
BUILDING 
EFFECTIVE 
MINISTRY 
THEORY AND PRACTICE IN 

THE LOCAL CHURCH 

□ 

EDITED BY CARLS. DUDLEY 

1817 

Harper & Row, Publishers, San Francisco 
Cambridge, Hagerstown, New York, Philadelphia 

London, Mexico City, Sao Paulo, Sydney 



!3UILDING EFFECTIVE MINISTRY. Copyright© 1983 by McCormick Theo
logical Seminary. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of
America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner
whatsoever witholilt written permission except in the case of brief quota
tions embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information address
Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 10 East 53rd Street, New York, NY 10022.
Published simultaneously in Canada by Fitzhenry & Whiteside, Limited,
Toronto.

Designer: Jim Mennick 

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data 

Main entry under title: 

l3UILDING EFFECTI\'E 1'-IINISTRY. 

l3ibliography: p. 246 
Includes index. 
1. Parishes-Addresses, essays, lectures. 2. Theology, Practical

Addrcsses, essays, lectures. l. Dudley, Carl S. 
BV700.B84 1983 254 82-48411 
ISBN 0-06-062102-8 

87 88 89 90 MrC 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 

, I I 



Contents 

List of Contributors 
Preface 

I. A C HURCH IN TRANSITION 

1. The Case of Wiltshire Church: A Narrative 
ALICE FRAZER EVANS a nd ROBERT A. EVANS 

2. The Case of Wiltshire C hurch: Background 
ALICE FRAZER EVANS and ROBERT A. EVANS 

II . BASIC BU ILDING BLOCKS: 
THE APPLICATION OF THEORY 

3. The Success and Failure of a Religious C lub 
A Psychological Approach 
H. BARRY EVANS and BRUCE REED 

4. The Conflict of Corporate Church and 
Spiritual Community 
An Ethnographic Analysis 

MELVIN D. WILLIAMS 

Vll 

Xl 

3 

21 

38 

55 

5. The Jovial Church: Narrative in Local Church Life 68 
Literary Symbolism 
JAMES F . HOPEWELL 

6. From the Outside In and the Inside Out 
A Sociological Approach 
JACKSON W. CARROLL, W ILLIAM MCKINNEY, 

and WADE CLARK ROOF 

7. T heologia n at Work 
Theological Ethics 
JOSEPH C. HOUGH , J R. 

8. Professiona lism, Breakdown, and Revelation 
Philosophical Theology 
DAVID S. PACINI 

84 

112 

133 



III. FROM THEORY TO PARISH: 
MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES 

TO EFFECTIVE MINISTRY 

9. Seeking Significant Intervention 
LOREN 8. M EAD 

10. A Practitioner's Perspective 
Policy Planning 
LYLE E. SCHALLER 

1 I . A Framework for Understanding and 
Helping the C hurch 
Organization Development 
I I. NEWTON MA LONY 

12. C risis, Communication, and Courage 
A Ministry Development Approach 

JAMES DESMOND AN DERSON 

IV OVERVIEWS 

13. The Practice of Ministry 
CARL S. DUDLEY 

155 

160 

175 

192 

211 

14. In tegrating the Approaches: A Practical Theology 220 
DONS. BROWNING 

15. Focus on the Congregation: A Look to the Future 238 

BARBARA C. WH EELER 

Understanding and Activating Congregations: 
A Bibliography 246 
CARL s. DUDLEY a nd JAMES f. HO PEWELL 

Index 257 



Contributors 
----------

.J AM f-S D ESMONIJ ANDERSON is dean of Program at the Cathedral 
College of 1hc La ity in W ash ington, O.C., author of To Come 
/ lfinc, and co-author of Th e Management of J\llinistry. He has 
been a consulta n1 for various d eno mina tions , including work in 
Europe a nd South America, a nd served as the fi rst president for 
the boar<l of Alban Inst itute. 

Dc>N S. BROWNING is w idely appreciated for his integrative ap
proach to practical theology through m a n y articles a nd such well
known hooks as C:enaatiue Nlan a nd The J\lloral Context of Pas
toral Corf' . H e is Alexander Cam pbell Professor of Re ligion a nd 
Psychological Stud ies of the Divin ity School a nd dean of the D is
ciples D ivinity H ouse, Uni\·ersity of Chicago . 

.J AC:KS0N VV. CARROLL, as d irector of the Cente r for Socia l and 
Relig ious Research of H artford Seminary, has stimula ted a nd 
wriu cn resea rch on a wide range of critical issues faci ng the 
church , including his recent co-a uthored st udies , R eligion in 

1lrnt'rirn: 19.50 lo the Prc.\enl. Too .Hany Pastors: The Cle1JD' Job 
,\,Jarkct. and I !'omen of the C:lotli. 

CARLS. D uoLF.Y is professor of C hurch and Community at M c-
Connick Theological Semina r y a nd director of the Midwest C:en
t<~ r fo r Cong regational ivfini stries. I-l e ha s s pecial ized in the study 
of cong rcga1 ions, including sm t1 l I churches , church growth , and 
churches in chang ing rnmmunities, and has published 1\tlaking the 

Small C:lwrch l~/J<1cliu<' a nd M 'hne I lm•e / 1/L Our People Gu11e? 

ALrc:i-: FRAZER E vA:--:s is well know n for her development o f educa
tional case s tudies fro m act ual s it ua tions. S he has publ ished 
frequentl y th roug h H arvard U nivers ity's Im errollegiate Case 
Clearing f lo use, contrihu terl to many case study books, a nd co
aut ho red l 11trotluclion lo Christianity: A Case J\lfrthod AjJ/Jroach 
and <:r11('hoolc for C:hri.1Lia11 L iziing. She is execut ive <lircctor of the 
Associat io n for Case T eaching. 



Vlll I BUILDING EFFECTIVE MINI STRY 

H . BARRY EvANS is director of Program, College of Preachers, at 
Wash ington Cathedral. H e coordina tes a program on the Author
ity of the Church in Society, sponsored by the College in associa
tion with The Grubb Institute of Behavioural Studies, London, 
England . H e is a frequent consultant for congregations, advisor to 
clergy in programs of study, and genera l editor of H omiletic mag
azine. 

RosERT A. EvANS is founding president of the Associa tion for Case 
Teaching and general editor for the H arper & Row series Expe
rience and R eflection: Theological Casebooks. Dr. Evans is a uthor 
of a dozen books, most recently 1-lu.m an Rights: A Dialogue Be
tween The First and Third Worlds, and the executive director of 
Plowshares Institu te, a n agency for world peace and justice. 

J AMES F. H OPEWELL began his ministry as a missiona ry priest of 
the Episcopal C hurch in Liberia and then served for a decade as 
di rector of the Theological Education Fund for the World Coun
cil of C hurches. Dr. H opewell, who has specialized in world reli
gions and cross-cultural communication , is professor of Religion 
and the Church , and director of the Rollins Center for Church 
Minist ries, Candler School of Theology, Emory U niversity. 

J osEPH C. H oucH, JR. is dean of the facu lty a nd professor of 
C hristian Ethics a t the School of Theology, Claremont, Califor
nia. Author of Black Power and White Protestants, he is best 
known for his contributions to Christian ethics in the a reas of 
racism, sexua l oppression, world hunger, and ecology, and for his 
advocacy of reform in theological education. 

H . NEWTON MALONY is professor of Psychology in the Graduate 
School of Psychology of Fuller Theological Seminary. Dr. Ma
lony is a lso director of the Programs of Integration in Psychology 
and Theology, and director of the Church Consultation Service. 
H e has published numerous articles a nd books, including Under
standing Your Faith and Living the Answers. 

WILLIAM McKINNEY is secreta r y for research and evaluation with 
the United Church Board for H omeland Ministries in New York 
and president-elect of the Religious Research Association. H e is 



CONTRIBUTO RS / IX 

co-author of two forthcoming books: The Varieties of R eligious 
Presence (with J ackson W. Carroll and David A. Roozen) and a 
reconsiderat ion of the social sources of American denominational
ism (with Wade C la rk R oof). 

L o REN B. M EAD is founder a nd executive director of the Alban 
Inst itu te in Washington , D.C. Formerly a pastor and teacher and 
director of P roject T est P,Htern , he is au thor of N ew I-lop e fur 
Con_{!rcgations. H e is best known for creative research and con
sulting with dergy and congregations at the critical points of min
is try <l nd for his insightful column, "From Where I Sit," pub
lished regularly in Action l nform.alion. 

D AVID S. PACINI has served in various pos1t1ons, from H a rva rd 
Univers ity tutor to assistant to the p resident of Colgate U nivers
ity to senior consulting psychologist in a detoxificat ion center . 
Presentl y he is co-chairperson for the 1982-83 Emor y University 
Symposium " Rethinking I Iuman R ights" and assistant professor 
of Historical Theology, Candle r School of Theology, Emory Uni
versity. 

BRUCE Ruo studied a rchi tecture and theology in Austra lia before 
moving lO Eng land after Wor ld War II. In 195 7 he founded the 
G rubb Institute of Behavioural Studies for applied socia l science 
research with consulting re la tionsh ips to industry , educationa l 
a nd pena l institutions, social service agencies, a nd churches. H e 
introduced the oscilla tion theory of relig ious experience w ith the 
publication of The Dynamics of R eligion in 1978. 

WA DE Ct.ARK RooF, with the p ublication of Community and Com
mitment in 1974, demonstrated the relationship hetwecn particu
lar rnmmuni1 y lifestyles and the patter ns of growth in denomina-
1ions with rnrresponding values. He is professor of Sociology, 
University of M assachusetts, Amherst , a nd associate editor of 
both R euiew of R eLigiou.r R esearch and Social Forces. 

L YLE E. Sc.11,\LLER, more than any other single individual, has 
shaped the field of ch urch consult ing during the past twenty yea rs. 
Annua lly he works with a bout 150 congregations of twenty de
nominat ions in thirty s tates a nd still finds time to serve as re-



X I BU I LDIN G EFFE CTIVE MINISTRY 

source person to workshops, pastors' schools, and training pro
grams. H e has a uthored more tha n four hundred articles and a 
score of books, most recently, T he Small Church Is Different and 
Growing Plans. 

BARBARA G. WHEELER has specialized in continuing education for 
clergy a nd theological ed ucation for laity, with an emphasis on 
evaluation and program development. She has served as consul
tant in the Re ligion Division of the Lilly Endowment a nd evalua 
tor for such places as the H a rvard Divinity School and the Na
tiona l lnstit ute for Camp us Ministries. M s. Wheeler is president 
of Auburn T heological Seminary in N ew York C ity. 

MELVIN D. W1LL1AMS is a cu ltu ra l a nthropologist w ho has applied 
ethnography to the study of relig ion in the study of a church , 
C:ommunily in a B lack Pentecoslal Chu rch, and of a communi ty , 
On the Street Where I Lived. As p rofessor of Sociology and An
thropology and director of Africana Studies and Research Center, 
Purdue U niversity, he is fi nishing a new book, Black Churches in 
West M iddletown, U.S.A. 



Preface 

The importance of the local church is often overlooked in the 
public press. In their reporting on religion, the mass media seem 
preoccupied with the actions of extremists, trends reflected in the 
public opinion polls, and statements by leaders and na tiona l reli
gious assemblies. But the majority of people in the United States 
and Canada have d10sen to relate themselves to the Christian 
faith through local congregations. Their faith is not found in ex
treme behavior, opi nion polls, or pronouncements about religion. 
They associate believing with the local church and community 
pastor, with weddings, funerals, and personal crises, with Sunday 
school and neighborhood church activities. 

Church members support more than 330,000 local congrega
tions, which a rc found in every segment of society. There are 
more ch urches than schools , more church members than people 
who belong to any other voluntary associat ion , and more financia l 
support for churches than for all other philanthropic causes com
bined. Dire predictions of an earlier decade to the contrary, con
gregations of believers have retained thei r strength in a changing 
world. Although the ministry of the church ta kes on many essen
tial forms. the body of Christ is most often associated with the 
outreach and caring of the local congregation. 

This book celebrates the importance of the local church. It is 
based on two convictions. First, congregations yield unanticipated 
riches when taken as worthy objects of serious study. Second, the 
accumulation of several disciplines is nccess,1ry to fathom the di
verse and complex interaction that characterizes the local church. 

for many people, the beauty of a fresh look at congregations 
provides its own reward. The congregation appears to have end
less resources in its history and in the intricate relationships and 
diverse perspectives of those who are committed to it. The congre
gation is always more than we expect because it has roots and 
resources beyond our understa nding. The congregation 1s a com
plex gift of God. 
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Refkctin<• the fart that pastors and lay leaders alike have found 
the study of the congregation to be both challenging and fun , 
this book is writlen around a case study. In Part I the "case" of 
Wiltshire Churrh is presented. It is a factual account of a particu
lar moment in the life of an actual church, a lthough the names 
anci places have been changed . A leading figure in the congrega
tion tells his story, and further information is provided in back
ground matcrinls. T his is not a model of perfect ion, but a congre
gation typica l o f many other s, with a memorable history, 
identifiable resou rces, uncerta in leadership , and recognizable 
proble ms. (;iven this base of information , you a rc invited to join 
with others in exploring the problems and possibilities for the 
people of \,Viltshirc C hurch. 

T he rest of the book is an explora tion of insights based on 
studies of the v\liltshirr Church case by authors who have had 
extensive cxrcrience working with congregations. Nine selected 
approaches a rc divided between nvo sections, Parts II and II I , 
reAect ing the dist inrtion bet ween those- who seek to apply a par
ticular discipline and those who focus primarily on the resolution 
of congregational problems. Pa rt II consists of chapters written 
from the vantage point of disciplines that bring a rcrngnized theo
retical orientation to the study of congr egations: psychology, an
thropology, sociology , literary symbolism, and theology. These ap
proaches provide the building bl ocks fro m which 
multidiscip linary studies are constructed . Part III includes contri
butions from church-rela ted consulta nts who employ several disci
plines in work ing with congregations. They emphasize the neces
sity for a pragmatic and eclectic approach to !'es pond to whatever 
problems a nd needs they find. 

Part [V presents three efforts to assimilate the various ap
proaches: first, through the pn:1cticc of ministry; second, through 
the rubrics of practica l theology; and finally , through contribu
tions that congregational studies might make to the issues of con
tempora ry church life. 

The purpose of this book is to provide new routes into the social 
and spiritua l d ynamics of the local church. Renewed appreciation 
for the congregat ion should release new energy among the mem
bership to cha llenge and enliven the w hole Body of Christ. Here 
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we see hope for clergy and church members working together to 
build more effective ministry in and through our congregations. 

The labor and vision of many people are invested here. It is one 
expression of a continuing study of different approaches to work
ing with congregations that has been under the direction of a 
Committee for Congregational Studies composed of Jackson W. 
Carroll, James F. H opewell, Loren B. Mead, Barbara G. 
Wheeler, and myself. We especia lly appreciate the catalytic par
ticipation of Robert W. Lynn of Lilly Endowment and the sup
port tha t made possible several interdisciplinary gatherings dur
ing the two years of preparation. We recognize with appreciation 
the extensive and creative work of the contributors who prepared 
and tested several drafts of each chapter in dialogue with repre
sentatives of several approaches. We received particularly valu
able insights from more than three hundred pastors, executives, 
consultants, and other church leaders who met for a three-day 
conference in Atlanta, Georgia, reviewing the content of this vol
ume and helping to shape it for publication. Several other people 
made extensive contributions, especially Elizabeth Whipple of the 
Rollins Center for Church Ministries, and Sue Cossey Armen
dariz , who served as research assistant and typist for the final 
draft. At the center of our work we want to thank the people of 
" Wiltshire Chur:ch," a nd the thousands of congregations like it, 
who have shared their lives in a way that a ll of us may learn to be 
more effective servants of our Lord. 

CARL s. DUDLEY 



1. The Case of Wiltshire Church: 
A Narrative 

AL IC E FRAZE R EVA S and RO BE RT A. EVA S 

The case study in this chapter and in Chapter 2 is the I.rue account 
of a series of even ts in the life of a specific congregation.* H owever, 
the names of persons and places involved have been d isguised l o 

p rotect the privacy of those who shared their story. 
To the pastors, Lay Leaders, and m embers of the cong regation of 

" W iltshire Church" we extend our deep appreciation for their 
willingness to share their visions f or the church , but also to share 
their problems and jJersonal struggles. Their ability to risk , to be 
vulnerable, should be seen as a gzjt to the w ider church . 

Working closely w ith the researchers who have contributed 
chapters to this volume, the case w riters initially identified a main
line congregation that showed signs of basic health but was dealing 
with sig nificant problem s. Wiltshire Church becam e the object of a 
f our-month intensive field study in the w inter and spring of 7987. 
We conducted more than sixty hours of taped in-depth interviews 
with church staff, Lay Leaders, congregational g roup s, j udicatory 
executives, and Lown officials. Maps, newspaper articles, census 
data, real estate brochures, historical books and articles, and local 
photographs were gathered. We attended town m eetings as well as 
church board m eetings, retreats, church school classes, seminars, 
and Sunday worship. Official church documents gathered included 
conference records, annual reports, p ersonal Letters, announce
m ents, bulletins, newsletters, and sermons. A number of question-

• The case a nd background sta tement were prepared as a basis for discussion 
ra ther tha n to illustra te either effective or ineffective handling of the situa tion. 
They a re drawn from material ava ila ble th rough the Associa tion of Theological 
Schools, copyright © 1982 by the Case Study Institute. 
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naires were also distributed to the staff and congregation as a 
w hole. Some of these we designed; others were specifically request
ed by the researchers. Though not all of the researchers had the 
opportunity to visit the congregation, each had access to all of these 
data. 

When we refer to a "case," we m ean a "slice of Lzje"-a factual 
account of an event or series of events that climaxes in a decision of 
imjJort. The decision must be one about which reasonable people 
would disagree. As a check on the objectivity of conflicting view
points, the final case was read and released by the pastor and 
selected lay leaders of the Wiltshir:e congregation. Their additional 
suggestions were absorbed into the narrative of Alan H yatt and the 
background statement. 

Subsequent chapters of this book use this case as a common focus 
to model their distinctive approaches to the local church. As you 
read the case, we urge you also to "enter" Wiltshire Church dur
ing this period of its life. We suggest a structured process to fix the 
case in your mind and lo provide comparisons with the approaches 
in other chapters. First, you might want to list the important per
sons, the characters in the story, and note information contributed 
by each. Second, a time Line of the story might be helpful, listing 
dates and significant events in the Life of the congregation. Third, 
and most important, you might make a priority list of the forces 
and factors that contribute to the present problems of the congrega
tion. Finally, you may wish to consider specific recommendations 
for R everend Carlson, Mr. H yatt, the administrative board, or 
even the bishop. The reader who has w ritten a perspective on the 
issues of Wiltshire Church prior to working with subsequent chap
ters will have a base that may be affirmed, expanded, or chal
lenged by each of the later approaches. 

An additional consequence of entering the case through personal 
study is to experience the potential use of the case as an instrument 
of education and consultation. As a relatively nonthreatening in
strument for reflection and discussion, cases Like Wiltshire can 
allow congregations to gain objectivity about their situation and 
insights about themselves. Although this case is written as if it 
were a M ethodist church, the prominent factors are not at all 
unique to the M ethodist denomination. Lyle Schaller notes in his 
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chapter that the Wiltshire Church should have been named Le
gion, "for there are many churches that resemble this one very 
closely. " As you draw out the "universal" elem ents evident in 
Wiltshire, you may be better equipped to move from the specific 
approach of each chapter to the more general principles that con
cern congregations everywhere. 

ALAN HYATT shook his head and smiled to himself as he hung 
up the phone. This was the second ca ll he 'd had tonight from 
other members of the administrative board of the Wiltshire M eth
odist Church. How naive and eager he'd been to accept one of the 
five annual openings on the fifteen-member church board. Now 
only three months into his three-year term, he was faced with 
voting for or against a building plan. Though the plan had initial
ly seemed very straightforward, Alan was aware that the vote was 
much more complex than he had ever imagined. Alan now saw a 
string of accumulated and unresolved problems. These ranged 
from housing for the senior pastor and staff conflicts to divisions 
among board members and grumbling about "no spirituality" and 
"too-weak lay leadership. )) Most disturbing to Alan was the un
dercurrent of rumors that was tearing at the heart of the congre
gation. 

Alan opened his study door, called to his teenage son and 
daughter upstairs to turn down their competing stereo sets, went 
into the kitchen to pour another cup of hot coffee, then retreated 
again to his desk where he had been studying the minutes of the 
two previous church board meetings. As he sought to put things 
into perspective, Alan turned his thoughts to the town of Wilt
shire. He had become increasingly intrigued with the idea that the 
history not only of the congregation but of the town of Wiltshi1·e 
was relevant to the issues the church was now facing. 

Company Town-Company Church 

Wiltshire, a historic Massachusetts town, was founded in the 
late 1600s and is a lmost as old as Springfield, some sixteen miles 
away. At one point in its history Wiltshire's central employer was 
the Adams Company, a textile firm that had moved to the commu-
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nity from England in the 1800s. It was Alan's understanding that 
the company had had two primary operating principles: one was a 
strong paternalism that dictated hiring workers for low wages but 
"took care of them." This was evidenced by more than two hun
dred sma ll mill-type wooden houses sti ll in town built originally 
for Adams's workers. The other principle was adherence to pri
mogeniture. In each generation the eldest son or son-in-law 
gained operat ing control of the company. Other family members 
were also in significant administrative roles. 

It was at this point that the history of the town and that of the 
Methodist church merged. Alan could hear Sidney Carlson, the 
senior pastor of his church, retelling the story. " In 1836 a Meth
odist circuit rider preached revival services in Wiltshire. He con
verted J oseph Adams, one of those early Adams Company own
ers. In 1840 that converted man, the individual J oseph Adams, 
built the first Methodist church. It was a gift and cost him three 
thousand dollars. Then in 1907 one of Adams's descendants, H ar
old Blakely, and his wife, Sophia, made a grand tour of England. 
They worshiped one Sunday in a quaint historic church with 
which Sophia fell madly in love. When they returned to Wiltshire 
they hired an architect to go to England and draw up plans to 
reproduce the building in Wiltshire. It was completed in 1909. 
H arold Blakely paid for the whole thing- fifty thousand dollars. 
Parishioners were not involved. T he only significant difference 
was that , rather than the gray English fieldstone, the church's 
exterior was constructed out of the same New England sandstone 
as that of the main Ada ms Company buildings." 

Alan H yatt had a lso heard the Methodist district superinten
dent ref er to it as " a big, lovely old church standing in the middle 
of town." H e continued, " If you hadn't known it, you would 
assume it to be an Anglican church out of the 1700s. M ost often 
our Methodist presence in this pa rt of the country has been a 
struggling wooden church on the edge of town. " 

Alan Hyatt had learned from Sid Carlson additiona l historical 
facts that had fascinated him. For this reason Ala n had saved the 
notes on Sid 's presentation at the "new members seminar " he had 
attended just four years ago. In 1950 Ra lph Adams, a descendant 
of H arold Blakely, paid for the construction of the fellowship hall. 
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Alan's notes on Sid's comments continued, "Adams challenged the 
congregation to match his gift, and if you want a visual picture of 
the mentality of the Adams Company employees, look at the two 
structures. Fellowship Hall, built by Adams, has cut stone, leaded 
glass, and oak wainscoting. The matching Sunday school wing is 
the cheapest form of cinder block and industrial sash." 

Alan knew Adams was chairman of the church administrative 
board for thirty-five years. He had heard Sid say that the church 
pattern, before he came, was for the trustees to "meet in the Ad
ams home on High Ridge once a year in November, just before 
Adams and his wife departed for four months in Florida. The 
officers would add up the projected disbursements, and Ralph 
would write out a check for the deficit-approximately five thou
sand dollars a year-to balance the church budget. The last year 
Ralph did this was 1969, when the budget was thirty-nine thou
sand dollars. He died that fall of a sudden heart attack. Within 
six weeks three other board members died. The church was in 
trauma." 

Sid Carlson Appointed to Wiltshire 

It was at this point, Alan knew, that the bishop notified Sid, 
who had had success with helping other congregations grow, that 
he was considering sending Sid to Wiltshire. Alan recalled Sid's 
story of first coming to Wiltshire in a February snowstorm to 
"check out" the town. He had gone to the town clerk and gathered 
a tremendous amount of information by introducing himself as a 
Mr. Mueller, representing a corporation considering moving to 
Wiltshire. 'He then went to the big Congregational church at the 
other end of town that would be his "major competition." He 
asked for directions to the high school and was given a grand tour 
of the church building and a good sketch of their program. 

Sid found a town that had more than quadrupled in population 
in twenty years. In 1950 it was a town of 4,500. By 1960 it was 
10,000, and by 1970 the population had jumped to 18,000. Once 
tied to farming or employment in the Adams Company, Wiltshire 
residents by 1970 were predominantly young upper-middle-class 
families whose sources of income were Springfield-based busi
nesses and professions. Though other churches in town were 
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growing, this tremendous growth in population was not only not 
reflected in the Methodist church, the records indicated net loss in 
membership between 1960 and 1970. In Sid's opinion too many of 
the previous pastors had been "older men, ready for retirement, 
whose basic duties were to preach on Sunday morning, visit the 
sick, and bury the dead." 

When Sid, his wife, and two daughters moved to Wiltshire 
Church in June of 1970, he immediately made several changes. 
The listed membership was over 700, but Sid found a regular 
Sunday worship attendance of only 140. These were divided into 
two services in a sanctuary that could seat 270 people. He moved 
to one service the week after his arrival. Both the longtime secre
tary and the choir director left within four months. 

Sid had told Ala n that the only significant " uprising" c;ime 
from the choir. Sid had learned that about twenty choir members, 
spouses, and friends were meeting to consider petitioning the bish
op to have Sid removed. Sid drove over to the meeting, walked in, 
and offered to dial the bishop's number for them. T he group 
dissolved. 

At the first a nnual meeting the following January, Sid made 
additional changes. At th is meeting, which lasted five hours, Sid 
cleared the rolls of 22 1 out-of-town or " lost" members. Each " re
moval" necessitated a congregational vote. The official church roll 
then went from 7 51 to 530 members. Alan a lso remembered Sid 
telling him that when he came to Wiltshire he found an adminis
trative board of fifty-five members, most of whom had served for 
countless years. At this same annual meeting Sid challenged the 
entire administrative board literally to "vote itself out of exis
tence" by adopting two new administrative principles: that no one 
would be in a job for more than three years, and that no one 
would have more than one job at a time. Since church discipline 
made no contrary provisions, these decisions were retroactive and 
passed by majority vote at the annual meeting. Alan smiled as he 
recalled Sid telling the story. "My attitude was that I was going to 

push for what I thought was correct-and if people didn' t like it, I 
expected them to push back. And if they didn't push back they 
should shut up." Sid attributed his successful intervention to his 
own style of "pure brass," the strong support of his bishop, a nd 
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the awareness of lay members that "changes needed to be made." 
After the positive vote Sid worked with the newly elected nomi
nating committee to select a slate of fifteen members for the ad
ministrative board. 

Alan recalled another major change that Sid brought about dur
ing his first year. This was, in Sid's words, " to get the church into 
debt.,, Sid had found the church with a $400,000 portfolio of 
stocks and bonds on which the church was depending for a sub
stantial part of its income. He also found many members contrib
uting an average of twenty-five cents a week. In the spring of 
I 971 , with Sid's urging, a called congregational meeting voted to 
renovate the church building,•2qmpletely rewire it, and bring the 
church into compliance with the fire code. The following year the 
parsonage, built in 1790 with additions in 1831 and 1870, was 
gutted a nd rebuilt with a design to provide adjunct meeting space 
and a possible apartment for an associate minister. The renova
tion work then tied up the endowment income for ten years in 
repayment of a bank loan. 

Growth in Wiltshire Church 

Over the next few years Wiltshire Church grew substantia lly, 
averaging nearly a hundred new members a year. With transfers 
out of the community, the net gain was about sixty members an
nually. Alan attributed the bulk of this growth to Sid's influence. 
Sid had once discussed with Alan the basic concepts that shaped 
his ministry in Wiltshire; much of his thinking was based on his 
analysis of the community. He saw Wiltshire as "a highly tran
sient community" with as much as one-fifth turnover in popula
tion in some years. It was also a highly select group of people, 
most between 35 and 50 years of age, with relatively few older 
people. They were "for the most part upwardly mobile middle
class executives" moving to the suburbs to find a place to retreat, 
with good schools for the children. 

Based on this ana lysis, Sid placed high emphasis on a strong 
church school, on youth work, and on the Sunday morning wor
ship service. He saw the key components of worship as being an 
excellent music program and a sermon that addressed relevant 
contemporary issues and met, in some ways, the needs of the 
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congregation. Sid saw " highly transient, articulate, intelligent" 
people, but " folk who are not biblically literate, people who wish 
that they could believe the message of the Christian church but 
really find this difficult to do, people who are disillusioned with 
the American dream of the two-car garage and the house in the 
country- divorce-kids drinking and using pot-job conflicts
the plumbing leaking and your husband in San Francisco-the 
family needs as monumental. I look upon myself on Sunday 
mornings as addressing a congregation of wistful hearts. I a m not 
preaching to the saints, many of whom sit in our church; I am 
basically addressing a secular, agnostic congregation of people 
who are drawn to the church because they find themselves with 
children and suddenly begin to sense that they want to give their 
kids some kind of background. This leads to our emphasis on 
church school and directly informs both my subject matter and the 
manner in which that subject matter is preached." 

As Alan thought of the congregation, he agreed that a substan
tia l number of those who became members had been attracted by 
both the church school and Sid 's sermons. Alan had been a nomi
nal Christian a few years ago-seldom attending church until the 
family moved to Wiltshire. H e and his wife had brought their 
children to the church to Sunday school. Sid's sermons and Tom 
Forbes's music pregram had kept him coming. Alan a lso felt that 
Sid's unorthodox style had appealed to him- clearly not your 
typical minister. Sid certainly wasn't averse to tossing in a few 
four-letter words, and he would often be seen in town in tennis 
shorts with a racket slung over his shoulder. Alan found Sid to be 
a man " who knew how to take charge of a situation in the best 
corporate sense." Alan a lso agreed with his wife's description of 
Sid as one who "could charm your socks off. " This had certainly 
been true when Sid called on them the week following their first 
visit to the church. Equally impressive, Sid didn't forget who they 
were. Alan had heard from other people that Sid was also a real 
" rock" for people at times of personal crisis. 

Recent Changes 

In the four years since Alan and his family had lived in Wilt
shire, Alan felt there had been some changes both in the town and 
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in the congregation. Between 1975 and 1980, the population of 
Wiltshire had only increased from about 21 ,000 to 22,400, not the 
dramatic jump of previous years. In those same years, prop
erty values had skyrocketed. One friend in the church who had 
bought a home for sixty thousand dollars in 1976 sold it for over a 
hundred thousand in 1980. On top of that , interest rates had gone 
from 8.5 to 16 percent. Alan found fewer families moving in and 
out of Wiltshire. Several, like himself, had been transferred to 
executive positions in main offices in Springfield and would stay 
there. From observations made by longtime residents, Alan a lso 
learned that the current "commuter" residents were assuming a 
stronger role in local issues. A few months earlier, resistance from 
the town council and the zoning commission, in response to a 
vocal landowner coalition, had led the Adams Company to with
draw a zoning change proposal. The company had planned to 
develop a large wooded tract of company-owned land for multi
fami ly units. In the past the council had had the reputation of 
"rubber-stamping" Adams proposals. 

Alan wondered how these changes were affecting the congrega
tion. He remembered talking to Beth Wilbanks, who had served 
on the church board from 1972 through 1974. Beth commented 
that during her tenure there was an "exciting upward movement" 
in the church. "We moved from a dwindling, elderly congregation 
to a young, vibrant, denominationally diverse membership. We 
had a good thing going, and we were eager to follow Sid's strong 
lead. In 197 4 we needed to go from one Sunday service to the two 
we have now; we were simply too crowded. We established neigh
borhood parish groups to maintain a feeling of closeness. In 1974 
our couples club had over fifty members. Now both of these have 
fizzled out and no longer meet at a ll. We seem so big with eleven 
hundred members, I feel Sid is the only one who knows every
body." 

Alan also reflected about a change he had seen in Sid. Though 
it was hard to define, this had been confirmed by other friends 
who had known Sid much longer. In 1978 Sid turned 50. At the 
time, members of the church gave him a party and a check for a 
thousand dollars. A smaller group of friends gave him a rocking 
chair. About this same time he entered the doctor of ministry 
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program at a theological seminary. The church, through a special 
grant, gave Sid the funds to cover the cost of travel and tuition. In 
Sid's words, he entered the program "to keep the grey matter 
active.» Alan had heard friends say that Sid had become much 
more anxious about retirement and that he had even shared pri
vately that he was considering a nonclergy profession. 

Maybe he was closer to the center of things now that he was on 
the board, but Alan was also aware of expressions of frustration 
in the congregation he had not heard before. Joyce H enry was a 
good example-a solid, devout Methodist who taught in the Sun
day school. Not long ago Joyce had laughingly commented that 
she had been able to adjust to being served wine rather than grape 
juice at Communion, but it really distressed her that this was the 
only church in the district with no group of United Methodist 
Women (UMW). The only thing close was one remaining circle 
composed mostly of elderly women. " Maybe that 's just a sign of 
the times with so many women working. However,» J oyce added, 
" I think Sid is really turned off by Methodism; he sees it as 
bureaucratic and cumbersome. Sid even said from the pulpit that 
he never stays more than one day at the week-long annual confer
ence meeting with the bishop. We're the largest church in our 
district , but no one in the church serves on any of the regular 
conference commiftees. We pay our annual conference apportion
ment, but that's about all." 

In considering the other disgruntled comments made lately, 
Alan thought about Jill and Hank Edwards, who, according to 
the church "grapevine," were no longer attending Wiltshire 
Church. Their primary critique was that Sid simply was not 
"spiritual" enough . He " never opens meetings with prayer," and 
on Sunday morning he "gives an excellent speech" but one Jill 
says she could hear at the Junior Women's Club. " We've had to 
form our own group outside the church for fellowship and sup
port. There's not even any Sunday adult education.» Jill added 
that this is a "country club" church where people are "all on the 
surface." 

Alan realized that the Edwards were representative of several 
other members who had not left the church, though he was not 
sure how many. At the time, however, he had replied that ((a 
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pastor can't please everyone. Sid attracts a wide diversity of folk 
and the church can't change to please everyone." 

Alan's mind flipped back to one of the phone calls he'd had this 
evening-from Bill Porter, a member of the social action commit
tee. "This blasted building of Sid's has got to be the last straw." 
Bill had sounded as exasperated as Alan had ever heard him. 
"What are we doing spending two hundred thousand dollars on 
ourselves?! When you look at the tremendous unrealized potential 
in our church, all of the possible clout we could have, and so little 
of it realized. We've got people who are leaders, persuaders of 
people, spenders of millions- literally- and people who work 
with state and federal government. This is a young, energetic 
congregation. I know that some people-maybe a lot of people
join Wiltshire Church because it's the 'in' place. Because we're a 
large church, some folks may just want to get lost. But I'm con
vinced there are people who want and need more out of the 
church. 

"We averaged thirty-five to forty people at the Lenten series 
that highlighted social concerns. For an evening program that was 
pretty high attendance. Well, we're not keeping on Stew Collins, 
our part-time associate pastor who organized the series, and he's 
been one person who has really expressed some interest in out
reach. It was Stew who opened my eyes to the fact that, though we 
appear to give 6.6 percent of our $155,000 budget directly to 
mission and social action, last year we actually gave less than half 
that amount. Even our weekly dinner-in-a-dish hot meal program 
for the elderly primarily serves our own members. I know that Sid 
doesn't give priority to social action concerns, but it's surely not 
because he's not willing publicly to tackle difficult or controversial 
issues. I remember his announcement from the pulpit a couple of 
years ago that he was getting psychiatric help. A lot of people 
really appreciated that. He even announced to the congregation 
when he failed his first set of doctor of ministry exams. I've never 
known anyone that gutsy. Why can't some of this courage be 
directed to motivate folk?" 

Alan had responded, "Look, Bill, you can't mold Sid to your 
expectations. In the past Sid was instrumental in establishing a 
housing project for the elderly, in developing a program to bring 
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promising black ghetto kids into our school system, and in opening 
our facilities to the Jewish community before there was a syna
gogue in Wiltshire. For years he worked as a volunteer ambu
lance driver, a nd he now serves on the board of directors for the 
Springfield Catholic Family Services. He just doesn't preach 
about those things on Sundays. That's why we have you on out
reach- to motivate folks if you see it that way." Bill's answer had 
been, " It 's hard to do it a lone. I don't even feel I can publicly voice 
my concerns w ithout appearing in opposition to Sid personally." 

Administrative Board Retreat 

In rethinking the phone conversation, Alan realized that Bill 
had initially called about the building plan- but this building 
thing had been around for over three years. It seemed that re
cently everything was coming to a head. He remembered his own 
frustration at his first administrative board retreat three weeks 
ago. Stew Collins, the associate pastor, had urged them to spend 
time on describing who they were and then work on goal setting. 
When they broke up into small groups to discuss their image, 
Alan heard comments about "professional-centered church" and 
" the best show in town." Alan felt the lay leader pretty well 
summed up the gist of their discussion: 

I hear us saying 'we a re a community of individuals who profess a 
belief in Christ, who have a limited or nominal belief in his teachings 
and the extension of his work, and who pose very limited responsibil
ities on becoming part of our group .... Our primary focus is concern
ing ourselves with the needs of the community of which we a re a part. 

Fred Bates, the cha irman of the board, asked, " How comfort-
able are we with this profile?" Alan heard a chorus of responses, 
both positive and negative. As Fred began to push for focus and 
goals, Alan heard expressions of confusion. " What are we doing?" 
" H ow can we decide who we are in an hour ?" " What do we need 
to work on?" "Let's identify the holes in our total program." 

At this point Sid, who had been sitting at the edge of the group 
and had not entered the conversation that morning, stepped in 
with some clear needs for staffing in terms of music, visitation of 
the elderly, and youth work. Sharon Giles was solid as part-time 
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superintendent of the large K- 6 elementary church school pro
gram. But the part-time, retired minister of visitation had re
signed due to poor health. They would lose in June both Stew 
Collins, who was going to his own church, and the seminary as
sistant who had led the youth groups and youth choir. Most of the 
rest of the morning was spent on staffing questions. 

After lunch the building issue was raised. There were clear 
comments about the need for additional Sunday school space and 
the responsibility for more adequate insulation in the building. 
However, there were also expressions of concern about raising 
money in the current economy or in a congregation where the 
average pledge was low. Sid's response was strong. "I am utterly 
convinced we can do this. I've done it before. Our finances are 
down right now, but this is due to some personal conflicts that will 
pass." One board member added, "We can rally everyone around 
the building issue." The only clear decision Alan felt coming out 
of the retreat was an agreement to vote on the building plan at 
their regularly scheduled meeting next month. 

After the retreat, Alan and Jeff Oates, in his third year on the 
board, went over to Harry's Pub, a comfortable little place not far 
from the church. Alan had told Jeff that he was aware of the 
tension between Fred Bates and Sid, and that he had felt a real 
feeling of discomfort between several board members. "What's at 
the bottom of all this?" 

Pastoral Housing Proposal 

Jeff said he believed that most of it stemmed from early last fall 
when a proposal for housing for Sid had come before the board. "I 
guess it all got started when Sid let it be known the previous 
spring that he'd had a couple of enticing offers to go elsewhere. 
Lucie Owens, one of Sid's avid devotees, told me she and a few 
others were deeply concerned, convinced the church would suffer 
if Sid left. They were determined to keep him here. Lucie's broth
er is a pastor and had told her how important owning his own 
home was. Now when the group approached Fred Bates and the 
district superintendent, it was told, 'This is just not done in our 
conference'; 'The bishop disapproves'; and 'A church would have 
to assume complete responsibility for such a move.' Undaunted, 
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the ad hoc group proceeded with the investigation, consulted tax 
experts, and worked out a definite proposal. They then requested 
time on the agenda to present all this to the administrative board. 
I must admit I saw their rationale; taxwise it made a lot of sense. 
Sid is now 53. He is deeply worried about retirement; in this 
conference retirement benefits are pa ltry, and he's still paying for 
kids in college. We would solicit funds to help Sid with the down 
payment. Then part of his present salary would be applied to 
housing to cover utilities and begin to build up equity for retire
ment. 

" He and Connie also live a fishbowl existence right next to the 
church . On off hours any calls to the church ring in the parson
age. Because he is so responsive to people, Sid is virtua lly on call 
twenty-four hours a day. Lately I've been particularly aware of 
the pressure he is under. Now, by conference regulations, a minis
ter must live in the pa rsonage, but we could hire and house a full
time associate here- which we need and haven't been able to 
afford- and we could also utilize large areas of the parsonage for 
additional church school space, which would mean we could scrap 
the building plan. I feel that Sid was extremely pleased with the 
whole idea. 

" Now when this whole thing outlining a specific house, mort
gage payments-the whole bit- was presented to the board, many 
were hearing it for the first time. Fred Bates was even out of 
town, as he had been for several of our meetings last year. Sid was 
not present for the discussion, though he must have gotten it 
word-for-word later on. There were some, like myself, who 
thought the housing idea made sense. Questions by some, how
ever, were strong. 'We're considering a building campa ign and 
would be a pproving this housing group to a pproach the same 
people for Sid's down payment that have been selected as major 
contributors.' 'Does this mean we're tied to Sid for the next ten 
years?' ' Wha t happens if Sid dies ?' ' Isn 't the bishop opposed to 
this?' 'Have we looked into annuties for Sid ?' ' I thought that big 
raise we gave Sid last year was for retirement resources.' 'Is this a 
personal gift for Sid or would it apply to a future pastor ?' 

" M arilyn Davis was one of the more outspoken opponents of 
the housing proposal. H er husba nd had been approached for 
funds before the issue ever reached the board. M arilyn indicated 



THE CASE OF WILTSHIRE CHURCH: A NARRATIVE / 17 

that this kind of extraboard process 'would lead to anarchy.' She 
continued, 'This proposal also isn ' t honest. It says Sid earns twen
ty thousand dollars. That's the highest salary in our district. But 
with all of the hidden benefits, he's making close to forty thou
sand. Then Connie works full-time, which gives them a substan
tial combined salary. Now I'm certainly not advocating that a 
minister has to take a vow of poverty, but we've got to act respon
sibly for the whole church.' The housing issue was tabled for 
further study." 

Jeff Oates continued by telling Alan that Sid was " deeply dis
tressed." '' I hadn't realized how important it was to him. He felt 
that after giving his heart and soul to the congregation for ten 
years, the first time he asks for something for himself, he's slapped 
down. In Sid's words, 'All this support is only a veneer. They 
don't give a goddamn about me.' 

"Not long after, in a public meeting, Sid sharply criticized 
Marilyn Davis, whom he had 'once considered a close personal 
friend .' After this," Jeff continued, "all hell broke loose. Marilyn 
is in the choir and chairs the music committee. The organist, Tom 
Forbes, went to Sid, charging Sid was publicly attacking Marilyn, 
and said he would resign unless Sid publicly apologized to her. 
Then Fred Bates came on the scene and wrote a letter to all board 
members canceling further discussions of the housing issue. He 
also called an ad hoc board meeting at his own home, excluded 
Sid, and proceeded to share a significant number of complaints he 
had received about Sid during his term as head of the board." 

Tensions Increase 

Jeff paused. " I must add that Fred is a long-standing member 
here, over twenty-eight years. He was on the board that voted 
itself out when Sid first came. Now I'm not sure what all of the 
issues were, but it was clear that Fred was deeply concerned about 
Sid's leadership. In the midst of this meeting, the six-member 
pastor-parish relations committee (PPRC) said Fred was out of 
line to have called the meeting and that they should be handling 
such complaints, not the whole board. The meeting broke up, and 
I know that Sid and Tom met with the PPRC the next week, but 
no one else on the board seems to know what was decided. Not too 
much later , Marilyn Davis resigned from the board. 
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"Now, Alan, if you detected the tension between Fred and Sid, 
that background may help clarify things. The fact that you didn't 
know about a ll this hoopla adds weight to my conviction that the 
majority of folk out there on Sunday morning don't know any
thing about it. Some of the board feel we're better off to bury the 
whole thing and let the malcontents drift away. 

" You also said you experienced a feeling of discomfort between 
board members. My ana lysis deals with style. Three years ago, to 
reflect the size of the congregation, we increased the size of our 
nominating committee from six to nine members. Not only is our 
larger congregation more diverse, the same is now true of the 
board. I think we've got more vocal , independent board members 
than in the past, but I also think this is threatening to people. 
Now the present style of dealing with this diversity is to put folks 
down. Did you see some of the raised eyebrows and grins when 
Jill Edwards's na me was mentioned? We're meeting controversy 
with contempt, not dialogue. I hate to say it, but I feel we may be 
taking our cue from Sid. I even had one board member tell me she 
had wanted to speak out for M arilyn Davis before she resigned, 
but that 'Sid knows so much about me, my story would be all over 
the church if I did.' Now I've known Sid to break confidences in 
the pa~t, but I certainly never saw things in this kind of light. I've 
always felt his strengths far out;weighed his weaknesses. But I 

t 

agree that right now he's under too much pressure without 
enough help. That's where the whole staff thing we talked about 
this morning comes in. Now after hearing Sid's questions about 
the music program, I think he feels it needs some re-organization. 
With the tension between Sid and Tom, I wouldn't be surprised if 
Tom resigned as organist on top of everything else." 

The retreat and Alan's conversation with J eff Oates had been 
three weeks ago. In the interim, Alan had heard that Tom was 
going to submit his resignation as organist and choir director. 
Alan knew what a close-knit community that thirty-five member 
choir had become. He anticipated some real expressions of anger 
if the rumor were true. 

Building Proposal 

Alan took another sip of coffee and frowned. It was stone cold. 
H e spread out on his desk the building proposal a nd looked at the 
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list he had made of pros and cons. It was clear they needed more 
space. Every room in the education wing was full on Sunday 
morning, and due to poor construction, the rooms were cold a nd 
drafty in the winter. The church rented space a block away for 
grades 7-12, which Alan felt was adequate but seemed to separate 
the older kids from the life of the congregation. The only possible 
room for adult education would be the pastor's study, and this was 
the only place Sid had to take a breather or meet privately with 
someone between services. Administrative and office space in gen
eral were not efficient. There were a lso no access ramps for the 
ha ndicapped into the church, into either the main sanctuary or the 
church school wing. Emergency exits in the event of a fire were 
probably also inadequate. Insulation in the whole wing was ex
tremely poor, a nd heating costs continued to escalate. They ought 
to build now before the cost of oil and building materials got any 
higher. 

On the other hand, Alan felt the present parsonage could off er 
additional space if they worked out the pastoral housing thing in 
the future. Then again, if Sid weren't there as pastor , was there 
any way they could aMicipate the same numbers in the church 
school ? The K-6 superintendent was clear: " On Sundays when 
Sid doesn't preach, our at tendance figures are significantly low
er. " Populat ion growth in Wil tshire was leveling off. Wiltshire 
public schools were now averaging an annual drop of two hun
dred children. So far the Methodist church school attenda nce rec
ords were against the trend. Alan was also uncertain about voting 
for a campaign while things were so uneasy in the church. The 
board's ambivalence was evident to Alan as he looked over the 
past minutes. Last March they had voted for renovation of one 
a rea then rescinded this at the next meeting. Then another com
mittee was formed to present this new plan for additional space. 
Maybe J eff Oates was right. They ought to get an outside prof es
sional church consultant before proceeding with either new staff 
or the building thing. 

Alan leaned back in his chair a nd thought about Sid's role in 
the whole situation. Beth Wilbanks had shared with him an im
age that seemed helpful. " I see Sid clearly as the dominant figure 
in this congregation. There is a broad range of groups, some of 
whom have complaints. Sometimes board members don't carry 
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through on their responsibilities, but because of his visibility, Sid 
gets the blame. He's like a maypole with a ll of these colored 
ribbons attached. Every issue that comes up adds another ribbon 
to wind tighter around him." Alan felt that in the past ten years 
the lay leadership had not assumed a strong enough role. He 
wondered how the board could begin to work as a team to take 
some of the pressure off Sid. 

Just then the phone rang. It was Jeff Oates. " Alan, I hear Fred 
Bates is resigning as chairman of the administrative board. Since 
you're new on the board, we'll be looking to you for a fresh per
spective and some solid leadership to break through this morass. 
I'll be glad to help in any way I can. Do you think it's time to look 
into hiring that consultant ?" 



2. The Case of Wiltshire Church: 
Background 

ALICE FRAZER EVANS and ROB E RT A. EVANS 

The Setting 

Wiltshire is a historic community located on the site of a former 
Indian village in western Massachusetts. Although it was first 
settled by Europeans in the late 1600s as a farming community, 
its early growth related to a local textile firm. In the past two 
decades Wiltshire has doubled in population (from 10,000 to over 
21,000) due to expansion from nearby Springfield , Massachu
setts. 

The mayor describes Wiltshire as "a typical suburban commu
nity," lodged between two sets of ridges that divide it from 
Springfield a nd from other surrounding communities. She sug
gests that many people believe that it has a "Sha ngri-la atmo
sphere [ that] gives the town a positive sense of identification, but 
also a sense of isolation and values to be protected." 

T he mayor based her philosophical reflections on patterns and 
cycles that she associated with the writings of Santayana a nd the 
Durants. She felt there was a quest for privacy among the citizens 
of Wiltshire. " In an outgoing, aggressive, and competitive culture, 
there is a basic reserve," she asserted. The attraction of Wiltshire 
was "the ability to live in a suburban community and yet have ... 
your own island. You can not only get in between the ridges every 
night, you then go and get in between the birches a nd the elms. 
You really can isolate yourself ... whether for positive or negative 
reasons is for someone else to determine. In my own case, it has 
been positive. I can go at a rapid pace as long as I have a period of 
time to restore that energy." 

Most of the residents of Wiltshire are white, middle class. T he 
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figures from the 1980 census show the population: white, 20,683 
(97.7 percent) ; black, 183 (0.9 percent); and other, 295 (1 .4 per
cent). M ost of the residents in Wiltshire, including the blacks, 
have upper ma nagement jobs or are corporate executives, accord
ing to the mayor. A high percentage of the community is profes
sionally employed, and an increasing number of the women a re 
finding employment outside the home. 

To conserve the Wiltshire " quality of !if e in a rural setting," an 
advocacy group has been formed called the Wiltshire Conser va
tion Committee. A recent a rticle in the Springfield Times de
scribed the town as having a ''drawbridge mentality." The mayor 
cites an a ttitude among some citizens: "There is an attitude in 
some quarters that we worked hard to get here and anyone else 
who wants to be here can a lso work to get here. On the other side 
of the issue [are] the three-hundred-year residents, the descen
dants of the original residents, who are saying to the new people, 
' We made room for you and we think you should take an example 
from us a nd make room for others."' In the spring of 1981, the 
largest town meeting in the history of Wil tshire voted overwhelm
ingly to sell a parcel of town land to a large company for its 
corporate headquarters. Many residents voiced suppor t based on 
the need for a wider tax base. 

In the past fe';-' decades Wiltshire has been a "chi ld-oriented" 
community, reAected in the middle-aged fa milies who place a 
high priority on education. One resident indicated that her fami ly 
had moved to Wiltshire "to buy a school, not a house." Thirty
five percent of the population is under 18 years of age. In the past 
decade few young married couples moved into the community 
because of the high cost of housing, and older people often moved 
to smaller houses or condominiums when their children left home. 
This pattern may be changing. There is a trend for older couples 
to retain their homes and older children to continue to live with 
their parents. 

Population projections for 1990 suggest a decline for the school 
age population (from 35 percent to 27 percent) and a proportion
ate gain in the number of residents over 45 (from 25 percent to 33 
percent). It is not clea r how this will affect the employment pat-
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terns of Wiltshire, since the majority of people are at present 
employed in other communities, primarily Springfield. In Wilt
shire, the Adams Company is the largest employer, with a em
ployment base of about 800. The second largest employer is the 
town of Wiltshire, which has 637 employees, most of whom are 
related to the school system. 

The Congregational church is the oldest religious institution in 
Wiltshire, although the Methodists began home worship in the 
early 1800s. A Baptist church was constructed as early as 1833, 
and the Roman Catholic church dates from 1850. Lutheran, Pres
byterian, and Universalist-Unitarian churches were esta blished 
within the last century. Most recently, the Wiltshire Va lley J ew
ish Congregation constructed a synagogue in 1972. 

The Methodist Church Building 

The church is located at the center of the historic and business 
district of Wiltshire. Within a hundred yards of the church build
ing a re located City H all, the Public Assembly Building, the re
stored first meeting house, and at least twenty shops and restau
rants, including a modern supermarket. 

The church sanctuary, fellowship hall , classrooms, and parson
age a re located on a relatively small lot a t a major intersection, 
with a parking lot behind the church buildings. The sanctuary is 
warmly furnished with dominant dark wood tones, exposed wood
en beams, and elaborate Tiff any stained glass windows. On Sun
day mornings it is regularly three-fourths full at the 9 A.M. service 
and quite full a t the 11 A.M. service. The sanctuary is the largest 
gathering space in the church buildings, with comfortable seating 
for 270 adults. 

The fellowship hall , adjacent to the sanctuary, is about one
fourth its size. T he Sunday school rooms, offices, choir rooms, and 
kitchen are located on two floors in relatively crowded conditions. 
Committee meetings are regularly held in the pastor's study, but a 
gathering there of more than fifteen people seems crowded. The 
junior and senior high youth classes meet in space across Main 
Street, rented from an art gallery in the historic area. The church 
building, which is crowded on Sunday, is relatively empty during 
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the week. It is used by office sta ff, weekly for scouts and a prayer 
group, and for other occasional meetings. 

Church Membership 

Membership in Wiltshire C hurch comes by transfer of letter or 
confession of faith . An active visitors calling program is followed 
by an optiona l one-session class for membership orientat ion con
ducted by the pastor. One lay leader said tha t there were two 
explicit expectations for membership: a fina ncia l contribution and 
occasional worship participation. Issues of belief or commitment 
were genera lly assumed. 

The composition of the congregation is typically middle-aged 
upper-middle-income white families. Exceptions do not break the 
pattern: some younger couples, single adults, black fami lies-all 
seem to share the same basic values and aspirations. Although the 
black members can frequently trace their Methodist roots to the 
South, many of the most recent white members of Wiltshire 
Church have no previous experience w ith the M ethodist church. 

O f the 1100 members , the senior pastor lists 800 as active. The 
average weekly worship attendance is 350. Since a significant 
number of the membership must travel in their employment, the 
attenda nce average appears to represent a larger membership who 
attend on a "rota\ing" basis. There is a lso a strong Sunday church 
school program for children and youth, with an average attend
ance of 250. Adult education during the week accommodates an
other 30 participants. Interviews with lay members suggest that 
their church activities are focused on Sunday morning, with a few 
active members involved in leadership functions and special pro
grams during the week. Some of those interviewed identified a 
group of "old-timers" or "established members" that was estimat
ed at 15 to 25 percent of the congregation and was seen to be less 
active in recent years. 

The total projected church budget for 1981 was $ 155,000, with 
$9,000 (6 percent) a llocated for mission and benevolence. G iven 
the resources of the congregation, clergy and lay leaders agree that 
financia l contributions to the church are "terrible" and " depress
ing." 
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Church Programs and Activities 

For most of the year worship involves two virtua lly identical 
services on Sunday morning, at 9 A.M. and 11 A.M.; during the 
summer and Christmas holidays a single service is sufficient. Pro
fessional leadership is provided by the senior pastor, part-time 
associate pastor, and organist/choir director. Special music is of
fered by the church choir, anchored by four professional soloists, 
which may be supplemented by one of the choirs of children and 
youth. Communion, served on the first Sunday of each month, 
takes a different form of worship. The Eucharist is served at the 
rail, necessitating the communicants to come forward and return 
to their seats. 

Church school is offered during both services of worship. The 
basic Methodist curriculum, Christian Studies, is employed for 
K- 6, under the leadership of a paid part-time program director. 
/\s her goal, the director declared, " I wa nt children to leave here 
feeling they are loved and knowing they can always come here. If 
we create an atmosphere of caring and love, then we a re success
ful. " 

Youth program includes a separate Youth Worship Service dur
ing the 11 A.M . worship on Sunday morning and activity groups 
on Sunday eveniRgs. Programs vary from devotional to social in
terests. The youth groups are known for their annual musical 
events, such as Jesus Christ, Superstar, performed by a combina
tion of youth groups and many young people unrelated to the 
church. Leadership is provided by a paid part-time youth director 
and volunteer advisors from the congregation. A number of mem
bers view the youth program as outreach to the community by 
Wiltshire C hurch. 

Administrative board is composed of fifteen members, who serve 
for a three-year term. Each board member has specific responsi
bilities for the operation of the church. As a board they meet with 
the pastor to make policy and implement programs in Wiltshire 
Church. At present a ll members of the board are between the ages 
of 35 a nd 50. The board is relatively small for a Methodist church 
of this size. 
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Adult groups reflect the needs and interests of particular con
stituents. They at present include two Bible study groups meeting 
biweekly, one with the leadership of the pastor. A prayer group of 
women meets every Wednesday. Sara Circle for the older women 
meets monthly for devotions, sharing, and service. Women's Shar
ing Group, for recently married women, meets monthly for a pro
gram a nd discussion. M eals on Wheels is a service group that 
prepares and delivers about thirty dinners each week to elderly 
members of the parish. Adult education programs, series, and spe
cial events are generated as the need is expressed and the leader
ship is available. 

Leadership 

Although charitable concerns, especially among individual 
members, were attended to from 1846 to 1970, there was no dis
cernible pattern of religious presence in the community on behalf 
of the church as an institution. The structure and leadership of 
Wiltshire Church was radically altered in June 1970 by the ap
pointment of the present senior pastor. In his view, the pastorate 
had been a "safe chaplaincy," and the church had been "sitting on 
its hands for fifty years.» With the clear understanding that the 
bishop expected him "to straighten this place up," the newly ap
pointed pastor dramatized his entry with a series of decisive ac
tions that are widely recounted in congregational interviews. As a 
result the entire existing administrative board resigned. This 
placed the official control of the church in the hands of a new 
board, with the new pastor clearly in cha rge. 

Current lay leaders of the congregation agree that the pastor 
"filled a leadership vacuum" during his first years in the congre
gation. The feeling persists among some members that a small 
group of leaders makes the decisions for the congregation under 
the direction of the senior pastor. Most members of the adminis
trative board believe that the pastor has been the primary factor in 
decision making for the church. Yet the current situation is in 
flux. Some board members have expressed confusion about their 
responsibilities on the boa rd, and some have commented on the 
lack of clarity about the goals and direction of the church in the 
past severa l months. In the same period of time, several board 
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members have observed an increase in conflict within the congre
gation . M any board members noted, with a variety of feelings, 
tha t the pastor recently had not appeared to function with his 
usua l strong style of leadership. At the time of the annua l board 
retreat, the pastor admitted that he was attempting to withdraw 
from his usual directive pastoral leadership style " while the board 
attempts to develop new leadership." 

During the course of this study, several changes in church lead
ership occurred. Resignations were submitted by the chairman of 
the administrative board, one other board member, a nd the church 
treasurer. In his letter of resignation, the chairman of the board 
raised several "cha rges" about the senior pastor, a nd indicated his 
concern for the quality of li fe in the congregation. Several staff 
positions a lso opened: the part-time associate pastor received a full 
appointment to another congregation; the interim youth director 
returned to seminary; and the minister of music resigned. 

Methodist Structure and Organization 

During the past decade Wiltshire Church functioned as "a vil
lage community church," as one member described it. T he senior 
pastor has publicly criticized the Methodist system. When asked 
why neither he nor lay leaders provide leadership for the confer
ence, the pastor indicated tha t the meetings were more tha n two 
hours away, large, tedious, and unproductive, with debates cloud
ed by "polarized pressure groups." Further, both the pastor and 
the board expressed unhappiness with the district superintendent 
for offering "no help whatsoever" on two occasions when they felt 
they needed the appointment of an assistant pastor. 

At the same time, the district superintendent said that, a lthough 
Wiltshire Church was unique as a Methodist church in its build
ing, administrative structure, and relation to the conference, it was 
the "strongest church in the district'' in terms of growth in mem
bers, money, a nd church school. H e noted that it was not numeri
cally the largest church in the district, at least not yet. H e further 
expressed concern about a connectiona l church built as heavily 
around the style of the pastor as is Wiltshire C hurch. 

The middle-management mentality of the community is reflect
ed in the mind-set of the membership, who expect professionally 
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competent services from the staff under a directing but noncon
trolling board. One leader observed, " We don't know what we 
want and expect from the church sta ff, so we hire talent to give it. 
This results in what appears to be a 'one man show.'" A board 
member declared that the priority on personal needs often resulted 
in burdens on the pastor and conflict in the congregation. On the 
other hand, the pastor and several lay leaders stated that the "qui
et majority" of the congregation was satisfied with the present 
tone and direction of the church. 

Observable Themes in Congregational Life 

The "best show in town" and the " in" church were frequently 
used to describe Wiltshire Church by members, visitors, commu
nity residents, and even staff. The mea ning a nd specific applica
tion of the terms varied with the speaker, but the image was 
consistent. The F irst Congregational Church of Wiltshire was 
viewed as " historic" and "esta blished." But Wiltshire Church 
was where the action was. No other congregation had such clear 
and immediate recognition in this way. 

When asked about the impact on the communi ty beyond the 
church, the senior pastor reca lled the support of the congregation 
in the face of opposition by many town residents for the church 's 
purchase of a building to house a program for helping runaway 
youth. " H owever:» he said, " I look on myself as a minister of this 
M ethodist church, with a minimal interest in impacting major 
social a nd economic problems in the community. There is a major 
question in my mind whether the church ought to be addressing 
these as a church. We do attempt to reach out through the confer
ence ... but for the most part that is a very peripheral part of our 
lifestyle." Over the past ten years, however , the senior pastor has 
served on numerous community boards and agencies. 

The associate pastor agreed with the pastor's analysis of social 
involvement. After a recent administrative board meeting, called 
for the purpose of sett ing goals, he said, " We are the church of 
Jesus C hrist. What does that mean for us? They have a reputa
tion as a country club . . . . I a m surprised we don 't have some sort 
of service at ... the beginning of the season when everybody 
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brings their tennis rackets to church and they bless the damn 
things." 

T he associate pastor indicated particular frustration with the 
administrative board. H e believed the leadership was out of touch 
with those members in the congregation who want to "spend less 
t ime and attention on ourselves, and to address the community 
needs not only of Wiltshire, but of the people in Springfield as 
well." 

Among the membership a significant number had not been ac
tive in a ny congregation prior to membership in Wil tshire 
C hurch. The church image was fel t to be communicated through 
the style of the church and the personal ity of the pastor. There are 
also a number of people who attend regularly but have not be
come members. Since the line between church member a nd con
stituent is not sharply drawn, these church attenders are listed in 
the directory of membership, but in different size type. 

The relationship between the la rger mass of members a nd the 
church leadership was not always clear. Among some leaders 
there were concerns voiced in dramatic terms of "our present 
problems," "distress," and " the turmoil in the church." For these 
people, three themes occurred most frequently: 

1. The need for spiritual depth and growth was expressed. 
Some people sought help from the worship services, which 
sometimes seemed to lack "spiritual and theological depth." 
Others looked for help in Bible study and prayer groups 
both within and beyond Wiltshire C hurch. 

2. In what had become a "large church" some expressed a need 
for nurturing communities. Some wanted a sense of commu
nity in a transient world. Others wanted space where they 
could "comfortabl y share problems and seek help." 

3. Some indicated their desire for a church to be a vehicle for 
service to the community and beyond. Some people wanted a 
channel for their own commitment, and others were pushing 
for the commitment of the congregation as a whole. 

Although these issues were frequently mentioned, it is not clear 
how many people were involved in the "turmoil." Several leaders 
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suggested that such restlessness was limited to "splinter groups" 
and a " relatively small percentage of the congregation. " 

Theological Self-Understanding 

Both pastors and most lay leaders were unable to define the 
church 's theological self-understanding. The traditional terms, 
"conservative," " libera l " " fundamentalist," were avoided or re
jected. Whenever the interviews pressed the theological question, 
the response was a description of the needs of the congregation or 
the community. The senior pastor suggests, " It is difficult to as
sign a theological category to the bulk of those people because I 
don 't think they think in theological terms. I t is a lien to their 
lifestyle." 

The theology that appears to be reflected in the worship and 
!if e of the congregation is very personal and individualistic. This 
is typified by the conviction that loneliness, anxiety, or failure can 
be " lived through," or survived , by virtue of Chr istian faith. The 
God proclaimed is "loving Father," who knows how to give good 
gifts to his children. The J esus proclaimed is the one who says 
"come unto me for my yoke is easy and I will give you rest." The 
H oly Spirit that is summoned is the "comforter" who assures of 
God's forgiveness and C hrist's presence in moments of tria l. The 
world outside the.doors of the church is seen as the appropriate 
arena for one's life actions. Christ is present in and involved in 
tha t world through individual C hristians. The church provides 
"sa nctuary," as the senior pastor stressed in a recent sermon. It is 
the p lace that provides nurture and caring for those w ho must go 
out of the sanctuary a nd do battle in a funda mentally positive and 
exciting world. Faith in God and participation in the community 
of the church can provide the strength to live in the midst of the 
tensions of the world and the socio-economic condi tions in which 
we find ourselves. It is the pattern of J esus' life and the model of 
caring among individual C hrist ians tha t are the resources to 
which one a ppea ls. T he gospel is forgiving and restorat ive. 

Some have said in the community, " If you can't a fford to join 
the Wiltshire Country Club, join Wiltshire Church." T his piece 
of local humor can be variously understood. Some take it as a 
good-natured compliment, and others are highly off ended by the 
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image. Still others take it as a simple statement of fact, that Wilt
shire Church offers a significant ministry to its own constituency. 
There exists a difference of opinion among present staff and mem
bers whether the church should be more active in the world out
side its doors. There is, however, a congruence between the 
church's self-understanding and the activities it supports.1 

1 The writers of subsequent chapters of this book a re accustomed to developing 
their a na lyses in dia logue with the people of the locaJ church. This working 
relationship provides a test for the accuracy of their insights. More important, by 
sharing their information, the congregation joins with the researcher-consultant 
in shaping the result in such a way that it becomes absorbed natura lly into the life 
and work of the church. 

Their norma l procedure was not possible in this instance. Although they could 
request information, the contributors could not work personally with the congre
gation. The written case undoubtedly reAects some of the values a nd b iases of the 
authors. In addition, the contributors experienced unexpected frustration as they 
developed their perspectives apart from the congregation. Many a uthors rediscov
ered how important to their ministries is the personal contact that they have in 
working directly with members of congregations they serve. 

However, the congregation was very cooperative in providing additional infor
mation not normally available in church consultations. As noted in the Preface, 
the case writers developed far more documentation than could be included in this 
brief case. Additional information, such as letters and minutes, arc sometimes 
quoted by contributors with appropriate citations. The sociologists were especia l
ly active in gathering further information about the commu nity. The theologians 
were provided with additional data from a survey of the membership a nd from 
worship materials. Newton Malony engaged the pastor and a few members in a 
leadership study, a nd J a mes H opewell was provided with a n additional survey on 
the world view of the membership. Even in the absence of extensive personal 
contact, the members and leadership of Wiltshire C hurch were outsta nding in 
their cooperation for a common cause.-ED. 
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SEPARATE disciplines are like prima ry colors of red, green, and 
blue. They are not more pure than other approaches, but they 
provide the basic building blocks of recognized theory that pro
duce a consistent perspective in themselves and combine with oth
ers, without losing their integrity, to enrich the picture of the 
whole. We include five disciplines: psychology , anthropology, lit
erary symbolism, sociology, and theology. 

Although psycholo.r{y is frequently associated with studies of 
individual needs (contributing directly to such fields as pastoral 
counseling and clergy development) , the group consciousness of 
social psychology has a lso had an impact on the church. Kun 
Lewin and Robert Ba les, for example, directly influenced the 
small-group movement associated with programs promoted by 
National Training Labs. Organizational psychology, with roots in 
business and industry, strongly influenced the organizational de
velopment program adopted in many denominations. In England 
the T avistock and Grubb institutes are widely known for the ap
plication of psychological, a nd even psychiatric, principles toward 
the understanding of group behavior. The chapter by Barry Ev
ans and Bruce Reed applies the basic principies of dependence, 
expectancy, and fight-flight to the problems of W iltshire Church. 

As a field method of cultural anthropology, ethnography has 
come of age in recent years as an efficient instrument for congre
gation studies. Ethnographers do not study the church as if it were 
only an object, but become participants. Their basic tools are in
terview and observation. Melvin Williams advocates participant 
observation, implying that without participation there is no accu
rate observation; this made his work through the screen of case 
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writers particularly difficult. The ethnographer interviews '' infor
mants," not "subjects" or " respondents" as they are called in oth
er social sciences where a priori theories dictate both quest ions 
and possible answers. Ethnography seeks to find implicit patterns 
of behavior a nd of language that suggest the deep structures of 
symbolic meaning for that particular church . Because cultural 
anthropology is prima rily concerned with the powerful symbols 
and social values that bind or divide a congregation (or any sub
culture), many sensitive pastors a nd church people may discover 
that they have been "closet ethnographers" for a long time. 

Literary symbolism is related to ethnography through the 
awareness of the congregation 's story. O f a ll the disciplines repre
sented, seminary graduates have the most training and practice in 
the importance of literary criticism of the biblical text and use of 
litera ry symbols in skills of communication, especia lly in preach
ing. J ames H opewell applies an old, familiar discipline of literary 
symbolism to the congregation as a whole. Through the tools of 
ethnogra phy, the patterns and beliefs of the congregation become 
his text. Through literary concepts he shows how the congrega
tion's web of meaning is often a n unspoken story continuously 
retold in the actions of the people. Like an ancient myth re
counted in the light of the campfire, his ana lysis is a t once myste
rious and comforting. 

In recent years sociology has embraced at least three different 
traditions of socia l inquiry: first, the classical empirica l a pproach 
with an emphasis on population predictability based on age, sex, 
social class, context, and ecology; second, the institutional orienta
tion based on studies of subsystems and small work groups, using 
principles of integration, conflict, and exchange to interpret be
havior; and third, the concern for culture and value systems, for 
symbolic interaction and significant reference groups. T he three 
authors in sociology, William M cKinney, J ackson Carroll, and 
C lark Roof, originally prepared three separate analyses of the 
Wiltshire Church case. Because of their common commitments to 
empirical data and sound sociological theory, they integrated these 
into one chapter showing a unified sociological approach-with 
the strengths of their differences still clea rly evident to the discern
ing reader. Taken as a whole, the chapter provides a brief cross 
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section of contemporary sociology and a protest against the frac
tured way that sociology is commonly employed. 

Theology came first for the church. In the Middle Ages, theol
ogy was called queen of the sciences, but more recently it has 
fallen on hard times. Thinking theologically about the congrega
tion has become so muddled that many pastors seem to have 
stopped trying. For our project it was difficult to find professional 
theologians who concentrate on anything as concrete a nd particu
lar as the local church. We off er two positive approaches. 

Theological ethics provides a model of a theologian at work in 
the parish. With the aid of the socia l sciences, Joseph Hough 
develops a fascinating profile of faith in Wiltshire C hurch. As a 
second step he uses the Bible and appropriate theological inter
preters to expand an idea l of the a uthentic Body of Christ. Step 
one is the situation he finds, and step two is the ideal he desires. 
Like any good pastor, in step three he struggles with the difficult 
task of reconciling the two images. 

In using philosophical theology, David Pacini points to a fatal 
flaw in the metaphors that have been taken for granted in Wilt
shire. H e then broadens the discussion to challenge the assump
tions unquestioned by his colleagues in this book. In his discussion 
of "breakdown," Pacini reflects a major thrust of contemporary 
philosophical theology that projects an edge of doubt into the pol
ished veneer of Wiltshire's success and self-sufficiency. 

Each of these approaches stands alone as an intense engage
ment with Wiltshire Church. Although each of the contributors 
felt limited by the style of research and space for reporting, taken 
together they represent far more "study" than would be needed in 
most situations. These disciplines are presented to show their sep
arate insights- the discovery of what they do best and when their 
approach would be the most appropriate. For the purpose of un
derstanding the particular light that each discipline casts upon the 
congregation, these chapters are best read separately and digested 
slowly, to enter into the logic and to discover the results that are 
possible from each distinctive vision of the church.-En. 



3. The Success and Failure of a 
Religious Club 

A Psychological Approach 

H. BARRY EVANS and BRUCE REED 

ANALYZING AN INSTITUTION: APPROACH 
AND CONCEPTS 

The objective of our approach is to understand the psychologi
cal state of mind of the people of Wiltshire and to formulate 
hypotheses an<l interpretations about Wiltshire Church in relation 
to its environment at particular points in time. Finally, we try to 
arrive at a statement describing the primary task of Wiltshire 
Church- its normative function in the community-that could 
have significance for those involved in its future. 

In formulating these working hypotheses, we make a number of 
assumptions that are derived from a theoretical framework devel
oped by the Grubb Institute of Behavioural Studies, in England, 
from its study of groups and social systems. A term that describes 
this framework is systems psychology. A brief introduction to it 
wi ll reveal some of the assumptions behind our analysis· of Wilt
shire Church. 

The concepts of general systems theory are used to describe 
groups and institutions. The tacit psychology of the Old T esta
ment is a conception ref erred to by theologians as "corporate per
sonality.,, The Pauline image of the church as body is a systems 
notion: " We are members one of another." When viewing an 
organization systemically, the actions and experiences of individ
ual members reflect not only their unique personal history and 
orientation toward !if e but also ideas and images that are held by 
the group corporately. Thus, when we are observing or being told 



SUCCESS AND FAILURE OF A RELIGIOUS CLUB / 39 

about the behavior of particular individuals, we consider how this 
behavior is transmitting hopes, fears, and conflicts that are the 
property of the larger social system. 

In terms of a theoretical model, institutions and organizations 
can be construed as open task systems of activity. As an open 
system, an institution can be studied by examining the processes 
by which it interacts with its environment. Yet, a system can also 
be identified in certain respects as independent of other systems, 
so that we can say that it has a boundary that separates it from its 
environment. 

Whenever an input into the system is changed into an output, 
the process of transformation is called a task, which is susceptible 
to analysis and definition. A task is different from an aim or 
objective of the system. Whereas an aim refers to what people 
would like the system to be doing, a task describes what is actually 
happening. By making this distinction, the realities of the system 
can be separated from the fantasies held by those both within the 
system and outside it. 

Organizations perform many tasks. But the concept of "pri
mary task" has proved useful in sorting out the priorities among 
the various tasks performed. The primary task is that one process 
that keeps the organization existing, viable, and stable. 

This brief description of an organizational model can be a use
r ul conceptual framework for understanding systems. But in 
working directly with the experience of people, it is necessary to 
develop a language for communicating about their own experience 
of relatedness to the other persons and social systems that make up 
their world. To do so, we draw upon W. R. Bion's unconscious 
"basic assumptions" that influence the behavior of groups. 

Bion suggested that in any group it is possible to discern two 
types of mental activity. The first he called "work-group" activ
ity. This is rational thought directed toward carrying out the task 
for which the group has been constituted. He referred to the other 
kind of mental activity as "basic assumption," which is usually 
unconscious and held in common by all members of the group. 
This may be seen as directed toward def ending the individual 
against anxieties about the survival of the group. Bion describes 
three recurring basic assumptions, each of which gives rise to 
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characteristic patterns of relatedness between group members and 
between leader and members. The three basic assumptions may 
be summarized as follows: 

Dependence. The unconscious assumption that the group,s 
survival depends upon being susta ined and protected by a n a ll
powerf ul, all-knowing leader (who may be a person, present or 
absent, a n institution, or an idea). 

Expectancy (Bion's term for this is Pairing). T he unconscious 
assumption that the group's survival depends upon producing a 
new leader (person, institution, or idea) who will deliver the 
members from their present difficulties. G roups frequently pro
duce pairs of members who are regarded as though they are the 
potential parents of this new messiah. 

Fight-Flight. The unconscious assumption that the group's 
survival depends upon destroying or evading an enemy (person, 
institution, or idea) that threa tens it. 

Both work-group a nd bas ic assumption activity include 
thought, words, act ions, intentions, hopes, feelings, beliefs, a nd 
a ttitudes. Work-group activity is overt and can be studied by ob
servation. Basic assumption activity is covert a nd unconscious and 
therefore cannot be directly observed but can deduced from other 
evidence a nd interpreted in working hypotheses that can then be 
tested by looking for further evidence and modified accordingly. 
This describes our approach to ana lyzing Wiltshire Church in the 
next section. 

These two types of mental activity occur continuously and si
multaneously: sometimes basic assumption activity will reinforce 
work-group activity, sometimes work against it. Whenever per
sons are involved in task systems, these levels of mental activity 
will constitute part of the processes being carried out. This will 
occur particularly where the organization largely focuses on proc
essing information rather than products, such as ha ppens in 
churches. 

Recently, the Institute has attempted to integrate the systems 
model and the patterns of dependent, expectant, and fight-flight 
relationships in the following way. Each organization has a dual 
tendency: to preserve and assert its individuality as an a utono-
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mous whole (fight-flight) and to function as an integrated part of 
a larger whole (dependence) . In order to engage with the purposes 
of the large system, a group must be ready to subordinate its own 
purposes and depend upon the system, thus construing that world 
as potentially or actually nurturing and secure. But systems sur
vive and develop, not only through self-assertive and in tegrative 
act ivi ties, but through reproductive activities (expectancy). Under 
normal conditions hope is the driving force for work that is in
tended to bring about its fulfillment. 

In ana lyzing an organization, our approach is to collaborate 
with its members and attempt to describe the realities of the situa
tions rather than to evaluate them. If the members of the organi
zation can see their situation in greater depth, then they can de
cide whether or not they want to change and may also see some 
way of doing so. We follow this descriptive approach in the pre
sent a na lysis. 

WILTSHIRE CHURCH AND ITS ENVIRONMENT: 
FOUR HYPOTHESES 

We consider evidence about Wiltshire Church in three stages in 
its history: prior to 1970, in the early 1970s, and at the time of the 
resea rch (1981 ). The analysis of evidence leads to the formulation 
of hypothetical statements about the church in relation to its envi
ronment. 

Prior to 1970 

In 1840 J oseph Adams paid for the construction of the first 
M ethodist church building. T he present building, completed 
in 1909, was given by Harold Blakely, a descendent of Joseph 
Adams. It was modeled after an Anglican church he had seen in 
Engla nd, except that the material was the same sandstone used in 
the Adams Company buildings. The chairman of the church 's 
board of trustees for thirty-five years, until his death in 1969, was 
the head of the Adams Company. H e personally made up the 
church 's deficit each year. The church was described as the "com
pany church" in a "company town" and the previous pastorates as 
a "safe chaplaincy." This information leads us to Hypothesis 1: 
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Wiltshire Church was developed as a "private chapel" of the Ad
ams Company in order to establish a dependent relation between 
the company and the congregation (the employees). 

That the church was private can be seen from an observation 
made by the researchers: " While charitable concerns, especially 
a mong individual members, were attended to from 1846 to 1970, 
there was no discernible pattern of active religious presence [in the 
community] on behalf of the church as an institution or of the 
pastor." Though the church was ostensibly part of the M ethodist 
denomination, it appears to have been more a private chapel than 
a representative of a major Christian denomination in the commu
nity. 

For more tha n a century Wiltshire Church was dominated by 
managers of the Adams Company. This had the effect of control
ling their employees, even though it might have been unconscious. 

The weakening cff ect of this paternalism was made evident 
when one of the Adamses built the fellowship hall in 1950 and 
challenged the congregation to match his gift. The present pastor 
comments, " If you want a visual picture of the mentality of the 
Adams Company employees, look at the two structures. Fellow
ship H all , bui lt by Ada ms, has cut stone, leaded glass, and oak 
wainscoting. The matching Sunday school wing is the cheapest 
form of cinder black a nd industria l sash." 

By the 1960s a new kind of resident began to a ppear in Wilt
shire, whose business interests were outside the town and there
fore differed radically from the time when the majority of the 
residents were employees of the Adams Compa ny. Some of these 
new residents joined existing congregations or founded new ones, 
but there was a substantial proportion whose needs could not be 
met by churches with strong cultural , ethnic, or denominational 
identities, such as the Roman Catholic, Jewish, or Lutheran con
gregations. 

By now the influence of the Adams family in the town had 
waned, and its domination of the Methodist church ended with 
the death of Ralph Ada ms, the chairman of the church adminis
trative board, in 1969. 
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At the same time the last of the Adams " chaplains" a lso de
parted. 

In the Early 1970s 

The situation ca n be cha racterized as a town with residents 
looking for somewhere to go to church and a church looking for 
people to come to it. F rom 1950 to 1970 the town quadrupled in 
population. " Wiltshire residents by 1970 were predominantly 
young, upper-middle-class families whose sources of income were 
Springfield-based businesses and professions." These young exec
utives a nd their families were looking for something different 
from Wiltshire than the older residents. For them it represented 
relaxation rather than work, a place where they could enjoy them
selves. Their heavy emphasis upon children represented a n invest
ment for the future. Wiltshire residents joke about " buying a 
school not a house. " The town was referred to as "child-oriented"; 
35 percent of the population was under 18. 

The overa ll picture is that of young executives looking to the 
future. They have fought their way into a n ideal community, and 
they are providing their children with good schools; so the pros
pect is full of hope. With so many like-minded people, it would be 
natura l for them to seek out a means by which these hopes cou ld 
be reinforced. 

In some respects, Wiltshire C hurch appeared to be the last 
place that they would wish to go. Among the other churches it was 
a poor performer. For exa mple, between 1960 and 1970 the Pres
byterian, E piscopa l, and Roman Catholic churches increased their 
memberships between 31 a nd 44 percent, whereas Wiltshire 
Church had a net loss of members. 

About this time a new minister , the Reverend Sid Carlson, was 
appointed. H e " had had success with hel ping other congregations 
grow." He had the clear understanding that "the bishop expected 
him to straighten this place up. " From his vitae we know that in 
his three previous pastorates he had achieved remarkable changes 
in short periods of time. His background suggests the kind of 
person who is a go-getter , a troubleshooter , who has the ability to 
size up a situation and take rapid action to capita lize upon it. H e 
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possessed many of the same characteristics as the new executives 
on the church,s doorstep. He was seen as "a man 'who knew how 
to take charge of a situa tion in the best corporate sense,» (our 
emphasis). Like a good businessman, he "checked out» the town 
before he decided to take the assignment; he discovered that the 
Congregationa l church would be his " major competition.» Within 
the first year after taking the assignment as pastor, he convinced 
the administrative board to dissolve itself. H e clea ned the rolls of 
lapsed members. He fired the secretary and the choir director and 
dealt decisively with an uprising of the choir. These are assertive 
behaviors that businessmen could understand an<l admire. 

These ci rcumstances provided the potentia l for a powerful mix
ture. And it soon came. Once Sid Carlson began his ministry the 
new residents poured in over the threshold. Now the position of 
Wiltshire Church in relation to the other churches was reversed. 
In the decade between 1970 and 1980, when the population in
creased 21 percent, all the Protestant churches declined in mem
bership except the M ethodist church , which increased 69 percent! 

We therefore offer H ypothesis 2, concerning the state of the 
church at this time: 

Wiltshire Methodist Church had become an exciting place, where 
the needs and hopes of the young executive families could be 
fostered throug,h a pairing between them and the new pastor. 

From our understanding of psychological behavior, it is not sur
prising that there should be a dynamic pairing relationship be
tween congregation and pastor. In a community or organization 
where a previous leader has been looked up to and admired and 
then fai ls- that is, the dependent relationship has lost credibil
ity- the leader is frequently replaced by a new relationship of 
pairing. The. pairing symbolizes the idea that if only the pair can 
get together, they can create a new leader. This new leader would 
be a " messiah," arousing expectancy and giving them hope. We 
therefore suggest that the town of Wiltshire, which in the past had 
depended on the Adams Company, was now looking for a new 
form of leadership. They now found it , not in a person or in an 
institution, but in an idea: hope. Symbolically, the new execu-
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tives and Sid Carlson were a reinca rnation of the origina l Adams 
fa mily. 

M any of the feelings of the congregation, as one of the pair, 
were expressed through the administra tive board , for it was one of 
the first things Sid Carlson rejuvenated a nd it was through it he 
exercised his power . Their response to his ministry provides im
portant evidence as to the sta te of the church. 

Another importa nt factor was the church building. If the 
church had been a modest wooden structure like most of the other 
Methodist churches in tha t locality, it is less likely that the new 
residents would have been attracted by S id Carlson, however dy
namic he had been. The architectural copy of an old stone English 
church gave it the desirable image of being more established than 
it was and thus lent an a ir of respectability, status, and prosperity 
to fit the self-image of the executives. 

During the 1970s the church continued to grow in its a ttrac
tions. '"The best show in town' a nd ' in' church were frequently 
used to describe Wiltshire Church by members, visitors, commu
nity residents, and even sta ff. " Interviews with laypersons at a ll 
levels of involvement reflected the attraction of Wiltshire Church: 
" provocative preaching, excellent music, and an emphasis on 
church school and youth work. " 

The minister lacked interest in broader connections with the 
denomination as well as the wider social-political scene (though in 
previous pastorates he was active in both). One member said, " I 
think Sid is really turned off by M ethodism; he sees it as bureau
cratic and cumbersome." Carlson said of himself, " I look on myself 
as a minister of this Methodist church with a minima l interest in 
impacting major social and economic problems in the community 
... for the most part that is a very peripheral part of our lifestyle. " 

We see here that not only has the church gathered together 
from the community a particula r type of person, it has also 
reached the stage of drawing a boundary a round itself, separating 
itself from community and denominationa l obligations and focus
ing on its own inward needs and interests. This gives rise to Hy
pothesis 3: 
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Wiltshire Methodist Church had become a club that existed to 
cater to the needs of its members. 

A club can be defined as "an association of persons meeting peri
odically at some house of entertainment for social intercourse." 1 

The church had the characteristics of a club whose regula r meet
ings were on Sunday mornings, w ith very little activity by mem
bers of the congregat ion in fun ctions a nd special progra ms during 
the week and with little interest outside itself. "The total projected 
church budget for 1981 was $155,000, with $9,000 (6 percent) 
al located for mission and benevolence. Given the resources of the 
congregation, clergy and lay leaders agree that the financial con
tributions to the church arc 'terrib le' a nd 'depressing."' 

As a club, Wiltshire C hurch was not dema nding of its members 
regarding their financial support. 1either did it demand a h igh 
level of commitment in other directions: " One lay leader said tha t 
there were two explicit expectations for membership: a financial 
contribution and occasiona l worship participation. Issues of belief 
or commitment were generally assumed." These slack obligations 
are evidence that there was something unrealistic about the hope 
generated by the pairing relationship of Sid Carlson and the 
church membership. If the hope had been ta ken seriously, efTorts 
would have been made by the congregation to develop the church's 
activities in order to build it up as a community that could provide 
a much more secure base for confidence in the future. 

But here was evidence of the pastor's insight into the business
men's hearts. They wanted a place to isola te themselves. This was 
what Wiltshire offered. As the mayor said of herself: " I can go at 
a rapid pace as long as I have a period of time to restore that 
energy." So Carlson offered his congregation a p rivate club w here 
they could come a nd go as they liked without too much interfer
ence in "their quest for privacy." It cannot escape our notice that 
there was a strange similarity developing between this private 
club and Adams's private chapel. 

Such clubs are not expected to act corporately in society, but 
their members could be encouraged to act individually. Carlson 
therefore turned his exhortation toward the members of the con-

1 Shorier Oxford Dictionary. 
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gregation, calling the church "the place that provides nurture and 
caring for those who must go out of the sanctuary and do battle in 
a fundamentally positive and exciting world. Yet it is a world 
filled with tension, threats, and distractions to the love of God and 
neighbors to which we are all called." But though individual 
members of the church had responsible positions in the world and 
the community, it appeared that the pastor's challenge had little 
practical effect. The researchers reported that the mayor was dis
couraged by what she saw as "inability of people to transfer their 
religious beliefs ... and apply them to day-to-day pragmatic de
cisions required by government." Speaking from personal ex
perience in working at this issue of lay witness in the world, we 
can say that it demands considerable spiritual insight and under
standing of theological issues, elements that appeared to be lack
ing from the pastor's "good sermons," according to some of his 
hearers. 

At the Time of the Research 

" Between 1975 and 1980 the population of Wiltshire had only 
increased from about 21,000 to 22,400, not the dramatic jump of 
previous years. In those same years property values had skyrock
eted ... interest rates had gone from 8.5 to 16 percent. Alan [from 
whose point of view the case study is written] found fewer families 
moving in and out of Wiltshire. Several, like himself, had been 
transferred to executive positions in main offices in Springfield 
and would stay there. From observations made by longtime resi
dents, Alan also learned that current 'commuter' residents were 
assuming a stronger role in loca l issues.,, 

This is a picture of a community that is beginning to settle 
down. The businessmen were no longer young; they were becom
ing more settled in their work, and there was less need for a 
retreat. Moreover, their children were growing up and making 
their own lives. There was less intensity of hope; in fact, by this 
time hope might even be replaced by anxiety about the future for 
children going into the uncertain world. With this change in the 
mood of the town from expectation to a search for more depend
ability, what would be the effect on the church that had apparent
ly mirrored the prevailing state of mind of its inhabitants? 
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Wiltshire Church is changing, too. Members of the congrega
tion are seeking spiritua l growth, theological depth, and a nurtur
ing community, and offering service to the community and be
yond. But the associate pastor " believed the leadership was out of 
touch with those members in the congregation who want to 'spend 
less time and attention on ourselves,' and to address the communi
ty not only of Wiltshire but of the people in Springfield as well." 

T he pastor himself is changing his behavior. "The senior pastor 
admitted that he was attempting to withdraw from his usual di
rective pastoral leadership style." About the same time he began 
to study for a doctor of ministry degree and, more significantly, 
began to worry about retirement, having turned 50. Sid Carlson is 
beginning to realize that he is no longer needed as the charismatic 
to pair with the congregation to generate hope for the future. For 
the congregation, the " future" has a lready come. The members 
have settled down, while he is left up in the a ir, feeling increas
ingly hopeless. There is something sad about his belated search 
for security, for instead of seeking it through the church, he looks 
elsewhere. H e puts himself under psychiatric care; he considers a 
non clergy profession and precipitates a crisis in the administrative 
board when he asks them to help him buy a house away from the 
church building. Personally, he is wanting his own form of "pri
vacy," but the c~urch that earlier provided it for its members 
cannot now provide it for him. 

This analysis leads to the formulation of H ypotheses 4, about 
the church at the ~ime of the study: 

Wiltshire Church is in a state of collusion between the pastor and 
congregation about the myth of success. 

It is important to remember that much of the materia l from the 
case study and the background statement that we have used as 
evidence for the past of Wiltshire Church was a lso given to the 
researchers as descriptions of the present. Although the situation 
of the church has a ltered since 1970 along the lines we have indi
cated, there appear to be members of the congregation who hold 
the same opinions about the pastor a nd the effectiveness of his 
ministry as they held in the early 1970s. Also, those members who 
are openly criticizing his ministry today would probably have held 
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the same opinion since the beginning of his ministry. 
The divisions in the church under Sid Carlson are not of recent 

origin. Yet, the persistence of the myth of the " best show in town'' 
and the judgment of the pastor a nd several lay leaders " that the 
'quiet majority' of the congregation was satisfied with the present 
tone and direction of the church" indicate that the internal con
flicts of the congregation were having little effect on the reputation 
of Wiltshire Church. What is even more worthy of notice is that 
the critics of the lack of spiritual depth of the pastor have still 
remained to worship with him. Despite their own feelings, there
fore, they have contributed to the story of success. There is sur
prisingly little data about people leaving the church, even after the 
conflicts in the administra tive board as a result of Sid Carlson's 
outburst on feeling let down over the housing issue: "They don 't 
give a godda mn about me." 

At this present time there is chaos a nd confusion and lack of 
direction. Yet, there remains a wish to go on as before. The asso
cia te pastor, who became a spokesman for a good proportion of 
the congregation, is held to h is limited contract by board members 
who probably would admit the truth of what he said and who 
were criticizing Sid Carlson 's conduct among themselves. Carlson 
had stayed well beyond the length of the normal Methodist pas
torate, and no mention is made about any intention to leave in the 
research reports. 

This line of reasoning leads to our hypothesis about collusion. 
We do not suggest that it is conscious but that unconsciously both 
Carlson and the congregation cannot face the realities being pre
sented to them , because to do so would force them to revise their 
beliefs about the value of what had been done in the preceding 
years. Yet, to deny this unconsciously requires constant effort and 
energy. As a result, the stress has become too great for key mem
bers of the church and of the administrative board, and they have 
resigned. Such actions seem to be the only way the pa iring rela
tionship can ultimately be broken. 

There are some indications that an undercurrent mood of the 
congregation is veering away from pairing with Sid Carlson to 
looking for a pastor who will take seriously their human condition 
of fra ilty instead of trying to build on their search for success as 
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Carlson did. The associate pastor during his brief stay in 1980-81 
became a kind of litmus paper signifying this trend on the part of 
the congregation . 

AN INTERPRETATION OF THE ANALYSIS: THE 
PRIMARY TASK 

In this section we consider evidence from the study again in the 
light of the foregoing ana lysis and attempt to sta te a primary task 
that has persisted in Wiltshire Church throughout its history. 
This leads us to some concluding comments about functional reli
gion in society. 

Wiltshire Church was used by the Adams family as a way of 
reinforcing its relations with its employees. It created a dependent 
environment whereby it could meet the emotional needs of the 
employees a nd at the same time provide emotional satisfaction for 
the Adams family in meeting these needs. The gift of the new 
stone church could be seen , on the one hand, as a nice church for 
the congregation and, on the other hand, as a memorial to the 
Adams family. Since the Adams factory was the largest employer 
in Wiltshire, it could be said that W iltshire Church became a 
focal point for meeting the day-to-day human needs of many peo
ple of the town. 

As t ime went •on, the significance and power of the Adams 
Company diminished, and the church correspondingly diminished 
in its influence. Its pastors were older men . The church seemed 
almost a t the point of collapse when the company's influence came 
to an end in 1969 with the death of the last Adams's trustees. 

Because the people of Wiltshire no longer needed to use Wilt
shire C hurch for its original purpose, the church was ready for a 
new phase of !if e. It was reconstituted to meet the needs of a 
particular section of the population that symbolized and repre
sented the town's Shangri-la mentality. This time the emotional 
needs were not so much for dependence on some munificient pro
vider but for expectancy, some hope for the future. In place of the 
dependent relationship between the congregation and the Adams 
family, there was a pa iring relationship between the new pastor 
a nd the new members of the congregation. Th is expectancy 
found additional focus in the attention pa id to children as the 
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symbolic hope for the future. Because the expectancy was founded 
on a fantasy (the "idea" of hope, never to be realized), it was 

bound to fail. 
We can now define the primary task of Wiltshire Church, 

which seems to characterize it from its foundation to the present: 
To m eet the emotional needs of its current congregation insofar as 
these re_fiect the dominant needs of the town of Wiltshire. By 
"emotional needs" we ref er to those feelings that people long to 
experience in order to have a sense of well-being in relation to 
their environment. When there are changes in the environment, 
the pattern of emotional needs will alter-hence the shift from 
"dependent" relationships to "expectancy" relationships in Wilt
shire Church. By "dominant needs" we are using shorthand to 
suggest that during the period under discussion, there were people 
in Wiltshire who epitomized a social condition prevailing in the 
town as a whole and that they had a common pattern of emotional 
needs. 

The evidence that Wiltshire Church was carrying out some 
function on behalf of the town is implied in its description as 
"a village community church." While being neither the oldest 
nor the most established church in Wiltshire, it was nevertheless 
seen in a special way. Rather than being firm in its denomina
tional character, it was a church that took on the color of its 
surroundings. 

The conditions that made Wiltshire Church susceptible to this 
function in the town can be related to a character trait that had 
been present throughout its history. It was a church founded by 
bosses for their workers. The building was out of character, pseu
domedieval English church architecture. Its government remained 
in the hands of the Adams family, who took responsibility for its 
financial state and continued to patronize it. The new pastor used 
devious means to assess the town and church before he accepted 
the position. It was called a Methodist church, but it did not 
behave like one. As far as Wiltshire was concerned, it was like a 
country club; yet it wasn't one. The church gave support to the 
idea of Shangri-la, which was a fiction. 

From this it appears there was a flaw running through the 
church and its history. Wiltshire Church possessed a quality that 
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made it susceptible to being exploited, as distinct from struggling 
to ma intain its authenticity as a church. Alongside this, however, 
it is important to note the evidence that shows that a minority of 
the congregation persisted in seeking that authenticity . 

Wiltshire C hurch 's reflect ing the social and cultural condi
tions of Wiltshire helped to create a pseudof unctional religion. 
We define functiona l religion as that activity whereby men and 
women withdraw from the stress a nd stra in of working, social, 
a nd family li fe to meet in the presence of God to celebrate his 
holiness, his power , and his love. Functiona l religion also implies 
a form of spirituality a nd worship that ena bles worshipers to 
questi.on the values they usually ta ke for gra nted in their da ily 
life, so they can go out not only renewed in spirit but in a mood to 
question and cha llenge the prevailing va lues and assumptions of 
the world in which they live. Thus, there is a constant process of 
withdrawal a nd re-entry, characterized by acceptance of vulnera
bility, openness to change, a nd willingness to cha llenge. 

At first sight , Carlson 's statement that the church is " the place 
that provides nurture and caring for those who must go out of the 
sanctuary and do battle in a fundamentally positive and exciting 
world" seems to describe this sequence. But closer reading of the 
total case indicates that because the church was meeting the " pre
senting needs" of its congregation, it was not in a position to cause 
the members to question their funda menta l va lues, hence the 
pseudofunctional activity. Instead of cha llenging the world of 
work, the church members went along with it; and the clergy 
simply tried to enable the congregation to deal with its ill effects. 

We would make a sha rp division between two ways of constru
ing the human condition . One is to see huma ns as having needs
physical needs, social needs, economic needs, cultural needs. Con
sequently, institutions and agencies like families, government, 
businesses, schools, hospita ls, and theaters evolve to satisfy those 
needs. T o the extent that institutions can discern those needs and 
gather the resources to meet them, they are likely to be welcomed 
and successful. This is the way we have described the actua l func
tioning of Wiltshire C hurch- bea ring in mind tha t it is in no way 
peculiar compa red with ma ny other churches. 
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The other way to describe the human con<lit ion is to try to 
understand what it is about humans that causes them to have 
needs. If we say, for example, that a man needs food , we are 
implying that he is hungry. As we interact with our environment, 
we a re constantly reacting to w hat is available that we think, 
rightly or wrongly, could satisfy a real or imagined inner state. 
But probably .less frequently, we turn inward and try to under
stand the fact that we are contingent beings. As living organisms 
we depend on our environment for life- that is, we are a lways in 
need. This inward reflection in order to understand the actual 
relations between ourselves and our contexts is primary, and con
sequently the identification and pursuit of things to satisfy us is 
secondary. Functional religion in our opinion is that activity that 
provides the space and symbols to further the exploration of the 
nature of these primary relations. 

Churches seeking to be functional in this manner will therefore 
inevitably question the personal and social values of their mem
bers. But churches setting out to meet the needs of their members 
will be more prone to respond to those needs as they reflect and 
reinforce, rather than challenge, the prevailing values of the soci
ety from which the congregation comes. Wiltshire Church is in 
this latter category. Evidence for the power of assimilation to sur
rounding socia l values is seen when Sid Carlson indicated that he 
wanted to copy the way of life of some of his successful church 
members and give up his pastoral ministry to achieve. it. 

The Christian gospel indicates that the priority for human be
ings, whatever their state, is to perceive their relations with their 
context in terms of God, and to accept the love of God as offered 
in Jesus Christ. This can be represented as human beings in need 
responding to God, rather than God being expected to respond to 
human beings presenting their needs. The promised outcome of 
the gospel is that those who get this right will become God's 
servants to those who are helpless and incapable because of thei r 
lack of food, health , justice, and freedom. It was the fa ilure to 
follow these priorities that kept the members of Wiltshire Church 
from turning outward to the needs of the disadvantaged in their 
own and in other communities. 
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4. The Conflict of Corporate 
Church and Spiritual Community 

An Ethnographic Analysis 

MELV IN D . WILLIAMS 

The Approach 

An ethnographic analysis of a congregation is an application of 
anthropology as a method of understanding the culture of the 
congregation. Stated briefly, the anthropological approach as
sumes that every congregation has its own distinctive pattern of 
meaning that can be discovered by the two basic methods of eth
nography: participant observation and the ethnographic inter
view .1 The ethnographer endeavors to understand the behaviors, 
customs, interactions, social networks, feelings, and artifacts of the 
congregation and to determine what these signify to its members. 

The selection of informants from the congregation is crucial for 
the quality of the final report. Rooted in the culture of the congre
gation, informants are the experts on the language and symbols of 
the community being studied. Unfortunately, some members are 
spontaneous conflict generators, who use any conversation or in
terview to create disturbances. But there are members in most 
congregations who enjoy their knowledge of their church and its 
members and are anxious to explain the workings to someone who 
cares and can be trusted. The task of the analyst is to discover 
them and to make the researcher's ambiguous social role more 
clear, so that the informants' rights, interests, and sensitivities are 
protected. Even informants who may appear so sophisticated as 

1 See J. P Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview (New York: Holt, Rinehart 
& Winston, 1979), and Participant Observation (New York: Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston, 1980). 
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not to require such protection need a clear understanding of the 
analyst's role. 

Once the ethnographer finds the informants, they must be in
terviewed as well as observed. The interview should simply be a 
friendly, comfortable conversation. Within these social bound
aries, w hatever the interviewer is able to remember (through tape 
recordings, w ritten notes, informa l questions, etc.) w ill determine 
the qua lity of the ana lysis. The congregation analyst wi ll discover 
tha t careful observation of deta ils and extensive participation in 
membersh ip activities will help to formulate questions for the in
terviews and conclusions for the final report. The analyst should 
expect fa lse starts and blind a lleys. But in most cases an ethnogra
pher who is a lso a n accepted member of the church fellowship 
w ill have the distinct advantage of being involved in the field 
setting , and of sha ring its fa ith and knowing most of the religious 
ru les, symbols, a nd rituals of the congregation. Participation, 
however, does have its da ngers: overcommitment to the setting, 
loss of objectivity, a nd multiple role expectations. H owever, the 
analyst can become a full y pa rticipating member in the congrega
tion notwithstanding the possible hindrances of such immersion. 
Such membership allows for early identification of key events, 
important factions, leadership hosti li ties, power fu l and inAucntial 
members, a nd irreconcilable differences. J u les-Rosette has called 
such a member ob'servcr an "observing participant. " Using his or 
her knowledge, the a nalyst selects key informants who will be 
both knowledgeable and communicative. 

T he ethnogra pher must constantly guard the data, as J u les-
Rosettc explains: 

In his study of the Kachin of H ighland Burma, Edmund Leach noted 
that many informants' categories a re often ambiguous and highly vari
able. This ambiguity permits a w ide range of social and linguistic 
distinctions which the researche r may find expedient to prune or el im
inate from his study. In spite of the researcher's goa l of crit ical detach
ment , he actually selects and remolds the informants' commentaries 
into a consistent account of cultural facts.2 

2 Bennetta Jules- Roseue, " Rethinking Field Research: The Role of the Ob
serving Participant," presented at the 79th annual meeting ( 1980) of the Ameri
can Anthropological Association. 
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Accuracy requires the analyst to keep a detailed diary of experi
ences during the a nalysis. Such a diary a llows the analyst and 
other readers to check the researcher's decisions and conclusions 
in interpret ing the congregation. T he resear cher may reject the 
explanations of the informants about the problems and crises in 
the church because of the scope and goals of the chosen interpreta
tion. But ethnography is a lways a study from one perspective or 
another. No one must forget that the interpretive process perme
ates the entire study. 

T ranslat ion competence is w hat Spradley 3 calls the tendency of 
the informant. to transla te his own language into that of the re
searcher. To the extent tha t the r esearcher exhibi ts a lack of cog
nition a bout the subcul ture or world of the informant, the infor
mant will attempt to translate it. The a na lyst must work to avoid 
such translations in order to obta in unscreened information. A full 
member in the congregation should r equire no translation from 
the informant. Furthermore, every ethnographer 's description is a 
translation itself. So the analyst must strive to use as much of the 
na tive or church language as possible in notes and the final report. 

Just as a new pastor seeks to understand and interpret the 
traditions, socia l networks, precious objects, daily routines, and 
common commitments of a congregation , so the ethnographer 
seeks to lift up the belief system of the community as explained in 
the language and in the behavior of its members. What the new 
pastor must learn (and the older pastor assumes), the ethnogra
pher tries to make explicit. Ethnogra phy provides an interpreta
t ion that may be useful to others for motivation and leadership in 
the church . 

Basic Assumptions 

The analyst w ill comb through the data to discover patterns of 
socia l behavior, looki ng for meanings that reside in tha t behavior 
for the members of the congregat ion. Soon he or she will discover 
that socia l behavior is replete with a complexity of meanings. 
Thus the analyst may decide upon an ethnographic focus. In my 
Pittsburgh study, I decided to focus upon the meanings in the 

3 Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview, p. 21. 
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congregation that contributed to community in that church.• In a 
Lafayette study, I focused upon the meanings in the congregation 
that contributed to social involvement in the community at large. 

Of course, the analyst may decide not to have a particular eth
nographic focus but to do a "surface investigation" of several ar
eas of congregational interaction. Once these decisions are made, 
the researcher is prepared to return to the congregation for fo
cused observations-those observations that will help discover 
particular patterns of behavior that relate to the area of concentra
tion. Over and over, the analyst will ask those questions that will 
provide the essential information. 

The analyst searches for patterns in the interviews and observa
tions that will yield a list of themes that dominate the congrega
tion's behavioral activities. These themes will provide an interpre
tation of what is distinctive in the subculture of that congregation. 

An adequate ethnography also introduces the pastor or the con
sultant to various members of the congregation and prepares the 
pastor for the known relationships that exist among them. T his 
congregational analysis is designed to facilitate the pastor in serv
ing the people of the church. It is what Spradley calls "strategic 
research." 5 

Such an endeavor is designed to be useful to members in resolv
ing their own congregational predicaments. Because of this I do 
not want the material I present to off end its intended audience. 
The presentation must be understandable in their idiom. This 
chapter is designed to assist pastors and congregational consul
tants as well as researchers. Thus it is different from the research 
I have written in the past.6 H ere, the exposition of deep bonding is 
secondary to my efforts to assist those who would understand and 
minister to their congregations. 

Wiltshire Church 

The case study of Wiltshire Church was largely based upon 
ethnographic data collected by a husband-and-wife team of par-

4 M . D . Williams, Community in a Black Pentecostal Church: An Anthropo
logical Study (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974). 

A Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview. 
'Sec Williams, Community in a Black Pentecostal Church, and On the Street 

Where I Lived (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1981 ). 
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ticipant observers. Neither had prior training in ethnography, but 
as participants in the congregation, they were accepted as part of 
the people they studied. Participant observation is the distinctive 
methodology for ethnography. 

We will discover that there are certain themes that are the basis 
for a significa nt cleavage in the Wiltshire Church. Those themes 
a nd that cleavage help us to explain the actions, customs, socia l 
networks, feelings, and issues of the congregation. 

The framework for this ana lysis is borrowed from the work of 
Victor Turner, who described the dist inction between "structure" 
and "communitas." 7 Structura l groups are pragmatic, goal orient
ed, and intentiona lly organizational. Communitas, by contrast, 
signifies spontaneous relationships of intimate bonds without re
gard to status, wealth, or property. A simila r and more familiar 
distinction was developed by Ernst Troeltsch in the concepts of 
"church" and "sect. " 8 T roeltsch notes that churches tend to be 
large and m utually dependent upon the culture, while sects are 
comparatively sma ller and seek their identity apart from or 
against the culture. 

From the reports of the tensions in the Wiltsh ire C hurch, the 
basic cleavage in the congregation appears between the majority 
who are satisfied with the structura l "corporate" church and a 
minority who seek a more demanding "spiritual" communitas. 
These differences can be seen (1) in their attitudes toward the 
larger society, (2) in their orientation toward congregationa l or
ganization, and (3) in their expectations of pastoral leadership. 

First, the structura l approach of ma nagers a nd executives dom
inates and supports both the town a nd the church. Throughout its 
history the Wiltshire Church has been a reflection of the wealthy 
members, especially the officers of the Adams Company. It is 
located in the center of town, symbolic of its position in the cul
ture. Although not all members have been wealthy, the church has 
projected the style and image of an establishment agency for a fflu
ent upper-management people, the corporation mentality. For 
most members, it is the anchor and extension of the most signifi-

7 V. W. Turner, The Ritual Process, Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: 
/\)dine, 1969; Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Paperbacks, 1977). 

8 E. Trocltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, trans. Olive 
Wyon (New York: Macmillan, 1931 ). 
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cant values that hold the town together. The church fits the neigh
borhood. 

By contrast, some members want to participate in spiritual 
communities that are less structured and more intimate. They 
reject the dominant image of affluence. They want more involve- • 
ment with people in the larger community who are economically 
deprived, whose poverty demands concerted Christian social ac
tion. Their professed identity is not in upward mobility, but in the 
recognition of human need, spiritual need for themselves and eco
nomic need for others. They seek not a larger congregation but a 
smaller group of other Christians who share their spiritual com
mitments. 

Secondly, the organization of the case material, and apparently 
the church, reflects the values placed on proper organization and 
due process. The members recognize the need to constantly recruit 
new members, to keep present members, to maintain their finan
cial base, and to retain their prestigious reputation. They would 
not settle for less than the "best show in town." Success has rein
forced the growth and stability of the church. Most members are 
concerned about "what works." Although the church frequently 
celebrates the Eucharist, the theology of the· members remains 
undeveloped. The present pastor accepts his "agnostic" members 
where he finds them and leads them in areas of proven effective,,. 
ness: personal counseling and expanding programs for children 
and youth. It is the "in" church in Wiltshire. 

By contrast, those who seek mutual fellowship through more 
demanding commitments seem to feel that the pastor is lacking in 
spirituality. Some have separated the organizational activities of 
the pastor from the more "spiritual" groups of the music pro
gram, the church school, and study groups. Others have chal
lenged the organization to clarify its goals in reflection and plan
ning. They feel that the corporate commitments of the church 
have impeded the spiritual growth of the congregation. 

Thirdly, the pastor experiences the tension between the advo
cates of the corporate church and the seekers for spiritual commit
ment. He has developed into a good team player .in the "corporate 
realm." He is aware of the corporate pressures on the lives of his 
members, and does not make time demands that conflict with their 
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busy schedules. In recognizing the Sha ngri-la image of the town, 
he avoids continual invasion of their belief systems. H e admires 
their way of life, and has become a corporate manager in his 
leadership style. 

Significantly, the pastor 's sermons provide a kind of mass coun
seling program designed to assist corporate ma nagers to endure 
and to feel understood. Things are kept peaceful, and the world is 
held together, by the pastor's counseling from the pulpit and with 
individua ls. 

But still , some members hunger for a more spir itual relation
ship with the pastor. One member confronts him almost every 
week about his sermons. She is trying to feed her spiritual needs 
by her own individua l efforts. T he pastor enjoys the challenge of 
an individual encounter . H e is able to grapple with spirituality on 
an individual basis a nd to minister to each member in her or his 
time of crisis. But he is not able to bridge the "corporate-spiritu
al" chasm in the aggregate. Taken as a whole, the congregation 
asks too much of him. They want him to provide a successful 
establishment church and an intimate spiritua l communitas at the 
same time. 

The Pastoral Dilemma 

Some members would like to push the pastor and test his elas
ticity. I think he cannot endure these tests much longer. He has 
tried to communicate his limitations. He told his congregation that 
he was under psychiatric care, that he failed his doctoral examina
tions. H e told other members that he is considering leaving the 
ministry to be a consultant in corporate counseling. Many refuse 
to hear. 

The pastor has much experience with this kind of population. 
H e does his corporate job well. But the church is not a corpora
tion. He is denied the perks and rewards of a job well done in the 
corporation. He is over 50 and is showing signs of job burnout. 
He is tired of preaching "thou shall not be a failure" (materially), 
when he suspects that he may be one himself. He is tired of 
ministering to the crisis needs of !Jeople whose net worth far ex
ceeds his own and who would deny him any substantia l increases. 
He is t ired of being concerned about the well-being of people who 
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would deny him a four-bedroom house. H e wearies of counseling 
people who " don ' t care about me." He despairs at the disloyalty 
of those who joined. 

The members sense the pastor's " spiritual" weakness, a nd some 
of them are attempting to exploit it. They object to the pastor's 
bui lding expansion program because he appears to be trying to re
assert control and influence over the church school. Historically, 
this is the style the pastor has used to assert himself, building 
structures and changing personnel. 

In this analysis of this congregation, my focus has been upon 
the congregation as an interactional group. From this distance 
much individual variation has necessarily been neglected. Suffice 
it to state that omission. When I sta te that the church represents 
corporation-like commitments, I a m aware that many individual 
members hold deeply spiritual commitments. Although Wiltshire 
Church is not the kind of community I have observed in Zion,9 
but rather an expressive aggregation, there are some members 
who perceive and respond to it as their spiritual community of 
primary involvement. 

A Comparison 

The previous analysis might be helpful to lay leaders, pastors, 
executives, and others working with the Wiltshire Church or with 
another, perhaps their own, congregation. But there are many 
ways to assemble ethnographic data once it has been collected. 
The following categories a re suggested as areas that might interest 
pastors, consultants, and denominational committees as they seek 
to better understand and motivate local congregations. These cate
gories are adapted from my book Community in a Black Pentecos
tal Church: ( 1) history, (2) formal and informal organization, (3) 
behavioral dynamics, (4) church activities, (5) symbolic expres
sions, (6) physical setting, and (7) quality of community. These 
categories suggest how ethnographic data from two churches 
(Wiltshire and Zion) demonstrate the distinctive character of each 
congregation. 

The Zion H oliness C hurch (Pittsburgh, Penn.) has a history of 

9 Williams, Cammunily in a Black Pentecostal Church. 
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migrants from the rural South to the urban North, where they 
feel ostracized and excluded. This exclusion occurred, in part, 
because of local perceptions that: ( 1) they were creating ghettos 
and slums; (2) they were causing a race problem where none had 
previously existed; arid (3) they had habits of speech, dress, and 
behavior that were inferior. 

Wiltshire Church has a history as a company church in a com
pany town for company people. The company was paternalistic. 
It built houses, a town, and a church for its people, and it provid
ed the resources to sustain that church. Though the company is no 
longer dominant, the attitude remains. 

Both histories have a continuing effect upon the life and style of 
their respective churches. In Zion, the members depend complete
ly upon one another. In Wiltshire they are struggling with new 
forms of paternalism. 

Z ion and Wiltshire have a formal organization that is deter
mined by their respective denominational affiliations. Yet both 
have informal organizations determined by their respective histor
ies and ci rcumstances. In Zion, those who collect the most money 
from nonmembers and give it to the church become very powerful. 
In Wiltshire, a few who have the pastor's ear and "blessing" are 
very inAuential. 

Power is fluid in Zion, depending upon how many of the mem
bers one can influence. Such influence depends upon exposure in 
the congregation, fellowship with members, and collection of do
nations to support the church. Power in Wiltshire is circum
scribed by the will and influence of the pastor, who rudkes the 
agenda, controls the communication, and sustains the necessary 
votes to provide leadership. 

Behavioral dynamics in Zion are dominated by mobility within 
the church and by the church-community character of the congre
gation. One finds intensive interaction in a church that dominates 
the lives and interests of its members. Dress, especially women's 
hats, provides conversational interest, invidious comparison, and 
exposure. Seating arrangements reflect the social rank of individ
ual members. Membership relationships, and rumors of relation
ship, encourage gossip and controversy. Fund raising accrues 
power and its abuse. Love and fellowship provide influence and a 
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sense of security within the community. All of these create vitality 
and meaning for Zion Holiness congregation. 

In the Wiltshire C hurch, most of the reported behavioral dy
na mics of the congregation a re confined to the administra tive tasks 
of managing the church, especially the administra tive board meet
ings and retreats. Other dynamics are reported in relation to the 
crises generated by these meetings. The choir, youth programs, 
church school, study groups, and regular worship include innu
merable unrecorded important relationships. The emphasis on 
structure is typical of the orientation of th is congregation. 

Activities of Zion 's members are a ll centered in and determined 
by the church, except for the time spent in outside employment. 
The members of Z ion interact together at church dinners and food 
sales, church plays a nd rehearsals, music rehearsals, church trips, 
picnics, membership household movings, membership legal ac
tions, funera ls, and worship. The church is the center of their 
socioreligious activity. 

The members of Wiltshire exert most of their efforts in the 
children's school a nd the music program. Involved members are 
eager to participate in these few activities. Other members attempt 
to be a part of decision-ma king processes by belonging to strategic 
committees, keeping the "ear" of the pastor, or campa igning 
against the " pet " ,projects of the pastor . Most mem bers a re satis
fied to participate peripherally by attending worship services and 
routine activities. 

Symbolic expressions in Zion are from the rural South and its 
hills and valleys. T he members' la nguage is fu ll of references to 
farm animals, food, a nd water ("cool well water," not refrigerat
ed) . The members emphasize the enthusiasm of their fellowship 
in order to attract new members. T hey a re a community of people 
who attempt to " love everybody," especially their fellow members. 

In Wiltshire we discover a competitive church, not just with the 
outside world but within the congregation. Two themes are in 
tension. The structura l approach is dominant, with its emphasis 
on good management and success through concentration on chil
dren, youth, music, and counseling (including preaching). The 
subordi nate theme is a hunger for commitment to spiritual rela
tionships a 11d to people in physical need. T ension exists between 
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those who see the church as an extension of upper-middle-class 
values, and those who see Christianity as a spiritual commitment 
to people in need. 

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

Members of the Wiltshire Church are uncomfortable with the 
concept of sacred space. Since their Communion table is sur
rounded by a low railing, in the act of Communion they come 
forward in small groups to share the sacrament. No place in the 
sanctuary is set completely apart. But conflict revolves a round the 
a llocation of space resources. In Wiltshire, importance is attached 
not to where the space is located, but to how much is a llocated. 
The pastor, the church school, and others are constantly vying for 
more space. 

The quality of community in Z ion is intense, abiding, and con
tinual-in gossip and on the phones- the very stuff of its mem
bers ' lives. News about the church or its members can be a source 
of great anxiety until it is shared with someone who is similarly 
concerned. Informal subgroups have developed in the-congrega
tion, so that the same people often come and leave together; they 
often testify on the same nights and "feel the spirit" at the same 
time. They respond to and support each other in loving a nd cou
rageous ways. 

The lack of community in the Wiltshire Church appears to 
short-circuit the development of similar social networks and feel
ings of intimacy. The church seems to have little impact upon 
values and actions of most members. On the contrary, their wider 
neighborhood, family relations, and employment obligations seem 
to dominate their lives. Only to the extent that the church is an 
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extension of these concerns does it impinge upon most congre
gants' major interests. The sociological approach in this volume 
(Chapter 6) will expand on the impact of social context. 

As I have stressed before, the pastor has utilized this focus to 
create a successful church. The issues that abound within this 
congregation involve the separation between "corporate church " 
and "spiritl' al community" and the personality conflicts that are 
based upon that cleavage. The pastor is a strong-willed, manage
ment-oriented person. He tends to control his domain. Those per
sons who would influence the direction of the church must engage 
that personality. They often fai l. Most members have been largely 
content to allow the pastor to control a success[ ul church. But 
wi th the pastor showing signs of burnout, some officers and those 
who espouse various spiritua l communities are becoming increas
ingly aggressive in the affairs of the church. The future of this 
congregation cannot be determined in isola tion but must be as
sessed in the context of the community where it is located. The 
question here is whether a different kind of pastor and a different 
kind of church would be as successful as this one has been. Is the 
nature of the neighborhood cha nging? Do they need a different 
kind of church to meet changing conditions? Or are we seeing 
some superficia l rumblings that always occur when an aggregate 
of human beings int~racts, desiring, but unable to become, a spiri
tual community? 

SUGGESTIONS FOR RELATED READING 

H eilman, S. C. Synagogue Life: A Study in Symbolic Interaction. Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1976. 
An excellent example of ethnography applied in a Jewish congrega
tion by a sociologist. 

Jules-Rosette, Bennetta. African Apostles: Ritual and Conversion in the 
Church of j ohn Maranke. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1975. 
A recent study that is particularly helpful in identifying the prob
lems of intimacy in collection of da ta. 

Spradley, J. P The Ethnographic Interview. New York: H olt, Rinehart 
& Winston, 1979. 



CORPORATE CHURCH AND SPIRITUAL COMMUNITY / 67 

A useful introduction to ethnography and to interviewing in the 
field situation. It is written in a style and format for beginners in the 

discipline. 
---. Participant Observation. New York: Holt , Rinehart & Winston. 

This is a companion volume to his Ethnographic Interview. To
gether they are a useful introduction to the entire area of ethnogra
phy. 

Troeltsch, E. The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches. Translated 
by Olive Wyon. New York: Macmillan, 1931. 
Specific discussion of "church" and "sect" may be found in volume 
1, p. 331 f. , but concepts used frequently throughout. 

Turner, V. W. The Ritual Process, Structure and Anti-Structure. Chi
cago: Aldine, 1969. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Paperbacks, 1977. 
The study of community ritual and its oscillation between structure 
and spontaneity. 

Williams, M. D. Community in a Black Pentecostal Church: An Anthro
pological Study. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974. 
One of the first ethnographies written about an American congrega
tion by an anthropologist. 

---. On the Street Where I Lived. New York: Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston, 1981. 
An example of the ethnographic approach applied to understanding 
a neighborhood. 



5. The Jovial Church: 
Narrative in Local Church Life 

Literary Symbolism 

JAMES F. HOPEWELL 

A story, of all things, mobilizes the disciplines and techniques 
featured in this book. It is a narrative account, the Wiltshire case 
study, that here gives a nthropologists , sociologists, theologians, 
and ma nagement consulta nts both reason and insta nce to use their 
skills. Story, that most ancient of huma n reports , has here drawn 
together those modern methods of inquiry norma ll y 
parted by their task and jargon. Surely part of seeing how we 
understand the local church involves our looking a t not just 
our scientific conclusions but also the narrative matrix of that 
understanding. 

Consider how story (that is, the representation of a succession 
of happenings) permeates the corporate life of a parish a nd its 
interpretation. It is the primary medium by which the systemic 
imperatives of that institution- identity, values, goals, percep
tions, and strategies- are communicated among its members, es
pecially when these need emphasis or justification. Just ask of a 
systemic signal " how come?" and its human transmitter accounts 
for it. It is often these accounts that a social scientist reduces to 
rules and findings; yet story re-a ppea rs when that analyst tries to 
explain these facts to those who were investigated. Such a basic 
way of accounting for a nd to corporate life- the Wiltshire Church 
story- is examined in this chapter. 

Every congregation has a story. Although this narrative aspect 
of parish life is seldom explored, it ca n be helpfully probed by 
ethnography and literary symbolism. The disciplines complement 
each other. Ethnography explores the pattern of symbols by which 
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a particular congregation gives meaning to its life and la nguage. 
Literary symbolism works with these same symbolic compo
nents- pattern, meaning, and language-to see how human im
aginat ion gives narrative structure to cor porate life. Together 
these disciplines help us consider the ful l imagery of a local 
church. 

For the observer such study may disclose unexpected d imen
sions of the symbolic interaction among 1;iembers and groups 
within a church, or it may lead to refined comparisons amons the 
lives of different churches. It may enhance a n appreciation of the 
rich cultura l complexity of even the average congregation. For the 
local church itself the full recounting of its story has benefits simi
la r to those found in families who carefully recall and play with 
their own stories. Narrat ive can reinforce (as a rgued above) iden
tities, values, outlooks, and goals. It seems to facilitate corporate 
discussion of church life: its peculiar, often painful, problems, its 
needs, its mission. 

T he Wiltshire story can be analyzed according to its plot, set
ting, and characterization. 

PLOT 

The plot of a congregation's story is its history: its consciousness 
of its struggle as an organization through time and circumstance. 
A good example of the unfolding plot is seen in the Wiltshire 
Church case study. In that study a causally connected series of 
events is related, its progression noted in the study's section head
ings (Company Church, Sid Carlson Appointed, Growth, R ecent 
C ha nges, Board Retreat, H ousing Proposal, Tensions Increase 
... ). As in other plots these events form only a small fraction of 
the total number of happenings in Wiltshire Church; their re
counting as plot is a selective but not arbitra ry action. Finding the 
plot of a church is an imaginative undertaking for the historian 
but also for the community that lives it out. Both the community 
and its historian (or case study writer) give significance to only 
certain events. Both treat certain instances as critical to the strug
gle for corporate life: certain scenes of strategy and decision, cer
tain times of conflict and response, only some programs and only 
some results. In that the thickening of these into plot is so evident 
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in the case study, however, we can move on to those less obvious 
aspects of the Wiltshire story: its setting and characterization. 

SEITING 

Wiltshire Church not only has a plot; it also has a world view. 
Its life is narrated not only by events but a lso by what it suspects 
to be really going on in that life. This is the setting of the Wilt
shire story: the world a nd its process as viewed by the participants 
in the plot. 

Full ethnographic inquiry into world view at Wiltshire Church 
would require months of observation and interview. Since that 
was not possible, a summary way of analyzing Wiltshire's world 
view was employed. M embers completed a test instrument based 
in part upon Northrop Frye's typology of literary archetypes. Dis
tinguishing four basic interpretations of the world, this typology 
has been helpful in development of a questionnaire to differentiate 
the world views of various congregations. In brief the four world 
view types (here given their narrative designations) a re: 

Comedy, in which complications of !if e are found to be illusory 
when participa nts find the right knowledge (or gnosis). H a rmo
ny is gained in the end. 

Romance, in which life as adventure leads to conflict between 
' hero and antagonist. Struggle, however, results in a sacred un-

ion or charism. 

Tragedy, in which a flawed hero suffers the consequences of 
breaking the canon. Resolution comes in a final submission to 
that law. 

Irony, in which heroes and heroic situations are found by em
pirical evidence to be a ll too human. Life is lived without illu
sion or recourse to the sacred. 

Different local churches live out their plots in the light of these 
different settings. Each setting, of course, has its peculiar religious 
dimension. Implied in the comic world view is a gnostic frame
work in which life is dislocated until the truth is realized and 
union with the ultimate achieved. The romantic world view is as 
well that of the charismatic, involving the lover's search for the 
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beloved, the excitement and anxiety of the quest, and the mystic 
sweet communion between God and the person. Within the tragic 
world view is the canonic interpretation of life in terms of its 
obedience or disobedience to God's ordinances. And the ironic 
world view reflects the empiric understanding of life that rejects 
any gnosis, quest, or pattern not verifiable through one's own 
senses, but affirms the integrity of human experience. This four
fold differentiation of world view has proven more useful than the 
usual liberal-conservative polarity used to categorize the belief of 
a congregation. 

Of the thirty or so churches in the eastern United States tested 
so far, Wiltshire had the highest ironic a nd lowest romantic scores 
yet found. Wiltshire interprets its world as playing out an empir
ic, not a charismatic, story. Wiltshire's script is ironic. The case 
study ends not with a gnostic solution, nor in romantic ecstasy or 
tragic judgment. As does Alan Hyatt in its first sentence, the study 
instead smiles and shakes its head at its supposed heroes and 
unfulfilled promises. 

CHARACTERIZATION 

The third narrative dimension of corporate life at Wiltshire is 
its characterization. Although closely related to the other dimen
sions, the character of a congregation is neither the life plot that 
church follows nor the world it views. It is instead its ethos, its 
pattern of values. Pastors who have encountered the character of 
several churches and who, perhaps ruefully, recall their decided 
differences, term this narrative mode the church's personality. 

The narrative form of that personality is im3ged in myth. 
Myths are the primal, yet still powerful, tools by which a people 
accounts for its value, its character. There is a surprisingly close 
correlation between a specific myth and the character of a particu
lar congregation, and Wiltshire is a case in point. In this instance 
the myth is that of Zeus, the father of gods and men. 

In her anthology Edith Hamilton relates that myth in the fol-
lowing way: 

The Titans, often called the Elder Gods, were for untold ages supreme 
in the universe. They were of enormous size and of incredible 
strength .... The most important was Chronus, in Latin, Saturn. He 
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ruled over the other Titans until his son Zeus dethroned him and 
seized the power for himself. ... 

The twelve great O lympians were supreme among the gods who 
succeeded the Tita ns. They were called the Olympians because Olym
pus was their home ... . The entra nce to it was a great gate of clouds 
kept by the Seasons. Within were the gods' dwellings, where they 
lived and slept and feasted on ambrosia and nectar and listened to 
Apollo's lyre. I t was an abode of perfect blessedness ... . 

Zeus became the supreme ruler. H e was Lord of the Sky, the rain 
god and the cloud-gatherer who wielded the awful thunderbolt. H is 
power was greater than all the other divin ities together . .. . Neverthe
less he was not omnipotent or omniscient, either. H e cou ld he opposed 
and deceived .. .. 1 

Both the na rra tive of Wi ltsh ire C hurch and that of Zeus arc 
characterized by the following themes: 

1. The def eat of the chronic 
2. M oral rule 
3. J ovia lity 
4. U ltimacy 

At Wiltshire these themes appear to develop with the advent of 
S id Carlson in 1970. Their interweaving throughout the next dec
ade crea tes, as in the Zeus myth , a plausible and powerful identi
fication between local life and a sacred cosmos. In the " distress" 
a nd " turmoil" reported by church members in recent months, 
however , we see the ironic unraveling of these themes a nd their 
point-by-point repudia tion. We sha ll look first a t the symbolic 
pattern that seems to cha racterize Wiltshire C hurch th roughout 
most of the seventies. In the latter part of the chapter we look a t 
what may be its recent deterioration. 

Parish Character in the 1970s 

The Defeat of the Chronic 

C hronus was the tyrant father of the gods, who swa llowed his 
off spring a t their birth . As his Latin name suggests, C hronus 

1 Edith H a milton, Mythology (New York: New American Library, 1940), pp. 
24- 27. 
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was saturnine, heavy, and dull. Although in some accounts the 
time of C hronus was remembered as a golden age, it was more 
genera lly depicted as a time of lengthy and saturnine imprison
ment of spirit. 

For over a century Wiltshire Church lived in the belly of the 
Adams Company. "A company church in a company town," the 
congregat ion was a virtual subsidiary of the Adams Company; its 
sandstone skin was that of the company buildings and its physical 
structure was conceived a nd ma inta ined by the company head. It 
was dulled by chronic leadership: "tired old men, ready for retire
ment" and weighted by a chronic "congregation of elderly peo
ple." The later Greeks considered C hronus to be C hronos, Father 
Time, the old man with the scythe w ho rounded out the year. 

Zeus is the lastborn son of Chronus, who by deception escaped 
being swallowed by his fat her (Sid Carlson masquerading as Mr. 
M ueller?) . When strong enough he administers a strong emetic to 
Chronus ("Sid was probably just the righ t prescription for this 
church"), who vomits up his children to begin the Olympian age. 

A tita nic battle, however, was required before the rule of Zeus 
was secure. C hronus throws his fellow Titans against the gods. 
The Titans a re followed by the giants and, finally , by the terrify
ing Typhon. Although shaken and sometimes despairing, Zeus 
a nd the gods finally win ou t. Typhon is buried by Zeus under 
Aetna, Europe's la rgest volcano. With Typhon trapped by Aetna, 
the earth is no longer victimized by chance disaster. 

A titanic overthrow occurs with Sid 's leadership. Four trustees 
die in late 1969. "Sid challenged the entire administrative board 
literally to vote itself out of existence." The church secretary and 
the choir director leave. H e confronts the opposition in their lair 
and dares them to call the bishop. H e purges the church rolls, 
collapses the double service routine, and restricts admin istrative 
board membership. Sid, with support from his bishop and a good 
number of laypeople, decisively def eats the chronic. 

Moral Rule 

In addition to the political power his bishop a nd lay supporters 
provided, S id uses extraordinary moral force in "straightening 
this p lace out." " I was going to push for what I thought was 
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correct.'' Early on Zeus gains a moral personality and is seen as 
the protector of laws and mora ls. 

Sid presses early against the ethically indefensible postures of 
Wiltshire Church. From the pulpit he says that they sing as if God 
is dead, that they are in the pocket of the Adams Company, that 
membership is trivialized by inclusion of 220 lost members, that 
the building that houses their children has seventeen fire code 
violations. He finds fault in both the secretary and the choir direc
tor, and they leave. Accusing the average member of giving only 
twenty-five cents each week to God, he transforms their $400,000-
portfolio complacency into the guilt of indebtedness. 

Zeus not only punishes the wrongdoer, he a lso advises the sup
pliant. At the topmost peak in Olympus he gathers the other gods 
for counsel. Mortals gain his advice through divination, the word 
spoken at his shrines. H e is known as an undeviating protector 
who punishes only those mortals who seek divine prerogatives. In 
the pulpit, Sid preaches authoritatively to a congregation needing 
guidance toward "success a nd survival in the context of the values 
of the present culture." Sid is not saturnine in his preaching; he is 
" provocative," speaking directly to the middle-management fam
ilies of Wiltshire, advising them how to live decent, honorable 
lives in uncertain times. The business managers of Wiltshire rec
ognize in Sid a person of great management gifts capable of high 
secular office had he not chosen rather the role of community 
divine. Sid could make it big, but his obvious sacrifice of material 
goods gives him instead a pre-eminent moral power. 

Like Zeus, Sid exercises this power with pivotal authority. As 
the maypole, Sid represents the center of human life. Before his 
tenure the church building did not have a pastor's office, but Sid 
appropriates the room with the hearth, the central room hereto
fore tended by the old women. As maypole, Sid marks the axis 
mundi-the world center-in a church building situated at the 
power center of a town whose citizens manage one of the nation's 
most potent industries. 

As "a man who could take charge of a situation in the best 
corporate sense," Sid has both the "charm" and moral strength to 
provide "very direct leadership ... very emphatic ... very strong 
leadership. " H e is "a one-man show," clearly in charge of a small 
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board and a part-time, inadequate staff. Only a "small cluster of 
laypersons in this eleven-hundred-member church make decisions 
for it," and these under Sid's guidance. "Ye God," Sid says in late 
1979, " I was trying to run this place alone-there was no help at 
all." 

Zeus controls his family and mortals with thunderbolts, inflict
ing severe penalties on those that displease him. A method of 
control Sid uses increasingly as years pass is "a pattern of getting 
people," exposing them to embarrassment and ridicule if they 
cross him. " Let no god, let no goddess attempt to curb my will," 
Homer quotes Zeus, "or I shall seize him and cast him into dark
est Tartarus. " 

Joviality 

The O lympus of Zeus is, however , a basically happy place. 
Throughout its days the gods live serenely in merriment and 
laughter. Listening to the sweet music of Apollo's lyre and the 
Muses, they dine on celestial nectar and ambrosia. At night they 
retire to marvelous dwellings fashioned for each by the cunning 
Hephaestus. Life under Jove is jovial; Olympus is the land of the 
blessed. 

"If you can't join Wiltshire Country Club, join Wiltshire 
Church." The joviality of this congregation, so attractive to so 
many in Wiltshire, has two related aspects. In the first place, the 
church is entertaining: "the best show in town." Its pastor is 
described as lighthearted and is pictured in tennis togs. Even in 
his sermons some see him "playing with ideas." The music of the 
church is considered excellent; its pews are comfortable and its 
welcome, wa rm. 

The blessing of Jove, however, also brings kindness and com
passion. A second aspect of the joviality of Wiltshire is its ministry 
of " love" and "acceptance." Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are 
manifested in their jovial natures. More than any other minister 
in town, Sid reaches out to the single people, the widowed and 
divorced. The church over which he presides is not just the best 
show in town, it is also an Olympian "sanctuary" that "provides 
nurture and caring for those who must go out of the sanctuary and 
do battle" in a tough outside world. Many echo the blessing that 
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one parishioner finds in Sid's preaching: "through Sid's sermons I 
a m aware that I am not alone, that I am strong enough to take 
care of my problems, that there is hope, that there is a God and 
my many friends in that church who care." 

Loving many gods and mortals, Zeus peoples the world with 
his offspring. Wiltshire Church membership doubles during Sid 's 
tenure. 

Ultimacy 

T he Greek gods are like humans in most ways, except that the 
deities enjoy superior stature, strength, and beauty and through 
their veins Aows the ichor that ma kes them immortal. Though 
subject to the contingency of fate, gods live and do as they please, 
beholden neither to mortal need nor to some more final deity. The 
gods of Olympus a re not themselves spiritual, that is, inspired by 
or aspiring to some nature beyond their own. 

The stature, strength, and, indeed, beauty of Wiltshire Church 
are superior to those of others. I ts members arc the "people with 
the financia l power and clout." T he district superintendent sees it 
as the "strongest church in the district"; it pays its pastor more 
than does a ny other Methodist church in the conf erencc. Its 
"highly select group of people" inhabit a building remarkably 
more attractive tpan "the struggling wooden church on the edge of 
town" that is the usual lot of Methodists in this region. 

There is also in Wiltshire Church the inference of immortality. 
The membership tends to be young, "with relatively few older 
people." Although over 50, Sid looks perha ps fifteen years young
er and, according to his d istrict superintendent, is immune to the 
ri tual death of the denomination 's appointment system. The 
church, moreover, is "child-oriented ," the perpetuation of its be
ing, its moral rule, a nd joviality assured in its very strong church 
school. 

And, like inaccessible Olympus, Wiltshire is a place apart from 
human society, a Shangri-la, a town with a drawbridge mentality 
nestled between the ridges. 

These intimations of its own ultimacy reinforce the general dis
regard that Wiltshire Church shows toward any system of church, 
society, or doctrine beyond its own. There is a lack of concern for 
the world beyond W iltshire Church. Neither Sid nor the church 
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takes responsibility for working with the denomination's district 
and conference. Sid, in fact, is "really turned off by Methodism." 
Nor does the church find that it has "a primary responsibility to 
be present in, active in, or related to the world outside the commu
nity of the church. " With candor, Sid reports that he has " mini
mal interest in impacting major social and economic problems in 
the community." 

A similar independence is expressed by the congregation toward 
orthodox Christian doctrine. Sid says that he addresses "a secular, 
agnostic congregation of people" who are biblically illiterate and 
theologically unread: "people who wish they could believe the 
message of the Christian church but really find it difficult to do. " 
New members at Wiltshire face little indoctrination; they are ori
ented in a single session. In a congregation that seems to celebrate 
its present ultimacy there is little emphasis on adult education. 

The world view test instrument completed in spring 1981 by 
Wiltshire Church members confirms their basically empirical un
derstanding of a here-and-now world. No congregation that has 
used this instrument gave as few charismatic interpretations to its 
questions as did Wiltshire Church. In the narrative of this congre
gation, God does not break into !if e from some more ultimate 
source. Spirituality, insofar as it represents a personal relation
ship with a more ultimate being, is not widely practiced in Wilt
shire Church. 

The Challenge to Character 

An absence of overt spiritua lity does not, however, imply that 
Wiltshire C hurch is irreligious. If the above retelling of the con
gregat ion's story according to the myth of Zeus is anything more 
than my fantasy, it would suggest that Wiltshire Church, secular 
as it might seem, is in fact expressing through its word and deed a 
fundamental form of human piety. In p laying out the social dra
ma that is at least simila r to that which the Greeks told as the 
story of Zeus, this congregation makes its particular sense of exis
tence, its corporate commitment to a cosmos whose verit ies its 
behavior reflects. Rather than stay at home, the people of Wilt
shire C hurch gather, worship, plan, gossip, play, and fight in a 
complex, engrossing narrative whose pattern has a recognizable 
mythic counterpart. 
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Recently, however , "some have commented on the lack of clar
ity about the goals a nd direction of the church ." The pattern that 
cha racterized the parish in the 1970s a ppears to be breaking 
down, its basic structure challenged with such pointedness that 
the congregation may be approaching a crisis in meaning. In part 
this crisis may reflect the ironic disenchantment that time and 
contradictory experience bring to any sacred pattern; in part the 
crisis may be the result of the subversion of religion worked by the 
kerygma in Wiltshi re's own Word and Sacrament. While its 
causes a re unclea r , the point-by-point relation between the crisis 
as reported and the previous pattern seems significant. 

The Return of the Chronic 

T ime catches up with Sid. H e passes fifty and is " more anxious 
about retirement." T he "exciting u pward movement" of the 
church, its membership spurt, and its economic potency seem to 
slacken. The time of C hronos, the old man with the scythe, has 
not yet returned, but there are signs of its coming. 

The Collapse of Moral Rule 

Earlier the moral arbiter , Sid is now the accused in moral judg
ments. In his letter of resignation from the administrative board, 
its cha irman cites two basic causes of disturba nce, the more in-

' tractable being "the seemingly un-Christia n behavior of our min-
ister." Whatever the na ture of tha t behavior- it is elsewhere 
identified both as leading to " persona l charges" a nd as "a recur
ring pattern of attacks by the pastor" on congregationa l "vic
tims"- it undermines the theme of moral rule. 

In 1980 Sid, moreover, "pushes for something for myself for the 
first time in ten yea rs." H e wants a private home somewhere 
other than at the axis mundi. He seeks to get away from the 
singular, central role he plays as maypole: «the senior pastor has 
by his own decision withdrawn from his usual directive leadership 
style." 

The Decline of Joviality 

" Ea rlier sermons used to be upbeat, uplifting, warm-some
thing to stand by you all week. Now- no more humor, joy. There 
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used to be a lot of laughter." Division regarding the appropriate
ness of enlarging the church building and the "emotion-laden is
sue" of alternate housing make this a time of "distress" or "tur
moil" rather than joviality. 

Earlier emphasis was placed upon the accepting, commiserative 
ethos of Wiltshire Church. Now, an aspect of the congregation 's 
distress is its unfulfilled need for a nurturing community. Opposi
tion now is met with "contempt, not dialogue." " We are far from 
being a redemptive fellowship in part because we are full of fear." 

The Repudiation of Ultimacy 

T empers flare. Someone formerly considered superior in stat
ure and beauty is profaned. Sid witnesses his own demystification: 
"They don't give a goddamn about me." 

Less ad hominem is the apparently growing concern that the 
church is " not spiritual enough," that there is a reality beyond 
that expressed in the church that is not sufficiently acknowledged. 
A similar argument against the prevailing sense of local ultimacy 
focuses on increased involvement of the ch urch in social issues. 

NARRATIVE IN UNDERSTANDING THE 
LOCAL CHURCH 

Congregations are imprisoned in prosaic self-description. Pick 
up virtua lly any parish report or church announcement, listen to 
almost any sermon or church boa rd meeting, and note how statis
tics and program titles bind the language by which the local body 
is described. Public talk about a congregation is caught in a con
vention of numbers and tags. Although this body is called to the 
eloquence of theology and urgency of huma n need, its formal 
words about itself a re usually a drone of data concerning money 
and membership and meetings. 

This mumble is not merely dull, it is a lso evasive. By picturing 
itself in mechanistic terms (numbers and programs also describe 
washing machines) the congregation avoids semantic inference of 
either God or people. This prison of self-description is thus a 
fortress. Its fix on meetings, money, and membership walls out the 
implication of the group in huma n suffering and hope. Talking 
about one's church in terms that picture neither the pain nor the 
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promise of the world is not only dull , it is also immora l. 
Now narrative is a tool that springs the church from such 

bonds. It undermines cliche by relat ing what people see and do in 
their complex shaping of life. It literally tells the rest of the story, 
which is that part forgotten in the rush to reduce corpora te expe
rience to controlled da ta. Narrative recovers the meta phors that 
connect local to larger events; it represents the recurrent drama of 
humanity; it evokes the microcosm. It shows that structure of hu
man imagination. For a surprising number of people, involvement 
in a local church embodies their week's most sustained imagina
t ive activity. For these the congregation is a stage upon which the 
world story is played out live. For them, church !if e is not just a 
program but also a history whose plot members both rela te a nd 
inhabit. What is worth telling about a church is first its story. 

Using narrative does not, however, necessarily build up one's 
expertise about congregations. In reaching behind and beyond 
controlled data, narrative loses the latter's certainty. Because, as 
Northrop Frye reports, story tells the " and then" rather than the 
" hence" in life description , its form is never fina l. As the story 
unfolds, its telling is an account to be retold, not a conclusion to be 
pronounced. In finding and telling the story one does not inevita
bly become a n a uthority regarding congregations in general, any 
more than an ethn-ographer of a particula r people is thereby qual
ified to assess a ll others. 

Neither ethnography nor litera ry cr iticism is therefore the most 
helpful to congregationa l understa nding when it comes to (a) 
expla ining, as do psychology a nd sociology, why a particula r pat
tern of behavior occurs in a local church, or (b) judging, as would 
theology and ethics, how acceptable that pattern is, or (c) cha ng
ing the pattern, as might organization development. The strength 
of both ethnogra phy and literary criticism lies rather in their ca
pacity to explore this pattern; to understand its meaning among 
those people who undertake it. In describing a nthropology, C lif
ford Geertz ta lks of its uncovering what M ax Weber termed a 
society's "webs of significance. " In combining ethnography and 
litera ry criticism we are most concerned with finding the webs of 
meaning that shape the culture of a particular people. The culture 
of, for instance, Wiltshire C hurch may require the sort of expla-
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nation , judgment, and modification that other disciplines provide 
more abundant ly. But if any informatio n from other disciplines is 
to be conveyed to the church itself, it must be through the symbols 
and signals tha t ethnography and literary criticism explore. 

Church leaders interested in these explorations find them useful 
in addressing such perplexities in ministry as ( a) communication, 
as between the language of the pulpit and that of the pew; (b) 
concepts, the force and form of ideas, fears, and dreams shared by 
churchgoers; (c) conflicts, the messages conveyed in particular 
tensions and fights; (d) initiation, patterns of socialization by 
which new and young members gain entry; and (e) commitment , 
what it means to be marginal or involved in local church life. 

What then presents these issues powerfully to the congregation 
itself is more likely story than theory. Although ethnographers 
may by observation and interview gather in their minds what they 
find to be the more abstract themes of a church, their subsequent 
talk within that culture about these themes tends to assume narra
tive form. Narrative historical accounts were often the source of 
these cultural themes, and story is often the framework that car
ries their import on-site. Story is not then just the play of children 
nor the protoscience of primitives. It is the mastery of metaphor 
by which a group interprets its common life. Any ongoing minis
try in a church relies upon story in its attempt to interpret its life. 
It is not just sermons that need illustration; a ll of corporate life 
needs imaging for its communication. 

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

Some hints about finding and telling a congregation's story: 

a. Begin with ethnographic practices such as those featured in 
Melvin Williams's chapter. By participant observation and 
interview seek information about how this congregation 
makes sense of life and death and makes use of space and 
time. Lea rn how the group orders itself through patterns of 
submission and dominance. Consider the categories that un
derlie its systems of belief and value. 

b. Although events in this local church have their parallels else
where, resist the satisfaction of pointing out these similar
ities as one's most significant " finding." That is the habit of 
outside observers, and it does little to deepen an apprehen
sion of a group's unique idiom. 

c. As that loc;al idiom becomes more clearly defined, note how 
it is expressed in modalities of imperative, indicative, a nd 
subjunctive speech. These have narrative counterparts in the 
three aspects of story described earlier in this a rticle: plot 
(the imperative behavior of a church that effects its history), 
setting (its indicative actions that constitute its world view) , 
characterization (its subjunctive stance that forms its ethos). 

d. Discover the narrative that gives life to these aspects. In the 
history of human imagination the range of narrative options 
was determined fairly early and is preserved in the world's 
mythology. The local story and its primal counterpart touch 
each other in four basic ways. Both concern a form of mur
der or other extinction that resul ts in a n integration of par
ticipants. Both display a style of behavior deemed essential 
for survival as a group, and both promote a dominant mood 
for that life. And both seek a similar outcome. 
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The congregation's story is the access of that local church to 
huma n history. It is here and nowhere else that corporate life is 
related as event and inference. Either God's call and the world's 
cry sound in what this church tells as its own story, or it as a body 
does not hear them. 
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6. From the Outside In and the 
Inside Out 

A Sociological Approach 

JACKSON W. CARROLL, WILL IAM McKINNEY , 

and WADE CLARK ROOF 

Introduction 

Local churches a re community institutions. Historically in 
America most churches have defined their community geographi
cally, a lthough other definitions (ethnic, racial, ideological) are 
possible. As community churches have complex and changing re-
lationships to their environment, they depend on the community 
for resources that are essential for their continued existence, such 
as members, finances, and services. They also contribute to their 
community in both direct and indirect ways. Among the obvious 
contributions at'e services offered by a church to its neighbors, 
ranging from education for the young to food for the poor. They 
contribute in indirect, subtle ways as well by fostering a sense of 
well-being among their members, advocating a nd enforcing stan
dards of individual and socia l behavior, and providing visions of 
community life that transcend short-term self-interest. 

A congregation's rela tionship to its community is a product of 
severa l factors, a mong them the history and character of the com
munity itself, the church 's denominationa l heritage a nd local his
tory, the religious environment of the community, and choices 
made by the congregation and its leaders. The case _of Wiltshire 
Church illustrates the complexity of the church-community rela
tionship and the impact of choices made by the church within its 
immediate environment. 

( As sociologists, we share the conviction that in recent years 
J(fongregational a nalysis has overemphasized the internal dynamics 
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of congregational life and has failed to take sufficient account of'? 
the influence of the social and ecological context on the church's 
inner life. We argue, in other words, that congregational analysis 
should work from the "outside in. " While we do not subscribe to a 
deterministic view, we ,;'glieve that the environment both sets lim-
its on ovides opportunities for, a congregation. Yherefore 
we begin with an examination o e I ts ire 1urch's commu-J 
ni ty and regional context, looking at population characteristics, 
physical setting, community institutions, and relationships be
tween the town and the region. Secondly, we turn to the "socia l 
wocld-s" of Wiltshire residents, the perceptions of realit/· ftt; ..,_ 
guide their daily lives, lifestyles, values, interests, and needs. Fi
na lly, we view the church from ':inside oqt" to see how the inter
nal life of the church relates to its community setting. 

Throughout this chapter we use an analytical framework sug
gested by Rachelle and Donald Warren. 1 That framework orga
nizes various data under three broad rubrics, or "orienting ques
tions": (1) Identity: What is th is community's (congregation's) 
understanding of itself? How do members define its bounda ries, 
both geographically and socially? What are the chief characteris
tics or quali ties of the community (congregation) and the domi
nant myths a nd symbols that shape community !if e and give it 
meaning and flesh ? (2) Interaction: In what ways and p laces do 
people interact with one another? Who talks with whom a nd 
about what? What are the boundaries between formal and infor
mal communication and behavior? H ow do groups define their 
special space? What institutions and practices symbolize change 
over time? (3) Linkages: H ow do persons and groups relate to the 
world around them? In what ways are external forces transmitted 
a nd resisted by residents (members)? Where do points of tension 
between individual a n<l outside interests find expression? 

FROM THE OUTSIDE IN 

Demographic Setting 

Although the town of W iltshire traces its history to its founding 
by Yankee settlers some three hundred years ago, it is in many 

1 In The N eighborhood Organizer's Manual (South Bend, Ind .: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1977). 
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respects a new community. In this section we look at some of the 
characteristics of the <'new" and the "old" Wiltshire that provide 
the social and ecological context for Wiltshire Church. Our focus 
is on demographic and other stat_istical data that illuminate the 
community's identity and patterns of interaction a nd the linkages 
between Wiltshire a nd other communities in the region. 

Identity. Interspersed throughout the data collected for this 
project are suggestions of Wiltshire's self-understa nding. From 
interviews with community residents and from data from the U .S. 
Census and local sources, we see three components of Wiltshire's 
identity: its rapid population growth, youthfulness, and affluence. 

Perhaps the central dynamic in Wiltshire community life is its 
rapid growth since 1940. Once a sleepy New England town, the 
communi ty has now become one of the larger suburbs in its met
ropolitan area. With a 1980 population of over 2 1,000, the town 
has grown more than fourfold in forty years. H aving undergone 
one transition from an agricultural vi llage to a "company town" 
in the nineteenth century, Wiltshire has undergone another tran
sition in the twentieth to become a suburb. 

Wiltshire's growth pattern, as shown in T able 6.1 , is that of a 
"second-ring" suburb. During the forties the community grew, 
but only slightly; its rate of growth was considerably lower than 
that of other suburban communities in its Standard Metropolitan 
Statistical Area. 'Its population more than doubled in the fifties as 
the metropolitan area expanded to the west; the town experienced 
a gain of over five thousand people in this decade. Growth contin
ued in the sixties as the population increased by over 70 percent 
a nd more than seven thousand people. Wiltshire's growth slowed 
in the seventies to 21 percent with a gain of over three thousand 
residents. 

Table 6.1 Population Growth of Wiltshire and Its Region 

Entire Metropoli tan Area 
Central City 
All Suburbs 
Wiltshire 

Percent Population Change 

1940- • 19S0- 1960- 1970-
1950 1960 1970 1980 

14 
7 

97 
22 

35 
- 9 

169 
210 

21 
-3 
31 
72 

-14 
5 

21 
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The table also shows the growth rate of the region as a whole 
and its central city and suburban components. The city areas have 
been losing population since 1950 and declined fully 14 percent in 
the past decade. The suburban communities of the region, how
ever, have grown quite rapidly. Wiltshire's growth in the 1940s 
lagged behind other suburbs, but since 19 50 it has grown more 
rapidly than other towns. Its rate of growth in the past decade is 
more than four times that of other suburbs in the region. 

Although 1980 census data on housing construction are not yet 
available, the 1970 census showed that only 19 percent of the 
owner-occupied housing predated 1950. Thirty-two percent of 
these units were built in the 1950s, 20 percent between 1960 and 
1964, and 29 percent in the late sixties. Other data from 1970 also 
suggest the high mobility of Wiltshire. During the single year 
1969-70, 5.5 percent of the owner-occupied housing (excluding 
new units) changed hands (compared to 4 percent in the rest of 
the region). Less than half (47.4 percent) of the 1970 residents 
over age 5 resided in the same household in 1965; this compared 
with 56.4 percent in the total region. 

A real estate agency's brochure gives a sense of the community's 
self-understanding and its appeal. "Recreation opportunities are 
so extensive," the brochure states, "that it would be impossible to 
describe them on this page. The 'showplace' of Wiltshire is the 
town-owned Wiltshire Farms Recreation Center, which opened 
in 1972. It houses a championship 18-hole golf course, four swim
ming pools, tennis courts, paddle tennis courts, skating rink, cross 
country ski trails and unusual play areas for children." Residents, 
the brochure continues, "are education-oriented and, as a result, 
the school and other facilities for children are excellent. Seventy
six percent of the graduating seniors from Wiltshire High School 
continue their education .... Within the Town of Wiltshire there 
are five private schools with outstanding educational programs 
and facilities." 

A second important feature of Wiltshire is its youthfulness. The 
1970 census showed that 42 percent of the community's residents 
were under age 18 and 28 percent were in the prime childbearing 
ages of 25 to 44. Its median age was only 26.1 years. In the region 
as a whole, 34 percent were under 18, and 25 percent were 25 to 
34; the median age was 28.6 years, or fully 2.7 years older. 
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Wiltshire's youthfulness is reflected in the community's public 
school enrollments. Between 1963 and 1970 the enrollment in
creased 61 percent. Enrollment grew another 3 percent from 1970 
to 197 5 but began to decline in the late seventies; there are 14 
percent fewer students in 1981 tha n there were in 1975. T hough 
enrollments are down in Wiltshire, the declines a re far less severe 
than in neighboring communities closer to the region 's central 
city. 

Local YMCA officia ls est imate a decline in Wiltshire's youth 
population of about 8 percent in the past ten years and an increase 
from 25 to 33 percent in the over-45 popula tion. Increasing prop
erty values, a ·recent slowdown in housing construction , and com
munity resistance to low-income housing ma ke it likely tha t the 
median age of Wiltshire residents will continue to rise. At the same 
time the town rema ins young relative to the rest of the region. 

A third major feature of Wiltshire life is the communi ty 's afflu
ence. Wiltshi re is one of the v,1ea lthiest communit ies in the region. 
Commercia l demogra phic ana lysts estimate that 20 percent of the 
communi ty's fa milies have incomes of $50,000 a year or more; 
a nother 29 percent have incomes of $35,000 to $49,000; a nd 30 
percent earn between $25,000 and $34,999. In 198 1 the town is 
home for four families with incomes over $50,000 for every family 
earning less tha n $10,000. 

Wiltshire's media n family income of $34,445 is 30 percent 
higher than the regional median of $26,597. T he increase in the 
rela tive a ffl uence of W iltshire families is suggested in the fact that 
in 1950 the communi ty's median income was only 13 percent 
higher than that of the region. 

In 1970, the latest year for which complete census data a re 
available, 45 percent of Wil tshi re's employed residents were in 
professional or ma nager ial positions. Adding clerical and sa les 
workers to this tota l puts fu lly 76 percent in white-colla r jobs. In 
the region, 28 percent of the workers are professiona ls and ma n
agers and 58 percent are white-collar employees. Adul ts (over 25) 
in Wiltshi re averaged 13.7 years of forma l education in 1970, 
with 54 percent having completed at least some college. T he re
giona l median education was 12.3 years with only 26 percent 
reporting a ny college training. E ighty-eight percent of all families 



FROM THE OUTSIDE IN AND THE INSIDE OUT / 89 

in Wiltshire were living in single-family homes; the compa rable 
figure for the region was 58 percent. Seventy percent of Wiltshire 
households owned two or more automobiles compared to 43 per
cent in the region as a whole. 

Interactions. Wiltsh ire's recent transit ion from a sma ll agri
culturally based town with a single major ma nufacturing employ
er to a growing suburba n community that is dependent on the rest 
of the region for its economic vita lity has left its mark on patterns 
of interaction within the community. Religious life in Wiltshire 
provides a " window" on the old-t imer / newcomer relationships of 
the past three decades. In Figure 6.1 we have plotted the member
ship t rends of seven of Wiltshire's major congregations. The data 
were supplied by the congregations themselves, and as usua l 
among denominational statistics, there ar e var ying defin itions of 
membership. They nonetheless suggest changes in W iltshire's 
religious popula tion. 

The oldest church in town is Old First C hurch, wh ich traces its 
history to the founding of the tow n itself. For some two hundred 
years it was recognized as "the church in town," the religious 
home of the community's leading cit izens. Even today it contrib
utes a disproportionate share of Wiltsh ire's civic and polit ical 
leadership. O ld First C hurch grew very rapidly in the ear ly stages 
of Wil tshi re's suburbanization; its membersh ip grew from under 
800 in 1950 to nearly 1,400 in 1970 as its st rong Sunday school 
progra m attracted la rge numbers of young families. During the 
1970s, O ld First C hurch began to show sl ight signs of decl ine. 
Membership decreased by some 300 people despite the communi
ty's continued growth. A study of the congregation showed the 
membership to be considerably older tha n the community at la rge. 
Average Sunday church attenda nce decl ined from 376 in 1970 to 
290 in 1980, and the church school en rollment fell from 850 to 
180 students. O ld F irst C hurch is viewed by many in th e commu
nity (and ma ny of its members) as the church of the "old guard," 
of those who have controlled Wiltshire in the past. 

T he M ethodist church was founded in the 1800s w ith leader
sh ip from one of the founders of the local text ile plant. T he 
church building resembles the p lant in constr uction materia ls and 
is based on p la ns chosen by the w ife of the pla n t's ow ner . 
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Through most of its life the church was known in the community 
as a "company church." Many of its members and most of its 
leaders were factory employees; the a nnual deficit was covered 
each year by the company's chief executive. During the early 
years of Wil tshire's recent growth, the Methodist church was 
largely unaffected, its membership remaining fairly stable 
through the fifties and sixties. In the early seventies, new leader
ship effected a psychological a nd economic break with the 
church's historical identity as a "company church," a break that 
was facilitated by changes in ownership of the plant. The church 
has grown a nd changed considerably since 1970. lts membership 
has risen from 689 to 1,101 in the decade; church school enroll
ment has increased from 309 to 503; average Sunday worship 
attenda nce is up from 163 to 305. It has earned the reputation as 
" the best show in town. " 

Saint Alban's Episcopal Church, the third of the older Protes
ta nt churches in Wiltshire, also benefited from the community's 
growth in the postwar period. Between 1960 and 1970, Saint 
Alban 's membership increased from 773 to 1,020. By contrast 
with Old First's growth in this period, however , Saint Alban's 
new members were older. Church school enrollment remained 
stable through the 1960s and average church attendance actually 
declined. Around 1970 the church began to suffer ra ther dramatic 
membership declines as inactive persons were removed from the 
rolls. 

The most dramatic change in Wiltshire's religious li fe is the 
growth of the Catholic populat ion. Saint J oseph's Catholic 
C hurch, which serves the township, has shown enormous mem
bership gains. Enrollment in the parish rose from 3,230 to 4,644 
in the sixties, prompting the diocese to split the parish and form a 
second congregation in the western part of town. Despite the loss 
of a thousand members to the new parish, Saint J oseph's still 
reported a net increase of more tha n a thousand members in the 
seventies. The new parish has itself grown to over three thousand 
members. 

In addition to the second Catholic parish , other congregations 
have been formed in the past two decades in response to popula
tion growth and changes. Among these new congregations are a 
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Lutheran parish, at least two conservative evangelical churches, 
and a synagogue that serves the area's growing Jewish popula
tion. 

To get a sense of the change in Wiltshire's religious population 
we totaled the membership of the larger congregations in the com
munity and compared the result with the Wiltshire population. In 
1960, 71 percent of the population were on the rolls of these 
congregations; 32 percent were members of Saint Joseph's 
Church and 39 percent were members of the five largest Protes
tant congregations. In 1980, 61 percent of the town population 
were on the rolls of the major religious groups in the community; 
42 percent were members of the two Catholic parishes and 19 
percent were members of the five Protestant churches. 

Although church membership statistics are notoriously impre
cise and we lack data on some of the smaller congregations in the 
community, it appears that in the past two decades there have 
been two important developments in religious group interaction. 
The first is a decline (from 71 to 61 percent) in the percentage 
who are are members of any major religious body. The second is a 
decline in the proportion of the population who are members of 
Wiltshire's historically dominant Protestant congregations; the de
cline is from 39 percent in 1960 to 19 percent in 1980. 

The head of Wiltshire's clergy association, a pastor who has 
been in the comm\rnity for two decades, reflects on the changing 
role of religious organizations in Wiltshire: "You know, years ago 
the church was really the center of the community and people 
pretty much rallied around the church that was there as a way of 
finding expression for their socia l needs as well as spiritual needs. 
There was great respect for the influence of the church in the 
community which I think has been lost now . ... When you see 
churches pretty much struggling for survival and competing with 
so many outside interests, they have lost a great deal of their 
effectiveness and especially their influence." 

The shift from a sleepy community dominated culturally and 
religiously by a tight-knit elite of old fam ilies and executives of the 
Adams Company has created an increasingly heterogeneous town 
whose political and social life are far more fluid than in the past. 

Linkages. Excerpts from a session with black students living 
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in Wiltshire as part of an educational enhancement program pro
vide a unique perspective on the community's relationship to the 
outside world. "It reminds me of The Brady Bunch on TV," said 
one student. "It's the typical American town that people in other 
countries hear about. You don't see the real America. It's an 
ideal." 

Another spoke of his high school classmates: "Kids here don't 
have a very realistic understanding of what it's like to live in a 
city. All they ever see is the theaters and hotels. It's a stereotyped 
view of how a city is. They just know what they see on television. " 
Another feels the same is true of his teachers. "I remember seeing 
a film at school on bullfighting, with lots of blood and everything. 
The teacher was surprised that I was shocked by it. She said, 
'Well, you come from the city. You must be used to seeing things 
like that all the time. ' " In the words of still another student, 
"Their parents work in the city. They only see the downtown 
area. They have a view of the city as a place where minorities live, 
as run down, as ghettos and slums. They grow up in this type of 
area. They're born here, they go to school here, then they go to 
work in this type of area .... It's two different worlds, really." 

In actuality, the community of Wiltshire has an integral rela~ 
tionship with the city and the region. Although the Adams Com-/ 
pany and the town of Wiltshire employ a sizable proportion of the 
town's residents, more than one-quarter of the residents commute 
to the city to work; even higher proportions of the newer residents 
depend on city employment for their livelihood. Wiltshire partici
pates in the regional council of governments and relies on social 
service agencies located in the city. Residents depend on regional 
newspapers and radio and television stations for information 
about community activities and developments throughout the na
tion. Many serve on regional boards of voluntary agencies such as 
the United Way. 

Wiltshire's central function on behalf of the whole region is to 
provide residential housing for upper-middle-class people. Its res
idents' occupations and income and education levels, as we have 
noted, place Wiltshire as one of the most affluent towns in the 
region. This affluence makes relationships to the rest of the region 
somewhat ambiguous, as is illustrated in two recent controversies. 
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The first involved an attempt by the Adams Company to develop 
a parcel of property for multifamily dwellings. Community oppo
sition (based largely on conservationist grounds) was fierce, and 
the proposal seeking a zoning variance was denied. Within a mat
ter of months, on the other hand, an a rea corporation was given 
permission to build a major computer faci lity in Wiltshire that 
promised new jobs and the prospect of lower property taxes for 
residents. The proposal found virtually una nimous public sup
port. 

The New England tradition of local a utonomy is valued by old 
and new residents alike and provides an important lens through 
which its regional relationships must be viewed. The tradition 
places major emphasis on local community loyalty and responsi
bility but contributes to the problema tic relationship between 
Wiltshire and its surrounding region. As pressures rise from de
mographic changes and increasing economic disparities between 
the centra l cities and communities like Wiltshire, one can expect 
further strain on historic forms of government. 

The Social Worlds of Wiltshire 

Turning from social and demographic characteristics, next we 
look at the social worlds in which Wilshire's residents live. By 
"social worlds" we µiean the perceptions of the world that inform 
their daily lives, values, lifestyles, interests, and needs. Wiltshire 
is more than just a place to live, a commuter suburb of nearby 
Springfield. It is a community experience providing residents a 
sense of meaning and belonging. Indeed, the community lends 
itself especially to psychological "world building," for a variety of 
reasons. Its three-hundred-year-old heritage of New England in
dividualism and independence, its geography ("in between the 
ridges") , a nd its comfortable, suburban a ffluence a ll help to create 
a distinctive self-awareness as well as a sense of isolation and of 
values to be protected. Thus, to understand the dynamics of con
gregational life in Wi]tshire, it is essential to understand Wilt
shire as a social reality and to recognize the values and outlook 
people in the community bring to church experience. 

In analyzing the social worlds of Wiltshire, again we draw 
upon the three categories of identity, interaction, and linkages. 
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Identity. Of all the clues to understanding Wiltshire, none is 
more potent or revealing than the "Shangri-la" image used by a 
leading town official. People move to the town, according to the 
official, to have their own piece of suburbia in a retreatlike set
ting: "to get between the birches and the elms," "get between the 
ridges every night," in search of their "own little island." 

The retreatist atmosphere of Wiltshire is sustained, in no small 
part, by its high degree of homogeneity. Few residents are poor. 
Virtually all are white. Many a re upwardly mobile, professionals 
and corporate executives who have "made it" in the system. Most 
have moved to the community and do not have deep roots within 
it. The traditional nuclear family with the husband employed 
full-time and the wife devoting her energies to raising a family (at 
least while the children are young) remains the norm. Residents 
share an awareness of job-related stress, knowing that corporate 
transfers are frequent and that daily commuting to the city takes a 
toll. Divorce and family tension are real. 

In Shangri-la, however, there is escape. For people in Wiltshire 
there are two worlds-the public and the private. Wiltshire offers 
an environment in which everyone has ample opportunity to re
treat from day-to-day stresses from the job and the city-alone or 
with one's family-through recreational activities and community
based interest groups. Here there is opportunity to explore and to 
develop the private life, a chance to expand a realm quite different 
from the public, job-related realm. Unlike the corporate work
place, which is cool, rational, and ordered, the private world of 
Wiltshire is warm, expressive, and unstructured. Activity in the 
workplace is regularized and calculative; activity in Wiltshire is 
more voluntary, open to personal preferences and choices. 

Wiltshire's residents recognize these two worlds are different 
and to some extent experience a tension between the public and 
the private. But the two realms are not in opposition to one an
other; instead, they should be regarded as complementary, the 
fusion of instrumental and expressive aspects of everyday life. The 
pressures of corporate life, long hours, and heavy travel schedules 
take on meaning to the extent they make life in Wiltshire possible. 
Commuters return to Wiltshire to shift gears, to return to time for 
oneself, one's spouse and family, for tennis, friends, and church. 
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Because of its upper-middle-class character, the town is domi
nated by values of individualism, hard work, ambition, success, 
and achievement. Having made it to Wiltshire, residents attach 
great significance to their own social standings, achieved by the 
investment of effort a nd sacrifice. To live in Wiltshire is to recog
nize this achievement, to celebrate a way of life called the Ameri
can Dream. Furthermore, it promises to offer their children what 
they need in order to follow them in the company of the affluent
the best education possible, a safe neighborhood in which to grow 
up, and an environment supportive of individual growth and well
roundedness. Not surprisingly, Wiltsh ire residents often joke 
about "buying a school, not a house." Investment in the children 
represents an extension of their own lives, as well as affirmation 
of a lifestyle they claim as their own. 

Wiltshire symbolizes the success that residents feel they deserve, 
yet it also presents some tensions for them. They know that life at 
the other end of the thruway is different, that not a ll share in 
the prosperity to which they have become accustomed. The com
munity's homogeneity both reinforces the tension and provides a 
form of legitimation for the residents' good fortune. Proximity to 
others who have "made it" (or who are making it) is its own form 
of reminder that one can fall behind, that one can fail. Residents 
see that some of their neighbors fa il in their a ttempts to climb the 
corporate ladder, that others face marital and family problems, 
and are reminded that life is not always easy, that life is a cha l
lenge. To be able to feel that one is meeting life's challenges helps 
to legitimate the rewards that have been obtained. By meeting the 
challenges one earns the right to the rewards. 

Interaction. To grasp the social worlds of Wiltshire, we must 
also look at the socirll networks, or patterns of interaction, within 
the community. People's values, interests, lifestyles, and outlook 
are typically anchored in some social base, wherein they are a f
firmed and mutually reinforced. In a small-town, suburban set
ting like Wiltshire particularly, the social networks and cleavages 
between them are readily identifiable; despite the apparent homo
genity of the community, social group differences are real. More
over, the social networks and divisions become part of the fabric of 



FROM TH E OUTSIDE IN AND THE INSIDE OUT / 97 

congregational life- both shaping, and being shaped by, what 
takes place within the religious institution. 

Wiltshire's transition to a growing suburban community nas 
led to tensions between those who built a nd led the community , 
through the Second World War and those who have made it their 
home in the past three decades. Not that they don't have some 
things in common. To a n extent there is a n affinity between the 
newcomers' values and the old town spirit of individualism and 
independence; both a lso place high value on traditional 
famil y life a nd mora lity. Yet there are differences. Newcomers 
over the years , and in the high suburban growth period of the 
fifties and sixties especia lly, accentuated the upper -middle-class 
character of the town and made more visible its affluent, con
sumption-oriented styles. The character of the town changed, be
coming more tr ansient, more a commuter community. In more 
recent years, the distinction between old-timers a nd newcomers 
appears to have become less important. Increasingly, one senses 
that Wiltshire has different meanings for the various cohorts or 
in-migrants, ranging from those who came in the fifti es and sixties 
to those who arrived quite recently. 

Wiltshire is a community turned inward upon itself. Bound
a ries are drawn, pa rticu larly by those who have moved in over the 
past couple or decades, on the basis of having earned the right to 
belong. The mayor, speaking of the " drawbridge mentality" of the 
town, puts it this way: " There is an attitude in some quarters that 
we worked to get here and anyone else who wants to be here can 
also work to get here. On the other side or the issue a re the 
descendants of the original residents of three hundred years ago, 
who are saying to the new people, 'We made room for you and we 
think you should ta ke an exa mple from us and make room for 
others.' '' 

Bounda ries have a lso been drawn between those who have 
earned the right to belong. These boundaries find symbolic ex
pression in local housing pa tterns. In many neighborhoods, one 
sees only the driveways; the houses themselves are invisible, nes
tled among the birches. C onsequently, when interaction occurs 
within Wiltshire, it is mainly among upper-middle-class persons 
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who share common private-individual or family- interests and 
needs. Social activities are frequently organized along lines of 
hobbies or sports (e.g., tennis), and children and youth (e.g., 
PTA), rel igious activities, a nd personal needs (e.g., AA, singles' 
clubs). Bonding takes shape to a considera ble extent around per
sona l concerns and interests, as opposed to a shared community, 
ethnic, or religious heritage. This ma kes for a situation in which 
social ties are often tenuous and short-lived. In many ways it 
seems to be a community in search of greater sharing and belong
ing. This search is an issue both in the Wiltshire Church, as we 
shall see, and in other religious groups in the town. 

Linkages. As already noted, life in Wiltshire must be under
stood in terms of the bifurcation between the public and private, 
between life in the workplace and life at home in suburbia. Aside 
from a somewhat divided existence, this a lso makes for carefully 
defined boundaries between the two worlds. The private life is 
valued and protected, not to be confused with the public realm. By 
keeping the two separate, Wiltshire maintains its meaning and 
id tity. 

Despite its introverted, localist ic character, Wiltshire is not an 
isolated place. T he residents are sophisticated, cosmopolitan peo
ple. They are aware of what goes on in the larger world; their 
lifestyles and values reflect the positions they hold in the nation 's 
corporate economy. Indeed, as a result of their position in the 
larger system, they bring to Wiltshire a ll sorts of external reali
ties- the corporate culture, stresses and anxieties, dreams and 
failures. By their very presence, the external realities create the 
need for a place of retreat and re-creation, for a meaningful pri
vate life, for Wiltshire itself. 

Because of the carefully circumscribed character of the private 
world, not surprisingly in Wiltshire there is no great outpouring 
of concern for broad social problems. It's not the place for con
tending with poverty and social injustice or for working out solu
tions to difficult social issues. The latter a re part of public, not 
private, life. Local community life is geared to protecting residents 
from the intrusion of the outside world on the inside world of 
home and family. Cognitive boundaries are reinforced by the 
town's strong sense of politica l autonomy a nd self-control. If there 
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are problems, they are local and personal: drugs in the schools, 
tension and divorce in families, a lcoholism for particular persons. 
Over these, Wiltshire expresses concern. But beyond these locally 
defin ed problems, there is little a ttempt to deal constructively w ith 
vexing social issues. 

Wiltshire is a place of professionals where competence is known 
and apprecia ted. If there are problems, residents here seek help 
from professiona l exper ts. T he stance is one of hiring others to 
check the p roblems out, to get someone to take care of these needs 
for them. Their affluence, combined with a p rivatized outlook, 
fosters a reserved , somewhat ha nds-off a pproach to socia l and 
personal needs. 

FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

We began this ana lysis by considering the "outside" of the con
gregation-aspects of local and regional context and the social 
worlds of its members. Now we turn to the " inside" of the congre
gation to examine both internal characteristics a nd their function
al rela tionships to the congregation 's "outside. " The analysis con
tinues to be organized a round iden tity, interaction, a nd linkages. 

Identity 

A number of dimensions of the congregat ion 's identity may be 
noted. We have organized them under the headings of heritage, 
member characteristics, beliefs, and norms of membership. 

H eritage. It is obvious, but nonetheless important, to note that 
Wiltshire Church stands within the C hristian tradition , and this 
fact is not insignificant for understanding its current identity, in
te,.raction pa tterns, a nd linkages. From the C hristian heritage 
leaders and members selectively appropria te core beliefs, symbols, 
a nd ritua ls. Even when only parts of tha t heritage receive empha
sis by the congregation, tha t which is emphasized gives character 
to the identity or ethos of the church, and that which is neglected 
is nevertheless "available" and may be a resource for critiquing or 
challenging the congregation's current focus. For example, the 
groups within the church currently calling for more emphasis on 
spiritua l growth and greater concern for social justice do so by 
drawing on neglected aspects of the church 's heritage. 
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That the church stands within the Methodist tradition also con
tributes to its identity, although its Methodist heritage seems to be 
of importance in relatively limited ways. Indeed, its building and 
its current style make it different from the typical M ethodist 
churches of the region, as the district superintendent aeknowl
edged. Its building, he noted, gives it the appearance of a n Episco
pa l church, rather than a more typical white-frame Methodist 
church on the edge of town. Differences from traditional New 
England Methodism are a lso reflected in pastoral style a nd ten
ure, membership growth, age of membership, and relative afflu
ence. 

The local history of the congregation is a further contributor to 
its current identity. That it was once a "compa ny church in a 
company town" is not of great, continuing significance save as a 
point of comparison to what it was before the coming of the pre
sent pastor in 1970. Even from this comparative perspective, the 
post-1970 transformation and growth has been rather remark
able, as was noted earlier. It is, therefore, not surprising (and 
probably accurate) that the pastor's telling of the history of the 
church to new members emphasizes that most that is of impor
tance has happened since (and largely because of) his arrival. 

M ember C ha racteristics. T he kinds of people joining the 
church since Sid arrived (as well as the few rema ining who pre-

' ceded him-approximately 15 percent) contribute importantly to 
shaping the congregation 's identity. The distribution of particular 
attributes or characteristics of members- for example, age, social 
class, values, or beliefs-gives a congregation a particular identity 
or ethos. These attributes or characteristics may be homogeneous 
or heterogeneous. The more homogeneous they a re, the more clear 
or distinctive the congregation's identity will be. 

Concerning the age structure of the church membership, from 
what information we have available, Wiltshire Church can be 
described as middle-aged, with the majority of adult members 
fa lling between 30 and 50. This is a relatively homogeneous age 
structure. Since this age ra nge is a lso the primary period for fam
ilies with children present in the home, the experience of child 
rearing is also an important shared characteristic of a majority of 
the members and a concern that they bring with them to the 
church. 
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A common socio-economic status contributes to congregation!:11 
identity. Although specific occupa tions of members differ, a ma
jority of breadwinners are in middle- and upper-management po
sitions, earning substantial sala ries, many in excess of $50,000 per 
year. In addition to providing homogeneity of outlook, the fact 
tha t so many members share a corporate management background 
leads to what one member called a " middle-management style of 
leadership." Such a style places heavy emphasis on professional
ism. Said one leader , " We don't know what we want a nd expect 
from the church and staff, so we hire talent to give it." If there is a 
problem, hire a consultant; if good music attracts people to the 
church, then hire professiona l musicians. T his style seems to be a 
pa rt of the congregation's identity. 

Racia lly, the church is predominantly w hite, a lthough several 
black families are members. The latter a re mostly longtime United 
Methodists who have moved to Wiltshire a nd affiliated with the 
congregation. They a re essentia lly simila r to white members in 
age and socio-economic status. 

Members a lso share another trait. Approximately 50 percent 
are rela tive newcomers to the congregation, having joined within 
the past five years. L ess tha n 10 percent of the current members 
have been associated with the ch u rch since childhood. T his led 
one leader to observe tha t it was necessary to regroup and re
organize every five years. 

Considerable homogeneity in such characteristics as age, child 
rearing, socio-economic status, race, and even mobility creates 
commonality of outlook, style, needs, a nd expectations for the 
church. In response, congregational leaders have developed a 
church program-especially attractive worship services and a 
st rong church school program- that "speaks to" the members' 
needs and expectations. In a ll of this there seems to be little con
tradiction between the status of being a Wiltshire residen t and the 
sta tus of being a member of Wiltshire C hurch. A young family, 
newly arrived in town, would find a congregation of peers whose 
hopes and fears a re similar to their own, and whose members a re 
not too far above or below on the cor pora te ladder. 

There is a remarkable fit between the current pastor and the 
constituency the church is attracting. The pastor makes no secret 
of the fact he is ambitious, has been open about his concern for the 
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economic security of his family , and is comfortable with tradition
a l middle-class social and political values. H e identifies with and 
has affection for his members. His appeal, however, seems to go 
beyond a w illingness to be "one of the boys." H e is willing to act 
out what remain fantasies for many of the members: expressing 
public disdain for ecclesiastical superiors, confessing personal fail
ures a nd self-doubts, and discussing topics seldom allowed "out of 
the closet" in community life. H e is willing to stretch the congre
gation's intellect a nd emotions, but only within a fra mework of 
basic acceptance of the rules that govern Wiltshire public and 
private life. 

Beliefs. Beliefs a nd values a re another important attribute 
constituting a congregation 's identity. In Wiltshire Church, diver
sity is the rule in religious convictions a nd beliefs. There is no 
forma l statement of faith to which assent is required or encour
aged. To be sure, the use of creeda l affirmations, hymns, prayers, 
and other elements of worship , including the sacraments, function 
to articu late the basic identity of the church as standing within the 
Christian heritage. H owever, it appears tha t these more formal 
beliefs are not especially salient for a majority of the members in 
the sense of informing a ttitudes and behaviors. The minister per
haps oversta tes the case when he refers to members as "secular 
agnostics," but others confirm that commitment to core Christian 
beliefs is " limited" and " nomina l." 

Although we never have complete data, we can hazard an infer
ence, based on interviews, questionnaires, and sermons, a bout the 
"operational" beliefs of the congregation. These a re centered in 
belief in a God who loves individuals, calls them to fulfill their 
potentia l as individuals, forgives and supports them when they fall 
short and are hurt , and blesses them with the good life. There is 
a n especially strong belief that individuals are called to fulfill their 

otential and must ref use to give up or to sell themselves short. 
This operational belief system also seems to carry over into the 

belief tha t the congregation itself must ref use to sell itself short or 
to be less than "the best show in town. " It is highly important that 
things be done well. Indeed, the dissatisfaction with the current 
church school facilities seems to reflect the belief that such inade
quate faci lities arc a "selling short" of the congregation. Addition-



FROM THE OUTSIDE IN AND THE INSIDE OUT / 103 

a lly, the theme, repeated several times by leaders, that the congre
gation must be a "hospital" to bind up those hurt by the stresses 
an<l strains of life seems also to be a part of the operational belief 
structure and parallels the individual's belief in a loving, for
giving, supporting God. These operational beliefs support a gen
erally privatistic orientation and lifestyle. 

Some members who are concerned about spiritual shallowness 
and superficiality complain about the belief structures described 
above. These essentially privatistic and nonthreatening beliefs also 
frustrate members who want the church to become more involved 
in issues of mission and social justice. Likewise, the belief struc
ture reinforces and legitimates the isolation of the town from sig
nificant issues in the region. Beliefs are also dysfunctional, as we 
shall note below, in their failure to foster among members 
strong bond of religious commitment, personal as well as insti
tutional. There is a lack of any compelling and unifying set of( 
doctrinal affirmations. 

Norms of Membership. One further aspect of congregation 
identity may be seen in th~rms of church membershi_.p. New 
members are desired; congregational growth is viewed positively; 
and the minister and others work hard to seek out and bring in 
new members. At the same time, j?ining the church is easy. There 
are few, if any, expectations for new members, with the possible 
exception of giving to the church and participating. Discussing 
criteria for membership, leaders used the following expressions: 
"We're not an evangelical church"; "we don't actively go out to 
work on 'true belief,,'; "we don't open ourselves up to nonbelie -
ers"; "we don't exclude anyone." These norms regarding mem
bership open the congregation to the community and make it easy 
for new residents to join. At the same time, the absence of clear
cut expectations makes the congregation vulnerable to whatever 
values or interests new members may bring with them, adding to 
the heterogeneity of congregational beliefs and increasing the like
lihood of conflict. 

Further, norms regarding membership limit the church's claim 
on members. It becomes an organization of limited liability. Thus, 
when members perceive th~eir neeas and expectation's are not 
being satisfactorily met, they may be little inclined to honor their 
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membership covenant. Church records provide indications of the 
casua lness of church life. While membership in the church in
creased 66 percent between 1972 and 1980, average attendance at 
Sunday worship increased only 50 percent. The ra tio of those in 
a ttendance to tota l members declined from 34.8 to 31.6 in this 
period. Sunday school enrollment increased from 309 in I 970 to 
543 in I 980, but average Sunday school a ttenda nce actua lly de
clined from 247 to 215. The church 's 1981 budget of $ 155 ,500 
represents a n average member contribution of $141.24 ; assuming 
the congregation's per capita income to be approximately equa l to 
Wiltshire's estimated per capita income for 1981 , the average con
tribution is only 1.2 percent of income. 

Interaction 

We turn now to patterns of interaction in the church, focusing 
on both formal and informa l pa tterns. Under forma l patterns, we 
consider both governa nce and programs. Under informal pa tterns, 
we consider the bonding (or lack thereof) between congregation 
members. 

ln its governa nce, the congregation loosely follows Methodist 
polity. The administra tive board plays the key role a long with the 
pastor-pa rish rela tions committee. Other committees are prima ri
ly organized a round program functions. When Sid arrived , he 
deliberately reduc;ed the size of the church 's leadership. ow 
there seems to be a sma ll group of la ity, p roba bly fewer tha n the 
administra tive board or PPRC, who, with the pastor , ma ke most 
of the major decisions. The pastor , in particula r, has considerable 
a uthority a nd has a n unusually broad role in sha ping policy and 
determining the direction of the church. Although Methodist poli
ty is partl y responsible for the way his role is defined, Sid 's power 
seems especia lly to derive from fo ur sources. One is what he de
scribes as his " mandate" from the bishop a t the time of his ap
pointment " to straighten out the mess.» Second is his demonstra t
ed competence, which contributes to his a uthority. Third, there is 
what we have called the " ma nagerial style" of the church, the 
wi llingness of the members to " leave it to the professiona l." Final
ly, there is his relatively long tenure as pastor. 

It is not particu larly surprising that power should be concen
tra ted in the pasto1· and a rela tively small number of la ity in 
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Wiltshire Church. For reasons just mentioned with reference to 
Sid, coupled with the relatively large size of the church , the volun
ta ry nature of membership in which members are not materially 
rewarded for involvement, and a high rate of member turnover , 
we might expect a concentration of power. It follows what Rober
to Michels called the " iron law of oligarchy." 2 Although such a 
concentration of power might be suspected of leading to member 
apathy and indifference, this need not be so. As long as member .. 
eXJDeA~i:'-~l.S of the church are being met, the church is function-
ing effectively2 and there 1s no serious con ict, most members a re 
likely to be w illing to a llow the pastor and a small group to mak<:_ 
major decisions. But when groups find expectations or needs un
iulfilled (e.g., those in Wiltshire C hurch asking for spiritual re
newal and the others concerned with socia l justice), or when a 
conflict develops (e.g., over the pastor's housing) , there is like ly to 
~ a challenge to oligarchical ru l~. Furthermore, the slowing of 
mobility in Wiltshire and a mong church members seems to be 
increasing the interest of a broader spectrum of church members 
in having a "say" in the direction of the church. 

In addition to governance, another aspect of the more fo r a l 
interaction patterns in the church centers in its programs of minis
try a nd mission. The programs that exist in the church are gener
a lly well done, as might be expected in a congregation that em
phasizes professionalism. This is especially true of those program 
aspects directed toward current members, which constitute the 
large majority of what is undertaken. The church's worship ser
vices, pa rticularly the preaching a nd music, a re exceptiona lly \veil 
presented. Likewise, particularly the church school and youth 
program receive considerable attention and positive evaluation, 
a ffirming the child- and youth-centered values of the town. Al
though adult education has received attent ion in past years , the 
current disposit ion of the staff has left a void in th is a rea. Another 
positively appreciated ministry of the church is pastoral care, in 
which the minister, through his counseling and preaching, is 
viewed as effective in rela ting to the myriad of issues facing mem
bers- painful interpersonal experiences, hard decisions, illness 
and suffering, divorce, and family difficu lties. 

2 In Political Parties (G lencoe, Ill. : Free Press, 1949). 
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What seems generally underemphasized in the program is out
reach beyond the congregation. Only 18 percent of the total bud
get of $155,500 is directed toward programs beyond the congrega
tion, and two-thirds of that amount goes to Methodist 
apportionments, much of which is used for maintaining the de
nomination. The lack of budgetary outreach is matched program
matically by the apparently limited programs that serve or engage 
people and issues beyond the congregation. There are a few such 
programs, directed at the problems of the aging, participation in 
clothing drives, participation in a local ecumenical refugee reset
tlement program, and beginning exploration of a relationship 
with a coalition of urban churches in the nearby city. These latter 
programs, however, seem to involve only a limited number of 
members. The pastor does become involved in some social minis
tries and community concerns, but sees his ministry as primarily 
within the congregation and to its members. 

( In general, this review of programs within the church suggests 
, that ministry is seen in individualistic terms, focusing on congre
. gational members in their private rather than public lives. Gener
i ally, the members see themselves as ministered to, rather than as 
'. ministers, as receiving ministry rather than giving it; hence, they 

are concerned that "employed leadership should serve our needs." 
Given the focus on individual needs and on ministry within the 

congregation, considerable effort goes to building up the commu
nity from within, creating fellowship among members. It is sur
prising, therefore, at first glance, to hear members complain of 
lack of fellowship (over half the congregation surveyed would like 
the next pastor to be gifted especially in "deepening our fellow
ship with each other"), of superficial relationships with other 
members, of a failure to experience much community within the 
church. Both the efforts directed at building fellowship and the 
considerable homogeneity of members on a variety of personal and 
social attributes would suggest the contrary to be true. 

On further reflection, however, the lack of deep bonding among 
church members could be anticipated. One reason is the absence 
of any deeply shared theological commitment or strong commit
ment to a denominational heritage, which makes it difficult to 
build community within the congregation (and even more difficult 
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to reach out to the broader world in the name of the church). 
Second, the church 's membership size ma kes it difficult to develop 
strong primary group ties, especia lly when the programs of the 
church involving adult members seem primarily geared to a tomis-) 
tic individuals participating as spectators. A principa l except ion to 
this lack of bonding among members a ppears in the choir, where 
prima ry, nonsuper ficia l relationships have developed. We can un
derstand, therefore, w hy the choir is a locus for some of the pre
sent confl ict in the congregation. It is one of the few places in the 
church w here individuals have developed sufficient social solidari-
ty to respond to a threat to one of their own or to care deeply 
about the di rection of the organization. 

In general, then, the privatization that exists within the li festyle 
of the community residents as a whole is reflected in the church, 
and efforts a t communi ty building have not succeeded in overcom
ing it. 

Linkages 

G iven the previous discussion of the inward and individua listic 
focus of the congregation, it follows that linkages of the congrega 
t ion with much outside of itself are few. Yet there are linkages to 
be noted. 

Wil tshire Church identifies w ith its local community. It is 
proud of its histor y in the community bu t makes little effort to 
dwell on history. Its focus is on its youthfulness a nd the freshness 
and relevance of its program for the Wiltshi re of today. 

We previously noted that the M ethodist heri tage contributes 
little to the congregation 's current identity. Members are aware of 
their M ethodist connections, but function as Congregationa lists. 
Yet, there are continuing linkages with the M ethodist heritage. 
F irst, the church is dependent on the Methodist system for its 
ministeria l leadership. Sid Car lson serves under the a ppointment 
of the bishop, and should he or the congregation seek to sever tha t 
rela tionship, the bishop must give approval. Second, the denomi
nation 's poli ty provides a formal organizationa l structure for the 
congregation, and although this does not seem to be followed rig
idly, it gives the pastor and administra tive board considerably 
more a uthority tha n would be the case if the church actua lly was 
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Congregationalist. Third, its Methodist identity accounts for a t 
least some of the church's membership growth in recent years, as 
Methodists have moved to the area and looked for a compat ible 
Methodist congregation. (This does not, however, seem to have 
been a major factor in the church 's appeal to many new mem
bers.) Fourth, the church, as noted , contributes to the denomina
tion financially , a nd Sid Carlson participates in some conference 
activities. Finally , the M ethodist connection provides a context in 
which some leaders evalua te the congregation. Considerable plea
sure is taken in being the largest, most active, most vital church in 
the d istrict, and nea r the top in the annual conference. 

The church recognizes it is in a competitive rela tionship with 
other churches in town, and though relations a re cordia l, there are 
few efforts to deepen intt>.rfaith ties or engage in cooperative ef
forts in Wil tshire or beyond. Linkages with other congregations 
a re perfunctory, formal relationships, as expected in a suburban 
community; however , Sid Carlson and the congregation's commit
ment to these linkages is relatively minimal. T he church's major 
efforts go into maintaining a progra m that responds to the needs 
of its own members. The pastor avoids pressing members to in
volve the church in activities that bring contact with issues and 
concerns that cloud the boundary between private and public life. 
T he church does not actively discourage those who seek close ties 
with the denomination or who would involve members in regional 
issues but makes it clear that these a re not its major priorit ies. 

Wiltshire C hurch , for most of its life a "company church" in a 
sma ll town, has emerged as a community church in suburbia. It is 
aware of the boundaries between local and regional life but shows 
little motivation to transcend them. 

The congregation is broadly accepting of the way things are in 
community and national life. Members recognize problems in the 
world but see traditional means of resolving these problems as 
adequate. 

Contemporary socia l problems do not receive a great deal of 
attention from the pulpit or , as we have noted, in church pro
gramming. Where a ttention is given , it tends to be in terms of the 
impact of social problems on the lives of members and is a imed at 
helping individua ls to cope with this impact. There is little recog
nition that the church 's members a re well off rela tive to others in 
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the region , tha t church members have disproportionate financial 
resources and power, or that Christian stewardship implies any 
specia l responsibility for community, regional , or nationa l life. 

We cond e with t,-vo p ropositions basic to our sociological 
approach· • irst , congregation- its theology and ethics; its wor~ 
ship, pro , and style ol operat ion; what it does or does not do -in ministry and mission 1s profoundly shaped b its socia l con-
text, - 1e oca commu y an t 1e socia l class o ts 
m e , congregation, by virtue of its relationship to a 

'rcl1g16us or a1th tradition, has the capacity, in a limited but cru
cia l way, t.Q__tra nscend the determina tive power of the social con
text , so tha t it inAuences the values and interests of its members as 
well as being inAuenced by them . A congregation that participates 
in a fa ith tradition conta ins within it the ideas and inspiration, 
belicf s and experience, on the basis of which the status quo may 
be challenged and at least partia lly transcended. The more church 
leaders and members are helped to see a nd understand the impact 
of their context upon their congregation 's life, the more likely they 
will be to discover ways of inAuencing this context rather th;~n 
simply being inAuenced by it. Thi~ cha racteristic of what so-

_ci;plogis1 s c.ill ~ en systems." They have the capacity for self-
renewal based on feedback and insight. ---

The Wiltshire C hurch can neverescape the inAuence of socia l 
context. Recognition of this fact offers a limited but crucia l free
dom from its power a nd freedom for becoming an inAuentia l and 
shaping force withi n it. Sociological ana lysis will not prescribe to ( 
the church what it should be or do. But it can provide the congre
gation w ith comprehensive information and fresh insight about 
itse lf and its setting tha t crea te new possibilities for a people with 
the resources of faith. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR RELATED READI G 

Berger, Peter L. T he Sacred Cano/Jy. Garden City, N.Y. : Doubleday, 
1969. 
A theoretica l approach 10 the sociology of religion that has informed 
this chapter 's di scussion of socia l worlds. 

Carroll , J ackson W.; McKinney, William; and R ozen , David A. The 



llO / BASIC BUILDING BLOCKS 

Varieties rd R eligious Presence. N ew York: P ilgrim Press, forth
coming 1983. 
This book grows out of a n extensive sociologica l study of di verse 
ways loca l churches a nd synagogues interact with their communities 
in a single metropolitan a rea . 

Douglass, H . Pa ul , and Brunner, Edmund deS. The Protestant Ch11rch 
as a Social lnslilulion. ew York: Russell & Russell, 1935. 
The summa ry of hundreds of studies of churches and commun
ities conducted in the 1920s and 1930s by two pioneer relig ious 
resea rchers. 

Earle, John R .; Knudsen , D ean D.; and Shriver, D ona ld W., Jr. Sj;i11 -

dle.1 and Spines. Atla nta: J ohn Knox Press, 1976. 
A study of G astonia , N orth Carolina, tha t re-examines this commu
nity two genera tions a fter Liston Pope's classic community study. 
M il/hands and Preachers. 

G usta fson, J a mes M . Treasure in Earthen Vessels: The Church as a 
1/uman Community. ew York: H arper & Row , 1961. 
One of America's leading Christia n ethicis ts takes a mul tidimen
siona l look a t local churches. 

H oge, D ean R. , and Roozen , D avid A. Understanding Church Grow th 
and Decline, 7950- 7978. New York: Pi lgrim Press, 1979. 
A number of socia l scientists and other schola rs look for the reasons 
for the membership declines in "mainline Protesta ntism" since the 
mid-1960s. 

1vfcKinney, William~ Roozen, D avid A.; a nd C a rroll , J ackson Vv. R eli
g ion's Public Presence . Washington , D .C.: Al ban Institute, 1982. 
An examination of community leaders' expectations a nd evaluation 
of the religious community's role in public life in a metropolita n 
a rea (H a rtford, Connecticut). 

Roof, Wade Cla rk. Community and Commitm ent: R eligious Plausibility 
in n Liberal Protestant Church . New York: Elsevier, 1978. 
A sociologist looks a t church participation patterns among orth 
Ca rolina Episcopalians and stresses the importance of social worlds 
on member views and behavior. 

Vidich, Arthur J ., and Bensman, J oseph. Small Town in M ass Society. 
Princeton, N .J .: Princeton University Press, 1968. 
One of the most important community studies published in recent 
decades that gives considerable attention to the community role of 
relig ion. 

Warren , Donald, a nd Warren, Rachelle. The N eighborhood Org anizer's 
M anual. South Bend, Ind.: University of Notre D ame Press, 1977. 



FROM THE O UTSIDE IN AND THE INSIDE OUT / 111 

t\n extremely useful volume for those persons seeking to uncterstand 
the dynamics of community life. 

Wood, J ames R. Leadersh ip in Voluntary Organizations: T he Contro
versy over Social Action in Protestant Churches. New Brunswick, 
N.J .: Rutgers U niversity Press, 1981. 
t\ short , lucid ana lysis of factors a ffecting organized religious re
sponses to community issues. 



7. Theologian at Work 
Theological Ethics 

JO SE PH C. HOUGH, Jr. 

A theological analys is of a particular congregation must proceed 
in two directions. In the first place, the " documents" of the con
gregation, living and written , available to the theologian must be 
examined in order to determine the present, concrete working 
understanding that the congregation has of itself. This analysis 
should make transparent the purpose of the congregation as it is 
articula ted and understood by the members. T his should be fol
lowed by a n a na lysis of the institutiona l practices of the congrega
tion in order to determine whether, in fa ct , the lived rea lity of the 
community conforms to the expressed understanding of itself. In 
this way the congregation determines whether or not its intentions 
as a community a re adequa tel y expressed in the organizat ion of 
the congregation and the functions of its ministry. 

ccond , the theological analyst must examine the self-under
standing of the congregation together with its practice in light of 
broader convictions about the nature a nd purpose of the church. 
Ut iliz ing an explicit understanding of the nature of the congrega
tion based on interaction with the biblical a nd theological sources, 
the a nalyst becomes an externa l critic, raising questions about the 
adequacy of the congr<"gation's self-understanding in lig ht of the 
universal th<.:ological dialogue in the church about the mission a nd 
ministry of the church as the body of Christ in the world. Theo
logical analysis has this normative function: It calls the church 
into account to be faithfu l to its convenant with God a nd to re
spond crea tively to the promises of God for the church and the 
world. 



THEOLOGIAN AT WORK / 113 
• 

THE THEOLOGICAL SELF-UNDERSTANDING OF 
WILTSHIRE CHURCH 

At the very beginning of the analysis of the theological perspec
tive of the Wiltshire congregation , it is interesting to note that the 
pastor of the church does not think there is any theological under
standing among the members at al l. They a re "biblically illiter
ate" for the most part a nd agnostic about many matters of fait h. 
They are "wistful hearts" who wish they could believe. They 
come to church largely for the purpose of gaining insight and 
inspiration to enable them better to cope with the pressures of 
family and corporate life. A leading layman summarizing a board 
discussion adds the observation that the congregation is a group of 
people who profess belief in Christ but really have only a nominal 
or limi ted belief in his teachings. He noted that there are few 
demands placed on persons who wish to become part of the con
gregation a nd that the primary focus of the life of the church is on 
the needs of those who are part of that church. 

The materia l available to me and the conversations I have had 
with observers of the congregation indicate tha t this is a fairly 
accurate picture of the theological state of a ffairs at Wiltshire. 
Considerably more specificity can be given to the congregation's 
self-understanding from various interviews and questionnaires 
provided by church members. Taken together, a profile of faith 
emerges. 

God 

The idea of God characteristic of the congregation is very 
vague, but a relatively large number do believe in a God re lated to 
them personally. For example, a lmost half the respondents to a 
questionnaire indicated that they had experienced God "speaking 
to them" a nd their situation. However, half of the members did 
not experience God speaking to them in this way, and only a third 
of the respondents even asked for God's guidance in a time of 
crisis. There is little evidence that those who experienced God 
speaking to them really expect intervention in any noticeable way 
in to their lives. God is mostly a source of comfort and a source of 
inspiration, a sort of coping hypothesis. "There must be some-
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thing higher than ourselves." God is the name of courage, perse
verance, and strength-all resources found within the self. This is 
perhaps the so-called spark of the divine within each human being 
mentioned often by the respondents. The divine person is not 
experienced as the holy, one who governs, judges, and redeems, 
though there a re some w ho ·.;. e seeking more clarity about the 
" holy. " The notion of God at Wiltshire is far from the God of the 
Reformed tradition who inspires awe and wonder. God is rather 
the "urge to go on," " the inspira tion to do right," and a kind of 
" presence" tha t one feels within oneself. This idea of God is not 
tied in any special way to a clear biblical understanding of God, 
a lthough there is a curious anomaly here. Although a third of the 
people say God "speaks" most clea rly in the words of the Bible, 
they have very little enthusiasm for biblical study. In fact, there is 
not even much interest in having the minister know more about 
the Bible. 

J esus 

J esus is not perreived to be the revelation of God except in the 
sense tha t .J esus reveals the "spark of the divine" more fu lly tha n 
other men. J esus has much in common with other great leaders. 
H e functions p rimarily as a mora l example for uplifting the sight 
of human beings .and inspiring them to take new courage a nd new 
hope. Even the most significant parts of the Easter message be
come transformed into inspiration for human trust and love and 
the possibili ty for overcoming loneliness. 

J esus is seen as a particular kind of mora l example. H e does 
not challenge the p resent order in the name of a coming kingdom. 
Ra ther, the J csus of Wil tshire C hurch is the one who reflects 
those survival virtues necessary for the people of Wiltshire them
selves. H r is the one who loves children, who f enrlessly does wha t 
he thinks is right, who exhibits cou rage a nd honor a nd good 
sportsmanship. H e is not a model of persona l piety. H e is the one 
who forgives mista kes and then denounces those who condemn 
persons w ho exhibit minor mora l improprieties. Though there is 
strong agreemen t tha t J esus "saves from sins," tha t salvation re
sults in no change of world view. It is simply the result of follow-
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i.ig Jesus' example and forgiving ourselves and then forgiving 
each other. 

In other words, the story of J esus is the prime example of a 
person who cared about other people and who stuck to h is princi
ples th rough ever ything. H e did not cha llenge Caesar. Caesar 
killed him. Yet J esus was decisive, intentiona l, a nd held his honor. 
At the end, he could be a t peace w ith himself. 

The Nature of the Church's Ministry 

The Wiltshire congregation gives a very high priority to minis
try to the suffering. Most respondents to the questionnaire felt 
tha t it was terribly important for the pastor to visit the sick and 
counsel the troubled. They a re persons w ith problems of their 
own , according to one responden t. These persona l and fa mily 
p roblems a re magnified by the pressures of corpora te !if e a nd the 
p ressures of upward mobili ty. T he church for them becomes a 
kind of "sanctuary,>' a place of refuge from the pressures on their 
lives, a p lace for inspiration and solace, assu rance and support. A 
highly transient people caught up in a highly competi tive environ
ment, they seek a p lace to identify w ith other s of like mind. T hey 
a lso seek a source of reassurance a nd a sense of accepta nce in the 
midst of their doubts abou t themselves a nd life in genera l. 

This cha racteriza tion of the ministry of the ch urch is to be 
understood as rninistry to this community, to the suffer ing and the 
troubled of this church. The respondents re flect little interest in 
having the ch urch as such involved in ministry beyond the mem
bersh ip of the congregation . This is evident in the overwhelming 
agreement (with some d issent, of course) that the church shou ld 
not concern itself w ith the major socia l issues of the day. T he 
social m inistry of the ch urch should be carried on by inspiring 
mora l concern a nd courage in individuals w ho then go out in to the 
world as posit ive influences for good. This moral inspira tion is 
focused on persona l honor and cha racter, not social criticism. Lit
tle a ttention is given to questions of socia l ethics, such as poverty 
or militarism . 

This understanding of ministry is a reflection of the needs tha t 
a ttracted most people to the town of Wiltshire. The city is ref erred 
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to as a "Shangri-la," a retreat from the pressures a nd stresses of 
the cor porate life. One primary factor in choosing Wiltshire has 
been its reputa tion for excellent schools and family living. Wilt 
shire families want a safe place for their children where they wi ll 
get the best education possible a nd w here the "atmosphere" of the 
communi ty inspires them to take advantage of their opportun
ities. Wiltshire is a haven , a place to escape with one's fam il y 
from the stresses a nd dangers of nearby Springfield. One observer 
noted the " drawbridge mentality," a desire to separa te their world 
from the world they have just left beyond the turnpikes. Yet , 
Shangri-la is not merely an escape, it is a community fill ed with 
like-minded people who arc upwardly mobile, ambitious, a nd de
cisive. Almost a ll the newer residents of Wiltshire a rc in simila r 
income brackets and have growing fam ilies for w hom community 
activ ities are terribly important. As corporate middle-executives, 
they a re a lso transient a nd mobile. They do not have t ime to 
search out community. I t must be there when they arrive. It must 
be obvious and immediately available. A sense of belonging must 
come with the territory. 

It is therefore not surprising tha t their sense of ministry is com
munity building for their community in their church. They want 
the best music program and the best church school and the best 
speaker in town. 'Only the "best show in town" is capable of 
adequately meeting a ll their needs, including community, status, 
a nd upward mobility. 

With so little time to give to any activities other than their own 
careers and precious moments of recreation and family activities, 
the people of W iltshire do not look for a church that makes heavy 
demands, nor a re they, for the most part, eager to probe the 
depths of personal meaning and faith. Their search for meaning is 
defined by their vocational choices. It is closely rela ted to the 
possibi lity of adva ncement in a particular corporate setting where 
they find themselves. This is not to say that there is an absence of 
interest in the deeper questions of meaning, but they much prefer 
to have simple, anecdota l, and clear answers to the questions tha t 
they face on the pract ical plane of life. In the words of one respon
dent , "something we can ta ke home and use during the week. " 
They feel little need for involved and probing discussions of issues 
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about the ministry of the church or the challenge of the Christia n 
life. They come to church to be served, not to be disciplined. They 
come to church to receive ministry, not to be ministers. 

THE PRACTICE OF MINISTRY 

iv1y brief and admittedly inadequate observation of the practice 
of the church would indicate tha t this conception of ministry co
heres w ith the actual life of the congregation. There are study 
groups for interested adults. Though these rise a nd fall and usual
ly are not wel l attended, they are available for those who wish 
them. For the most par t, however, the ministr y of the church 
focuses on three activi ties-the Sunday school, the regular morn
ing worship service, a nd the program of enlistment a nd visitation . 

The church school is la rgely run by laypersons. Most of them 
are women. They a re dedicated teachers and seem to do an excep
tiona ! job. The church school has defied recent demographic 
trends and continues to grow while other church schools decline. 
This is a tribute to the effort that is invested by leadership and the 
tremendous support that it receives from the church constituency. 
If there is an educational program a t Wiltshire C hurch for their 
children, it wi ll be " the best. " Many people in the Wiltshire con
gregation fi rmly believe it to be the best anywhere in the area. 

The worship service focuses on the sermon, but almost equally 
important is the music program. The music program is primarily 
composed of volunteers with part-time paid singers and a choir 
director. It is widely conceded in the community tha t Wiltshire 
C hurch has the best music progra m avai lable, and the congrega
tion is extremely proud of it. The pastor is known as one of the 
outstanding public speakers in the area. His delivery is fl awless 
and his sermons are fi lled wi th practical hints a t w isdom. Often 
there is little in the sermon that is specifically Christian , but the 
overwhelming majority of the people find the sermons helpful , 
clear, and on most occasions, inspiring. 

The visitation p rogram of the church is la rgely the program of 
the pastor. There is little evidence that the congregation engages 
in enlistment or visita tion of the sick on any organized basis. 
However , the pastor is constantly on ca ll. M any members com
mended him for his promptness in calling on them when they 
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came to the community as well as his responsiveness in times of 
trouble and crisis. Most people felt that the pastor really cared for 
them. 

However, not all is well in Wiltshire. There seems to be grow
ing dissatisfaction, although those who are involved are not clear 
about the causes of their dissatisfaction. At the present time, most 
of the d iscontent has focused on particula r actions or recommen
dations by the minister. T here have been charges of lack of confi
dentiality and of excessive demands on the congregation for his 
own benefit. Seen from the standpoint of the minister, these 
charges are preposterous. He believes that the persons responsible 
for the charges are primari ly irritated because they have been 
removed from the positions of leadership or because he has been 
hard-nosed about business decisions concerning his future and the 
future of the church. 

This mention of conflict in Wiltshire Church as part of the 
theological analysis is here simply to indicate that although my 
basic judgment is that the ministry of Wiltshire Church very 
clearly coheres with the expectations and theological self-under
standing of the congregation and the minister himself, this does 
not mean that harmony reigns supreme. The conflicts at the pre
sent time appear personal and do not reflect widespread theologi
cal disagreement about what the church ought to be doing or 
about the nature of the church and its ministry. On these matters, 
the pastor and the overwhelming majority of the members seem to 
agree. T he ministry of the church, as carried on by the pastor and 
under the direction of laity in the church school and music pro
gra ms, very adequately implements and coincides with the congre
gation's self-understanding its own nature and task. 

A THEOLOGICAL CRITIQUE OF 
WILTSHIRE CHURCH 

Much of what I have described as the self-understanding of 
Wiltshire Church is in an abiding tension with the notion of the 
congregation that arises from a n encounter with biblical and theo
logical sources. This tension is a nalogous to the tension in the life 
of the individual Christian. The C hristian is called by God into 
fel lowship with God and with other Christians, a nd a t the same 
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time is a liena ted from G od and separ ated from other persons. In 
the same way, the congregation is at once the people of God called 
together to be the body of Christ , a community of reconciliation 
and redemption for a ll the world, and a t the same time it is a self
centered , exclusive, compromising religious institution that has 
struggled to accommoda te itself to the needs of its culture and to 
ensure its surviva l. In other words, this congregation a t Wiltshire 
is no more and no less than human. 

Therefore, I avoid any flight of rhetoric toward a " mystica l 
church," "church within the church," or "church incognito," be
cause tha t would seem to me to be a stubborn manifesta tion of the 
refusal to acknowledge tha t this church , like myself, is w hat it is 
only in the mystery of grace a lone. It is true tha t this congregation 
falls far shor t of the biblical promises of what the congregation 
can be, but for a ll of tha t , we must remember tha t it is a commu
nity of the people of God. T hat is the a udacious cla im they can 
ma ke and tha t claim is a n expression of hope in God. I therefore 
begin my theological critique wi th the statement tha t this church 
is the body of C hrist. T ha t sta tement is one of belief in God 's 
promise to be w ith Wiltshire C hurch a nd to be for Wil tshire 
C hurch. It is an expression of my expecta tion that community is, 
has been , and will be j ustified by God in her gracious a nd stead
fast love. 

Yet, hope in God is not simple fl ight of fancy, and this ch u rch , 
like others, is ca lled in its confession of hope to be what it has been 
promised . It is called to struggle to achieve integrity and authen
ticity as the body of C hrist in the world. 

The call to integrity and authenticity ra ises the question of how 
one proceeds to discover and justify normative criteria for the !if e 
of the congregation tha t do not a rise in the self-understanding of 4 
the congregation itself. In what sense can a theologia n presume to 
know what this particula r congregation ought to be? This impor-
tant question deserves more a ttention, bu t I a m limited to suggest-
ing certa in directions. 

In the firs t p lace, if the congregation is the body of C hrist in the 
world, one must have some understanding of the world in which 
this particu la r congregation lives. What is the global context of 
the !if e of this congregation? What a re the issues and problems for 
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this congregation as a community dedicated to Jesus Christ? 
There are, of course, a number of ways in which one can de

scribe the contemporar y world. I have chosen three significant 
components of the global situation tha t form the content of my 
perception of the world of Wiltshire Church. In the first place, 
this is a world of relative isolation of persons from one another. It 
is, therefore, a world of selfishness and loneliness. Secondly, the 
global world of Wiltshire Church is a world of extreme poverty. 
More than 60 percent of the world's peoples live at subsistence 
level or lower. This is a world of injustice and inequity that con
fronts Wiltshire Church w ith these problems. Thirdly, the world 
in which Wiltshire C hurch lives is a world living on the edge of 
time. Its very existence and surviva l is threatened by environmen
ta l destruction. The pa radigmatic form of that destruction is the 
possibility of nuclear warfare, but there are other less obvious 
trends that point us inexora bly in the direction of self-destruction. 

If this is a limited but fa irly accurate description of the world in 
which Wiltshire congregat ion lives, then w hat are the biblical and 
theological sources that illuminate the appropriate pattern of life 
for a community that understands itself to be a church ? 1 propose 
three affirmat ives about the congregation as the body of Christ that 
shed light on the past problems of \,Viltshire Church a nd off er 
inspirational promises for the future of this congrega tion. 

1. The Body of Christ Is a Human Community 

God became human in Jesus Christ. God became flesh of our 
Resh. This means that the church as the body of Christ is a hu
man community. It is not just any human community, however. l t 
is a people who are to be with each other in a particu lar concrete 
w:-1y. Beca use it knows its Lord is the one to whom and by whom 
a ll things a re made, it knows itself to be the community that bears 
the marks of its origin in God's creative act. 

What are the marks of the community that is created by God? 
Karl Ba rth 's discussion of the basic form of huma nity is helpful in 
describing the marks of truly huma n community. Barth begins 
with the assumption that there is no question as to whether we 
shall live in community- that has been decided by creation. We 
are created irrevocably social. Ba rth outlines four " levels of hu-
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manity" which move progressively closer to the norm of a fully 
human community that manifests the marks of divine crea tion. 

The first level is what Barth calls eye-to-eye rela tionships. By 
this he means the capacity to see each other. Almost paradoxically, 
he insists that if we are to be with each other in community, we 
must see a nd recognize the uniqueness of each one. Only as each 
one becomes this one or that one does he or she come to be really 
with us. Otherwise, he or she may be "around" but not with us. 
To be able to say "I know you by name, I know you by sight" is 
the first level of humanization in community. H owever , this must 
a lso be a willingness to be seen and to not hide myself from the 
other. Visibility to each other and seeing each other then consti
tute the first level. Secondly, there is a necessity for mutual speech 
and hearing. The obvious need for communication is at the heart 
of the truly human commur.ity. But perhaps it is less obvious that 
communication as such is consti tutive of community, our being 
together. I literally cannot know who 1 a m unless I hear from you 
about who I am. And you cannot know who I a m unless I will tell 
you who I am. The same is true for you with respect to my speech 
and hearing and your own self-understanding. The development 
of the self is a socia l phenomenon that involves your speaking to 
me about my origins and my place in society and my integrating 
those words in my own way and projecting myself out beyond the 
previous boundaries set for me by the socia l world. Thus, my 
becoming who I am is contingent upon your will ingness to speak 
to me a nd hear me speak to you. If we are to be " in communion" 
at any level deeper than the mutual dependence of individual 
selfhood , then speech and hearing take on further importance. 
Not only does the community protect my right to speak, but the 
community has a right to hear what I have to say. As a member of 
the community, I have the obligat ion to address the community 
with genuine and significant speech and thus to participate act ive
ly in the growth of community by augmenting authentic commu
nication. 

The third level to which Barth refers is mutual assista nce. This 
is a broad-ranging claim upon us. In Christian terms the need of 
the neighbor becomes the form of God's command for us to act. 
This is not a program of reform. But armed with sensitivity to 
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human need, we live ready to assist when a need is discovered. 
Equally important, we are ready to receive graciously when we 
are in need. The key again is mutuality. It requires willingness to 
receive from others and readiness to respond in obedience to assist 
others in need. 

The fourth level of humanity has to do with our a ttitudina l 
stance toward community !if e. Sensitive to the human tendency to 
become moral istic and deadly serious about doing what must be 
done, Barth insists that such attitudes deny the humanity we seek. 
Being together easi ly becomes a burden that we must bear, a 
complex network of duties that we fulfill grudgingly and purely 
for the sake of meeting our own survival needs. The human com
munity created by God, however , is not character ized by drudg
ery, but by joy and gladness. We are together because in being 
together we are being who we a re and what we are. We come 10 

each other for each other's sake as well as our own, and in that 
coming together , we recognize tha t we are becoming ourselves and 
what we hope to be. In genuine giving and receiving, tha t which 
we hope for- human fulfillment in community- becomes a reali
ty for us. The joy of knowing that we are received by others and 
tnat they receive us gladly enables us to give, knowing that our 
gifts will be received in the same joyful mood. W e trust the other 
one, knowing tha·t that other one is trustworthy, a nd at the same 
time is trusting us. W e a re not a lone, a nd we sha ll not be left 
a lone. We care and we a re cared for. Such a !if e together creates a 
community of perpetual celebra tion in which we abandon our 
inhibitions and exhult in the promise and possib ility made known 
by our being w ith each other. 

At this point , it is worth noting tha t crea tion , for Barth, is a 
postcovenant;:il doctrine. Because the covena nt communi ty under
stands all community to be created by God, and the possibi lity of 
community to be a g ift of God, it wi ll expect to find ma ny commu
nities that more or less man if est the marks of the divine creative 
act. Furthermore, the covenant community will make a serious 
mistake if it sees itself to be somehow "better" than other commu
nities, as if it, too, were not human and did not partake in all of 
the a mbiguity tha t tha t implies. The uniqueness of the community 
of the people of God does not rest in its mora l achievement. It 
resides rather in the fact that it knows a secret-that God's ere-
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ative act is the basis for all genuinely human community. The 
people of God rejoice in community wherever it is found because 
they know they have discovered more than a human achievement. 
They have discovered a gift of God. 

Knowing that all community is a gift of God means that the 
community of the people of God will be an open community. 
Because the community itself owes its existence to a gracious gift , 
it will be open to new gifts of persons from God into its communi
ty. T he One whose gift has made their being together possible is 
the One whose love is fully given to a ll. Therefore, whosoever 
desires may come and share the mutual joy, hope, a nd fulfillment 
of the congregation. T here can be no exclusiveness about the body 
of C hrist. The body of C hrist can never become a clique or a 
closed circle. They will be attentive to the center of their !if e and 
not to its boundaries. God is that center and God a lone sets the 
boundaries of the covenant community by her own free choice. 

2. The Body of Christ Is a Community for the Poor 

God's choice of Israel a nd of J esus C hrist is a choice of a partic
ular people. In J esus Christ we know that God has chosen a 
people for the world, but there is a particular people who were 
objects of Jesus' special attention a nd to whom his ministry a nd 
his call were especially directed. Jesus C hrist became human for 
the poor. 

The church has long understood that Jesus C hrist was for the 
poor, reflected in the historic preoccupation of the church with 
service to the poor. But, as Gustavo Gutierrez has said, "The poor 
today, rather than being regarded as merely a 'problem for the 
church,' ra ise the question of what 'being the church' really 
means."1 

J esus' own understanding of his ministry was characterized by 
a primary concern for the poor. To illustrate, it is useful to point 
to a series of significant events reported by Luke. T he fi rst was a 
baptism at which time the title "Son of God" is given to Jesus, 
and the descent of the spirit upon Jesus is described. 

The second event is the temptat ion in the wilderness. H ere 

'Gustavo G utie rrez, "The Poor in the C hurch," in Julio De Santa Ana, 
Toward a Church of the Poor (New York: Maryknoll , 1981 ), p. 122. 
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more New Testament commentators have agreed that from the 
mouth of Satan came popular notions of messiahship that were in 
vogue at the time. In each case, a proposal is suggested by Satan. 
J esus spurns the proposal with an aphorism from the Seri ptures. 
The fact that the subject matter between Jesus and Satan is really 
the na ture of messia hship is a strong indication that the wilder
ness period was thought by Luke not only to be a time of tempta
tion but of growing clarity for Jesus about the direction of his 
ministry. It is not surprising to discover that Luke places J esus in 
an active teaching role when he returns from the wilderness. 

The third event in the sequence takes on specia l importance 
because it is the first return to Nazareth by J esus after the w ilder
ness experience, which Luke saw as crucia l in setting the tone for 
the ministry of J esus. When Jesus appeared in a synagogue, he 
was handed a scroll to read. H e chose a fam iliar passage from 
Isaiah: " The spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed 
me to preach good news to the poor and the recovery of sight to 
the b lind, release to the captives a nd freedom to the oppressed , to 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.' ' Luke then reports that 
as the eyes of a ll were fixed on him, J esus announced that what 
they heard was fulfilled before them. 

This passage clearly has the for ce of a revolutionary concept of 
messiahship. lt picks up aspects of the most important revolution
ary social innovation in J ewish history, the Year of Jubilee, the 
acceptable Year of the Lord. T he legislation establishing the cele
bration every fi ft y years included a provision for the canceling of 
debts, the re-assignment of land to the dispossessed, the freeing of 
slaves a nd servants, a nd the freeing of the land for itself and for 
nonhuman creatures. 

In this cultural context, we can understand why a group of the 
good citizens of Nazareth tried to push J esus off the cl iff. J esus 
had asserted the primacy of concern for the poor in God's creative 
a nd messianic relationship to the world. This was said in a cultur
a l milieu that was based on the theological understanding that 
rich people were the objects of God's special favor. ln spite of 
their position as a colonized people, the Jews within their own 
ranks associated riches a nd religiousness, so that to be poor was 
a lmost by definition to be a sinner-at least the poor were not 
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among the truly religious. This convenient theological perspective 
a lso undergirded the political a lliance of the Sadducees a nd the 
Pharisees that finally formed the spearhead of J ewish opposition 
to J esus on relig ious grounds. 

What Jesus said at Nazareth turned established theology on its 
head. Not only were the poor to be included in the covena nt peo
ple, they were the object of God's special concern. God is God for 
the poor , and the people of God are the people for the poor
living, working, and moving on their behalf. 

Recent New Testament scholarship suggests, however, that this 
analysis does not go far enough. Not only was J esus for the poor 
in his ministry, but he called together a community that was poor. 
The community of the people of God is revealed in J esus C hrist 
as a community of the poor . The community that gathered around 
Jesus may have been part of the general movement referred to in 
historical literature as " the piety of the poor." It was a grass-roots 
protest against the alliance between riches and religiousness that 
characterized officia l religion.2 

In light of this, wealth became the problem for the followers of 
C hrist. The poor needed no justification, only the rich. This 
means that the community that is the body of Christ must be 
becoming a community that is for the poor in a peculiar way. T oo 
long the poor h'ave suffered the indignities of paternalism and 
condescension from the religious rich. The act of giving, even 
generous giving, has often been a taking-away. Wha t is more, 
giving has often been a way of keeping a safe, discreet distance. 
Being for the poor means far more. 

For one thing, it means being with the poor. The body of Christ 
will include the poor within it. Where it exists apart from the 
poor, this fact a lone will be a matter of great concern. Within the 
community of people of God, those who are rich will be profound
ly disturbed at their separation from the poor. This concern will 
man if est itself in a persistent and genuine reaching out for com
munity with the community of the poor. 

Secondly, if the congregation is for the poor, it will be for the 

2 Scc Luise Schottroff a nd Wolfgang Stegemann , Jesus von Nazareth : H off
nung der Annen (Stuttgart : Ko lha mmcr, 1978). 
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poor even a t the risk of itself. The body of Jesus Christ will be 
and is sacrificed for the poor of the world. The community of that 
body will be wi lling to assume whatever risk is necessary and to 
do those things required to be sure that the poor have good news 
preached to them-genuine good news that there is new life, new 
hope, and a new order coming for them. 

The poor will know that the community of God's people see 
them, the poor , as the vanguard of the Year of Jubilee. The signs 
of the Year of the Lord wi ll be their freedom, their hopes, and 
their new life. In short, for the body of Christ , progress of the poor 
out of oppression and captivity is the sign of the Jubilee, the New 
Kingdom . All other progress is, as Bloch has put it, darkly pro
gressive.3 The good news will be heard only when the body of 
C hrist understands the heart of its community to be the poor. 

This kind of understanding will not be possible from a far. Only 
the poor ca n speak fully for the poor. A community tha t claims to 
be for the poor and remains Jar from the poor is not what it 
claims. T o be the body of Christ in the world, the communi ty will 
be the community for the poor w hen it becomes a community with 
the poor. In this way not only is the body of Christ the hope for 
the poor, but the poor arc the givers of hope for the body of 
C hrist. As Dumas has put it , the two faces of Christ, the poor and 
the church, cannbt remain a lienated and expect to be whole.4 

When they are together full y with each other and for each other , 
the faces of Christ are united and the body of Christ becomes one. 

3. The Body of Christ Is a Community for the World 

The fact tha t the community of the body of C hrist is seen to be 
the community for the poor should not blind us to another impor
tant aspect of the ministry of J esus. J esus Christ came not only for 
the sake of human beings, the poor or otherwise. Jesus Christ 
became human in and f or the w orld. As a body of Christ, then, the 
congregation is the huma n community in and for the world. 

3 Ernst Bloch, A Philoso/Jhy of the Future, tra ns. J ohn C umming (New York: 
H erder & H erder, 1970), p . 113. 

• Benoit Dumas, The T wo Alienated Faces of the One Church , referred to in 
Julio D e Santa Ana, Toward a Church of the Poor (New York: Maryknoll, 
198 1) , p. 99. 
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It is not as if God created a community and suspended it, as it 
were, in thin air. The community created by God is created in a 
place, a world. The body of Christ is not estranged from the 
world. They feel at home here, knowing that they have been given 
their place by the grace of the One who gives them everything. 
Without this place there is no possibility for the beginning of 
community or its growth and sustenance. Our place, then, is our 
place only in the sense that we are part of it. The world, living 
and nonliving, is woven together in a mutua lly susta ining web of 
interdependence. We are, as Aldo Leopold put it, a part of the !if e 
pyramid, the complex, dynamic, and vita l ongoing system in 
which each part is integral to the world and in which the good of 
each part derives from and participates in the good of the whole.5 

The boundaries of community a re larger than a simple reference 
to human community implies. 

Here the relationship between the creation and covenant is im
portant, but in a different way. Though the faith of the covenant 
community is a presupposition of any notion of creation a t a ll , it is 
clear in the biblical accounts that covenant is for the sake of the 
whole creation. Thus the scope of the covenant is defined by the 
accounts of creation, and the wider meaning of God's covenant 
with Abraham is clear only when it is ref erred to the covenant 
with Noah. The children of Abraham become Abraham's children 
precisely because they a re to be the people of the ra inbow, those 
who a re party to God's covenant with a ll the earth. 

1t is not as if the rest of the world is a t the disposal of humanity 
to be simply our place. On the contrary, one might say that we a re 
a t the disposal of God for the world. Those who are in the image 
of God through Christ are in the image of a God who loves the 
world because she has made it. Therefore, our dominion over the 
earth, which itself is a gift , must be a dominion that is in every 
way analogous to the dominion of God over the earth. G od's rule 
is loving, caring, and creative-one that bestows upon the world a 
gift of life with the hope of fulfillment. 

There can , therefore, be no radical distinction between human 
and nonhuman life with respect to their value. Although it is true 

'Aldo L eopold , A Sand County Almanac (San Francisco: Sierra C lub, 1971 ). 
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that because God became a human being human life is more 
important than nonhuman life, we can in no way assume that 
only human life is important. The world is good because it is good 
for God. We live in a place with other creatures, a ll of whom have 
value for God by virtue of God's own pronouncement of their 
goodness for her. We also know that the goodness of creation for 
God lies precisely in the beauty of its interrelationships, whereby 
the being of each one is constituted by its being with a ll the rest. 

This is the vision for which the prophets were groping as they 
spoke of wolves lying down with lambs and the pounding of 
swords into ploughshares and spears into pruning hooks. The 
peaceable kingdom is a vision of God's relationship to the whole 
world, and that relationship is a redemptive ecological connection. 
This is why the writer of Colossians can speak of Christ as a ll in 
all, everything for everything; and this is that to which Paul point
ed when he told the Romans of the eager longing and straining of 
the whole cosmos toward the coming of Christ and Christ's peo
ple. They are the community of the body of Christ, the one in 
whom all things were made and in whom all things now find their 
hope. J esus Christ is the harbinger of God's ecological communi
ty. The bridgehead, the locus of the redemptive secret that is at the 
same time the meaning of creation, is the congregation. 

THE BODY OF CHRIST IN WILTSHIRE CHURCH 

The theological self-understanding of Wiltshire Church is a far 
cry from these promises to the body of Christ. The ministry that it 
offers is so narrowly focused on itself that it relates only marginal
ly to the universal promises and claims of redemption manifested 
so clearly in the faith of Israel and in the church's understanding 
of the reality of J esus Christ. Wiltshire C hurch is not really con
cerned about the world beyond itself and its own inner communi
ty. This is not to say, of course, that there are no persons of 
compassion who contribute to such causes as Bread for the World, 
nor is it to suggest that there are no conservationists and ecologists 
in the membership of the congregation. Indeed, there probably 
are! What I am suggesting is that there is nothing in their under
standing of themselves as a congregation that would indicate that 
their being gathered as a Christian community entails these sorts 
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of commitments to the poor in the world. The re igning theologica l 
understanding of Wiltshire C hurch as well as the programs of the 
congregation give no clues as to how much it is identified w ith the 
body of C hrist for the poor and for the world. 

T o be sure, the Wiltshire Church does understand itself to be a 
ful ly human community, but it is a community closed in on itself. 
It is a lmost a classic case of the American culture Protestantism 
that identifies salvation a nd success with each other. If this church 
is a community of the faithful , the faithful are a lso upwardly 
mobile. Yet , as Bellah has said of nineteenth-century American 
re ligion , there is an ambivalence here.6 There is a hint of the 
knowledge that "something more" is required than the trappings 
of "Shangri-la ." T hus, though many may be in th is community 
precisely because it is the "best show in town," there a re other5 
w ho are there because a ll of the "best show'' trappings in the 
world do not qui te satisfy them. Many are there because they are 
hurt, and they do not receive ministry. Many are there because 
they are confused, and they do not receive guidance and counsel. 
Others a re there because they hope for a renewal of faith for their 
children. Wiltshire C hurch as a communi ty does meet many of 
these needs. People have fel t the healing of being present together 
there. 

Even though there is hea ling in the community of Wiltshire 
Church , there is a lso conflict. Although it does not appear to be 
theological in substa nce, it does have importa nt ramifications for 
our theological ana lysis. T he tone and the issues of the conflict at 
Wiltshire have become serious causes of interpersonal a liena tion. 
Distrust has surfaced to the point w here the humanity of the 
communi ty is a t stake. There is very little " presence" of the one to 
the other in ma ny cases, and mutuality in speech and hea ring 
apparently has disappeared in the face of a cacophony of mutual 
recrimination. This sort of response is a viola tion of the bond of 
community and is proving to be personally destructive to a num
ber of persons. Thus, in spite of the healing that has gone on for 
many, a nd in spite of the common focus that binds Wiltshire 

6 Robert Bella h, The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of 
Frial (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), chap. 3, pp. 61 ff. 
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people together, the fabric of the congregation is in danger of 
being shattered by anticommunal, authoritarian, and heedlessly 
vindictive styles of interpersonal communication. Human commu
nity at best is fr.:1.gile, even when everyone works at it. At present, 
the parties to the conflict seem to be little inclined to make much 
effort toward mutual ministry. 

In the midst of the problems in the life of Wiltshire Church , 
there is a sign of hope. Church members place heavy emphasis on 
the importance of worship, particularly on the importance of 
Communion. This priority was reflected in the responses of mem
bers to the questionnaire on beliefs. The majority view the giving 
of Communion as one of the most important tasks of the minister. 
Although I do not want to make too much of this, they do seem to 
be groping for a community identification with the body of C hrist 
that J:as universal dimensions. There is ·a hint that the community 
of Wiltshire Church is not simply a community for itself, but that 
in some way it is a community of persons identified with and 
implicated with the redemptive suffering of J esus C hrist for the 
world and for each other. That may be a ll that can be said at this 
point. If it is a hint of deeper awareness, it is only a hint. 

In short, Wiltshire Church partakes very much in the paradox 
of the people of God. It is at once a self-centered, fractured, and 
culture-bound community of like-minded persons, and a t the same 

t 

time, by the miracle of grace, it is the body of Christ symbolized in 
the bread and wine, called to be for each other and for the poor 
and for the world. The fact that the church is not completely for 
the world and for the poor- or even, for that matter, full y for 
each other-in no way negates the fact that it is called by God to 
be those things. The theological challenge for this church is to 
involve itself intimately with discerning external critics of their 
religiosity by hearing from those whose needs a re not being met in 
Wiltshire, Springfield, and elsewhere. They also need to expose 
themselves to those who are actually poor, and to Christians with 
globa l perspectives on the church and ministry. That kind of com
munication will reveal to Wiltshire the promise of God that it can 
claim for itself a nd by which it can be claimed. If this happens, its 
vision of its ministry will change, its suffering will become re
demptive, and its presence will provide new hope for those who 
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are now in the community of Wiltshire Church; and an increasing 
number of those now on the periphery of concern might join the 
center. 
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8. Professionalism, Breakdown, 
and Revelation 

Philosophical Theology 

DAVIDS. PACINI 

When the Reverend S idney Carlson came to Wiltshire Methodist 
Church, it was in the midst of collapse. Its principal benefactors 
had recently died , and the principles by which the church had 
been run were breaking down. Sid established new procedures for 
its ma nagement and new programs for its membership, effectively 
revita lizing the church. T o a ll appearances, Sid was, at first, emi
nently successful in rebuild ing the church. But quite suddenly the 
new princip les a nd programs he introduced seemed to be fa lling 
apart. Again, the church was tottering on the brink of collapse. 
H ow are we to understand this? 

Owing to our predisposition to conceive of ourselves as citizens 
of a secular world, we a re inclined to use secular categories to 
interpret our experience. Secular categories appear different from 
religious categories. Indeed, it is for us a commonplace assump
tion that methods of secula r inquiry a re distinct from the methods 
of religious inquiry, the one the negation of the other. For exam
ple, secular inquiry, such as that of the social sciences, begins with 
socia l experience and the conditions of that experience. Religious 
inquiries, on the contra ry, seem to be anchored in a dimension 
tha t is beyond human experience, to which humans respond. 
When cast this way, our cu rrent understanding of "church" a p
pears to reAect a theological posture that emerged at the begin
ning of the century, that the Word of God is wholly distinct from 
socia l experience. According! y, reAections issuing from social ex
perience do not lead to God. Instead, they culminate in the deifi
cation of socia l experience, a nd so in the worship of false gods. 
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Theological investigations, in sum, cannot a rise from the analysis 
of social conditions. 

This way of putting the issue is both right and wrong. What is 
right about it is the notion that there are distinctions between the 
ana logies of social science and theology. What is wrong is the 
presumption that sociological analyses do not already contain an 
implicit theological viewpoint, or that theological a nalyses a re not 
contingent upon an implicit sociological setting.1 

In this chapter, I want to bring out the force of this observation 
by bringing into view the underlying metaphors that are at play in 
the life of Wiltshire Church a nd that insinuate themselves into 
our thinking about its social collapse or breakdown. 1 have chosen 
metaphor as a focal point for my analysis owing to the ways in 
which it reflects the capacity of minds to make connections, trans
ferring modes of regarding, of loving, and of acting from one 
context to another in order to grasp a sense of the whole. 2 Under
stood in this way, metaphor is more than a colorful addition to our 
spoken and written expression. Rather , metaphor is fundamenta l 
to the way in which we think and act, introducing coherence to 
the manifold diversities of experience. Whenever we use a word or 
phrase to bring different things together in interactions, we en
gage metaphor. 

I am also intere'sted in the relation between a knowing, acting 
subject and metaphor. Coherent patterns of meaning are ex-

1 Within the limits of this essay, it is not possible to expand upon this particu
lar claim or to elucidate its implications. But this much should be said: we have 
come to think of the character of our time as essentia lly secular. And though there 
is a sense in which this is so, there is equally a sense in which it is not. On the 
surface of our la nguages, we do indeed appear to be secular. But at a deeper level , 
the structures within which our languages cohere are fundamentally theological. 
Thus the sense that our age is marked by secularity is, at best, superficial; the 
character of our time is marked more by the religious than we have heretofore 
recognized. For a more detailed treatment of this issue, the interested reader may 
wish to see my forthcoming essay, "The C ha racter of Modern Religious 
Thought." 

t For a more extensive treatment of metaphor, see I. A. Richards, The Philoso
phy of Rheto1·ic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), a nd Stephen Pep
per. World H ypotheses: A Study of Evidence (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1970). 



PR OFESSION ALISM, BREAKDOWN, AND REVELATION / 135 

pressed by or for subjects. Thus, identifying the ways in which we 
understand the relation between subjects and their sense of the 
whole as it comes into expression in the Wiltshire Church com
munity is essentia l to our task of interpretation. 

To draw these themes together , I sha ll begin with an assess
ment of the collapse of Wiltshire Church from the perspective of 
the underlying metaphor of democra tic consensus. This metaphor 
informs our sense of organizational process, and it was doubtlessly 
a part of Alan H yatt 's thinking about how the polity of Wiltshire 
Church had broken down. I sha ll look, too, a t the way in w hich 
Sid Ca rlson's notion of being " professional" defines his relation to 
this meta phor. Next, I will ta ke up a theologica l metaphor, " the 
sovereignty of God" that runs th rough Sid 's preaching. I w ill 
a ttempt to show that this metaphor stands implicitly behind what 
Sid called "the veneer" of democratic consensus. And I sha ll point 
up the way in which the God of Sid's preaching is rela ted deus ex 
machina to S id 's metaphor. But a fter observing the points a t 
which these metaphors obscure the interplay between theological 
a nd sociological factors, I will push us further sti ll. I will a rgue 
tha t the logic of the relation between the knowing, acting subject 
and the metaphors I have lifted up recapitulates the logic of, a nd 
constitutes a factor in, social breakdown or collapse in the la rger 
culture. Grasping this phenomenon in its own right , and the ex
tent to which our ways of relating to meta phor contribute to it, 
may help us to understa nd breakdown in the church . It may as 
well , I conclude, enable us to engage in new ways of theological 
thinking tha t grow out of such experience in our congregationa l 
lives. 

DEMOCRATIC CONSENSUS 

Wiltshire Church had been dominated by the Adams Company, 
w ith its principles of paterndlism and primogeniture. Before 
1970 , church officers had enjoyed uninterrupted tenure. C hanges 
in the practices of the church that accompanied the ministry of the 
Reverend S idney Car lson included a bolishing the tradition of two 
Sunday morning services in favor of one, the remova l of inactive 
members from the rolls of the church, and the establishment of the 
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principle that no individual would hold office for more than three 
years. In order to broaden involvement in church stewa rdship, the 
church entered into a program of debt. 

Sid 's persona l style complemented the organizational transition 
to broader congregationa l involvement. On his first Sunday in 
Wiltshire, Sid admonished his congregation for their ineptitude in 
hymn singing, requiring them to re-sing the opening hymn. T he 
secreta ry and organist/ choirmaster whom Sid had inherited left 
their posts a nd he involved the congregation in the search for their 
replacements. Perceiving his parishioners as "secular agnostics" 
with " wistful hearts," as " biblically illiterate," a nd as disillu
sioned by the failures of the " American dream," Sid honored their 
desire to expose their children to basic religious values. C hurch 
programs focusing upon church school, music, and preaching a ll 
grew out of Sid's sensitivity toward the experiences of his congre
gation. G r adually, the constituency of the church cha nged from 
persons who were prima rily workers in the Adams Compa ny to 
persons w ho wer e upwardly mobile middle-class execu t ives. 
Throughout the transition , Sid worked adroitly to reta in the back
ing of the majori ty of the congregation and its votes. In this way , 
at least , one could say that Sid succeeded in altering the experi
ence of Wiltshire Church from dependency upon the Adams 
Company to self-sufficiency. Indeed , one might a rgue tha t the 
focus u pon democra tic consensus had a n ema ncipator y effect upon 
the life of the church. 

From such a reading, it would appear tha t the v\f iltshire 
C hurch program collapsed when the p rocess of democratic con
sensus broke down. One event tha t highlights this is the church 
retrea t. Essentia l to the process of democra tic consensus is the free 
and equal pa rticipa tion of a ll parties in communication. Impedi
ments to such freedom can only be tolera ted within a ra nge tha t 
still sa tisfies the generalizable interests of the pa rticipants.3 When, 

3 For extended commenta ry upon this point, see: Jurgen Habcrmas, " A Socia l
Scientific Concept of C risis," in L egitimation Crises, trans. Thomas McCarthy 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1973) , pp. 1- 3 1; "On Systematically D istorted Communi
cation," Inquiry , 13 ( 1970), pp. 205-2 18; "T owa rds a Theory of Communicative 
Competence," Inquiry, 13, pp. 360- 75; Knowledge and I /uman Interests, tra ns. 
J eremy .J. Shapiro (Boston: Beacon Press, 197 1) . 
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at the retreat, the concerns of a growing number of parishioners 
about the nature of the church were cut off in favor of discussion 
about staffing concerns, the process of democratic consensus broke 
down: staffing concerns did not reflect the genera lizable interests 
of those who were actively pursuing questions about the nature 
a nd identity of the church. 

Sid 's intervention at the retreat brings into focus his relation to 
the metaphor of democratic consensus. Sid understood himself to 
be a " professional," meaning by this one who is able to manage 
successfully the process of democratic consensus. H e came to 
W iltshire C hurch wi th the charge from his bishop to "shape it 
up." He expected that his congregation would " push back or shut 
up.'1 He was not a fraid to confront the initially disaffected parish
ioners who were seeking his removal. or was he reticent about 
altering the discussion at the retreat from general questions about 
the nature of the church to specific quest ions about staffing and 
other professional matters. Indeed, his sense of professionalism 
was for him a strong suit, but it was as well the cause of his 
downfall. By putting the emphasis upon his professional capacity 
to manage the process of democratic consensus, rather than upon 
his ordination to be sensitive to the context of the process, Sid lost 
touch. Subsequently, speculation centered upon the person of Sid 
Carlson. Was Sid 1s aberrant behavior a reflect ion of his mid-life 
crisis, of his anxiety over economic instability, or of his desire for 
private housing? Why did Sid feel that his parishioners didn't give 
a damn about him ? And what was actually at stake in his person
a l conflicts with various members of the church? Insofar as the 
church community sensed Sid's loss of control , suspicion about the 
nature of his "professionalism" emerged. To some, Sid appeared 
to he disi llusioned with the tradition and practice of his denomi
nation, insufficiently "spiritua l" and "theological," uninterested 
in «fellowship and support/' a nd even devoid of interest in socia l 
outreach. 

Now the difficulty that accrues to the use of the meta phor of 
democratic consensus is that it promotes a n interpretive view 
whose focus is process rather than content. T o put that differently, 
the metaphor of democratic consensus unites a forma l principle
majority rule- with legitimate social conduct. Because the princi-
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pie of majority rule is self-referential, no appeals to external au
thorities are required to adjudicate socia l conduct: the principle of 
democratic consensus and its practice are co-incident. 4 From a 
historical perspective, it is easy to see that the institutiona lization 
of this principle at the outset of modernity had an emancipatory 
and secularizing effect. Human conduct now would be j udged 
from the perspect ive of self-legislated principles rather than from 
the hierarchical principles of feudal society and its church.5 One 
could say tha t this historic transition from feudalism to self
sufficiency was effectively re-enacted in Wiltshire Church. But 
the inward turn toward self-sufficiency is simultaneously a turn 
away from the social world.6 Consequently, the ideal of self-legis
lation assumes greater reality than the specific socia l context to 
which the ideal is addressed. 

Although the formal approach to human conduct is one way of 
understanding socia l practice, it is not the only one. Other ap
proaches attribute greater weight to the issue of the content of the 
procedure, but these do not come into focus with the metaphor of 
democratic consensus. When viewed historically, this apparent la
cuna in the metaphor of democratic consensus assumes special 
significance in our reflections about Wiltshire Church. 

The development of the principle of democratic consensus, ow
ing to its independence from external religious authorities, precip
itated the emergence of what we call secula r culture. That culture, 
of which we a re a part, is preoccupied wi th organizat ion. But it is 
ill equipped to deal with matters of content- especially religious 
content. 

The d imension of religious content cannot be divorced from the 
interpretation of church life, however. For this reason, the meta-

'Jiirgen H abermas, "Legitima tion Problems in the Modern State," in Co111-
m1micatwn and the l.:.:volution of Society, trans. Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Bea
con Press, 1979), pp. 183-88. The reader is referred as well to Jurgen H aberma:;, 
"On the Logic of Legitima tion Problems," in Legitimation Cruis, trans. Thomas 
M cCarthy, pp. 95- 143. 

6 This is the view especially of Max Weber, of N iklas Luhmann, and of Jur
gen H a bermas, although there are numerous others who have embraced it. 

' This in:;ight has its origins in Fichte a nd in G. W. F. H egel; a more recent 
expression of this insigh t may be found in C lifford Geertz, The lnter/Jrelalion Qj 

Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), esp. cha ps. 4 and 5. 
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phor of democratic consensus takes us part of the way, but not far 
enough, in the interpretation of Wiltshire Church. It does not, for 
example, tell us what were the genuine differences of religious 
viewpoint among the various groups who were unsettled about the 
direction in which the church was going. Nor does it help us to see 
the extent to which Sid is becoming, like his predecessors, a tired 
old man. It is interesting that Sid himself confessed that the deco
rum of the church and the process of democrat ic consensus was 
itself a veneer, behind which stood something else that was really 
operative. The theological metaphor, to which we now turn , 
brings this other dimension into view. 

THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GOD 

The theological metaphor of the "sovereignty of God" is opera
tive in a subtle but continuous way in Sid's preaching, in his 
hymnody, and in the psalters that he uses. 

On his first day at Wiltshire, Sid declared " God is in his heaven 
a nd all is well with the world." Over the years, Sid amplified this 
view in his sermons: 

God made the heavens and the earth a nd his sovereignty is never 
usurped. It is God's will so to turn history as to "put down the mighty 
from their seats" and to exalt " them of low degree. " 

The love of God reaches out to each of us locked in our loneliness and 
separation. That love comes with power capable of redeeming the 
times of stress and peril through w hich we from time to time must 
move ... in fact, the Lord God omnipotent reigneth. Hallelujah! 

The fulfillment of God's power needs us .. .. Every one of us here is 
the end product of history. We arc the focal point a t this time of the 
creati ve forces of God. 

Blessed arc those with a living faith in the rea lity of the divine world 
and such interior fellowship with it that amid the a lien pressures of 
the world they can live for the approbation of the highest. 

It is only through the grace of God and the redemptive power of the 
Holy Spirit that any of us can hope for the grace of salvat ion. 

Turn to me, 0 God, prayed the Psalmist. But God turned to him even 
in the man's seeking. We need to root ourselves in something that is 
greater than we ourselves. 
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God, so the record runs, said to him [Ezekiel]: "Get up upon thy feet , 
0 son of man, and I wi ll speak to thee." God cannot do business with 
people in a supine condition. Paul , in his second letter to Timothy, 
uttered these encouraging words: "God has not given us the spirit of 
timidity , but of power and of love a nd of self-control." ... The 
groundwork of our grit and determination is lodged in our under
standing of ourselves as creatures of God. 

Reinforced by his hymnody (e.g., "O Worship the King, All 
Glorious Above, '' " Rise Up O Men of God," "March On O Soul , 
with Strength," "Spirit of Life in This New Dawn," "Give Us 
the Faith That Follows On," " Come Down O Love Divine") and 
his selection of psalters (e.g., " Rejoice in the Lord, 0 ye Righ
teous! Praise befits the upright," "Preserve me O God, for in thee I 
take refuge," "Give the king thy justice, 0 God, and thy righ
teousness to the Royal Son!"), Sid 's theological metaphor of the 
sovereignty of God consists, in rough outline, in the conviction 
that God is at the helm, controlling the outcome of histor y. 
Through God's grace humans may exert self-control, rise up upon 
their feet , and do business with God. Only in this way can God's 
creative forces redeem the times of stress and peril ; only in this 
way will God's plan be fulfilled in the course of history. 

This metaphor of the sovereignty of God affords us a view of 
the content of the process at Wiltshire Church. In broad strokes, it 
fills in the backdrop of what Sid thought ought to happen. 
Through programs of self-help, humans do get to their feet, do 
conduct business with God, and do retain some sense of control in 
a world in which they a re uncertain about the extent to which 
they have control. This view was borne out as well in Sid 's pro
grams for individua ls, even though he was suspicious of their 
motives for involvement. Nonetheless, Sid had seen such outreach 
as part of his larger professiona l ambition of getting people back 
on their feet who were having trouble. Similarly , his program for 
the elderly, even though basically programs to feed senior citizens 
of Wiltshire Church, embodied the intent of keeping them on 
their feet so that they could do business with God. So, too, trying 
to provide a better Christian education program for the young 
people who were the future of the church reflected Sid 's a im of 
enabling people to do business with God. 
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Sid frequently states the rela tion of God to his theological meta
phor. The economy of history, for Sid, is not divine. God is clearly 
Other, one who can turn toward us, one who can intervene
"pulting down the mighty" a nd "exalting those of low degree." 
Those a re t imes of stress and peril, which God, through interven
tion, can redeem. The objectivity of God, understood as the sover
e ignty of God, is the fulfillment of history. But the subjectivity of 
God , the God who elects to intervene, is not God immanent or 
God w ith us. The subjectivity of God is tacitly understood to be 
deus ex machina, the manager who intervenes to rein force our 
"self-control," our "grit and determination," and who intercedes 
when we are "locked in our loneliness and separa t ion. " 

By virtue of the metaphor of the sovereignty of God and of the 
concomitant assumption about the relation of God to the divine 
economy, it becomes possible for us to achieve a clearer sense of 
what Sid thought the content of the church program should be. 
Moreover, the peculiar character of the metaphor and its assump
tion of God's relation to the divine economy to which Sid a lludes 
is wholly co-incident with Sid 's understanding of the metaphor of 
democratic consensus and his relation to it. Both Sid and God a re 
managers. For Sid, the emphasis falls upon the success of manag
ing the process of democrat ic consensus. For God, the emphasis 
falls upon managing the divine economy. Both Sid and God are to 
direct the process toward goals they think appropriate. For Sid, 
the goals are masked by the church 's metaphor of democratic con
sensus; for God , the goals are masked by the church 's metaphor of 
the sovereignty of God. 

Once the links between the metaphors of democratic consensus 
and the sovereignty of God and the roles of professional and deus 
ex machina come into view, it is not difficu lt to see how the con
nections in Sid's mind, and in the minds of many at W iltshire 
Church, committed Sid to the stance of an outsider, like God, 
whose task is to raise up other people and to align them with the 
w ill of God. For Sid, the stance of the outsider manifested itself in 
numerous ways. His surreptitious entry into Wiltshi re under a 
pseudonym, his scolding of the congregation, his unilateral termi
nation of staff, his contempt for the choir , his manipulation of 
denominational church polity, and his dissolution of existing 
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church practices are a ll reflections of this stance. 
Grasping the extent to which Sid stood outside the church adds 

another dimension to our understanding of Sid and of what was 
going on in the church. Such understanding a lso a ffords us a 
glimpse into why the programs broke down. For this notion of the 
sovereignty of G od is not something tha t was rooted in Wiltshire, 
or tha t grew out of the experience of Wiltshire. The members of 
Wiltshire C hurch were "wistful hearts," secular agnost ics, and 
" biblical illiterates." Sid brought this metaphor from the outside 
lo Wiltshire. A more formal way of putting this point is that Sid 's 
theological metaphor is not rooted in the sociohistorical conditions 
of the church. For this reason, the metaphor a ppears to stand over 
against the socia l world of Wiltshire. Again, the par a llels between 
the secular metaphor of democra tic consensus and the theological 
metaphor of the sovereignty of G od a re striking. T he secula r met
aphor assumes that the religious is something w holly distinct. 
This religious view assumes the same posture, that the religious is 
something distinct, not from culture as we know it. Consequently, 
we are now more aware of the content that informs the program 
of the church , but this is not the content that grows out of the 
actua l life of the church. Insofar as the church is implicitly guided 
by this outside metaphor , it is unable to sustain its program, be
cause it reflects• neither the church 's own identity and direction 
nor the church's own g rowth and awareness of the tensions that 
occupy our cul ture. 

We may summarize a ll this by saying that the theological meta
phors that our genera tion avoids steer our thought and conduct as 
much as the secular metaphors that we accept. 

BREAKDOWN 

At this point, it is worth recalling the centra l thread of my 
a rgument. Discussing the underlying metaphors of clergy and lay
persons helps us to interpret the life experiences of Wiltshire 
C hurch. Moreover , inasmuch as patterns of meaning a re expres
sions for and by subjects, it is essential to determine what relation 
obtains implicitly between subjects and meta phor. Then it is pos
sible to discern the extent to which theological hypotheses a re 
distinguished in practice from sociological factors. In Wiltshire 
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Church, the secular metaphor of democratic consensus, with its 
accompanying relation of deus ex machina that incorporates the 
subjectivity of God, broadens its focus to include ideological con
tent. But both metaphors fail to link social context and theoretical 
views in a convincing interpretation of practice. 

It is not sufficient to stop here. We have not yet come to an 
adequate understanding of why Wiltshire Church is again totter
ing on the brink of collapse. We are not yet able to account for the 
belief that the church was a one-man show. Nor can we account for 
the paradox that Sid, like his predecessors, is now getting older and 
contemplating retirement, practicing the arts of preaching, visiting 
the sick, and burying the dead. Finally, we have not yet found a 
sufficient interpretation for the differing visions of the nature of 
the church and the growing sense that the congregation needs to 
retain the services of a consultant. To understand all of this, we 
need to think in a more theoretical vein than we have until now. 

Few social phenomena are as difficult to assess as breakdown. 
Breakdown, as we have seen, is a collapse of social relations. But 
it is, as well, the collapse of patterns of coherence; the inadequacy 
of basic metaphors that we use to understand social relations sure
ly contributes to our quandary. What may have been suspected 
but needs to be said clearly is that the phenomenon of breakdown 
surfacing in Wiltshire Church is manifest as wel l in the larger 
society- in fami lies, in communities, in states, and in nations. All 
of us have to contend with breakdown in one way or another, 
although none of us is suitably prepared for the task. As we have 
noted, metaphors can establish connections, or deepen our experi
ence by envisioning more encompassing unities. We now must 
explore the significant power of those metaphors in our lives, 
especially in our attempt to contend with the dissolution of famil
iar patterns of relationship. 

Metaphors function for us as a way to orient us to our experi
ence. This orientation has to do with what is occurring at present. 
It has to do also with our ways of relating to our past. Our meta
phors reflect our deepest beliefs, aspirations, and accomplishments 
in Western society. We hold dear such metaphors as the kingdom 
of God, which is a religious metaphor, or the land of the free, 
which is a sociopolitical metaphor, or the age of anxiety, which is 
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a psychological metaphor, as ways of understanding the temper of 
our times. 

We are so accustomed to using metaphor that we don't realize 
how often we use it, the extent to which we use it , or its im
portance for our daily conduct. Rather, we take metaphors for 
granted. When we try to talk a bout metaphors, some people be
come confused, claiming tha t they don't know what metaphors a re 
all about. Experience, however, belies this claim. That metaphor 
is an omnipresent principle of our thinking can be shown by look
ing at our situat ion. 

In recent decades we have begun to face troubling questions 
wi th the metaphors that we use. The war in Vietnam brought us 
the metaphors of the light at the end of the tunnel and peace with 
honor. How many of us lived our lives in the belief that it was just 
a little bit longer before that horror would come to an end , tra ns
formed, finally, into a just cause? Similarly, the events in the 
Falkland Islands, South Africa, Ireland, and the Middle East 
have made us wonder about the metaphor of political sovereignty. 
Our belief in the metaphor of a democratic free society contribut
ed to our outrage when United States diplomats were held captive 
in Iran. We were ill disposed to ask what the infusion of Western 
metaphors, practices, a nd gadgetry meant for a non-Western 
country. When J1}embers of the civil rights movement began to 
insist upon black power and pointed out the complicity of white 
libera ls in the continuing practices of racism, we began to wonder 
about our metaphor of "freedom and justice for a ll." When the 
women's movement pointed out that we had fashioned God in the 
image of the white male patriarch, we began to wonder whether 
we could ever again easily hold the metaphor of God the Father. 
In short, ma ny events of our lives in recent years have called into 
question numerous metaphors that we have taken for granted as 
ways of understanding the course of our lives. Some, in response 
to these questions, have attempted to reinstate so-called traditional 
values. Others have tried to find new, more encompassing meta
phors. But al l of us have to acknowledge the metaphors we em
ploy, and all of us have come to feel the malaise caused by chal
lenge to the metaphors we have used to orient ourselves. 

We begin to comprehend more fully, perhaps, the import of 
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metaphor for our lives when we recognize that certain among our 
metaphors assume for us a central position, around which other 
metaphors coalesce. We refer to such a configuration as a world 
view, mea ning by this a pattern of ordering that characterizes our 
sense of objective totality. Thus, the world view of democratic 
consensus shapes what we mean by the metaphor of freedom a nd 
justice for all , just as the metaphor of the sovereignty of God 
sha pes what we mean by the metaphor of redemptive grace. 
M oreover, the distinctive ordering of a world view functions as a 
pr inciple to which we appeal in order to justify our actions. Meta
phors that function as world views, then, not only orient our con
duct, but a lso incorporate principles of legitimation to which we 
appeal as warrants for our conduct. 

Throughout history, of course, metaphorical world views have 
changed. The transitions accompanying the breakdown we expe
rience today have prompted some to suggest that nothing more is 
required of us than has been required of generations in other 
historical periods: we need to adopt more realistic metaphors that 
reflect the temper of our time. Some would even say that , if we 
were to develop more realistic metaphors, we would be able to 
stabi lize our present situation. We would not feel shaken by 
threats to our world views and so to fundamental ways of orient
ing and legitimating our lives. These observations seem sound, but 
there is a sense in which they are not sound at a ll. 

Though it is true that world views undergo change, it is not 
true that we really know how metaphors change or why some 
assume the role of world view. Thus, to suggest that what we need 
is more rea listic metaphors is to engage in sleight of hand. We 
don ' t make metaphors by introducing a rule regarding the manner 
in which they are to function. Nor can we make metaphors more 
inclusive by appealing to some unstated principle of inclusion . For 
example, the metaphors of the social sciences begin with a keen 
sensitivity toward culture-specific expressions. They then move 
beyond those expressions to lawlike generalizations and probabili
ty formulations with strong predictive powers. In this way, the 
metaphors of the social sciences achieve, ostensibly, greater inclu
sivity. But what kind of inclusivity? What does it mean to say that 
we can develop metaphors that are governed by laws? For a law 
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to be law it must be always and everywhere efficacious; otherwise 
it is not a law. If a law is always the case, it is so on its own merits 
alone, a nd not with reference to human beliefs, intentions, rea
sons, fears, and the like. 7 But is this not a very odd way for us to 
conceive of human behavior? Does not the view that there are 
fundamental laws, which operate independent of human beliefs, 
reasons, intentions, fears, pains, and the like, but which are the 
key to interpreting human life, seem impoverished ? 

Odd or impoverished as it may be, there a re those who hold 
such " inclusive" metaphors to be useful devices. To what does 
holding such a metaphor implicitly commit us? Implicitly we are 
bound to the notion that human life is essentially mechanistic, that 
is, tha t life processes take place according to mechanical sequences 
that admi t of predictability. Worse, if we think that this is true of 
life, then we are committing ourselves to a preoccupation with 
social mechanisms and the way in which they function, while 
averting our gaze from questions a bout values, beliefs, intentions, 
and the like. So if we think that metaphors can be made more 
inclusive by virtue of some covert appeal to the formulation of 
law like generalizations, we are a ligning ourselves w ith a very nar
row view of life indeed. 

T his narrowness is one of the key factors that comes into play 
in breakdown. If we become preoccupied with a world view that 

' we think is inclusive a nd a ll-embracing, without recognizing the 
extent to which it is simply a reflect ion of our own notion of 
inclusivity, then we a re implicitly excluding a ll whose world 
views differ from our own . Moreover , in the case of the so-called 
secular society in which we find ourselves, the use of such meta
phors that claim this form of universality reflects nothing other 
than the world view of the middle class, ordered by its pencha nt 
for management a nd its conviction that life processes a re to be 

1 For systematic exploration of this point, sec: W. V. 0. Quine, Word a11d 
Object (Cambridge: M IT Press, 1960), esp. chap. 6. The reader is referred, as 
well , to the views of Alasdair M acIntyre, Aftei- Virtue (Notre Da me Ind.: U niver
sity of Notre Dame Press, 1981 ), chaps. 7 a nd 8; C harles Taylor, " H ermeneut ics 
and Politics," in Critical Sociology, ed. Paul Connerton (Middlesex: Penguin 
Books, 1976); and Steven M. Tipton, Cetti11g Saved from the Sixties (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1982), esp. chaps. 1 and 5. 
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ma naged according to standards of predictability and lawlike gen
eralizat ion . Although this wor ld view has its origins in the En
lightenment a nd historica lly is the basis for the rise of the middle 
class, it is nonetheless a world view whose legitimation principles 
of ma nagement have been employed by the middle class to safe
guard its interests. Oftentimes this has meant exploitation of 
working class people, through subtle reinforcement of their bond
age to their station in life. By imputing status to ourselves and 
thereby giving ourselves a form of leverage over the lives of others, 
the phenomenon of social breakdown is, in part, set into motion. 

A corol lary of this is that institutions and lifestyles that appeal 
to the world view of the middle class a re committing the same 
kinds of errors as individuals who subscribe to this world view. 
Insofar as institutions reinforce anonymity, the responsibility for 
their role in breakdown is more difficult to identify. But the cor
porate force of metaphor is certa inly pervasive. 

No single one of these factors, but their interplay, constitutes 
the socia l phenomenon of breakdown. The inadequacy of world 
views and related metaphors to orient us in the face of complex 
experiences generates questions about the ways in which we ori
ent ourselves. These questions, in turn, precipitate the search for 
more inclusive metaphors. And our search for more inclusive met
aphors brings us face to face with the ways in which our concep
tion of inclusivity commits us repeatedly to narrow views of life. 
Confusion is rampant in the collapse of institutional forms of 
twentieth-century social life. Family, community, church, a nd na
t ion exhibit the phenomenon of breakdown. T he extent of the 
collapse is underscored by the shrill claims of conservative reli
gious and political groups that are attempting to reimpose that 
posture as traditiona l values. In fact. what they advocate are sim
ply old world views that purport to give us security. What these 
world views negate, however, is the multiplicity of lifestyles to 
which we arc heir and of which we have become unavoida bly 
aware. 

In what ways do these theoretical remarks bear upon our ca
pacity to understand breakdown in Wiltshire Church and to dis
cern new avenues for theological thinking? This question hinges, 
in key part, upon our readiness to concede tha t our metaphors fail 
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to bring about the greater portion of their declared ends. 
At one level, the metaphors of democratic consensus and the 

sovereignty of God fai l because they are inadequately conceived. 
The metaphor of democratic consensus, for example, lifts up its 
pattern of ordering as a principle of legitimation, while simulta 
neously suppressing its function as world view. Specifically, its 
preoccupation with form that is self-sufficient overrides its recog
nition of its determinative role for other metaphors. The sover
eignty of God is thus tacitly determined by the metaphor of demo
crat ic consensus. What this points up is tha t the attempt to 
separate a principle of legitimation from world view falters; al
though we have taken over this assumption, which has been 
shown to be characteristic of modernity, in the belief that it is 
justified, it is wrongheaded.8 Meta phors and principles of legiti
mation or obligation are co-eval. In the a bsence of this recogni
tion , patterns of socia l relations are bound to embody the same 
mistaken assumption. The sense that Wiltshire Church is a "one
man show," that there is no room for differing world views, a nd 
that Sid has become a "tired old man" reflects this assumption, as 
does the growing sense that a consulta nt is needed. either the 
metaphor of democratic consensus nor the meta phor of the sover
eignty of God can bring about or sustain a comprehensive inter
pretation of the !if t of Wiltshire C hurch. 

At a deeper level, the recurring problem in Wiltshire Church 's 
use of meta phors is the way in which they tacitly understand their 
rela tion to metaphors. They, like us, suppose that meta phors a re 
made according to some preconceived notion of inclusivity. Indeed, 
we frequently art as if meta phors lead us to some hidden centra l 
principle, to some basic underlying order of !if e. T o be sure, the 
metr1 phors we use embody patterns of coherence that inform the 
course of human events. Yet when we think of metaphors as a 
means of access to independent underlying principles, we are also 
inclined to suppose that our relation to metaphor is simultaneous
ly a relation to the principle tha t orders the course of human 

~The distinct ion I am challenging here has been drawn by H abcrmas, if I 
u nderstand him correctl y, in " Legitimation P roblems in the Modern State," pp. 
179- 83. 
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events. In this way, we imagine ourselves as getting to the center 
of things. This understanding of our knowledge of principles we 
express by mea ns of another metaphor: the center of meaning. 

However innocent tha t metaphor may a ppear to be, it is, in 
fact , anything but innocent. We assume that our metaphors a re 
heuristic devices, enabling us to identify funda mental life-ordering 
principles tha t a re actually a t work. In order to identify such a 
principle, such a center, we tacitly think of ourselves as standing 
over against that center , looking a t it objectively, naming it 
amongst other p rinciples as " the" principle that is governing life. 
When we adopt the standpoint of the outside observer w ho is 
picking which of these principles is the actua l principle tha t is 
ordering life, we a re implicitly positioning ourselves outside of 
life. 

This is a very curious place in which to stand. We a re claiming 
that somehow we are independent from life structures. We are 
a lso claiming, implicitly, tha t the life principle is independent of 
life structures. For example, when we survey a situation such as 
Wiltshire a nd claim to identify the life princip le tha t was opera
tive, even as we survey the collapse of Wiltshire Church, we a re 
suggesting that, somehow, that life principle continues to operate 
even independent of the life structure in which it was supposed to 
be functioning. Simultaneously, we a re standing independent of 
that life situa tion, looking a t it. So both we and the life p rinciple 
now turn out to be independent! 

Now this way of presenting the problem of our relation to met
aphors is nothing other tha n a more genera l expression of the 
forms of relatedness to metaphors tha t we encountered earl ier, 
namdy,"professionalism" and " deus ex machina ." Insofar as it 
depicts accura te ly a more diffuse assumption about our relation to 
metaphors in which we a ll participate, it helps us to see the extent 
to which the members of Wiltshire Church , and in a larger sense, 
a ll of us , play into the phenomenon of breakdown. This way of 
re lating to metaphors is, at bottom, self-serving. 

Let me elucidate one way in which th is is so. The problem with 
the claim that both we and the life principle a re independent, 
aside from the difficulty of how we would ever make good such a 
claim, is that we a re presuming a kind of absolute sovereignty for 
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both ourselves and the life p rinciple. We are suggesting that the 
life principle is sovereign because it does not collapse when struc
tures collapse. We confer sovereignty upon ourselves, because 
somehow we a re on the outside of the structure tha t collapsed. We 
and the life principle turn out to be one and the same. This is 
nothing other than a way of imposing our view upon the str ucture 
from the safety of a n outside standpoint. 

To me, this suggests tha t the notion that we can have an objec
tive report of breakdown is a distortion. In breakdown, which is 
the loss of a center , a ny interpreta tion imposes a new center. It is 
the center of the person who is looking at the structu re. In a very 
subtle way, our imposition of centers upon structures undergirds 
our aspirat ions to universal empire over the affairs of life, reflect
ing our bourgeois orientation. It is, therefore, inherently opposed 
to the sensit ive interpretation of persons w hose culture, position, 
a nd life exper iences differ r adically from our own. Again, our 
metaphors fail to achieve their avowed intent. 

Breakdown, then, is a sign of our times, of our imperiousness, 
and of our pretentiousness. Wha t we are called to is a way of 
being fa ithfu l that encourages us to step outside the confi nes into 
which our world views del iver us. But this step, as I hope this 
account has made clear, is more difficult tha n is generally imag-
ined. ' 

Doubtless, it will be said tha t I, to mainta in this theses, am also 
standing outside, as an objective observer witnessing breakdown. 
But that would be said wrongly. I a m as much a victim of the 
patterns of our language, our inst itutional practices, and our pat
terns of conduct as is Sid or anybody else in our culture. Even so, 
we st ill turn to the church in a n attempt to bring faithful witness 
to the gospel. From this an importa nt theological insight emerges. 
It is not fina lly our way of understanding the kingdom to which 
the gospel points. Ra ther, the·-gospel points repeatedly to the in
breaking of the kingdom that overturns our ways of understand
ing. In stat ing that we are all caught then in the phenomenon of 
breakdown, I am urging the view that it may be possible for us to 
catch some glimpse of the inbreaking of the kingdom in our own 
t ime. I say a glimpse because I think that our predilection to hold 
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fast to metaphors that are self-serving is greater than our faithful
ness to the God who would be God in spite of us and because of 
us. 

This breakdown may be disquieting but it is also a sign of hope. 
We may perhaps begin to reconceive of our ministry not primarily 
in terms of professionalism and of the various resources of the 
professional, be they ethnography, sociology, organization devel
opment, psychology, or, indeed, theology. In the proper light
which, as yet, has not been determined-each of these may be 
instructive. But of greater importance, our responsibility is to a 
calling that cannot be neatly packaged in the metaphors of our 
time. This is the distinctiveness of theologica l thinking that needs 
to be understood and reclaimed. To respond faithfully to revela
tion as a calling, and to think deeply about its meaning, may well 
mean that we are for our own generation sentinels, standing 
guard, watching over a church that has grown weary with the 
insipid metaphor of our age. To aba ndon the bourgeois dimen
sions of professionalism may enable us to peer out into the dark
ness of the night and to make bold our a ttempt to discern the as 
yet unnameable, proclaiming itself both in our midst and beyond. 
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Nonetheless, with the aid of the introductory materia l in both vol
umes, H abermas's views reward the patient reader. 
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9. Seeking Significant 
Intervention 

LORE B. MEAD 

The transition from the primary disciplines- the basic building 
blocks of Part II- to the multidisciplinary approaches of Part III 
is more than a flip of the page. It requires a re-orientat ion of the 
mind, a change as dramatic as leaving semina ry a nd entering the 
pastoral ministry. 

In our Alban Institute studies of the bounda ry between sem
inary and parish , we found that gradua tes who were immersed in 
the culture of the seminary were often unprepared for the shock of 
entry into the relentless and multifaceted problems of the parish. 
During seminar y the church had been defined by the clarity and 
consistency of issues that were distributed among the specialists of 
the seminary faculty: theology, biblical studies, history, preaching, 
pastoral care, and other elements of preparation. In the parish the 
problems were not separated into courses. P roblems came in un
expected configurat ions. "Things happened a ll at once." 

In the first section on primary disciplines we took the scholar's 
a pproach to working with congregations. Each chapter had a spe
cific set of assumptions that could be clearly and consistently ap
plied to reveal different d imensions of life within Wil tsh ire 
Church. It should be noted that these primary approaches a re 
defined a nd sustained by professional societies and academies of 
seminary, college, and university. Although Christ ia n in their 
commitments, and heavy contributors to the work of the institu
tional church, these scholars are professiona lly accountable to 

each other in the applicat ion of their methodology a nd the infor
mation that they sha re among themselves a nd w ith their students. 

T he multidisciplina ry approaches place primary emphasis on 
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significant intervention. Their purpose is not insight but impact in 
the congregation. They utilize whatever resources are available to 
motiva te whatever change seems appropriate. Because change is 
their goal, they tend to be eclectic and pragmatic. Their client is 
the institutional church- the local congregation or the denomina
tional office-not the academy. As "employees" of congregations, 
they are forced to take local churches seriously , to listen to them 
carefully, to respect the depth and vision of faith that is found 
there. 

I am not suggesting that the parish is more real than the sem
inary, or the pastor more Christian than the scholar - or that 
every congregation that says, " Lord, L ord," is w hat it ought to be 
or, I pray, what it may become. But for those of us w ho have 
made a commitment to center our work in the life of congrega
tions, the local church is " where the rubber meets the road." We 
glean the insights of severa l discip lines as we work to help local 
churches. We live in the middle between the primary disciplines 
of the academy and the practical problems of the parish. 

T here are many people who inhabit the middle ground between 
theory and practice. T he reflective pastor, who puts semina ry 
education to the test, must continua lly reshape the tools once 
learned in classes. The sensitive layperson , who tries to under
stand the interwea~ing of faith a nd Christian living, discerns theo
logical patterns as well as answers to particular problems. Others 
are even more intentional in their efforts to bridge theory and 
practice: the denominationa l staff person w ho provides experience 
in the clustering of congregations, the a rchitect w ho helps the 
congregation shape its liturgy in renewal of the sanctuary, the 
C hristia n j udge who serves as a lay member of the congregation's 
committee for socia l action, and the independent consul tant who 
works under contract to help a congregation to plan or to deal 
with a problem or conflict. 

"Consultant" is the generic term that has come into common 
use for persons who inhabit the middle ground as professionals, 
trying to mediate new knowledge to the practice of ministry. Some 
consultants a re on the payroll of the churches; some work for 
independent agencies or as individual contractors. C hurch execu
tives, teachers, bishops, pastors, lay leaders, a nd entrepreneurs of 
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many sorts have all served as consultants to churches. Consulting 
has become something of a growth industry in religious systems, 
and deserves specia l attention. 

A consultant tends to be ( 1) someone outside the decision-mak
ing system of the client; (2) someone with skill or insight needed 
by the client, offering e ither understanding about the problem 
faced or a process by which the client can reach a resolution of the 
problem; (3) someone who agrees to work on the client 's agenda, 
not simply install the agenda of the consultant , bishop, or other 
outside authority; (4) someone whose continuing rela tionship is 
dependent on the cl ient's choice; (5) someone who is trusted by the 
cl ient. 

These guidelines have many implicat ions, but here we can 
highlight only two: power a nd relationship. Because of the power 
dynam ics within denominations, it is difficult for administr ators 
to consult within their own organization. For example, a bishop, 
or one with executive authority, can rarely serve as consultant to a 
congregation or pastor within his or her jurisdiction. Although he 
or she may understand the role of consultant, the a uthority of the 
office can never be ignored by the congregation or pastor. Under 
some carefully defined circumsta nces, staff persons may serve as 
consultants within their own systems. In genera l it is clearer if 
staff persons or executives hold to their regular roles, to better 
serve thei r congregations. Payment for services is important in the 
effective consultant con tract. If the consultant is not paid by the 
client, then the client does not control the re lationsh ip. The client 
must have the power to say yes or no to the consultant. This is 
rarely possible if the judicatory provides the r esource person or 
pays the fee . 

From the consulta nt's perspective, the relationship between 
consultant and client is the key to effect ive consultation. The most 
critical knowledge for the consulta nt is knowledge of the helping 
relationship , the abili ty to work together in such a way that the 
cl ient's needs are met. 

There is no sing le source for consultants now working in reli
gious systems. There is no commonly accepted method for training 
consul tants, not even an agreement on definitions for the consul
tant's task. But the selection of the consultant is a lways in the 
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hands of the cl ient- if it is a consulting rela tionship. It is wise to 
"check the record" of a potentia l consultant, through academic 
credentia ls or through people who have used his or her services 
previously. It may be important to discover if the person is flexible 
a nd can a pply more tha n one set of skills, since most problems 
turn out to be something di fferent from w hat is initia lly d iagnosed 
or identi fied by the client. " By their fruits ye sha ll know them." 

In the multidiscip line approaches of Pa rt III the three chapters 
are typical because they are so different. T he a uthors each took 
di fferent routes to their p resent vocational choice, a nd they use 
different principles in their consulting process. T ypically, they did 
not set ou t to be consu ltants. One was a city planner , one a clinical 
psychologist , a nd one a local pastor. People like th is a re frequent
ly among the resources of church membership- people tra ined in 
another field of knowledge and exper tise w hose way of working 
has led them to acquire the skills of C'Onsulting, w ith or without 
forma l t raining. There are excellent consultants operating from 
various positions in denominationa l offices, in semina ries and uni
vers ities, in socia l service agencies, and in other professions and 
businesses. 

The brief history of professiona l consulting in the church may 
be seen in the way these three a uthors have journeyed to their 
p resent positions. ' 

Sociological studies of ur ba n issues provide one source for the 
preparation of ma ny consultants. These studies emphasize, not 
the changing of individuals, but the tra ining of people to cha nge 
the organizations within which the individuals exist. The goal
oriented programs of urban ca uses were adapted for task groups 
w ithin congregations, a nd for congregations as a whole. Insightfu l 
a nd cha rismatic leaders, like Lyle Scha ller , have applied the 
learnings of pla nning to the needs of congregations. 

Psychology provided a second source of consulta nts, when ap
plied to the problems of the parish. In the previous section Ba rry 
Evans a nd Bruce Reed provide a n exa mple of a consistent psycho
logical approach with solid research founda tions a pplied to the 
problems of Wiltshire C hurch. As a multidimensiona l consultant , 
Newton M a lony provides the ra tionale for a pragmatic combina
tion of resources focused on a pa rticular point of need , in this case 
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on leadership. Organizational psychology, as outlined by Malony, 
has provided a broad base for the development of consultants. 

Perhaps the most influential source for multidimensional con
sultants is found in the social psychology movement that swept 
through the churches following World War II. This movement, 
grounded in interpersona l dynamics ("human relations" and 
"sensitivity training"), expanded to include the issues and dynam
ics of organizations ("planned change" and "organization devel
opment") a nd embraced a range of leadership tra ining programs. 
Although it was frequently introduced through Christia n educa
tion, the movement more recently has been claimed under the 
banner of church management and administration. James Ander
son reflects a further development of this approach as he incorpo
rates theology and social context into a paradigm that also in
cludes leadership and organizational dynamics. 

There a re other streams that flow into the preparat ion of the 
growing number of consultants for religious systems, which in
clude many wild cards and, unfortunately_, a few cha rlatans. Per
haps the positive examples we off er will help in the selection of 
effective consultants for local church situations. 

Beyond their differences in background and procedure, consul
ta nts have a common focus on the congregation as cl ient. They 
may not agree in their concept of a model congregation, or their 
understanding of the change process. But their approach is signifi
cantly different from the authors of the earlier chapters, who look 
a t Wiltshire through primary disciplines. The muitidisciplinc ap
proaches are task oriented, seeking to make significant interven
tion. They are congregation-centered , using (and rejecting) theory 
to help the congregation deal with its problems. 



10. A Practitioner's Perspective 
Policy Planning 

LYL E E. SCHALLER 

An attempt to use the printed word to communicate one's own 
approach to consulta tions with congregations resembles the effort 
to paint a word picture of an individual. Inevitably the word 
picture will exaggerate certain characteristics, understate others, 
and perhaps completely miss what some would declare to be the 
most important features. A photograph may be worth the tradi
tional thousand words, but it too has its shor tcomings. Frequently 
the photograph fails to capture some of the most distinctive per
sonal characteristics of the individual pictured in that photograph. 
To attempt to present a word p icture of oneself is certa in to reflect 
a biased perspective. In other words, this effort to descr ibe what I 
do in parish consultation does, to some extent, represent reality, 
but the overlap is Jess than one hundred percent! 

Perhaps the most useful contribution I can make to this discus
sion is to attempt to identify the seven basic assumptions on which 
I base my approach to parish consultations and to describe some 
of the procedures I have found to be useful. 

The One Basic Premise 

I am overwhelmingly convinced, as the foundation of my ap
proach, that the assumptions, beliefs, prejudices, value system, 
understanding of contemporary rea lity, academic p reparation, 
theological stance, age, biases, life experiences, denominational 
background, and other baggage carried by the consultant consti
tute the most important single dynamic or variable in determining 
what happens in a parish consultation. T hat is the one categorical 
statement in this chapter. 

The concept of a "neutral" or "objective" approach to par ish 
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consulta tion, therefore, r anks somewhere between an illusion a nd 
a deception. Everyone carries baggage that influences that per
son 's methodology and style. Likewise, there are no neutral ques
tions. The choice of the subject matter to be questioned represents 
the application of a value system. The seven operationa l assump
t ions identified here not only are of great importance, in my opin
ion, but a lso distinguish my approach from that of other practitio
ners. 

SEVEN OPERATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS 

The Outside Third Party 

Over the past two decades I have become a convert to the value 
of the "outside th ird party." The utilization of third parties has 
been one of the rapidly growing trends in our society during the 
past four decades. In part, this is a result of our growing afflu
ence. We can now afford the intervention of outsiders. In pa rt this 
trend reflects the growing specialization of the labor force. Most 
of a ll , however, it reflects an appreciation of the potentia l contri
butions of the outsider. This pattern can be seen in labor-manage
ment relations, in professional sports, in corporate " takeovers," in 
the practice of medicine, in marriage counseling, in education, in 
ministerial placement, and in nearly every aspect of American life 
except, perhaps, the merger of Protestant denominations. 

First, and perhaps most important, it means I am very skeptical 
of the self-study approach in which congregational leaders are 
expected to analyze their own situation and produce a prescrip
tion from their own diagnosis. Self-studies can be useful , but that 
is a very limited usefulness. The self-study can be a useful begin
ning point, or a base from which subsequent questions can be 
derived, but self-study guides suffer an inherent inability to ask 
the follow-up questions. 1 Self-studies with a consultant can be 
very useful. This also means I have serious reservations about the 
usefulness of the approach that calls for the congregational leaders 

1 A promising new approach that appears to be pioneering new ground is 
Robert E. Leach and Erwin G. Somogyi, The M easure of a Church (Anaheim, 
Cal if.: Presbytery of Los Ranchos, 1980). Their system may overcome many of 
the shortcomings of the tradi tional self-study. 
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to fill out the self-study (<notebook" and mail it in for a diagnosis 
and prescription . I a lso believe students who are in the classroom 
with the teacher learn more than the person who takes the same 
course from the same teacher by correspondence. 

Second, by definition, the outside third-party parish consultant 
is in a position to read the nonverbal communication, to ask the 
follow-up questions that are occasioned by the responses to the 
introductory questions, and to explore issues that otherwise might 
be overlooked. Those follow-up questions cannot be asked by a 
self-study. 

Third, the on-the-scene presence of the outside third party 
means that the personality, behavior, values, communication 
skills, a ttitudes, credibility, and appearance of the parish consul
tant become extremely influentia l factors in determining the out
come of a particular parish consultat ion. The confidence, or the 
lack of confidence, displayed by congregational leaders toward the 
consultant will have a great influence on what happens next. The 
responses by the parish consultant to the advance preparation; the 
questions asked by the consultant at the early meetings; the in
sights offered, the personal style, and the openness of the consul
tant; and the choice of a pla nning model a ll combine to influence 
the response of the parishioners to the consultant. 

Finally, a central variable in the usefulness of any outside third 
' party is the quality of the invitation. We will return to this when 

the discussion moves to procedures. 

Internal Dynamics or Community Context 

A second operational assumption of mine is that the internal 
dynamics of congregational life a re far more important than the 
community context. This is most apparent when the consultation 
includes the subject of numerical growth or decline. I believe that 
the dynamics of interpersonal and institutiona l relationships are 
more revealing than denominational ties , community context, or 
general statistical data-which really only provide a base for ask
ing more important questions. This assumption distinguishes my 
perspective from those who place a far greater emphasis on the 
influence of the community context or those who use a "data-
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based " approach to intervention 2 or those who stress the centrality 
of the denominationa l affilia tion. 

At this point it may be necessary to offer a n apology to my 
friends and mentors who stress the importa nce of external factors, 
such as the community context or the denominationa l affi liat ion, 
and to inject a n autobiogra phical re Aection. 

I came int o this vocation a fte r several years of graduate tra ining 
and professional experience in city a nd community planning. For 
severa l years I placed great emphasis on the communi ty context 
and conducted a n extensive a nalysis or the demographic, econom
ic, and land use factors that might influence the life , ministry, and 
outreach or a given congregation. Anyone fa milia r with my work 
in the early 1960s w il l find tha t a n ana lysis of the community 
context always constituted the initial section of an y report I pre
pa red for a church or a group of congregations. I was convinced 
the commun ity context shaped the life of a parish. 

In 196 1 and 1962 I began to be more heavily involved w ith 
black ch urches in Akron and C leveland , Ohio. As I worked with 
these black churches I gradua lly began to realize that the history of 
a part icular congregation , the impact of the minister's personality 
and leadership, race, social class, and other interna l considera tions 
were far more important that the community context in shaping 
the life of a particula r cong regation . As I re Aected on this, I also 
began to rea lize the community context usually was an influentia l 
factor in the life of a new congregat ion, whether it be in the inner 
city or in suburbia, but tha t as the years passed, the impact of 
interna l factors far exceeded the weight of externa l conditions. 

By the la te 1960s I was involved w ith several churches in D ade 
County, Florida, some of which were aff ecte<l by the inAux of the 
political rcf ugees from Cuba. Again, however, I observed tha t the 
internal dynamics of a congregation, a nd especia lly the a ttitudes 
and act ions of the leaders, were far more influentia l than what 

2 For a contrast between two different approaches sec H arry Levinson, Organi
::atwnal Diagnosis (Cambridge: H a rva rd University Press, 1972), pp. I 0- 11 , and 
Harvey A. Hornstein, ct a l. , Social Intervention (New York: Free Press, I 97 I), 
pp. 255-56. 
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was happening in the community around the meeting place. As a 
result, today I p lace relatively modest weigh t on the impact of 
changes in the community con text. 

As part of my pilgrimage I have concluded a lso that the denom
inational affi liation or the place of a congregation on the theologi
cal spectrum is of less importa nce that I once assumed to be the 
case. M ost of the parish consultations in which I have been in
volved since 1960 have been with churches from a broad theologi
cal spectrum in over three dozen denominational fami lies. I have 
become convinced that interna l factors such as race, socia l class, 
national and ethnic background, the attitudes a nd actions of the 
leaders, language, and the age of the congregation are more im
porta nt variables than the particular denominational affi lia tion of 
tha t congregation. 

The Wiltshire Church case study illustrates ver y clearly the 
central importance of the internal dynamics, most of w hich are far 
more inAuentia l tha n either the community context or the denom
inational affi lia tion. 

The Behavior Setting 

A third operational assumption overlaps the second. I have be
come convinced that the " behavior setting" has a tremendous im
pact on what does or does not happen in a congregation.3 For 
example, I have become convinced that the organizational struc
ture, the size of the governing board, the frequency of their meet
ings, the nature of the room in w hich they meet, and the choice of 
who will preside at the meetings of the governing body have a 
significant impact on what happens in the life of a congregation. 
T he design of the building has a great impact on the degree of 
"friendliness" d isp layed by the members. In a nother sett ing I 
have argued that the importa nce of place may be the most neglect
ed factor in church p lanning.• T his a lso separates me from many 
others who do not place an equivalent emphasis on the concept of 

3 Sec Roger G. Barker, Ecological Psychology (Stanford, Cal if.: Stanford U ni
versity Press, I 968), for the summa ry statement from a pioneer in this field. For 
suggestions on a pplications to churches sec Lyle E. Schallc1-, E:ffecliuc Church 
Planning ( Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1979), pp. 65- 92. 

• Schaller , effective Church Planning, pp. 17- 64. 
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behavior setting. It a lso means I believe the polity is more influen
tial than the denominational affiliation. 

The Classification System 

The fourth of these operational assumptions is that the classifi
cation system used by the parish consultant is an important factor 
that will influence the outcome of the consultation. What are the 
categories you use in studying churches? 5 

The most widely used, and one of the least helpful , classifica
tion systems is that of denominational affiliation. From my expe
rience I would rank, in order of usefulness, these classification 
systems: (1) size as measured by the average attendance at wor
ship and membership attendance patterns, (2) the ideological
behavioral dichotomy ,6 (3) the internal dyna mics, ( 4) the tenure of 
today 's members, (5) the contemporary role of that parish and the 
goals evolving out of that role, (6) the age of that institution and 
especia lly the length of time it has been meeting in the present 
building, (7) the age of the members, (8) the community context, 
(9) the polity, and (10) the tenure of the current pastor and of the 
past five pastors. It should be noted that only five or six of those 
ten can be identified through traditional self-study procedures. 

In reflecting on the Wiltshire Church as a case study, I found 
this to be an excellent and provocative presentation. After reading 
it I had only two reservations. First, the appropriate name would 
have been "Legion," for there are many churches that resemble 
this one very closely. Second, I would like to have seen a tabula
tion of the worship attendance pattern over a period of four con
secutive Sundays, including a frequency distribution between 
those who joined before the arriva l of the present senior minister 
a nd those who joined following his a rrival. 

~A brief introduction to several classification systems can be found in Lyle E. 
Schaller, Activating the Passive Chu rch (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1981 ), 

pp. 17- 39. 
6 For an introduction to the concept that some congregations represent the 

second of Jesus' two great commandments while others arc distinguished by their 
emphasis on the first of those two comma ndments, see Roger A. Johnson, Con
.1.rregations as Nurturing Communities (Philadelphia: Division for Parish Ser
vices, Lutheran C hurch in America, 1979). 
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The Choice of a Planning Model 

The fifth of these operational assumptions is that the choice of a 
planning model is at least as influential in determining the out
come of a parish consultation as the process followed by the con
sultant. 

My own inclinations are that choice of a planning model should 
be ta ilored to that particular congregation's unique situation, 
rather than be standard for all churches. In genera l, I try to avoid 
the preoccupation with liabi lities that is inherent in the " problem 
identification a nd solution " model and try to begin with an em
phasis on strengths, resources, and assets by using an "affirm and 
build" model.7 This bias can be built into the questions asked by 
the consultant. I try to use a planning model that ( a) has a strong 
future-orientation built into it , (b) includes an emphasis on out
reach , (c) begins by identifying the distinctive resou rces, 
strengths, and assets of that particular congregation, ( d) encour
ages agreement on the definition of contemporary reality as the 
beginning point for planning for tomorrow , ( e) causes people to 
expand their definition of a lternative courses of action, a nd (f) 
may challenge some stereotypes that no longer are relevant. 

It should be added here that a lthough I used it for severa l years, 
t 

partly as a result of my training and experience as a city planner, 
I no longer am an advocate of the "church and community" plan
ning model that has been the most widely used model for develop
ing self-study guides a nd manuals. The " outcomes" of that plan
ning model, which often include an excessive emphasis on real 
estate and/ or re-creat ing the past a nd/ or the fact that the private 
automobile has brought the demise of the walk-in geogra phical 
parish, are not compa tible with m y own va lues and goals. I 
strongly believe that mission and ministry, not rea l estate or the 
re-creation of yesterday, are high priorities in church planning. 

At this point it may be appropria te to classify my approach, as 
contrasted to other approaches identified elsewher-e in this book. 
Though I draw from these other disciplines in various ways, I 
would describe my own approach to parish consultat ions as that 

7 For a d iscussion of these two planning models see Lyle E . Schaller, Effective 
Church Planning, pp. 93- 122. 
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of a "policy planner." I draw heavily from that discipline often 
described as "policy planning" or "policy formation" and espe
cially from public policy theory. 

A Mobilization Opportunity 

Over the years I gradually have come to believe my sixth as
sumption, that in most cases a parish consultation can be a signifi
cant rallying point for the members. It can be an occasion for 
mobi lizing the leaders, not only for self-examination, but a lso to 
look into the future , and it can be an exciting event. Therefore I 
intentionally try to design the parish consultation to be a mobiliz
ing event. This includes a requirement for some advance prepara
tion, including asking several leaders to identify issues and con
cerns. It includes the concept of discovery learning. It includes a 
structured interview schedule that will involve most or a ll of the 
leaders on one or more occasions. It a lso requires building a 
strong future-orientation into the questions asked . 

The Dangers of Dependency 

In my own efforts to comprehend reality, I have come to be a 
reluctant believer in the old adage "Dependency breeds hostility." 
This seventh operational assumption helps us to understand the 
attitudes of many widowed persons, of some people toward the 
proposed leveling-off in federal expenditures, of many Methodist 
lay leaders toward their denomination's ministerial appointment 
system, and of many subsidized congregations toward the denomi
nat ional home mission staff. Perhaps it even sheds light on the 
attitudes toward the senior minister at Wiltshire C hurch in the 
case study. I a lso am convinced that the outside third-party con
sultant can cause the client to become excessively dependent on 
the cousultant. 

Although I have not been completely successful, I have attempt
ed to reduce the chances for an excessive postconsultation depen
dency- and that brings us to the congregation-consultant rela
tionship and another set of assumptions. 

THE CONGREGATION-CONSULTANT RELATIONSHIP 

There are many assumptions I carry into a parish consultation 
concerning my relationship with tha t congregation, and it may be 
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useful to list ten that I have repeatedly utilized. 
The first , and by fa r the most importa nt , is the need for an 

invitation. I am thoroughly convinced that the cha nces of an eff ec
tive and productive relationship will be enhanced if the co~sultant 
has a genuine invitation to intervene. There is an a ncient adage in 
adult education circles that a pplies: " You cannot teach adults any
thing they do not want to learn." 

I seek a five-part invitation consisting of an invita tion from the 
pastor , an invita tion from the governing board or congregationa l 
planning committee, an "OK" from the denominational executive 
in the local judicatory, a financia l commitment by the congrega
tion that gains the attention of the leaders, and a commitment to 
do some advance preparation. I want an investment by that parish 
in the consu ltation! 

Second, in the vast majority of churches I assume we will have 
to raise the level of congregational self-esteem before we can do 
any planning , a nd that is often the theme of the first few hours. 

Third , my skills are not in interpersona l relationships. T here
fore I do not intentionally become involved in those situations that 
reflect severe problems of interpersonal relationships between the 
minister a nd the members or among the members. Specifically I 
try to avoid those ?itua tions in which the centra l issue is the reten
tion or dismissal of the pastor. I believe those require the interven
tion of a denominational staff person. 

Fourth, I tend to be fai rly directive. I assume the congregation 
really is not seeking a nondirective, "objective," and neutral par
ish consultant. I do not agree with that cl iche from the 1960s that 
"the world sets the agenda for the church.'' I strongly believe the 
New Testament sets the agenda. I admit I bring an agenda with 
me. 

Most importa nt , I believe every congregation should have a 
self conscious and intentional evangelistic dimension, and I try to 
li ft that up. That is a bias I bring with me. 

F ifth , I usually begin with a strong emphasis on statistical data 
from the congregation as the entry point in iden tifying other fac
tors, rather than beginning with an examination of the communi
ty context. 

Sixth , I altcmpt to identify the strengths, gifts, ta lents, values, 
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and goals of both the pastor and that congregation and to reinforce 
them and to build on them. That is my basic approach. 

Seventh, J have a strong bias toward long pastorates a nd seek to 
encourage long pastorates whenever that appears possible a nd ap
propriate- a nd that includes four out of five consultations. 

Eighth , I believe life is increasingly rela tional and less and less 
survival goal-oriented. I try to focus on the relationa l dimensions 
or parish life rather tha n to think entirely in functional terms
although the organizational structure of most congregations is de
signed to encourage an emphasis on functions rather than on rela
tionships. 

Ninth , I am inclined to believe most of w hat I hear in the 
interviews, and that this information reflects symptoms rather 
than basic problems or concerns. Therefore, I see myself heavily 
involved in a diagnostic role. Frequently my major contribution in 
a parish consul tation has been to rewrite the agenda for that par
ish. This means iden tifying the "tr adeoffs" that many leaders a re 
reluctant to accept. For example, growth usually means cha nge. 
Or, it is rare to be able to reach and serve a ll of the youth through 
a single program. 

Tenth, I expect that when I leave I never will return to tha t 
congregation. Therefore I try to identify and enlist a grou p of 
a llies who will feel that they are a part of the consulta tion and be 
prepared to take the initia tive in the next steps to be taken. I am 
more concerned with providing those leaders with resources than I 
a m in solving their problems for them. Obviously the pastor will 
be the chief ally in that coalition on most issues. 

The Consultant's Report 

I believe a written report or memora ndum can be extremely 
useful. There are many reasons for that. One is that the written 
word is far more precise than the spoken word. A second is tha t 
many ora l messages a re received that never were sent. A third is 
that all of us normal people do our best thinking on the way home 
from the meeting. A fourth is that we a ll have selective memories. 
A fifth is that I believe one useful sequence is from symptoms to 
diagnosis to prescription to action. In many consulta tions this 
w ritten report is the new agenda for the deliberations by the lead-
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ers of that parish. A sixth is tha t I believe it is important for the 
denominational executive in the regional judicatory to be able to 
read the results. A seventh is that it often helps prevent misunder
standings if everyone receives the same messages in the same 
words. An eighth is tha t the written word usually is a more re li
able reference point than the oral tradition. A ninth is tha t if the 
consultant is invited back to that same congregation, the consul
tant may want to review the messages left behind from the earlier 
visit. My standard procedure for parish consultations lasting one 
day or longer is to provide fifty copies of a written report tha t 
usually includes eight to fourteen pages of text. It is hard to lose 
fifty copies. It a lso is ra re that a ll fifty will be in use on a ny given 
day. I want every person to have access to a copy of that written 
report. I am opposed to keeping secrets! 

Typically the report consists of five sections. The first is a one
page cover let ter. The second consists of three to six pages in 
which 1 a ttempt to summarize and interpret the advance prepara
tions-the stat istical data-to describe contemporary reali ty, and 
to ask questions about what God is calling that congregation to be 
and to be doing. The third section includes three to perhaps seven 
or e ight policy questions that I have identified. The responses to 
that new agend~ often will determine the future direction a nd role 
of that congregation. The fourth section usually consists of two to 
six pages of specific suggestions and recommenda tions. Finally, 
we normally bind into the final report thirty to fifty pages of 
essays, articles, and other material that elaborate on points raised 
earlier in the report. 

ADVANCE PREPARATION 

As was pointed out earlier, we do ask for considerable advance 
preparation for a parish consul tation. This can be summarized in 
four categories. 

F irst, I ask for a paragraph or two from the minister and from 
each of severa l lay leaders in which they ident ify the most urgent 
issues a nd concerns on the agenda. Why do they want an outside 
third-party parish consulta nt to intervene? 

Second, I ask for considerable sta tistical data on membership, 
worship attendance patterns, finances, the age mix and the family 
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and marital distribution of the members, tenure of the members, 
and simila r factual data. 

Third> I ask for this to be mailed early enough so that there will 
be an opportunity to ra ise follow-up questions. 

Finally, I mail to the people who are planning the consultation 
some suggestions for the interview schedule. In the typical two
clay consultation, for example, I will (a) interview a half-dozen 
persons on a one-to-one basis, (b) meet with six to eight groups of 
two or three to seven persons in each group, (c) meet with three to 
seven functiona l committees, (d) interview one or two pastors of 
nearby or similar congregations, (e) spend approximately an hour 
with professional "outsiders" who are knowledgeable about the 
community in which the congregation 's meeting place is located 
(planner or realtor or banker, etc.), (g) meet with the "core 
group" or "executive committee" of the planning committee or 
governing board on the first day, (h) meet with a larger group 
(total planning committee or total governing board) near the end 
of the second day, (i) have a group interview with as many recent 
new adult members as can be gathered in one group, (j) spend a 
half hour with the minister's spouse if available and interested, 
and (k) meet with two ex-members and (L) talk with whoever else 
is appropriate. 

In the typical parish consultation I will meet with thirty-five to 
fifty individuals, some on two or three or four different occasions, 
each day that I am on the scene. 

D~AGNOSTIC QUESTIONS 

In the typical day in a parish consultation, and the day usually 
runs from 8: 15 in the morning until 9:30 or 10:30 at night, I try to 
ask severa l sets of questions of many of the members. 

One set is used to identify resou rces, strengths, and assets. This 
includes questions such as: 

" What does this congregation do best?" 
"If you were to brag to a neighbor who just moved in next door 

about th is parish , what would you brag about?" 
"Can you point out one area or ministry or one program m 

which your congregation excels?" 
" What does your pastor do best as a minister?' ' 



172 / FROM THEORY TO PARISH 

"As you compare this parish with other congregations with 
which you a re acquainted, how does this one stand out in a ver y 
positive way?" 

A second set of questions is designed to evoke responses that 
will help me understand what the members view as contemporary 
reality. 

" Let us assume you wa nted something to happen here, a 
change of some sort. You had about given up on that happening, 
but then you heard that three or four very influentia l laypersons 
had come out strongly in favor of that change. When you heard 
that , you knew the change you wanted would be implemented. 
What are the names of the members here who have that kind of 
influence?" 

" Let us assume that a change was being proposed that you 
opposed, but you assumed it would happen despite your opposi
tion. One day you discovered two members had come out strongly 
against that change. Now you were relieved, because you were 
reasonably sure that if they opposed it, the cha nge would not 
occur. What a re the names of those two members who have that 
kind of influence?" 

" What do you see as the most urgent issues facing this congre
gation today? W~at do you believe God is calling this congrega
tion to be today?" 

" What is your understanding of why this congregation brought 
me here?" 

" What do you believe to be the a rea of ministry or program that 
is being neglected today?" 

" What is the identity or community image of this congregation 
tha t distinguishes it from other churches in town ?" 

A third set of questions concerns the future: 
" Everyone has a favorite wish for their church. What 1s your 

number one wish for this congregation?" 
" H ow will this congregation be different in 1990 from what it 

is today? What changes will the passage of five (ten) years 
bring?" 

" Is the Lord calling this parish to a new role in the years 
ahead?" 

" Do you see a fork in the road approaching, so that if this 
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congregation takes one fork, the future will be different than if the 
other fork were to be chosen ?" 

In addition, I ask people when they joined, why they joined , 
how the congregation of today differs from when they were new 
members, how far it is from the meeting place to their place of 
residence, whether or not they have changed thei r place of resi
dence since they joined , how famil y members have responded to 
this congrega tion's progra m, and other questions sui ted to each 
individua l's identity. 

When meeting with progra m committee members, officers, and 
other leaders, I a lso focus on the progra m area tha t is within tha t 
person 's a rea of responsibility and inquire about the deta ils of tha t 
program , projections into the fu ture, and rela ted matters. 

When meeting wi th the pastor , a nd I usually a m able to have 
an hour with the pastor early in the consul tation , I ask a series of 
questions a bout tha t minister's background, previous experience, 
year of birth, family constella tion , and expectations on tenure in 
this parish. In addition , I ask questions designed to secure an 
understanding of tha t pastor 's vision of the future for this parish 
and of how tha t vision informs that minister 's work a nd sha pes 
the policies tha t direct congregationa l life. 

I a lso ask the minister , " What do you do best as a pastor ? Wha t 
does th is parish do best in ministry?" If it is a multiple-staff 
church , I ask each program staff member to identify the strengths 
of other sta ff members. 

A very important part of tha t hour is devoted to clarifying in my 
mind the expecta tions of tha t pastor for this parish consultation: 
" What is your agenda? What do you want to be sure we cover? 
What a re the issues you wan t to be sure we address?" 

If the pastor's spouse is available and interested , I a lso want a 
half hour to learn what I can from that person 's unique perspec
tive. This can be very va luable! 

If the consulta tion is for a day or longer, I usua lly am able to 
arra nge a 45- to 60-minute interview w ith one or more pastors of 
other congregations (preferably on their own turf). In this inter
view most of my questions are directed a t three genera l subjects: 

" H ow is your ministry here in this community di fferent from 
where you were before?" 
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" T ell me about your parish. " 
" T ell me what you can about the congregation that has brought 

me in as a consultant. ' ' 
Usually I will have several follow -up questions to ask on each 

response, depending on the content of the response. 
T hese a re only examples of a few of the questions I ask in a 

pa rish consulta tion , but they do suggest the flavor , the bias, and 
the nature of the diagnostic process from my perspective. 

SUGGESTIONS FO R RELATED READING 

These ten volumes have had a profound impact on my thinking and 
have influenced my a pproach to parish consultations. I would especially 
commend the books by Barker , Bender, G reenleaf, and Levitt to anyone 
w ho serves as a parish consultant. 
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Johnson, Roger/\. Congregations As Nurturing Communities. Philadel

phia: Division for Pa rish Services, Lutheran C hurch in America, 
1979. 
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11. A Framework for 
Understanding and Helping the 

Church 
Organization Development 

H. NEWTON MALONY 

"Organization Development" is a form of applied organizational 
psychology. By applied is meant that organization development is 
concerned w ith changing organizations, not just understa nding 
them. It takes for granted, however, that one has to understand 
organizations in order to change them. Organizationa l psychology 
is different from industria l or business psychology. An organiza 
tion exists wherever two or more persons act together to meet a 
human need. Although ma ny organizations a re industries or busi
nesses, by no means is this true of the majority of them. 

Types of Organizations 

There are many types of organizations, yet all involve people 
act ing in concert together to accomplish a task. Amatai Etzioni 
has provided a helpful model for understanding these differences. 
Defining organizations in the manner of T alcott Parsons as "so
cial units [for human groupings] deliberately constructed or recon
structed to seek specific goals," 1 he suggests that a ll organizations 
share several components: ( 1) assignments of tasks and powers in 
a deliberate effort to accomplish certain objectives, (2) leaders 
whose task it is to coordinate a nd control the work of persons in 
the organizat ion, (3) and a means for rewarding or sanctioning 

'Modem Organ izations (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall , 1964), p. 3. 
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performance in order to enhance the effect of people working 
together toward a common goal. 

Churches share these characteristics with a ll other organiza
tions, but they differ in the means they use to reinforce or sanction 
the behavior of their members, as Etzioni's model will illustrate. 

He concludes that there are three ways organizations control 
the behavior of their members: physical, material, or symbolic. 
Churches use symbolic power. They use persuasion, rather than 
force , as is typical of armies or prisons. They use encouragement, 
rather than money, as is typical of factories and businesses. The 
symbolic means that churches employ to assure that the work gets 
done are intangible. Persons who participate in the life of the 
church receive approval, esteem, and status. Others receive criti
cism, depreciation, and accusation. The church does not force or 
pay its members to participate. Its members are volunteers w ho 
give their time because of their interest a nd who accept approval 
as their reward for membership. Living up to ideals and princi
ples is the goal. Personal satisfact ion and the esteem of others is 
more important than money or physical comfort. 

Thus, the church is a particula r type of orga nization, namely a 
symbolic organization that uses normative or social power to con
trol its members' behavior. Although it shares other characteristics 
with armies and industries, it differs from them in the way it 

• enha nces individua l performance among its members. These dif-
ferences ma ke individua l perceptions and group cohesion of prime 
importance in the life of the church. 

How Organization Development Can Help the Church 

Discussion of this issue should begin with the prior question, 
What is it that orga nizations need help in doing? The answer is, 
They need help in accomplishing their goals. For example, cur
rently, American automakers need help because they are having 
difficulty selling their cars. Organization development would as
sist them in considering a ll facets of their organization toward the 
end that they might better meet their sales objectives. 

The same is true of the church; it , also, exists for a purpose. 
Who is there who would suggest that the church is as effective as 
it should be ? No one in my acquaintance. It needs help in doing 
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what it should have been doing since the time when J esus, in good 
organizational terminology, first decided to "build" His church on 
the basis of Peter 's statement that H e was the C hrist (Matt. 
13: 13- 20) . And what is it that the church should be doing? One of 
the better statements of the goals of the church is found in the 
United Methodist Book of Worship, w hich proposes: «The 
church is of God and will be preserved to the end of time, for the 
promotion of His worship and the due administration of His word 
a nd sacraments, the ma intenance of Christian fellowship and dis
cipline, the edification of believers a nd the conversion of the 
world." 2 

T hese, then , are the four goals of the church: worship, fellow
ship, teaching, and conversion. Organization development can as
sist the church in accomplishing these goals. 

To better understand what it is that organization development 
can do it needs to be noted that organiza tion development (or OD, 
as it has been called) is a technical term describing a type of 
consultation that has come into vogue since the 1960s. Defined as 
a method wherein organizations are helped to improve a ll facets of 
their life in order to produce more efficiently and fulfill thei r 
members' lives more fully , OD has been preceded by at least two 
other developments in this century. 

The History of Organization Development 

Early in this century, Frederick W. Taylor published his book 
Scientific Management 3 and thereby initiated the classical or for
mal approach to managing organizations. Based on the assump
tion that workers were interested in economic rewards and that 
what the worker did was of less import than what he or she was 
pa id , this analysis suggested that profits could be maximized by 
dividing the labor into small parts a nd having clear lines of au
thority by which to coordinate these tasks. The underlying as
sumption here was that organizations could be treated mechanisti
cally by considering their severa l components and logically 
relating them into a working machine. 

2 1965, p. 12. 
3 (Ncw York: Harper & Row , 1911). 
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T he human relations approach was born out of a reaction to the 
classical-formal approach. Such writers as J ohn D ewey, Elton 
Mayo, and Kurt Lewin instigated a reconsideration of the ration
al approach, suggesting that the amount of work a worker was 
able to perform depended at least as much on satisfaction with 
social relationships on the job as it did on the pay received for the 
work. The pyramid/ machine model of the classical-formal ap
proach was less efficien t tha n a group model wherein persons did 
things together rather than in isolated cubicles. The most signifi
cant turning point in this regard came with the publishing of 
Roethlisberger and Dickson's Management and the Worker. 4 

This volume reported the famous studies at the H awthorne 
Works of Western Electric Compa ny in Chicago from 1927 to 
1932. Women who assembled telephone equipment were subject
ed to studies, based on the classica l-formal model, designed to 
cha nge their work conditions so that they would be more produc
tive. Working conditions were changed systematically, such as the 
length of the work day, the number of rest periods, lighting over 
the work space, and other variables. The women chosen for the 
study were placed in a special room under one supervisor. With 
each major change-ei ther for better or for worse-their produc
tion increased! The researchers could not understand this from a 
rational point of, view. They concluded that it was not the work 
conditions as such that accounted for the high morale observed 
among the women; rather , it was the sense of distinction and 
cama raderie they experienced at being singled out for the re
search. Thus, they concluded that the on-the-job sa tisfaction 
workers received was just as important as money. 

In many ways the classica l-formal and the human relations 
approaches were diametrically opposed. One considered the im
portant variable to be the formal organization, and the other con
sidered it to be the informal relationships beneath the structure. 
Although both were concerned with increasing production, the 
classical-formal approach emphasized structure whereas the hu
man relations approach emphasized people. 

• (C ambridge: H a rvard University Press, 1939). 
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T here was no reason why these two could not be combined, 
however , and that is just what the systems approach did. T his was 
a synthesis or the classical-formal and the human relations ap
proaches that drew on the writing of Max Weber. H e suggested 
that both the work that was done a nd the r ellowship that was 
experienced were important. Persons should have a sense or being 
involved in something importa nt and be satisfied with their on
the-job relationships if an organization were to be successr ul. 
Therefore, change in organizations was best achieved by looking 
a t them as a system of relationsh ips in which persona l as well as 
organ izat ional goals were being met. 

I t is out of this third approach, the systems model, that organi
zat ion development came into being. Organizations were hereby 
conceived as organic, systemic, and al ive entities that could be 
improved by intentional efforts. The goal is to improve the way 
they are organized, the jobs they provide, a nd the relationships 
they engender, so that they r unction more efficiently and fulfill 
their members ' lives more fu lly. It is importa nt to note tha t organ
ization development consultat ion assumes that the " fulfilling of 
the members' lives" is just as important as increasing production. 
More important, it assumes that participation in the organization 
is the way that the members' lives wi ll become more satisfying. It 
is a mutually dependent and necessar y relationship because no
w here else in modern society is it possible to increase !if e satisfac
t ion so fully as in organizational life. 

When the church is perceived through this systems approach , it 
is seen as a place where the importance of fu lfilling lives is proba
bly more important than any program the church may produce or 
any building it may construct. As I have said in an earlier essay: 

T he church most resembles educational institutions whose products 
a re the people they tra in or graduate. The church produces people. IL 
is not a coincidence that the church has been called the people of God 
( 1 Peter 2:9-10). 

So the church, like other organizations, produces things through peo
ple. H owever, unlike other organizations, the church produces people 
through people. H ere the distinction between product and process 
vanishes. The church tries to produce persons whose lives are fi lled 
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with God's grace THROUGH persons whose lives are being filled 
with God's grace. This is the church's unique, paradoxical and awe
some task.~ 

So organization development consultation, which emphasizes 
people as well as product, is uniquely appropria te to the life of the 
church. This type of assistance emphasizes helping the church 
accomplish its mission through , as well as in addition to, the re
demption a nd sanctification of its members. 

This point of view has important theological implications. It 
puts a radical, if not a lmost exclusive, emphasis on the group life 
of the church as opposed to the individua l experience of persons 
apart from the organizat ion. The implication is tha t the church is 
the p lace where the kingdom of God is to be worked out on this 
earth . The church is not simply a means to an end. In a sense, it is 
an end in itself. The C hristian faith is more socia l than individual. 
Theology is less something people bring w ith them to church than 
something tha t is worked out in the relationship al church. As the 
Gestal t psychologist, Fritz Perls, reportedl y said, " H e who has a 
how to live can live through a ny w hy.'" This was a reversal of 

ietzsche's well-known dictum, " H e who has a why to live can 
live through any how"-a maxim that puts the emphasis on indi
vidual, as opposed to group, experience. Thus, focusing on socia l 
processes, as tne orga nization development consu ltant does, is not 
peripheral. It is central and critical because the church is where 
the kingdom of God is being rea lized. The C hrist ian faith is 
unique among the world 's faiths in its historical emphasis . The 
church as an organization is the embod iment of that emphasis. Its 
"products" arc the people of God. 

Consult ing on the organization life of the church, as OD con
sulta nts do, is directed, therefore, toward helping the church be
come the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12- 27) and the fellowship of 
faith (Arts 4). It may be the prime means whereby the Great 
Commission can be accomplished and the channel par excellence 
by which Christ can continue to build His church (Matt. 16: 18). 

~ In "The Christia n C hurch- An O rganization LO D evelop," Theology CWl 

and N otes, October 1978, p. 23. 
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How Does Organization Development Consultation Work? 

Having established that organization development consulta tion 
is uniquely applicable to the church, it remains to detail how it is 
done. As could be predicted from the above discussion, when they 
are asked for advice, OD consultants do not simply a ttend to the 
forma l structure a nd environmental conditions of the organization 
nor do they ignore these variables in a focus on member satisfac
tion and group relationships. They do both. In a n effort to consid
er the experience and feelings of the members, they do not ignore 
the way in which the organization is organized or the procedures 
for communicating and exercising a uthority-and vice versa. 

More specifica lly, the OD consultant believes that every feature 
of the organization's life is a possible focus for consulta tion . 
Among these features are: formal structure or polity, leadership 
tasks and styles, planning and problem-solving procedures, job 
definitions, program effectiveness, satisfaction with roles and rela
tionships, methods for reducing conflicts, expectations of leaders 
a nd members for each other, progr am production costs, and mar
keting procedures. To reiterate, the OD consulta nt constantly 
keeps in balance the importance of product, of process, a nd of 
people. While a ttending to any one feature of the organiza tion he 
or she does not lose sight of this la rger perspective. 

The assumption that organizations (and churches) can be 
changed underlies the word development in the phrase organiza
tion development. Development attests to the importance of time 
and history in human life. It takes for granted that human organi
za tions, like human beings, can change for the better or for the 
worse. D evelopment implies change that enhances adaptation. 
H elping churches become more adept a t doing what they were 
created to do while increasing the inner satisfaction of their mem
bers- that is the genius of organization development consultation. 

Churches engage a n OD consultant because they are experienc
ing some breakdown in their functioning. For example, a conflict 
may have a risen between certain groups or they may have become 
stagnant in their growth or they may have become dissatisfied 
w ith their leadership. The OD consulta nt realizes that the church 
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is an open system in the sense that attending to any one of these 
problems will have its effect throughout all other facets of the 
organization a nd, in fact, that the identified difficulty may not be 
the main problem the church is experiencing. Thus, the present
ing problem is seen as merely one way to help the church. Howev
er, the consultant takes the matter seriously and works on the 
identified problem, hoping tha t these efforts wi ll have their effects 
throughout the system. Furthermore, the consulta nt realizes that 
everything that needs to be done cannot always be done in the 
time a llowed, which is limited by the economics of the situa tion 
and the willingness of the church to engage in total re-eva luation . 
0 D consultants never forget that they a re outsiders to the system 
and that they must facilita te a process that can be sustained and 
incorporated into the ongoing !if e of the organization long after 
the consultation is over. 

OD Consultation with Wiltshire Church 

For exa mple, in considering the situation at Wiltshire C hurch, 
it appeared as if there were two areas where an OD consultant 
could be of help: dissatisfaction with the leadership style of the 
minister, and lack of agreement on what the minister should be 
doing. In consultation with the minister , it was decided to focus on 
these matters, since they seemed to be impeding the work of the 
church. We felt these were key areas in organiza tional cohesion. 

In an effort to assess perceptions of what the minister should be 
doing, the pastor and a volunta ry sample of seventy-one persons 
completed the Webb Inventory of Religious Activities and Inter
ests- a 240-item scale in which a person indicates how important 
he or she feels it is for the minister to engage in certa in tasks. This 
scale yields a profile showing the rated importance of the pastor's 
performing ten roles: counselor teacher , administrator, evangelist, 
spiritual guide, preacher, priest, reformer, musician, a nd scholar. 
The ratings by the pastor and the church members are included in 
Table 11.1 . Roles are listed in order from a ra nk of 1 (most 
important) to 10 (least importa nt). This comparison yielded a 
measure of the extent to which the pastor and his parishioners 
agreed on how he should be spending his time. 

Although there were ties in the pastor's second and thir<l , fourth 



A FRAMEWORK FOR HELPING THE CHURCH / 183 

Table 11.1 Webb Inventory Results 

Rank Pastor Parishioners 

First Preacher (2.38) Counselor (3.60) 
Second 

{ 
Administrator (2.29) Spiritual Guide (3.3 1) 

Third Counselor (2.29) Priest (3.22) 
Fourth 

{ 
Teacher (2.25) Administrator (2.87) 

Fifth Spiritual Guide (2.25) Reformer (2.67) 
Sixth Priest (2.17) Teacher (2.58) 
Seventh Scholar ( l.79) Evangelist ( 2.41 ) 
Eighth 

{ 
Reformer ( 1.62) Preacher (2.21) 

Ninth Evangelist ( 1.62) Scholar (2.02) 
Tenth Musician (1.00) Musician ( 1.48) 

and fifth , and eighth and ninth rankings, there is still a marked 
discrepancy between the judgments of the parishioners and the 
pastor. 

If rated importance relates to how the pastor spends his time, 
he would be doing much that the parishioners would perceive to 
be of lesser importance. They agreed with each other on only 18% 
of the ra nkings. For example, in spite of the fact tha t both pastor 
and parishioners considered counseling to be of grea t importance, 
they would prefer tha t he spend much more time helping them 
through the crises of their lives than in sermon prepa ration-a 
task he rated as most important. 

Past studies have suggested that support a nd participation in 
ch urches is based, in part, on the degree to which members agree 
with what the leaders consider importa nt. This is a crucia l ma tter, 
since the work of the ministry is a lways more than can be done in 
a n eight-hour work day. Many individual decisions a re involved. 

The consu lta tive task with the pastor revolved around how to 
deal with this lack of agreement on ministerial role priorities. 
Several means for managing these differences were suggested. 
First, the differences could be publicly faced and discussed. Wilt
shire Church has a history of pla nning conferences. One of these 
conferences could be directed toward a discussion of the task of 
ministry and the priorities for the pastor. Both the pastor and his 
parishioners would have a chance thereby to express their opin
ions a nd to discuss openly why they rated certain roles as they did. 
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Second, since pastors often do not rate as important those roles 
they feel they do less well, the pastor might consider some skill 
training in those roles the parishioners considered important but 
that he has de-emphasized. He could engage in an effort to learn 
better how to lead people in community social act ion and how to 
carry out better the tasks of routine pastoral care. He might learn 
to like and to rate as important these new ski lls. Perhaps his 
entering into the doctor of ministry program at a local seminary 
was a step in this direction. 

Thirdly, the pastor could put his leadership into a different 
perspective and decide to accommodate himself to the ratings of 
the parishioners in order to build up their confidence in him. 
H ollander's theory of idiosyncrasy credit suggests that leaders 
serve two funct ions in organizations: they help organiza tions do 
better what they a re a lready doing, and they guide organizations 
into doing what they a re not , but should be, doing.6 If the pastor 
assumes that his ratings of role priorities are the "correct" ones, 
then his job becomes one of how best to lead his pa rishioners into 
agreeing w ith him and supporting his judgment of how he should 
use his time. In order to lead them toward supporting him he 
would need to invest himself in doing what they think is impor
tan t, because this would build up the "credit" he needs to guide 
them into supporting his priorities. One illustra tion is the letter of 
support that a parishioner wrote on behalf of the pastor at the 
time he was criticized. She noted that the pastor had ministered to 
her family in a time of crisis, and she supported him in the present 
because of this experience. He had credit with her . 

The second part of the consultation was concerned with leader
ship style- the way a pastor did what he did. In a n attempt to 
understand th is, the pastor and severa l key leaders, as well as his 
spouse, completed the Life Orientations Survey (LIFO)- a 45-
item scale in which a person indicates the way in which the pastor 
ha ndles a number of leadership events. The pastor rated himself, 
and we compared his perceptions with those of the leaders. Two 
basic types of leadersh ip situa tions were judged: success situations, 

• E. P. H olla nder , "Conformity, Status a nd Idiosyncrasy C redit," Psycholog i
cal R eview 65 ( 1958), pp. I I 7- 27. 



A FRAMEWORK FOR HELPING THE CHURCH I 185 

Table 11.2 LIFO Leadership Style 

Supporting Controlling Conserving Adapting 
Situation Giving Taking Holding Dealing 

Success 15 34 21 20 
Conflict 14 31 23 22 

NoTE: All scores in a given situation add up to 90. T he higher the score, the 
stronger a given leadership style. 

in which people follow the leader w ith little or no resistance, and 
conjlict situations, in which people resist and ref use to follow the 
leader. These comparisons a re given in Table 11.2. 

T he four leadership styles are defined as follows : The support
ing/ giving style depicts leadership through others and accom
pl ishing goals through encouragement; the controlling/ ta king 
style depicts leadership by direct command and accomplishing 
goals by strong authority; the conserving/ holding style depicts 
leadersh ip by cautious deliberation and accomplishing goals by 
careful 1.tention to traditiona l procedures; and the adapt ing/ deal
ing St\ .e depicts leadership by friendliness a nd accomplishing 
goals through emphasiz ing good feelings a nd group cohesion. 

As can be seen, the pastor sees his dominant style in success 
situations as controlling/ taking (high score of 34) and his least 
pref erred style as supporting/ giving (score of 15) . There is no 
back-up style because no one of the other two scores is within ten 
points of the controlling/ taking score of 34. 

This same pattern emerges in conflict situations, save for the 
fact that the pastor sees himself as having weak back-ups in the 
conserving/ holding and the adapting/ dealing styles. 

The ratings of the leaders and the pastor's spouse a re presented 
next (see T able 11 .3) . Of in terest is how much they agree with the 
pastor's perception of himself. 

Differences and similarities among the ratings were a nalyzed 
a nd discussed with the pastor. There is a continuing dialogue 
among scholars as to whether w hat persons think about them
selves is more, or less, real than what others think about them. 
However, in leadership in voluntary organizations, such as the 
church , there is a great need to understand and evaluate one's 
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Table 11.3 LIFO Leadership Style 

Supporting Controlling Conserving Adapting 
Situation Giving Taking Holding Dealing 

Success 
spou. ~ 16 34 22 18 
lead1.: I 22 25 19 24 
leader 2 21 28 24 17 
leader 3 17 31 17 25 
leader 4 27 30 17 16 

ConAict 
spouse 12 38 28 16 
leader I 15 29 24 22 
leader 2 17 3 I 29 13 
leader ' 13 30 27 20 
leade-, -, 22 25 23 20 

impact on others, because the prime goal of a ll leadership is influ
ence. Of course, style is only one part of the picture, because even 
where there is perfect agreement on the style of a given leader 
there is the further question of whether people approve or disap
prove of that style. 

The raters were in perfect agreement that in success situations 
the pastor's dominant style was controlling/ taking-a style tha t 
leads by d irect commands, strong opinions, and clear task de
mands. However, there was disagreement as to whether the pastor 
had any back-up styles (scores w ithin IO points of the highest 
score) that he used on occasion. One or more of the leaders thought 
he exhibited the adaptive/ dealing style (a style that leads by em
phasizing good feelings a nd group consensus) or the supportive/ 
giving style (a style that leads by staff encouragement and t1~ust). 

On his style in conflict situat ions there was much greater con
sensus between the pastor a nd the raters. All raters save one 
agreed that the pastor's dominant style was controlling/ taking 
with a back-up style of conserving/ holding (a style that leads by 
careful analysis a nd a commitment to wel l-thought-out proce
dures) . 
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These issues were discussed with the pastor, and recommenda
tions were made as to how he might become more conscious of his 
style and manage it more effectively in doing the work of the 
church and in understanding his impact on those with whom he 
worked. 

No ideal pastora l style was assumed. Five means of managing 
his leadership style were suggested to the pastor. These proce
dures were offered to him in an effort to ma ke his leadership more 
effective. First, he was encouraged to capitalize on his strengths in 
success situations. This mea nt that he should intentionally use his 
dominant style in a self-conscious manner even at times when he 
had not done so before. Second, he was encouraged to avoid excess 
use of his domina nt style in confli ct situations. This meant that he 
should become more conscious about those times when he became 
anxious and stressed. H aving done this , he was encouraged to 
change his style and become a more cautious, methodical, and 
careful , or sociable, gregarious, and friendly leader- qualities 
cha racteristic of his back-up styles. This suggestion was based on 
the finding that persons who persist in using their dominant style 
in conflict often a re at a disadva ntage. Third, he was encouraged 
to develop his least pref erred style in success situa tions. This 
mea nt he should identify a low-risk situa tion in which his leader
ship was not at stake and intentionally try to be supporting/ giv
ing- supportive a nd collaborative. This procedure would a llow 
him to increase his repertoire of avai lable styles. Fourth, he was 
encouraged to supplement his dominant style in success situations 
by agreeing with other leaders in the church to intentiona lly a llow 
their differing leadership styles to be expressed in organizational 
meetings. By consciously agreeing that group decisions will in
clude the exercise of different leadership styles by the various 
persons who are present , the decisions of the group wi ll be en
hanced and the leaders w ill not feel in competition with each 
other. The fifth suggestion was that he augment his leadership 
style by agreeing with other leaders in the church. He would 
moderate his dominant style by intentionally cultivating in himself 
qua li ties of their style. By this give-and-take he could reach a 
better style for himself a nd for those with w hom he worked. 
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These options were discussed with h im , a nd the importa nce of 
working w ith his style was agreed upon. 

Underlying Assumptions of OD Consultation 

A word needs to be added concerning the substantive a nd f unc
tional assumptions I ma ke as a consulting organizationa l psychol
ogist who is a Christian. 

Although most organization development consulta nts have skills 
that can be applied to a wick ra nge of organ izations, they evalua te 
the purpose of the organizations tha t request their help and deter
mine whether they can identify with them or not. Persona lly, as a 
C hristian, I have dete rmined that I can enthusiastica lly give my
self to helping the church. H owever , I would decl ine the offer to 
<1ssist such organizat ions as the Ku Klux Kla n, the C IA, or the 
M afi a. I lrnve no doubt tha t most of m y colleagues in these en
deavors function in m uch the same ma nner . Using one's va lues as 
a basis for accepting consultations is part of w ha t it mea ns to be 
professiona l. 

Again, a lthough most OD consultants have knowledge of a nd 
skill in administering numerous measures for assessing various 
dimensions of organiza tiona l life, thei r use of these instruments 
should not be interpreted simplistically. On the one ha nd , they 
know there is no perfect sca le, and they utilize their instruments 
mere ly to order rea lity , such as style of leadership, in some ma n
ner. The dialogue tha t is prompted by the administra tion of such 
instrumen ts is far more importa nt tha n the measures themselves. 
On the other hand, though the issues to which the consultant 
attends through the use of these scales a re stra tegic, they a re not 
exha ustive. They do not tell us a ll we need to know, nor were they 
meant to do so. They clo provide an arena for dia logue. The OD 
consulta nt is a skilled facilita tor of group process- not a techni
CJan. 

Fina lly, the OD consultant makes certai n presumptions about 
reality that denote specific psychological as well as theological 
f)Oints of view . In a pervious article entitled " 1 Plus 1 = 0 (O rga
nization)," 1 I concluded tha t reality was social a nd tha t persona l 

' j ournal of the America 11 Scientific Affiliation , M a rch 1978. 
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identity was acquired through the roles persons play. Most OD 
consulta nts agree with this assumption and insist that t ruth exists 
in the interaction between persons ra ther than inside them. They 
resist the tempta tion to say that truth is p rivate a nd tha t cha nge 
comes by the achievement of rational insight. Instead , they suggest 
tha t tru th is discovered in the dia logue persons have w ith one 
another and tha t cha nge comes through group action ra ther than 
individua l insight. I believe this is good psychology and good the
ology in the sense tha t it takes seriously the doctrine of creation 
and the understanding of the church as tha t a rena in which per
sons become the people of God. The Christia n church gives per 
sons sta tus through divine acceptance a nd gives them roles to play 
tha t a re significant through time a nd circumstance. Furthermore, 
as J esus said, " Where two or three a re gathered in my name, 
there a m I in the midst of them" (M att. 18:20) . I work under the 
assumption tha t God is present and active w hen C hristia ns get 
together. OD consultants to churches ta ke organizationa l life a nd 
grou p process seriously and trust them to be revela tiona l in a 
theological sense and cohesional in a psychological perspective. 

The Limits of Organization Development Consultation 

No one approach is ideal or exha ustive or perfect. T here a re 
limits to a ll a pproaches and to all perspectives. By being conscious 
of their limitations, organization development consulta nts try to 
minimize the negative p0ssibilities. For exa mple: 

I. Initia lly there is the problem inherent in approaching organ
izations as a consulting psychologist who has the " client" perspec
tive. Like a ttorneys, a pplied psychologists function on the basis of 
hourly fees. The importance of t ime may lead OD consulta nts to 
be less relaxed a nd more impulsive in their evalua tions of wha t is 
needed. By being awa re of the danger, OD consu ltants a ttempt to 
counter this in their professional behavior. 

2 . OD consulta tion tends to place more emphasis on inner dy
namics as opposed to situational conditions. This may result in an 
organization tha t functions well but has no impact on its environ
ment. In response, OD consultan ts intentionally call the organiza
tion's atten tion to market realities. 

3. History assumes less importa nce in OD consulta tion than in 
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some other approaches. This does not mea n that tradition a nd 
past experience are ignored, but it does mean that present f unc
tioning assumes priority. This could limit the impact of the con
sulta tion in situations where change a ppears to be occurring but 
in which long- term habits or history regain control after the con
sul tant leaves. Once again, the OD consulta nt hopes to counter 
this tendency by calling it to the attention of the congregation. 

In summary, organization development consultat ion has much 
to off er as a framework for understanding and helping the local 
church. This approach was illustrated through an actua l consulta 
tion with Wiltshire Church. Some of the underlying assumptions 
and limita tions of the approach were discussed to encourage dia 
logue a nd fur ther study in this field. 
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12. Crisis, Communication, and 
Courage 

A Ministry Development Approach 

JAMES DESMOND ANDERSON 

UNDERSTANDING AND CHANGE 

As consultants we are not interested in merely studying the 
local congregation; we wa nt to find ways to create change. Our 
interests do not stem from a detached intellectual inquiry. They 
are motivated by the need to provide help to the clergy and la ity of 
local churches. Basic to this concern is the increase of the love of 
God and neighbor as it finds expression in the structures and 
processes of the local church. We focus on understanding the con
gregation so that change can occur in the direction of a more 
faithful Christia n witness. This dual emphasis on understanding 
a nd change is centra l to all approaches to the local church that a re 
rooted in the field of organization development. 

Organization development emerged in the late fifties a nd early 
sixties as an applied science dedicated to the process of planned 
change within organiza tions a nd institutions. The basic change 
mechanism is the involvement of the organization's members in 
applied research on the covert processes of institutional life. By 
exposing the gaps between the organization 's policies and its actu
a l operat ing mode, the change process is given energy a nd direc

tion. Organization development has spawned a broad ra nge of 
efforts to aid the local church. 

Recently the church has evolved the field of congregational de
velopment, or better , ministry development, to the point that it has 
become a n important, distinctive, and new discipline in the field of 
practical theology. The uniqueness of ministry development is its 
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capacity to provide an applied integrative focus for both belief a nd 
practice of ministry. 

A Model of Ministry 

An attempt to understand the ministry of the local church must 
be comprehensive enough to consider four different perspectives of 
the church, as well as the relationship or degree of fit between 
them. Ezra Earl Jones and I made this a main point of The 
M anagem ent of Ministry (Sa n Francisco: Harper & Row) , pub
lished in 1978, and intervening years have only strengthened our 
conviction. This model of ministry can be diagrammed as follows: 

Structure: the 

Primary task 
or 

/ core mission ~ 

formal and informal 
organization 

- -----+------ Leade rship 

The communit y contex t 

Primary task is significant because it allowed us to compare the 
ideal and the actual in addressing the mission of the church. The 
ongoing !if e of a church-its interaction with the community and 
interactions among the members-generates a n identity or char
acter that in turn shapes the character of its members. This identi
ty transcends any rational planning scheme and will not be cap
tured by a set of goals a nd objectives. To find the primary task we 
must observe many things a congregation sees and does to discern 
its connections by the way it lives. Community contex t is the socio
political area that is the mission environment of the congregation. 
Churches are a part of, and serve, the communities in which they 
are located. All too often churches lapse into defining themselves 
by their existing membership- as if they had a life a part from the 
community. The relationship or fit between prima ry task a nd 
environment is the bt::st criterion for determining the structural 
forms and styles of leadership needed by the church. Structure 
refers to th e forma l explicit elements of congregational life such as 
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policies, buildings, creeds, curricula, boards, and committees as 
well as the hidden, informal structures of cliques, networks, 
norms, and roles. These invisible, covert structures often function 
at odds with the visible, formal structures of church life. For ex
ample, many congregations adopt official objectives encouraging 
discipleship in the world while their informal practices endorse 
only the maintenance of the institutiona l church. L eadership re
fers to both clergy and laity in the several dimensions of the influ
ence process between leader and participant. Church leaders, both 
clergy and lay, have the multiple tasks of maintaining a healthy 
institution, continually re-forming the bonds of voluntary associa
tion, and acting as a uthentic spiritua l mentors in the struggle of 
life. 

One might turn to sociologists to consider the community con
text in depth. Systematic theologians can provide clarification of 
the normative task of the church. Educators, psychologists, and 
administrators can lend a helping hand on questions of leadership 
and structure. All four perspectives must be integrated in order to 
understand and shape the local church. The rela tionship between 
the perspectives or components of the ministry system are as cru
cial as each component. For instance, the structure of the local 
church must be suited to the nature of the community context in 
the light of the primary task of the church . A rapidly transient, 
highly diverse community requires a different structure from a 
stable, homogeneous community. 

The integration, or linking, of these four perspectives in the 
local church is not simply a matter of building a composite by 
fitting the four components together. Each perspective is a view of 
the whole but from a particular stance, somewhat like four differ
ent witnesses to the same event. At the same time, this component 
creates views and contrasts that highlight decisive linkages and 
patterns of relationship. For example, the problem will look clif
f erent if pursued solely from the community context than if inves
tigated from the internal perspective of structure or leadersh ip. 
Primary task perspective can give full rein to values and vis ion in 
a way that the social sciences have difficulty incorporating. 

An actual experience of the church can be interpreted in many 
ways. A neighborhood meeting can be regarded as data telling us 
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of the community context, or as a structure of the church in ac
tion; it can be examined in terms of the various leadership proc
esses in the meeting, or in the light of the purposive values being 
pursued; it can be seen in its relationship to other groups, levels, 
and processes of community and congregational life. The practice 
of ministry development provides church leaders w ith the abi lity 
to sort out this experience to achieve a more comprehensive pic
tu re of the church in action. When this becomes the congregation's 
self-understanding, rather than the views of an outside expert, 
new motivation for action is ensured. By using these four perspec
tives we believe that the congregation w ill at least have the option 
to choose directions that are theologically sound as well as organi
zationally effective. Our experience suggests that the American 
church has an entrepreneurial bias that causes an easy choice of 
methods solely directed toward organizational efficiency a nd nu
merical growth. Much of the initial church enthusiasm for meth
ods rooted in organization development appears to stem from its 
ability to concentrate energy on the marketing problems currently 
being experienced by church leaders. 

T he hope for the field of ministry development rests in its in
creasing ability to help church leaders address the problems that 
are troubling them in ways that realistically unite parish practice 
with the standards of Scripture and theology. To understand the 
problems of a congregation we must feel ourselves to be present 
w ith them at the t ime. For example, we must try to "enter" Wilt
shire Church . 

WILTSHIRE CHURCH 

A Time of Promise 

Wiltshire C hurch seems to be in trouble. The past spirit of 
harmonious cooperation has evaporated. F inancial reports are 
"depressing. " K ey leaders have withdrawn their support. A 
mixed chorus of complaints has swollen in volume. T he minister, 
Sid Carlson, has become a source of concern, to himself and oth
ers. A surpris ing golden era of growth a nd recogni tion is ending 
in discord and confusion. Leaders and members bel ieve that the 
congregation has fa llen onto ha rd times. My own view is quite to 
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the contrary. For the moment a t least , the placid veneer of domes
ticated fellowship and organizational growth has been broken. 
Normal assumptions, perceptions, a nd ha bitual ways of behaving 
as members of Wiltshire C hurch a re being put to the test. Anger 
and anxiety have raised the possibility that the accustomed, seem
ingly successful modes of opera ting will be re-examined a t a fresh 
and deeper level. The addiction to success under the controlled 
leadership of S id Carlson is failing. In short, Wiltshire C h urch is 
face to face with the richest, fullest, best opportunity it has had in 
a decade to discern its call as a portion of the body of C hrist. 

All socia l systems have a n inherent tendency to stay frozen and 
locked int o the same patterns of belief and behavior. Like an 
aerialist on n high wire moving his balance pole in order to re
main steady, much of the change in a socia l system occurs in order 
to keep basic pa u erns the sa me. T o those who would help Wilt
shire Church in its struggle to become a congregation fa ithful in 
its practice to the gospel of its L ord, the present time of inherent 
instability is welcome. It means that the possibility is present for 
change in the deep structures tha t shape and mold the beliefs, 
attitudes, and behavior of Wiltshire 's leaders and members. V\1c 
can be reasonably certa in that w ithout help these deep structures 
will form even' the present seeming ly chaotic and disturbed 
scene- the movements of the balance pole-into stahle equilibri
um. Just as a canoeist can read the turbulent waves of a raging 
course of white water so as to "see" the boulders and logs beneath 
the surface, so the helpers of the Wiltshire Church should expect 
and must be able to "see" the deep, enduring structures tha t a rc 
asserting their formative power over the current fluid situa tion. 

The town of Wiltshire is rt community of managers and busi
ness executives. One of the highest compliments paid to the pastor 
is that he is competent enough to have made it in the business 
world. This prevalent and highly prized belief in ma nagerial ef
fectiveness and orga nizationa l cont rol asserts itself in sever a l fash
ions. Church troubles are likely to be regarded solely as problems 
to be solved. Categories such as personnel problem or planning 
problem are likely to be invoked as the means of understanding 
the present situation. Without aicl, the human a nd spiri tual possi
bilities of this time of testing and cha llenge will be overlooked . 
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H owever , the built-in receptivity to managerial problem solving 
does have the advantage of increasing the possible acceptance of 
outside "expert" consultants. When external consultants come on 
the scene they will begin to experience pressures to treat the issues 
of Wil tshire Church solely with rational, ana lytic approaches. 

Subtle a nd unconscious pressures will be exerted to restore the 
C hurch to normalcy- to return to familiar processes that ensure 
harmony and the sense of well-being tha t derives from being able 
to shape and manage a good, successful opera tion. The consultant 
will experience the same bind tha t has enveloped Sid Carlson. 
C redibility and leverage to influence the congregation will Aow 
from being a "good'' problem solver and helping to get things 
back under control. Wiltshire Church is in a difficult but promis
ing time. G iven proper leadership and assistance the opportunity 
is present for the congregation to emerge from its identification 
with the cu ltural values of the community and begin to model a 
style of life more reflective of the C hristia n gospel. 

Structures of Communication 

An examination of the underlying structures of !if e in Wiltshire 
C hurch reveals the patterns of relating regarded as acceptable. 
These structures or habitual patterns a re especially clear, for in
stance, in the area of interpersona l communication. First, there 
a re indicators tha t the expression of strong emotions- negative 
feel ings in particular- a r e not valued in the usua l practices of the 
membership. Thus, a lay leader cites as a reason for dropping the 
housing proposal that "the issue was too hot a t the time." Admin
istrative board minutes reveal a continued emphasis on smoothing 
disagreement and cooling down discussions by "avoiding direct 
quest ions." M ember comments suggest that strong negative feel
ings a re more likely to be expressed through phone calls after the 
board has adjourned tha n in open , public forums. 

Second, indications from severa l quarters are that it is unusual 
for members to speak on an issue out of a personal, owned, deeply 
felt expression of personal perspective. The difference in intensity 
of feeling and sharpness of expression between private interviews 
a nd public comment is dramatic and pronounced. For a congrega
tion tha t values pastoral responsiveness to its members, the board 
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retreat discussions of purpose are broad and general in character 
and reveal little of the actual day-to-day dilemmas of board mem
bers. Indeed, one can read the entire study and believe that, except 
for Sid Carlson and those to whom he has been a pastor, the 
inhabitants of Wiltshire are able to pull up the drawbridge and 
leave all of the woes of the world on the other side of the moat. In 
this instance what is not ta lked about is probably more importa nt 
than what is. Even, or perhaps especially, in a town like Wilt
shire, alcoholism, shattered marriages, adolescent tragedies, and 
the tra uma of sudden death are elemental components of the fab
ric of !if e. This level of discussion and personal revelat ion is miss
ing from the record. 

A third important communication pattern is revea led by the 
realistic anxiety that interpersona l conflict will lead to punitive 
retribution through the betrayal of personal confidences. This 
threat has been reinforced by the public symbols of accusation and 
name calling. Violent, out-of-control verbal exchanges have been 
a llowed to hang in the a ir- to be resolved, if at a ll , in private. 
The uncertainty of this situation can only result in the most cau
tious and controlled public utterance. 

I doubt that any of these communication habits are new or 
situationally induced by the present crisis. They suggest long
standing normalive practice within a congregation that va lues a 
warm, comfortable cl imate of belonging. They suggest habits and 
ways of relating that confuse caring with protectiveness, accept
ance with doormat passivity. The deep structures are less visible 
when the st ream is flowing with a gentle calm. An advantage of 
the present situation is that the outcomes of these communication 
habits are becoming more and more apparent. ((We a re meeting 
controversy with contempt," said one member, and the chairma n 
of the board resigned with accusations about the pastor. The pre
sent lack of trust is quite real. Although this breach of trust is 
experienced as a loss, the evidence suggests that what has been 
shattered is the facade of tranquillity, the masks of some of the 
players in "the best show in town." One of the most hopeful 
possibilities in the Wiltshire Church situation is that the pain of 
the present time can lead to a deep level of trust based on a 
capacity to love where there are diff ercnces, to trust because both 
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relationships a nd faith have been tested, not sheltered. 
The late Sam Shoemaker, an Episcopal priest instrumental in 

the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous, said once that one of the 
things the church needs to learn from AA is the need for "definite 
personal dealing with people. " The communication patterns of 
Wiltshire Church may express kindness and good advice, but as 
Shoemaker points out and AA exemplifies, this is not a ll that 
people need. Honest , forthright dea ling with one another as we 
really are, as we a re before God and beyond the level of poli te 
a ppearance, is a necessity of C hristian fellowship. 

This is a promising time for Wiltshire Church because there is 
a recognition tha t it is a congregation being put to the test. Its 
customary numbing, comforting, sooth ing ways aren' t working. 
Patterns and habits a re beginning to unfreeze a nd slip out of 
place. It is a significant opportunity for change and growth in the 
everyday practices of ta lking a nd working together. 

Organic Interdependence 

When one looks at the dominant task Wiltshire Church is per
forming, at the ways the organization has been structured, and at 
the nature of Sid Carlson 's leadership, a consistent and self-rein
forcing pattern emerges. S id's leadership is congruent with the 
cultura l va lues of the town a nd the congregation 's habits of com
munication. His style should not be consider ed a part from an 
examinat ion and clarification of the function al mission of Wilt
shire C hurch. 

Wiltsh ire 's sense of task has been described by its minister as 
helping its members to better cope with the pressures of family 
and corporate life. The emphasis has been on the pastoral and the 
pragmatic. As described in a sermon illustrat ion, the congregation 
is consoled with the thought that a lthough they may not know 
what they a re fighting for, they might at least "think we are 
winning . n 

Wiltshire Church has focused its primary energy on a particu
la r kind of care and feeding of its membership a nd remains un
aware of larger issues. Public announcement of the disesteem with 
which Methodist district affairs are regarded funct ions to uphold 
the strength of the closed, enveloping boundaries of the congrega-
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tion . One suspects that the church maintains its sense of cohesion 
and strength by seeing itself as so much better than those around 
it. 

Certainly, clear evidence exists to show tha t the functioning 
primary task of Wiltshire Church is to be a refuge, a sanctuary, a 
retreat for its members from the stress a nd anxiety of the world. 
The idolization of Sid Carlson , his rapid fall from glory, and the 
severa l-years' emphasis on a " one-man show" point to a group 
cohesiveness, a refuge built around dependency on and idolization 
of a centra l authority figure. It is as if the congrega tion were 
saying we are strong and secure because our leader is la rger than 
!if e . His strength is ou r strength. Such groups have little room for 
understanding and forgiveness when the leader turns out to be as 
fra il and fa llible as the rest of us. Some members may have even 
wished , a t an inarticu late level, to link with the assista nt pastor, 
Stew Collins, to bring to birth a new emphasis to "save" the 
situat ion . Such actions would be congruent w ith the congrega
tion 's deepest pa tterns of life together. 

Some members now see the pastor as a " devil personified ." 
This is only the other side of the coin from a god personified in a 
congregation " built in the pastor's image." Sid 's charismatic Aair 
and worldly !if estylc have been charming, a ttractive, a nd a source 
of easy identifica tion for the members. His cha llenging domina
tion of the lay leadership brought respect, authori ty, and depend
able growth. Undoubtedly this leadership style has contributed to 
the d ifficu lty the administra tive board has in making decisions. 
There may be, as suggested by Eva ns and Reed, a collusive quali ty 
in the relationship between S id and the lay leadership. 

Ironically, the most significant failure of leadersh ip in Wilt
shire Church has been the success of the leadership in building a 
congregation that, like the town of Wiltshire itself, is so dedicated 
to hid ing from the sharp edges of !if e. Elsewhere in this volume, 
J ames H opewell has pointed to the themes of joviality and ultima
cy as characteristic of the Wi ltshire C hurch ministry. The leader
ship strives to be warm, engaging, a nd responsive. They have 
given their selective a ttention to those aspects of church !if e tha t 
would seem to free life from temporality, failure, loss, death, and 
d isa ppointment. 



CRISIS, COMMUN ICATION, AND COURAGE / 201 

Both the formal and informa l structures of Wiltshire Church 
seem strongly configured to support the leadership in this primary 
task. T he building itself looks special. Worship and C hristian 
education are well supported by staff and utilize large numbers of 
volunteers. The membership committee is routinely active and 
blandly concerns itself with gentle, undemanding incorporation of 
new members into Wiltshire Church. Conspicuously absent, de
spite their presence in formal Methodist organization, are any 
mechanics for real istic linkage w ith the district and with the com
munity of the town of Wil tshire. Despite the fact that this district 
superintendent has a number of pungent observations to make 
about Wiltshire Church , the evidence suggests that these have 
been withheld and that the two-way pattern of communication is 
guarded and cautious. There are no signs of a recognition of inter
dependence between district and church or between church and 
community. 

Congregation size does have an impact upon church structure 
and should affect the intentional design of the organization. Ex
cept for the minister, few of the members seem to know each 
other. Given the public image of the church and the transient 
nature of the town of Wiltshire, it is realistic to assume a meager 
understanding of denominational heritage among new members. 
Aside from the C hristian education and music p rograms, the con
gregation exists as a la rge, undifferentiated group with a mini
mum structure for assimilation, education, continuing spiritual 
transformation, and peer relatedness. Sunday worship and occa
sional education programs are almost certa in to be inadequa te to 
the transforming and integra ting tasks needed to move beyond the 
basic need for a safe haven toward a clear conviction about God's 
redemptive power. 

G iven the size of the congregation, the structure focuses the 
wishes, hopes, and fears of the congregation on the person of the 
pastor. Because Sid saw his role as one of building a community 
of consolation , and because he became the primary instrument 
through which consolation occurred, he was subject to enormous 
pressures. Potentia l relationships with the larger church and with 
the community could only arouse conflict from differing perspec
tives a nd hence detract from congregationa l cohesiveness. 
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The Courage to Be Different 

The challenge for a consultant working with Wiltshire C hurch 
will be to help them see themselves more clearly. The consultant 
must help them live in the pain of the present long enough to see 
their darker side, and to know even that can be redeemed. Most 
congregation members and leaders w ill expect the restoration of 
growth. Even those who are asking for adult education and spiri
tual growth are not like ly to make the connection between the 
spiritual ill of trying a lways to control !if e and the patterns of 
success in the town of Wiltshire. 

Whatever a consultant or outside researcher might think to be 
true of Wiltshire Church , w hat the congregation thinks and 
knows is the focus of the consultant's goals in contracting to be of 
help. The consultant will work within a diagnost ic model that 
determines the focus and nature of the information collected and 
a nalyzed. In contracting with Wiltshire, the consultant's model 
for understanding the mission of the local church wi ll be made 
explicit and then key leaders and groups helped to develop thei r 
own comprehensive model. They will participate a nd have a stake 
in their own processes of data collection and ana lysis. Like the 
congregation , most of the individua ls in the network responsible 
for the direction a nd care of Wiltshire Church have been frag
mented, unconnected, a nd unexa mined. 

Sid's wife and family a re mentioned only briefly in this case
the note tha t they too live in a fishbowl because of the location of 
the parsonage. An honest, searching exploration of friendship, 
family , and other support systems within and w ithout Wiltshire 
Church could be a giant step toward a community of love and 
t rust. The modeling of S id's relationship-to-his-work role versus 
his role as husband a nd fa ther is a n impor tant part of the story, 
especia lly in a community where success a nd career ach ievement 
have as much primacy as they do in Wiltshire. 

Questions of communication, emergent censorship, and mini
mal trust will be important. Key individua ls and groups w ithin 
the community, the district , and Sid's family should a ll have a 
part to play in what happens. As a consultant I believe that it is 
vita l to explore and develop open rela tionships a mong the la rger 
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network of people who affect the life of this congregation. Wilt
shire Church has not been open, even about the refugelike charac
ter of the church and community. Since the church has played 
such a major part in preserving the ideals of Wiltshire, it is doubt
ful if any change is possible without the involvement of th is. wider 
network of individua ls and groups. 

Deep structures and old habits will re-assert themselves unless 
the changes are clearly seen and widely discussed. Then is change 
possible only when members a re committed to it, and when the 
structures of the church embrace the change by a new way of 
doing business. 

FOUR KEY PRINCIPLES 

T here are principles of ministry development that are impor
tant to understanding and helping local congregations. Here are 
four key elements essen tia l in the task of helping a whole congre
gat ion understand itself and make constructive changes. 

A Disciplined Relationship 

C hurches are complex, multifaceted institutions. No reader of 
th is volume could think otherwise. Though the input of one-visit 
experts through reports, studies, and weekend conferences is help
fu l, it will not bring about the levels of self-understanding and 
self-management necessary for a congregation to fundamentally 
re-examine its ministry. An extended contract between consultant 
and congregation is a vital step in helping the leadership maintain 
a careful and continuing a ttention to the task of ministry develop
ment. The discipline of an ongoing process is self-examination, 
repentance, and reformation taking place at the organizational
systemic level. 

A contract for a disciplined examination of ministry is not the 
equivalent of a contract to initiate an outsider's program of re
newa l. The focus must be on the work of the total ministry of the 
congregation. Activities and interventions initiated by the consul
tant are diverting when they suggest a lte rnative focus to the ongo
ing !if e of the congregation. The purpose of a disciplined relation
ship between consultant and client is to help the congregation 
develop a more comprehensive, articulate model of its ministry 
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and to mobi lize itself to live up to that image. 
Episodic, short-term progra ms and consul tation can be impor

tant in providing a particular array of knowledge a nd skill. The 
ministry development consultant , like the fami ly physician, relics 
instead on a continuing relationshi p with the entirety of the con
grega tiona l system . ote that the development of this relationship 
was proh ibited in the instance of Wiltshire Church. T he a nalysis 
presented earlier would be quite different if it had emerged from 
interact ion with members of the client's church. From my point of 
view, the real study of Wiltshire C hurch is not possible without 
the benefit of this relationship. 

T he Congregatio n's Need for a Multiperspective Model 

Difficult and mysterious a process as it is, the ministry develop
ment consultant must try to help the congregation create a model 
for self-understanding that a ttempts to comprehend the levels of 
theology described in the chapter by Don Browning. Without this 
effort the congregation will work to resolve its most pressing con
cerns- usua lly having to do with the mora le of its present mem
bership or with surviva l issues tied to dollars and membersh ip
and not really address the more fundamental questions of the 
mission in the light of community needs and gospel impera tive. 
Each of the perspectives represented in this volume has valuable 
contributions to make toward a richer unders tanding of the 
church. 

But church leaders need an inte lligible map that is close enough 
to their reality to be reliable and trustworthy. The report of a ny 
outsider may be ingenious, detai led , and clear without moving the 
congregation toward change. Through the use of multiperspec
tives and continuing ,·elationships with congregations, ministry 
development has a ttempted to offer a more adequa te theological 
a nd intellectua l road ma p for the use of church leaders. 

The Who le Is G reater Than the Sum of Its Parts 

Early reference was made to structure, community, leadership, 
a nd primary task- four perspectives of ministry development. But 
it should be clear in responding to Wiltshire Church as presented 
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in the case study that I am more concerned with the way these 
elements related to one another in the fun ction of the whole. At
tention to the wholeness of !if e is one of the strengths of the an
thropological approach discussed earlier in this book. 

Ministry development is not a detached intellectual inquiry that 
dissects a congregation into its constituen t parts. The disadva ntage 
of a written report - like this cha pter- is tha t the writer is tempt
ed to operate only on a ra tional level. Actually knowing the con
gregation requires listening w ith the heart a nd seeing through the 
eyes of feelings. Imagination and intuition are requirements, not 
luxuries. Ministry development is an ideogt a phic science that 
deals with the uniqueness of the human story of a particula r peo
p le in an actua l setting. As story and history, Wiltshire Church 
bears many of the ma rks of American Protestantism in genera l. 
But the real vita lity and interest of Wiltshire C hurch will be 
found in the part icula rities of its story and in the uniqueness of its 
personality or characte r as a huma n community. 

Methods Are Important 

The method of inquiry creates legitimacy for the issues it high
lights and focuses energy in the directions illumina ted. As a result 
the inquiry itself is a carrier of meaning and a teacher of theology 
and values. 

We have learned, for instance, to be cautious about the use of 
survey feedback mechanisms for obtaining information on the lo
cal ch urch. These questionna ire surveys have an unhappy tenden
cy to suggest that mystery and excitement have no p lace in the 
institutional !if e of the church. An alte rnative is to train the con
grega tion in ski lls of interview a nd participant observation. In a 
major project on the changing role of women, we found tha t we 
were able to tra in church members to conduct in-depth, reflective 
inter views. In ways that surprised us, the interview turned out to 
be an act of ministry in itself. It a llowed the interviewee to see 
more cler1rly the patterns of meaning in transitional years and 
critical events. The interview was experienced by both interviewer 
and interviewee as a time of understanding, caring, and compas
sion. These in terviews made possible the cr eation of composite 
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case studies that were then utilized in a program of education and 
change. This approach provides information that has spiritual 
depth and organizational clarity. 

Ministry development is still a youthful enterprise. It is a prac
tical theological discipline that a ttempts to relate the phenomena 
of stubborn, shortsighted church boards; the purity of theological 
idea ls; the exciting vision of a charisma tic leader ; the tragedy of 
sudden death ; the burden of esca la ting fuel bil ls and leaky roofs; 
the mystery of worship; the turbulence of a cha nging neighbor
hood. These and the many other untidy aspects of !if e may be 
brought within the scope of the intentiona l mi nistry of the church 
and its leaders. It is a way of understanding Wiltshire C hurch 
a nd of emerging with it in repenta nce and faithful service. 
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OVERVIEWS 



13. The Practice of Ministry 

CARL S. DUDLEY 

The practice of ministry is more than any of the various ap
proaches that have been separately presented , and more than all 
of them combined. Like law and medicine, professional leadership 
in ministry demands the artistic interweaving of learned percep
tions and unconscious responses to constantly changing situations. 
The social sciences, a long with theology and the personal spiritua l 
disciplines of the pastor, are essential to the resources used by the 
H oly Spirit to shape and strengthen church leadership. The ap
proaches in this book examine the mundane life of the church as a 
means of r evealing the more subtle forces at work. A sensitive 
pastor a lready feels much of what has been said. 

The strength of these chapters lies in the way they separate and 
examine the threads of various perspectives woven and matted 
into the fabri c of every congregation- a lmost lost to consciousness. 
Mature practice of ministry does not need to examine the assump
tions in every step. Such narcissistic behavior would cripple any 
ministry. But there are times when we need to engage in self
conscious reflection as a means to more effect ive service. 

Confl ict is one situation in w hich this book should prove espe
cia lly helpful. When conflict is the result of different understand
ings of the church , the approaches in this book may provide the 
basis for understanding diversity and developing a stronger con
gregation. These approaches a re uscf ul generally- not only in 
crisis- to discover the unique character of a congregation found in 
the routine activities that carry the life and fai th of the church. 
And they are most insightful as a way of examining the patterns 
of essentia l church programs, discovering inherent limits in pre
sent practices, and offering new options for program effectiveness. 
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CONFLICT 

Wiltshire Church had both strength and problems, and each 
contributed to our understanding of the congregation. In the pre
vious chapters, sociologists considered the problems in light of the 
larger socia l context; psychologists moved from social context to 
personal rela tionships; those with an anthropological orientation 
moved toward an understanding of the corporate cha racter of the 
congregation; theologians grounded their interpretation in the val
ues commitments of the membership, variously understood; and 
organizational development specialists utilized several disciplines, 
with a n emphasis on communication and decision making. All of 
their approaches provided valid interpretations of the conflict in 
Wiltshire Church. The contributors did not agree with each oth
er , not because they did not understand, but because they saw the 
situation differently. 

Some conflict in the congregation can be relieved by improved 
communication. H ere, however , the conflict between perspectives 
is based, not on misunderstandings, but on clear differences in the 
perception of human dynamics. In the practice of ministry, we 
must differentiate between those who need improved communica
tion and those who perceive events differently. 

The perspectives of this book reflect the various viewpoints of
ten found in church conflict situa tions. In most basic decisions 
facing a congregation, some people look to community conditions, 
saying, for example, " What can you expect in such an affluent 
community ?" Others point to the congregation's relationship with 
the pastor , suggesting that the solution lies in a change in leader
ship. Still others explore the history and story of the congregation, 
the depth of commitment to its theological beliefs, or the way in 
which it is organized and makes decisions. All of the cha pters of 
this book would be represented in a typical church argument. A 
parish may not need better communication, but appreciation for 
the differences its members represent. This book helps to identify 
the sources of pluralism that enliven the controversies of every 
congregation. 

For example, the typical seminary student has a preliminary 
understanding of the church from the disciplines of theology and 
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sociology and often feels the sharp differences between the de
mands of the gospel and the behavior of a particular church. Im
agine a young seminarian entering the pulpit for a post-Christmas 
opportunity to preach. The young cleric might preach a prophetic 
sermon, suggesting to an affluent congregation that its celebration 
of Christmas is an anemic expression of faith, offensive to the poor 
and a desecrat ion of the baby Jesus. Some members might re
spond that their religious culture had been unfairly attacked by 
someone who did not understand them-and perhaps did not un
dersta nd the gospel as they did. The conflict might be processed, 
or ignored. But as long as the young preacher and the irate mem
bers remain within their sepa rate a pproaches, the conflict cannot 
be understood by either, and each can more easily bla me the oth
er. The a pplication of several disciplines, required to show the 
plura lism of perspectives, enriches the ministry of a congregation. 

The use of several approaches may not remove the issues to be 
reconciled. But it can enrich the congregation with a much wider 
understanding of the way God is at work in their midst and pro
vide a basis for dialogue to accept their differences and to discover 
a larger sense of ministry together. 

CONGREGATIONAL UNIQUENESS 

In the practice of ministry, we discover that congregations have 
a different feel about them, that they develop a quality and char
acter distinctively their own. Recognition of congregational 
uniqueness is essential for the pastor who expects to relocate. Two 
congregations may be demographic twins but opposites in charac
ter and commitment to ministry. An awareness of the unique per
sonality of each congregation gives the bishop or denominational 
execut ive direct access to the congregation and gives the pastor or 
consulta nt the appropriate handles to help the congregation mobi
lize in ministry. 

Many factors contribute to the individuality of a congregation, 
including the community context and the attitude of the church 
toward it; the denomination as family and as polity; the history, 
narrative, a nd traditions of the congregation; the size, organiza
tion, and decision-making patterns of the congregation; the cul
ture, world view, and social worlds of the congregation; the tenure 
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and leadership style of the pastor; and the theology, biblical au
thority, and commitment of the members to the mission and min
istry of the church. Congregations develop unique profiles in the 
conflict between institution and environment, between current 
leadership and historical forces, between stated beliefs and cultur
al commitments, between internal ministry and public witness, 
between private experience and corporate consciousness. Out of 
these tensions churches form an identifiable but elusive character. 

Without trying to summarize the many insights offered in each 
approach, let me suggest the ways in which I have found these 
approaches complementary, and how tha t complementarity aids 
congregations in a self-awareness that is the building block of 
more effective ministry. My comments should be ta ken as encour
agement, not prescription, for congregations and those who work 
with congregations to discover new ways of expanding their hori
zons and appreciating the uniqueness of each congregation. 

The social context of C hapter 6 provides the framework for 
understanding the values and lifestyles of the members of a con
gregat ion. Since the authors of that chapter take a comprehensive 
approach, the chapter includes information on the demograph ic 
character of the area, changing community values, a nd the internal 
structure of the congregation. Perhaps because the authors a re 
most sensitive to. the "determinative power of social context," they 
make a strong appea l for the church to tra nscend its situation. 

The hard empirical data of the sociologists is particularly com
forting as a frame of reference for the local church; they describe 
trends for the area as a whole and provide the basis for long-ra nge 
decisions. Typically, however , sociology has little to say about the 
uniqueness of particula r congregations within the larger social 
context. In responding to Wiltshire Church, the sociologists tend 
to take material from the background statement and from inde
pendent sources of community data. They do not fi nd much use 
for the crisis in Alan Hyatt 's narra tive, nor do they offer much 
help in what to say to Alan as he hangs up the phone. Without 
sociologists we would be floating in space, but the uniqueness of 
the church rema ins uninterpreted. 

Cultural a nthropology (Chapter 4) perceives the congregation 
as a culture, a subsystem of the larger society. The freshness and 
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apparent immediacy of ethnographic categories has recently a t
tracted increased attention in religious research. Church members 
enjoy ta lking about the history and activities of the church , about 
significant events, leading figures, internal tensions, and sacred 
space. Like theology, ethnography takes the "sacred" seriously. 
Ethnography offers new tools for disciplined listening, especia lly 
across cultu ral differences. 

Ethnography is so effect ive in developing the uniqueness of 
each congregation tha t the results a re difficult to employ for com
parisons of one congregation with others. In fact, some researchers 
are even cautious about anticipating the future of the congregation 
being studied, providing only a report of the patterns thus far. 

The lite ra ry symbolism approach of C hapter 5 combines ethno
graphic analysis with literary exposition in an effort to develop a 
basis for comparison among congregations, and to interpret their 
stories as predictable behavior. As a frontier of congregational 
studies, this a pproach stimula ted the other approaches that are 
developed in this volume. In its search for the structure of imagi
nat ion through a synthesis of a nthropological technique and liter
a ry symbols, this approach brings together diverse disciplines in a 
way that ma kes the congregation the central focus of inquiry. 

Systems psychology as used by the Grubb Institute (Chapter 3) 
provides a means to uncover the congregation's primary task, tha t 
is, its normative function in the community. Using a broad-based 
analysis- from psychoana lytic theory to demographic data-this 
a pproach seeks to identify the uniqueness of the congregation in 
its dynamic in teraction within the community. When we discover 
the historical a nd current role of the church in the community, we 
understand the appeal of the pastor, the tension of the gospel, and 
the potentia l future for this particular chu rch. 

Theological ethics (Chapter 7) demonstrates how to find the 
unique and operative theology of each congregation by looking a t 
the documents of the church and the behavior of its people. The 
procedure reveals a profile of faith that could provide a basis for 
discussion in ma ny suburban communities. The chapter demon
strates the weaving of Scripture and theological tradition into an 
image of the ideal prophetic church, which is then applied to 
Wiltshire C hurch with gentle pastoral grace. In its synthesis of 
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social science insights a nd theological norms, the chapter offers a 
working example of insights and problems that emerge w hen gen
eral theological norms are brought to focus on a specific congrega
tion. 

Philosophical theology (Chapter 8) suggests another function of 
theological inquiry, that of challenging the class and cultura l 
foundations for assuming the va lidity of basic concepts about deci
sion making, professional leadership, and the sovereignty of God. 
It sets Wiltshire C hurch in a la rger context in which metaphors 
appear to have lost the authority of meaning, interprets the pastor 
as victim in the breakdown of cultura l assumptions, a nd suggests 
that Wiltshi re C hurch might find its uniqueness in a n unusual 
w illingness to be open to an unpredictable and unma nageable 
moment of theophany. 

Policy planning (Chapter 10) is most pragmatic in the issues 
ra ised , and practical in the advice tendered. The questions are 
sensitive to eliciting the uniqueness of each situation in the com
plex interweaving of many disciplines. The goal of the consulta nt 
is specific: to build stronger congregationa l orga nizations through 
disciplined planning and intentional process. Although assump
tions are stated as axioms and complex issues are avoided in the 
clarity of a chosen goal, the uniqueness of the congregation is 
protected in the relationship between consultant a nd congregation. 

Organizationa l development (Chapter 11) defines the history of 
its approach and consciously selects one dimension (leadership) to 
serve as an example of the process. Typical of the approach is 
selecting one area of the cl ient 's need and ta iloring a response to 
meet that need. The organizational development approach is not 
as interested in the conceptual identity of the congregation as it is 
in enabling the congregation to find identity in action. 

The approach of ministry development (Chapter 12) finds the 
identity of the congregation in the interaction of several e lements: 
leadership, context, organization , and primary task. The immedi
a te cr isis of the congregation is a n opportunity for rediscovering 
the need to make decisions openly and finding the unique mission 
of the congregation in the context of contemporary possibilities. 

As a mea ns of discovering congregationa l identity and unique
ness, the case study itself provides one additiona l resource. Al-
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though many of the other approaches anticipa te a thir0-'l"c.1ny par
ticipant in the process of self-discovery, when u ... ;,og a case study 
the learners themselves become third-party ,..,h>servers of the prob
lems in the case. It may be easier for ""-'me people to consider the 
problems of their own congrN6d.tion when they find those prob
lems happening in anoth,.::r cong rega tion. Case studies provide an 
a rena that gives di<-Mance and objectivity to concerns that may be 
personal a nd i,;-.i1mediate. 

Wilts.hi1re Church may have simila rities to many other congre-
_cr,i•~1ons, but it is a lso unique and cannot be duplicated. The com
munity provides a generally affluent framework, but Reverend 
Sid Carlson is a particular kind of leader at a vulnerable age. The 
Methodist setting provides a general example of church polity and 
connectional ties, but the peculia r conditions of population shift 
and housing dema nd give this situation its own individua l flavor. 
T he profi le of this congregation is enriched by each discipline in 
turn, whether it focuses on conflicting theologies or the retelling of 
the stories of the gods. In one sense, Wiltshire C hurch reflects the 
crisis in fa ith of every mainline congregation in affluent America . 
In a not her sense, there is no other congrega tion like it. Together 
the approaches show in bold relief the generalizations tha t can be 
made about, as well as the uniqueness of, this particular group of 
believers. 

PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 

The everyday life of the congregation is not subject to being 
constantly reflected upon but grows out of the unselfconscious 
affirmations of belonging together. When we apply the approach
es in this volume to the activities of our congregations, we often 
discover that our programs are grounded in only one or two of 
them. Using a fuller range of perspectives offers a critique of what 
we arc doing a nd often provides new options a nd additiona l re
sources for accomplishing the same ends. 

Evangelism, for example, is usually represented by a strong 
theological ra tiona le and organized with a heavy institutional em
phasis. T ypica lly committees will use a sociological a na lysis to 
identify prospective members. But the effective appeal to new 
prospects should include the insights about human need offered by 
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psychol og">,',' and the promises of God offered in the theological 
notes. If prospecc·t ive members are to be assimilated, the insights of 
cultural anthropologJ" and the litera ry symbolism a pproach must 
be applied in developing .1-1?n115rams, and the structures discussed 
by organizational development m~~5t be implemented in practice. 
/\s an outreach tha t dema nds the f ullesl•t. expla na tion and organi
zational support, evangelism demands the se1,~"itive application of 
a ll these approaches. 

Adu!L education as spiritual growth in the congregat ...ior is nn
othcr area about which a lmost a ll of the contributors musl· be 
consulted. T he socia l worlds of the sociologists, the spiritual com
munitas of anthropology, the human needs of psychologists, and 
even the narra tive of literaty symbolism a re vehicles for values 
tha t have sha ped the congregation. G rist for spiritua l growth in 
small groups is offered in the theologians' discussion of the body 
of C hrist for the congregation a nd the breakdown of compelling 
met;tphor. Each discipline seems to be begging for matu re a nd 
unhurried reflection , as if the conversation should have specialists 
steeped in each a pproach, or time should be p rovided when the 
board is not overwhelmed wi th pla nning progra m deta ils. 

Leadershi/J development is a nother a rea in which each ap
proach can ma ke a,contri bution to a n enriched understanding of 
church program. From the LIFO exercise by Malony to the idol
ized a uthority in Anderson's review, from the collusion suggested 
by Evans a nd Reed to the mythic Zeus described by H opewell, 
from the corpora te leader described by Williams to the victim of 
cultura l collapse suggested by Pacini: everyone cares about the 
pivotal figure of S id Carlson and the way he interacts with 
church, community, and his own convictions. 

Worship suggests yet another area of church program in which 
the various disciplines could expand present practices w ith their 
rich new insights. Worship is a showcase of rela tionships between 
pastor a nd people and a moment of enacting the plot and cha rac
terization that the congregation carries from its history. Worship 
a llows va lues to find expression in preaching a nd prayers, in lit
urgy and loaded symbols, in spiritua l renewal and management 
processes. 

Pastoral placem enl receives rough treatment by implication 
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from the perspective of the combined approaches. Many denomi
nations use placement procedures that take no account of the pair
ing of pastor and people that is suggested by systems psychology. 
In the interim between pastors, many denominations require con
gregations to survey the social context and establish institutional 
goals. But the approaches in this volume are almost unanimous in 
observing that pastoral effectiveness is more dependent upon in
ternal emotional factors (such as culture, story, psychological 
bonding, and leadership style) than upon the more objective fac
tors of social trends or organizational goals. Perhaps these objec
tive projects provide therapeutic activity for working through con
gregationa l g rief, but they seem to off er little aid to the 
appropriate matching of restless pastors and empty pulpits. 

Social action is a program concern at the heart of Wiltshire 
Church that fi nds its way into almost every approach. The sociol
ogists make clear the economic privilege of Wiltshire and describe 
the values that support a sense of separateness. Psychologists dis
tinguish between people with "needs" and people " in need." A 
theologian urged the "divine human community" to identify with 
the poor. In fact the Wiltshire congregation had several programs 
to increase membership participation in social concerns, and the 
multidisciplinary approaches offered further ways to mobilize the 
congregation. But the various disciplines also suggested the limit
ed involvement of the congregation. It was part of the creed but 
not included in the culture; it was an organizational act ivity but 
found no place in the mythic structure. The approaches combine 
to show the strengths and limitations of various programs. Those 
who seek to establish the congregation's identity with the poor 
must first change its perception of itself. Cha nge does not happen 
when the planners propose it , but when the ethnographers discov
er it. 

The various approaches see different realities, and see the same 
reality differently. They make different contributions to 
the ministry of the church and are mutually dependent to show 
the wholeness of the church. They help us critique the congrega
tion, but they do not explain its mystery. They point beyond our 
knowledge to the manifold ways the Holy Spirit is at work in the 
church. For building effective ministry we need them al l. 



14. Integrating the Approaches: 
A Practical Theology 

DONS. BROWNING 

Integrating the various perspectives on the study of the congrega
tion is primarily an exercise in practical theological thinking. 
Most ministers practice practical theological thinking as a n a rt. 
But like many a rtists, they have little conscious knowledge of or 
control over the rules of the art that they intuitively practice. And 
if their judgments a re cha llenged and they are asked to justify 
their th inking, they find it difficult to trace their steps, give rea
sons if required, or put things st ra ight when they go wrong. 

Most ministers were not taught how to do practical theological 
th inking. They were taught some species of systematic or biblical 
theology and then told to go forth and apply this knowledge to 
concrete situations. Their professors proudly offered them the 
meat and potatoe's of basic theological th inking and led them to 
believe that there was nothing more to do but to apply it, and this, 
they suggested, was the easiest part of a ll. 

If this characterizes most theological education , I hope that 
theological professors will not take offense if I assert , rather 
strongly, that this is not enough. Practical theology is not applied 
biblical or systematic theology. It is not the easiest or most simple
minded branch of theology. It is the most complex, most difficult. 
Many ministers a nd laypeople a re good practical theologians 
without having too much conscious knowledge of the actual ru les 
tha t govern the art. Yet we might be better at it if we knew the 
basic principles of this discipline. And we certa inly would under
stand and prescribe more ably for this congregation (and for other 
congregations of our own experience) and better use these various 
approaches, if we could be more self-conscious about our p ractica l 
theology. 
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Imagine that you are someone close to Wiltshire Church but, at 
the same time, someone with enough distance to think freely about 
it. Perhaps you are the district superintendent or perhaps the 
president of the administrative board. You have a job to address 
the issues facing the church, and you have an opportunity to use 
some of the interpretative perspectives offered in this book. H ow 
do you proceed ? Your job is more than j ust studying the congrega
tion; you must study, interpret, and understand with an end 
toward action, prescription, decision. You have the task of relating 
more or less theoretical and scienti fic frameworks of interpreta
t ion toward the end of praxis. You furthermore have the task of 
relating and using perspectives that are clearly partial, that the
matize certain aspects of the tota l situation but neglect others and, 
for that reason alone, are inevitably reductive. And you do all of 
this in order to take faithful C hristian thought and action. Of 
course, the kind of thought and action I am recommending should 
be taken by the congregation as a whole; it should be congrega
tional reflection and congregational action. But nonetheless there 
will need to be individua ls, a nd you might be one of them, to lead 
a nd educate the congregation in the processes of practical theolog
ical deliberation. 

The interpretative perspectives reviewed in this book can be 
organized a long a continuum from relatively scientific to norma
tive. The two theological positions by H ough and Pacini are clear
ly normative; even their attempts to describe Wiltshire C hurch in 
its is-ness arc clearly colored by their normative theological com
mitments. The approaches of psychology, anthropology, sociology, 
and literary symbolism are much more nearly scientific and far 
removed from the task of practical theological thinking. But even 
with them, we can almost always detect some mild normative 
commitments lurking in the nooks and cra nnies of these perspec
tives. But the multidisciplinary a pproaches are most nearly a 
mixed breed, blending scientific analysis with practical and nor
mative recommendations for action. To this extent, they are po
tent ial mediators between the more purely objective approaches 
and the theological perspectives. They approach, a lthough fall 
short of, genuine practical theological thinking. Because of their 
mediating position, they receive specia l attention in Figure 14.1. 
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They help illustrate the strengths and potential hazards of the 
church consultant specialist. 

Figure 14. l Levels of Practical Theological Thinking 
Interpretative PeHpcc· 
tives on Each Level 

Empirical Approaches 
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Practical theology, in our time, must be philosophical and criti
cal. Practical theology, like all theology, starts in fai th, but to live 
and communicate in the plura listic world in which we live, it must 
be a fa ith seeking reasons and a fa ith determined to rl rticula te 
itself before both believing and nonbelieving publics. Especial ly 
must practical theology be seen as philosophical if it is to help us 
integra te the diverse and sometimes conflicting interpreta tive per
spectives used to study this church. The very fact that we as theo
logically-minded people are interested in what anthropology, soci
ology, and psychology have to tell us a bout the church indicates 
already that we a re in the kind of dialogue that requires media
tion by a reflective a nd philosophical mood. 

We return to Wiltshire and the approaches la ter in this chap
ter. But let us now look a t what practical theology is. Three gen
eralizations can be made about it: (1) practical theology tries to 
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answer the question of what we should do in the face of problems 
and challenges to faithful action, (2) it consists of several different 
levels, and (3) it is correlational and critical.1 

Practical theology is practical because it deals with practice or 
action and the problems of practice and action. It is one of the 
three great branches of theology: fundamental or philosophical 
theology, systematic theology, and practical theology. It is the 
branch of theology toward which fundamental and systematic the
ology point; it is their telos, for, finally, we seek the truth of 
fundamental theology and the meaning of systematic theology in 
order to know how to live and act faithfully, which is the major 
concern of practical theology. 

There are five analytically distinct levels to practical theological 
thinking. Fa ilure to do work at all these levels, especially the lower 
ones, keeps our theology abstract and opens it to the charge of 
irrelevance. Practical theology contains (1) a metaphorical level, 
(2) an obligational level, (3) a tendency-need level, ( 4) a contextu
a l-predictive level, and (5) a rule-role-communicational level. Our 
going academic theologies tend to specialize at one or more levels 
and ignore others. For instance, our philosophical or fundamental 
theologies preoccupy themselves with the first level, that is, the 
question of the truth of our Christian metaphors of ultimacy. 
Systematic theblogy concerns itself primarily with the meaning of 
these metaphors. Contemporary theological ethics concerns itself 
very much with level two, that is, the implications of our faith for 
our obligations. And it debates the various ways our Christian 
theories of obligation are related to our Christian metaphors of 
ultimacy. All of these theologies-philosophical, systematic, ethi
cal-generally fail to carry their inquiries to the lower levels, that 

'The tradition of practical theology I am advocating is associated with the 
names of Daniel Day Williams, Seward Hi ltner, and D avid Tracy. It is a revised 
correla tional perspective in contrast to a Tillichian correlationa l method. The 
following a re examples of the literature of this tradition. Daniel Day Williams, 
"Truth in a Theological Perspective," j ournal of R eligion 28, no. 4 (October 
1948), and The Minister and the Ca1·e of Souls (New York: Harpers, 1961 ); 
Seward Hiltner, Preface to Pastoral Theology (New York: Abingdon Press, 
1958); D avid Tracy, The Blessed Rage for Order (New York: Seabury Press, 
1975), and 7he Analogical Imagination (New York: Crossroad, 1981). As a n 
example of my own position on this matter, see my "Pastora l Theology in a 
Pluralistic Age," Pastoral Psychology 29, no. 1 (Fall 1980), pp. 24- 35. 
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is, the tendency-need, the contextual-predictive, and the rule-role
communicational levels. If they were to attend to all five levels, 
they would become genuinely practical theologies. In turn, practi
cal theologies cannot afford to ignore the higher levels, the meta
phorical a nd the obligational. But practical theologies are practical 
simply because they move further and make statements at the 
lower three levels. And finally, the lower levels are lower not 
because they are less important; they are lower only because they 
depend on certain judgments at the higher levels for their proper 
positioning. But indeed, some relatively independent judgments 
are made at the lower levels that complete and give practical mean
ing to the higher levels of metaphor and obligation. 

This framework is not only a guide to thinking practically 
about theological concerns, it also can be used as a hermeneutical 
tool to study religious phenomena in general and religious groups 
in particular. Indeed, I will use it to organize the various interpre
tative perspectives found in this book. When these approaches are 
seen in the light of this framework , they emerge as not so much in 
conflict but as specializing in different aspects of the total struc
ture of religious action. To this extent, they are incomplete yet 
potentially complementary to one another. But in studying the 
actua l practical theological thinking of real communities, it is im
portant to make a distinction between man if est and latent levels of 
thinking and action. T his opens up the questions: w ha t does the 
community manifestly say they think and do, and w ha t does the 
community latently and actually think and do? Many of the dif- · 
ferences, and potential contributions, of the various approaches 
come precisely at the point of providing answers to these ques
tions. 

The Metaphorical Level 

Not just practical theological thinking, but all practical think
ing, has a metaphorical level. By this I mean that a ll practical 
thinking necessarily has some way, which is invariably metaphor
ical, of representing the ultimate context of our experience. To 
represent anything metaphorically, we do so by taking an aspect 
of experience with which we are familiar and applying it analogi
cally to aspects of experience that are more foreign or intangible. 
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In Christian theology we use the metaphors of creator, governor, 
a nd redeemer to represent our awareness of the ultimate context 
of experience as a God who is good, morally serious, a nd renew
ing.2 Other types of practical thinking use other metaphors, such 
as those of natural harmony to be found in classical capitalism 
and humanistic psychology, the metaphors of eros and thanatos 
that one finds in Freud's psychology, the metaphors of mechanism 
that one finds behind various forms of behaviorisms, or the meta
phors of free variation and selection that one finds in the back
ground of psychologies of adaptation like the one used by Malony 
in this volume. These metaphors help us see the world in particu
lar ways. They orient us to the world a nd lead us to see it as 
trustworthy or capricious, warm or cold, morally serious or indif
ferent. However, these metaphors of ultimacy influence, but do 
not dictate, the content of lower levels of practical thinking and 
experience. And the task of assessing the adequacy of these vari
ous metaphors of ultimacy is a correlational philosophical task, 
which I cannot elaborate in this chapter . 

Many of the approaches r eviewed in this volume concentrate 
their analysis at the metaphorical level. Certainly the theological 
positions of Hough and Pacini do this. They are concerned in 
their chapters to both uncover the latent a nd man if est theological 
metaphors that guide Wiltshire a nd then measure them against 
their own understanding of the normative metaphors of the Chris
tian life. Certainly H opewell's approach through symbolism is 
concerned with this level. Hopewell's characterization of Wilt
shire Church as exemplifying certain aspects of the myth of Zeus 
is a highly suggestive approach to getting at the latent, if not 
unconscious, metaphors of ultimacy that operate in the congrega
tion. But other approaches are also interested in uncovering the 
operative metaphorical level of Wiltshire. For instance, the section 
of the sociological chapter on the "social world" analyzes the God 
of Wiltshire Church as one who supports its members' Protestant 
work ethic and privatism, but the ana lysis sees this primarily as a 
function of their membership in the upwardly mobile managerial 
middle class. Evans and Reed in their psychological analysis a lso 

2 H . R. Niebuhr, The R es/Jonsiblc S elf (New Yo rk: Harpe r & Row, 1963) . 
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throw light on Wiltshire's metaphors of ultimacy. T hey speak 
about Wiltshire living in a universe of " expectancy" but see this 
primarily as a function of the church reacting to its circumstances 
with a particular psychological adaptive strategy, one that now 
may be breaking down . 

The Obligational Level 

The obligational level of practical theological thinking is fre
quently closely related to, but nonetheless ana lytically distinguish
able from, the metaphorical level. T he obligationa l level tells us 
what it is appropriate to believe a nd feel a bout what we should 
do. Our ultimate metaphors influence, but do not strictly deter
mine, our principles of obligation .3 For instance we may use the 
metaphor " love" to refer to God's nature, but we do not know for 
certa in what God's love means in terms of what we should do 
unless we add a more propositiona l statement such as "you should 
be perf cct as God," or you should " love your neighbor as your
selr' (Matt. 22:4). And even then, we might not be clear about 
what we are obligated to do unless we go further in in ter preting 
just what the Second G reat Commandment means. And then we 
see that some of our contemporary theologians go toward more 
utilitarian a nd situationa l inter pretat ions, such as Fletcher , a nd 
others toward more Kantian and deontological perspectives, such 
as Outka, Ramsey, and others.◄ 

Pacini makes a major point about the relation of the metaphor i
cal to the obligational levels of theological thinking. For the meta-

3 For a n excellent discussion of the relation of religion a nd moral ity (what I 
have called the relation of the metaphorical to the obligat ional levels), sec Ernest 
Wallwork, " M ora lity, Religion, and Kohlberg's Theory," M oral Dcuelo/1mcnt. 
M oral Ed11catio11, a11ci Koh/berg, ed. Brenda Munsey (Birmi ngham: Religious 
Education Press, 1980), pp. 269-98. For excellent d iscussions of the n:uurc of 
metaphor, sec Ian Barbour, M yths, M odels, and Paradig ms (New York: H arper 
& Row , 1974), and George La kofT and Mark J ohnson, M ela/1hors We L ive By 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980). 

• J oseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics (Ph iladelphia: Westm inistcr Press, 1966); 
Gene Outka, Ago/Jc: An Ethical Analysis (New H aven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1972); Paul Ramsey, Basic Christian Ethics (New York: Scribner , 1950). 
For an excellent introductory discussion of various theories of obligation, see 
William Frankena, Ethics (Englewood Cl iffs, N.J .: Prentice- H a ll , 1973), pp. 
12- 6 1. 
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phorical level he also uses the phrase "world view.'' Along with 
my term "obligational," he uses the word "legitimation." With 
th is distinction, he makes a major, and very useful, analytical 
point that will go far in helping us see some of the crucial differ
ences between the various approaches. Following Habermas, he 
states that it is a signal characteristic of modern societies that they 
try to answer the question of legitimate action (or what I would 
call obligatory action) without reference at a ll to world view 
(what I would call the metaphorical level) . According to this view, 
legitimat ion and obligation is determined totally by free and un
distorted communication, a view that may be implici t in the strong 
emphasis on communication in the organization development po
sitions, especially that of Malony. Pacini experiments with look
ing at the Wiltshire situation from this modern perspective as 
primari ly a breakdown in communication but believes that this 
explanat ion alone is not adequate. Pacini believes that the prob
lem of the church, and the problem of Sid Carlson, its minister, is 
not primarily a matter of bad communication about whether to 
build new rooms for the church school and whether to help Sid 
buy a new house. The breakdown really has to do, according to 
Pacini, with the breakdown of Sid's world view and metaphors of 
ultimacy- his theology that God and Sid are together in control of 
history, assuring that both church and the corporation will grow, 
that the hardworking and self-relian t will be comforted in time of 
stress, that they finally will be victorious, and that all of this can 
happen with only cursory interest in the needs of those outside 
their church and community. 

Pacini 's chapter is an interesting example of my point that al 
though our metaphors of ultimacy influence our obligations and 
legitimations, they do not determine them in all respects. For we 
finally do not find any principles of obligation or legitimation in 
Pacini 's presentation. Nor would Wiltshire C hurch learn from 
Pacini such a principle. Neither they nor we will find in his 
analys is an answer to the question of what should be done or 
what, in fact, is the permissible range of actions. Pacini wants to 
replace the controlling and objectifying God of Sid Carlson's the
ology- the God who removes risks but who a lso removes respon
sibility- with a lec;s controlling God, one who persuades, develops 
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partnerships with humans, gives heuristic guidance, but who does 
not dictate our actions. But Pacini does not tell us what his meta
phor might mean, even heuristically, for our actions, our obliga
tions, and that which we might want to legitimate. Pacini goes far 
in telling us what the problem is but addresses the solution a t only 
the most abstract, a lbeit funda mental, level. 

Hough, like Pacini, attempts to show an intimate rela tion be
tween our world views (or meta phors of ultimacy) and our obliga
tions but goes further than Pacini in actually developing a princi
ple of obligat ion. It is through the metaphor of the church as the 
" body of Christ" that Hough determines both the nature of God 
and our obligations to our fell ow humans. The body of C hrist is a 
metaphor representing the reality of God's presence with us. This 
presence a ffirms creation and reveals God's r edemptive work for 
its fulfillment. The metaphor of the body of Christ a lso reveals for 
Hough our radical obligation to be with and for the poor and the 
whole of the natura l world. Wiltshire's moralistic, comforting, 
and success-oriented theology is seen as inadequate from this per
spective. 

In articulating this principle of obligation, H ough goes further 
than Pacini toward a truly helpful practical theology, a theology 
that might really assist Wiltshire to assess its situation. Pacini is 
interested in getting Wiltshire Church to relinquish control and 
open itself to rea l risk and the true grace of G od, but he does not 
give us a more general principle of obligation to guide our actions. 
Hough does this in his admonition to identify with the poor and to 
work for the ecological integrity of the world. But even here, a 
moral philosopher would be quick to tell us just how ambiguous 
principles like "being with the poor" really a re. Does it mean 
giving directly to the poor, or taking from the rich and giving to 
the poor? Does it mean the greatest good for the la rgest number of 
people, the poor included , as utilitarian definitions of love would 
suggest? Does it mean acting toward the poor on principles that 
we could w ill to be universa l laws, as Kantian definitions of love 
suggest? And does being with the poor mean meeting their needs, 
and if so, what are their needs? 

Pacini and Hough give highly suggestive, but limited, positions 
on the first two levels of practical theological thinking. They con-
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stitu te suggestive perspectives from which Wiltshire Church could 
gain critical understanding of its own preferred metaphors and 
principles of obligation. Hough and Pacini make crucial but not 
exhaustive contributions to addressing the problems of Wiltshire 
Church. They say little if anything a bout the lower three levels of 
practical theological thinking. They do acknowledge the impact of 
the socia l context- Wiltshire's isolation, its upwa rdly mobile 
famil ies, its corporat ion orientation-but they say little about lev
els three and five, the tendency-need level and the rule-role-com
municational level. What are the real needs of the Wiltshire peo
ple, and how do they affect what the church is obligated to do in 
its ministry ? What a re the needs of the poor ? And finally, what 
are the effective roles and communication patterns in the church 
and the rules that cover them ? It is doubtless H ough's and Pa
cini 's hope that if Wiltshire gets the right theological metaphors 
and the right principles of obligation, the right specific roles, 
rules, and patterns of communication will follow immediately. 
But is that necessarily true? And what if there is continuing con
flict over metaphors a nd genera l obligations, are there then more 
specific roles to be played a nd rules to be fo llowed until consensus 
at the higher levels emerges? C lea rly, it is a t these lower , a lso 
crucia l, levels that sociology, psychology, and organization devel
opment have important contributions to make. It is because of the 
theologian 's lack of attention to these levels and beca use of the 
socia l scientist's expertise at these levels that the church has more 
and more turned to theoretical a nd practical specialists in these 
sciences of human behavior. 

Of course, it helps any practical theologica~ analysis of a church 
to know more about the actual man if est a nd latent theology (its 
metaphors of ultimacy a nd its principles of obligation). This is 
necessary to be more accurate in commenting on and closing the 
gap between the actual thought and action of the church a nd what 
it ideally should be. H ere, as I have already indicated, the social 
science approaches of anthropology, sociology, and psychology can 
ma ke a distinct contribution. It is helpful to the practical theolo
gian to know that the latent metaphors a nd beliefs of that church 
reflect the structure of the ancient myth of Zeus killing Chronus, 
overcoming time and tradition a nd establishing a new rule of effi-
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ciency and progress. This might be especially helpful to know the 
depth of these unconscious themes when planning certain inter
ventions. But except for H opewell 's novel conviction about the 
mythological depths of the human psyche, his view of the actual 
theology of the church is analogous to that turned up by several 
other investigators. His view of the actua l meanings operative in 
the church does not differ essentially from Evans a nd Reed's emo
tion of "expectancy" and sections of the sociological analysis that 
interpreted Wiltshire as privatized a nd work oriented or a refuge 
in support of upward mobility. All of these are highly similar 
pictures of the actual latent and man if est culture or world view of 
Wiltshire. They differ mainly in seeing this world view as a f unc
tion of mythical structures (Hopewell), socia lly conditioned per
ceptua l structures (Carroll/ McKinney / Roof and Williams) or 
psychological responses to perceived threats (Evans and Reed). 
These anthropological , sociological, and psychological ana lyses 
throw light on the actual beliefs, values, and metaphors of ultima
cy functioning in Wiltshire Church. But unless these investigators 
let their own values show forth , and frequentl y they do, they 
cannot and should not as scientists argue for what Wiltshire's 
ultimate commitments ought to be. The practical theologian 
should make use_ of their analyses. The knowledge they give us 
primar ily helps make interventions more precise, but such knowl
edge should not a nd logically cannot dicta te the actual content of 
our practical theological recommendations. 

The Tendency-Need Level 

Neither the theologians nor the social scientists say anything 
clearly systematic about the tendency-need level of practical mora l 
thinking. Yet they all assume and imply a great number of things 
about th is level. Much is said about the more or less culturally 
shaped needs of the Wiltshire people for success, for affi liation 
with like-minded people, for weekend rest and renewal, for edu
cating their children, and so on. But little is said by any of these 
perspectives a bout the truly huma n needs of the people of Wilt
shire C hurch. What a re their legitimate needs? What are the 
legitimate needs of other people outside Wiltshire-the inner-city 
working poor, the working families of Detroit, the peasants of El 
Salvador? H ow do the people of Wiltshire Church adjudicate the 
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conflicts between their needs a nd the needs of others ? 
Good practical theological thinking requires both theories of 

obligation and theories of what humans really need. This is true 
regardless of how a particular principle of obligation is derived.5 

We get our theories of human needs from a variety of sources. 
Intuitions of our own needs is one source. Our cultural and reli
gious traditions deliver to us indices of human need, some quite 
authentic and some quite distorted. Finally, in the midst of con
Aicting claims about what humans need, we turn to the sciences of 
the human- psychology or sociobiology-to get some idea of our 
central tendencies or more fundamental needs.6 

The language of needs is tricky, and we hear a lot of it , espe
cially in the social sciences. But some felt needs are more impor
tant than others, and needs confli ct with one another, both those 
internal to ourselves and those between ourselves and other peo
ple. That is why we turn to morality and to principles of obliga
tion; we do this to organize, form hierarchies, and resolve conflicts 
between diverse human tendencies and needs. It is the view of 
several of these studies that Wiltshire Church has been successful 
to date in its growth because it has met a variety of needs experi
enced by the people in that community, some quite a uthentic 
needs but most cultura lly and socially induced by the class, voca
tion, and geographical location of the families of that community. 
In addition, it is the moral sensibility of many studies, and the 
explicit view of Hough, that the people of Wiltshire are meeting 
their needs unjust! y, that is, at considerable cost to those outside 
their church and community. 

But this level of discussion needs further clarification. The Ian-

, It is commonly accepted in formal moral philosophy that teleological theories 
of obl igation require theories of nonmoral good that in turn generally require 
theories of what humans want and need. But I take the position that deontological 
perspectives, even of the Kantian kind, must be supplemented with theories of 
generic huma n need once the logic of obligation has been established on logical 
a nd formal grounds. I believe this is the posi tion held by J ohn Rawls and his 
religious interpreter, Ronald Green. See Green's R eligious R eason (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1978). 

6 Three excel lent discussions of the relation of nonmoral values or needs to 
ethics can be found in the following books: Mary Midgely, Beast and lvfari 
( Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 1978); George Pugh, The Biolog ical 
Origin of Human Values (New York: Basic Books, 1977); and Peter S inger, The 
Expanding Circle (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1981 ). 
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guage of needs is everywhere, but seldom systematically discussed. 
For our purposes, let me distinguish between ( 1) basic human 
needs, (2) existentia l needs, (3) culturally induced needs, (4) tech
nical needs, and (5) moral needs. Basic t..uman needs are those 
largely biologically grounded needs that include everything from 
our need for food and clothing to our needs for affi liation and 
mutua l recognition and even our need to care for a nd educate our 
children. Our existential needs center around anxiety a nd loss to 
our basic needs and a re met by assurance, security, love, and 
p resence, both of a finite a nd an ontological kind. Then we have 
more culturally induced needs a nd wants; these are frequentl y 
basic needs that ta ke pa rticular, and sometimes overdetermined, 
forms due to cultura l conditioning. Most of our interpreters saw a 
great deal of cultura l conditioning of basic needs a mong the Wilt
shire people. Technical needs ref er to our needs to instrumenta lly 
organize our resources to satisfy our basic needs. And finally, 
moral needs refer to the characterological a nd obligat iona l re
qui rements necessary to mediate justly the conflicts between our 
basic, existential, technical, a nd cultural needs. We have mora l 
needs because we need ways to coordinate harmoniously the con
Aict among all our other needs. Even though ethics and morality 
are of crucia l importance for huma n life, they a re fed by weaker 
energies than an'y of our other needs, be they basic existentia l, 
cultural , or technical. 

Wiltshire C hurch has specia lized its ministry toward meeting 
existentia l and culturally induced needs of people within their 
own congregation. Most basic needs for nourishment and so on 
are assumed to be met by the general affluence of the community. 
Other basic needs for affiliation , recognition , and the education of 
their children are met within the fra mework of the cultura l values 
of upward mobility, success, a nd p rivat ism. Existentia l needs sur
rounding loss and stress are addressed. The love of God is a f
fi rmed. T he pastor helps those undergoing stress, grief, or illness. 
Practical wisdom for handling challenge and loss is offered. But 
mora l needs a re largely ignored by the church, and a mora l review 
of how the Wiltshire people meet their basic, technical, and cu l
turally induced needs is also largely overlooked. 

But neither the social science ana lyses offered here by a nthro-
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po logy, psychology, or sociology nor the theological a nalyses, as 
far as they go, help to distinguish between the authentic and ina u
thentic needs being addressed in the Wiltshire situation. T his is 
because of, on the one hand, the aspired-for neutrality of the social 
sciences and, on the other, the theologian's omission of this neces
sary level of pract ical theological thinking. The people of Wilt
shire C hurch need to know how to distinguish their authentic 
needs from those that a re cultura lly induced or distorted. T hey 
need reliable images of their authentic needs to guide thei r own 
principles of obligation: which needs a re they morally obligated to 
justly and fairly help actualize, both in themselves a nd in others 
outs ide their community ? And, in turn, they need principles of 
obligation to help them coordinate and adjudicate between con
flicti ng a uthentic needs, both within their own community and 
between their community and the rest of the world. For instance, 
it may well be that even if Wiltshire Church were to forsake its 
more superficia l needs to grow and to support success, it might 
still conclude tha t it does have an obligation to meet the basic, 
existentia l, a nd moral needs of the community's children and that, 
in order to do this, it should expand its facili ties. It a lso might 
conclude that it has an obligation to meet the basic and existential 
needs of its pastor through adequa te income, housing, a nd retire
ment. Because of the immense un tapped financia l resources of 
that congregation, one would think that it could simultaneously 
expand its educationa l facilities, take care of its minister , and 
expa nd its outreach to those outside its own immediate communi
ty. But in order to do this, the church must be motivated by 
commanding vision, a clearer understanding of its own social situ
ation , a nd better communication between the different role play
ers and actors in the congregation itself. In other words, it needs 
insight into several other levels of p ractical theological thought 
and action. 

The Contextual Level 

We a lready have examined to a considera ble extent the cultura l 
and socia l context of Wilshire Church and the way this context 
establishes certain trends that shape its world view, values, per
ceptions, and expectations. In fact , much of what is done by Wil-
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lia ms, Carroll/McKinney / Roof, and Evans/ Reed is to show how 
the sociological situa tion of Wiltshire works to condition a nd 
shape the dominant metaphors and world views operative in that 
community. 

There are two strictly social-structural ideas that might be use
fully highlighted here. The sociological chapter emphasizes the 
extremely wide gap between home and work that exists in the 
Wiltshire community. This is typical of many suburban commu
nities, but especial ly true of Wiltsh ire because of its physical isola
tion between two ridges. The second is the structural fact of the 
influence of corporate life and its accompanying features of bu
reaucratization and rationalization. In both the structura l differ
entiation between public and priva te realms (work and home) and 
in the bureaucratization tha t marks corporate life, we find domi
nant characteristics of modern life. Both features of modernity 
tend to specia lize and narrow our lives and make responsible indi
vidual or collective action in the public realm all the more difficult 
for everyone. It has been well known in sociological literature for 
decades, going back to , and even before, G ibson W inter 's The 
Suburban Captivity of the Ch.urch,7 that the church itself has been 
caught to a considera ble degree in these two sets of social forces. 
T his, then, is the major sociological context of the church in ad
vanced industrial 'countries. Recognizing th is has helped give rise 
to another truth: if the church is to get beyond these privatizing 
forces a nd once again address the whole of life, it must develop a 
higher degree of intentiona lity than was needed in simpler, more 
organ ic societies. It is against the background of this need for 
heig htened intentionali ty that the substa nce of level five becomes 
so important for the modern church. It is against the backdrop of 
the pluralism a nd relative isolation of the modern church tha t 
there is required more intentional communication, more fa ithful 
roles, and more flexible rules. 

Roles, Rules, and Communication 

This is the level of a nalysis attended to most by Schaller, Ma
lony, and Anderson , and the final section of the cha pter on socio!-

~ (Nc·w Yo,·k : Macmi llan , 1965). 
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ogy. Although the consultants also attend to the higher levels, they 
concentrate on the various roles functioning in a given congrega
tion, the rules that govern these roles, and the communication that 
occurs as roles and rules support goals. This is an absolutely 
essential level of analysis required to complete the practical theo
logical process. Of course, this level does not stand by itself; we 
only know what roles, rules, and specific processes of communica
tion must be after we have received our metaphors of ultimacy, 
determined our principles of obligation, decided which human 
needs are most deserving of fulfillment, and analyzed our socio
cultural context. Nonetheless, our roles, rules , and communication 
do have some degree of autonomy from these higher areas; there 
indeed can be subtle confusion about role expectations and subtle 
distortions of communication even when our higher-level meta
phors and moral principles are sound and well understood. 

But to study roles and communication patterns too much in 
isolation from the other levels of practical theology can lead to 
misunderstanding. Anderson is quite aware of this danger and 
cautions us against trying to study roles and communication with
out reference to the higher-level metaphors and obligations that 
necessarily form the context and content of our ethical decisions. 

Schaller, Malony, and Anderson take the stance of consultants 
conducting studies for the sake of making practical recommenda
tions. T o this extent, in ways not typical of the other perspectives, 
they approach being much more nearly "mixed" thinkers who 
bring together scientific and practical judgments in ways that be
gin to merge into practical theological thinking. Malony's chapter 
is instructive, however, because although genuinely practical , it is 
isolated from systematic consideration of the metaphorical, obliga
tional, need, and contextual levels. To this extent, h is more or less 
exclusive emphasis upon the clarification of role priorities and the 
improvement of communication style comes close to exemplifying 
Habermas's a nd Pacini's claims about the tendency toward inde
pendence of communicative competence from world view in mod
ern societies as a method for establishing legitimation. To Ma
lony, the major problem at Wiltshire Church is not in its 
metaphors of ultimacy, as it is for Pacini and Hough; it is not in 
its privatization and its bondage to upper-middle-class values as 
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one might think after reading the sociological analysis. The prob
lem, or at least the only one that he discusses, is that of level five, 
the level of role conflict and communication problems. 

Since Malony is a practicing Christian, he simply assumes the 
general validity of the faith commitments of the church he studies 
and advises. But in his chapter he does not tell us how his commu
nication and role analysis approach actually takes account of the 
higher-level metaphors and principles of obligation that make up 
the faith of a church. Without more explicit attention to these 
higher levels, an exclusive attention to roles and communication 
patterns can take on a marketing orientation. By using a market
ing orientation, the consultant conveys the idea that he can market 
or sell, through the power of better communication and more 
flexible role enactment, any set of ultimate commitments and mor
al principles subscribed to by a particular organization. This 
would be using a technicist approach to consultation. It will work 
only insofar as the problems of a congregation a re totally technical 
and its larger theological commitments completely sound. This is 
seldom the case, and if other analyses of Wiltshire C hurch are 
reasonably correct, it is not the case with this congregation either. 
Wiltshire needs consu ltation at the theological level , a lthough it 
needs, as Malony rightly sees, consultation at the level of the roles 
and rules of comm'unication as well. 

Schaller , on the other hand, is eclectic in his approach to con
sultation and works on all of these levels. His preference for inter
nal a na lyses in contrast to contextual analyses, a lthough not en
tirely clear, probably puts him closer to Malony's concern with 
styles of leadership and communication than it does to the socio
logical perspectives of Carroll/ McKinney / Roof. But in spite of 
his eclecticism, he gives little attention to practical theological 
thinking at the higher metaphorical or obligational levels. One 
gains the impression that even though he is eclectic and flexible in 
choosing his points of entry to a congregation, he too primarily 
addresses the role-rule-communicational level somewhat in isola
tion from the higher levels of metaphor and obligation. 

The point is that both ana lysis and consultation need to operate 
on all of these levels. Theology often seems to fail us in our practi
cal analysis and action because it frequently limits itself, as do 
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Hough and Pacini, to the highest level of practical theological 
thinking-the metaphorical-and says little, if anything, about 
the other four levels. Formal theology seldom actually gets to the 
level of helping us discern what our metaphors, principles of obli
gation, needs, and context analyses actually mean for the concrete 
roles and communicative patterns that life in our congregations 
demands. Social sciences can help us understand our operative 
ultimate commitments and, in this way, help us discern the gap 
between the ideal and actual in the life of congregations. They can 
help discern the sociological and psychological forces that condi
tion, a lthough do not determine, our ultimate beliefs and the ac
tions that do or do not flow from them. And finally, the communi
cations consultant can help us understand the actual role, rules, 
and patterns of communication operative in particular congrega
tions. But our analysis will be distorted and our recommendations 
unbalanced if we do not address, some way or other, both norma
tively and analytically, a ll these necessary levels of practical 
Christian !if e and thought.8 

~ For a fuller explanation of these five levels, sec my "The Estrangement of 
Pastoral Care from Ethics," Concl!ium (Summer 1982), and R eligious Ethics and 
Pastoral Care (Philadelph ia: Fortress Press, 1983). 



15. Focus on the Congregation: 
A Look to the Future 

BARBARA C. WHEELER 

More than once in the preceding pages, different methods for 
st~dying the congregation are ref erred to as " lenses" through 
which the local church may be viewed. The word evokes a n image 
for this book: a studio ful l of photographers, with a live model, the 
congregat ion, at the center. Each photographer has portrayed the 
model using a lens that refracts a distinctive way of perceiving 
congregational life. The reader has had an opportunity to circum
ambulate the studio examining the model through the various 
lenses, each with its different angle of vision, magnification, and 
points of sharp focus and emphasis. 

From th is tour a rich, variegated picture of the congregation 
emerges. The sociologists have shown that there is a two-way 

' movement, f ult of tension a n<l promise, as the congregation is 
acted upon by forces in its environment and at the same time 
moves outward to a ffect and change its setting. The ethnographic 
contributors picture the congregation both as a stage for an in
tense, symbological drama and a unit of culture in which invisible 
but deep structurnl forces hold sway. The theologians portray a 
struggle, never resolved , between the congregation's best theologi
cal self-un<lerstancl ing (sometimes adopted from tradition ,i_nd 
sometimes strikingly origina l) and its unthinking daily practice. 
Other contributors suggest characteristic ways organiza tions and 
their leaders behave, and show how an awareness of these pat
terns can give congregations a new freedom: either to work with, 
or to resist, the dynamics of organizational life and the forces of 
personality. 

Viewed in these different ways, the congregation looks fuller, 
more complex, and more varied than it is often perceived in daily 
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experience. The array of methods used to study congregations has 
broadened in recent years, as this volume testifies. Yet even this 
composite view does not include many important modes of study 
and analysis. Aesthetic studies, for instance, could illuminate the 
meaning of movement, physical space, light, images, color, and 
sound in the lives of congregations. Historical studies are called 
for, to show the ways that many of the phenomena of present-day 
church life are rooted in a dimly remembered past. Congregation
al studies would a lso be strengthened by close economic analyses 
and by studies that focus specifically on social class as it shapes 
congregational life. Women have been notably absent from the 
COIT)pany of congregational researchers. Since women are the ma
jority population of most congregations and continue to encounter 
obstacles as they seek lay and ordained leadership roles, they have 
a unique perspective that congregational studies sorely needs. Ec
umenical breadth is required as well. Roman Catholic and J ewish 
researchers and theologia ns have conducted studies in r ecent years 
of congregations in those faith traditions that should be included 
in any future collection of this kind. In short, both the cast of 
persons engaged in coordinated efforts in congregational studies 
and the range of methods employed could profitably be expanded. 

The issue of the inclusiveness and range of congregational stud
ies is important but even more important for the future is the 
question of the use of congregationa l studies. Of what practical 
utility are careful research studies and lengthy reflections by con
sultants, the kinds of chapters gathered into this book? What di f
f ere nee does it make to collect a nd compare such studies in order 
to present a richly textured portrait of a single congregation ? At 
the deepest level, how is the faith and witness of the whole church 
strengthened and renewed by the kind of intense and prolonged 
attention that these authors have paid to Wiltshire Church ? 

Some a nswers to these questions may be found in both what 
th is book achieves a nd what it does not. Taken together, the chap
ters show that a local congregation may be viewed in a variety of 
ways, that some methods of study reveal what others conceal, and 
that a multiplicity of perspectives gives dimensions to an under
standing of congregational life that a single method of study could 
never offer. The authors succeed in demonstrating that congrega-
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tions have facets and layers, and that in and among them lie richer 
resources than most of us expect to find. But just as significant is 
what these studies do not accomplish. Despite the fact that Wilt
shire Church was subjected to scrutiny by over a dozen scholars 
and consultants, the authors have not succeeded in fully account
ing for the church. It was not explainable simply as the product of 
social, cultural, historical, organizational, or religious forces. No 
one of the methods alone nor all of them together could "solve" the 
enigmas of Wiltshire. Nor do they manage to divide congregation
a l life into neat territories, each the province of one of the methods 
of analysis. Stubbornly, the story of this congregation holds to
gether , unfolding in response to an unprecedented battery of in
vestigatory approaches trained on the case of a single congrega
tion, but never allowing itself to be reduced to simply a social 
phenomenon, cultural artifact, organizational example, or theo
logical idea. 

Different contributors to this volume would suggest different 
reasons for the sturdy integrity of Wiltshire and of other congre
gations they have studied closely. Some hold views of the church 
that ascribe to the congregation a central or even unique role as 
the locus of ministry and mission. The depth, richness , and whole
ness of congregational life, they would argue, is a sign of God's 
presence. Others would offer a more naturalistic explanat ion. The 
congregation is a social institution with unusual characteristics, 
such as the age range of its members and the fact that major !if e 
passages are marked and celebrated there. Thus its powerful 
quality can be attributed to its complexity as a socia l and cultural 
institution. Whichever view is taken, there would be agreement in 
our group both that the congregation is an extraordinarily fruitful 
focus for studies of church life and that it has an identity not fully 
defined or encompassed by the methods of study applied to it, 
whether singly or in combination. 

These two lessons from congregational studies, that the congre
gation is an abundantly fruitful focus for study and at the same 
time durable, not easily reduced or explained away, suggest where 
the significance and promise of congregational studies may lie. 
The integrity of the congregation, its fullness and wholeness, con
trasts strikingly with many of our experiences elsewhere in church 
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life. Much of the Literature about the state of the church suggests 
the opposite: it is rife with divisions-between libera ls and con
servatives, local churches and denominational offices, and sem
inaries and church bodies, and among denominations. Its spiritual 
life, social witness, and theological reflection a re criticized for 
their aridity, rootlessness, and poverty of images. Congregational 
studies cannot by themselves heal divisions and lend vita lity in 
troubled a reas of church life. But they may provide new grounds 
for conversation among separated or discouraged parties. The 
study of the congregation might help to restate the issues and 
improve the quality of discourse in several areas. 

First and most critically~ congregational studies can help free 
congregations fro m their own frequenlly superficial self-under
standing. Both the source of a congregation's unity and power and 
its resources for outreach and mission are all too often buried 
under a caricature of itself that it harbors. A symbol or image or 
explanation of "why this church is the way it is" is chosen because 
it initia lly is truthful and powerful. But then the chosen symbol or 
explanation becomes an emblem, and evidence that contradicts it 
is excluded, so it becomes empty and finall y deceptive. Wiltshire, 
for example, has reached a n easy consensus that its identity is tied 
to the image of " the best show in town. " Yet the studies in this 
book show that there are other and more meaningful images that 
bind the congregation together . The freedom to take steps in other 
directions, the freedom not to be the best show, depends on discov
ering those other images a nd the relationships and hopes that are 
also reliably binding forces. 

Here congregationa l studies can help. Of course it is not possi
ble to assemble a multidisciplinary team of scholars under most 
circumstances. Nor, in most cases, is even a single f ull-scaJe re
search study a possibility. But pastors and lay leaders can learn, 
using more formal studies as examples and guides, to take a care
ful look at the life and work of their own congregations. M a ny 
a lso have the resources to hire consultants to help in the process of 
self-study. Whether on their own or with consultants' help, how
ever , two elements are critical. There must be some disciplined 
research; merely rehashing the ideas, images, and explanations 
that come readily to hand and mind is not congregational study. 



242 / OVERVIEWS 

And, if the lesson of this larger effort that this book represents is 
to be taken seriously, the self-study should include multiple meth
ods of investigation, because it is in the clash and complementarity 
of different " ways of seeing" that both the stubborn power and 
meaningful richness of congregational life come to light, as well as 
the deceptiveness of too-easy answers. 

A second mission for congregational studies may be to promote 
understanding between Local churches and church executives. Re
sentments on both sides run deep in this arena. Clergy and laity in 
local churches tend to view regional , and especially national, sta ff 
as privileged idealists, free to ta ke positions on controversial issues 
without reference to local opinion or political consequences. From 
the local perspective, executives can also appear self-righteous, 
judgmental, and even condescending toward the realities of local 
church life. On their side, executive staff may view local congrega
tions as more concerned for their own comfort and identity than 
for the la rger mission of the church and too often captive to the 
values that are embedded in the socio-economic location of their 
members. Congregational studies reveal a much more mixed a nd 
complicated image of the congregation than is usually considered 
on either side of the division between local churches and denomi
national (or ecumenical) executives. They show how difficult are 
the distinctions and how permeable the membranes between con
gregation and community, internal and external concerns, minis
try to members and outreach mission, community self-preserva 
tion and self-sacrifice- a ll the classic dichotomies involved in the 
debate as it is usua lly carried on. Like leaders of congregations, 
executives do not have the resources to engage in much formal 
research themselves. T he executives who most frequently work 
directly with congregations, those in districts, presbyteries, dio
ceses, a nd the like, can spend very little time in any one setting. 
But they can build methods from congregationa l studies into their 
pattern of work. They can discipline themselves to ask questions 
and gather information designed to reveal the pluriform character 
of the congregations they assist. They can learn to apprehend and 
take seriously both a congregation 's story and its statistics, both its 
organizationa l structure and its theological convictions. Proceed
ing this way, congregations will appear more complex, more "rich 
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and strange," as Shakespeare wrote, and much less easy to stereo
type. If church officials who have deepened and expanded their 
understanding of congregations are joined by congregations who 
have worked to enrich their self-understanding, the conversations 
between the two parties are almost certain to improve. 

A third arena in which the focus on the congregation may pro
mote understanding is that of the difficult relationship between 
seminaries and churches. "The great divide" was how one recent 
magazine article characterized relations between seminaries on 
the one hand and both local churches and denominationa l agen
cies on the other. The critics of seminaries, many of them their 
own graduates, accuse seminaries of preoccupation with recondite 
scholarly subject matter and neglect of subjects a nd issues that 
pertain to the practice of ministry and the conduct of church life. 
Seminary faculty have been less openly critica l of churches than 
clergy and la ity have been of seminaries, but faculty have held up 
their side of the estrangement with the conviction that their critics 
are essential ly anti-intellectual and hostile to the scholar's minis
try of cr itical inquiry. 

The study of the congregation may help in several ways to 
create a climate for constructive discussions. Seminary faculty who 
use the tools of their disciplines to study with local congregations 
will demonstrate that they take it seriously. Such demonstrations 
may help to repair the seminary's tattered public relations image 
with churches and address an even deeper problem: the difficulty 
that many church people have conceiving of seminaries as impor
tant expressions of the church. Even the usua l way of naming the 
problem- "the tensions between seminaries a nd churches"-sug
gests how widespread is the notion of the seminary as something
other-than-the-church. Faculty research on the congregation can
not correct this view by itself, but it can create some healthy 
confusion among those on both sides who believe that scholars and 
church leaders have such different interests and values that they 
can never share a common object of study and concern. 

The focus on the congregation a lso holds promise for current 
efforts to reconceive theological curriculum. Lately some seminar y 
educators have joined church critics in cal ls for curriculum re
form. One of the contributors to this book who teaches in a sem-
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inary has written elsewhere 1 about the curiously disembodied 
quality of much seminary education, about its prudish preference 
for ecclesiological abstraction over what C lifford Geertz has called 
"bodied stuff," 2 in this case, the data of congregational !if e. Oth
ers, such as Edward Farley,3 have charged that the present organ
ization of the curriculum corresponds to a long-vanished ecclesial 
reality. The study of the congregation is one response to both these 
critiques, since it can provide insights a bout the church's living 
body significant for both the form and the content of seminary 
education. If the congregation is in fact a rich expression of the 
church in which many elements cohere, then perhaps the study of 
it from a variety of perspectives can serve to re-orient, re-organize 
and unify what Farley has called the " dispersed disciplines" of 
theological study. 

One can cite other examples of the potential of congregational 
studies to draw together parties divided on religious issues. Since 
congregations are an ecclesiastical form common to all judeo
Christian faith groups, congregational studies may have a role in 
ecumenical dialogue. Comparative studies of congregations in clif
f erent faith traditions are one way that abstract ideas about reli
gious differences and points of commona lity can be tested. In a 
similar way, congregational studies may promote deeper under
standing within faith communities divided along theological or 
ideological lines. As we have noted earlier, the life of actual con
gregations studied in any depth has a density and variety tha t 
confounds the usual partisan dividing lines. Congregations do dif
fer from each other in dramatic ways, but rarely are the deepest 
differences explained to the extent one would expect by denomi
nation, theological position, or political outlook. 

In recent years Protestant attitudes toward congregations have 
changed. Twenty years ago many of those who cared intensely for 
the mission of the church had given up on the congregation, re-

' J ames H opewell, "Examining the Body," in Ministry and Mission 3 and 4 
( 1981 - 82). 

2 Cli fford Gccrtz, The lnterprelatio,1 of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 
1973), p. 23. 

3 Edwa rd Farley, Theological Educatior1 12, no. 2 ( 198 I) . 
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garding it as fatally committed to its own institutiona l survival 
and the preservation of the class a nd cultura l interests of its mem
bers. T oday most denominationa l energy is invested in building 
congregations. The present concern for the physical fitness of the 
congregation takes different forms. In evangelical and conserva tive 
churches the emphasis is on growth in size, especia lly in member 
ship. M ore libera l communions tend to focus on effectiveness and 
organizationa l strength. But the presuppositions are similar . The 
congregation is an essentially healthy form of church life. Wha t is 
required is more of it (church growth) or more effective use of its 
resources (church management). 

Readers with experience of congregational leadership will find 
neither of these recent views true to their experience; the essays of 
this book suggest different conclusions as well. T he congregation 
is not ba nkrupt or irredeema bly self-a bsorbed. N either is it natu
ra lly healthy. The congregation is not a utomatically either 
da mned or saved simply by being the congregation. Rather , it is a 
powerful mixture of elements, containing in its cu lture, tradition, 
structures, and practices the seeds of its own a nd the world's un
doing or salva tion. 

This book is a n a rgument for the value of serious analysis of 
various elements in congregational !if e. Even more important , it 
demonstrates the difficulty of isolating or finally defining the lim
its of those elements. Congregationa l studies w ill make significant 
contributions to the life of local churches a nd to the healing of 
deep divisions in the whole church only if future studies reflect the 
integrity and r ichness found in congregations themselves. There 
are many methods of ana lysis, many perceptual lenses, many in
terpretive conclusions, many members, but "the body is one." 
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