 

• Born 19,55-1 (J(i.5 

1972-73 

:39.6% 
26.9 
;3:3.,5 

(]()15) 

1982-83 

37.0% 
20.2 
42.8 

(1124) 

41..5 
22.8 
.35.6 

(11.51) 

1987-88 

35.9% 
23.3 
40.8 
(721) 

35.6 
27.9 
36.5 
(825) 

Another study inq11iring into hoorncrs is the Lilly Endowment-funded sur
vey of 1,579 baby boomcrs, born between 1946 and 1962, carried out in 1988 
and 1989 in four states-California, Massachusetts, North Carolina, and Ohio. 
In this study, for which we were principal investigators, 96% of all boomers 
identified a religious tradition in whic:h they were raised. Almost 90% said they 
had attended Sunday sc:hool, or had some type of religious training as a child. 
We were interested in knowing what had happened to them since childhood. 
How many remained in the faiths in which they grew up, or had switched to 
other faiths or simply dropped out? If they had dropped out, how many had 
returned to adive religious inrnlvcnwnt later in their lives? 

A partial answer is found in Table 14.2. It shows the traditions in which 
the respondents were raised and their current religious preferences. Americans 
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tend to have high levels of religious switching between denominations and 
even denominational families, and it was expected that boomers would have 
equally high, if not higher, switching levels. It was also expected that switch
ing would be greater for mainline Protestants than conservative Protestants, 
in keeping with all that is known about the Protestant establishment's 
malaise and weaker claims upon the individual's commitment (Hoge and 
Roozen, 1979; Roof and McKinney, 1987). The findings as shown here are 
consistent with this prediction: only 65% of the boomers raised in mainline 
Protestantism today claim a similar affiliation; 83% of conservative Protes
tants remain in the same affiliation. 1 Of those reared in the Protestant main
line, 15% are now conservative, whereas, the conservatives have lost only 4% 
to the mainliners. Of those raised as Protestant mainliners, 13% are now 
"Nones" (no religious affiliation) as compared to 9% of conservatives. 

Worth noting are the horizontal rows in the table for the two large Protes
tant constituencies. Here it is apparent that conservative Protestants have 
picked up sizable numbers of boomers in the switching process from all reli
gious groups but Jewish. For mainline Protestants, the numbers switching in 
are all considerably lower, except for Jews who do drift in their favor. 

TABLE 14.2 
Switching Patterns: Religion Reared and Current Religion 

Religion Raised 

Mainline Conservative 
Current Religion Protestant Protestant Catholic Jewish Other None 

Mainline 
Protestant 65% 4% 2% 3% 2% 6% 

Conservative 
Protestant 15 83 9 10 25 

Catholic 6 2 76 6 
Jewish 81 
Other 2 3 1 3 70 
None 13 9 12 14 17 64 

Total% 101 101 100 101 99 101 
N= (369) (460) (542) (36) (41) (52) 

Of interest, Catholics fall midway between mainline and conservative Protes
tants in holding on to their own: 76% reared Catholic still identify as Catholic. 
Those who leave Catholicism tend to go either to the "Nones" or to the conserv-
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ative wing of Protestantism. Jewish boomers who have switched have largely 
disaffiliated from religion. Those reared in nonaffiliated homes are the least sta
ble, a big proportion of them switching to the conservative Protestants. Looking 
at the horizontal row for the nonaffiliated, we see large numbers in all the groups 
who have abandoned religious affiliations. Growing up in the sixties and seven
ties, many in this generation dropped out of organized religion altogether. 

But switching tells only a part of the story, and in some respects the least 
interesting part. What about movement in and out of religious institutions, or 
a change in the level of religious involvement, without a change of affiliation? 
To get a breakdown on involvement in organized religion, a three-fold classi
fication was used: 

Loyalists: Those persons brought up in a religious tradition and who 
remained involved in one tradition or another. 

Dropouts: Persons once involved but who were inactive for a period of two 
years or more, and were still inactive at the time of the interview. 

Returnees: Persons once involved, then dropped out for a period of two 
years or more, and then returned to active involvement. 

As shown in Table 14.3, 42% of the respondents report having remained 
religiously involved during their teenage and young adult years. They were 
still involved at the time of our interviews. These loyalists may have switched 
congregations, possibly even switched denominations or faiths, but they have 
maintained an institutional religious connection. We do not know how this 
compares with previous generations in a strict statistical sense, but it appears 
that the proportion of loyalists ('01ning 0111 of tlw sixties and s<·v<·nli<·s is 
lower than fi,r l'arlil'r g<•nt•rations of' this e(·ntury. 2 

Fifty-eight percent have dropped out at one time or another, at least once 
and often more than once. More than a third of those who dropped out, 
however, have returned to active involvement. Still this leaves a large propor
tion of persons who might be thought of as truly dropping out. The three
fold distribution of the boomers then is as follows: 42% Loyalists, 22% 
Returnees, and 36% Dropouts. Another way of reading the data is that 64% 
are currently involved in religious institutions, and 36% are disaffiliated and 
show little sign of re-affiliating with religious institutions. 

Of interest are the trends by religious family. Much previous research sug
gests that the defections of the 1960s and 1970s were greatest in the more 
lilwral Pro!l'sta11t a11d J<'wish traditions. The "religious depression" of the 
period was brought about largely as a result of young people who dropped 



BABY BOOMERS AND THE RETURN TO THE CHURCHES / 299 

out of the so-called "mainline" religious congregations (Hoge and Roozen, 
1979; Roof and McKinney, 1987). Some turned to the new religious move
ments, some turned to evangelical faiths, but most, it seems, just dropped 
out. Many explanations of why the more liberal, mainline congregations suf
fered have been given: too much emphasis on social activism, an identity-cri
sis brought on by a close association with American middle-class culture
which was in turmoil in the 1960s, and the loss of religious vitality within the 
Protestant establishment. Whatever the underlying religious and cultural 
reasons, for many baby boomers the religious mainline had become spiritu
ally stale and unsatisfying. As one of our respondents said about leaving the 
Methodists in search of a more experiential type of religion: "There was no 
meat, I got fed a lot of Twinkies." 

As Table 14.3 shows, the losses have been greatest for boomers growing 
up in the more liberal Protestant and Jewish traditions, especially the latter. 
Eighty-four percent of Jewish boomers have, at one time or another, 
dropped out of religious participation for a period of two years or more. We 
have only aggregate figures for Jews and cannot break out patterns for 
Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox constituencies because of the small size 
of the sample. More reliable are the data for Protestants and Catholics. Sixty 
percent of mainline Protestant boomers have dropped out at one time or 
another-a larger figure than for conservative Protestants or Catholics. Jews 
can drop out religiously, but are still Jews culturally, and thus still able to sus
tain a Jewish identity. Conservative Protestants and Catholics who drop out 
are perhaps better able to sustain a religious identity than mainline Protes
tants, given the stronger social and psychological bonds holding them to reli
gious beliefs and values. In comparison, liberal Protestantism suffers because 
there is much less of a cultural boundary separating the tradition from the 
larger c.:11ltmP. As Martin Marty is fond of saying, lilieral Protestants have 
"alumni asso<.:iations," whid1 mark their weaker and rather tenuous connec
tions with their religious past. 

Overall, men have dropped out more than women, and older boomers 
more so than younger boomers. The greater defection of males is common. 
Age differences reflect the periods in which the boomers grew up. The rela
tion of education to dropping out is complex: dropout rates are higher for 
those with less than a high school education and for post-graduates, and less 
so for high school and college graduates. Dropping out of religious institu
tions in the sixties and seventies was not simply a middle-class phenomenon; 
it occurred at both ends of the class spectrum, among the privileged and the 
not-so-privileged. 

The crucial q11Pstion has to do with tlw r<'111ni to adiv,· n·liJ~io11, participa
tion. In keeping with tll<' pall<'rn., li,r drnppi11g 0111, 1'1·w1•r J,·wi.,l1 a1ul 111ai11 
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line Protestant dropouts have returned to their synagogues and churches: 
17% and 34%, respectively. The return is considerably greater for conserva
tive Protestants, 10 percentage points higher than for mainline Protestants. A 
greater return combined with fewer losses to begin with, along with net gains 
from switching, means that conservative Protestants enjoy a considerable 
advantage over mainline Protestants in sustaining their congregations. 
Catholics fall somewhere in the middle, with a higher return than for main
line Protestants and lesser than for conservative Protestants. 

TABLE 14.3 
Patterns of Institutional Involvement for Major Traditions 

Mainline Conservative 
Total Protestant Protestant Catholic Jewish Other 

Percent ever 
dropping out: 58% 60% 54% 57% 84% 50% 
Of these: 
Percent who have 
returned 38 34 44 37 17 23 

Current Profile: 
Loyalist 42 39 46 43 16 50 
Returnee 22 21 24 21 14 12 
Dropout 36 39 30 36 70 38 
Total 100 99 100 100 100 100 

N= (1448) (369) (460) (542) (36) (41) 

Looking at the return in the broader context of religious family profiles, 
w<• find the following: eonservativ!' Protestants stand out among the major 
n·ligio11s fa111ili1•s for havi11g tll<' high<'st proportion of Loyalists, the lowest 

proportion of Dropouts, and the highest proportion of Returnees--a win
ning combination for maintaining a vital religious tradition. Probably more 
than any other large religious group, conservative Protestants have been bet
ter able to withstand the corrosive influences of modern culture-the greater 
religious individualism and voluntarism-undermining institutional loyalty. 
Roman Catholics are fairly well positioned regarding their young adults, with 
43% Loyalists, 21 % Returnees, and 36% Dropouts. Mainline Protestants 
have the weakest profile among Christian groups with only 39% Loyalists, 
21 % Returnees, and 39% Dropouts. Jews have the weakest profile overall. 

Men and women are returning in about equal proportions. Older boomers 
are returning more than younger boomers, consistent with their greater fam-
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ily and parenting obligations. With education, there is a more consistent pat
tern for returning than with dropping out: the higher the level of education, 
the lower the rate of return. One-half of dropouts with less than a high 
school education have returned to church or synagogue; 46% of high school 
graduates; 40% of college graduates; and only 30% of post-graduates. So we 
see that social class is a very important factor for boomer involvement in 
organized religion. Working-class boomers drop out, but are more likely to 
return to church, whereas well-educated, middle-class boomers who drop 
out are more likely to join the ranks of disaffiliated. This is especially the case 
for post-graduates, many of whom belong to the professional and "New 
Class" sectors. 

Is there a return to organized religion? Unquestionably, there is a return. 
We have no historical estimates of how many youth in the past have dropped 
out, and then after a while, returned to active involvement. If the proportion 
dropping out was greater in the sixties and seventies, then there is a large 
pool of potential returnees. Given the sheer size of the baby boomer genera
tion, it follows that returnees would account for a sizable proportion of the 
young adult population. Media accounts of a "return to religion" are not 
incorrect; however, the trend should be kept in perspective-returnees are a 
smaller proportion than the dropouts who are still outside organized religion. 
Only for conservative Protestants does the proportion returning come at all 
close to matching the figures for dropping out. 

Who Are the Returnees? 

Next we explore the major social and religious background characteristics 
of the Returnees. 

Family Cycle 

The most obvious explanation put forth for the return of boomers to orga
nized religion has to do with changes in the family cycle. Boomers dropped 
out as individuals, but when they return, they often are married with chil
dren. There is considerable evidence in the research literature to support 
this argument (Carroll and Roozen, 1979; Schroeder, 1975; Roozen, McKin
ney, and Thompson, 1990). Married people are more settled than unmar
ried, and the presence of children is a stabilizing influence on young couples. 
The presence of school-age children especially encourages parental religious 
involvement. Concern for the moral and religious training of children is a 
factor of some importance across all religious traditions, resulting in more 
active participation in churches and synagogues. 
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A follow-up telephone interview to the Lilly Endowment boomer survey 
with 536 respondents showed that parenting and family situation are crucial 
variables. This smaller survey found that married persons with children are 
far more likely to be Loyalists, that is, not to have dropped out of church or 
synagogue at any time, and even more significantly, to have returned to 
active religious participation if they had dropped out. Forty-one percent of 
married people with children are Loyalists and 50% of all who have dropped 
out are Returnees-much higher than for any of the other constituencies. 
And it is the case that married people with children are more religious of the 
several constituencies on a wide array of beliefs, experiences, and attitudes 
toward organized religion. Data not shown here reveal them to have had less 
exposure to counter-cultural influences-46% say they have smoked mari
juana, whereas considerably more than half have done so in all the other con
stituencies. They hold far more conservative views on moral issues such as 
abortion, unmarried couples living together, the legalization of marijuana, 
respect for authority, and for a return to stricter moral standards. 

In contrast, married people without children are the mirror opposite. Only 
16% of those who have dropped out in this category are Returnees, consider
ably lower than for the divorced/separated or even the singles. They rank 
lower than singles on all the religious items, on some items considerably 
lower. These findings suggest a changing subculture for married couples who 
have postponed having children, many of whom have dual careers. Their 
lower levels of religiosity fit with their more liberal views, more liberal than 
for singles, on such matters as the legalization of marijuana, legal abortion 
regardless of reason, unmarried couples living together, and acceptance of 
alternative life-styles. Age interacts with family situation: within the total 
baby boom generation married persons without children are generally older 
than singles, and p<'rhaps s11q)risingly. tend to I)(' l!'ss eo11s!'rvativ1• tha11 tlw 
v01111g1·r wav1· of" lioo11H'rs, !'S(l!'cially 011 111oral a11d political val11es. 

Th!' divorced/separated are a changing profile group. Past research has 
often described this constituency as having low rates of religious participation. 
Traditional family norms are deeply ingrained in all the major religious com
munities, and for a long time, those whose life-styles deviated from these 
norms often did not feel accepted in church services and activities. Our 
research shows them to have the highest numbers who had left organized reli
gion, yet are returning at levels higher than for either married persons with
out children or singles. That they may be returning in greater numbers is no 
doubt explained partly by the large proportion who have children-that is, 
they are single parents. As the size of the single-parent population has 
increased, and the norms surrounding single-parenting have changed, so have 
patterns of religious participation. Churches have increasingly accommodated 
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these trends toward more diverse family-type subcultures with new ministries 
aimed at the needs of singles, the separated and divorced, and single parents. 

Conservative Drift 

Another explanation of the return to the churches is the conservative shift 
in social and political values during the eighties. Roozen, McKinney, and 
Thompson (1990) argue that a broad shift in values and attitudes was of 
greater impact on worship attendance than the effects of aging and family 
changes. By means of test factor standardization, they conclude that more 
than 70% of the increase in church attendance on the part of older boomers 
can be accounted for by a turn to more conservative social and political 
views. Without making a causal argument about the directionality of change, 
nonetheless they offer incontrovertible evidence that the religious and attitu
dinal changes have occurred simultaneously. 

Unquestionably, there has been a shift in this generation's values and atti
tudes. The Rolling Stone Survey (see Sheff, 1988), for example, shows that atti
tudes ofboomers have changed drastically in three areas: drug usage, sexuality, 
and family life. Whereas 46% in this survey admitted to using drugs when they 
were growing up, 74% (and 94% of parents) now say they disapprove of their 
children experimenting with drugs. A generation that was extremely active sex
ually now holds to much less permissive views for their children in the age of 
AIDS. But even without this new plague, the emphasis on sexual freedom 
would likely have diminished. Permissive attitudes on sex are incompatible 
with the strong emphasis on family life now expressed by boomers. Families 
and friendships are now both high priorities, contrary to an earlier emphasis on 
self as suggested in stereotypes such as the "Mc Generation." 

Tlit' I ,illy Emlow111c11t lioor11t'r s111vey 1111dt'rseon•s as well tlw irnportam:e 
of changing values and priorities. Returnees are considerably more conserva
tive in life-style issues, moral values, and political attitudes than those who 
dropped out. But more is involved than simply changing attitudes and priori
ties. If it were just that, then we would expect a more uniform, across-the
board shift in churchgoing. The research suggests that the sixties had a deep 
and lasting impact: those most affected by the counter-cultural trends of that 
era are the ones least likely now to return to the churches. Those who were 
exposed to drugs and rock music, who have endorsed sexual freedom, and 
who have engaged in demonstrations and marches during the civil rights and 
anti-war movements at the time are much less likely to be affiliated with 
organized religion today. Even if their attitudes and values have shifted in 
more recent times in the conservative direction, the scars from that earlier 
period have not vanished. 
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Religious Background 

Returnees-unlike Dropouts-did not, for the most part, make a clean 
break with religious institutions when they were growing up. They dropped 
out but never totally left. During their adolescence and early adulthood, the 
age at which most religious defection occurred, they remained more involved 
in churches and synagogues than did Dropouts. In the Lilly Endowment 
boomer survey, 41 % of those who have returned were attending religious ser
vices once a month or more during their youth; in contrast, among Dropouts 
the figure was 25%. However, Returnees are only slightly more likely to have 
parents who were religiously involved than Dropouts. More important than 
parental religiosity in predicting return to active involvement was the person's 
own experience and involvement during the critical period of institutional dis
engagement: many made a total break with organized religion, ·others simply 
took leave for a while but did not really break with their traditions. 

What Kind of Return? 

We know there is a return to religion on the part of boomers as described 
above. But what kind of return is it? How committed are the returnees to the 
churches and synagogues? These are crucial questions considering the social 
and cultural changes of the sixties and seventies. Two lines of thinking point 
to reduced levels of commitment for returnees: changing attitudes toward 
public social institutions, and high levels of cultural and religious individual
ism on the part of this generation. Briefly, we examine these two arguments. 

There is ample evidence to suggest that members of this generation are less 
tmsting of public social institutions. Starting in the sixties and lasting into the 
present, the baby boomers led the way in raising questions about the govern
ment in particular, but not just the government. Asked in 1985 by the Gallup 
Poll to rate a list of ten major social and political institutions without reference 
to their leaders, the baby boomers emerged as the least trusting of all age 
groups toward eight: organized religion, the military, banks/banking, public 
schools, Congress, newspapers, big business, and organized labor (Light, 
1988:161). Asked by the Harris poll to rate the leaders of fifteen institutions in 
198,5, the baby boomers were the least trusting toward eight: organized religion, 
the military, the press, 1V news, major companies, the White House, Congress, 
and the Executive Branch (Light, 1988:160). The trauma surrounding civil 
rights, the Vietnam War, Watergate, and one after another environmental disas
ter all heightened levels of distrust and suspicion of people in authority. 

The "distancing" from institutions that many members of this generation 
experienced continues to shape loyalties and commitments. Data from Table 
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14.4 show rather convincingly that on a range of indicators of institutional 
religious commitment Returnees consistently score lower than Loyalists. 
They are somewhat less likely to consider themselves religious, to believe in 
God, to hold church membership, to view the congregation as important, to 
attend regular services, to have a strong denominational identity, and to feel 
closer to others of the same religion than to other people. These patterns 
hold for Catholics and Protestants, and for older and younger boomers. 

TABLE 14.4 
Religious Indicators for Loyalists and Returnees 

Consider yourself religious 
Definitely believe in God 
Church member 
Congregation important in life 
Attends services once a week or more 
Strong denominational identity 
Feel closer to others in the same religion 

than to other people 

Loyalist 
(N=l74) 

98% 
94 
88 
91 
63 
63 

45 

Returnees 
(N=l28) 

92% 
86 
82 
83 
56 
53 

41 

A second argument is that high levels of cultural and religious individual
ism erode traditional religious authority. For Americans generally, religious 
individualism is of course quite high. But even more so for hemmers, the 
"culture of choice" as reflected in great tolerance of diversity, open-minded
ness, and respect for personal life-style preferences, has reached unprece
dented proportions. The post-war generation is, in the sense in which Karl 
Mannheim spoke, the major carrier of cultural changes stemming from the 
sixties, described variously as "expressive utilitarianism" (Bellah et al., 1985) 
and the "new voluntarism" (Roof and McKinney, 1987). The changes reach 
deep in the human psyche re-ordering outlooks and orientations, away from 
social conformity to greater emphasis on self: wants, feelings, preferences, 
fulfillments, and inner experiences all get priority in a shift from an "objec
tivist'' to a more "subjectivist" locus of control. 

What this all means for religious commitment is open for considerable 
speculation. Yet there is reason to think that this shift, in many subtle ways, is 
reshaping institutional religious norms. For example, among Catholic baby 
boomers, 88% say that one can be a "good Catholic'" without contributing 
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money regularly to the Church; 85% say the same about going to Church 
every Sunday; 81 % with respect to obeying the Church's teaching on divorce 
and remarriage. Interestingly, however, only 19% of boomers say one can be 
a "good Catholic" without being concerned about the poor. Boomers reject 
the Church's historic obligatory practices and moral teachings, yet at the 
same time demonstrate overwhelming support for the Church's teachings on 
social justice. This points less to a wholesale rejection of the Church's teach
ings than to a redefinition of a good Catholic now evolving among members 
of this generation. That the Church must increasingly listen to this genera
tion is apparent: 95% of Catholic boomers think that the development of 
Church teachings should be in the hands of both the hierarchy and the laity, 
not just in the hands of the hierarchy alone. 

We examined shifts in approaches to religious participation and found, for 
Catholics as well as Protestants, some changes associated with religious indi
vidualism. Because Returnees were (and still are) more caught up in the cul
tural whirlwinds of the sixties, we expected their institutional orientations to 
be even more pronounced in the individualistic, voluntaristic direction. We 
constructed two measures trying to get at subtle differences in orientations. 
One was a question on how going to church or synagogue was viewed, as a 
"duty and obligation" or as "something you do if you feel it meets your 
needs." Boomers overwhelmingly endorse the latter, and Returnees, as 
expected, are especially strong in endorsing this more expressive, self
ori(•11t!'d view i11 gr<'atcr proportion (see Table J 4.,5). A second question 
touched upon a highly normative view about families attending church and 
synagogue as a unit versus the possibility of family members making individ
ual choices about their participation. Boomers overwhelmingly endorse the 
normative model of family and religion, but Returnees are more caught up in 
the individualistic cultnr(' than Loyalists. A third of' Hcturnel's subscribe to 
this latt('r as compared to 21 % of the Loyalist constituency. Heturnees i11 the 
111ainline religious traditions are even more individualistic in outlook than are 
conservative Returnees, further intensifying an already-existing problem of 
institutional commitment for mainline Protestantism. 

That there are qualitative changes in the commitment of many boomers 
returning (or at least exploring the possibility of returning) to churches 
and synagogues appears to be unquestionable. Boomers are returning, but 
that doesn't necessarily mean they are joining congregations. More so than 
their parents, they are apt to "shop" with a consumer mentality for both a 
congregation and denomination that meets their personal, ideological, and 
family needs. There is considerable fluidity, of people switching denomi
nations and selecting congregations because of an exciting worship leader, 
good music, social action program, shared concerns, self-help recovery 
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TABLE 14.5 
Religious Individualism for Loyalists and Returnees 

Which expresses your view: 
(a) Going to church/synagogue is a duty and 

obligation, or 
(b) Going to church/synagogue is something 

you do if you feel it meets your needs 
(c) both 

Is it important to you to attend church/synagogue 
as a family or should family members make 
individual choices? 

(a) As family 
(b) Individual choice 
(c) Don't know 

Loyalist Returnee 

23% 

62 
15 

16% 

73 
11 

100% 100% 

79 
21 

100% 

65 
32 
3 

100% 

groups, religious education programs, even a large and convenient parking 
lot. Once boomers start attending a particular church, for whatever reason, 
others often come simply because of the presence of large numbers of their 
own generation. Quality of services offered to individuals and families is far 
more important than denominational heritage for most of our respondents. 
Personal concerns and spiritual quests shape the character of religious dis
course in congregations where boomers are numerous. There is consider
able yearning on the part of many to f'in<l out more about religious tradi
tions, to explore spirituality, and to fin<l in the great smorgasbord of 
religious possibilities that America offers, new spiritual insights that are 
meaningful and worthy of their commitment. Many are looking not only for 
insights, but also for ways to be of service, for opportunities to give of their 
time and support to causes and projects that seem worthwhile. 

Future Trends 

What about future trends? Can we make any projections about the reli
gious involvement of boomers? Projections are of course risky, but we do get 
some clues from the age-based differences among the boomers. 

Age is a major division within the boomer population: those born at the front 
end of the generation in the late forties are quite different from those born at 
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the very back in the early sixties. Fifteen years apart, the two constituencies 
have had differing cohort experiences. Older boomers remember freedom 
marches and the assassination of President Kennedy; they came of age in a 
period of counter-cultural and political turmoil and were deeply affected by 
the Vietnam War. People now in their late thirties and early forties experi
enced the sixties head-on and were the most transformed by that momentous 
decade. In contrast, younger baby boomers are more likely to remember gas 
lines in the seventies, Three Mile Island, and Chernobyl; they came of age in a 
quieter time marked less by social protest than by scarcity and a return to 
greater inwardness; generally they have achieved an easier blend of pragma
tism and idealism than those of their generation who are older. Douglas Wal
rath (1987) speaks of older boomers as "challengers," prone to question 
authority and conventionality, and the younger ones as "calculators," more 
inclined to see life as involving hard choices and calling for priorities. 

Cohort experience and life-cycle factors interact to create distinctive reli
gious patterns in any generation (see Roof and Walsh, 1993), and certainly 
this is the case for the boomers. As already observed with the NORC data, 
older boomers are returning to organized religion in greater numbers pro
portionately than younger boomers. But simply because the older boomers 
are returning does not mean that they are the most religious in other ways 
(see Table 14.6). Younger boomers are more religious on measures of per
sonal faith and practice: they consider themselves more religious and affirm 
traditional Judea-Christian beliefs and practices more so than do older mem
bers of the generation. This is true across a wide spectrum ranging from 
belief in the Devil to conflict between religion and science. Interesting, also, 
they are more inclined to say they would call upon religious institutions for 
"rites of passage" for themselves or for family members-for baptisms, wed
dings, and funerals. To say this does not of course mean that they will neces
sarily li>llow through with such rites, lmt it docs suggest a higher level of nor
mative religious expectations. Their greater religious traditionalism goes 
hand in hand with a more conservative stance generally. Younger boomers 
voted for Bush in 1988 in greater numbers than did older boomers, view 
themselves more as political conservatives, and hold to more conventional 
views on moral issues than older boomers. 

All of this might portend an even greater return to organized religion in the 
1990s. As the younger boomers grow older and assume family and parenting 
responsibilities, they might return to congregations in larger numbers than 
have the older boorners. Much depends, of course, on the churches them
selves. If the churches can effectively relate to the values, life-styles, and con
cerns of this generation, boomers will return. Churches that are effective in 
this, we would expect, will be those that can create a climate where boomers 
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TABLE 14.6 
Religious Characteristics of Older m1d Younger Baby BlKlmer 

Cohorts 

t)ldn Y1111n••·cr ,~ 

Institutional Involvement 
Percent Loyalist 35% 32% 
Percent Dropping Out 
Of these: 65 86 

Percent Returnee 43 38 
Percent Dropout 57 62 

Personal Beliefs and Practices 
Consider to be religious 83 89 
Say grace at meals 36 39 
Believe in eternal life 80 83 
Believe in Devil 61 67 
Born again 43 45 
View religion and science in conflict 53 63 

Attitudes toward Organized Religion 
Consider church membership important 67 60 
Would expect to call upon institution for rites 

for self or family: 
Baptism 71 82 
Wedding 74 86 
Funeral 85 90 

feel eomfortablc and where the religious narratives encompass their own life 
stories. Tex Sample (1990) is surely right when he says that programming will 
greatly differ, depending on whether the constituency aimed at is on the cul
tural left or the cultural right. Upper middle-class, cultural-left people relate 
to journey theology and spiritual quests, whereas working-class, cultural-right 
people relate more to traditional family values and conventional moral and 
religious thinking. Multi-layered spirituality combining themes from across 
religious traditions will characterize the former (as .one of our respondents 
said, "I am a Presbyterian into wholistic thinking); more orthodox Christian 
interpretations are held to among the latter. 

Whether the boomer's religious questions and concerns will carry over to 
institutional commitment is the big question. Despite all the media attention 
to the "return of the boomers," regular religious attendance in the polls does 
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not appear to have significantly increased. Highly voluntaristic norms of reli
gious belonging are deeply ingrained in this generation, among younger as 
well as older members, and this will likely be the predominate shaping influ
ence on styles of congregational involvement in the future. Reginald Bibby's 
(1987) "a la carte" style of religious belief seems to be the wave of the future 
for this generation, which probably means that we can expect a great deal of 
continued shopping around for religious themes, and even within a religious 
community considerable picking and choosing of what to believe and how to 
practice what one believes. Every congregation has its own ethos, and the 
extent and style of commitment will vary depending on whether or not 
boomers can relate their lives to what is going on in a particular locale. The 
congregations attracting boomers will be those that can discern the spirit of 
the times, and are able to respond in ways that are genuinely real, authentic, 
and deemed meaningful. 
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Black Americans 
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T
hree decades ago, E. Franklin Frazier (1963:85-86) predicted that the 
domination of the black church in the black community would decrease 
as blacks became "integrated into the institutions of the American com

munity." In the ensuing thirty years the civil rights movement, court action, 
and federal legislation have, in fact, lowered barriers to education, jobs, and 
housing. Many members of the growing black middle class have migrated to 
the suburbs of the North and West (Roof and Spain, 1977:17). But despite 
the opportunity for upward mobility and integration, uncertain economic 
times and less government support minimized the breadth and endurance of 
such opportunities. According to the authors of A Comnwn Destiny (Jaynes 
an<l Williams, e<ls., 1989:194-200), some blacks have reacte<l to both the 
opportunity and the uncertainty in their efforts to retain their cultural iden
tity, and to pursue better housing, more education, and higher incomes. But 
others have had fewer opportunities and have been frustrated by low educa
tional levels, poverty, and isolation within the inner cities. 

This chapter will fiw11s 011 n•c1•11t and p11ssil,l<' f'11t111·1• l'l1:111~:1•s i11 th1• 
l'hllrl'h parti1·ipati,H1 l1•,<'ls 111' hind, .\1111•111·,111'. 1•,11t11·11L11h 111 1,•l,1111111 1,, 

s,ldal l'halll!<' i11 thl' !,lad, ,.,,,111111111it\, 1•'1,1:11·1, tl11•,1s "'):)•.,•,tt-tl 1l11• 1•11•11l111il 
aba11do11111;·11t of tl11· bl:H'k d111n·h l,, th11."' 11lt,, ,11·h1t•"'" 1111t•i•.1,1ll1111 1111,, 
society's 111ainstrl'a111. Nl'ls1•11 a11d N1·ls1·11 \ l!l7t,: t:rn ol,s,·n·,,d. l11 111·,,,·,"· th,11 
even "as conflict over basic.: valul's gn•w, llH' hlaek elnin·h prnspt·n·d" iu tilt' 
1960s. Black cultural identity and its c.:on11ec.:tio11 to thl' black c.:h11rd1 had 
remained important, irrespective of social-economic integration, so there was 
no reason to expect abandonment of the black church by the middle class. 
(See Roof and McKinney, 1987, on communal ties and sustaining beliefs.) 

The black church had prospered in the South, in part because it has been 
the center of black community life, addressing multiple needs, not just reli
gious concerns. The urban North, however, presented special challeng~s- to 
the church; life-styles were more diverse and thc•tT was f,!;rcater eompd1tion 
from other agencies and institutions relative lo 111cdi11f.!; eomm1111ily lll't,ds. 

311 
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The central cities of the North, in particular, have experienced decline 
subsequent to Frazier's study. With increased joblessness in the inner city, 
upwardly mobile individuals have moved to the suburbs, resulting in social 
isolation for those left behind. The institutions (including churches) of the 
inner cities have lost the viable support they had when the community was 
more class-integrated (Wilson, 1987:56-57). Given the greater likelihood of 
middle- rather than lower-class people to participate in organizations, the 
decline in being churched should not be displayed by blacks in the suburbs, 
but rather, by the young and poorly educated in the cities of the North. 

Our primary focus is the comparison of black church attendance rates 
across residential and regional contexts, with attention given to the differ
ences in motivation for participation. Specifically, does the church still have 
strong communal tics or is it facing greater dependence upon the religious 
motivations of people? In the rural and urban South, blacks have been 
expected to belong to the church, and at least occasionally participate. In the 
urban North participation has been more voluntary, and more likely to be 
linked to the folfillment of religious needs. 

While Frazier's predictions that church participation would decline have 
not materialized, there are important differences in rates of participation by 
context, that is, by region and residence. Hard empirical data generally do 
not exist for carefully examining changes in black church participation since 
the 1950s and 1960s. We are fortunate, however, to now have two national 
C:allnp sarnplPs-from 1978 and 1988-of unchurched and churched Ameri
cans, including significant subsamples of black Americans. 1 This allows us to 
look at change in hlack church participation over the last decade, and per-
111its an i11-dq1th analysis ol' motivations for participation aeross different 
r<'gio11al and n ·sid<·11l ial <·0111<-xts. 

111 looking al th<• overall chang<· in black church participation across the 
Gallup surveys, many will be delighted that the percentage of churched black 
Americans has increased from 57% to 62% over the decade. The less encour
aging news is that this increase is due primarily to heightened rates among 
older, northern city blacks. The rates remain basically unchanged in other 
areas. Importantly, little has been done to correct the disproportionately 
great disaffiliation of young adult blacks in the northern cities, of whom 
about only one in three are churched. 

Both past theoretical speculation and empirical data suggest that the black 
church is a diverse institution that has met and continues to meet different 
kinds of personal and community needs. This diversity is largely related to dif
ferences in the regional and residential locations of black churches. Lincoln 
and Mamiya (1990:15), for example, cogently argue that there can be no sin
gle view of the black church since it addresses various needs, issues, and social 
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conditions. Our task is to employ the Gallup surveys to examine the motiva
tions people have for being churched, and how they might differ in different 
social contexts. Differences in motivation of black religious participation can 
be understood to represent a continuum from communal/involuntary on the 
one end, to voluntary/personal on the other. Movement toward the voluntary 
end should be evident as one moves from the South to the North. 

Relationship Between the Black Church and Society: 
Differences by Context 

Historically, settings for the black church ranged from the rural South to 
nonsouthern urban centers. In the rural South, blacks had low educational 
levels, and church and religion could provide some escape from an oppres
sive society. In the southern city, the theodicy could shift somewhat to mas
tery of this world. The church in the nonsouthern city imperfectly met the 
needs of migrants who came from various types of church settings. ( On the 
roles of black churches in Chicago from 1910-30, see Grossman, 1989.) In 
some settings and times, especially in the cities of the 1930s, some black 
churches withdrew from community involvement, and revivalistic, sectarian 
storefront churches prospered. (See Lincoln and Mamiya, 1990:209 who 
summarize this "deradicalization thesis.") 

But the contexts and the churches have changed. The civil rights move
ment demanded that churches in all settings address race issues. The rural 
church and the southern urban church have deep roots in the community, 
providing significant networks and resources for leadership. The black 
church in the nonsouthern city was not as successful at dominating the com
m11nity or in attracting as high a proportion of residents for participation in 
either religious or extra-religious functions. 

Lincoln and Mamiya (1988:364-65, also 1990) identify the rural church as 
the "historical and cultural reservoir of the 'black folk' religious experience." 
Today this experience is affected by changes in occupational distribution, 
with many of the young leaving rural areas as small, individual farms decline 
in number. They also observe the growing class split in the black community. 
Those now in the middle class have experienced the benefits of civil rights 
politics, while those in the lower class continue to have needs that the rural 
church should meet. 

In the inner cities of the North, in particular, conditions are not favorable 
for the church. Factories have closed in the central cities, and upwardly 
mobile residents have moved to the suburbs. Those left behind, subject to 
persistent poverty and sometimes identified as the "underclass," have 
become increasingly isolated. The traditional institutions of help-schools, 
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churches, social agencies, police, and the ward and precinct political sys
tem-have been greatly weakened. (For the changing conditions of the 
Chicago inner city from the 1940s to the present, see Lemann, 1991.) 

Participation: Communal Versus Voluntary Motivations 

Nelsen, Yokley, and Nelsen (1971:10) have noted how the entrenchment 
of the church in the black community can secure nearly involuntary mem
bership. This is particularly evident in the rural South (Nelsen and Nelsen, 
1975:61-62, 84). The migration to the northern cities meant greater choice 
among life-styles, as well as less social control by the churches. The northern, 
urban church became one institution among many, and increasingly focused 
on meeting religious needs, whereas the southern church traditionally per
formed economic, educational, and social functions, as well. Stump 
(1986:312) observed that church attendance depends more on strength of 
belief and less on a sense of social obligation in areas where denominational 
affiliation is diverse and rates of membership are low. Where there is greater 
cultural pressure to attend, a weaker association exists between personal reli
gious orientation and participation. According to Stump (1987:145-46), "In 
the more secular North ... many black social institutions rival the church in 
importance, and frequent attendance consequently tends to be limited to 
individuals possessing high levels of religiosity." 

Analyzing data from 1978, Nelsen (1988:407) wrote that participation in 
the black church is more likely to occur for personal religious reasons in the 
metropolitan non-South than in the South. An important variable accounting 
for church membership and attendance in the non-South was the subjective 
importance of religion to the individual-Nelsen's best predictor of whether 
individuals \WIT involVl'd in thl' dmn.:h. Only about half of the metropolitan 
r<'sidl'nts in thl' non-South indieatcd that religion was very important to 
them, compared to three-fourths of their southern counterparts and about 
8,5% of the nonmetropolitan Southerners. Since personal religiousness is 
especially important in the nonsouthern setting for church participation, and 
since religion is not very important to as many individuals there, we can 
understand the lower level of church participation. 

In contrast, the southern socialization pattern, especially in rural areas, is 
to encourage, even demand, participation in the church. Individuals are 
churched as part of fitting into communal networks. Carmichael and Hamil
ton (1967:103) identified middle-aged women who were especially influen
tial in the black community as "staunch church members." The civil rights 
movement drew upon this characteristic and, no doubt, further strengthened 
the power of the black church in the rural areas and cities of the South. 
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Participation in the black church in the South is related to the building 
and retention of community there; it is semi-involuntary. Involvement in the 
church in the urban North more directly reflects personal religious interest 
or expression; it is voluntary. Given the greater diversity of life-styles in the 
cities, the lower rates of personal religiousness in the North, and the histori
cal pattern of the church dominating the community in the South, church 
participation on the part of blacks should be higher in the South than in the 
North. 

The suburbanization of blacks in both the South and North introduces a 
new consideration for the black church.2 In the North, suburbanization has 
occurred as an element of class mobility, with the central cities retaining 
especially lower-class, poorer, and isolated blacks. Hence, the participation 
rate ("churched") should be higher in the northern suburbs than in the 
northern central cities. A prediction about the southern suburban areas 
would be less certain because suburban residences around southern cities 
have generally included agricultural areas. Such areas have lower educa
tional, occupational, and income levels on the part of blacks than is true for 
the cities, according to Roof and Spain (1977:15-17). Given the high 
churched rate expected for both the southern cities and the rural South, 
movement to the southern suburbs should lead to a lower rate of participa
tion. While northern suburban areas should have lower rates than such areas 
in the South, these rates should still be higher than those of the northern 
central city. A higher degree of personal (or voluntary) reasons for participa
tion should exist for the southern and northern suburbanites and the north
ern central city residents, while a more involuntary, or communal, basis for 
participation should exist for the rural and central city residents of the South. 

Gender difference.~ in rates of being churched should he tied to communal 
reasons for involvement, with women more likely than men to be churched. 
Hence, we would expect gender differences particularly in the nonmetropol
itan areas and central cities of the South. Where the basis for participation is 
more voluntary we would also expect educational and age differences in rates 
of being churched. Especially important for voluntary participation would be 
personal religiousness. 

Given our theorizing, we would rank the various region-residence areas 
according to their projected levels of church attendance in the following 
order from high to low: the rural South, the central cities of the South, the 
suburban South, the suburban North, and the central cities of the North. 
The rural South and central cities of the South have been identified as hav
ing a strong communal basis for participation (semi-involuntary), while the 
other three places of residence should be more associated with voluntary 
participation. 
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Data and Definitions 

Using face-to-face interviews, the Gallup Organization has now col
lected two sets of data on "unchurched" and "churched" Americans-in 
April 1978 and March 1988. We use the unweighted data sets in our 
analysis. In 1978 a second survey added additional unchurched Americans. 
Since the unchurched were not oversampled in 1988, our reanalysis of the 
1978 data set-for comparisons with 1988-excludes the unchurched 
oversample of 1978. The 1988 data set oversampled blacks and Hispanics. 
We exclude the Hispanic oversample, but include the additional blacks 
who were interviewed. 

To be "churched" means to be a member of a church and to have attended 
in the past six months, apart from weddings, funerals, or special holidays. 
Individuals without data for this measure were excluded from the study. 

Our regional and residential categories for reporting the 1988 data will be 
the rural (nonmetropolitan) South, southern (central) cities, suburban South, 
suburban North, and northern (central) cities. We exclude the rural (non
metropolitan) North because there are only fifteen blacks in the sample with 
that residence. When we use the term "North" or "northern" we are refer
ring to non-South or nonsouthern. 

TABLE 15.1 
Demographic Differences in the Percentage of Churched 

Black Americans, 1978-1988 

Yl'ar of Study 
I k111ographic Cat1·gori1·s U:.l78 1988 

Total black American 57% 62% 

Residence 
Metropolitan 46 59 
Rural (nonmetropolitan) 91 81 

Metropolitan by region 
North 40 51 
South 60 70 

Northern metropolitan by age 
Age 40 and older 43 63 
Under40 38 37 
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Findings: Rates of Being Churched 

As noted earlier, the percentage churched has increased from 1978 to 
1988, and this increase is especially visible among urban blacks (suburban 
and central city) age forty and older (see Table 15.1). As drugs and drug
related crime increasingly trouble the inner city, it should not be surprising 
to find older blacks involved in churches for the comfort that can be found 
there (see Anderson, 1990).3 

There are substantial differences in rates of being churched across the five 
regional-residential categories (see Figure 15.1). The highest rate of being 
churched in 1988 occurs in the rural South (85%), followed in order by the south
ern city (76%), the southern suburb (64%), the northern suburb (57%), and the 
northern city (49%). In examining the effects of different motivations for church 
participation, we will see in Table 15.2 that their strength varies with context. That 
is, the strength of any particular motivation's relationship to church participation 
will be different in different regional-residential categories-or, in statistical lan
guage, there is a significant interaction between motivation and context. 

FIGURE 15.1 
Percent Churched by Region-Residence 

Region Residence 

Rural South 

City South 

Suburb South 

Suburb North 

City North 
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Religious motivations should be significantly related to being churched in 
areas where church involvement is voluntary, that is, where individuals are 
churched for personal rather than <:0111nn1nal reasons. In Ndsl'n's analysis or 
the 1978 data, "importan<:e of religion" was the most powerful predictor of 
being churched, especially in the metropolitan non-South. For the 1988 analy
sis we are dividing the "metropolitan" category into suburb and city. We also 
have two different measures of religiosity: importance of religion and belief in 
life after death. Table 15.2 presents the percentages of churched across the 
five residential categories for each of our two religious motivation measures. 

The table shows that importance of religion and belief in an afterlife are 
significantly related to being churched in the three regional-residential areas 
that depend on voluntary participation-the southern suburbs, the northern 
suburbs, and the northern cities. In these three contexts, religious motivations 
for church participation are strongly evident. In the other two locations
the rural South and the cities of the South-importance of religion and belief 
in an afterlife are not significantly related to being churched. In these two 
settings individuals participate less out of a personal religious orientation and 
more because being churched is expected-on a communal, or semi
voluntary basis.4 

Consistent with the latter, Table 15.2 also shows that gender is signifi
cantly related to being churched in the rural South and in the cities of the 
South; women being more affected by the tug of communal ties toward 
cl1urcl1 parti<:ipation than men. 

Table 15.2 also shows the differential effect on church participation across 
region-residence for education and age-both of which should show a more 
voluntary pattern if our thesis is correct. As shown in the table. high school 
graduates arc 111on· lik<'ly to he d1mdwd, hut the pmv<'r or th!' !'dueation vari
ahlt• (dichotrnnizt•d in th!' tahlt• as high school gradual!' or nol) is n-lati\·!'lv low. 
An analysis not shown in the table (with edu<:ation tiichotomized-less than 
high school, high school diploma, and some college or more) and employing the 
five residential-regional categories and age, (dichotomized), produced a 
stronger effect for education (beta = .18). Without being controlled, age tends 
to suppress the impact of education on being churched ( older blacks tend to 
have lower educational levels and are more likely to be churched). The percent
ages churched with education trichotomized are: less than high school, ,50%; 
high school diploma, 67%; and some college or more, 71 %. 

Of all the blacks under forty years of age, 52% are churched, compared 
to 71 % of those forty years and older. Looking at age differences within 
each place of residence, we find that significance is obtained only for the 
residents of the northern cities, although significance is approached in the 
northern suburbs as well. 



TABLE 15.2 
Percent of Churched Black Americans in 1988 by Selected Religious 

and Demographic Predictors, Within Regional and Residential 
Categories 

Selected South North Eta/ 
Predictor Rural City Suburb Suburb City Total Beta• R• 

Region/Residence•• 84.6 76.4 63.8 57.4 48.7 61.9 -.27 
(52) (72) (69) (54) (158) (404) - .2ld .46 

Importance of Religion 
Less than very 85.7 68.4 20.5 30.8 22.4 33.9 

important (7) (19) (15) (13) (67) (121) 
Very important 84.4 79.2 75.9 65.9 67.8 73.9 .38 

(45) (53) (54)d (4l)a (90)d (283) .34d .46 

Believe in afterlife 
No/Undecided 77.8 64.7 47.8 35.5 27.6 41.1 

(9) (17) (23) (17) (58) (124) 
Yes 86.0 80.0 71.7 67.7 61.0 71.2 .29 

(43) (55) (46)a (37)a (lO0)d (281) .25d .38 

Age 
Under 40 76.5 74.3 60.0 50.0 32.9 52.1 

(17) (35) (40) (24) (76) (192) 
40 and older 88.6 78.4 69.0 66.7 61.5 70.9 .19 

(35) (37) (29) (27) (78)d (206) .18d .3,5 

Gen<ler 
Men 75.9 64.1 65.6 53.8 42.5 56.3 

(29) (39) (32) (26) (80) (206) 
Women 95.7 90.0 62.2 60.7 55.1 67.8 .12 

(23)a (33)h (37) (28) (78) (199) .13b .32 

Ed11eation 
Not high school 82.8 70.0 55.6 50.0 41.2 57.4 

graduate (29) (20) (27) (14) (51) (141) 
High school 87.0 78.8 69.0 60.0 52.3 64.4 .07 

graduate (23) (52) (42) (40) (107) (264) .lOa .29 

0 ANOVA and MCA were used to test the three-way relationship, including interactions, among 
churched, region-residence, and the selected religious and demographic, second predictors. 
Eta is for the relationship between the second predictor and being churched, without control-
ling for region-residence. Beta is for the relationship between the second predictor and being 
churched, controlling for region-residence. "R" reports the strength of the two predictors 
together. One-Way ANOVA was used to test the significance of differences in the percentage 
churched within each of the five regional-residential categories for each predictor. 

00Significant (c) interaction occurred between residence-region and importance of religion in 
predicting being churched; the Eta and Beta for region-residence and "R" are from that analy-
sis. 

Significance: (a) p < .05; (b) p < .01; (c) p < .02; (d) p < .001. 
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Using the importance of religion, age, and education as predictors, we find 
that all three of these variables were significantly related to being churched 
in northern cities. Older blacks, those who report religion to be important to 
them, and the better educated are more likely to be churched. Each of these 
three predictors relates to voluntary participation, a characteristic of the sub
urban and northern experience. 

Our two Gallup surveys included six statements about the church that 
neatly capture criticisms that blacks have made about the church over the 
years, for example, that "there's no real religion among the members" or that 
the "church places too much emphasis upon money" (see Drake and Cayton, 
1944:418-19). The 1978 data on these statements were analyzed by Nelsen 
(1988). Not all of the statements, however, describe characteristics of the 
black church that further develop the distinction between communal and 
voluntary bases for church participation. One exception to this is the follow
ing statement: "Cl111rchcs today have a clear sense of the real spiritual nature 
of religion." This statement measures the likelihood that an individual would 
participate in a church based on his or her perception of the religious or spir
itual nature of the church. Overall, 53% were churched if they disagreed 
with the statement, and 69% were churched if they agreed with it (this dif
ference remains significant when place of residence is controlled, as can be 
seen in Table 15.3). Of those who disagreed with the statement, about three
fourths of the rural and central city southerners were churched compared to 
less than half of suburbanites and those residing in the central cities of the 
North. But in the northern cities the most significant differences exist in the 

TABLE 15.3 
Percent of Churched Black Americans by Response to: 

"Churches Have a Clear Sense of the Real Spiritual Nature of 
Religion," Within Regional and Residential Categories 

South North Eta/ 
Rural City Suburb Suburb City Total Beta• R• 

Disagree/ 78.9 73.9 57.7 57.1 36.4 52.6 
Undecided (19) (23) (26) (28) (77) (173) 

Agree 87.9 77.6 67.4 57.7 60.5 69.0 .17 
(33) (49) (43) (26) (8l)a (232) ,1300 .32 

'See Table 1.5.2 note for an explanation of eta, beta, and R. Agreement or disagreement was one 
predictor, and region-residence tbe second predictor. Significant interaction was not present for 
these two variables in predicting the rate of being churched. 
"Significant@ p < .01. 
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rates of being churched by view of the statement: 36% of those not identify
ing churches as especially religious were churched, compared to the 61 % 
being churched of those believing that churches have a clear sense of what is 
religious. 

Future Needs and Dreams 

It has been observed that regional contrasts persist in black religion even 
though conditions associated with escapist, otherworldly religion have 
declined overall (Nelsen, 1988; see also Stump, 1987:150-51). One explana
tion examines "important adaptive changes" that have taken place in the 
black church (Glenn and Gotard, 1977; see also Lincoln, 1974; Ellison and 
Sherkat, 1990:553). Furthermore, black churches in different regions have 
adapted differently in response to their region's unique changes. Seculariza
tion theory, as it addresses the differentiation of the black church and reli
gion vis-a-vis other institutions, proposes that individuals increasingly partici
pate in organized religion because of religious commitment, rather than out 
of communal pressures or because of nonreligious functions performed _by 
religious institutions. 

With increased levels of education, religion would not thrive as an escapist 
orientation but, rather, as one that affirms experiences in the here-and-now. 
(See Mukenge, 1983:204, on the role of the church in "maintaining mental 
health and psychological stability.") Some individuals would find special 
meaning conveyed by churches, while others would not. Religious participa
tion is now more a matter of personal choice, particularly in the suburban 
areas and the northern cities. 

The secularization and differentiation of the black church (with member
ship increasingly related to religious commitment), seems to occur in an 
ever-evolving fashion. Nevertheless, the black church meets various needs in 
diverse settings. Lincoln and Mamiya (1990:11) point out that "black 
churches are institutions that are involved in a constant series of dialectical 
tensions." As black Americans adjust to changes, including reversals, in eco
nomic prosperity and access to mainstream America, the black church offers 
differing expressions of needs and dreams. 

The 1988 data set allowed us to examine differences within the metropoli
tan areas, between suburbs and central cities. There are similarities between 
these two places of residence in the non-South, with importance of religion 
and belief in an afterlife the best predictors of being churched. These are not 
significantly related to being churched in the rural South or in the cities of 
the South. An especially interesting aspect of the 1988 data set is the similar
ity between the suburban South and the North in terms of patterns that pre-
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diet being churched. Furthermore, the percentage churched in the suburban 
South more closely resembles that in the suburban North than in the south
ern cities. 

Even though blacks in the rural South or the central cities of the South are 
more likely to indicate that religion is very important to them, to believe in 
an afterlife, and to be churched; being churched is not related to personal 
religiousness in these regions. This is not because otherwise religiously ori
ented persons in the rural and urban South are not churched, but rather 
because in these areas otherwise nonreligiously oriented persons are also 
churched. We characterize religious participation in these locales as being 
communal-blacks are expected to participate and they do (particularly 
women). In the other three locations-the two suburban areas and the cen
tral cities of the North-participation is more voluntary and is related to the 
personal religiousness of the individuals. 

Considerable literature documents the finding that younger Americans are 
less likely to be involved in churches (Hoge and Roozen, 1979). For blacks in 
1988, one-half of those under forty years of age were churched, compared to 
seven-tenths of those forty years and older. In each of the five residential cat
egories, when age is related to being churched there is a dramatic decline in 
the percentage of those under forty years old being churched (see Table 2). 
Three-fourths of the rural Southerners and those of the central cities in the 
South under forty are clrnrched, but only one-third of those in the central 
cities of the North are so. While the data are not shown here, younger blacks 
with lower educational levels in Northern cities display particularly low rates. 

Lincoln and Mamiya (1990:397) call attention to "the growing class divide 
between the coping sector of middle income blacks and the working poor, 
and the c1isis sector of the dependent poor," noting that this is a major chal
l<·ng(· f'al'ing tll(' black church. In their word, a "n'conncction" must oc.Tnr 

l)('lW<'<'n tlH' lilal'k ch11n·h and the 11rba11 black poor, given the increased iso

lation that characterizes the residents of the inner cities. The growing prob
lems of the inner city suggest that the unchurched young adults of today will 
not easily become churched tomorrow, despite a considerable increase in the 
rate of being churched from 1978 to 1988 for blacks forty years and older in 
the cities of the North. 

In the rural South and in the cities of the South, participation will remain 
high as church and black community remain firmly intertwined. Future par
ticipation trends in these areas, therefore, will be driven largely by demo
graphics-more specifically, general population growth or decline. Future 
rates in the suburbs are difficult to predict because the driving force in these 
areas will be the local black churches. Attendance will depend on the ability 
or willingness of the local church to link its religious message to issues of 
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meaning associated with new social status, and a continued search for a black 
identity within this new status. 

The situation in the northern cities is not encouraging. Participation 
among older adults should remain relatively high as increasingly marginal
ized blacks continue to remember the church, and turn to it for traditional 
piety and refuge. But the future of the black church in the city is really 
dependent in the long term on the black church's ability to involve the less 
educated, younger adults who currently have little predisposition-and pos
sibly even disdain-for the church. This is perhaps the greatest and least 
understood challenge for the black church. Whether the established 
churches in the central cities-many with members who commute from 
their new residences in the suburbs-can be successful on a large scale 
remains to be seen. Their success will depend on programs designed to reach 
youths in the inner cities, to encourage their education, to mentor, and to be 
a bridge for their eventual church participation. The racial crisis that erupted 
in Los Angeles in 1992 has spurred middle-class blacks to reconsider their 
commitments (or the lack of these) to the poor of the inner city, and discus
sion has emerged about the need to reinvest there. It might be hoped that 
the black churches of the middle class will lead the initiative to provide 
resources and leadership for such a development. It is also possible that 
inroads into the inner city might be made by streetwise evangelists. Strenu
ous efforts by both types of religious organizations would testify to the diver
sity of mission and functions of the black church. 



Chapter s x t e e n 

Participation and Commitment 
Among American Catholic 

Parishioners 1 

Michael R. Welch 

T
his chapter will help church leaders understand the factors that influ
ence the participation of their parishioners. Such an understanding is 
important, given the changes that have occurred among the largest and 

most prominent religious denominations during the past thirty years. As 
transformations in mainline American Protestant denominations become 
increasingly evident (Chaves, 1989; Greeley, 1989:21-66; Iannaccone, 1990; 
Roof and McKinney, 1987; Wuthnow, 1988) and signs of some convergence 
between these mainline bodies and American Catholicism appear (Caplow, 
1991:71), questions about the nature of Catholic piety and types of institu
tional rdigious commitment have also resurfacccl. Many of these questions 
center around changes in the devotional practices of Catholics (e.g., the 
apparent decline in the use of "confession"). Several researchers (D'Antonio, 
Davidson. Hoge, Wallace, 1989; Hoge, 1981, McNamara, 1985), particularly 
Gn,ele~· (Greelev. 1989: 1991: Greeley. McCready. and McCourt. 1976), 
ha\'<' fo<'11sed 011 the historical d<•clincs in Mass attendance that m·c111-rcd 
dming the bit• JD()()s through the middle W"iOs (IIHl!'l' specifically. 1968-75) 
to assess the impact and meaning of these e\'ents. In summary, Greeley indi
cates that Catholics' attendance rates have "restabilized" since 1975 and 
offers primarily a life-cycle explanation to account for the observed trends 
( 1989:42-56). 

Beyond these broad-scale interpretations of changes in Catholics' religious 
behavior, much remains to be learned about how specific aspects of parish 
and community environments influence the religious participation of parish
ioners. This task is complicated, however, by the fact that participation takes 
different forms, with some being more meaningful than others for certain 
parishioners; that some forms of participation receive greater emphasis, 
depending on the specific type of parish; and that many distinctly different 
influences on participation can be identified. 

324 
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Taking these complexities into account, this chapter focuses on four kinds 
of religious participation that Catholic parishioners display, and on three dif
ferent types of influences on participation-characteristics of individuals 
themselves, characteristics of their parishes, and characteristics of the com
munity in which a parish is located. In particular, questions about the effects 
of such contextual properties, as the last two factors are called by sociologists, 
are important for at least two reasons. 

First, parishes and their surrounding community environments are the 
central locus of religious activity for most Catholics. It is in these units that 
Catholics are schooled, worship, wed, and have fundamental moral values 
instilled and behaviors reinforced (see, Greeley, Durkin, Shea, Tracey, and 
McCready, 1981, for a supporting view). Thus, if we wish to understand bet
ter what shapes the religious behavior of parishioners, we cannot ignore the 
unique attributes displayed by specific parishes. 

Second, the connection between contextual attributes and parishioners' 
religious participation helps pastors, church planners, and administrators 
understand what factors influence the vitality and mission of parishes. With
out precise knowledge about those aspects of parish life that are most likely 
to foster the religious participation and commitment of parishioners, church 
leaders may be led to invest scarce resources in unproductive or marginally 
beneficial programs. 

Because of the substantive and methodological complexity of the analysis, 
the sections that follow flow in what may strike some as a rather peculiar 
order. Specifically, I begin with the conclusions and then invite the reader to 
proceed through the detailed analysis that produced them. That is, I first 
summarize the findings' implications for church leaders, and then discuss the 
sources of information and measures of religious participation used in the 
study. Next, I summarize and test simple hypotheses about factors that relate 
to church participation and commitment among Catholic parishioners. 
Finally, I tum to an analysis of the relative importance of contextual and per
sonal factors, concluding with an overview of the major influences on each of 
the four kinds of participation that were studied. 

Implications for Church Leaders 

The findings of the following analysis have several important implica
tions for pastors and other church leaders. Although the conclusions listed 
here do not exhaust all possible implications that may bear on the devel
opment of church programs or pastoral practice, they do identify the more 
important sets of factors that relate to participation in the life of the 
parish. 
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1. Different aspects of religious behavior are not equally responsive 
to the same sets of forces. Thus, Catholic leaders should clearly 
recognize which aspects of religious commitment they wish to 
nurture when they design programs to enhance parishioners' 
levels of involvement. As will be seen from the data reported, par
ticularly in the discussion of Table 16.4, few factors show uniform 
influence across the four religious behaviors that were analyzed. 

2. Among the sets of variables that pastors or other church leaders can 
control most easily, two stand out as key factors for promoting the 
increased involvement of parishioners: the presence of specialized 
ministries and programs within a parish, and the level of faith shar
ing that occurs. Compared with other sets of institutional variables 
that leaders can manipulate, these variables make statistically signif
icant and relatively important contributions in predicting different 
aspects of involvement when the remaining factors have been con
trolled. It might be advisable, therefore, to identify specific pro
grams an<l ministries parishioners find most fulfilling and to imple
ment activities, such as adult faith-sharing groups, which focus on 
the discussion of religious beliefs or other related issues. Although 
this mechanism is presently incorporated in some adult religious 
education programs, it may merit more serious attention on the part 
of pastors or diocesan administrators. 

3. Most of the sets of variables that have the strongest linkages to 
religious behavior are not under the control of church leaders. We 
should be realistic and not expect substantial increases in parish
ioners' levels of involvement to flow from many changes that pas
tors initiatl'. In short, it appears that altering relatively ineffectual 
progra111s i11 a variety ol' ways is probably wasted cl'fort. 

4. If' pastors or d111rd1 planners wish to increase parishioners' 
involvc111ent, they should focus on maximizing the overall social 
integration of parishioners within their parishes. This one set of 
individual-level variables, more than any other, appears to be the 
most critical factor for increasing commitment and involvement 
among rank-and-file parishioners. Thus, any efforts that enhance 
an authentic sense of belonging and a connection to fellow parish
ioners are not misdirected. However, such goals are sometimes 
difficult to implement. Too often merely a transitory illusion of 
gemeinschaft: is achieved. A more enduring community evolves 
only after years of interaction have produced an abiding trust 
among parishioners, and between priest and people. Forced 
attempts at "easy" intimacy achieved through such simplistic, fash-
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ionable mechanisms as after-Mass coffeehouses probably do little 
more than run up the parish's bill for doughnuts. Because efforts 
to build an authentic sense of community take time, it might also 
be wise for dioceses to reconsider mandatory policies that stipulate 
a pastor's maximum length of tenure in a specific parish. 

5. All of the preceding suggestions underscore the benefits to be 
gained from conducting more frequent and intensive needs assess
ment studies within parishes. Such studies can help pastors assess 
the value of current programs, activities and ministries, and identify 
new opportunities for service. Only by collecting this type of empiri
cal evidence can a local pastor reach informed judgments about how 
programs really work and whether they effectively promote involve
ment or commitment. 

Measuring Religious Participation and Related Factors 

Data and Measures 

Information on the levels of religious participation and commitment dis
played by American Catholics in and through their local parishes was 
obtained from the Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish Life (hereafter 
abbreviated as CPL). This study, funded by the Lilly Endowment, collected 
several kinds of information (e.g., surveys of individuals and parishes, ratings 
drawn from participant observations, census data for a subset of sampled 
parishes, and so on) on a representative cross-section of parishes within the 
United States during the winter and spring months of 1983---84 (see Leege 
and Welch, 1989, for a more complete description).2 

The following four measures of religious participation constitute the 
dependent variables for all of the analyses: (1) number of parish activities in 
which a parishioner is involved (Parish Activities), (2) estimated amount of 
money the parishioner's family contributed to the parish during the year 
(Financial Giving), (3) frequency of participation in basic worship (e.g., Sun
day Mass and Communion) activities (Basic Devotion), and (4) frequency of 
participation in traditionalistic (e.g., Stations of the Cross, Novenas, and so 
on) religious rituals (Traditionalistic Devotion).3 

Because of the extensiveness of the data (more than 700 variables) a series 
of preliminary analyses was conducted to reduce the sets of predictor vari
ables to a more manageable number that could be incorporated into the final 
analyses.4 These initial procedures were governed by both empirical and the
oretical considerations. A complete list of variable wording and coding is 
available in the Supplemental Appendix. 
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Measures of Local Contextual Variables: Properties of the Community 

Following Roof et al. (1979), several measures of the community environ
ment in which a parish is located were included in preliminary analyses, and 
designated as "local contextual" variables. Only measures displaying signifi
cant and theoretically interpretable correlations with the measures of partici
pation were retained. As a set, five variables were used to represent factors 
ranging from community ecology (e.g., urban environment), to factors that 
shape local community culture (e.g., number of families, decreases in younger 
segment of population) and opportunities for choosing a place of worship 
(e.g., presence of another Catholic church in the community). Measures of 
these variables are described in the Supplemental Appendix (Table Al6.2). 

Measures of Local Institutional Variables: Aggregate and Global Properties 
of the Local Parish 

"Local institutional" variables refer to characteristics of the local parish 
church and its congregation (Roof et al., 1979:212). In some instances 
these variables represent congregations' attributes that are reflected in the 
mean scores (or relevant percentages) of individual members of each 
parish; hence, they refer to aggregate properties of the congregation. These 
properties differ from the constituent characteristics of individual parish 
members from which they are derived and represent aspects of the encom
passing social or psychological "climate" of a parish (e.g., the social class 
standing of an individual parishioner compared to the socioeconomic com
position of the parish as a whole). Other variables, however, represent 
instit11tional properties of the parish that are distinct from such congrega
tional attribnt<·s (<•.g., th<' fH<'s<·ne<· of" a parish school). Tw!'nty-six simple 

111<·as111-cs of local cl1araell'ristics ar<' ind11dcd in the final analysis, along 

with three more complex measures (see Supplemental Appendix, Table 
Al6.l for a complete description):5 

Measures of Individual-Level Variables: Personal Attributes of Parishioners 

Individual-level variables represent personal attributes of parishioners, 
such as race, gender, marital status, involvement in community organiza
tions, and level of satisfaction with aspects of the parish-to name but a 
few. These, and other characteristics like them, shape the behaviors and 
activities of parishioners in both secular and religious spheres. Thus, 
twenty measures of these characteristics are included in the final analysis 
(see Supplemental Appendix, Table Al6.l). 
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Selected Hypotheses Under Study: A Multi-level Approach 

The sets of variables described in the preceding sections are linked to pat
terns of religious participation that American Catholic parishioners display. 
But the nature of these linkages remains to be formalized. In the remainder 
of this section I present several selected hypotheses, grouped by the kind of 
variables involved in the predicted relationship and by the theory from which 
the prediction derives. Simple hypotheses drawn from extant theories, or 
whose derivation is obvious, will simply be presented and not discussed, so I 
can devote sufficient space to new hypotheses. 

Because the principal goal of this chapter is to examine the predictive abil
ity of different types of variables related to religious involvement in one's 
parish, hypotheses are framed to reflect simple zero-order relationships. 
Examination of more complex (e.g., conditional or net) relationships involv
ing specific predictors is beyond the scope of the chapter. 

Selected Hypotheses Involving Individual-Level Variables (H 1-H7) 

Correlations between the measures of the individual-level variables and 
the four measures of religious participation are reported in Table 16.1 (only 
relationships in which r > ± .10 and significant at p < .05 are reported). 

Considering only the statistically and substantively significant correlations 
in the table, it is clear that all of the following individual-level hypotheses 
(Hl-H7) receive support-but to varying degrees. 

Child-rearing Theory {HJ). Building on previous research (e.g., Carroll and 
Roozen, 1975; Hoge and Carroll, 1978; Nash and Berger, 1962), it is predicted 
that parishioners who have at least one child under the age of eighteen should 
be 1n<m• involvl'd in religions al'tivilies and show hight•r ll'vds of' commit111cnt 
than parishioners who are childless or have older children. Support for this 
theory in our analysis, however, is rather weak (see Table 16.1), with only one 
relationship attaining the criterion levels of substantive and statistical signifi
cance. Among Catholics, the presence of younger children within a family is 
only moderately associated with participation in parish activities. 

Boomer Cohort Hypothesis (H2). Because of the historical experiences 
that shaped their lives during a critical period in the process of religious 
development (teenage years to the middle t\\'enties). pa1ishioners \\'ho are 
members of the "baby boom" birth cohorts should be less committed and 
religiously involved than parishioners who are members of earlier cohorts 
(H2). Although some might contend that cohort effects do not explain varia
tions in religions inn1ln'ment among Catholics (see CreeleY. 1989:42-56) 
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TABLE 16.1 
Zero-order Correlations Between Individual-Level Variables and 

Measures of Religious Participation° 

Measures of Participation 

Hypo
theses 

Individual-Level 
Variables 

H1 Have child under 18 
H2 WWII Cohort 

Baby Boomers 
H3 Moral Traditionalism 
H 1 Theological Progressivism 
11,5 Geographic Mobility 

Conversations: Pastor 
Conversations: Parishioners 
Community Attachment 

H6 Non-Catholic Spouse 
H7 Satisfies Spiritual needs 

Rated quality: Liturgies 
Rated quality: Homilies 
Rated quality: Pastoral Care 

Demographic Valiables 
Gender (Male= l) 
Presently 111arril'd 

Ha('(' ( Bla('k= l) 

Ed11('atio11 

Yol1111tary organizatio11al 

n H:' Ill berships 

Tradition-
Basic alistic 

Devotion Devotion 

-.147 
.180 

.223 

.226 

.264 
-.161 

.174 

.122 

.128 

-.2.53 
.271 

-.203 
-.24.5 

.356 

.232 

.304 

.210 

.194 

-.1:37 
. I 0(-i 

-.1.52 

.111 

'Only eoeffkiPnts;:: ±.Wand p < .05 are reproduced. 

Parish 
Activities 

.108 

.289 

.344 

.301 

.201 

. 111 

.241 

Financial 
Giving 

.121 
-.167 

.151 

.151 

.132 

.171 
- .131 

.147 

.138 

. 182 

.133 

Roof an<l McKinney (1987) suggest that the Boomer cohorts function as car
riers of a .. new rnluntaiism" that ma:' be reflected in the religious behavior of 
seYeral denominations, including, perhaps, Catholicism. 

This h:-pothesis (H2) receives a relatively high degree of support from the 
data presented in Table 16.1: the baby boomer cohorts show consistently 
lower levels of participation (on three of four measures of participation) com
pared to their Catholic counterparts of earlier generations. 
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Value Structure Theory (H3). Parishioners holding more traditionalistic 
social values should display higher levels of participation in religious activities 
and higher levels of commitment than parishioners holding less traditionalis
tic values (11:3). We l()sted this prediction by examining relationships 
between the Moral Traditionalism scale and our four measures of religious 
participation. Support for the hypothesis is generally consistent, with positive 
relationships ranging from moderate to substantial (see Table 16.1). 

Doctrinal Belief Theory (H4). Parishioners who hold the most conserva
tive, orthodox beliefs about church doctrine or practices should be more reli
giously involved and committed than those who adopt more progressive, het
erodox beliefs (H4). Support for this prediction should be manifest in a 
negative relationship between the Theological Progressivism scale and the 
measures of participation. Given the single significant relationship presented 
in Table 16.1, it seems clear that this hypothesis is only weakly supported. It 
appears only to be true for Traditionalistic Devotion. 

Social Integration Hypothesis (HS). Parishioners who are more strongly 
integrated into the parish community should be more religiously active and 
committed (H5). This hypothesis predicts positive relationships between the 
variables representing Conversations with Pastor, Conversations with Other 
Parishioners, Community Attachment, and our measures of participation. 
Because migration disrupts social integration (Welch and Baltzell, 1984) a 
negative relationship between Geographic Mobility and our religious partici
pation measures would also support the hypothesis. Results from our analy
ses provide relatively strong support for this hypothesis across each of the 
four types of participation (see Table HU). 

Reinforcing Values Hypothesis (H6). Compared to nonmarried parish
ioners or those married to Catholic spouses, parishioners who are married to 
non-Catholic spouses should display lower levels of commitment and partici
pation in religious activities (H6). The relative absence of shared religious 
values within a "mixed marriage" is thought to diminish intra-familial pres
sures toward Catholic participation of the Catholic partner. Actual conflicts 
over religious practices might also dissuade the Catholic partner from partici
pating in religious activities more fully (sec Welch, Johnson, and Pil
grirn:lHH). As can be sc,:n in Table: I fi. I , tlu:n, is rr1od1:rat,, s11pport fi,r I lfi. 
Hespondents having non-Catholic spo11scs an: lc:ss likdy to show high lc:vds 
of basic <levotionalism and financial giving than Catholics who are married to 
Catholic spouses or who are single. 
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Member Satisfaction Hypothesis (H7}. Parishioners who are more satis
fied with the parish and its worship activities should be more likely to show 
high levels of religious participation and commitment within that parish 
(H7). This hypothesis, framed at the individual-level, is simply a corollary of 
aggregate-level hypotheses that were formalized and tested earlier by Roof, 
Hoge, Dyble, and Hadaway (1979:202). At the operational level positive rela
tionships between the four measures of participation and commitment and 
the following variables would constitute supportive evidence: Parish Satisfies 
Spiritual Needs, Parish Satisfies Social Needs, Rated Quality of Liturgies, 
Rated Quality of Homilies, and Rated Quality of Pastoral Care. 

There is very modest support for this hypothesis: only seven of the rele
vant twenty relationships are in the predicted direction and sizable enough to 
warrant consideration. In general, parishioners who feel that their social 
needs are being satisfied within a parish are more likely to participate at 
higher levels than less satisfied peers. Satisfaction of spiritual needs and the 
rated quality of preaching also show a moderate relationship to devotional 
styles parishioners display (Table 16.1). 

Correlations representing relationships between several basic measures of 
demographic characteristics (gender, level of education, marital status, and 
race) and religious participation are also reported in Table 16.1, as are correla
tions between the number of memberships in voluntary organizations a parish
ioner reports and the levels of participation he or she displays. Education shows 
the strongest positive relationships to Parish Activities and Financial Giving, but 
shows a nearly equally strong negative relationship to Traditionalistic Devotion, 
as might be expected. Variables representing race, gender, and marital status 
also show a varying pattern of relationships to the different measures of partici
pation. In c:ontr,L~t, however, parishioners who report a tendency to join various 
civic organizations arc also consistently lllorc likely to paiticipatc in a variety of 
devotional practices (both basic and traditionalistic) and parish activities, and to 
donate more of their annual family income to the parish. 

Selected Hypotheses Involving Local Contextual Variables (H8-H9) 

In this section, the focus shifts from hypotheses involving characteristics of 
individual parishioners (e.g., whether they are members of the "baby boom" 
generation, or are married to a non-Catholic, and so on) to hypotheses that 
predict how characteristics of the local community culture relate to the level 
of participation parish members exhibit. As a result, these hypotheses 
address questions about the extent to which geographically defined environ
ments may shape the religious behavior of parishioners. Relevant correla
tions are presented in Table 16.2. 
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TABLE 16.2 
Zero-order Correlations for Relationships Between Local Contextual 

Variables and Measures of a Parishioner's Level of Religious 
Participation° 

Hypotheses 
Represented 

Local 
Contextual 
Variables 

Parish Competition 
Decline in % Population 

Under 18 
% Growth in Number of 
Families 
% Growth in school-age 

population 

Community Type Variables 
Urban 
Suburban 

Measures of Participation 

Tradition-
Basic alistic Parish Financial 

Devotion Devotion Activities Giving 

-.102 

-.173 

.101 
-.173 

-.llO 

-.131 

.123 

•Only coefficients ~ ± .10 and p < .05 are reproduced. 

Opporlunity-for-Seleclion Hypothesis {HB). Parishioners living in an area in 
which more than one Catholic parish is located should display higher religious 
participation and commitment than parishioners who live in a town or place in 
which there is only a single parish (H8). The presence of multiple parishes 
within a single town allows Catholics the opportunity to select the one parish 
that best meets their needs. If individual members arc most likely to attend the 
parish that offers greatest overall satisfaction, it seems equally likely that their 
participation and commitment will be enhanced. This reasoning does not 
ignore canonical parishes and the status of parish boundaries, it merely recog
nizes what may be an important tendency among some younger and middle
aged Catholics to engage in "parish shopping" (see, Leege and Welch, 
1989:142--44). Positive relationships between the Parish Competition variable 
and the measures of participation and commitment are predicted. 

The results from Table 16.2 provide at best weak and mixed support for 
H8. Only one correlation is sizable and that relationship is negative rather 
than positive, suggesting that the availability of multiple parishes within a 
community may actually have an adverse influence on parishioners contribu
tions to their "home" parish. 
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Family/Youth-oriented Subculture Hypothesis (H9). Parishioners who 
are served by parishes located in areas that are experiencing a growth in 
the school-age population and the number of resident families should be 
more religiously active and committed than their counterparts living in 
parishes not located in such an area (H9). This hypothesis posits that 
increases in the school-age population and the number of families residing 
in an area give rise to a salient familistic/youth-centered subculture that 
emphasizes involvement in community organizations (ostensibly to advo
cate the interests of families in the earlier stages of the family life cycle); 
intergenerational transmission of moral and religious values; and the pro
motion of a bourgeois, hygienic social environment favorable to family life. 
The normative focus of such a subculture should directly and indirectly 
reinforce churchgoing and religious commitment among all members 
within the area who are exposed to it. In addition, such cultural pressures 
may induce parishes to increase their repertoire of religious and social ser
vices, making them more attractive to all types of parishioners and not 
merely those with younger children. Such attractiveness would seem likely 
to promote relatively high levels of participation and support. Note, this is 
not a hypothesis about the individual participation of young families, but 
rather posits that the presence of young families creates an atmosphere 
that positively influences everyone's participation. 

This h:niothesis also receives only weak and mixed support: only three 
of twelve relevant correlations surpass ± .10 and the relationships vary 
considerably in both magnitude and direction across the different types of 
participation. Growth in the school-age population within a community is 
linked to lower levels of Traditionalistic Devotion, as might be expected; 
hut such growth shows only 1wgligiblc relationships to other measures of 
participation. Declines in the younger segment of the population (those 
under 18) are also linked to lower levels of Basic Devotion and Financial 
Giving; however, growth in the number of families present within a com
munity bears no substantial relationship to these or any other forms of 
participation. 

Although no specific hypotheses were presented regarding the type of 
community in which parishes are located, correlations relating urban and 
suburban location to levels of participation are also reported in Table 16.2. In 
general, parishioners from suburban parishes show higher levels of giving 
than their counterparts in rural and small town parishes (the comparison cat
egory) and lower levels of traditional practices. Parishioners from urban 
parishes tend to display slightly higher levels of Traditionalistic Devotion 
than their suburban contemporaries. 
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Selected Hypotheses Involving local Institutional Variables (Hl O-H20) 

Institutional parish variables denote characteristics of specific parishes, 
such as organizational features (e.g., number of registered members), parish 
programs, or aspects of the parish subculture (e.g., the level of moral tradi
tionalism that exists within a parish). These variables represent a third level 
of factors that can affect the degree to which parishioners participate. Corre
lations involving these variables are presented in Table 16.3. 

Status Group Theory (H10). Parishioners located in parishes whose con
gregations are characterized by high levels of socioeconomic status (SES) 
should display higher levels of religious participation than their counterparts 
in congregations having lower levels of SES (HlO). Following Weber (Gerth 
and Mills, 1958:186), the aura of high status that attaches to such parishes 
may foster high levels of participation among many individual members prin
cipally because of their desire for vicarious identification with the life-style of 
the higher social classes. 

The two substantial correlations reported in Table 16.3 provide moderate, 
but mixed, support for HlO. Parish-level SES is positively related to Finan
cial Giving, but the substantial, negative correlation between the measure of 
parish-level SES and Traditionalistic Devotion indicates that parishioners in 
parishes characterized by high status tend to show lower levels of traditional 
devotional activities than parishioners in lower status parishes. 

Boundary-Maintenance or Closed Community Hypothesis (Hl 1). Parish
ioners who are members of a parish congregation that is characterized by 
high levels of homogeneity and a concern for boundary-maintenance should 
display higher levels of religious participation and commitment (Illl). 
Derived from Kelley's (1972) arguments, this hypothesis suggests that a 
strong sense of group boundaries and relative cultural homogeneity should 
promote a heightened group distinctiveness, and, accompanying it, an inten
sification of commitment expressed in higher levels of participation among 
parishioners. 

Support for this hypothesis would be represented by positive relationships 
between the Index of Ethnic Homogeneity Within Parish, the Level of Reli
gious Endogamy Within Parish, the Aggregate Level of Religious Boundary
Maintenance Within Parish, and our four measures of participation and com
mitment. As can be seen in Table 16.3, Hll receives little support. Only the 
measure of parish boundary-maintenance is positively related to one of the 
participation measures (Traditionalistic Devotion); the remaining eleven cor
relations are negligible in magnitude and mixed in their direction. 



TABLE 16.3 
Zero-order Correlations for Relationships Between Local 

Institutional Variables and Measures of a Parishioner's Level of 
Religious Participation" 

Hypotheses 
Represented 

Local 
Institutional 

Variables 

Parish Level SES 
Ethnic Homogeneity 
Religious Endogamy 
Religious Boundary-

Maintenance 
Geographic Immobility 

among Parishioners 
Attachment to Parish 
Frequency of Conversations 

among Parishioners 
Of Moral Traditionalism 
Theological Progressivism 
Parish Complexity 
Organized Planning Process 

Used in Parish 
Number of Registered 

Families 
School in Parish 
HCJA 
l•:va11g<'li,.al io11 l'rogra111s 
Failli Sliari11g 
Bihk Study 
Minist1y to Sick 
Ministry to Elderly 
Ministry to Divorced 
Social Programs 
Satisfaction with Religious 

Education 
Satisfaction with Spiritual 

Needs 
Satisfaction with Social 

Needs 
Satisfaction with Pastoral 

Care 

Measures of Participation 

Tradition-
Basic alistic 

Devotion Devotion 

-.190 

.210 

.202 

.168 

Parish Financial 
Activities Giving 

.192 

.1.57 - .118 - .109 

.113 
-.222 

.139 

- .109 .133 

-.153 

.150 

.150 

.1.52 

.188 

. 128 

.103 

.1G2 
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Hypotheses 
Represented 

Local 
Institutional 

Variables 

Rating of Homilies 

Other Measures of Parish Climate 
Mean Age 
Average Organization 

Memberships 
% of Parishioners Holding 

Leadership Positions in 
Organizations 

Measures of Participation 

Tradition-
Basic alistic 

Devotion Devotion 

.131 

Parish Financial 
Activities Giving 

.177 -.106 

.100 

.109 

'Only coefficients :2: ± .100 and p < .05 are reproduced. 

Group Cohesion/Gemeinschaft Hypothesis {H 12). Parishioners who 
are members of parishes characterized by relatively high levels of group 
cohesiveness should display higher levels of religious participation and 
commitment (Hl2). Parishes that are characterized by stable networks of 
interacting parishioners have a greater opportunity both to transmit reli
gious norms and to enforce them (see, Welch and Baltzell, 1984:77, 80; 
White, 1968; Wald, Owen, and Hill, 1990; for evidence in support of this 
reasoning), thus promoting higher levels of participation among members. 
Parishes that display such social integration are also likely to generate col
h-d iv(· honds or attal'hlll('llt that pro111ot(· :l )!;('IIH'illSl'lral't-lik(' ('llViro11IIH'lll. 

This typt· of parish ('IIVin>lllll('lll 111ay, in i(s('lr, pro1110((' )!;1'(':l(('r involv('

ment because it is satisfying to many members who arc searching for a 
sense of community. Indicators of group cohesion such as the Aggregate 
Level of Geographic Immobility, Mean Level of Attachment to Parish, and 
Mean Frequency of Conversations Among Parishioners should display pos
itive relationships to the four measures of participation if the hypothesis is 
supported. 

Five of the twelve correlations representing this hypothesis (see Table 
16.3) are at least moderate in magnitude (± .10 ± .20) and four of the five 
correlations are in the predicted direction: Measures such as the frequency 
of communications among members that reflect the extent of in-group inter
action within a parish seem to be central in maintaining group integration
and are ultimately linked to religious participation. Overall, it would appear 
that Hl2 is at least moderately well supported by the data. 
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Subcultural Traditionalism Hypothesis: General Values (H13). Parish
ioners who are members of parishes characterized by relatively high levels of 
traditionalistic values should have higher levels of religious participation and 
commitment (Hl3). In parishes where highly traditionalistic moral values 
predominate, the normative climate should incline members toward high 
levels of involvement. This parish-level corollary to H3 is tested by the rela
tionship between the Climate of Moral Traditionalism Within Parish and the 
four measures of religiosity. Positive relationships are predicted. 

This hypothesis gains some weak support from the analysis, with parish
ioners from parishes that display a highly traditionalistic climate showing 
higher levels of Traditionalistic Devotion. None of the other three relevant 
relationships are both statistically significant and substantively important. 

Subcultural Traditionalism Hypothesis: Doctrinal Values (H14). Parish
ioners who are members of parishes characterized by conservative or highly 
orthodox beliefs about church doctrine or practices should be more reli
giously involved and committed (Hl4). Conservative parishes should pro
mote and enforce subcultural norms that reflect their orthodox views: e.g., 
frequent Mass attendance, reception of the sacraments, and a generally high 
level of involvement in parish life. The potential intolerance of these types of 
parishes may give them considerable normative power. A negative relation
ship between Aggregate Level of Theological Progressivism Within Parish 
and our participation measures would provide support for the hypothesis. 

Again, there is only weak support for this hypothesis: one of four relevant 
relationships is in the predicted direction and sizable enough to merit exami
nation (see Table 16.3). The linkage involves the climate of doctrinal pro
gressivism and patt<'rns of traditional devotion. 

Anti-bureaucracy/ Anti-impersonalism Hypothesis (H 15). Parishioners 
who are members of larger parishes that have a more bureaucratic form of 
organization should be less religiously involved or committed than their 
counterparts in small, less bureaucratic parishes· (Hl5). Consistent with ele
ments in Dudley's reasoning (1977), parishioners may be repulsed by what 
they perceive to be the impersonalism and inauthenticity of larger, more 
complex parishes that often develop an emergent bureaucratic character. 
Thus, the relatively unattractive organizational aspects of these parishes may 
depress involvement and lead to defection on the part of some parishioners. 

This hypothesis leads to the prediction that indicators of high levels of 
bureaucratic organization (Level of Parish Complexity and the presence of 
an Organized Planning Process Used Within Parish) would be negatively 
related to the participation and commitment measures. The Number of Reg-
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istered Families in Parish should also be negatively related to the four reli
giosity variables. Hl5 receives only mixed and weak support from the data in 
Table 16.3. Only three of twelve relationships are at least modestly strong 
and one relationship is even inverse (Table 16.3). 

Parish School-as-Magnet Hypothesis (H16}. Parishioners who are mem
bers of parishes that have a school should be more religiously active and 
committed than their counterparts in parishes without schools (Hl6). 
Despite some ambivalence about the costs and relative drain that parish 
schools place on parish resources, it is often argued that schools produce a 
dynamism that attracts members and increases their involvement in parish 
activities. The extent of this involvement, however, is not well understood. Is 
this dual process of attraction and enhancement confined to the sector of 
social activities or does it extend to more purely religious activities as well? 
At the operational level, the hypothesis predicts a positive relationship 
between Presence of School in Parish and the measures of religious partici
pation and commitment. 

Support for Hl6 is also somewhat weak. The presence of a parish school is 
positively related, to a moderate degree, to higher levels of giving among 
parishioners, but it is not meaningfully connected to the other three types of 
participation. 

Level of Demand Hypothesis {H 17}. Parishioners who belong to parishes 
that make relatively significant demands on their members should display 
higher levels of religious participation and commitment than their counter
parts in less demanding parishes (Hl 7). Kelley (1977) emphasizes the impor
tance of a con).!;re).!;ational environment that places demands on its memhers 
and he lwlicvl's that .~11ch demands al'111ally cnhant·1• t·ommitnl!'nl. In study
ing group dynamics, social psychologists have also contended that groups 
that impose relatively severe initiations on new members as evidence of their 
commitment often succeed in engendering a highly intense commitment. 
This enhanced commitment is usually viewed as a by-product of rationaliza
tions used to relieve any cognitive dissonance that was associated with meet
ing the original demands. In short, many members may convince themselves 
that their initial effort was worthwhile by devoting even more time and ener
gies to the group. Conversely, groups that require less of their members may 
be perceived as less worthwhile and, as a result, will be less likely to evoke 
strong commitment from members. 

Only one indicator of demands placed on members by a parish is available 
in the data: whether the parish has a program for the Rite of Christian Initia
tion (RCIA). Although this program applies to converts, its presence in a 
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parish provides at least partial evidence for assessing the membership 
requirements a parish imposes. As with Hl6, support for Hl 7 is weak and 
rests on a single substantial positive relationship linking the presence of the 
RCIA program to financial contributions (see Table 16.3). 

Faith Sharing and Outreach Hypothesis (H 1 BJ. Parishioners who belong 
to parishes in which members frequently discuss religious beliefs should 
show higher levels of participation and commitment (Hl8). Discussing one's 
faith with others, usually in the context of small Bible study groups or other 
similar groups that operate within a congregation, has been viewed by some 
church growth scholars (e.g., Raines, 1961; Schaller, 1975) as a singularly 
important mechanism for promoting a dynamic congregational environment. 
In Catholic parishes, where faith-sharing practices have changed markedly 
since the influence of Vatican II reforms on parish life at the grass-roots 
level, the same patterns may now be promoting greater involvement among 
rank-and-file parishioners. 

Two measures in our data can be used as indicators to test this hypothesis: 
whether Evangelization Programs (are) Used in Parish and the Aggregate 
Level of Faith Sharing Within Parish. Both measures should display positive 
relationships to the measures of religious commitment and participation. 

This hypothesis receives only very weak support from the data. The use of 
evangelization programs within a parish is not connected to any of the mea
sures of participation, at least not in any important way. Moreover, even a cli
mate that promotes faith sharing among parishioners shows only a single, 
important, moderately positive relationship to one form of participation
Parish Activities (Table 16.3). 

Program Specialization Thesis (H 19). Parishioners who belong to 
parishes that offer a variety of specialized programs or ministries should dis
play higher levels of religious participation and commitment (Hl9). The 
availability of specialized programs or ministries within a parish increases the 
likelihood that individuals will have their particular religious needs met and, 
as a result, are more likely to exhibit high levels of involvement. 

This hypothesis leads one to predict positive relationships between the 
measures of religious commitment and participation and five binary variables 
that represent the presence or absence of the following parish programs: 
Bible Study, Ministry to Sick, Ministry to Elderly, Ministry to Divorced, and 
Presence of Social Service Programs Within Parish. 

In Table 16.3, only two of twenty relevant correlations are of sufficient 
magnitude to consider, and only one of these correlations is positive. As a 
result, one can conclude that Hl9 receives only very weak support. A special-
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ized program may enhance the activity level of the target group served by the 
program; but there is no evidence in our data that any particular kind of spe
cialized programming creates a more general climate of participation. 

Satisfying Parish Hypothesis {H20}. Parishioners who belong to a parish 
that is viewed as highly satisfying by its members should be more religiously 
involved and committed than their counterparts from less satisfying parishes 
(H20). This hypothesis is simply the parish level corollary to H7 presented 
earlier. It predicts positive relationships between all sets of parish level mea
sures of congregational satisfaction (e.g., Congregation's Level of Satisfaction 
with Religious Education, Satisfaction of Congregation's Spiritual Needs, 
Satisfaction of Congregation's Social Needs, Congregation's Level of Satis
faction with Pastoral Care, Congregation's Rating of Homilies) and our mea
sures of religious participation and commitment. 

Table 16.3 reveals an interesting, but weak, pattern of support for this 
hypothesis. Four of the five measures of satisfaction display moderately posi
tive relationships as predicted, but with only a single type of participation: 
Traditionalistic Devotion. No other forms of participation are linked to the 
group-level measures of satisfaction in a consistent way. 

Finally, Table 16.3 also presents correlations between the measures of par
ticipation and three other measures of parish climate: the average age of 
parish members, the average number of organization memberships held by 
parishioners, and the percentage of parish members who hold leadership 
positions in voluntary organizations. As can be seen from the table, each of 
these variables is related to an individual's participation in parish activities, 
but not to most of the other types of participation (the exception being the 
relationship between the average age of mcmhers and Traditionalistic Devo
tion). Mean age of parish members also exhibits a 111odcrate negative rela
tionship to Parish Activities, although the two measures that tap voluntary 
organization membership are positively related to this activities variable. 

Comparing the Relative Explanatory of the Different Sets of Variables 

To assess the relative importance of the different sets of variables for explain
ing variations in parishioners' patterns of religious participation and financial 
contributions, a hierarchical regression model was used. The model effectively 
summarizes the relative contributions made by each set of variables after the 
preceding sets of variables have been included in the analysis. Although this 
approach has some limitations, it is well suited to our analytical task.6 

Sets of variables were entered into the analysis based on measurement 
level and presumed causal primacy. For this analysis, sets representing 
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attributes of local community contexts were treated as "givens" and entered 
into the regression analyses first, followed by sets representing characteristics 
of individual parishioners. Sets of variables representing characteristics of the 
local parish (i.e., local institutional variables) were entered last, because 
these characteristics seem to be most often shaped by the preceding blocks 
of variables and not vice versa. Within the larger blocks of individual-level, 
contextual, and institutional variables, the order of entry for the separate sets 
of constituent variables was again based on assumed causal primacy, but rela
tive to variables within the same general category (e.g., individual-level vari
ables were compared to other individual-level variables, local contextual vari
ables were compared to other local contextual variables, and so on). 

Results of these multiple regression analyses are summarized in Table 
16.4. A more detailed reporting is contained in Supplemental Appendix 
AHi.2. 

TABLE 16.4 
Variance Attributable to Sets of Individual, Contextual, and 

Institutional Variables (Incremental Change in Adjusted R2) 0 

Sets of 
Variables 

Local Contextual Variables 
Individual Level Variables 
Local Institutional Variables 

Total R2 for Model Including 
all Blrn·ks ol"V:1riahl1·s 

Basic 
Devotion 

.019 

.168 

.024 

.211 

Traditionalistic 
Devotion 

.009 

.260 

.026 

.2!):"i 

• lll,ll'ks listl'd i11 tlu· "'""' onl,•r oi' 1·11try 11s<'d i11 till· analysis. 

Predicting Participation: What Influences Matter Most? 

Parish 
Activities 

.01,5 

.268 

.304 

.:10,1 

Financial 
Giving 

.040 

.176 

.250 

.2:"i0 

Several patterns in these results are most interesting. Overall, the multi
level models reported in Table 16.4 appear to do best in accounting for an 
individual's level of involvement in parish activities (total R2 = .304) and 
participation in traditionalistic worship (total R2 = .295), although the mod
els are also fairly successful in explaining levels of basic devotion (total R2 = 
.211) and the financial contributions one's family makes to a parish (total 
R2 = .250). But it is also apparent that the eight sets of individual-level vari
ables as a total block exert by far the greatest impact on all the measures of 
religious behavior. Data in Table 16.5 indicate that the individual-lev~l 
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variables account for between 70% to more than 88% of the total adjusted 
variance explained for each of our participation measures. By comparison, 
selected features of the local context in which parishes are situated gener
ally have the least impact on parishioner's religious behavior relative to the 
blocks of individual-level and local institutional variables (with only one 
exception). Institutional variables representing characteristics of the local 
parish exhibit more impact, but even then these sets of institutional vari
ables do not account for much more than 12% of the total adjusted vari
ance associated with any of the four models. 

TABLE 16.5 
Percentage of Adjusted Total Variance in the Measures of Religious 

Behavior Explained by the Set of Individual-Level, Local Contextual, 
and Local Institutional Variables 0 

Sets of Basic Traditionalistic Parish Financial 
Variables Devotion Devotion Activities Giving 

Local Contextual Variables 9.0% 3.1% 4.9% 16.8% 
Individual-level Variables 79.6 88.1 88.6 70.4 
Local Institutional Variables 11.4 8.8 6.5 12.8 

•Based on increments to adjusted R2 reported in Table 16 . .4. 

It is also clear that particular sub-blocks of variables are more important 
for explaining some aspects of participation than others. For example, 
although a parishioner's demographic characteristics and level of social inte
gration into the parish community are important predictors of all types of 
n·ligio11s parlidpalio11 (s1•1• Tahl1· l<i.(i). otll'·s salisf'al'lio11 will1 his or lll'r 

parish is i111porla11l, surprisingly e11011glt, 011ly l<1r 1111d1·rsla11di11g a parisl1-

ioner's involvement in parish activities. 
Table 16.6 actually reveals more commonalities than differences, how

ever, in those sets of factors that shape different kinds of participation. 
For each of the types of participation, individual characteristics of parish
ioners are by far the most influential predictors we can identify. Local 
context variables such as Family/Youth Culture Orientation and Commu
nity Type, appear to be helpful only for understanding variations in basic 
devotion and giving, but their explanatory contributions for the other par
ticipation measures, though often statistically significant, are rather incon
sequential. Finally, relative to the other blocks of variables, measures of 
institutional characteristics appear to be relatively unimportant for pre
dicting participation. 



TABLE 16.6 

Specific Blocks of Variables That Are the Strongest Predictors of Religious Participation 
(Only Blocks That Account for 2'. I% of the Total Adjusted Variance Are Represented) 

Yleasures of Religious Participation 

Basic DeYotion Traditionalistic Devotion Parish Activities Financial Giving 

Variance 
Variables Explained Variables 

Social 8.6% 
Integration 

Demographic 3.2 
Characteristics 

Birth Cohort 2.6 

Family/Youth 1.4 
Culture Orientation 

Voluntary 1.2 
Organization 

Social 
Integration 

Birth Cohort 

Demographic 
Characteristics 

Moral 
Traditionalism 

Variance 
Explained Variables 

10.5% Social 
Integration 

5.3 Voluntary 
Organization 
Memberships 

4.4 Demographic 
Characteristics 

2.1 Satisfaction with 
Parish 

Variance Variance 
Explained Variables fa-plained 

15.6% Democratic 8.4% 
Characteristics 

5.1 Social 3.6 
Integration 

4.0 Birth Cohort 3.4 

1.6 Moral 1.2 
Traditionalism 

Family/Youth 1.0 
Orientation 
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In summarizing the more specific patterns that appear for each of the 
types of participation represented in Table 16.6, it is clear that basic devo
tional participation is most responsive to such things as the parishioner's level 
of social integration, demographic characteristics and birth cohort, number 
of voluntary organizations to which he or she belongs, and prominence of 
youth and younger families within the local community. Traditionalistic 
devotion, however, is more strongly influenced by purely individual factors, 
such as a parishioner's degree of social integration, demographic characteris
tics, birth cohort, and the traditionalism of his or her moral values. Charac
teristics of individuals, particularly level of social integration, demographic 
characteristics, organizational memberships, and one's overall satisfaction 
with the parish, are also most influential in shaping participation in parish 
activities. Finally, although financial giving is indeed most responsive to indi
vidual-level factors (namely, demographic characteristics, social integration, 
birth cohort, and traditionalistic moral values), some influences from the 
local community context (type of community and the prominence of familial 
or youth-oriented segments of the community) are important in influencing 
what parishioners contribute. 



CONCLUSION 

Chapter Seventeen 

Church Growth in North 
America: 

The Character of a 
Religious Marketplace 

C. Kirk Hadaway 

W
hat is happening?" So Hoge and Roozen (1979) begin their con
clusion to Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 
1950-1978. I could start similarly. Or, the question could be 

posed in the past tense: "What happened to churches and denominations 
over the past decade?" The present tense still seems appropriate because 
the changes that began with the first rumble of Martin Marty's "seismic 
shift" continue to shape religion today. 

The studies in this book examine denominations, congregations, and indi
vidual religious participation from many angles. Taken together, this 
research tells us much about the nature of religion in America. The studies 
also are linked by a common concern with growth (or the lack of growth). 
This final chapter draws from all three sections and related literature to 
describe how churches and denominations grow or fail to grow in the current 
religious marketplace. 

The Times, They Were A-changin' 

The 1960s were a watershed decade for mainline denominations. In the 
first few years, mainline denominations were growing numerically-as they 
had since the colonial era. By the mid-1960s, however, the mainline began to 
decline in membership. These declines slowed in the mid- to late-1970s, but 
did not stop. In fact, mainline denominations continue to lose more members 
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than they gain. Historians suggest that this downturn is nothing new. And it 
is true, in several other eras Protestant denominations failed to keep up with 
the growth of the American population. But in the 1960s, mainline Protes
tant denominations not only failed to pace population growth, they also expe
rienced membership decline. This was new, and its effect on the collective 
psyche of mainstream American Protestantism was profound. 

Since only mainline denominations declined numerically and since the 
declines began in the 1960s, explanations for membership loss tend to focus 
on conservative/mainline differences and on the impact of the sixties 
counter-culture. This approach sheds some light on the problems of the 
mainline, but paints a somewhat distorted picture of conservative denomina
tions and cultural/demographic change. The chapters in this volume present 
a more balanced perspective. 

The shape of American society and American denominations during the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s sets the stage for understanding the current reli
gious scene. A quick survey of major changes across these decades provides 
needed clarity. 

Rates of membership growth surged in the 1940s for all denominational 
families (see Hunter 1987:205). It was an atypical era in many respects. Dur
ing this decade marriage rates climbed to record levels, and the baby boom 
began. The church capitalized on these changes by following new families to 
the suburbs and providing family oriented programming. 

The birthrate peaked in the early 1950s and began to decline before the 
end of the decade. This decline accelerated as more women entered the 
work force and oral contraceptives became available in the 1960s. At the 
same time, rates of denominational membership growth dropped. The 
declines were steep and parallel. 

The cultural ethos of the 1960s affected churches in several ways. Chang
ing values regarding divorce, birth control, age of marriage, and optimal fam
ily size led to additional declines in the birthrate. The birthrate eventually 
dropped below replacement level fertility for white Americans. Further, 
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birthrates were especially low among highly educated persons-the primary 
constituency of the mainline. 

Churches also were affected by changing values regarding church mem
bership, church attendance, and the proper role of religious authority. Young 
adults, in particular, were more likely to question the value of religious insti
tutions. They were less likely to participate in churches. In fact, many young 
adults dropped out of religion altogether (Glenn, 1987). 

We can speculate that declining birthrates would not have led to actual 
membership losses in the mainline if additional cultural and demographic 
changes had not occurred in American society during the sixties. The rising 
divorce rate, dramatic increases in labor force participation among women, 
as well as delayed marriage and child-rearing were all linked to changing cul
tural values. Smaller families, for example, were not only considered to be 
more practical from an economic perspective, they also were considered a 
morally appropriate response to the "population explosion." 

Declining rates of membership growth affected all denominational fami
lies in the 1950s and early 1960s. This fact did not register with denomina
tional leaders at the time because net increases in membership remained 
substantial. In fact, as pointed out in the first chapter, mainline membership 
losses were seen as aberrations in the early years of decline. At the same 
time, growth concerns were considered less important than other church pri
orities. Serious efforts to understand the declines and reverse them did not 
start until the mid-1970s-a decade after the losses began. 

Because of close ties to mainstream culture, the liberal mainline was hit 
harder by social change than other denominations. Mainline families had 
fewer children on average than conservative Protestant families. In addition, 
the children of mainline families were more likely to drop out of the church 
once they became adults. Mainline denominational programs also were 
affected. In the 1960s and 1970s, church planting and evangelism became 
lower priorities for the mainline (see Greer, chapter 3). 

This Church Shopper Went to Market; This Church Member Stayed Home 

The counter-culture "cooled" long ago, although the values of the sixties' 
generation did not die. Instead, they were absorbed into the value structure 
of the dominant culture. As a consequence, two counter-cultural values per-
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sist: a distrust of institutions (formerly, the establishment) and the impor
tance of "doing your own thing." 

Hardly anyone says they are against the "establishment" anymore, nor is 
the phase "do your own thing" part of everyday speech. Yet, these orienta
tions still survive. Baby boomers, in particular, retain little taken-for-granted 
respect for institutions and traditions. They also believe people should be 
free to live life on their own terms-so long as no one gets hurt. When fused 
with the long-standing tradition of individualism in America, these changes 
lead to a kind of "religious consumerism." 

According to Roof and Johnson (chapter 14), "More than their parents, 
they (boomers) are apt to 'shop' with a consumer mentality for both a congre
gation and denomination that meets their personal, ideological, and family 
needs." Similarly, Marler and Roozen state in chapter 12, "Our analyses show 
that the increasing dominance of religious consumerism, as a form of cultural 
individualism, is the most important change in the American religious market
place of the late 1980s." Bibby (chapter 13) makes similar observations about 
the Canadian situation. In fact, the consumerist approach of "religion a la 
carte" in Canada is further developed than it is in the United States. 

To use Marler and Roozen's terminology, North Americans feel free to 
choose church or not, and the "church choice" is increasingly dependent on 
personal tastes more than a background of traditional belief and practice. 
This context of increased freedom of choice "cuts both ways" in relation to 
church involvement. "'Choice' includes both the choice to participate, as well 
as the choice not to participate in the life of religious institutions" according 
to Marler and Roozen (chapter 12). Indeed, many have chosen to opt out of 
religion altogether. Yet for others, religious individualism as church con
sumerism works to clarify commitments. Those who choose church in the 
nineties do so more for their own satisfaction and interest than social habit, 
parental legacy, or ethnic tradition. 

The social and cultural changes we describe are neither "bad" nor "good" for 
churches in North America-at least from an organizational perspective. They 
do present a challenge, however, because churches historically are slow to 
change. Yet in this religious marketplace, change is essential because success
ful churches are churches that respond quickly to the preferences of increas
ingly careful church shoppers. This aptly describes the approach of a new 
breed of entrepreneurial congregations. Churches like Willow Creek Commu
nity Church in Illinois and Saddleback Valley Community Church in Southern 
California were organized from their inception to appeal to consumer oriented 
baby boomers. Their growth is nothing short of phenomenal. Perhaps it goes 
without saying that the theological and ethical implications of such approaches 
will be the subject of much debate among theologians and church leaders. 
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The Situation in the Denominations 

Given the changing demographic and cultural context of the United States 
(and Canada), what is the situation in the denominations and their churches? 
Clearly, these shifts affected everyone. Yet the religious sector not only was 
influenced, it also responded. A few of these reactions made the situation 
worse from a growth perspective. For example, the mainline went with the 
flow of the culture and de-emphasized evangelism. Other responses, like the 
emergence of megachurches and the parachurch movement, are clear evi
dence of the resilience of American religion. 

Considering the diversity of denominations and their churches, it is likely 
that some churches will always be growing somewhere. The mainline may 
now be on the sideline, but there are many mainline congregations that buck 
the trends and grow. Conversely, many conservative congregations are in 
decline. Nevertheless, it is possible to characterize the situation in each 
denominational family from the perspective of that denomination as well as 
the local church or parish. 

Mainline Protestants 

Mainline Protestantism has many growth related problems. Oddly enough, 
however, a few denominational leaders insist that the liberal mainline-in 
particular-is poised for growth. These leaders suggest that denominations 
like the Episcopal Church and the United Church of Christ now have a 
clearer sense of identity (strongly liberal-rather than theologically mixed) 
and are ready to move forward. Few admit a possible scenario: that persons 
who didn't fit the new liberalized denomination left or chose not to join in 
the first place. Although, continuing liberal-conservative clashes within main
line denominations even raise questions about such liberal unanimity. Theo
logically conservative members remain, even in liberal denominations, and 
usually are very active in their churches. 

Put bluntly, mainline denominations retain few visible characteristics that 
suggest a future of growth. Birthrates remain extremely low among the pre
dominantly white, middle-class constituency of most mainline churches. And 
as the "baby bust" generation enters childbearing years, the prospects for a 
new surge in the number of young white families with children are not 
promising. It is also an open question whether boomers who returned to 
church because of their children will remain active once their children reach 
confirmation age (Marler and Hadaway, 1993). 

Rates of denominational switching and disaffiliation are high for mainline 
Protestants (Roof and McKinney, 1987; Hadaway, 1991b; Hadaway and Mar-
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!er, 1993). Denominational loyalty is low. Mainline baby boomers are less 
active in church than their parents were and the children of boomers are 
receiving much less exposure to church traditions and beliefs than the 
boomers themselves. 

According to Marler and Roozen (chapter 12), liberal Protestants "embody 
a consumer orientation toward religion to a much greater extent than either 
conservative Protestants or Roman Catholics." Many liberal Protestants 
attend infrequently. Some have gotten the message from their churches that 
infrequent attendance is acceptable (Marler and Hadaway, 1993). But for 
liberal Protestants who do attend, the church choice is best characterized by 
the phrase, "what church?" Marler and Roozen find that liberal Protestants 
are less motivated by denominational or theological loyalty. Instead, they 
choose a church and attend "because it is warm, provides personalized mean
ing, has a clearly 'spiritual' focus, is not 'too organized,' is not 'too restrictive' 
and has just enough-but not too much-emphasis on social justice." 
Unburdened by guilt or communal restraint, mainliners are free to attend 
wherever (and whenever) they want without making a specific commitment. 

At the national and the judicatory level, evangelism and new church devel
opment were re-emphasized in the 1980s (Greer, chapter 3). Yet, these pro
grams still do not receive the priority (or funding) they did prior to the 
1960s. Consequently, their impact on growth is limited. The number of new 
churches started annually, for instance, does not nearly equal the number of 
churches lost. 

If mainline denominations are serious about reversing their declines, 
greater effort must be made. New church planting strategies must be cre
ated, and leaders in existing congregations must learn to appreciate the value 
of evangelism and adult Christian education. New priorities mean renewed 
programmatic actions. Thus, training and resources are necessary. Finally, it 
seems clear that one key for future growth is the ability of mainline denomi
nations to reach beyond their traditional white constituency-without losing 
it. As Green and Light have shown, the ABC has been successful at the for
mer, but not the latter. 

Both the liberal and moderate mainline have large numbers of strong, sta
ble churches. Some of these churches responded to cultural and demo
graphic changes and grew. Few, however, harnessed the kind of entrepre
neurial spirit that seems necessary for rapid growth. Mainline denominations 
would benefit from a greater variety of church types (including innovative 
entrepreneurial churches). 

Simply trying to be "the church for all people" in a community is no longer 
enough in the new religious marketplace. The day of the generalist is gone. 
The market savvy specialist is more in keeping with the times. Openness to 
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change is required, as is an open orientation to the world. That means accep
tance (something that mainline churches often do well) and the willingness 
to tell others about one's product. Implied in this statement is the fact that 
the churches must have products-that is, something specific to sell. 
Churches in conservative denominations are programmatically oriented. 
They provide programs fashioned to meet people's needs and interests. 
Mainline churches, by and large, do not. They must provide people oriented 
programs if they are to compete-not with conservative congregations, but 
for their own constituencies. 

Conservative Protestants 

The differences between some conservative denominations and the main
line are only a matter of degree. The conservative branches of the Lutheran 
family (Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod and Wisconsin Evangelical 
Lutheran Synod) certainly resemble the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America (which is considered mainline) more than they resemble the South
ern Baptist Convention. The same is true for the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. These conservative branches of mainline denominational families, 
along with the Southern Baptist Convention, share three traits: slow growth, 
bureaucratic structure, and biblical conservatism. They vary greatly in other 
respects: polity, evangelistic orientation, and theological heritage. 

Two questions are of most interest regarding these denominations. Why 
are they growing, and why are they growing so slowly? One obvious reason 
for their growth is that mainstream conservative denominations have a con
siderably larger percentage of congregations that are growing rather than 
declining. Some of this is due to the context. The United Methodist Church 
and the Episcopal Church, for instance, might have grown rather than 
declined over the past few years if over 80% of their churches were located 
in the South (as is the case for the Southern Baptist Convention). Even con
sidering contextual factors, however, mainstream conservative denomina
tions are more growth oriented than liberal/mainline denominations. Particu
larly in the Southern Baptist Convention, new church development and 
evangelism receive strong emphasis. Such actions flow from an evangelical 
ideology. 

Mainstream conservative denominations also tend to be programmatically 
strong-they provide excellent training and abundant resources for their 
churches. A high priority on adult Christian education programs is part of 
this, as is the effort of denominational agencies to provide resources with a 
clear doctrinal agenda at modest cost. Denominational seminaries reinforce 
this emphasis by offering training in specialized program areas. 
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Considering all these strengths, why are mainstream conservative denomi
nations not growing faster? These denominations share something else with 
the mainline. Their largest group of churches are plateaued-neither grow
ing nor declining rapidly. By and large, these stable congregations are 
neither innovative nor market driven. Instead, they are supported by tradi
tion and a clear sense of the way things "ought" to be done. Many baby 
boomers find such churches rather stilted, dull, and even unfriendly. They 
lend stability to a denomination, but they prevent rapid growth. 

Another reason for the slow growth of mainstream conservative denomina
tions may be simply their high level of expectations. These denominations 
expect their members to be involved. They are not "strict" in Kelley's sense, 
but the norms for active membership are different from those of the main
line. Therefore, Marler and Roozen conclude that "Conservative Protestants 
are very clear about what church they belong to and attend" and "Conserva
tive Protestant membership is increasingly characterized by a set of inher
ited, biblically focused beliefs." The result is an active, committed core mem
bership. Southern Baptist and Lutheran churches tend to hold onto their 
members. Lacking the spiritual fervor and lively worship of charismatic 
churches, however, mainstream conservatives are less able to replace those 
they lose. Their growth remains heavily dependent on relatively high 
birthrates and membership retention. 

The Southern Baptist Convention differs from other mainstream conserva
tive denominations in that it has many entrepreneurial churches that seem 
only peripherally "denominational." These churches are market driven, inno
vative, and quite conservative. In this respect the Southern Baptist Conven
tion resembles the Assemblies of God, rather than the Lutheran Church, 
Missouri Synod. These megachurches often see themselves as benefiting the 
denomination more than the other way around. And this may be true. Such 
churches are a major source of growth in both the Southern Baptist Conven
tion and the Assemblies of God (see Marler and Hadaway, chapter 2; and 
Hadaway, 1991c). 

The Assemblies of God, and many smaller evangelical sects, share the the
ological conservatism and evangelistic orientation of the Southern Baptist 
Convention. They share few other characteristics, however. They have fewer 
heavily institutionalized, nongrowing congregations, higher rates of new 
church development, more additions through denominational switching, and 
higher rates of denominational growth. 

Indeed, Pentecostal/Holiness groups exhibit a movement quality. Mem
bers tend to be "true believers" who attend "religiously" and give generously. 
True sectarians, they are less influenced by the culture. Thus, they are able 
to grow in very unlikely circumstances. The unique combination of doctrinal 



354 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

clarity and organizational flexibility increases the chances that these churches 
will grow in good times and bad. Further, parachurch resourcing has made 
them market-wise and their experiential theological framework has made 
them, curiously enough, "touch points" of expressive individualism. 

Nevertheless, with flexibility and responsiveness comes volatility. These 
denominations exhibit a "boom or bust" pattern of growth or decline. The 
vast majority of their congregations are growing or declining. They do not 
have a large base of stable churches that checks wide swings in denomina
tional growth rates. Decline is possible, almost overnight, as the Assemblies 
of God found in the late 1980s. In general, however, these denominations 
and fellowships are growing. Given the segmentation of American society, 
the fact that they seem "out of step" with the dominant culture may be to 
their advantage. 

Catholics and Black Protestants 

Despite growth in the sheer numbers of self-identified Catholics, the 
average Roman Catholic attends Mass much less frequently today than 
was the case in past decades. Self-reported attendance may have stabilized 
in the 1970s, hut poll data on religious affiliation suggest that membership 
problems are not over. Disaffiliation is high and switching to other 
denominational families is increasing (Roof and McKinney, 1987; Had
away and Marler, 1991). The situation is even worse among Catholic baby 
hoomers (see Roof and Johnson, chapter 14). People are still born into the 
Catholic Church and continue to see it as "THE church." Yet the Catholic 
subculture is changing. As Marler and Roozen note in chapter 12, 
Catholics who attend regularly are institutionally committed and feel their 
parish "is warm and meaningful with a clear spiritual focus." In other 
words, they are acting more and more like religious consumers rather than 
a captive audience. 

The growth charts in chapter 1 present a misleading picture of health. The 
Catholic Church counts all persons assumed to be baptized Catholics in each 
parish, whether or not they have ever received Mass in that parish. The 
Catholic Church may be growing in terms of affiliates, but any growth in 
active membership is likely the result of immigration and high birthrates 
among Hispanics. 

What conclusions can be made about the black church in America? Unfor
tunately, the largest black denominations are not able to collect systematic 
membership records from their churches; so research is limited. Neverthe
less, it is clear that many black churches are healthy and growing. As was true 
for Holiness/Pentecostal churches, worship is the key to growth in the black 
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church. Programs such as Christian education and organized evangelism are 
secondary. Indeed, evidence of such worship based institutional health is 
easily observed by driving past black churches in almost any city at noon or 
1:00 P.M. on Sundays. Black churches and Pentecostal churches are often 
packed-with standing room only. This is in great contrast to the typical 
mainline or traditional conservative church. 

Are black denominations growing? The apparent health of black churches 
suggests so. In addition, Hadaway (1991c) and Marler and Hadaway (chapter 
2) find that black churches in historically white denominations are growing 
much faster on average than white churches. Other sources of growth 
include the almost "involuntary" nature of church participation among blacks 
in the South and continued high levels of attendance in the North (see 
Nelsen and Kanagy, chapter 15). The evidence also suggests that cultural 
changes in the 1960s and 1970s had less effect on black denominations than 
white denominations. Birthrates remained high for blacks, and anti-institu
tionalist attacks did not target the black church. According to Nelsen and 
Nelsen (1975), even "as conflict over basic values grew, the black church 
prospered in the 1960s." 

The only troubling signs for the black church are extremely low levels of 
church participation among youth in northern inner cities. According to 
Nelsen and Kanagy, "the future of the black church in the city is really 
dependent in the long term on the black church's ability to involve the less 
educated, younger adults who currently have little predisposition-and pos
sibly even distain-for it." For the present, however, the black church 
appears considerably vital. 

Growth Futures 

What does the future hold for denominations in the United States in the 
1990s? The easy answer, and the answer that is most likely to be accurate, is 
"more of the same." In other words, no dramatic "seismic shift" is in the off
ing, but the gentle rumblings of decline will continue. Still, the example of 
Canada presented by Reginald Bibby in chapter 13 should serve as a warning 
to churches and denominations in the United States. A "great American drop
off' could occur in the United States, just as it did in Canada (Bibby, 1987). 

The danger is that no one will recognize the meaning of the warning, and 
American denominations will continue to "do church" in the same way. Per
haps more baby boomers will return to the church; perhaps the next genera
tion of young adults will be more religious than their parents; perhaps revival 
will i;ome to America. Perhaps. Hoping will not change present realities, 
however. 



356 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH 

The reality is that individuals are approaching the church in a much differ
ent way than they did in the past. Religious choices were always available, 
but now Americans are acting on those choices. Several chapters in this vol
ume used "religious consumerism" or a similar term to describe this orienta
tion. Denominational loyalty is down as a result. A church choice is made 
increasingly on the basis of personal likes and dislikes. For some Americans 
this means increased church commitment, and for others it means no com
mitment at all-at least to the institutionalized church. Yet recent research 
suggests many have chosen a third option: marginal commitment. This group 
has decided to withhold judgment. It is the "soft underbelly" of the church, a 
group that retains a denominational identity, but rarely attends. The eventual 
decisions of this group (and their children) may determine the growth future 
of Protestants and Catholics in America (Marler and Hadaway, 1993). 

What about the local church? Obviously some churches will be more suc
cessful than others in a deregulated religious economy. The research in this 
book tells us that evangelistic churches are most likely to grow. It also tells us 
that growth is rapid in new churches and in large entrepreneurial congrega
tions. The religious consumer wants a friendly, warm, caring church where 
he or she can worship God in a meaningful way. Churches that have these 
qualities and that work for new members tend to be growing congregations. 

Most churches could grow if they were more responsive to the needs of 
their members and potential members. Few Americans are hostile toward 
the church. Even the most critical persons think that the church has some
thing to offer someone. Entrepreneurial churches understand that they must 
be interesting and inviting. Ministries are provided to meet needs, and needs 
are discovered through actually talking with and listening to people. 

We began this book by focusing on denominations. Now I end with them. 
How must they respond to the current religious economy? Denominations 
must acknowledge that they exist in a deregulated religious market. There 
are no more monopolies and not much brand loyalty. An open market means 
greater competition. Churches and individuals are free to choose products 
from a much wider variety of sources. In fact, parachurch organizations capi
talized on this trend earlier by catering to the needs of independent churches 
and denominations without publishing houses. Now the market is wide open. 
In this environment denominations must provide better products or they will 
lose market share. 

Who is the denomination's target? In the past, the proper target was 
church leadership. In the days of strong, almost taken-for-granted denomina
tional loyalty, clergy and selected lay leadership served-quite functionally
as representatives of church membership in denominational forums. Yet as 
Marler and Roozen observe, a cultural shift toward a more individual locus of 
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control raises questions about "trickle down" denominationalism. Indeed, 
denominational loyalty is reduced because denominations remain a mystery 
to many church members. Members see and hear little other than controver
sial pronouncements, news of conflict, and appeals for funds. Denomina
tional staff complain that the laity don't understand, and the laity think 
denominational staff are out of touch. 

In a real sense, denominations must rediscover their constituency and 
allow their constituency to rediscover them. How can this be done? First 
steps would include reconceiving the role of local church clergy as links to 
rather than proxies for the membership. The denominations need to take 
their message in clear ways directly to the individual church member. Better 
programs of denominational education for local congregations would not 
hurt. Focus groups with laity are another way, as are national and regional 
gatherings-where the business is not business. 

Despite slow and erratic growth in denominations and congregations, the 
picture is not entirely bleak. Church growth is possible because churches 
grow. Denominational growth is possible because denominations grow. 
America has a very rich and strong religious economy. Obviously there are 
no easy answers during almost inevitable periods of religious disinterest and 
stagnation. If leadership were a little more imaginative and farsighted, 
growth would happen faster. But not much faster. 



Table Al.I 
Membership Trends: 1950-1990 

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

Liberal Protestant 
Episcopal Church 2,417,464 2,805,455 3,269,325 3,419,905 3,285,826 2,857,513 2,786,004 2,739,422 2,446,050 
Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) 3,210,635 3,701,635 4,161,860 4,254,460 4,045,408 3,535,825 3,362,086 3,048,235 2,847,437 
United Church of Christ 1,977,418 2,116,322 2,241,134 2,070,413 1,960,608 1,818,762 1,736,244 1,683,777 1,599,212 

TOTAL 7,605,517 8,623,412 9,672,319 9,744,778 9,291,842 8,212,100 7,884,334 7,471,434 6,892,699 
% of 1950 Membership 100 113 127 128 122 108 104 98 91 
% of U.S. Population 5.0 5.2 5.4 5.0 4.5 3.8 3.5 3.1 2.8 

Moderate Protestant )> 
Christian Church 

.,, 
(Disciples of Christ) 1,767,964 1,897,736 1,801,821 1,918,471 1,424,479 1,302,164 1,177,984 1,116,326 1,039,692 

.,, 
m 

Church of the Brethren 186,201 195,609 199,947 194,815 182,614 173,336 170,839 159,184 148,253 z Evangelical Lutheran C Church in America 3,982,508 4,672,083 5,295,502 5,684,298 5,650,137 5,401,765 5,384,271 5,341,452 5,240,739 

>< Reformed Church in 
America 284,504 319,593 354,621 385,754 367,606 355,052 345,532 342,375 326,850 

United Methodist Church 9,653,178 10,029,535 10,641,310 11,067,497 10,509,198 9,861,028 9,519,407 9,192,172 8,904,824 
TOTAL 15,874,355 17,114,556 18,293,201 19,250,835 18,134,034 17,099,345 16,598,033 16,151,509 15,660,358 

% of 1950 Membership 100 108 115 121 114 108 105 102 99 
% of U.S. Population 10.4 10.3 10.1 9.9 8.8 7.9 7.3 6.8 6.3 

Roman Catholic 28,634,878 33,396,647 42,104,900 46,246,175 48,214,729 48,881,872 50,449,842 52,654,908 58,568,015 
% of 1950 Membership 100 117 147 162 168 171 176 184 205 
% of U.S. Population 18.8 20.1 23.3 23.8 23.5 22.6 22.2 22.1 23.4 

Latter-Day Saints 
Church of 1,111,314 1,230,021 1,486,887 1,789,175 2,073,146 2,336,715 2,811,000 3,860,000 4,267,000 
Reorganized Church of 124,925 137,856 155,291 168,355 152,670 157,762 190,087 192,082 189,524 

TOTAL 1,236,239 1,367,877 1,642,178 1,957,530 2,225,816 2,494,477 3,001,087 4,052,082 4,456,524 



1950 1955 1960 196,5 1970 197,5 1980 1985 1990 

% of 1950 Membership 100 111 133 158 180 202 243 328 360 

% of U.S. Population 0.8 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.7 1.8 

Conservative Protestant 
Baptist General Conference 45,413 54,000 72,056 86,719 103,955 115,340 133,385 132,546 1:34.717 

Christian and Missionary 
Alliance 58,347 ,57,386 59,657 64,586 112,519 145,833 189,710 227,846 279,207 

Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church 81,806 84,990 88,452 78,917 92,095 94,050 96,553 98,0.'37 91,857 

Evangelical Covenant 
Church 51,850 55,311 60,090 65,780 67,441 71,808 77,737 84,150 89.735 

Lutheran Church,-Missouri 
Synod 1,674,901 2,004,110 2,391,195 2,692,889 2,788,536 2,763,545 2,625,6,50 2,628,164 2,602,849 

North American Baptist 
Conference 41,560 47,319 50,646 53,711 55,080 42,629 43,041 42,863 44,493 

Seventh-day Adventist 
Church 237,168 277,162 317,852 364,666 420,419 495,699 571,141 6,51,954 717.446 

Southern Baptist Convention 7,079,889 8,467,439 9,731,591 10,770,573 11,628,032 12,733,124 13,600,126 14,477.364 1.5,038.409 

Wisconsin Evangelical 
Lutheran Synod 307,216 328,969 348,184 358,466 381,321 395,440 407,043 415,389 420,039 

TOTAL 9,578,150 11,376,686 13,119,723 14,536,307 15,649,398 16,857,468 17,744,386 18,7,58,31.'3 19,418,752 

% of 1950 Membership 100 119 137 152 163 176 185 196 203 

% of U.S. Population 6.3 6.9 7.3 7.5 7.6 7.8 7.8 7.9 7.8 

Pentecostal/Holiness Protestant 
Assemblies of God 318,478 400,047 508,602 572,123 62,5,027 78,5,348 1,064,490 1,235,403 1,298,121 

Church of God (Anderson, 
Ind.) 107,094 123,523 142,796 143,231 150,198 166,257 176,429 18,5,.593 20.5,884 

Church of God (Cleveland, 
Tenn.) 117,025 142,668 170,261 205,465 272,278 343,249 43,5,012 52.'3,477 620,393 

Church of the Nazarene 226,684 270,576 307,629 343,380 383,284 441,093 484,276 522,082 ,572.1,53 

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

Free Methodist Church of 
North America 48,574 51,437 55,338 59,415 64,901 67,043 68,477 72,223 74,313 

Salvation Army 209,341 249,641 254,141 287,991 326,934 384,817 417,359 427,825 445.991 
TOTAL 1,027,196 1,237,892 1,438,767 1,611,605 1,822,622 2,187,807 2,646,043 2,966,603 :3,216.85.5 

% of 1950 Membership 100 121 140 157 177 213 258 289 31.'3 
% of U.S. Population 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.2 1.2 1.3 

Total Membership 
All Families 63,956,335 73,117,070 86,271,088 93,347,230 95,338,441 95,733,069 98,323,725 I02,0,54,849 )08,213.203 

% of 1950 
Total Membership 100 114 135 146 149 150 154 160 169 

% of U.S. Population 42.0 44.1 47.8 48.0 46.5 44.3 43.2 42.8 4.3.3 

U.S. Population 152,271,000 165,931,000 180,671,000 194,303,000 205,052,000 21.5,973,000 227,719,000 238,466,000 249,97,5,000 
% of 1950 U.S. Population 100 109 119 128 135 142 150 1.57 164 

Source: Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches (various annual editions) 



Table Al.2 
Five-Year Membership Growth Rates: 1950--1990 

1950-- 1955- 1960-- 1965- 1970-- 1975- 1980- 1985-
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

Liberal Protestant 
Episcopal Church 16.0 16.5 4.6 -3.9 -13.0 -2.5 -1.7 -10.7 
Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) 15.3 12.4 2.2 -4.9 -12.6 -4.9 -9.3 -6.6 
United Church of Christ 7.0 5.9 -7.6 -5.3 -7.2 -4.5 -3.0 -5.0 

TOTAL 13.4 12.2 0.7 -4.6 -11.6 -4.0 -5.2 -7.7 

Moderate Protestant 
Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) 7.3 -5.1 6.5 -25.7 -8.6 -9.5 -5.2 -6.9 
Church of the Brethren 5.1 2.2 -2.6 -6.3 -1.8 -4.7 -6.8 -6.9 
Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America 17.3 13.3 7.3 -0.6 -4.4 -0.3 -0.8 -1.9 
Reformed Church in 

America 12.3 11.0 8.8 -4.7 -3.4 -2.7 -0.9 -4.5 
United Methodist Church 3.9 6.1 4.0 -5.0 -6.2 -3.5 -3.4 -3.1 

TOTAL 7.8 6.9 5.2 -5.8 -5.7 -2.9 -2.7 -3.0 

Roman Catholic 16.6 26.1 9.8 4.3 1.4 3.2 4.4 11.2 

Latter-Day Saints 
Church of 10.7 20.9 20.3 15.9 12.7 20.3 37.3 10.5 
Reorganized Church of 10.4 12.6 8.4 -9.3 3.3 20.5 1.0 -1.3 

TOTAL 10.6 20.l 19.2 13.7 12.1 20.3 35.0 10.0 

Conservative Protestant 
Baptist General Conference 18.9 33.4 20.3 19.9 11.0 15.6 -0.6 1.6 
Christian and Missionary 

Alliance -1.6 4.0 8.3 74.2 29.6 30.l 20.1 22.5 
Cumberland Presbyterian 

Church 3.9 4.1 -10.8 16.7 2.1 2.7 1.5 -6.3 
Evangelical Covenant 

Church 6.7 8.6 9.5 2.5 6.5 8.3 8.2 6.6 
Lutheran Church, Missouri 

Synod 19.7 19.3 12.6 3.6 -0.9 -5.0 0.1 -1.0 
North American Baptist 

Conference 13.9 7.0 6.1 2.5 -22.6 1.0 -0.4 3.8 
Seventh-day Adventist 

Church 16.9 14.7 14.7 15.3 17.9 15.2 14.1 10.0 
Southern Baptist 

Convention 19.6 14.9 10.7 8.0 9.5 6.8 6.5 3.9 
Wisconsin Evangelical 

Lutheran Synod 7.1 5.8 3.0 6.4 3.7 2.9 2.1 1.1 
TOTAL 18.8 15.3 10.8 7.7 7.7 5.3 5.7 3.5 

Pentecostal/Holiness 
Protestant 

Assemblies of God 25.6 27.1 12.5 9.2 25.7 35.5 16.1 5.1 
Church of God 

(Anderson, Ind.) 15.3 15.6 0.3 4.9 10.7 6.1 5.2 10.9 
Church of God 

(Cleveland, Tenn.) 21.9 19.3 20.7 32.5 26.1 26.7 20.3 18.5 



1950- 1955- 1960- 1965- 1970- 1975- 1980- 1985-
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

Church of the Nazarene 19.4 13.7 11.6 11.6 15.1 9.8 7.8 9.6 
Free Methodist Church of 

North America 5.9 7.6 7.4 9.2 3.3 2.1 5.5 2.9 
Salvation Army 19.3 1.8 13.3 13.5 17.7 8.5 2.5 4.2 

TOTAL 20.5 16.2 12.0 13.1 20.0 20.9 12.1 8.4 

Total Membership 
All Denominational 

Families 14.3 18.0 8.2 2.1 0.4 2.7 3.8 6.0 

U.S. POPULATION 9.0 8.9 7.5 5.5 5.3 5.4 4.7 4.8 

Source: Appendix Table Al.l 



Table Al2.l 
All-Respondent Regressions 

With MEMBER Dependent With ATTENDANCE Dependent 
1978 1988 1978 

Step (N): (1306) (1991) (1306) 

Part r Part r Part r 

I. Church Member .580 .275 
II. Church Voluntarism -.221 - .120 -.223 -.132 -.233 -.106 

Church Personalism .238 .062 .230 .105 .245 
Church Org. -.266 -.189 - .051 -.334 -.098 

III. Commitment to Christ .397 .120 .435 .176 .442 .007 
Frequency of Prayer .422 .158 .402 .112 .504 .164 
Belief .332 .094 .351 .071 .356 .037 
Religious Experience .153 .154 .223 

IV. Traditional Values .141 .159 .152 
New Morality -.282 -.054 - .212 -.294 

V. Religious Socialization .299 .133 .292 .116 .291 .062 
Sex (Male) -.101 -.105 - .158 
Age -.176 -.067 -.135 -.051 -.139 
Education 
Region: 
S&MW&Mt .011· .115 .095° 

w -.120 -.112 - .158 -.076 
Family Cycle 

Married & Kids 4-17 .078° .041 
Married, No Kids -.126 
Never Married .077° -.143 -.165 

Step Summary 1978 1988 1978 
R2 Ch Cum R2 R2Ch Cum R2 R2Ch Cum R2 

Step 1 .336 .336 
Step2 .116 .116 .114 .114 .055 .392 
Step3 .165 .282 .168 .283 .082 .474 
Step 4 .008 .290 .002' .285 .000- .474 
Step5 .043 .334 .036 .321 .001· .482 

Only coefficients significant at less than .05 entered, unless marked with an asterisk. 
Independent variables entered stepwise in blocks. 
r = zero-order r. 
Part r = part correlation with all other independent variables controlled. 

1988 
(1991) 

Part r 

.619 .332 
-.349 -.191 

.264 .094 
-.275 -.096 

.420 .051 

.458 .128 

.355 

.198 

.163 
-.233 

.252 
-.106 
-.114 
-.090- -.069 

.088° 
-.113 

.088° .050 

.085° .062 
-.150 

1988 
R2Ch CumR2 

.383 .383 

.079 .463 

.041 .504 

.ooo· .505 

.012 .517 

Region and Family Cycle entered as dummy variables coded (0,1). "NE & MA" and "Divorced & 
Widowed" are the respective omitted dummy variables. 



TableA12.2 
Conservative Protestant Regressions 

With MEMBER Dependent With ATTENDANCE Dependent 
1978 1988 1978 

(N) (244) (396) (244) 

Part r Part r Part r 

I. Church Member .478 .227 
II. Church Voluntarism -.263 -.152 -.296 -.176 -.304 

Church Personalism .190 .160 
Church Org. - .218 -.130 -.252 

III. Commitment to Christ .308 .112 .389 .177 .340 
Frequency of Prayer .320 .172 .299 .433 .170 
Belief .194 .279 .117 .248 
Religious Experience .217 .180 .411 .143 

IV. Traditional Values 
New Morality -.202 -.196 

V. Religions Socialization .131 .231 .114 .244 
Sex (Male) -.214 -.240 
Age - .103 
Education 117 -.082 -.121 
Region: 
S&MW&Mt .202 .126 .102 
w -.153 

Family Cycle: 
Married & Kids 4-17 
Married, No Kids .108 
Never MarriPd .169 109 -.211 

Step Summary 1978 1988 1978 
R2 Ch Cum R2 R2 Ch Cum R2 R2Ch Cum R2 

Step l .228 .228 
Step 2 .104 .104 .096 .096 .051 .280 
Step 3 .108 .213 .138 .235 .131 .412 
Step4 .008' .221 .004° .234 .002° .414 
Step5 .032° .254 .041° .281 .028° .443 

• Only coefficients significant at less than .0,5 entered, unless marked with an asterisk. 
Independent variables entered stepwise in blocks. 
r = zero-order r. 

Part r = part correlation with all other independent variables controlled. 

1988 
(396) 

Part r 

.559 .340 
-.410 -.210 

.173 .140 
-.258 .104 

.295 

.357 .154 

.233 

.176 

.126 

.108 

-.188 -.116 

.145 .097 

-.131 

1988 
R2 Ch CumR2 

.313 .,313 

.106 .420 

.021 .441 

.OO<l° .442 

.040 .482 

Region and Family Cycle entered as dummy variables coded (0,1). "NE & MA" and "Divorced & 
Widowed" are the respective omitted dummy variables. 



TABLEA12.3 
Liberal Protestant Regressions 

With MEMBER Dependent With ATTENDANCE Dependent 
1978 1988 1978 

(N) (249) (354) (249) 

Part r Part r Part r 

I. Church Member .481 .255 
II. Church Voluntarism -.209 -.112 -.21.5 -.148 -.349 -.195 

Church Personalism .200 .225 .142 
Church Org. -.229 -.]57 -.247 -.091 

III. Commitment to Christ .391 .153 .371 .237 .402 
Frequency of Prayer .272 .240 .444 .180 
Belief .332 .125 .182 .326 
Religious Experienct' .190 .123 .322 

IV. Traditional Values .179 
New Morality -.224 -.216 

V. Religious Socialization .169 .115 .12.5 
Sex (Male) -.167 
Age 189 -.163 107 
Education - .139 -.JOO 
Region: 

S&MW&Mt .170 
w -.79 -.136 -.270 -.128 

Family Cycle: 
Married & Kids 4- J 7 
Married, No Kids .110 -.115 
Never Married .032' .158 -.101 

Step Summary 1978 1988 1978 
R2Ch Cum R2 R2Ch Cum R2 R2Ch Cum R2 

Step 1 .232 .232 
Step 2 .089 .089 .JOI .IOI .081 .313 
Step3 .122 .211 .l07 .209 .098 .411 
Step4 .014' .225 .001 • .210 .006' .418 
Step5 .0ll7 .313 .046 .257 .019° .437 

Only coefficients significant at less than .05 entered, unless marked with an asterisk. 
Independent variables entered stepwise in blocks. 
r = zero-order r. 

Part r = part correlation with all other independent variables controlled. 

1988 
(354) 

Part r 

.427 .186 
-.377 -.243 

.275 .138 
-.241 120 

.350 .JOI 

.341 .160 

.253 

.226 

.ll3 

- .054° - .ll5 

-.141 

.098' .071 

1988 
R2Ch CumR2 

.182 .182 

.138 .318 

.041 .385 

.ooo· .386 

.029 .416 

Region and Family Cycle entered as dummy variables coded (0,1). "NE & MA" and "Divorced & 
Widowed" are the respective omitted dummy 
variables. 



NOTES 

Chapter One 
Denominations Grow as Individuals Join Congregations 

1. The extent to which membership growth is indicative of denominational vitality is, of course, 
arguable on both organizational and theological grounds. But because the very concept of 
"membership" is more vague in Roman Catholicism than it is within most of denominational 
Protestantism, the relationship is especially tenuous within ~oman Catholicism. 

2. For those interested in broader historical interpretations of American religion in the last half 
of the twentieth century, there are many to commend, including: American Evangelicalism: 
Conservative Religion and the Quandary of Modernity (Hunter, 1983), The New Charismat
ics II (Quehedeaux, 1983), Understanding American Jewry (Sklare, 1983), Bible Believers: 
Fundamentalfam in the Modern World (Ammerman, 1987), American Mainline Religion 
(Roof and McKinney, 1987), The Restructuring of American Religion (Wuthnow, 1988), The 
Changing Pari~h: A Study of Parishes, Priests and Parishioners After Vatican II (Hornsby
Smith, 1989), Between the Times (Hutchison, 1989), The Catholic Myth (Greeley, 1990), and 
The Black Church in the African American Experience (Lincoln and Mamiya, 1990). 

3. Appendix Table Al.l shows the individual membership trends for the three liberal and five 
moderate denominations included in the family aggregates. They are the only denominations 
in these families for which membership figures across the forty-year span are readily available. 

4. The term "evangelical" figures prominently in most recent scholarly treatments of the increas
ing diversity within "conservative" Protestantism. Unfortunately, different scholars use the 
term in different ways, and these differences confound the term's usefulness as a label for 
either of our two families. Some scholars use it as a theological descriptor of a moderated fun
damentalist adaptation to modernity (e.g., Hunter, 1983; Ammerman, 1987; Wuthnow, 1988). 
Other scholars, drawing heavily on the work of Marsden (1984) use it as an organizational 
descriptor of those denominations that emphasize parachurch networks over denominational 
centralization. /\\though there is some relationship between tbe two, it is far from perfect. 
Denominations that stress authoritative doctrine have a predisposition toward organizational 
centralization, especially as they get \arge. Denominations that emphasize the present-day 
operation of the Spirit tend to have loose national denominational organizations. Many smaller 
denominations that stress authoritative doctrine, however, are not organizationally centralized. 
Indeed, many identify themselves as "fellowships" rather than denominations. 

In addition, in neither of the scholarly delineations of "evangelicalism" noted above is the 
critical issue "evangelism" in the sense of witness. Evangelism in this latter sense remains a 
strong characteristic of all denominations typically identified with the broader stream of con
servative Protestantism. We therefore do not feel it appropriate to use the label "evangelical" 
for either of our two "conservative" Protestant families. 

5. Appendix Table Al.I lists the nine conservative and six Pentecostal/Holiness denominations 
included in the families, and shows their individual membership trends. 

6. That the relationship between membership growth and denominational vitality within Roman 
Catholicism is more tenuous on conceptual grounds than it is within most of Protestantism 
has already been noted. Particularly in the Roman Catholic case, therefore, worship atten
dance (or some other direct measure of involvement in the life of the institutional church) 
presents a more accurate gauge of denominational vitality. Empirically, this is suggested in 
the fact that there is a much greater discrepancy between membership trends and worship 
attendance records for Roman Catholics than for Protestants. National survey trend data 
shows that Roman Catholic worship attendance declined sharply in the late 1950s and early 
1960s, declined moderntely through the 1970s, and changed little during the 1980s. 

7. Chapter 12 includes a more detailed discussion of the dynamics of cohort replacement in 
relationship to changes in religious participation during the 1980s. 

359 
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PART ONE 
DENOMINATIONAL GROWfH AND DECLINE 

1. The conservative and mainline denominations are the same as those used in the chapter by 
Marler and Hadaway. 

2. The fourteen denominations are the same as those used in the chapter by Marler and Had
away to estimate the "period effect." The white birthrate is the number of births per 1,000 
persons in the white population. 

Chapter Two 
New Church Development and Denominational Growth (1950-1988): 

Symptom or Cause? 

0 This chapter appeared earlier in Monty L. Lynn and David 0. Moberg, eds. Research in the 
Social Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 4 (Greenwich, Conn.: JAi Press), pp. 29-72. It is 
reprinted here in slightly altered form with the permission ofJAI Press, Inc. 

1. Aggregate membership data and new church development data were obtained from 1950 to 
1988 for five denominations: The United Methodist Church, the Southern Baptist Conven
tion, the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), and the 
Assemblies of God. For years prior to the Presbyterian merger in 1983, data are combined 
for the United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America and the Presbyterian 
Church (US). New church data were obtained through correspondence with church exten
sion executives and denominational researchers over the past fifteen years. 

2. Denominational reporting is notoriously problematic-for example, many ethnic congrega
tions typically go unreported or report irregularly. Still, for most denominations the problems 
have remained relatively constant. For this reason, membership curves are quite smooth for 
most periods. When they are not the reasons can be found in mergers, schisms, and changes 
in counting procedures. Adjustments have been made for major changes in denominational 
trend data when such events occurred. For additional discussion of problems with denomina
tional data see "Methodological Issues in Congregational Studies" (1989). 

3. The Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod is viewed as a conservative denomination. It is not 
generally seen as evangelical, and from a cultural perspective it would seem closer to the 
American mainstream than the Southern Baptist Convention or the Assemblies of God. 

4. The Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod had begun to plateau in membership prior to the rel
atively minor schism that occurred in the late 1970s. This conflict cost the denomination 100-
130 congregations and around 100,000 baptized members. Following rather abrupt losses in 
1977 and 1978, the denomination once again settled onto a plateau. 

5. According to a research representative for the Assemblies of God, in 1971 the denomination 
changed its reporting to the National Council of Churches from full members to Sunday 
school enrollment. Membership and "the numbers game" have been less important for 
Assemblies of God churches than for most other Protestant denominations (no individual 
church listing of membership is permitted), so Sunday school enrollment was typically higher 
than full membership. In 1979, the denomination began systematic data collection on "inclu
sive" membership. At this time the inclusive membership figure (which is similar to the 
adherent concept) replaced Sunday school enrollment in reporting to the Yearbook of Ameri
can and Canadian Churches (see Jacquet, 1991). 

6. The rate of SBC growth is now at its lowest point in terms of a sustained pattern of member
ship change. Actual declines were experienced in the mid-1800s, but there was no period of 
sustained loss or even very slow growth. 
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7. This estimate was made by a research representative of the Lutheran Church, Missouri 
Synod. 

8. The percentage change for 19.50 reflects change from 1949 to 19.50. 

9. Denominations included the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), the Church of God 
(Anderson, Indiana), the Church of the Brethren, the Church of the Nazarene, the Episco
pal Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Reformed Church in Amer
ica, the Seventh-day Adventists, the United Church of Christ, the Assemblies of God, the 
Southern Baptist Convention, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), The United Methodist 
Church, and the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. Each denomination contributed 
equally to the average membership change for each year. 

10. Although the shift in values was not consistent (in some ways the public is now more liberal 
than it was in the 1960s), there was a definite conservative shift in many areas. Further, any
thing that was labeled "liberal" became suspect as fewer and fewer Americans were com
fortable with using that term to describe themselves. 

11. For instance, it has been suggested that the recent slowdown in membership growth experi
enced by the AOC resulted (at least in part) from the Jim Bakker/Jimmy Swaggart scandals. 

12. Data are for reporting churches only. No adjustments have been made for churches that are 
listed as Southern Baptist churches, but have not reported membership statistics in several 
years. 

13. Membership data supplied to the authors for this project was full membership for each 
church. These figures are much lower than those reported to the National Council of 
Churches. 

14. Older churches were those organized in 1983 or earlier. 

1.5. Expected frequencies are based on the proportion of the U.S. population residing in those 
states in 1980. 

16. "Where they are not" refers to states where the SBC has a low proportion of its churches 
relative to the proportion of the U.S. population in those states. 

17. States are shaded from lowest to highest, according to levels on the criterion variable. For 
older church concentration, the percent of a denomination's churches in a state is compared 
to the percent of the U.S. population in that state. States when, the denomination has a 
larger percentage of members than would be expected (given the concentration of the U.S. 
population) are shaded. Levels vary according to the magnitude of the difference. Shading 
for new church rates vary for each denomination. To receive shading on a new church map 
a state must have had at least two new churches formed from 1983 to 1988, and have a 
NCD rate that is greater than the mean for all states. Darker shadings reflect larger devia
tions (positive) from the national mean for the denomination. 

18. This state has relatively few ABC churches, so even a small number of new churches pro
duces a high NCD rate. 

19. Demographic data for each church were available at the zip code level through a tape from 
CACI. However, this data set lacked the 1980 census variable for population mobility (per
cent of persons who lived in a different state in 197.5). Still, as noted in the text, the average 
new church tends to have a larger proportion of renters in its zip code territory than does 
the average older church. Areas with a larger proportion of renters tend to have a higher 
rate of population mobility than areas that are overwhelmingly owner-occupied. 

20. Many African-American congregations have affiliated (joined) the ABC rather than having 
been started as ABC congregations. In this chapter we deal only with churches with recent 
dates of organization (rather than recent dates of affiliation). Thus, whether the churches 
were started as ABC churches or affiliated shortly after organizing, all are new congrega
tions. 

21. Data from the 1990 Uniform Church Letter reveals that ethnic and black SBC churches 
were considerably more likely to grow than Anglo churches between 198.5 and 1990. 
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22. Due to missing values on the race/ethnicity variable it is not possible to directly compare 
these percentage gains and losses to those for the entire denomination reported earlier. This 
is true for the American Baptist Churches, as well. 

23. The Assemblies of God are the youngest denomination in terms of the average age of 
churches. Age of denomination can also be measured by the date that the churches in the 
denomination coalesced as a group apart from other churches in the United States. In the 
case of the UCC, two traditions are involved-one with direct links to the Pilgrims, the 
other much more recent. 

24. Additional analysis (not shown here) was conducted on the percentage of churches with 
growth between 1983 and 1988 among those churches reporting at least one member in 
both years (this excluded new churches, nonreporting churches, and churches that died, 
merged, or left the denomination). 

25. This analysis does not focus on shifts in policy, priorities, denominational organization, or 
funding committed to new church development. In addition, differences in theology are not 
addressed. More information on how the denominations vary and/or are similar on these 
points would shed light on the statistical patterns presented in this chapter. 

The issue of local congregational initiative versus denominational initiative in new church 
starts also is important. However, we are unable to examine this issue with the data pro
vided. There is some suggestion in the literature that congregational initiative is a "livelier" 
option for successful new church development. In the past, there has been some tendency 
away from local initiative to national (or regional) initiative. In recent years the pendulum 
may have swung back toward local initiative. 

In addition, the relationship between "adoption" of existing (older) congregations versus 
new church starts is not explored. Denominational data, again, is not available for this level 
of analysis and comparison. The issue, however, is important as growing numbers of ethnic 
and independent congregations venture into "dual alignment" and "affiliation." Is the rela
tionship to overall denominational growth and resilience similarly affected by these kinds of 
churches? These and other issues remain to be explored. 

Chapter Four 
Growth and Decline in an Inclusive Denomination: 

The ABC Experience 

1. A comparison of American Baptist, Assemblies of God, Disciples of Christ, Presbyterian, 
Southern Baptist, United Church of Christ, and United Methodist denominations (Roy 
Howard Beck, The United Methodist Reporter, February 14, 1986) documented that num
bers and percentages of ethnic minorities were greater in the ABC than the other denomina
tions studied. Also see chapter 2 in this volume. 

2. Although the ABC was not included, a comparison of growth and decline ( up to 1980) for other 
denominations can be found in American Mainline Religion (Roof and McKinney, 1987). 

3. The counts of churches reported in this research are those certified by Regional Executive Min
isters as churches in good standing in each region. The racial/ethnic category for each church is 
represented by the currently reported racial or ethnic majority of the congregation. The 
method of coding this factor in the data base precludes more definitive distributions of mem
bership, worship attendance, and giving among the racial/ethnic groups. It has also not been 
possible to account for the racial/ethnic transitions that some congregations have experienced. 
It has been necessary to credit the data to the same racial/ethnic grouping that characterized 
the congregation's majority in 1990 (or the last such recorded category for deceased churches.) 

4. Roughly two-thirds of ABC African-American churches are aligned with one or more other 
denominations. Four percent of white ABC churches are aligned with another denomination. 
For all ABC churches, 16% are dually aligned. 

5. This economic benefit is attractive to all pastors and churches, but the effect of the attractive-
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ness on whites is to keep them in the denomination when other factors would cause them to 
leave. The benefit is not great enough to attract independent Baptist churches if moderate to 
liberal theological stands and social justice issues are not attractive. 

6. Data used in this study were analyzed for each of the thirty-five "Regions" that make up the 
middle level administrative units of the denomination. Data were summed from these 
"Regions" to produce data for sections of the U.S. that generally coincide with the regional 
designations of the U.S. Bureau of the Census. In this study, reference will be made to differ
ences for those broad sectional areas, but not to the "Regional" units of the denomination. 

7. The ABC has a continuing problem with nonreporting churches, and with churches skipping 
reporting years. This situations calls for estimating procedures. Resident membership for 
nonreporting churches is estimated by regional executives. This is carried forward in subse
quent years with adjustments taking place at five-year intervals. 

8. Because of the need to estimate membership for nonreporting churches, the "stable" cate
gory is probably overrepresented in Figure 4.3 for each racial/ethnic cohort, hut to a greater 
degree for African-American and other churches. 

9. Worship attendance for nonreporting years by churches providing some attendance data has 
been calculated by averaging. Where there was insufficient worship attendance data reported 
to establish a meaningful trend, worship attendance was calculated at .50% of resident mem
bership for white and most African-American congregations, at 1.50% for Hispanic and some 
other ethnic congregations, and at 33% to 40% for exceptionally large African-American con
gregations. It is believed that the resulting data tends toward "reality" in a way that is far 
superior to any other methodological approach to the problem of nonreporting. 

PART1WO 
THE GROWI'H AND DECLINE OF CONGREGATIONS 

Chapter Five 
A Short History of Church Growth Research 

1. This conceptual approach to studying congregations-looking at both contextual and institu
tional factors-was introduced by Dean R. Hoge and David Roozen, Understanding Church 
Growth and Decline, 1950-1978. 

2. Other factors are also important. For example, most of these researchers were trained as 
sociologists and their professional predisposition was to look first to the social context for 
causal explanations. 

Chapter Seven 
The Effect of a Church Growth Strategy on United Church of Christ Congregations 

1. At lea~t one survey was received from 2.59 congregations (43.2%), including surveys from 213 
pastors and 226 laypersons (representing 144 congregations). An additional 2.5 pastors (4.2%) 
stated that they could not mmplete the surveys, either because they did not remember partici
pating, or, more often, that because of a pa~toral or lay leadership change no one was available 
who was knowledgeable about the workshops. Because a significant number of items came only 
from the clergy survey, only the 213 congregations with clergy returns (3.5 . .5%) were retained to 
avoid statistical problems with large amounts of missing data. The sample thus is probably biased 
toward congregations in which more activity occurred, and for some variables, restriction in 
range may have attenuated the relationship with church growth. Where responses from both 
clergy and laity were available, means of clergy-lay responses were computed for all questions 
that appeared on both surveys to decrease the error variance for these questions. 

2. The area defined as a parish varied in size from a few census tracts to a township or an entire 
city or country. For this area, the 1980 census population count and the 1986 estimate were 
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obtained from the National Planning Data Corporation, and the percentage change was cal
culated. Percentage, rather than numerical, change was used to correct for the effect of very 
different parish sizes. 

3. The "new members since 1985" measure was used, rather than change in church size or 
attendance, for two reasons. First, membership figures are notoriously inaccurate and often 
inflated. In fact, one of the first efforts in a church growth program often is to "clean the 
rolls" of inactive members, resulting in greater apparent membership loss among participat
ing churches than among nonparticipating churches. Second, the workshops' main goal was 
to bring new members into the congregations, with secondary goals of increasing attendance 
and spiritual growth of existing members and decreasing losses through inactivity. Because 
numbers of new members may fluctuate widely from year to year, a sum of three years was 
chosen, rather than the figure for 1987, the year of the study, even though some of the con
gregations had not begun the program in 1985. 

4. In the analyses of churches grouped by amount of community change, the effect of commu
nity change was not removed in the partial correlation, because grouping by amount of com
munity change had already removed much of its effect. In the analyses' of churches grouped 
by size of church, however, the effect of church size on number of new members was 
removed because, empirically, even within the subgroups, it was significantly related to num
bers of new members received. 

5. An alternative explanation for the relationship between efforts to form and involve newcom
ers in groups and the number of new members could be that churches that had received 
many new members in 1985 and 1986 needed to form new groups by 1987. Partial correla
tions between group activity (collected in early 1987) and new members received in 1987 
alone (collected in 1988) were similar, however, suggesting that the relationship was not all 
due to new members prompting new groups. 

6. Because so many congregations have their facilities used by community groups, these corre
lations may have been attenuated by limited variance in the measure of facility use. 

Chapter Eight 
Is Evangelistic Activity Related to Church Growth? 

1. The significance level for inclusion was .01. Principal components factor analysis was used 
with varimax rotation. 

2. Variables were chosen that had factor loadings of± .40 or more. 

3. All of the items used to create the scale were recoded so that low scores indicated high evan
gelistic activity and high scores indicated low evangelistic activity. Not all items contributed 
to the scale in an equal manner. Questions that were correlated with growth at .20 (Pearson's 
r) or lower were recoded into categories 2 to 4, while questions that were correlated with 
growth at .21 or higher were recoded into five categories (1 to 5). Yes/no questions were 
coded so that yes ; 1 and no ; 5 if the correlation was high, and yes ; 2 and no ; 4 if the cor
relation was low. After recoding, a scale score for each church was computed by adding 
responses to all the items. Two items, one that rated the church in evangelism, and another 
that dealt with programmed evangelistic campaigns were added twice. 

4. The Uniform Church Letter is a yearly survey sent to all Southern Baptist Churches. Its pur
pose is to collect membership, participation, program, and giving data. Around 98% of SBC 
churches respond on the Letter. 

5. The significance level for inclusion was .01. 

6. In this case the dependent variable was percent membership change from 1981 to 1987, 
rather than the three-category growth/plateau/decline variable. 

7. Stepwise multiple regression was employed. 
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8. A high ratio implies a strategy, encouraged by denominational agencies, to enroll as many 
persons in Sunday school as possible, whether they participate or not. 

9. Significance was determined at the .05 level. 

Chapter Nine 
Growth or Decline in Presbyterian Congregations 

1. We had data available from 1970, 1980, 1985, and 1988, thus allowing us to experiment with 
analyses over various time spans. We did not use the 1970 figures due to the excessive time 
span, but we did experiment with 1980-85 and 1985--88. Neither produced as clear outcomes 
as the eight-year span we adopted. Measurement error, reporting, and chance events 
obscured the analyses over fewer years. 

2. In Roofs (1973) dichotomy, following Merton's classification, these persons are "locals." 
They usually have strong ties to the local community. Past research shows that "locals" partic
ipate in their congregations more often than do "cosmopolitans." Yet Presbyterian congrega
tions located where higher proportions of of "locals" reside tend to be losing members faster. 

3. The measure of change in church school size is from 1970 to 1985, thus overlapping with the 
membership change variable, which is 1980 to 1988, by five years. This raises the possibility 
of autocorrelation-that is, of incorrectly explaining one variable by another not totally inde
pendent of it. We explored using church school change from 1970 to 1980 rather than 1970 
to 1985, and we found that it had similar, but weaker relation to church membership change 
(the beta was .20, not .38). The weaker beta may have resulted from substantive distance 
between the two time periods being related, not just the avoidance of any autocorrelation. 
We decided to use the 1970--85 change measure. The autocorrelation is not large, judging 
from the betas for Cluster I in the analyses of subgroups, which drop to near zero for small 
churches. If autocorrelation had been large, the betas would never drop this low. 

4. The question of causal ordering arises here. Which causes which? In our model we are 
assuming that the institutional variable are causal for growth or decline. Yet good feelings 
about the congregation could be argued to be a consequence of growth. Both are probably 
true. The measure of good feelings stated, "There is a sense of excitement among members 
about our church's future." It was asked in 1985, roughly midway in the 1980--88 period of 
growth or decline. We believe that in reality, church growth and a sense of excitement about 
the future feed each other, so causation goes both ways. We are justified in using this mea
sure of good feelings about the church's future because all research shows that good feelings 
have an effect on church growth. The only statistical issue is how strong the effect is. We can
not measure it. Possibly the betas in our tables overestimate the true causal power of this fac
tor for church growth or decline. 

5. See Hadden (1969:120) and Wood (1986) for treatments of the negative effects of conflict 
over pastoral leadership on congregations. The next question in the form following this ques
tion about conflict asked about specific areas of conflict. Twenty-seven percent of the congre
gations had experienced significant conflict, and the oveiwhelming majority of those conflicts 
were over pastoral leadership (over 90%). 

6. Roof et al. ( 1979) found that the presence of children was an important indicator of mem
bership growth in Presbyterian congregations in the 1968 to 1974 time period. However, 
as pointed out above, community data on each church was supplied subjectively by the 
pastor. 

7. We thank Kirk Hadaway for sharing data from a 1989 study of Baptist congregations in met
ropolitan areas. 

8. Annual rates of changes of residence varied little from 1968 to 1988, according to census 
data. See U.S. Bureau of the Census (1989). 
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Chapter Ten 
Congregational Growth and Decline in Indiana Among Five Mainline Denominations 

1. Special thanks to Hartford Seminary for support to the author during the final stages of data 
collection and to the Indiana University Summer Faculty Fellowship Program for partial 
support during the early stages of data processing necessary to create analyzable files. 
Thanks to the Lilly Foundation, which supported the collection of the survey data. Thanks 
to Jackson Carroll and John Hiller, who collected and made the questionnaire data available 
to me. Special thanks also to Sheryl Wiggins of Hartford Seminary for rapid and accurate 
data entry of the church yearbook data. 

2. The membership changes presented in this paragraph are based on those churches for 
which membership figures were available in 1970, 1980, and 1988. This excludes those 
churches that closed during the 1970s or 1980s, newly formed churches, and churches that 
make infrequent reports of membership to their denomination. 

3. Compared with other Indiana churches in these denominations, the churches that com
pleted the questionnaire and met other selection criteria have larger average memberships 
in 1980 (407 versus 340 members), are in somewhat larger communities, and have some
what better growth rates. 

4. Seven churches were excluded because they had growth rates greater than 10% per year (or 
an 80% increase from 1980 to 1988). Some readers may be surprised at this. Wouldn't one 
want to study these extremely fast-growing churches to find out how they do it? In regres
sion terminology such churches are "outliers." They have an extreme effect on regression 
results, just a~ an extremely wealthy person has a very large effect on calculations of average 
income. Had they been included in the analysis, the results would not be typical of the expe
riences of most churches . 

. 5. For some denominations, the most recent membership figures available in early 1989 were 
for 1987, not 1988. To adjust for these differences among denominations, the dependent 
variable actually used in these regressions is the percentage change from 1980 to 1987 or 
1988 (depending upon denomination) divided by the number of years covered in the mea
sure of membership change. I did not account for "compounding" membership change in 
these calculations since there is no strong evidence that churches grow or decline at com
pounding rates. 

6. Throughout this chapter, I report adjusted R2 values rather than simple R2 values. This is 
because there are few cases relative to the number of predictor variables used in the regres
sions. In Tables 10.1 and 10.2, the adjusted R2 values come from regressions that often do 
not include all of the predictor variables for a given category. Regressions with many predic
tor variables and few cases tend to yield low adjusted R2 values. Thus, I first used stepwise 
regression to select the best predictors of growth within a variable category ( those variables 
with statistically significant betas at the .1.5 level of probability). I then used these variables 
in a new regression to obtain the adjusted R2 values reported in Tables 10.l and 10.2. 
Because of missing values, these new regressions are often based on different numbers of 
cases. Thus, the adjusted R2 values for an entire category sometime exceed the sum of the 
adjusted R2 values from the clusters. 

7. This figure is different from the correlation reported in Table 10.1, since it is based on a 
larger number of cases. The correlations reported in this paragraph include churches that 
did not return questionnaires. 

8. The standard deviation of population change rates decreased from 19% to 12%. 

9. Sharp-eyed readers will notice that the total adjusted R2 value for all identity variables is 
greater than the sum of the adjusted R2s for the three clusters. This discrepancy is due to 
the way these R2 values were calculated (see earlier note) and the different numbers of 
cases used to calculate the R2 values in different parts of Table 10.1. 

10. It is possible that these findini:15 could reflect some autocorrelation (respondents only say 
the church puts high emphasis on membership recruitment when a church is growing), but 
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the questions merely ask about the importance and emphasis put on these activities, not 
whether they are effective. 

11. The first correlation is based on the ninety-eight churches in which respondents checked a 
one, two, or three on a seven-point scale indicating that the church is more oriented to serv
ing the needs of the "world beyond [the] membership" than the needs of current members. 
The second correlation is based on 251 churches in which respondents checked four or five 
on this same scale. The third correlation is based on 106 churches in which respondents 
checked a six or seven indicating a focus on members· needs. 

Chapter Eleven 
Belief Style, Congregational Climate, and Program Quality 

The authors wish to thank Eugene Roehlkepartain, Kirk Hadaway, David Roozen, and the 
members of the Congregational Studies Working Group for their comments on earlier drafts of 
this chapter, and the Lilly Foundation for their support of this research, the Working Group, 
and a great many important research projects in the area of North American religious life. 

l. The original ECE study included the participation of congregations from the Southern Bap
tist Convention. Given tpe unique characteristics of that denomination ( their scores on many 
measures were markedly higher than those of the five "mainline" denominations, as a group) 
their data were not included in this analysis. 

2. This brief listing of the contents of the ECE study gives some idea of the scope of the pro
ject. For further information, see Benson and Eklin ( 1990). 

3. Support for this augmentation of the data set was provided in part through an additional 
grant from the Lilly Foundation. 

4. Cases deleted were those in which the "growth ratio" was either less than 0.3, or greater than 
2.5. 

5. For example, if a congregation's size remains unchanged for a given period of time, this is 
reflected in a change ratio of 1.0. If it doubles in size, this produces a change ratio of 2.0. If it 
then declines by half (returning to its previous size), the change ratio is 0.5. Adding 2.0 and 0.5 
gives 2.,5, which does not cxmvey the lack of any net change over the period observed. Consider, 
however, the log transform of these measures. Log 2 = 0.3; log 1 = 0.0; log 0.,5 = - 0.3. To 
return to the "doubling and halving" example, the net change is 0.3 + ( -0.3) = 0.0. 

6. The correlation between the "pastor's estimate" correlation with a particular characteristic 
and the "change ratio" correlation with that same characteristic is - .07, nonsigniflcant. 

7. The particular regression procedure used is invariant with respect to order of entry (SAS, 
1987). All other variables in the model are controlled for, and all regression weights are 
reported as if the particular predictor had been entered "last." 

PART THREE 
INDIVIDUALS AND THE CHURCH CHOICE 

Chapter Twelve 
From Church Tradition to Consumer Choice: The Gallup Surveys of the 

Unchurched American 

l. Unfortunately, Roof and I-loge's analysis did not include childhood religiosity. Several 
recent studies have found strong, although largely indirect, effects for religious socialization 
on church involvement (e.g., Cornwall, 1989). Recent studies have also found stronger 
regional effects than those reported by Roof and Hoge (e.g., Stump, 1986). 

2. The 1988 survey did include a measure of "localism," but not comparable in wording to that 
used in the 1978 survey. In an analysis of just the 1988 data, not reported here, we found 
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that thf' W88 111easure oflocalism had nearly the samp positive effect on religious participa
tion as Hoof and I loge ( 1980) report for thP 1978 mPasurP and data. 

1. Tilt' it<0 ms in our "church pnsonalism" scale had a positivP wording in the 1978 survey and a 
negative wording in the 1988 survey. We reversed the coding of thP 1988 items to create 
comparability; and given the location of thP items within a larger block of otherwise posi
tiVPly worded questions in the survey, our reversal probably overPstimates the actual posi
tive change from 1978 to 1988 in our church personalism scale. However, other "perception 
of tll(' church" items that had identical wordings in both surveys changed in a positive direc
tion, and this increases our confidence that at least some of the positive change over time in 
our church personalism scale was real. For present purposes, our interpretation is only 
dependent upon positive change, not thP magnitude of change. For detailed statistical rea
sons, tlw revt'rsal of coding in the church personalism scale, while not ideal, should not 
affect our later regression analysis. 

4. A major consideration in a stepwise multiple regression is the order in which blocks are 
t•nten,d into the analysis. This order is dictated both by the researcher's interpretive pur
poses, and by theoretical assumptions about causal priority. Our model assumes that 
social background affects general value orientations; both of which affect traditional reli
giosity; all of which affect drnrch consumerism; all of these four, in turn, affecting church 
nll'mhership; and all of thesP five affecting worship attendance. However, because we 
were primarily interested in (a) the direct effect of our blocks (as opposed to their total 
pffect-i.e., dirPct and indirect), and (b) comparing the strength of the most immediate 
effpcts across denominational groups, we enter them in reverse causal order. That is, we 
Pnter what we assume to he the most immediate "causes" first, and the "causes of causes" 
last . 

. 5. While n1eml1Prship may strike some as being autocorrelated with attendance, as will be 
seen, the rPlation of membership to attendance acts differently from year to year and across 
denominational categories-especially for liberal Protestants. 

6. In addition to the step summaries upon which the textual graphs are based, the Appendix 
tables contain the controlled Rand part-R for each individual variable in the model. A com
parison of tlw uncontrollP<l and part-R's provides a gauge of how much of the total effect 
(uncontrolled H) of any given explanatory variable on either church membership or atten
dance is direct (part-R), and how much is indirectly mediated through associations with 
otllPr Pxplanatory variables (R minus part-R). 

7. llowPVPr, the latter does not mean that these individual variables have no effect on 
mPmbPrship. Rather, as indicated in the detailed Table Al2.l (Appendix), they show 
1nodt•st effects consistent with the findings of past research. In the multivariate model, 
howPvPr, tlH' Pxplanatory power of the blocks themselves is muted, because their 
dlects an· nwdiatPd through the relationship of these items to current religiosity and 
church consu1nerism. Interestingly, of thP variablPs in our value and social background 
blocks, religious socialization exhibits the strongest relationship to membership-con
trollPd and u11co11trol1,,,l. 

8. WP again caution that this dot•s not nwan that tll('y have no effoct. Rather, it means that thP 
pf'fi.ct tlll'y do havP is nlt'diated through their influence on the first three blocks. Further, as 
was tilt' casP for church 111Pmbership, rPligious socialization h,is the strongest overall effpct 
on worship attendancP (SPP Tahle A 12.1 in the Appendix). Also in relationship to currPnt 
dis<"ussions of tilt' hahy boom generation's return to active religious participation, it is inter
Psting to notp in Table Al2.l that family cydP had a greater influence on worship atten
danc!' in 1988 than it did in 1978. 

9. This is true in regard both to its direct effect on attendance and to its mediatPd pffn·t 
through church nwmhership (seP Table Al2.l in the Appendix). 

10. This way of undt•rstanding religious individualism was prPsented by the authors at a con
fnPnce in F,·hrnary, 1991. In a personal communication, Wade Clark Roof acknowlPdgPd 
that his discussion, "Reconsidering Religious Individualism," in A Generation of Seekers 
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(HarperCollins, 1993) draws from Marler and Hoozen's insights abo11t th,· positiv<' i111plil'a
tions of individualism for religious institutions. 

11. And as Ammerman describes, fundamentalist !lt'lievers perceivl' "profo11nd diff,·n·11c,•s" 
between themselves an<l other Christians at many lewis: in life-style, worship, tll('ologv, 
an<l authority. In fact, the perception is that "liberal churches are not 'rC'al l'hurcll('s'" 
(1987:79), 

Chapter Thirteen 
Religion in the Canadian 1990s: The Paradox of Poverty and Potential 

1. The research upon which this chapter is based has been made possible in part th rough grants 
from the Lilly Endowment, the Social Sciences an<l Jlu,mmities Hese,1rd1 Cou11eil of Canada. 
and the University of Lethbridge. 

Chapter Fourteen 
Baby Boomers and the Return to the Churches 

1. For purposes of this analysis, Protestants were classifled as "mainli1l(' .. or "co11servaliv<' .. using 
the denominational scheme of Hoof and McKinney, 1987, "Liberal Protestant" and "111odn
ate Protestant" affiliations from that work are here combined into a single catPgory called 
"mainline," 

2, On the basis of a content analysis of the expressed concerns of religious publications about 
youth dropping out of the church, decade by decade in this century, the "Youth Problem" 
was a recurring theme, It reached critical proportions in the twenties and ,·arly thirtiC's, 
though at no point did the crisis seem to reach the magnitude of tlw sixties. These n•stdts an· 
found in Jonathan A, Dom, "Sodom and Tomorrow: Will the Younger C:Ptwration Heally lk 
Good?" unpublished paper, 1989, 

Chapter Fifteen 
Churched and Unchurched Black Americans 

L We wish to thank the Hoper Center for making the 1978 data st'! available. 

2, In the 1978 data set there were only eleven black respondents residing in the suhnrba11 So11tl1 
and nineteen in the suburban non-South, The 1988 data set included a larg,·r 11un1ber of sub
urban residents, M,L~sey an<l Denton (1988:592) report the "rapid suhurbanizatio11 bdwe,·n 
1950 an<l 1970 radically changed the spatial structure of U.S. cities. transfonning them from 
concentrated, highly centralized agglomerations into scattered, dPcentralized nlC'tropolitan 
areas." This was chiefly due to white suburbanization-the central citil's beca!IH' blach·r and 
the suburbs whiter <luring this period. In 1980 blacks wert' less suburbanized than otll('r 
minorities, and even in suburbs segregation remained quite high (see also Stahura, 1986: 140). 
As noted in A Common Destiny, ,'57% of American blacks reside in innC'r citit•s: "lllany ar<' 
poorly educated, and low-skill and blue-collar jobs have been leaving the innl'r citil's for tll(' 

suburbs" (Jaynes an<l Williams, 1989:396). Higher rates of unemployment and substantial l!'\
els of persistent poverty increasingly characterized America's central cities o\'l'r the 1980s. 

3. A high percentage of older, urban blacks grew up in contexts favorable to n·ligious socializa
tion-they were likely to have attt'nded Sunday school, for exampl<'. That they would tnrn to 
tbe church when older an<l when times are troubled is not surprising. 

4. As can be seen in Table l,'5.2, signiflcant interaction existed betwc•,,n plaee of resid,·ne,· and 
importance of religion in predicting rates of being churched. The thesis of this ehapll'r was 
that in the three places of residence characterized by voluntary participation we would find 
personal religiousness (importance of religion to the individual) positiwlv relate>d to being 
churched, and that these settings would he significantly diffC'rent from th,· othPr two (l'ont-
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munal) contexts. The significant interaction and the examination of the presence or ahsence 
of relationships across the five settings give support to this hypothesis. A similar pattern exists 
for the afterlife as a predictor, but the interaction is not significant; had we dichotomized 
place of residence into the communal and voluntary settings, we would have had an easier 
test for interaction. (The same could have been done for testing the interaction between 
each of the other selected predictors and place of residence, that is, communal versus volun
tary context). 

Chapter Sixteen 
Participation and Commitment Among American Catholic Parishioners 

1. Data reported in this chapter were first collected with the aid of a grant from the Lilly 
Endowment. Hartford Seminary, and the Institute for Scholarship in Liberal Arts, University 
of Notre Dame, also provided support for this research. Finally, I would like to thank Chen
gang Zhu for providing assistance with computer analyses. 

2. Selected data from Phase I and Phase II were merged to provide measures of organizational 
structure that characterize individual parishes and affect the religious beliefs and actions of 
parishioners. Individual-level data from the surveys of parishioners and staff were also aggre
gated to create measures of salient social or psychological features that shape the climate of 
the parish. Finally, selected census data that reflect aspects of the local environment in which 
the parish is situated were incorporated into this multilevel data base. These data allow us to 
study and compare relationships between measures reflecting the levels of commitment and 
participation shown by parishioners and other relevant characteristics of these individuals, 
their specific parishes, and the surrounding local environment. This type of multilevel analy
sis (see Van den Eeden and Huthner for more extensive discussions of multilevel or contex
tual analyses) offers notable advantages for theorizing (Leege and Welch, 1985). 

3. Each measure was selected because it reflected a unique and separate component of a 
parishioner's institutional participation or commitment to the local parish. In addition, the 
factor-based scales representing Basic and Traditionalistic Devotion were derived from previ
ous research (Welch and Leege, 1989) that identified several distinct styles of worship by 
Catholic parishioners. These scales have since been shown to be reliable (e.g., alphas > .70) 
and valid measures, with notable relationships to a variety of important variables (Welch and 
Leege, 1991). 

4. Once the dependent measures were determined, I examined intercorrelations between the 
other individual-level variables and these measures. All potential predictor variables that dis
played statistically significant (at p < .05 level) and theoretically meaningful correlations were 
retained and grouped into several subsets. 

I further examined intercorrelations among and within these subsets of predictor vari
ables and, whenever appropriate, factor analyzed several of these subsets to reduce fur
ther the number of variables. Item analyses were also used to construct simple indices. 
These procedures minimized redundancy among the predictors and thus ultimately 
reduced statistical problems that might afflict later analyses. Data reduction procedures 
yielded four individual-level, factor-based scales (see Kim and Mueller), one summated 
index, and fifteen single-item measures representing the complete block of individual
level predictor variables. Although one or two variables from a set of dummy variables 
representing region did display a few weak, but statistically significant, zero-order rela
tionships to the measures of participation and commitment, these relationships were 
reduced to nonsignificance in later preliminary analyses. As a result, I will not discuss 
these variables in the following sections. 

5. The first of these measures, an index representing the primary socioeconomic composition of 
a parish, was itself created from measures of parish income level and the level of education 
characterizing a parish. This summated four-item index exhibited a high level of internal con
sistency (alpha= .71). 



NOTES, PAGES 328-41 I 371 

A iecond index, representing the level of ethnic homogeneity within the parish congrega
tion, was based on a parishioner's principal self-identification with one of twenty-four specific 
ethnic groups. Marginal distributions on this ethnic self-classification were obtained for each 
parish and an index of parish-level ethnic homogeneity was computed, using Lieberson's 
(1970) coefficient of similarity. Values for this index range from zero (indicating complete 
ethnic diversity-Le., each respondent falls into a different ethnic category-within the 
parish) to 1.00 (indicating complete ethnic homogeneity-Le., all repondents are classified in 
the same ethnic category). 

An index reflecting the extent of religious endogamy within a parish was the final measure 
included in the set of local institutional variables. This ratio measure represents the percent
age of parishioners within each parish who have Catholic spouses, and it is based on the 
aggregated responses of parish members to a marital status item. Values for this measure 
extend from 0% (indicating no religious endogamy with a given parish) to 100% (indicating 
complete religious endogamy-Le., all respondents within a parish are married to Catholic 
spouses). The formula is represented below. 

Where, 
RE = MPCS/fMP 

RE = Level of Religious Endogamy; 
MPCS = Number of parishioners married to Catholic spouses; 

TMP = Total number of married parishioners within parish 

6. As is well known (Kerlinger, 1973:71-72; see also Roof et al., 1979: 220-21, 368), the magni
tude of the coefficients representing percentage change in explained variance is contingent 
on the order in which blocks of variables are introduced into the multiple regression analysis. 
Thus, empirical results are strongly influenced by the theoretical assumptions reflected in the 
model. Furthermore, because of the extremely large number of variables included in the 
analysis, I report only change in the adjusted ("shrunken") R2 statistic for each block. This 
adjusted coefficient is more difficult to interpret than a simple R2 change statistic, but it is 
more appropriate and does allow for an easier comparison of results with other studies that 
conducted similar analyses and focused on Protestant denominations (e.g., Roof et al., 1979). 
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