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Chapter One

Denominations Grow
as Individuals
Join Congregations

David A. Roozen

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

Martin Marty, 1979

eismic shifts rarely catch public attention except at the most dramatic

moments of (lisjuncture. For American denominational r(']igion that

initial jolt into consciousness came in 1965 when the membership
trends of most “mainline” Protestant denominations turned from growth 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 mamhne 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 image 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, 1987:203).

15
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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 1950s! (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/Holiness.

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

FIGURE 1.3
Five-Year Membership Growth Rates by Denominational Family

Percent
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Source: Appendix Table 1.2
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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 Understanding Chureh Growth and Decline: 19501978, 1n
doing so, the book provides a window from which to view the changing for-
tunes of American denominational 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 Fiction
(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 liberal
and conservative, and black and white Protestantism, as well as Roman
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 by all
the fuss over church growth. According to the Gallup poll (Princeton Reli-
gion Research Center, 1992) the percentage of Americans who are church
members was virtually the same in 1991 as it was in 1978 (68%). and is
only 5 pereentage points lower than poll readings from 1952 and 1965
(73%). The aggregale membership trend for the twenty-six denominations
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, Table
Al.1). In light of this stability, especially during the last decade, the “fuss”
over church growth only appears understandable 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 we
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 Church, the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 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 1 restrict
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.*

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.® 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-
dramatically throughout the 1970s. During the 1980s the Pentecostal/Holiness
surge slows, and by the end of the decade its growth trajectory returns to near
parallel with that of the conservative family. Figure 1.2 also shows the for ty-year
membership trend for Roman Catholicism. With a few minor dev1at10ns, it
closely resembles that of the conservative Protestant family.

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 above—the former in
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the discussion of membership trends as measured by national public 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 interpretation 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. popu-
lation in 1965, to 1.3% in 1990 (scc Table Al.1 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.
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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 resources—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, dramatically changes old stereotypes about differences 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 the
salient patterns visible there have already been noted, bat two additional
observations deserve comment. 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 decrcasing
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 membership 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 recruitiment/evangelism and new
chureh development.

Greer’s chapter also indicates that cach of the four mainline denomina-
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 during the 1980s, one is tempted to conclude
that the improvement must be because of increased additions. Resist the
temptation. Although a comprehensive study of mainline additions and losses
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
2,001,327 total adherents reported in CCM:90 for independent congrega-
tions makes the independent church sector larger than all but cight U.S.
denominations. It pegs the independent church sector as just a little smaller
than the Assemblies of God and Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. and just
slightly larger than the United Chureh 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 independent 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 noncharismatics 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
Percent of the Population by Region
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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 amorphous “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 public opinion polls provide a helpful reading of trends in indi-
vidual religiosity and pereeptions ol organized religion sinee the 19105,
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 few minor
blips up and down, the overall pattern is one of creeping decline. Neverthe-
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 documented in the
rescarch literature with chart after chart showing how dramatically less reli-
gious the boomer cohort was from previous generations on just about every
measure of religion for which data were available (see, tor example, Toge
and Roozen, 1979).

Given the centrality of cohort differences for understanding the religious
reversal of the 1960s., it is interesting to look at how cohort trends in religion
have played out since then. Figures 1.10 and 1.11 do just that, the first for
prayer and the second for worship attendance. Each figure includes the
trend for five cohorts ranging from those born prior to World War IT to those
born after 1965 (post baby boom). Each figure also includes the total popula-
tion trend (i.e., all cohorts combined). Each figure is based on data from the
National Opinion Research Center’s General Social Survey series. One cov-
ers the period 1975 to 1990; the other covers the period 1983 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 1950s,
when age differences in religion were minimal (e.g., Roozen, 1979). One
result of the religious transition of the sixties, therefore, appears to be the
creation of an enduring stratification of religious expression by age.

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; but the overall trend barely moves at 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 replace-
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 early to mid-1980s the
“total” trend moves upward, consistent with the mid-1980s upward blip in
the Princeton Religion Index (Figure 1.9). But from the mid-1980s to 1990,
the total prayer and worship attendance trends move in opposite direc-
tions—prayer downward, worship attendance ever so slightly upward. As was
wg_,geqted in the comparison of membership trends to the Princeton Religion
Indexs filty-vear trend, religions participation trends are at least some awhat
mdcpcn(lcnt from the t](‘ll(l\ in other dimensions of religiosity.

In the broad sweep provided by a comparison of the index’s trend and that
of membership since 1950, the independence of membership from the over-
all religious climate manifests itself through the fact that the downward trend
in membership is less severe than that for the index. The significance of this
fact comes into clearer focus when it is further noted that the index is
weighted toward measures of traditional belief and commitment. The diver-
gence in the two trends means. therefore, that an increasing number of
church members are nontraditional in their belief and commitment. This
may hardly seem like a startling observation, especially for church leaders in
mainline Protestantism. But if Wuthnow (1988) is correct that the driving
force in the restructuring of American religion is not an increasing polariza-
tion between the churched and the unchurched, or an increasing polarization
between liberal and conservative denominations, but rather the increasing
polarization between liberal and traditional church members within denomni-
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 one is a source
of initiative or response in the overall growth equation. Accordingly, the
reader will find three major sections in the book, each containing several
chapters, each chapter reporting original research. The first section focuses
on denominations; the second section focuses on congregations; and the
third section focuses on the individual. Each section begins with a briel
introduction that not only serves to set its chapters within the broader 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 future 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 very much in evidence. Itis from Understanding Churcle Growth
and Decline: 1950-1978 (Hoge and Roozen, 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—Dboth 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 Roozen
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 individ-
ual decisions about whether or not to become church members.



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)

unprecedented opportunity to explore the impact of new church
development. An analysis of the post-World War 11 period is especially
ceritical as these several decades have witnessed a veritable “boom 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:

Statistics from several American Protestant denominations provide

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 NCD 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 vears earlier by Ezra Earl Jones, a prominent United
Methodist executive. Jones named high building costs, the over-churching of
the suburbs in the 1950s, and the failure to meet the church development
needs of racial and ethnic groups in the inner cities as the sources of denomi-
national woes (Jones, 1976:104f.).

However, even growing denominations—like the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion and the Assemblies of God—started fewer churches from the mid-1960s
to the mid-1970s. Membership growth rates also declined among these evan-
gelical denominations. During the same period, NCD in the mainline dropped
perilously, and declines in membership followed. Several commentators point
to the general social and political turmoil of those years as the source of the
overall slowdown (Towns, Vaughan, and Seifert, 1987). Perhaps, but as Jones

(1976) hints_ s also Tikely that past churelr extension activily and racial unrest
were at least indireetly related. The white, middle-class suburbanization of the
1950s (and the accompanying “churching” of the population in these areas)
exacerbated the social and economic problems of inner cities and their largely
racial/cthnic populations (Winter 1962). Symptom ov cause?

In response to a denomination-wide pinch during the 1960s, 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,
1975; Towns, 1975; 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 twenty-five 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-migration rates, and/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 1950 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.!

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 NCD activity
over the past twenty-eight years. For evangelical and mainline denomina-
tions alike, the late 1950s were very good years for NCD. By the early 1960s,
however, NCD 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 NCD. For mainline denominations, the
decline began at the same time, but rather than turning around in the early
1970s, NCD levels continued to decline well into the 1970s.

In the two evangelical denominations, NCD rebounded strongly in the
1970s. In recent years NCD 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 NCD 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 NCD).2

Trends in Denominational Membership

For anyone who has observed denominational trends over the past several
decades, it should be apparent that the downturn in NCD occurred at abont
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.* 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 (AOG) 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
Membership for Five Denominations: 1949-1988
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Mainline decline, 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 resurgence during this period (see Roof and McKinney, 1987:23-25).
The membership curves seen 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.® 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 membership 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 be too
surprising—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 Church Development

If there is a link between 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 1950s. Rates began to slow in the late 1950s and through-
out the 1960s. The picture became more positive in the 1970s, especially in
NCD, before sliding in both areas during the 1980s. 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 NCD and membership
change also tend to co-vary. 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 late-1970s
and in the carly 1980s) new chineh start rates have increased and member-
ship declines have moderated.

FIGURE 2.7
Presbyterian NCD Rate and Percent Membership Change

D)

B8 New Church Start Rate

B % Membership Chunge

1949-52
1952-55
1955-58
1958-61
1961-64
1964-67
1967-70
1970-73

1973-76
1976-79
1979.82
19K2-85

1985-88



NEW CHURCH DEVELOPMENT AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH /57

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
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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.” The LCMS gained members over the
next six years, before losing again in the latest three-year period (1985-88).
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NCD was highest in the 1950s—higher in terms of the rate than the South-
ern Baptist Convention during this period. A long, steep decline followed,
however, before the NCD rate reached its low ebb from 1973-79. Not sur-
prisingly, this low point in NCD coincided with the years of greatest mem-
bership loss in the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod. (See Figure 2.9.)

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
have not been kind to American denominations. In fact, rates of membership
change worsened in four of the five denominations daring the last three
years of study. Only The United Methodist Church avoided 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 be apparent that NCD rates and denominational membership
even if a causal connection cannot be
established. In order to measure the extent of this correlation we com-
puted the rate of NCD as well as percent membership change for each
vear from 1950 to 1988.5 The NCD rate was computed by multiplying the
number of churches started in each year by 1,000 and then dividing this
total by the number of churches in the denomination in the previous

change are highly correlated
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year. This gives the number of new churches started per 1,000 churches
in the denomination.

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
Correlation! Between Percent Membership Change and NCD Rate
One-Year Intervals? Three-Year Intervals
All Denominations .76 .82
SBC 78 84
AOG 406 .80
United Methodist .86 .88
LCMS .89 .94
Presbyterian .89 .95

ICorrelation coefficient is Pearson’s r.

2Measurcment of membership change and new church development was based 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 NCD. 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 1952 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
Churches, and only 2.5% of United Church of Christ churches. The Assem-
blies of God is a young 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 of God high levels of NCD 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.? 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 NCD 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 NCD 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)
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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 NCD 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 p051t1vely 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.¢

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
Assemblics of God and the conservative ideology of the Southern Baptist
Convention (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 lie in the direction towards which their efforts and resources are
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 NCD 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.!

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 AOG 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: 1983-1988

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 imembership, but 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 analyzed 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, AOG, 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
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from 1983 to 1988.13 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.* Indeed this is the case. Additional analysis shows that among
churches that existed in 1983 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
membership loss was 1.7% from 1983 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 1983 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
the data available because churches that died or left the denomination
between 1983 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: NCD 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 regions of the nation. Of the five denominations for which we have indi-
vidual church data, the Southern Baptist Convention is the most regionally
defined. As can be seen in Figures 2.11A, 2.11B, and 2.11C, it is in southern
states that the concentration of churches greatly exceeds the expected fre-
quency.' Further, SBC concentration tends to be either extremely heavy or
very light. Virginia provides the only exception to this rule.
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FIGURE 2.11C
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Where are Southern Baptists starting new churches? Rates of NCD are
highest outside their region of concentration—Southern Baptists are starting
churches “where they are not.”™16 ITn some ways this should not be surprising,
because the density of concentration in the South would seem to preclude a
high 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 metropolitan 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 concentrated 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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For the American 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 NCD 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.!8

FIGURE 2.13A
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FIGURE 2.13C
. States Where 50% or More of ABC Churches
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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 are concentrated in arcas 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).
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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,
2.15B, and 2.15C). 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
case 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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FIGURE 2.15B
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AOG, 28 for the ABC, and .12 for the SBC. All five denominations have higher
rates of NCD in states that are growing in population. Is this happenstance, strat-
egy. or simply the fact that it is casier to start new churches in states where the
population is growing? More than likely it is a little of each, with some denomi-
nations leaning more toward strategy 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,
schaller’s hypothesis concerning in-migration probably is more applicable to
ommunity 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,

his thesis could not be tested with the data on hand. ™
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The fact that the UCC, the Presbyterian Church, and the ABC seem to be
focusing their limited church extension efforts in states that are demographi-
cally “better” than other states raises the possibility that they are being more
carclul and intentional about where 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 on the existence of SBC
churches, rather than on the proportion of the population that is “churched.”

All denominations have targeted NCD outside their regions of concen-
tration. So in this sense, NCD is a way of reaching into new territory
(although not necessarily into new populations) for mainline and conserva-
tive denominations 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

In the past, the acknowledged strategy for NCD was to target growing
suburbs. Changing denominational priorities, as well as the growth poten-
ial of cthmic congregations have changed this approach somewhat, but the
juestion remains whether new churches tend to be planted in demo-
raphically “better” areas. The answer is a definite yes, especially in refer-
nce 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
1ange was +46.4%. In the AOG the percentages were +26.8% (older
wrches) 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
v average 26.1% population gain for new church zip codes. For UCC
urches and Presbyterian churches the differences were even more dra-
ttic. The mean population change in zip codes surrounding older Pres-
terian churches was +17.1%. 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 61.9% gain for zip codes
around new UCC churches.

TABLE 2.2
Average Percent Change! in Zip Code
Population for New Churches? and Older Churches?

New Churches Older Churches
SBC 46.4% 25.6%
AOG 37.2 26.8
ABC 26.1 9.6
uccC 61.9 14.3
Presbyterian 63.7 17.1

IPopulation change in zip codes surrounding churches was measured from 1970 to 1980.
2New churches were organized from 1983 to 1988.
30lder churches were organized prior to 1983.

Newer churches tend to be located in areas with newer housing, with higher
housing 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 proportion of multifamily housing, a greater proportion 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.



76 / 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-American 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.2" 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 AOG the pro-
portion of ethnic or black new church starts is about twice the proportion
of non-Anglo churches in the denomination (although it may be higher).
For the other four denominations the over-representation of black and
sthnic churches is far greater. In Table 2.3 it can be seen that 5% of older
Presbyterian churches are black or ethnic in comparison to 26% of new
Presbyterian churches. 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
mly 5% of existing SBC congregations. Without new black or ethnic
hurches, NCD rates would be much lower in all five denominations.

In Figure 2.13C it can be seen that in ten states (and in Washington, D.C.)
ver three-quarters of new ABC chiurches wre ethmice or black. FFor the other

ar denominations the proportion of non-Anglo churches is less than for the
BC. Nevertheless, a number of states have a high proportion of new
wrches that are ethnic or black. For instance, in Figure 2.11C it can be
-en that in Massachusetts, Connecticut, Wisconsin, and New Mexico, a siz-
le proportion of new SBC churches are Hispanic or black. For the Presby-
rian church, several states with high rates of NCD also have high propor-
ns 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 NCD 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 NCD 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* 20% 5%
AOG (est.) 28 14
ABC 65 20
UuccC 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.

How much do 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 more likely to grow than Anglo
churches in all three denominations.2! 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
black 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



78 / CHURCH AND DENOMINATIONAL GROWTH

and black congregations helped moderate the decline of the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.).22

TABLE 2.4
Percent of Churches Growing! by Racial/Ethnic Status

Older? Older

Black or Ethnic Anglo

ABC 23.6% 18.9%
UcCC 29.8 17.0
Presbyterian 23.8 15.7

Newer3 Newer

Black or Ethnic Anglo

ABC 38.9% 58.5%
uCC 414 52.7
Presbyterian 48. 46.2

'Growing churches were those with over 10% increase in membership from 1983 to 1988. - -
*Newer charches were organized from 1973 to 1982.
30lder churches were organized prior to 1973,

Diflerences existed between denominations in the likelihood of newer
vacial/cthnic churches (those Tormed after 1972) to grow as compared to
rewer Anglo clirrehes As shown in Table 2.4, in both the ABC and the
JCCTnewer Anglo clinrches were more likely to grow than were newer
ackzethnice charches. For the Presbyterian Church, however, newer
dack/ethnie churches were slightly more likely to grow than were newer
wnglo 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
silience 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 AOG 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.

TABLE 2.5
Percent of Churches Growing,! Plateaued,? or Declining:?
1983-1988

Growing Platcaned Declining
SBC 30.5% 51.9% 17.6%
AOG 38.3 254 36.3
ABC 19 47 324
UCC ‘ 18.0 52.6 29.3
Presbyterian 16.2 41.4 42.4
;C)lrowing churches were those with over 10% increase in membership from 1053 10 1088,
Plateaned churches were those with between + 10% and - W% change: in membership from

1983 to 1988,
3Declining churches were those with over 10% decline in membership from 1953 to 1958,

We also have suggested that growing denominations may demonstrate
organizational resilience to the degree that their congregations sustain
growth across congregational age, size, and location categories. Do the
churches in 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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wmost congregations. On the other hand, it is possible that in growing denomi-
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% 33.9% 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 16.4 214 18.9 24.5 475
Preshyterian 13.0 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 Table 2.6, a smaller percentage of newer ABC, UCC, and
Presbyterian churches were growing (46.1%, 47.5%, 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 AOG churches. In other words, AOG churches were more
likely to sustain growth across age categories. Newer AOG congregations
were less likely to grow than were newer SBC congregations. On the other
hand, older AOG congregations were more likely to grow than older SBC
congregations. Age seems to matter less among AOG 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 AOG 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 aggregate gains than are churches with only a few hundred members.
This suggests that for both the SBC and the AOG, 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 AOG is flatter than for the
SBC. Size has less effect on the aggregate growth (and average growth) of
AOG 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
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is not hard to explain. For growing denominations the smallest set of
churches containg 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
pervasive 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 Presbyterians 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 AOG),
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 AOG, 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 AOG churches and 10% of new SBC
congregations were this large in 1983). New Presbyterian churches were
larger on average than new SBC or AOG 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 church size (not from Schaller in this case)
is that very large churches 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,
AOG, 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. AOG churches in communities with superchurches grew
over three times faster than the national average.
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Discussion

Growing denominations have higher rates of NCD. This is very clear. In
the 1950s, all five 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
vere those that maintained higher rates of NCD. Among mainline denomina-
ions, membership decline was least severe for the Lutheran Church, Mis-
ouri 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.
outhern Baptist churches and Assemblies of God congregations experi-
1wced increases in average size from 1950 to the present. On the other hand,
ie mainline denominations began to decline in membership at the same
ne that the average size of their congregations began to shrink.

All denominations tend to plant churches in areas that are demographi-
lly favorable and outside their region of concentration. This seems particu-
‘ly true with regard to NCD and state-by-state patterns of population
owth. It must be added, however, that new churches tend to be located in
cographically favorable™ arcas and among receptive populations even in
clining denominations. The highest correlations between NCD rates and
pulation growth were found for the Presbyterian Church and for the
ited Chureh of Christ—at hoth the state level and at the zip code level.

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
ort 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
zarried 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

nized.

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. AOG 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 AOG, 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

Fartier we referred to several statements by Bullock (1991) concerning
NCD 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 membership 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 started so few. However, growth has been enhanced in those eras in
which they have started many—ecven when controlling for period effects. So
for the mainline, new churches 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.

New churches are not the only answer for denominational growth. Yet
they are important, both as a potential source of some growth, and as a
barometer of other things that affect membership growth.23 For some
denominations, levels of NCD may indicate overall organizational resilicuee,
for other denominations they may indicate hard work and success in reaching
goals, and for still other denominations, they may reflect how “friendly”
social and geographical conditions are to churches, both new and old.



Chapter Three

Strategies for Evangelism and
Growth in Three
Denominations (1965-1990)

Bruce A. Greer

IT 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 developments undoubtedly
are related to the membership decline that disturbed mainline 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).

The story of mainline Protestant membership trends since World War

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 conflict continues.

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
acknowledging the Lordship of Christ and participating in the kingdom of
God. Evangelism became “evangelisin planning,” an “action-reflection”
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 illustrated by
the names given to its evangelism department: the Division of Evangelisin
(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 modern society by fostering an enclave
mentality, whereby people associate only with their own kind (Elliott,
1982:56).

To counter 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
growth oceurs through evangelism by reaching out to uncommitted people.
Organic growth involves the internal growth of the local church by deepen-
ing its [aith and fellowship. Conceptual 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). Incarnational 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” empbhasis, 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 Development

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 1950s, 254 in the 1960s, 168 in the 1970s, and 402 in the
1980s. Two trends in ABC new church development are noteworthy. First,
the percent of nonwhite new church starts in the ABC increased from 23%
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 “modern
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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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, Roman Catholics, and United Church of Canada members
(Schuller et al., 1980:126-27, 130-31, 172-73, 216-17). Though the Schuller
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
detine 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
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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 interest 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 advocated by that execu-
tive—has received the support of many UCC people. Indecd, the changes 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 be
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 1958
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 development drought fnere was itde ynevest i
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 1975 letter to an executive, one UCC lay leader com-
plained that UCC new church development was too focused 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
study, discussion, and preparation, the NICD program 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 1995. 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 fund-raising
efforts for new church development when other national instrumentalities
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.
Unlike the ABC and UCC, the 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 boards can and should be studied; how-
ever, United Methodism’s experience of decline and response to decline
varies by annual conference 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 a