


STUDYING CONGREGATIONS
Copyright © 1998 by Abingdon Press

All rights reserved.
No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photo-
copying and recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright
Act or in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, 201 Eighth
Avenue South, Nashville, TN 37202-0801.

This book is printed on recycled, acid-free, elemental-chlorine-free paper.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Studying congregations : a new handbook / edited by Nancy T. Ammerman ... [et al.].
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBNN 0-687-00651-1 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Parishes—United States. 2. Church management—United States. 3. Sociology, Christian—United States. 1. Ammerman,
Nancy Tatom, 1950-
BV700.S78 1998
250—dc21 98-18487

CIP

Excerpt from Demerath, N. J., IT], and Rhys H. Williams; A BRIDGING OF FAITHS: RELIGION AND POLITICS IN A NEW
ENGLAND CITY. Copyright © 1992 by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press.

Stufflebeam, The Personal Evaluation Standards, copyright © 1988 by Sage Publications, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Sage Publi-
cations, Inc.

Table 5.1 contains data collected for the “Congregational Communities Project.” These two congregations are described in Nancy
Tatom Ammerman, Congregation and Community (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1977). Data is used by permis-
sion of Rutgers University Press.

EXCERPT from UPON THIS ROCK by SAMUEL FREEDMAN. Copyright © 1993 by Samuel G. Freedman. Reprinted by per-
mission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

04 0506 07 — 109

MANUFACTURED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA






























CULTURE AND IDENTITY IN THE CONGREGATION

mitzvahs, installations and ordinations, funer-
als, and many other rituals define the contours
of our individual lives in ways that also define
us as members of a congregation. A funeral
not only marks the death of an individual but
also signals the continuing life of the group
gathered to mourn. How families are comfort-
ed and cared for and what is extolled in the
eulogy, even how the body is treated, commu-
nicate volumes about those left behind.!” Such
times let us ask ourselves all over again who
we are and who we want to become.
Anthropologist Victor Turner noted that
rites of passage often include a time “between”
(called liminal, meaning “on the threshold”),
when we are no longer who we were but not
yet who we will become. These times often
allow for experimentation and breaking the
rules.!® Newness can break into the congrega-
tion’s routine, requiring people to be more
intentional than usual about what they do and
why. The congregation itself may take the
transitional time between pastors as a liminal
time, for instance. It can be a time of self-study
and reflection, not just on what pastoral skills
are needed, but on what sort of congregation
this is. In observing important rites of passage,
then, we should pay attention to the time lead-
ing up to the big event, as well as the event
itself. We can learn a good deal about how the
congregation defines a virtuous life, as well as
about its own sense of identity and purpose.

Other Activities

Worship, while the most central event for
most congregations, is certainly not the only
important activity to observe. In most con-
gregations, there are at least some additional
activities that bring together all or part of
the group. Most congregations have some
sort of religious education activities. For most
Christian and many Jewish groups it is a
Sunday school (Sabbath school for Seventh-
Day groups). There children learn basic
scriptural knowledge and are taught the prin-
ciples of their faith. In congregations that
also have adult classes, those groups often

function as support groups, as well
as forums for study and discussion. Indeed,
Robert Wuthnow reports that adult Sunday
school classes are the single most common
form of small group in American society,
with perhaps 25 million adults participating.!®

In some churches the educational opportu-
nities are much more extensive—lecture
series; missions education groups; special
men’s, women’s, and children’s groups; and
weeknight Bible study groups. For Jewish
children, education includes learning Hebrew
and preparing for a bar or bat mitzvah. For
Muslims, it includes Arabic and study of the
Qu’ran. Observing educational activities
reveals both what is being taught about living
a virtuous life and about the history of the
faith, but also ko members expect to partici-
pate—whether they expect to learn by memo-
rization or interaction, or whether the empha-
sis is on personal experience or learning the
facts, for instance.

Many congregations also engage in fellowship
activities. They want their members to know
each other and care for each other, so they plan
church suppers and holiday parties, lunch after
sabbath services or grand feasts for the end of
Ramadan, outings, sports events, bingo nights,
and coffee hours. Just which holidays are cele-
brated, which sports organized, and what foods
brought to potluck dinners are—no less than
worship rituals—elements in the congregation’s
culture. Whether the coffee is instant or
brewed, served in china or foam or paper cups,
and paid for by the congregation’s budget or by
individual contributions may say a good deal
about the resources and political sentiments of
the members.

While some of what a congregation does is
explicitly planned with fellowship in mind, a
great deal of what it does has fellowship as a by-
product. Whether participating in a weekly
Bible study or serving together on a soup line,
representing the group’s interests before a town
board or painting the nursery, when members
gather, they inevitably share bits and pieces of
their lives with each other. That shared activity,
in turn, creates an additional base on which the
culture of the congregation can be built.
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STUDYING CONGREGATIONS

tyrs or on the wisdom characters? Do they tell
the miracle stories over and over? Listening
for favorite characters and stories can help the
observer discover what people really believe.

In addition, concentrate your observation on
looking for the ways people’s routine actions
reveal what they believe about the nature of
human life, who God is, and what God expects
of them. How do they treat each other? How
do they treat outsiders? What objects and
events get special care? When do they punish
their children, and when do they reward them?

Closely related to its theology is the congrega-
tion’s “mission orientation,” its sense of how
God works in the world and what God wants
people to do. When Roozen, McKinney, and
Carroll studied congregations in Hartford, Con-
necticut, they discovered there were four typical
ways of relating the congregation to its context,
ways in which the congregation was present in
the community.?® Some congregations see their
presence largely in terms of providing sacred
space that is a safe haven from this world (the
sanctuary orientation). Others see themselves as
actively involved in seeking individuals who
need salvation and thereby changing the world
one person at a time (the evangelistic orienta-
tion). Still others see themselves as the promot-
ers and preservers of what is good in this world
(the ¢ivic orientation), while the last group seeks
to change the structures of the world that cause
suffering and injustice (the activist orientation).
These orientations flow from a congregation’s
understanding of God’s actions and their own,
of where that action is located (in this world or
another), and of whether or not congregations
are primary actors in the drama. Sidebar 3.6
contains a set of survey questions that can be
used in identifying a congregation’s dominant
understanding of its mission.

It is important to remember that theological
exposition does not happen only in the official
venues and is not done only by official clergy.
When teachers explain the ways of God to
four-year-olds and when adults reprimand
teens for their lack of seriousness, theological
exposition is taking place. Similarly, when one
member attempts to comfort another or
explain a ritual to a newcomer, or when an

adult discussion group tackles a difficult scrip-
ture, more theological work is being done.

In addition, much of the congregation’s the-
ology is implicit in what it values and how it
does its work. Who is welcome and what
behavior is condemned says much about how
God’s family is defined and what constitutes a
virtuous life. The stories and metaphors you
have been gathering also contain themes of
God’s presence and action in the world. Even
the minutes of a board meeting may contain
hints of this congregation’s ideas about what a
church or synagogue is really supposed to be
about. Most assuredly, their budget fights
reflect underlying theological assumptions.
Listening for the theological dimension of the
congregation’s culture means listening for what
is valued most highly, what people really care
about. The chapter on theology offers addition-
al guidelines for how observers can discern the
operative theologies in a congregation.

Finally, a word about surveys. Many ques-
tionnaire items have been developed for dis-
covering various aspects of people’s beliefs
about God. Some representative questions are
contained in the chapter on methods and in
appendix A. Seeing how your congregation
responds to such a set of questions can often be
very revealing. One should always, however,
take actual observations more seriously than,
or at least alongside, responses to a survey.
How people actually use and talk about the
Bible is far more important than which preset
response they choose on a questionnaire. In
addition, the questions asked on the survey
may not really reflect either the particular
questions most pertinent to this congregation’s
operative theology or the way they would put
things. The range of responses may not be
their range at all. Finding out that 60 percent
of respondents chose a given answer to a ques-
tion about faith may only tell you that that
answer was the least unpalatable of the alter-
natives. If you use a survey to find out about
your congregation’s theologies, choose the
questions with care. Avoid items that contain
language or presuppositions that seem foreign
to you. Keep the language as close to what is
familiar as possible. And then use the results
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more as a conversation starter than as a final
verdict on what the congregation believes.

Understanding the culture of a congrega-
tion means taking seriously the language it
uses, the history it has available, the myths
and stories and worldviews that ground it, and
the theologies that occupy both center and
backstage. All the things they say about them-
selves stand alongside what they do and what
they make as clues to the patterns of relation-
ship and meaning that characterize this par-
ticular people in this particular place.

Interpreting the
Congregational Culture

Having observed and interviewed the congre-
gation to gather information about what the
congregation does, what it makes, and how it
speaks of itself, the time will eventually come
when interpretation is in order, when you will
want to be able to say something about what it
all means. If you have been taking good notes
and reviewing those notes along the way, you
probably have a good idea already about what
the dominant themes are. If you have been
working with a group of advisers and cogath-
erers of data, the process of interpretation
should include them, as well.

One way to begin the task of summarizing the
information you have gathered is to make a list of
statements for yourselves that begins with, “Peo-
ple in this congregation tend to” You might orga-
nize those statements around the various types of
things you have observed: “Worship services tend
to ...” “The building tends to ...” “Newcomers
tend to ...” “Beliefs about God tend to ...”

Another way to approach this task is to think
about what one might write in a handbook for
newcomers to a congregation. What cultural
knowledge does one need to survive here, assum-
ing the newcomer knows nothing before coming
here? These statements are not where you want
to end your interpretation, but they can be a good
beginning place, a way to begin to summarize the
mounds of information you have collected.

As you begin this process, remember your
focus. Using that focus, you might organize

the information you have gathered around the
various elements of culture we have identified.

e Which rituals are most predictable and
central to the congregation’s culture?

* Which other activities are most instrumen-
tal in shaping the people who participate
and in influencing what this group thinks
of itself?

®* What symbols best describe who they are?
What objects, people, and events carry
meanings linking them to the ideals of this
group?

¢ Which routine practices and styles of rela-
tionship best capture what this congrega-
tion values most?

* What stories are the essential myths of this
people?

* What beliefs and ideas best describe what
they think a practicing member ought to be
like?

How you ask these questions will be shaped by
the curiosity or dilemma that sent you on this
search in the first place. What does the ritual
life of this congregation tell us about that issue?
What do its key symbols say? And so forth. But
be open to surprises. With all the information
you have gathered, you may learn valuable
things about this congregation that are quite
peripheral to the actual focus of your study!

As you try to make sense of what you know,
be aware that studying a congregation’s culture
nearly always generates more information than
you really need. While some of that information
may turn out to yield surprising insights, you
need to remind yourself again of the questions
with which you began, reformulating those
questions in light of what you now know. Hav-
ing gathered fascinating vignettes of congrega-
tional life, it is often hard to set them aside, but
for the sake of coherence (and time) some
triage is always necessary. Do not throw extra-
neous material away! Simply file it for later
review and move on with the task at hand.

In addition, you will have learned along the
way that not every activity or every behavior
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you observed is meaningful. Sometimes what
you saw was a meaningful wink, but sometimes
it was just an idiosyncratic twitch. While you
may have uncovered many interesting details
about the congregation’s story and its patterns
of life, not all of them tell you about the partic-
ular patterns of culture that stand at the center
of the congregation’s life or that bear on the
issue in which you are interested. An important
interpretive task is that of winnowing down all
the things you now know to the key informa-
tion that needs to be communicated to others.

Go back through all the information you
have collected, then, looking for what is most
significant, which ideas and activities and arti-
facts seem to be essential to this congregation’s
identity and to answering your specific ques-
tions. One way important discoveries are often
made is by asking yourself about the surprises
and unexpected happenings you have encoun-
tered. Where did you find things that were not
as you thought they would be? What has hap-
pened that surprised everyone and made the
whole congregation see itself more clearly?

You will also have discovered that there are
many stories and many meanings within any
given group of people. You may despair of ever
finding the threads that weave through the tapes-
try of the whole. Those threads, in fact, may be
very thin. A description of any congregation’s
culture will include the ways in which that cul-
ture is subdivided, the ways varying groups with-
in the congregation tell different stories and prac-
tice the ways of the faith differently.

But in the midst of all the detail and diversity,
you should have found some recurring patterns
and themes. Perhaps it is an insistence on deco-
rum and proper observance of the commands of
the faith. Perhaps it is support for families. Per-

haps it is the presence of the Spirit. Perhaps it
is a sense of survival in an alien land. Perhaps
it is a story of congregational rebirth. Or perhaps
it is an ever-present struggle to be inclusive of
diversity. You may also discover that the patterns
in your congregation, its typical ways of doing
things, are similar to the patterns described by
Hopewell’s worldview types, the “mission orien-
tation” types, Dudley’s and Johnson’s “congrega-
tional self-images,” or some other set of congre-
gational descriptions you have discovered.
Although each congregation is certainly unique,
discernible similarities across congregations often
help observers make sense of their own situation.
A careful look at what others have written about
congregations can often help you see your own
congregation’s culture more clearly.

Once you have decided what the key lines of
your findings will be, you will need to communi-
cate what you know back to the congregation. A
report from observers to congregations can take
a number of forms. If it is written, it may take the
form of a story (or collection of stories). It might
also be an outline of answers to questions or sim-
ply a descriptive essay. Or it might take oral,
visual, or even dramatic form, depending on the
talents of those doing the reporting. But it is
important to bring the congregation itself into
this process. As you offer back what you have
observed about what the congregation most val-
ues and how it identifies itself, the members need
opportunities to respond. Your systematic obser-
vation of the congregation’s culture should exist
in dialogue with the ongoing life of this particular
gathering of people. They can offer further
nuances and corrections, but they can also
receive a new understanding of their own
assumptions and uniqueness, having seen them-
selves through the eyes of a cultural observer.
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NOTES

1. James F. Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 5. Another helpful treat-
ment of the congregation as a culture is Denham Grierson’s
Transforming a People of God (Melbourne: The Joint Board of
Christian Education of Australia and New Zealand, 1984). He
suggests that pastors pay attention to, among other things, the
congregation’s remembered history, hero stories, artifacts of sig-
nificance, symbols, rituals and gestures, myths of destiny, and
images of hope.

2. The Handbook for Congregational Studies spoke of history,
heritage, worldview, symbols, ritual, demography, and charac-
ter as the elements of a congregation’s identity (p. 23).

3. E. Brooks Holifield, “Toward a History of American Con-
gregations,” in American Congregations: New Perspectives in the
Study of Congregations, ed. James P, Wind and James W. Lewis
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 23-53.

4. R. Stephen Warner, “The Place of the Congregation in the
Contemporary American Religious Configuration,” American
Congregations, 54-99,

5. A vivid example of the way images from rural life can per-
vade even an urban congregation is found in Melvin Williams
Commaunity in a Black Pentecostal Church (Prospect Heights, Ill.:
Waveland Press, 1984).

6. This is the distinction sociologists of religion label “sectari-
an.” See Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The
Future of Religion (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1985), chapter 2, for a summary of the social characteristics
that define “sects.”

7. Daniel V. A. Olsen, “Fellowship Ties and the Transmission
of Religious Identity,” in Beyond Establishment: Protestant Identi-
ty in a Post-Protestant Age, ed. Jackson W. Carroll and Wade
Clark Roof (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 32-53.

8. This framework for analyzing congregational culture was
developed for the study of the congregations described in Nancy
Tatom Ammerman, Congregation and Community (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1997). The section
below draws heavily on ideas elaborated in chapter 1 of that book.

9. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York:
Basic Books, 1973).

10. Keith Roberts has written about the different ways in
which congregations acknowledge and highlight the sensual
aspects of their rituals in “Ritual and the Transmission of a Cul-
tural Tradition: An Ethnographic Perspective,” in Beyond Estab-
lishment, 74-98.

11. The importance of bodily ritual and singing in creating
communities across cultural boundaries is discussed in R.
Stephen Warner, “Religion, Boundaries, and Bridges,” Sociology
of Religion 58, no. 3 (Fall, 1997): 217-238.

12. Thomas Day, Why Catholics Can’t Sing: The Culture of
Catholicism and the Triumph of Bad Taste (New York: Crossroad,
1991), 163.

13. Linda J. Clark, “Hymn-Singing: The Congregation Mak-
ing Faith,” in Carriers of Faith, ed. Carl S. Dudley, Jackson W.
Carroll, and James P. Wind (Louisville: Westminster/John
Knox, 1991).

14. Pierre Bourdieu notes the way in which legitimate reli-
gious authority is constituted in the ability to say the right
words, use the right gestures, occupy the right space, and in so
doing represent the whole institution, rather than merely one-
self. See Language and Symbolic Power, trans. John B. Thomp-
son (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982),
chapters 3-4.

15. Samuel Heilman describes in vivid detail the “cast of char-
acters” and their predictable roles in the synagogue he studied.
See Synagogue Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973).

16. R. Stephen Warner has made the distinction between
what he calls “monistic” and “dualistic” modes of religious expe-
rience. The latter has highly formalized routines at times set
aside for invoking God’s presence. The former sees divine pres-

ence permeating everyday time and ordinary objects. No special
ritual formulae are necessary; ordinary speech and everyday
dress will do. See “Dualistic and Monistic Religiosity,” in Reli-
gious Movements: Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers, ed. Rodney
Stark (New York: Paragon, 1985), 199-220.

17. Clifford Geertz recounts the story of a death and funeral
in Java as a way of illustrating the intricate ways in which ritu-
al, death, and social life are intertwined. See “Ritual and Social
Change: A Javanese Example,” in The Interpretation of Cultures
(New York: Basic Books, 1973).

18. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1977).

19. See Robert Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey (New York:
Free Press, 1994), 66-68.

20. Wuthnow’s Sharing the Journey examines both the emo-
tional support and the spiritual formation that happens in small
groups. For a discussion of the ways in which these bonds of
mutual aid constitute a system of “pastoral care” in the congre-
gation, see Don S. Browning, “Pastoral Care and the Study of
the Congregation,” in Beyond Clericalism: The Congregation as a
Focus for Theological Education, ed. Joseph C. Hough, Jr., and
Barbara G. Wheeler (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), 103-18.

21. In Meaning and Moral Order (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1987), Robert Wuthnow argues that there need be
neither gathering of people nor setting off of special objects to
have a ritual. Wherever people engage in behavior that commu-
nicates (often dramatically) about their social relations, ritual
has occurred (pp. 98-109).

22. For a recent report on patterns of denominational switch-
ing, see C. Kirk Hadaway and Penny Long Marler, “All in the
Family: Religious Mobility in America,” Review of Religious
Research 35, no. 2 (December 1993): 97-116.

23. Lynn Davidman, Tradition in a Rootless World (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1991), describes the process of
becoming Orthodox as it was experienced by two groups of
young Jewish women.

24. Some religious educators recognize the power of congre-
gational and familial cultures in forming religious people in
unintentional, as well as intentional, ways. Children learn by
participating in events and activities—official and unofficial—
that give the tradition its identity and substance. See, for exam-
ple, John H. Westerhoff and Gwen Kennedy Neville, Generation
to Generation: Conversations in Religious Education and Culture
(Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1974).

25. For a discussion of the importance of artifacts in under-
standing organizational cultures, see Pasquale Gagliardi, “Arti-
facts as Pathways and Remains of Organizational Life,” in Sym-
bols and Artifacts (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1990), 3-38.

26. See Michael Ducey, Sunday Morning: Aspects of Urban Ritu-
al (New York: Free Press, 1977), 94-97, for a discussion of the uses
of sacred space in the churches he studied. Heilman also offers a
very instructive look at the physical setting of the synagogue in Syn-
agogue Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973).

27. See Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden City,
N.Y.: Anchor Doubleday, 1969), chapter 1, and Peter L. Ber-
ger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality
(Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Doubleday, 1967). Hopewell (Con-
gregation) discusses the importance of the congregation’s
“idiom” (pp. 5-9). See also Ducey’s description of the use of lan-
guage, music, and styles of speaking in Sunday Morning, 116-22.
In Bible Believers: Fundamentalists in the Modern World (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1987), 86-88, I note
the way language helps to maintain the boundaries of a conser-
vative congregation.

28. Heilman (Synagogue Life) notes that the story of Kehillat
Kodesh’s beginnings is known by every member, and “the very
knowledge of these facts seems often to be the best evidence of
one’s membership in the group” (p. 9). He goes on to include gos-
sip and joking as modes of storytelling that shape that communi-
ty’s life, alongside the prayer and study that are at the heart of a
synagogue’s identity.
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29. Denham Grierson, Transforming a People of God, 55.

30. The uses of story and image in moving a congregation
toward change are noted in Carl S. Dudley and Sally A. John-
son, Energizing the Congregation: Images that Shape Your
Church’s Ministry (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993),
especially chapter 7.

31. James P. Wind, Places of Worship (Nashville: American
Association for State and Local History, 1990) is a useful guide
to writing congregational histories.

32. Carl Dudley tells a story about a Norwegian church that
sold its building to a Black congregation. The Norwegian con-
gregation, as was traditional, had a boat over the altar, and
planned to take the boat with them to their new building. The

Black church, however, had immediately adopted the boat as
part of their heritage and refused to let it go. The boat was the
same boat, but meant something very different and no less
important to this new constituency.

33. See Hopewell, Congregation, pp. 203-11.

34. Victor Turner, Drama, Fields and Metaphors (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1974), 29. For a more extend-
ed discussion, see Victor Turner, The Forest of Symbols (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1967), 19-41.

35. David A. Roozen, William McKinney, and Jackson W.
Carroll, Varieties of Religious Presence (New York: Pilgrim
Press, 1984).
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