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Chapter 2
About Congregations   
All of you, then, are Christ’s body, and each one is a part of it.  

(1 Corinthians 12:27)  

"…you are all brothers of one another and have only one Teacher."  (Matthew 23:8)  "If you have love for one another, than all will know that you are my disciples."  (John 13:35)

This book is directed to Christian congregations, so it is appropriate to begin with the nature of the intended audience.  The description is in the form of a series of brief interpretations from various perspectives, starting with a definition and emerging conditions, and concluding with congregational and member differences.  More fundamental, however, and how we begin, is God's word concerning our discipleship together.

The Word for Congregations

The essence of the Christian community is a Christ-serving ministry in which the members lovingly care for one another.  These teachings specifically guide congregations as a "communion of saints."

(  Jesus loves us and we in turn are called to love and serve all our brethren in Christ's name.  …love one another as brothers, and be kind and humble with one another. (1 Peter 3:8)

(  Christ has bestowed on all believers a glorious priesthood, keeping us always in the presence of God.  This is how we are sure that we live in God and he lives in us: he has given us his Spirit.  (1 John 4:13)  But you are the chosen race, the King's priests, the holy nation, God's own people, chosen to proclaim the wonderful acts of God, who called you from the darkness into his own marvelous light.  (1 Peter 2:9)

(  None is superior to another, all being equal brethren under God.  Treat every person with equal dignity, as if all were "little Christs," for there may be angels among us.  Suppose a rich man wearing a gold ring and fine clothes comes to your meeting, and a poor man in ragged clothes also comes.  If you show more respect to the well-dressed man and say to him "Have this best seat here," but say to the poor man, "Stand, or sit down here on the floor by my feet." then you are guilty of creating distinctions among yourselves and of making judgments based on evil motives.  (James 2:2-4)   

(  All things are possible through God.  Be joyful, carry on the good work, never be discouraged.  Be joyful always, pray at all times, be thankful in all circumstances.  This is what God wants of you, in your life in Christ Jesus.  (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18) 

(  Our guidance comes from the Word and Holy Spirit.  "If you obey my teaching you are really my disciples; you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free."  (John 8:31-32).  For we fix our attention, not on things that are seen, but on things that are unseen.  What can be seen lasts only for a short time; but what cannot be seen lasts forever.  (2 Corinthians 4:18)

(  The commission.  Set your hearts on spiritual gifts, especially the gift of speaking God's message. (1 Corinthians 14:1)  " 'You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.'  This is the greatest and the most important commandment.  The second is like it: 'You must love your fellow-man as yourself.' " (Matthew 22:37-39)

(  Be good stewards of the gifts God has given us.  Each one, as a good manager of God's different gifts, must use for the good of others the special gift he has received from God.  (1 Peter 4:10)

(  Elect elders filled with the Spirit to positions of responsibility to direct the great work.  And they shall be known as servants to all people.  Be shepherds of the flock God gave you, and look after it willingly, as God wants you to, and not unwillingly.  Do your work, not for mere pay, but from a real desire to serve.  Do not try to rule over those who have been given into your care, but be examples to the flock.  (1 Peter 5:2-3)  

(  Seek new ways.  "Nor does anyone pour new wine into used wineskins.  If he does, the skins will burst, and then the wine pours out and the skins will be ruined.  Instead, new wine is poured into fresh wineskins, and both will keep in good conditions."  (Matthew 9:17)  Christ is the wine, the church the wineskin which must adapt, applying the good news to a changing and often hostile emerging world. 
Definition and Nature
"A congregation is a group of people who identify with each other under a certain name, share a particular set of basic assumptions, and meet regularly to communicate to one another those assumptions through language, story, rite, ceremony, or social behavior.  In the case of religious congregations the shared basic assumptions are religious ones about God and about life in the world in relation to God."
  This framework, while seemingly restrictive, is remarkably open-ended.  The inherent complexity and multifaceted nature of congregations, plus the consequences of growth and change, result in great diversity, no two congregations ever being the same.  What all churches have in common is "…the sharing and fostering of a certain set of fundamental understandings about God, the world, good and evil, and life itself."
  Most important, all congregations are in God's protective care, all are brethren in Christ, all are commissioned to serve, and all are strengthened and guided by the Holy Spirit through prayer and the gospel.  We are the family of God. 

Emerging Conditions

These observations on the Christian scene by William Easum
 are now seen dimly, possibly to emerge more clearly in the near future.  But even if only partially true at present, they portend likely challenges and opportunities requiring planning and change in today's churches.

1.  The United States is drifting away from Christianity, becoming a new mission field.  If present trends continue, the unchurched will soon outnumber members two-to-one.  And the transference is not neutral, but rather charged with a growing hostility toward Christianity.

2. The supremacy of the sovereign God is being increasingly questioned as modern society identifies truth and finds comfort in technology rather than faith.  This dependency on material solutions promotes self-satisfaction as life’s objective.  Sin becomes outdated among people preoccupied with their own welfare.

3.  An increasingly crowded and hostile world extends the need and difficulty for people to establish roots and identity.  Congestion breeds disengagement and hostility as every change is seen as a possible threat to one’s security.  In the crowd, people seek out trusted and compatible friends and small secure groups for their socializing.  Churches provide this sense of community, but have largely failed in reaching out to an increasingly disparate and isolated society. 

4.  Society is embracing new values and life-styles that emphasize personal fulfillment and meaning.  This is manifest in the increased search for satisfying work, freedom to relax, and greater appreciation of the role of women in society and family life.   

5. The distinction between clergy and laity is declining, as new responsibilities for community development require greater lay participation.  The priesthood of all believers, holding all congregants accountable, will emerge as the dominant force in congregations.  The clergy’s effectiveness will be multiplied as their role shifts to that of equipping the laity to live their role as priests. 

6.  The decline in church membership may be directly contributed to the failure of congregations to adapt to changing needs and new delivery means.  The substance of the Gospels is the same, the way in which it is proclaimed must be radically changed.  

7.  Inward looking congregations spend so much energy in self-ministering that they have little left for the unchurched and thereby fail to grow.

8.  The sights and sounds of modern media and electronic music will dominate the way we perceive and assimilate knowledge and entertainment.  A corollary is the future greater use of computers to process knowledge and aid in decisions, as opposed to our current primary reliance on experience and judgment.  

Meeting People's Needs 
People expect membership in a congregation to meet four of their needs
:  (1) To be understood, that is, to be intimately known and cared for through close contact or long experience by member friends who are sympathetic and loving.  (2) To understand, i.e., to perceive and comprehend the true nature and significance of God and God's relationship to man.  (3) To belong to the church community as a distinctive yet integral member and as an essential contributing participant.  (4) To gain hope, that is, to look forward with confidence and joyful expectation to God's will on earth and heavenly glory.  In all of these personal relationships churches fall far short, with their fixation on groups as opposed to individuals. 

Differences in Congregations  

Congregations differ in many ways, the most readily observed being the common descriptors of parishioners' age, and congregation size,
 location, wealth, and ethnicity.  These external characteristics are largely mechanical in nature, more likely to influence the dimensions of church operations than the driving forces behind them.  A small, rural church at the turn of the century, for example, faced essentially the same problems of defining its mission, generating commitment and participation, and creating a caring community as does today's large, financially wealthy, urban church, only the scale and time in history are different. 

Far more important than physical traits is the congregation's mindset, for it is attitude and disposition that truly affect how we serve.  We identify three sources within congregations that largely determine how members will interpret and respond to various situations: traditions, cultural norms, and governing structure.

Traditions 

Traditions are modes of thought and behavior followed over the years that become accepted precedents.  Traditions establish identity, promote continuity, and guide behavior.  They permeate almost every aspect of church operations:  how people dress, how they greet each other, the level of support and participation expected, how caring members are for one another, how democratic the leadership, even how robust the singing.  All these conditions are largely governed by what is expected, i.e., "how we do things around here."  When firmly entrenched, traditions can be very difficult to change

Time-honored traditions have a rightful and necessary role in every congregation, to preserve all that is good and productive.  At the same time, congregations must be alert to adapting behavior patterns to a changing environment, and also be aware that, in some instances, a tradition may actually have been wrong in the first place.  Congregations must not be pious regarding their practices, but rather openly honest, continually looking to God for guidance.  Jesus answered, "And why do you disobey God's command and follow your own teaching?"  (Matthew 15:3)  A generous approach is to keep challenged traditions alive, in an altered more acceptable form by an innovative elastic adaptation.

Cultural Norms  

More telling than traditions are distinctions discerned from the corporate character or "personality" of congregations.  Seven types of cultural conditions can be identified which form the interwoven web of beliefs and social patterns that constitute a congregation's distinct identity.
 

Historical aspects of a congregation are its community memory and formal documents, evidence of the past that guide the future.  They remind us who we are, a supportive heritage that encourages consistency and loyalty.  Too great an allegiance to historical precedent can lead to stagnation and gradual loss in perception of changing realities.  A futurist is probably more important to the development of a congregation than a historian.  

The mission aspects of a congregation's culture are how members view their responsibilities and relationships to themselves, the local community and world, and the wider church.  Missions reflect a congregation's orientation and priorities(inward versus outward, spiritual versus social, group versus individual, risk versus caution, demanding versus concessionary.  Balances in these and other responsibilities are set by mission statements based on how a congregation understands its various roles.  Frequently missions are too vague and comprehensive to provide any real guidance.  Design of mission statements is addressed in Chapter 9.

Liturgy and worship practices deal with how a congregation perceives it should interact with God in a generally formal group setting.  The spiritual ethos (values), doctrinal expressions, and rituals of worship services are the purview of the clergy.  But choice of "high" versus "low" forms and their attendant degree of connection between the sacred and secular worlds are a fundamental congregational responsibility.  The selection will in large part depend on how the congregation recognizes its mission, one of a spiritual refuge or open hospitality.  Design of the church service is addressed in Chapters 13 and 14.

The stewardship aspects of a parish's culture are focused on defining the time and financial commitment expected of members and encouraging and building this level of participation and support. How a congregation goes about cultivating the time, talent, and treasure of its members speaks volumes of how it views the importance of each individual(reliance on a few or dependency on all. The rigor of the appeal, the performance levels sought, and the democratic coverage expected are all part of the stewardship equation.  Stewardship is the subject of Chapter 17.  

The educational pattern of a congregation provides great insight into the ethos exhibited toward member spiritual growth.  Many factors are involved in designing a respectable program: attention to all age levels and special needs, curriculum development, instructional style, and possible overseeing of content.  Promoting child and adult education is one of the most productive yet underdeveloped responsibilities of congregations.  Adults can attend church services for years and seemingly never gain the understanding of God's word that is possible through church education programs.  Chapter 18 deals with Christian education.

Ministry and leadership roles include the prevailing degree of hospitality and care for members and the community, the responsibilities of the pastor versus laity, leadership styles, and opportunities for lay ministry.  Much of the present volume deals with this aspect of church culture, advancing servant leadership as the preferred management model.  Part II presents servant leadership, principles through practice, in four chapters.

Demographic norms such as member age, race, location, and wealth, generally parallel those of the surrounding community.  However, over time this similarity may change if a congregation favors and attracts one segment over another.  This evolving identity is appropriate if it is supportive of democratically approved mission objectives.  An older congregation, for example, would be expected in a church primarily serving a retirement community.  But a diverse member population is more encompassing, has greater growth potential, and runs less risk of self- containment.  Churches should conduct periodic surveys to gauge the homogeneity of the congregation and demographic trends.  Surveys of this nature are discussed in Chapter 11.
Governing Structure  

Church management can range from autocratic to democratic.  Strong willed, well-meaning, pastors along with dominant laity were guilty of some past authoritarian rule, but this has largely given way to democratic systems as congregations have become more assertive and self-reliant.  Still, strongholds of control remain.  Four countering dispositions tend to move congregations toward greater democratic leadership: (1) a church's structure that provides and encourages active member involvement and leadership, (2) commitment and enthusiasm, (3) receptivity to change, and (4) inward versus outward looking perspective.  This book encourages growth in all four conditions, promoted through servant leadership.  The fact that each posture is principally a matter of choice is providential, strongly encouraging to those who would establish greater democracy.  In Chapter 7 we address some of the restraints involved.  Documents for establishing a democratic supportive church structure are presented in Chapter 9. 

Distinctions Among Members

There is always greater diversity among members within organizations such as congregations than between organizations themselves.  At the extreme, for example, are the few individuals who apparently oppose the majority's position regardless of the issue.  These exceptions generally require personal counseling.  More common are the broader distinctions between groups or segments such as old versus young.  Problems arising here require extended discussion and understanding within the organization as a whole.   

Distinctions between members and groups within congregations originate from three sources: roles played, personal orientations, and status differences.

Roles Played

The various ways in which congregational members participate in church activities are generally positive and uncontroversial.  Three roles are typically played.
  First, the "saints" by word and deed exemplify Christian behavior and lead and unify by example.  Second, the "organizers" plan and manage activities, accomplishing the church's goals through its organizational structure.  Third, the "socializers" enjoy and seek out companionship within the church, promoting interaction among members.  

All members share these roles in various combinations, together with other personal traits and talents that make up the unique individual composites and group heterogeneity.  Less common and tolerable are the rarer imbalances found.  Thus a church might have an inordinate proportion of inward centered "socializers."  Such a congregation would need to guard against inattention to the involvement requirements of its "saints" and "organizers."   Member satisfaction surveys, discussed in Chapter 11, can help identify trouble of this nature.   

Personal Orientations

Not unexpectedly, congregations reflect the broad spectrum of personal philosophies, attitudes, and expectations of its members.  Similar to the above "roles played," but more discerning, these distinctions classify people according to how they approach and are involved in congregational activities.  Five such audiences have been identified:

(1)  Socializers seek fellowship allegiances through close contacts and friendships with members, often within small groups.  This joining and acceptance is essential for sustained membership.  Friendships, self-identity, and bonding all take place through the close associations fostered within small groups.  Such groups must remain receptive to newcomers and also support the church as a whole.

(2)  Traditionalists defend orthodox values and practices.  They represent the backbone of the church and ensure continuity and cautious change.  This very strength, however, may erupt in open hostility toward those who challenge existing practices.  This resistance, often subtly concealed in assigned authority and rules, constitutes a serious obstacle to servant leadership when it prevents open discussion and debate. 

(3) Academics are members of the congregation who desire to learn more about their faith and how to live life accordingly.  They frequently attend Sunday school and participate in study groups.  They are open-minded and thus good candidates to support servant leadership. 

(4) Advocates are issue-oriented and want to be agents of community change.  They feel strongly about the rights and wrongs of society and seek to address perceived injustices. 

(5) Moderates have multiple interests.  They make up the majority of most congregations. 
Status Differences

With respect to relative influence and power, congregational members fall into four categories defined by sociologist Melvin Williams
 as "elite," "core," "supportive," and "marginal." Great care must be taken to ensure that this hierarchy remains as integrated and democratic as possible.  Excessive reliance upon and authority given to any individual group is extremely detrimental to congregational cohesiveness and spirit.  

Elite members have demonstrated their ability to organize and manage church operations.  They are often "old-timers" with power based on their loyalty, long-time visibility, and rapport with the pastor.  When receptive, they represent prime candidates for servant leadership.  If entrenched, their autocratic authority represents a serious challenge. 

Core members are the foundation stones of an effective church.  They are committed to carrying out the church's missions and often hold key operating-level positions.  They impart experience and insight to decision-making.  

Supportive members make up the majority of most congregations.  While attentive and contributive, they generally refrain, for one reason or another, from active participation.  Some have demanding or exhausting jobs and seek a spiritual reprieve from the daily grind.  Servant leadership recognizes the latent potential of these members and provides the supportive environment for greater involvement.  

Marginal members, for a wide variety of reasons(age, infirmity, disenchantment, inability to relate, travel distance, etc.(generally refrain from church activities.  This group, too often out of the main stream and neglected, are a great challenge, but not beyond a caring church. 

When are Congregations in Trouble? 


What evidence suggests a church’s need for a full self-appraisal?  Any one of the following nation-wide occurring conditions
 may suffice: (1) declining or stable membership, (2) an aging congregation, (3) location in a largely unchurched and/or uncontacted neighborhood, (4) centralized leadership, (5) non-involved, underutilized parishioners, and (6) a majority of members having limited understanding of true Christianity. 
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