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CHAPTER 1

RELIGIOUS POLARIZATION AND PLURALISM IN AMERICA


In the 1950s, the Fraternal Order of Eagles teamed up with movie director Cecil B. DeMille for a unique promotion of the epic movie The Ten Commandments. In a form of reverse product placement, the Eagles and DeMille donated monuments of the biblical Ten Commandments to communities all around the country. Rather than putting a product in the movie, the primary symbol of the movie was instead placed in prominent locations—in public parks, in front of courthouses, and in the case of Texas on the grounds of the state capitol. These monuments reflected the zeitgeist, as the 1950s brought public, even government-sanctioned, expression of religion to the fore in many ways. This was also the decade in which “In God We Trust” became the official national motto, and the Pledge of Allegiance was amended to include the words “under God.”

Those monuments stood for decades without causing a fuss. In recent years, however, they have led to court battles over whether their location on publicly owned land violates the constitutional prohibition on a government establishment of religion. In other words, fifty years ago these displays were so noncontroversial that they could safely be used as a marketing ploy for a big-budget Hollywood movie. Now they are the subject of litigation all the way to the Supreme Court.1

Something has changed.

In 1960, presidential candidate John F. Kennedy had to reassure Protestants that they could safely vote for a Catholic. (At the time 30 percent of Americans freely told pollsters that they would not vote for a Catholic as president.) At the same time, Kennedy won overwhelming support from his fellow Catholics, even though he explicitly disagreed with his church on a number of public issues. In 2004, America had another Catholic presidential candidate—also a Democratic senator from Massachusetts, also a highly decorated veteran, and also with the initials JFK. Like Kennedy, John (Forbes) Kerry also publicly disagreed with his church on at least one prominent issue—in this case, abortion. But unlike Kennedy, Kerry split the Catholic vote with his Republican opponent, and lost handily among Catholics who frequently attend church. Kennedy would likely have found it inexplicable that Kerry not only lost to a Protestant, but in George W. Bush, an evangelical Protestant at that. Writing about the religious tensions manifested in the 1960 campaign, political scientist Philip Converse described the election as a “flash of lightning which illuminated, but only momentarily, a darkened landscape.”2 Kerry’s candidacy was another flash of lightning, but the landscape it revealed had changed significantly. In 1960, religion’s role in politics was mostly a matter of something akin to tribal loyalty—Catholics and Protestants each supported their own. In order to win, Kennedy had to shatter the stained glass ceiling that had kept Catholics out of national elective office in a Protestant-majority nation. By the 2000s, how religious a person is had become more important as a political dividing line than which denomination he or she belonged to. Church-attending evangelicals and Catholics (and other religious groups too) have found common political cause. Voters who are not religious have also found common cause with one another, but on the opposite end of the political spectrum.

Again, something has changed.

This book is about what has changed in American religion over the past half century. Perhaps the most noticeable shift is how Americans have become polarized along religious lines. Americans are increasingly concentrated at opposite ends of the religious spectrum—the highly religious at one pole, and the avowedly secular at the other. The moderate religious middle is shrinking. Contrast today’s religious landscape with America in the decades following the Second World War, when moderate—or mainline—religion was booming. In the past, there were religious tensions, but they were largely between religions (Catholic vs. Protestant most notably), rather than between the religious and irreligious. Today, America remains, on average, a highly religious nation, but that average obscures a growing secular swath of the population.

The nation’s religious polarization has not been an inexorable process of smoothly unfolding change. Rather, it has resulted from three seismic societal shocks, the first of which was the sexually libertine 1960s. This tumultuous period then produced a prudish aftershock of growth in conservative religion, especially evangelicalism, and an even more pronounced cultural presence for American evangelicals, most noticeably in the political arena. As theological and political conservatism began to converge, religiously inflected issues emerged on the national political agenda, and “religion” became increasingly associated with the Republican Party. The first aftershock was followed by an opposite reaction, a second aftershock, which is still reverberating. A growing number of Americans, especially young people, have come to disavow religion. For many, their aversion to religion is rooted in unease with the association between religion and conservative politics. If religion equals Republican, then they have decided that religion is not for them.

Religious polarization has consequences beyond the religious realm, because being at one pole or the other correlates strongly with one’s worldview, especially attitudes relating to such intimate matters as sex and the family. Given that American politics often centers on sex and family issues, this religious polarization has been especially visible in partisan politics. A “coalition of the religious” tends to vote one way, while Americans who are not religious vote another.

The current state of religious polarization has led social commentators to use heated, even hyperbolic, language to describe the state of American society. The bestseller lists are full of books highly critical of religion, countered by pundits whose rhetoric decries a public square made “naked” by religion’s absence.3 In an overused metaphor, America is supposedly in the midst of a war over our culture.4

And yet, when one ignores these venomous exchanges, and looks instead at how Americans of different religious backgrounds interact, the United States hardly seems like a house divided against itself. America peacefully combines a high degree of religious devotion with tremendous religious diversity—including growing ranks of the nonreligious. Americans have a high degree of tolerance for those of (most) other religions, including those without any religion in their lives.

Religion’s role in America thus poses a puzzle. How can religious pluralism coexist with religious polarization?

The answer lies in the fact that, in America, religion is highly fluid. The conditions producing that fluidity are a signal feature of the nation’s constitutional infrastructure. The very first words of the Bill of Rights guarantee that Congress—later interpreted to mean any level of government—will favor no particular religion, while ensuring that Americans can freely exercise their religious beliefs. In the legal arena, debates over such matters as whether the Ten Commandments can be displayed on public property hinge on the interpretation of the Constitution’s words. More broadly, the absence of a state-run religious monopoly combined with a wide sphere of religious liberty has produced an ideal environment for a thriving religious ecosystem. Religions compete, adapt, and evolve as individual Americans freely move from one congregation to another, and even from one religion to another. In the United States, it seems perfectly natural to refer to one’s religion as a “preference” instead of as a fixed characteristic.

This state of flux has actually contributed to religious polarization. A fluid religious environment enables people seeking something different to leave one religion for another, to find religion for the first time, or to leave religion altogether. This churn means that people gradually, but continually, sort themselves into like-minded clusters—their commonality defined not only by religion, but also by the social and political beliefs that go along with their religion.

The malleable nature of American religion, however, means that these clusters are not bunkers. Instead, the same fluidity that contributes to religious polarization means that nearly all Americans are acquainted with people of a different religious background. Even if you personally have never gone through a religious change, you likely know someone who has. Furthermore, that someone is likely to be more than a passing acquaintance, but rather a co-worker, a close friend, a spouse, or a child. All of this religious churn produces a jumble of relationships among people of varying religious backgrounds, often within extended families and even households, which keeps religious polarization from pulling the nation apart.

The contrast between John F. Kennedy in 1960 and John Kerry in 2004 is thus doubly revealing. It not only highlights the new ways that religion divides American society but, more subtly, it also reminds us that old divisions are largely forgotten. In 1960, Kennedy faced overt hostility to his Catholicism, even in polite company. We find it no coincidence that this was also a time when there were many social barriers to relationships between Catholics and Protestants. John Kerry ran in a different world. By 2004 his Catholicism presented no problems for Protestants. We again find it hardly coincidental that in the years between Kennedy and Kerry, Americans of many different religious backgrounds increasingly came to connect with one another—as neighbors, friends, and spouses. That electoral flash of lightning in 2004 thus illuminated more than the changed political topography; it also exposed an altered social landscape. Interreligious personal connections have resulted in a social web interwoven with different religions and people with no religion at all—with implications far beyond presidential politics.

Over the last fifty years, American religion has thus experienced two countervailing transformations. The first is the emergence of a new religious fault line in American society. Left on its own, such a fault line could split open and tear the nation apart. The second change, however, is precisely why the fault line has not become a gaping chasm. Polarization has not been accompanied by religious segregation—either literally or even metaphorically. To the contrary, rather than cocooning into isolated religious communities, Americans have become increasingly likely to work with, live alongside, and marry people of other religions—or people with no religion at all. In doing so, they have come to accept people with a religious background different from theirs. It is difficult to demonize the religion, or lack of religion, of people you know and, especially, those you love. Indeed, interreligious relationships are so common that most Americans probably pay them little mind, and consider them unremarkable. But their very commonness makes them remarkable indeed.

Polarization and pluralism are the principal themes in the recent history of American religion, but they hardly exhaust all that has changed, is changing, and will change in the nation’s religious environment. The sheer vitality of religion in America means that it is ever evolving, although that evolution takes place against a backdrop of some constants too. We begin by asking how and why American religion became polarized, and close by asking—and answering—how polarization and pluralism can coexist. But to get from polarization to peaceful pluralism, we consider a number of other questions along the way:

To what extent do Americans engage in religious mixing and matching?

Which religions win, and which lose, in the religious marketplace? Historically, who have been the winners, and who the losers?

What keeps people in their congregations, and why do they switch from one to another? How have religious entrepreneurs responded to the second aftershock, which is pushing people—young people especially—away from religion?

How has religion engaged three major trends in American society: the revolution in women’s rights, rising income inequality, and growing ethnic and racial diversity?

What happened to cause religious devotion to be so strongly associated with partisan politics, and what will the future likely hold for the connections between religion and politics?

How does politics happen, or not, inside a congregation? How can religiosity be so closely associated with partisan politics when overt politicking from the pulpit is rare?

Who is right: those who make the case for the positive contribution of religion to civil society, or those who make the case against?

BACKDROP

Any discussion of religion in America must begin with the incontrovertible fact that Americans are a highly religious people. One can quibble over just how religion, and religiosity, should be gauged, but, by any standard, the United States (as a whole) is a religious nation. In general, Americans have high rates of religious belonging, behaving, and believing—what social scientists call the three Bs of religiosity.5 Eighty-three percent of Americans report belonging to a religion; 40 percent report attending religious services nearly every week or more;6 59 percent pray at least weekly; a third report reading scripture with this same frequency. Many Americans also have firm religious beliefs. Eighty percent are absolutely sure that there is a God. Sixty percent are absolutely sure that there is a heaven, although fewer (52 percent) have this level of certainty about life after death. Slightly fewer, 49 percent, are certain that there is a hell.

Yet it is also important to note that not every American is so religious, or religious at all. After all, 15 percent never attend religious services, 17 percent do not identify with a religion, 20 percent are not certain about the existence of God, 40 percent are not sure there is a heaven, and 48 percent are not certain there is life after death.

When we put these basic facts together, a picture of religion in America comes into focus. Americans overwhelmingly, albeit not universally, identify with a religion. Identity, however, does not necessarily translate into religious activity because not all who identify with a religion frequently attend religious services, or engage in other religious behavior. The vast majority of Americans also believe in God, but Americans are less sure about life beyond the grave. Ever an optimistic people, Americans are more likely to envision heaven than hell. In fact, more Americans are certain about heaven than are certain about life after death. When we probe further, we find that Americans believe in a God who is loving and not very judgmental. Sixty-two percent say they “very often” feel God’s love in their life, while only 39 percent say that they feel God’s judgment this frequently. Americans’ God is more avuncular than angry, and it turns out (as we shall see in Chapter 13) that this sort of everyday theology has real implications for the ways in which Americans get along with one another. This is merely one example among many that we shall discuss in which Americans’ religiosity and community connections are closely tied together.

By any objective standard, this profile shows the reasonably high religiosity of the United States. That profile appears even stronger when the United States is compared to the rest of the planet, especially other industrialized, democratic nations. The United States ranks far ahead of virtually all other developed nations in terms of all three Bs of religiosity. To take just one example, Figure 1.1 displays how the United States compares to the rest of the world in a measure of religious behavior, namely the weekly attendance of religious services. Indeed, in this global ranking of religious observance America edges out even the Iran of the ayatollahs.

The United States also has an equally high degree of belonging and believing. For instance, 38 percent of Americans report being an active member of a church or religious organization, compared to only 16 percent of Australians, 9 percent of Italians, and 4 percent of the French. Likewise, while nearly half, 47 percent, of Americans affirm that religion is “very important” in their lives, only 17 percent of the Swiss, 12 percent of the Dutch, and 9 percent of Swedes say the same.7


Figure 1.1

COMPARED TO OTHER INDUSTRIALIZED NATIONS, THE U.S. HAS A HIGH RATE OF WEEKLY ATTENDANCE AT RELIGIOUS SERVICES
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SOURCE: WORLD VALUES SURVEY, 2005–2007.



Americans’ high religiosity is thrown into especially sharp relief with a comparison to our close cultural cousins, the British. While 54 percent of the British say they never pray, only 18 percent of Americans say the same. A third of Americans believe that scripture is the actual word of God, compared to only 9 percent of the British.8

One measure of Americans’ religiosity illustrates particularly nicely how religion permeates the lives of many but is absent from those of others. Almost half (more precisely, 44 percent) of the American population reports saying grace or a blessing before meals at least daily, while almost precisely the same percentage (46 percent) says grace occasionally, or never.9 (In this context, we use the Christian term “grace” as a shorthand for all prayers said before meals, in whatever religious tradition.) We are hard-pressed to think of many other behaviors that are so common among one half of the population and rare among the other half—maybe carrying a purse.

We single out grace saying because it turns out to be an excellent indicator of overall religiosity that, in turn, predicts many other attitudes and behaviors. For example, grace saying reappears in Chapter 11, where we show that the frequency of saying blessings before meals has a strong connection to one’s partisan politics.

The Faith Matters Surveys

We can tell you about grace saying and many other aspects of religiosity in the United States because we have conducted extensive surveys of Americans in which we asked a wide-ranging set of questions about their religious lives, as well as their civic involvement, social relationships, political beliefs, economic situation, and demographic profile. The first survey was administered to a randomly selected, nationally representative sample of 3,108 Americans in the summer of 2006, and then followed up with a second, separate survey with as many of the same people as we could find (1,909, to be precise) in the spring and summer of 2007. Known as the Faith Matters surveys, together they constitute one of the most detailed examinations ever undertaken of Americans’ religious and civic lives. As will become apparent, interviewing people more than once has turned out to be extremely valuable in understanding religious change. Because of the dynamism in American religion, even the short period of time that elapsed between the first and second interviews provides insights into small but significant shifts in various aspects of Americans’ religious lives.10 Throughout this book, we make repeated reference to the data collected in the two Faith Matters surveys. Usually we report on results from the 2006 survey, since it has a larger and more representative sample, and also included a more extensive set of questions. Whenever it is appropriate, however, we report results from the 2007 survey. In either case, we always identify the survey to which we are referring.

Throughout this book, we rely on the Faith Matters surveys heavily but not exclusively. The coin of our realm is convergent validation—that is, testing interpretations against as many sources of data as possible—so whenever possible, our key claims have been confirmed with the General Social Survey, the National Election Studies, the Pew Religion and Public Life surveys, and other comparable, publicly available sources of data. We have listened carefully to what the data have to say; the data are loudest when they speak in harmony.

Religious Traditions

Anyone who wishes to describe and then analyze the state of religion in America has to grapple with the fact that there are an enormous number of religious faiths, and myriad denominations and other subgroupings within those faiths. The aforementioned religious fluidity has meant schisms, mergers, the founding of new faiths, and the arrival of faiths from other nations. Take, for example, Lutheranism, an important group within Protestantism. Lutheranism is not monolithic. There are the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), the Missouri Synod Lutherans, the Wisconsin Synod Lutherans, and still other Lutheran denominations. While these denominations share common Lutheran DNA, as they all have Martin Luther as a progenitor, they nonetheless exhibit significant differences in worship, practice, and theology. And that is just the many varieties of Lutheranism. Multiply the same phenomenon across Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists, Pentecostals, Jews, and so on and you begin to see the complexity of trying to discuss each denomination separately. Further complicating matters, there is also a growing trend toward Christian churches with no denominational label at all.

The situation, though, is not hopeless, as American religion can be usefully analyzed using a taxonomic system that, to paraphrase Albert Einstein, is as simple as possible, but no simpler. The huge array of denominations can be grouped into a more manageable number of religious traditions. To use a biological metaphor, religious traditions are like a genus, while the individual denominations are like species.

Evangelical, Mainline, and Black Protestants

Protestantism presents the greatest challenge to any system of religious morphology, as no other category better illustrates the mutability of religion in America. To return to biological taxonomy: If a religious tradition is a genus, then Protestantism is analogous to a religious family. Within that family there are three significant genera: evangelical, mainline, and Black Protestant.

Evangelical Protestants comprise one of the most significant religious traditions in America—particularly for understanding change in American religion. Historian Mark Noll notes that evangelicalism dates as far back as the early eighteenth century, when a movement began within Protestantism to find a “true religion of the heart.”11 Evangelicalism was the dominant strain within American Protestantism through most of the nineteenth century. Then, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Protestants split over a debate between fundamentalists and modernists, a split that still echoes today. For our purposes, an evangelical Protestant is someone who, knowingly or not, has taken the fundamentalists’ side in that debate. During this period, writes sociologist Christian Smith, Protestant churches increasingly adopted “liberal theology, biblical higher criticism, and an increased skepticism about supernaturalism.”12 The result was a parting of the ways between these questioning modernists and the fundamentalists, who held fast to a more traditional, and thus conservative, interpretation of scripture.

While the fundamentalist–modernist debate raged within religious denominations, it also spilled over into American society more generally. One important rallying cry for the fundamentalists was a rejection of evolution as an explanation for the origin of man. The issue came to a head in 1925 with the famous Scopes Monkey Trial, over the question of whether evolution could be taught in the public schools of Tennessee. Few today remember that the fundamentalists won the battle in the courtroom, as the state’s anti-evolution statute was upheld. Better remembered is that they lost the war of public opinion beyond the courtroom, as their beliefs were subjected to national ridicule. In the wake of this derision fundamentalists largely retreated from engagement with wider American society.

Fundamentalists began to reemerge from their self-imposed exile with the founding of the neo-evangelical movement in the wake of the Second World War. With Billy Graham as their most public face, the neo-evangelicals were moderates within the fundamentalist wing of Protestantism who sought to soften the hard edge of fundamentalism and reengage with American society. They maintained orthodox Protestant beliefs, but shed the anti-intellectualism and insularity that had come to characterize fundamentalists in the wake of their post-Scopes withdrawal. This new style of conservative Protestantism has become the norm, such that in public parlance the “neo” came to be dropped from their name. The term “evangelicalism” now encompasses all theologically conservative Protestants (except Black Protestantism, as explained below), whether they be Billy Graham–like neo-evangelicals, members of “seeker-sensitive” megachurches, traditional fundamentalists, or Pentecostals.13

Because they are an amorphous group defined by admittedly blurry boundaries, one can debate just who counts as an evangelical. The label is not necessarily one that people willingly adopt for themselves, even if their belonging, believing, and behaving all align with the standard scholarly usage of the term. This was brought home to us when we interviewed members of the Saddleback megachurch (see Chapter 2). We asked a number of people at this high-profile church, widely identified as quintessentially evangelical, how they described their religious affiliation. Overwhelmingly, they said “Christian,” not “evangelical.” Similarly, many people reasonably identify themselves as belonging to a specific denomination, like the Missouri Synod Lutherans, rather than a nebulous movement like evangelicalism.

The solution to this definitional ambiguity is to identify evangelicals by their congregation’s denominational affiliation (or, as the case may be, the absence of such an affiliation).14 Therefore, when we refer to “evangelicals,” we mean people who report identifying with one of a large number of denominations that generally endorse the tenets of evangelicalism.15 For our purposes, evangelicals also include people who attend a nondenominational church, since, in recent years, a large number of nondenominational churches are evangelically inclined (e.g., the typical megachurch is both evangelical and nondenominational).16

While evangelicals are the heirs to the fundamentalists, mainline Protestants are descendants of the modernists. Loosely speaking, mainline Protestant denominations are more liberal theologically than their evangelical counterparts. Importantly, they are more likely to emphasize the Social Gospel—that is, the belief that a Christian’s priority should be the reform of social institutions—than personal piety. As described by political scientists Kenneth Wald and Allison Calhoun-Brown:

Stressing Jesus’s role as a prophet of social justice, the mainline tradition sanctifies altruism and regards selfishness as the cardinal sin. In this tradition, which extends membership to all and understands religious duty in terms of sharing abundance, the Bible is treated as a book with deep truths that have to be discerned amidst myth and archaic stories.17

The term “mainline” connotes that these are the denominations that have historically been the closest thing to establishment churches in America: the Episcopalians (the American branch of the Anglican Communion), for example, and the Congregationalists (successors to the Puritans).18 By the 1950s, when our story opens, mainline Protestant denominations—Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Congregationalist, and a few others—represented the dominant religious tradition in America, but as we shall see, that dominance would change dramatically in the ensuing half century.

While the split between evangelical and mainline Protestants centers on theology, Black Protestantism—the third tradition within the Protestant family—is instead defined by race. Black Protestantism is a legacy of racial segregation. As detailed in Chapter 9, the Black Church (the term used to refer to all historically African American congregations and denominations) has a long and distinctive history in the United States. Black Protestants generally blend an evangelical focus on personal piety with a strong dose of Social Gospel. Just as importantly, the Black Church is an inherently racialized institution—race is integral to Black Protestants’ theology, iconography, and worship. The result is a unique religious tradition.19

Catholics, Jews, and Mormons

Of course, Protestantism does not exhaust the many varieties of religion in the United States. Catholics are also a major share of the religious population, but they are more easily recognized through self-identification, since their denomination, religious tradition, and self-identity are all one and the same. Catholics thus use the same label to describe themselves as do academics and other observers. You might say that Catholics know who they are.

Jews and Mormons20 can also be easily recognized through self-identification. While they are each a much smaller share of the population than Protestants or Catholics, both are highly distinctive traditions that, because of their size, are often neglected in analyses of the American religious environment.21

“Other Faiths”

The sheer variety of American religious traditions means that, even after classifying most Americans into these religious traditions, there are still a small number of people spread across a wide array of different religions. These include Sikhs, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and many more. Many of these other faiths are a growing presence on the American religious scene, having grown from roughly one percent in the 1970s to between 2 and 3 percent today. But being, at most, 3 percent of the population still means they collectively comprise a small proportion of the national population, with each individual group being smaller still. Since the Faith Matters survey was administered to a randomly selected representative sample of the United States, it contains the correct proportion of each group. But the absolute number of these other faiths is too small to permit reliable analysis.22 We are thus limited in what we can report about these disparate faiths.

No Religion/The “Nones”

The final category consists of people who report no religious affiliation, those who have come to be called the “nones.”23 That is, when asked to identify with a religion, they indicate that they are “nothing in particular.” These nones are not necessarily hard-core secularists, as we shall discuss in Chapter 4. This category, though, does include that small fraction of the American population who describe themselves as either atheists or agnostics, although these labels turn out to have little common usage.24 While atheism has recently gained prominence, particularly on the bestseller lists, self-identified atheists and agnostics comprise a vanishingly small proportion of the U.S. population. For instance, in the 2006 Faith Matters survey precisely five people out of 3,108 chose either label.

Figure 1.2 displays the percentage of the American population in each religious tradition, sorted from largest to smallest. The largest group are evangelicals, with roughly 30 percent of the U.S. population fitting that classification. While evangelicals grew in the 1970s and 1980s, their proportion of the population has been slowly declining since about 1990.

The single largest denomination is the Roman Catholic Church. Catholics comprise about a quarter of the U.S. population, a proportion that has remained steady for decades. However, as we discuss in Chapter 9, Catholics’ steady share of the population obscures a dramatic change within American Catholicism. Over the last few decades, large numbers of “Anglo”—that is, non-Latino—Catholics have been dropping out of or disengaging with the Catholic Church, without being replaced by other Anglo converts. During the same period, however, the number of Latino Catholics has grown tremendously. Given current trends, this demographic transformation means that the American Catholic Church is on its way to becoming a majority-Latino institution, as we discuss in Chapter 4.


Figure 1.2

RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS IN THE UNITED STATES
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SOURCE: FAITH MATTERS SURVEY, 2006.



The third largest “religious” group in the United States is actually defined by the absence of a religious affiliation—the “nones.” There are more nones (17 percent) than mainline Protestants (14 percent), a striking fact given that the mainline wing of Protestantism once represented the heart and soul of American religion and society. Significantly, the ranks of the nones have been growing, while the mainline Protestants’ share of the population has been shrinking.

Note also that Jews, one of the oldest religious traditions, rank right alongside Mormons, one of the newest (both are roughly 2 percent of the population).

Religiosity

Divvying up the population into religious traditions is only one way to make sense of the American religious landscape. Think of religious traditions as being like the “flavor” of one’s religion. And just as flavors come in varying levels of intensity, so can religion. Religious intensity can also be referred to as “religiosity,” and measured with a series of questions that tap into different ways of being religious, including both behaving and believing. In the next few pages we describe the way we measure religiosity in detail. Our discussion gets into statistical matters that some readers would probably prefer to skip over and this can be done without a loss of continuity. We provide this level of detail for the practical reason that religiosity is a recurring matter in the pages to follow. However, it also speaks to a fundamental question that goes right to the heart of any study of religion: What does it mean to be religious?

The specific questions we use to measure religiosity include the following:

• How frequently do you attend religious services?

• How frequently do you pray outside of religious services?

• How important is religion in your daily life?

• How important is your religion to your sense of who you are?

• Are you a strong believer in your religion?

• How strong is your belief in God?

Taken together, these questions run the gamut of ways that a person might be religious. They include the public activity of attending religious services, the (typically) more private activity of praying outside of religious services, the salience of religion in one’s life, and how strongly someone believes in God.

We have combined these questions into a single measure called the “religiosity index,” because when analyzing an overall concept they are more illuminating in combination than individually. Any single measure of religiosity, no matter how good, will inevitably misclassify a few people. Church attendance is, for example, an excellent measure of religious commitment in most cases, but for the elderly or infirm it can be misleading. Strength of belief in God is usually a good indicator, to take another example, but there are some exceptions. As St. Augustine said, “Doubt is but another element of faith,” so for some deeply religious people, the absence of doubt is not the best measure of religious commitment. Combining multiple indicators, assuming that each of them is fairly accurate, produces an even more reliable overall measure, for the same reason that diversification improves the performance of a stock portfolio. In loose terms, the religiosity index is a weighted average of responses to these questions. Those that contribute more to the common thread holding them all together—in this case, religiosity—receive more weight. (For our statistically savvy readers: We have created a factor score of these six items.25)

Since the nature of what it means to be religious is inevitably fraught with ambiguity and controversy, it is important to keep a few things in mind about this method of measuring religiosity. First, some readers may wonder whether, say, frequency of attendance at worship services (a public activity) really taps into the same concept as frequency of prayer (often done in private), and whether these two types of behaving really align with measures of belief like the existence of God. It is true that these index items are logically distinct, but in practice they are tightly bound together. Nearly all people (99 percent) who say that religion is very important in their lives are also “absolutely certain” that they believe in God; most people (79 percent) who attend religious services also pray at least once per day. And so on.

Second, keep in mind that this index does not rest on the inclusion or exclusion of any one particular item. For example, excluding how frequently someone prays does not change the substantive results contained herein one whit (likewise for any other individual item in the index). The fact that religiosity does not hinge on a single measure underscores that together these different questions are tapping into a common underlying concept.

Third, readers may wonder whether these particular questions favor one religious tradition over another. This is a common concern when social scientists study religion, as religiosity is sometimes measured with questions that are normative within Protestantism, specifically for evangelicals. Some such indices include items that ask whether the Bible is inerrant, or whether the respondent has ever been “born again.” Such questions are as distinctively Protestant as keeping kosher is distinctively Jewish. Our religiosity index avoids the problem of parochialism by including only items that could apply to all religious traditions. Still, we acknowledge the concern that perhaps this particular religiosity index is inadvertently biased toward evangelical Protestantism, or some other religious tradition.

There is, however, a conundrum in trying to determine whether this, or any other, method of measuring religiosity favors one religious tradition. How would we tell whether it is biased toward one tradition? Because people in that tradition score more highly on it. But do members of that tradition show up as highly religious because of the idiosyncrasies of the index, or because—no matter the measure—they truly are more religious? We will see that evangelicals, Black Protestants, and Mormons all rank high on the religiosity index. Is that because the index is somehow rigged to pick up the particular ways that members of these three traditions live their religions? In this case, the validity of our religiosity index as a general purpose gauge is bolstered by the fact that the same index, with questions worded identically, shows Muslims in Britain to have an extremely high level of religiosity.26 An index that is allegedly biased toward evangelical Protestants, Black Protestants, and Mormons in the United States could hardly also be biased toward Muslims in Britain.

A less formal but perhaps just as convincing test of this, or any other, way of empirically measuring religiosity is to ask whether it matches our intuitive sense of what it means to describe someone as religious. If you know someone who attends religious services frequently, prays often, has a strong belief in God, holds religion to be important, believes that religion defines her identity, and says that she strongly believes in her religion, would you not describe her as highly religious? And, likewise, would you describe someone who does not do or believe these same things as not being religious? That, perhaps, is the most convincing test of all.

While not the only possible way of measuring a concept as multifaceted as religiosity, the index is an empirically tractable, conceptually coherent, and intuitively compelling method of doing so. One important question that will recur in the following pages is this: Which matters more, the flavor of a person’s religion or the intensity? Does a highly devout Catholic have more in common with, say, a lapsed Catholic or a devout Jew? The answer will vary, of course, but for some matters we will see that intensity actually matters more than flavor. In that sense religiosity itself (as distinct from membership in a particular denomination or sect) turns out to be increasingly important in contemporary America.

Comparing the Most and Least Religious Americans

Consider the religiosity index to be a measurement tool, like a thermometer. Using it enables comparisons between Americans of varying levels of religiosity. Putting the most religious Americans (those in the top 20 percent) next to the least religious (bottom 20 percent) reveals that, on some matters, they differ dramatically. On others, there are few differences at all.

The most and least religious Americans differ, for example, on how “spiritual” they consider themselves to be. While 4 percent of the least religious describe themselves as very spiritual, 80 percent of the most religious do. Among rank-and-file Americans spirituality and religiosity go hand in hand. Americans’ attitudes on evolution are also sharply divided by religiosity. Less than 2 percent of the most religious Americans believe that “human beings have developed over millions of years from less advanced forms of life but God had no part in this process,” compared to 45 percent of the least religious. Over three quarters of the most religious reject evolution altogether, and believe instead that God created human beings less than ten thousand years ago. Interestingly, this position is also held by 16 percent of the least religious.27

The most and least religious also differ on ways to spend their leisure time. Both casinos and R-rated movies are apparently more likely to be frequented by secular, not religious, Americans. Sixty-one percent of those at the top of the religiosity index say that gambling is always wrong, compared to only 10 percent of those at the bottom of the index. Roughly the same percentages also believe that it is always wrong to watch movies with “a lot of violence, profanity, or sexuality.”28 But this is not to say that religious and not-so-religious Americans could never find something to do together. Both are equally likely to participate in the two great American pastimes of watching sports and eating out.29 And even if they stay in, they are about equally likely to watch television.30

When it comes to leisure activity of another sort, more and less religious Americans disagree sharply on the propriety of premarital sex. While 4 percent of the least religious portion of the population say that premarital sex is always wrong, only 3 percent of those in the top 20 percent of religiosity say that sex before marriage is never wrong.

Similarly, opinions on abortion vary substantially according to religiosity. Sixty-five percent of the least religious Americans believe in a woman’s unfettered right to choose when it comes to abortion, a position held by only 13 percent of the most religious. Attitudes toward homosexuality differ dramatically as well. Nearly nine out of ten highly religious people say that homosexual activity is always wrong, in contrast with two out of ten of secular Americans. In Chapter 11, we shall see that both abortion and homosexuality have come to be especially salient in contemporary politics, which in turn has led to a religious divide at the ballot box.

Abortion and homosexuality have an unusually strong connection to religiosity. Smaller differences are seen on other matters. While just 6 percent of secular Americans believe that divorce is always wrong, 24 percent of the highly religious believe the same. That is surely a nontrivial gap, but it also means that three quarters of religious Americans approve of divorce in at least some circumstances.

When it comes to the public policy question of how the government spends tax money, religious and nonreligious Americans are more alike than different. Majorities of both want to spend more on conservative issues like fighting crime and protecting the border, but majorities of both also support the liberal position of more spending to help the poor.31

AMERICANS’ RELIGIOUS PROFILE

When we compare the religiosity of Americans to one another, interesting patterns appear. Take, for example, what happens when you map the flavor of religion (religious tradition) against intensity. Just as some flavors are more likely to be intense than others, so are members of some religious traditions more likely to be religiously intense than others. Figure 1.3 shows both flavor and intensity. The more intense flavors—the traditions that are more highly religious—are to the right of the line, while those that are less intense are to the left. The line itself represents the national average of religiosity.

Which religious tradition has the average level of intensity? Catholics, with mainline Protestants coming close. Not surprisingly, nones are the least religious group in the population. Jews are next, yet even though they fall below the average, they still score well above the nones. (Non-Jews may be surprised to find, as our synagogue visit described in Chapter 10 illustrates, that half of all self-identified Jews are not so sure they believe in God.) On the other side of the spectrum, the three most religious groups in America are Mormons, Black Protestants, and evangelicals, in that order. Their shared level of religious intensity means that members of these three traditions have much in common, although we shall see that they do not see eye-to-eye on everything.

Comparisons across religious traditions are merely one way to describe the religious landscape in America. In addition to asking which religious traditions are most, and least, religious, it is also informative—and perhaps illusion-shattering—to see the types of individuals who are, and are not, religious. We describe these comparisons below; you can see them in Figure 1.4.


Figure 1.3

MORMONS, BLACK PROTESTANTS, AND EVANGELICALS ARE THE MOST RELIGIOUSLY OBSERVANT GROUPS IN AMERICA

Religiosity is standardized with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1
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SOURCE: FAITH MATTERS SURVEY, 2006.



First, women are modestly but consistently more religious than men. According to the 2006 Faith Matters survey, women are more likely to say that they consider themselves to be spiritual and to report having experienced the presence of God. And this is only the beginning. More women than men say that right and wrong should be based on God’s laws rather than the views of society; women are more likely to believe that God created the world less than ten thousand years ago. Women more frequently say that there are clear guidelines to good and evil. More women than men believe that the world will end soon, that scripture is the literal word of God, and that everyone will answer for their sins. Women read scripture, talk about religion, and read religious books more than men. You get the point. No matter the specific yardstick, women exhibit a greater commitment to, involvement with, and belief in religion.32

Figure 1.4

RELIGIOSITY VARIES A LOT BY RACE AND AGE, AND A LITTLE BY GENDER, TYPE OF COMMUNITY, AND INCOME

Vertical axis is religiosity, standardized with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1
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SOURCE: FAITH MATTERS SURVEY, 2006.

Second, African Americans are far more religious than whites, or any other ethnic or racial group in America. Nearly 60 percent of blacks report attending religious services “nearly every week,” compared to 39 percent of whites; 84 percent of blacks say that religion is very or extremely important to them, while 56 percent of whites do. Seven in ten African Americans report that their religion is very important to them when making personal decisions, twice the level for whites (35 percent). Eighty-two percent of blacks in America report saying grace at least daily, compared to 38 percent of whites. As with comparing men and women, we could go on, but the pattern is clear. Religion infuses the lives of African Americans in a way it does not for most whites. By nearly every indicator, Latinos are also more religious than whites. Yet lest one think that religiosity is simply equated with minority status, Asian Americans are less religious than whites. We shall have more to say about race, ethnicity, and religion in Chapter 9.

Age matters a lot too, as the old are more religious than the young. There can be different reasons for such variation by age, including natural variation in the life cycle—people who are closer to the grave tend to be more religious—as well as generational differences that are frozen in place as people age. The explanations for these differences are treated in more detail in Chapter 3, but for now note that, as a descriptive matter, being older means a higher likelihood of being religious.

Religiosity also varies by the size of the community in which one lives. John Mellencamp sings that he “was taught the fear of Jesus in a small town” and it appears he is not alone. People who live in rural communities are more religious than city folk, although the difference is modest.

Furthermore, Southerners are more religious than the rest of the country.33 As can be seen in Figure 1.5, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama are the most religious states in the union, with the bordering states just slightly less so. Utah is also a highly religious state, nearly matching the Bible Belt for religiosity. The patch-work nature of America’s religious quilt is underscored by the fact that Utah is bordered by Colorado, one of the least religious states. Colorado’s secularism, though, is less than that of the states of the Far West and the Northeast, which have the lowest religiosity of all.


Figure 1.5

THE DEEP SOUTH, UTAH, AND THE MISSISSIPPI VALLEY ARE THE MOST RELIGIOUS REGIONS
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SOURCE: RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE SURVEY, PEW RESEARCH CENTER.



Income has a more complex relationship to religiosity. At the extremes, the very poor are somewhat religious while the very rich are somewhat secular. But those right in the middle of the income scale (earning between $40,000 and $50,000 per year) are about as religious as the very poor. Further complicating matters, attendance at religious services is not related to income. No matter their income, roughly two out of five Americans report attending religious services weekly. And when it comes to education, another measure of social class, having more education corresponds to a higher level of attendance at religious services.

Comparisons across subgroups within a population are always tricky to interpret, because one characteristic can actually be standing in for another. Consider the claim that iPhone users have a low level of religiosity (which may or may not be true, but works as an illustration). Is it because they own an iPhone? Or is it because iPhone owners tend to be young, and young people are (on average) less religious than their elders? The latter seems more likely. Like-wise, is the South more religious than (most of) the rest of the country because more African Americans live there than in the rest of the country? Or because more Southerners live in small towns?

The answer to such questions lies in testing the impact of many characteristics—age, gender, income, and so forth—on religiosity simultaneously using the statistical method of multiple regression, which will reemerge often in the subsequent chapters. For the statistical novice, this type of analysis enables us to see whether each of these demographic characteristics continues to be a predictor of religiosity, even when accounting for all of the other characteristics at the same time. That way, if one characteristic is really just standing in for another—if the South is serving as a proxy for living in a small town, say—its statistical connection to religiosity will disappear. It will have been revealed as a substitute for something else. Such a statistical analysis reveals that gender, age, race/ethnicity, size of community, and region all have an independent connection to religiosity. Income, however, does not.

Given all this, who personifies the most religious type of American? An older African American woman who lives in a Southern small town. And the least religious? A younger Asian American man who lives in a large Northeastern city.

While there is every reason to think that race, age, and geography have long been related to religiosity, the religious changes we describe later on highlight that all three have become more strongly predictive of religiosity in recent years. Chapter 4 details a general drop-off in religiosity, but it is concentrated among whites. Accordingly, over the last thirty years, the gap between black and white religious observance has widened. Furthermore, that drop-off in whites’ religiosity is also more pronounced among young people and Northerners. And while there is no overall trend for gender, the demographic slice of the population that is most rapidly turning away from religion is young men. In short, the most religious social categories in America are becoming even more religious, and the least religious are becoming even less religious.

CONGREGATIONS MATTER TOO

While individuals’ religious involvement and commitment are obviously a vital component of the American religious landscape, neither are they the whole story. Americans generally do not worship alone, but instead gather in congregations. The importance of the congregation is made clear by the extent of congregational involvement within the American population. As shown in Figure 1.6, more Americans are involved in a religious congregation than in any other type of association, group, or club. The 2006 Faith Matters survey asked respondents to indicate whether they belong to a wide array of groups: from hobby groups to professional associations to self-help programs. Three in five Americans (62 percent) have a particular place of worship where they attend services. The next most popular group is the extremely broad category of “hobby, sports, arts, music, or other leisure activity”; about half of all Americans are involved in a group of this type.

Many Americans have a level of involvement in their congregation that exceeds mere membership. Thirty-six percent of the total population report participating in either Sunday School or another form of religious education, while a quarter participate in prayer or other small groups associated with their congregation (13 percent do so monthly or more frequently). Fourteen percent of all Americans have served as an officer or committee member within a congregation.34 A lot of Americans apparently like their congregation enough to invite others to attend it as well. Over half of all churchgoers, 55 percent, have invited someone to visit their congregation.35


Figure 1.6

CONGREGATIONS ARE THE MOST COMMON FORM OF ASSOCIATION IN AMERICA
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SOURCE: FAITH MATTERS SURVEY, 2006.



To Americans reading this book, an emphasis on congregations as the primary organizational locus for religion undoubtedly seems familiar, as this is the most prevalent form of religious organization within the United States. Indeed, many Americans have probably never thought much about the alternative organizational forms for religion found in other societies. However, the congregation as an all-purpose association with members who choose it, belong to it, and make contributions to it is actually a very Protestant model of religious organization.36 This form and function of the typical American congregation—of whatever religious tradition—is thus a consequence of America’s Protestant heritage. The United States may not be a Protestant nation in law, but its Protestant legacy shapes the contours of the religious landscape.37

The centrality of the congregation, and its Protestant influence, can be seen in how immigrants’ religions adapt to the American religious ecosystem upon arriving in the United States. Even faiths that are not organized around the congregation in other nations come to adopt a congregation-based structure here in the United States. From there, it is a small step to adopting many of the same practices as American, especially Protestant, congregations. For example, Islamic mosques in the U.S. often hold Sunday school, or provide a social hall for community events—not what they typically do in other nations. In the U.S., imams are frequently called upon to serve as counselors and to engage in public relations, responsibilities outside the purview of imams elsewhere, but common for many congregational leaders in the United States. Alan Wolfe, a keen observer of religion in America, describes the contrast between mosques in America versus those in Muslim-majority nations:

Without intermediaries that stand between the believer and God, Islam has not traditionally had churches in the way Christians understand that term. Rather than a congregation with a fixed membership, mosques in Muslim societies were—and continue to be—convenient places into which one steps in order to pray, depending on where one is in the course of the day. . . . But in the United States, mosques inevitably come to resemble churches.38

Congregationalization is not limited to Muslims. For example, Hindu temples in the United States also have a churchlike feel to them, even though Hinduism, like Islam, is not typically organized around a local congregation. Nor is this a new phenomenon. Writing back in 1948 a sociologist described American Buddhist communities as having “congregational bodies analogous to those which appear in contemporary Christian, and particularly, Protestant churches.” Furthermore, these individual congregations were “in no way reminiscent of the temple structure of the Japanese homeland.”39

With congregations as the dominant mode of religious organization, religious communities are a common nexus for friendships—whether because one becomes a member of a congregation and finds friends there, or one makes friends and then joins their congregation. A majority of Americans, 56 percent to be precise, have at least one close friend in their religious congregation.

The prevalence of friends made at one’s place of worship serves to illustrate the social significance of America’s congregations. Faith-based social networks tend to keep people from switching congregations, foster good citizenship—generosity and civic engagement—and strengthen the connections voters make between their religion and their politics (see Chapters 5, 11, 12, and 13).

CONGREGATIONAL VIGNETTES

It is because the congregation is the focal point of American religion that, in addition to our statistical data, we provide a series of vignettes about different congregations from across the United States. These vignettes complement the statistical story by bringing to bear much greater richness than is possible with the abstractions of aggregated responses to a survey, providing an opportunity to see how real people live their religions. Without these portraits of individual congregations—and the people who belong to them—you would get only half, and probably less, of religion’s story. In reading them you will experience a wide variety of congregations, representing each of America’s largest religious traditions and located all around the United States. They are based on many hours of attending worship services, prayer groups, picnics, as well as scores of interviews with both clergy and laity. The prose of the vignettes has been written by Shaylyn Romney Garrett, who also conducted the bulk of the interviews on which the vignettes are based. In writing these vignettes, we have used pseudonyms for people who are not acting in an official capacity for their congregation. In each case, we secured permission from congregational leaders before beginning our research and ensured that the people we observed and interviewed knew that we were writing a book that would draw on what we saw and heard.40

These vignettes are reportorial rather than analytical, as their primary purpose is to describe what goes on inside many different types of congregations. These “views from the pews” have influenced our statistical analyses in many ways, but their purpose here is not to confirm or contradict broad generalizations. They are not case studies in the sense that most academics would use the term, but something more akin to bringing a video camera inside. We have taken these congregants and clergy at their word, enabling you to experience their religion as they see it. So as not to interrupt the narrative flow of the stories these chapters tell, we do not stop to flag when a particular experience or quotation resonates with our statistical analysis. While the congregational close-ups are introduced with brief descriptions of how we think they connect to the analytical themes in the remainder of the book, the reader is largely left to discover how the voices from these vignettes speak to the arguments and observations we make elsewhere.

ROADMAP

We aim to offer an even-handed description of American religion. Some of our findings will irk the deeply religious reader, while others will disconcert the deeply secular. Each side in the so-called culture wars is likely to be offended by something we say. We Americans genuinely differ on religious matters, but mutual misperceptions have added confusion to the national conversation. For example, we shall see that most secular Americans are more sympathetic to religious values than most religious Americans realize. Meanwhile, most religious Americans are more tolerant of their adversaries and more supportive of the constitutional separation of church and state than most secular Americans fear. Against the din of grinding axes in the background, our objective in this book is to use the best available empirical evidence to explain the facts about religion’s changing role in the contemporary United States, and to note where uncertainty remains.

Our journey begins with vignettes that illustrate both the old and the new in American religion. We describe three Boston-area parishes of the Episcopal Church, one of the most venerable of all denominations in America, and then take you inside Southern California’s Saddleback megachurch, an archetype of contemporary seeker-sensitive evangelicalism. The contrast between these two forms of religion sets the stage for the first four analytical chapters of the book (Chapters 3–6). Chapters 3 and 4 cover the broad historical changes over the last fifty or so years that have produced the current state of religious polarization—the shock and two aftershocks mentioned earlier. Chapter 5 shifts our focus from broad patterns of national change to patterns of religious change at the individual level, highlighting the precise patterns of religious mixing, matching, and switching that have shaped the religious landscape. Chapter 6 offers yet another perspective on religious change by examining what leads people to leave their current congregation for a new one, and speculating about what the future of religious innovation may hold. How and why has religion in America changed over the last half century, and how might it change in coming decades—that is the broad set of questions addressed in the first section of the book.

The second section of the book (Chapters 7, 8, and 9) applies a different way of asking about change in religion. How has religion been changed, or not, by social currents that have transformed so much else in American society? Conversely, has religion resisted or deflected those currents? These include the revolution in women’s rights, growing income inequality, and increasing ethno-racial diversity. The section begins with the vignettes of Chapter 7, which include a very conservative Lutheran church in Houston, where traditional gender roles are taught and enforced. This particular congregation—which is like a “little Germany” in the midst of Houston, Texas—also shows how ethnicity and religion are often tightly linked. These vignettes include other examples of congregations where ethnicity and religion are mutually reinforcing: a prominent black church in Baltimore, and a group of Catholic parishes in Chicago where Latinos have a large presence. The subsequent two chapters then examine the issue in a more systematic way, tracing how religion has neither slowed nor hastened the women’s revolution and the rise of class inequality, but has been touched by America’s changing ethnic and racial composition.

The third section (Chapters 10, 11, and 12) narrows in on politics, and thus returns to the theme of polarization. How is it that America has arrived at a historically anomalous point, in which religious devotion has largely replaced religious denomination as a salient political dividing line? And where might the nation’s politics be headed? Again, the section begins with vignettes, in this case of three congregations where politics plays out in very different ways. One is a conservative evangelical megachurch in Minneapolis, where religion and partisan politics are sometimes mixed overtly. Another is a synagogue in suburban Chicago, where liberal political views are widely shared and discussed, even if partisan politicking is rare. The third is a Mormon ward (congregation) in suburban Salt Lake City in which a few liberals—rare among Mormons—are swimming against the powerful tide of political conservatism among Latter-day Saints. The two analytic chapters in this section ask first how, at the national level, politics and religion have become intertwined, and then how individuals make the link between their faith and their politics.

The fourth and final section specifically examines how religion affects society. It begins with Chapter 13, which tests whether religious Americans are better, or worse, citizens than those who are not religious—and why. Chapter 14 then examines the potential for religion to divide American society, by describing the areas of disagreement between religious and secular Americans, and among members of different religious traditions. The final chapter then brings our story full circle, by asking—and answering—how the United States can combine religious diversity, religious commitment, and religious tolerance, especially in a period of religious polarization. Truly, the United States presents a puzzle of religious pluralism.

The solution to the puzzle lies in the same feature of the American religious landscape which enables polarization—religious fluidity. The high rate of religious switching results in a lot of religious mixing, even within the most intimate of our relationships. Indeed, your authors’ own families illustrate the social and familial networks that knit together people of many different religions. Neither of our stories, however, is unusual.

One of us (Campbell) is a Mormon. He is the product of what was initially an interfaith marriage—as his Mormon mother married his mainline Protestant father. Eventually, his father converted to Mormonism. His mother too had been a convert years before. As a child she left Catholicism to become a Mormon, along with her parents but only some of her siblings. Consequently, a reunion on either side of the family brings together a multi-religious mix.

The family tree of your other author (Putnam) also encapsulates the religious churn that is so common in America. He and his sister were raised as observant Methodists in the 1950s. He converted to Judaism at marriage; he and his wife raised their two children as Jews. One child married a practicing Catholic, who has since left the church and is now secular. The other child married someone with no clear religious affiliation but who subsequently converted to Judaism. Meanwhile, Putnam’s sister married a Catholic and converted to Catholicism. Her three children became devout, active evangelicals of several different varieties. So this homogeneous Methodist household in midcentury America has given rise to an array of religious affiliations (and nonaffiliations) that reflects the full gamut of American religious diversity. It would be hard to rouse anti-Jewish or anti-evangelical or anti-Catholic or anti-Methodist or even anti-secular fervor in this group.

Our own families exemplify how religious pluralism is not merely an abstraction; pluralism is often personal. And that personal pluralism means that America is graced with religious harmony.



CHAPTER 2

VIGNETTES: THE OLD AND THE NEW


We begin with vignettes from two wings of American Protestantism: Episcopalians and evangelicals. As the American version of Anglicanism—that is, the Church of England—Episcopalians are steeped in tradition. And while evangelicalism has deep roots as well, the particular type of congregation represented here—the megachurch—represents a decidedly nontraditional approach to worship. These examples of the old and the new exemplify both constancy and change within American religion.

A TALE OF TWO TRINITIES

It’s 10:00 in the morning on the third Sunday of Advent, and cars line both sides of Elm Street in historic Concord, Massachusetts, as parishioners gather for worship at Trinity Episcopal Church. Late-coming families park their Volvos and luxury wagons two blocks away and brace themselves against the icy wind as they hurry across an old stone bridge that straddles the narrow Sudbury River. Trinity’s original Gothic chapel, built in 1886, stands on the corner of the church’s small lot, flanked by sloping lawns and a low hedge. Founded as a haven of Anglicanism in the theological shadow of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Unitarian Church, Trinity gradually gained a foothold in Concord and soon became an important part of the town’s civic and religious landscape. With its rough-hewn stone walls and arched, stained glass windows, the tiny church is the picture of New England charm.

All is quiet on the parish grounds as the last two or three families make their way up the stone steps to the main sanctuary, a large worship space built onto the back of Trinity’s original chapel as the congregation swelled in the early 1960s. Protruding awkwardly above the much older buildings, the huge, prismlike shingled roof of the modern church overhangs a concrete patio bearing a seven-foot wooden cross.

Girls in dresses with matching striped tights and boys in corduroy pants and oxford shirts run ahead of their parents down to the basement where they attend Church School during the first half of worship. In the space known as the undercroft, classrooms equipped with low plastic banquet tables and tiny chairs are littered with toys, crayons, and construction paper, as volunteer teachers prepare activities and lessons for their two- to twelve-year-old charges.

One of 194 Episcopal1 parishes in the Massachusetts diocese, Trinity claims some nine hundred baptized members, but the parish draws barely more than a quarter that many attendees across two services on a given Sunday during the “program year,” which spans September through May. Turnout during the summer months drops to a mere one hundred worshippers a week. “Things here are incredibly stable,” says The Rev. Tony Buquor, Trinity’s current rector. “There is very little growth, and over the last decade the congregation has even declined a bit.” Declined a bit more, that is, than it already had since the 1950s, when seeing five hundred parishioners per Sunday was the norm. While a handful of young suburbanite families from neighboring towns have found a home at Trinity, Buquor says that the core of the church’s attendees are older, wealthy members of the Boston intelligentsia, most of whom have a long family history in Concord.

Heading back up the stairs, parents stop to search for their pin-on nametags, alphabetized on a large board in the hallway off the sanctuary. In the main sanctuary’s shadowy narthex two elderly white men serving as volunteer ushers offer a whispered welcome and a program containing the ten-page order of service. Making their way past the slat-wood screen at the back of the church and down the green-carpeted center aisle, middle-aged couples join the widowed retirees standing in the pews as the triumphal, organ-accompanied processional hymn concludes. “Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” the celebrant declares in dramatic cadence. “And blessed be God’s kingdom, now and for ever. Amen,” responds his congregation. Worn copies of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer rest in the pew backs, and the worshippers keep up with the flow of the Mass by juggling a hymnal, the printed order of service, and its one-page liturgical insert, which contains the canonical readings of the day. The sanctuary at Trinity Concord is cathedral-shaped with two sections of pews facing a marble altar and a huge suspended metal cross—two transepts a few rows deep on either side. Though built to seat 650, it is rarely more than halfway filled. Stalls for the thirty-eight-member choir face the congregation, and vaulted ceilings culminate in a magnificent triangular stained glass window—the only artwork in sight. Though the morning sun illuminates its colorful shards of glass, the window admits only fractured light, leaving the worship space dim and chilly, a feeling compounded by the concrete floor and iron-braced pews.

“May your word only be spoken, may your word only be heard,” proclaims Nicholas Morris-Kliment, Trinity’s associate rector, before climbing to the raised wooden pulpit to deliver his sermon. The Rev. Morris-Kliment is a soft-spoken man with graying, bowl-cut hair, round glasses, and a dark gray beard. He wears a purple stole over his belted white vestments, and raises his hands to both sides in a symbolic embrace as he addresses his congregation.

“The Anglican tradition,” Morris-Kliment sermonizes, “teaches the idea that all of life is deeply sacramental.” He pauses to define “sacrament” for his hearers: “We do have a catechism in the Episcopal Church—it’s in the back of your Prayer Book,” he jokes, drawing laughter from the congregation. He urges them to see the sacramental in the everyday. “Seeing God’s unmerited, unearned, consoling, strengthening power at work,” he continues in a solemn yet soothing tone, allows us each to “get help, and find the presence of God in our lives right now.” As he concludes and steps down from the pulpit, the congregation follows the program’s directive of Silence, the hush broken only by the rustling of pages echoing hollowly off the stone walls.

While Episcopal services generally adhere to a standard liturgical structure as laid out in the Book of Common Prayer, the experience of worship can vary significantly from church to church and even from service to service within a parish. Trinity Concord is a place where people come to find “more traditional worship,” Buquor explains, and as a result the parish is “often thought of as being a bit more stuffy.” Audrey Windsor, a longtime parishioner, agrees: “Trinity is stiff in liturgy and seems more formal,” she says, which is attractive to her. She admits, however, that to many people “Trinity’s worship is not appealing because it’s more disciplined, not charismatic, and doesn’t have that ‘good feeling’ stuff.”

The Episcopal Church is often considered to be a “middle way” between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. Though maintaining liturgical practice as the core of worship, the denomination affords a significant amount of autonomy to individual congregations, which hire their own priests and are governed by lay committees called vestries. While possessed of a canonical, Bible-based theology, Episcopalianism places equal emphasis on the roles of reason and experience in the evolution of church belief and practice, and this is nowhere more evident than at Trinity Concord. “I’ve never seen so many Ph.D.’s teaching church school,” says Buquor, noting that to the faithful of Trinity Concord, “education and the mind are very important.” One congregant describes the parish as “a highly educated, reasonable church, filled with thinking people.”

“We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen . . . ” The service picks up again as the faithful stand to recite the Nicene Creed, which is followed by the Prayers of the People. “For George our president, and Deval our governor, let us pray to the Lord,” the celebrant states fervently. “Come, O Lord, and save us,” the audience responds in mumbled unison. “Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have left undone . . . ” the parishioners then recite the confession, and their collective voice reverberates as the waves of sound drift up into the airy chancel.

Hospitality Training

About fifty adults linger in Trinity’s Parish Hall after the service concludes, hovering around two tables filled with boxed donuts, plates of banana bread, and bowls of carrot sticks. A few children run gleefully among the clusters of chatting parishioners who hastily sip a cup of coffee before rounding up coats, hats, and gloves and heading home. “Many people think of Trinity Concord as not particularly open or friendly,” says Buquor. “It just doesn’t do a lot of fellowshipping,” agrees Audrey Windsor, echoing a refrain heard nearly every time parish leadership solicits feedback from members. Lack of outreach is also a common reason other local Episcopalians give for choosing to attend neighboring parishes over Trinity Concord. At staff meetings this failure of community comes up frequently, and is a growing concern as the parish struggles to maintain its membership.

According to The Rev. Buquor, his parishioners “often live out of the head as opposed to the heart,” making things like community, fellowship, and group life something of a challenge—and it isn’t just visitors and new members who struggle to connect. “Trinity members are not that friendly to each other,” reports Regina Walton, the Church School director. “Some will have attended Coffee Hour for fifteen years but still don’t know one another. I’m amazed at the number of times I’ll mention someone’s name to a parishioner, and they don’t know who it is.”

Always looking for new strategies to address the lack of community cohesiveness, parish leadership has introduced the use of nametags at worship, created picture directories each year, and set up a Welcome Table in the narthex staffed by a volunteer wearing a fluorescent pink “Ask Me!” button. They’ve even thought of offering hospitality training for willing parishioners, but these efforts have met with limited, if any, success. Most recently the clergy tried dividing the church into neighborhood groups, encouraging them to gather for cocktail parties and informal gatherings to facilitate fellowship. Parishioners resisted, however, arguing that “their social circle was separate from who they lived near,” Buquor explains. “So the program didn’t work, and people simply didn’t come back.” A follow-up proposal has been the creation of “virtual neighborhoods”—this time around affinity rather than geography. Buquor is “hoping we can develop leaders of these groups, and that the groups will develop intentionality.”

By “intentionality,” the rector means friendship, support giving, and spiritual growth, but he admits these are lofty goals. When the parish’s Church School director recently circulated an informal written survey to parents, one of the questions asked was, “Are you interested in connecting with other families?” Of twenty-five families surveyed, only five responded affirmatively. “We’re not creating any expectations for these social gatherings,” Buquor explains, “but we’re hoping it will be used for communication.” Because there is no strong social network tying the parish together, often the clergy “doesn’t even find out about the needs of parishioners and what’s going on in people’s lives,” Buquor says. Ministering to his flock is a challenge when he sees people only once a week—offering a greeting and a handshake as they file out of Mass.

Outside of worship and Church School the most active program at Trinity is the adult choir, followed by the rector’s midweek Bible study class, which consists of about fourteen retirees. A handicrafts group meets weekly to knit together, and the Office Guild convenes every Thursday to assemble the programs for worship, but neither gathering draws anyone beyond a handful of elderly women. On a given weekday evening one or two rooms might be filled at Trinity’s parish house, but more often than not it’s with a local chamber music society or cancer support group to whom the church lends its meeting space. In recent years an annual lock-in—a sleepover in the church—for youth has been canceled due to lack of interest, and when the clergy arranged for the parish to host a day-long antiracism conference taught by the diocese, only eight parishioners signed up.

Since the 1940s, Trinity Concord has been organized into seven volunteer “Commissions” that oversee different aspects of ministry such as Worship, Education, and Stewardship. While the original goal of this system was to involve parishioners in all aspects of congregational life, Buquor notes that “it’s always the same few people running the church, and giving their time.” He feels that the parish needs “a fruit-basket upset, to allow some space for new members to get involved.” Buquor would like to see Trinity “move toward a more organic understanding of parish life. We need something more life-giving,” he says. Shortly after taking the helm as rector in 2003, he introduced an initiative called Planning for Ministry. “We’re really asking ourselves who we are today, and what we are called to today,” he says, alluding to Trinity’s strong tendency to allow tradition and history to outweigh innovation and growth. The goal of Planning for Ministry has been to get parishioners to take ownership over the parish’s future and also to head up new exploratory “action groups” around areas such as Small Groups and Spiritual Growth. One of the 150 parishioners who attended the initial meeting observed that “people enjoyed it but people’s lives are very, very full.” Because many of the ideas brought to the table would require lay leadership and parishioner volunteerism—something that hasn’t been forthcoming in the recent past—there’s little hope for a dramatic renaissance of parish life.

Episcopalianism has long been one of America’s largest Protestant denominations, and the church flourished throughout most of the twentieth century. However, recent decades have brought a slow decline in adherents, leaving parish communities such as Trinity Concord struggling to thrive and facing an uncertain future. The Rev. Buquor recognizes the success other denominations have had attracting members by offering “a smorgasbord of things people can graze on.” And he worries about the “competition” that neighboring churches pose. “We have lost our identity,” he says of his parish, “we have no ‘brand.’ ” Many families at Trinity attend Episcopal Mass, but send their kids to the youth group at the United Church of Christ down the road. “The local UCC church is booming because kids like going there,” explains a Trinity parishioner. Yet Fr. Buquor isn’t convinced that programs and social activities are what church is supposed to be. “If your understanding of church is that it’s there to offer interesting things and a variety of self-help offerings, that’s great,” he explains, but he feels church should “lead people to the cross, to be self-giving and sacrificial.” “So how do we do that in a way that doesn’t completely disconnect with the culture?” he wonders.2

A Corporate Parish

On a cold Monday morning twenty miles to the east of Concord, the parish leadership at Trinity Episcopal Church in the city of Boston gathers for a Program and Ministry meeting, where they will coordinate the weekly goings-on at one of the largest Episcopal parishes in the country. Situated in the middle of downtown’s busy Copley Square, Trinity Boston dwarfs its Concord counterpart. As a “regional church,” this Trinity draws its congregants from all over the greater Boston area, some 64 percent commuting into the city from the suburbs for one of seven weekly worship services. Claiming nearly 1,200 “pledging units”—a measure of membership based on the number of households making an annual financial commitment—the church counts four thousand individual members, about a quarter of whom are regular attendees. On an average Sunday, Trinity will welcome around 1,350 worshippers.

Trinity Boston stands out as a community focal point because of its prominent place in the historical, religious, and physical landscape of the city. Dedicated in 1877, for over a hundred years the turreted sandstone and granite church has been named one of the nation’s top ten most architecturally significant buildings, and draws over 100,000 visitors annually. Many view Trinity as simply a tourist destination, but behind the La Farge stained glass and exemplary Romanesque Revival architecture dwells a healthy, 275-year-old congregation.

The largest Episcopal community in the Massachusetts diocese, Trinity Boston is what most Episcopalians would characterize as a “corporate parish.”3 It is where large diocesan gatherings are held, where other faith communities in Boston meet the Episcopal Church, and where parishioners come to participate in the over sixty programs operated under the Trinity umbrella. Keeping up with both worship and parish life requires the full-time attention of a rector, a vicar, three associate rectors, one assistant rector, and three lay associates, as well as an additional thirty-three full-time and eleven part-time staff members. Of the church’s $7 million annual operating budget, almost half is spent on salaries and benefits for employees, the majority of whom keep their offices on two rented floors of a high-rise building across the street.

For all its bustling activity, Trinity Boston faces many of the same challenges as Trinity Concord. The question of how to keep membership growing and community thriving occupies much of the time and energy of this parish’s professional staff. From outreach ministries, to lecture series, to youth groups, in the past two decades Trinity has ramped up its nonworship programming significantly as a way to stay relevant in a changing religious landscape. “We’re not too far from a megachurch in terms of offering a full-service Christian opportunity,” admits The Rev. Michael Dangelo, associate rector for congregational growth. He feels that increasing program offerings is a growing trend among mainline Protestant churches, many of whom are looking for ways to bolster shrinking congregations. “If you’re going to get people involved, you have to have a program that has attractiveness on its own,” he explains. Yet Fr. Dangelo says that while many of Trinity’s programs “were created to keep people,” despite making huge investments in those programs—and more than doubling its paid staff in order to run them—the parish today sees about the same number of active parishioners as it did twenty years ago.

“I didn’t get into this to become an events coordinator,” one priest confesses, noting the disconnect he often feels between his calling and the daily reality of running a large, program-oriented parish. According to Trinity’s most recent Parish Profile—an extensive, survey-based document assembled by a search committee as a way of taking stock of parish life in preparation for a change in rectors—many Trinity members “believe the clergy have too much on their plate to spend a lot of one-on-one time with parishioners. People say, ‘Don’t bother the clergy; they are too busy.’ But some parishioners say they are hurting for pastoral attention.”4 Joy Fallon, a lay program head, agrees. “The yearning in the church is enormous,” she says. “People want a priest to know them by name,” which is something that only a very few seem to experience at this urban megaparish.

The danger in offering so many programs and activities is creating a congregation that “gathers as consumers, not as community,” says Dangelo. “What we need to do is break down the walls of the transactional relationship that . . . creates.” To this end, the church has launched Trinity Connections, a program consisting of several affinity groups such as a Nigerian Bible study, a Hardy Perennials (“a youth group for those over sixty”), and a Gay and Lesbian Fellowship. But results have been mixed.

Upon joining the church a few years ago, Linda Lowe quickly realized that Trinity is a place where “you can take what you want and leave, but you can’t really make connections.” So she joined CommonGround, the 20s and 30s Fellowship, and started attending social activities and the occasional brunch after Sunday services. Yet she felt the group was “very fluid,” and she ultimately stopped attending because in her view it offered “no sense of deeper connection between participants.” “It doesn’t work as well as we’d like it to,” Dangelo admits of the parish’s attempt at creating community through fellowship groups. Other efforts have been more successful. A recently created parish softball team—part of a league formed with a local Congregational church—has a roster of twenty-five players, and about twelve show up per game. “Their lifestyles are preventing them from making a weekly commitment,” says Dangelo, who heads up the team, referring to the young professionals who participate, and whose job demands run high. Nevertheless, he’s proud of the camaraderie that has formed among the players, who often go out for dinner or a drink after practice. One team member says that playing softball “has opened a lot of doors at Trinity,” and “makes [her] feel more comfortable” going to worship or attending events at the church.

“The First Experience of Community”

A dozen worshippers surround the altar on a rainy Thursday evening as The Reverend William Rich—an elaborate purple chasuble over his white alb—administers the 6:00 P.M. Holy Eucharist. “The Body of Christ,” he says to each communicant—some in business attire on their way home from work, some wearing coats and scarves to guard against the cold in the low-lit, drafty hall. The priest’s voice can barely be heard from the back of the vast, 1,400-seat sanctuary, which stands entirely empty except for the tiny group tucked intimately into the gilded chancel. As the service concludes, Rich makes the long walk down the center aisle, and stands waiting to bid farewell to each member of his tiny flock as they file out into the darkness of Copley Square.

Downstairs, a group of twenty-four newcomers to Trinity gathers for dinner before the final session of the Inquirers’ Class—“a crash course in the Episcopal Church.” Held twice each year, the Inquirers’ Class is a two-month course designed to introduce basic organizational and theological concepts to individuals who wish to learn more about Trinity. Having concluded the Eucharist and hung up his vestments, Rich comes downstairs and gives a “five minute warning” for the start of the lecture, set to begin at 6:30. A jumble of coats, handbags, and umbrellas lines the bench around the perimeter of the room, which contains five round tables, each with a printed sign bearing the name of a biblical city. The members of the “Bethlehem” group get up one by one to throw out their paper plates and refill their water glasses, then take out pens, paper, and matching white binders containing class materials.

According to Rich, senior associate rector for Christian Formation, the Inquirers’ Class appeals to a few different demographics: individuals raised in the Episcopal Church whose activity lapsed in their teens or twenties; Christians from other faith traditions who enjoy “the Episcopal/Anglican flavor”; people who were not raised in any faith—often young parents; and interreligious married couples who are looking for a “compromise religion.” Many participants will attend the church for a year or more before venturing into the class, which is held in the fall and spring.

Tonight’s lecture is the last in the eight-session series and covers the topic of Stewardship. “Time, Talents, and Treasure,” Rich writes in black marker on a large flip pad set up on an easel at the front of the room. “Treasure is the polite word for our money,” he explains, “and is usually referred to in the church by the jargon word ‘tithe.’ ” He explains the Old Testament doctrine of giving 10 percent of all income to the church, but adds that “then Jesus comes along and says that’s not enough—that everything belongs to God. These are two impossible standards, but historically, that’s how Jews and Christians have thought about the stewarding of money,” he goes on, encouraging the new members to view their relationship to the collection plate not as a mathematical formula, but as privately determined, and as a symbol of their relationship to God. “Frankly, it’s something—like giving to NPR—where if there is no one there to remind you it’s a priority, you don’t do it,” comments a young woman at the “Jerusalem” table. “Making a pledge is a scary commitment,” adds a middle-aged man sitting next to her, “but it has helped me to take a look at how I spend my time and my money. It’s been a good reality check for me.” After the lecture, each of the four Pilgrim Groups fans out into different rooms in the church to discuss what they’ve learned.

One group finds their way to the Angel Room, a small carpeted space in the Parish Hall lined with bags of canned food that have been collected at Mass over the past few weeks. As soon as everyone settles in around the table, the group’s volunteer facilitator asks for reactions to the presentation, and reflections on the course as a whole. Kevin, a thirty-something man in a black coat and black slacks, ventures a comment: “From the beginning of the class to now I definitely feel different, but I still have a lot of reservations—about baptism, about commitment. I’ve been coming to Trinity for about a year, and at first it was forced, but now every week there’s something about Trinity in my life,” he says. “I grew up very lonely—we never had family gatherings, I never had a lot of friends, and then the whole gay thing too. I tended to push people away. But this is the first place I’ve felt it’s okay to be liked—that I won’t be judged. This is the first experience of community I remember truly feeling in my life. I know it’s just a couple of hours a week, but it makes a difference.”

Though the group is friendly and clearly knows one another well, everyone struggles to follow Kevin’s heartfelt comments. “I don’t want to make you sit in silence . . . ” the facilitator, a middle-aged woman named Lindsey, offers up timidly. “Maybe if we all just share something we’ve gotten out of the class,” Kevin ventures. “I already did,” he says, chuckling self-consciously, which makes the whole group erupt in laughter, finally breaking the ice. Each person then shares a thought or two. Celeste admits that “deciding how much of a priority it is to come on Sunday” is consistently tough for her. “But once I get here I’m so glad I came,” she says, to a chorus of agreement. “I don’t think I’d be interested in doing any of these ministries before this class,” says young, smartly dressed Jim, who is now considering joining a prison tutoring program at Kevin’s urging.

The Rev. Rich feels strongly that in order to experience the element of life changing that is the goal of Christian Formation, “parishioners need to get to know one another in trusting ways so they can depend on one another and form a small community.” While Sunday discussion forums and lecture series are also part of Rich’s program, he recognizes that “formation happens not through the head only, but through sharing life stories . . . and finding the Christ in each other.” Which is why the parish’s smaller gatherings like the Inquirers’ Class, and its follow-up series called DOCC (Disciples of Christ in Community), have provided a way to break through the anonymity that many congregants experience at Trinity Boston.

Back together with the rest of the Inquirers’ Class, Rich thanks his students for a wonderful semester, and reminds them that he is always available to help as they continue their spiritual journey at Trinity. He places a stack of orange forms on a table at the back of the room and encourages anyone who is “ready for confirmation or baptism” to fill one out and return it to initiate further discussion and preparation. While the Inquirers’ Class will draw anywhere from forty to eighty participants each year, the parish averages only about five adult baptisms annually. Rather than a conversion tool, the class serves to open up newcomers to the possibility of community and of a “deeper, richer life in Christ” in this “big, busy church.”5

You Can Believe in Dinosaurs

Hundreds of congregants spill out of the sanctuary to the sound of a spirited organ recessional as the second Sunday worship service at Trinity Boston comes to an end. Many worshippers make their way down to the undercroft, where Coffee Hour and a weekly lecture forum are set to begin. The church’s imposing cornerstones protrude into a cozy, carpeted area complete with a glass-walled gift shop and a multipurpose meeting room lined with polished wooden benches and comfortable but functional chairs.

Women in pants suits and designer shoes, and men donning tweed jackets and Burberry scarves greet friends with polite hugs and then find a place among the hundred or so chairs that have been laid out for the forum. As the meeting begins, Fr. Rich welcomes his parishioners, and proceeds to read a meditation from the Book of Common Prayer. About half of the group bow their heads and close their eyes, while the other half look forward thoughtfully, grasping their paper cups filled with fair-trade coffee and tea. By the end of the prayer, the event is standing room only, as a wave of younger congregants stream in from a separate CommonGround Coffee Hour, held in the upstairs Parish Hall.

Speaking at the forum today is The Rev. Anne Berry Bonnyman, recently installed as the rector of Trinity Boston. Having surrendered their previous rector to an appointment at the National Cathedral, the congregation undertook a year-long search that resulted in the hiring of The Rev. Bonnyman to lead its “spiritual journey” into the future. As part of her initiation into parish life, the Rector has been asked to share insights from her personal spiritual journey, which began as a child in a Roman Catholic parish in Appalachia. Speaking with a Southern drawl that seems tempered by a Northern education, Bonnyman recalls growing up in “a fundamentalist culture,” but notes that her parents did their best to “bring reason into the situation.” “Which made me prime material for an Episcopalian,” she adds, drawing laughter and applause from the audience. Bonnyman goes on to expound upon her feeling that “life’s task is to blend our faith with our reason,” and describes the difficult quest she faced in changing faiths, and feeling called to the ministry. The Episcopal Church had recently voted to allow the ordination of women, and church members were adjusting, some slowly and reluctantly, to the change.

As the Q&A portion of the meeting draws to a close, a tall, gray-haired man stands and asks Rev. Bonnyman what she reads in her personal time. Rather than a book of scripture, or a work of Christian scholarship, she speaks of mystery novels and a fictional account of life in India. “But honestly when you’re in the midst of moving,” she says, “there’s no time for anything but the newspaper and The New Yorker.” Her audience chuckles in approval, and a final prayer is read before the meeting concludes.

At the entrance to the gift shop, a table filled with featured books and the latest CD recordings by the Trinity choir also displays a fabric torso model wearing a navy blue T-shirt proclaiming “The Top Ten Reasons to Be an Episcopalian.” From number nine, “You can believe in dinosaurs,” to number seven, “You don’t have to check your brain at the door,” the list, though clearly lighthearted, epitomizes what Episcopalians at Trinity Boston seem to find most attractive about their chosen faith—its ability to blend scripture and tradition with reason and experience. The parish prides itself on providing a “big tent” where Christian believers of all stripes may feel at home. One priest describes the Episcopal Church as “made up of people who are willing to walk a faith journey—asking questions and not necessarily finding answers,” and Trinity Boston seeks to be a safe haven for the spiritually ambivalent. According to its Parish Profile, less than 6 percent of the church’s congregants regard the Bible as either “strongly” or “somewhat” literally true, and nearly half feel that circumstances, rather than absolutes, should be the main source of guidance on ethical questions.6 “At Trinity, there is a lot of space for believing, doubting, working your way through,” says one parishioner. “It’s okay to be a seeker on that path. Trinity offers space to question and opportunities for these explorations.”

Reason number three on the Episcopal top ten: “All of the pageantry, none of the guilt.” A surprising number of congregants at Trinity Boston have found their way to Episcopalianism by way of other, often more orthodox, religions. “I like the Episcopal faith because I can embrace all of its beliefs. It expresses Christian traditions without being judgmental or exclusive,” says one former Catholic who now attends Trinity Boston. The Episcopal Church is a church with “no guilt,” says another. “It’s a compromise church. It’s not too Catholic, and it’s not too Protestant,” explains The Rev. Gale Davis-Morris, rector of Church of the Good Shepherd in Acton, Massachusetts, who estimates that nearly half of her congregants are former Catholics. “I’m a cradle Episcopalian,” agrees Steve Adams, one of Good Shepherd’s parishioners, “which is almost an anomaly in the church these days. If it weren’t for people leaving the Catholic Church, the Episcopal Church would have died a long time ago in America.”

“A Moment of Theological Crisis”

While “refugees” from stricter faiths relish the more liberal theology that parishes like Trinity Boston espouse, this is only part of the story for the denomination as a whole. “I go to clergy meetings and I feel like I’m practicing a different religion,” says Fr. Jurgen Liias, rector of Christ Church, the Episcopal Church in Hamilton, Massachusetts. Fr. Liias argues that while reason and experience have long been revered as interpretive tools in the Anglican tradition, scripture has nonetheless been regarded as sacred; and that the faith has never embraced as much moral ambiguity as some Episcopalians would now like to claim. “The Church is in real crisis,” says Fr. Liias. “The soft center has fallen out, and the two ends find themselves somewhat polarized.” As to the future of the denomination, his faith lies in the “rebuilding” of “orthodox Anglicanism.” “People will follow orthodoxy and certainty,” he says. “There is a need for, and a usefulness to, a religion that says this is how it is.”

“How it is” for Fr. Liias is a reading of scripture that places him and his congregation far to the theological right of Trinity Boston and Trinity Concord. Liias famously spoke out against the practice of blessing homosexual unions as well as the proposed election of Gene Robinson, a homosexual priest, as bishop. Nevertheless, the diocese sent Liias as a delegate to the 2003 Episcopal General Convention where the ordination issue was to be debated and voted upon, and where he represented the only dissenting voice from Massachusetts. He describes his being appointed a delegate as “a miracle in itself.” Indeed, conservative voices such as Liias were outnumbered, and the convention delegates voted to confirm Bishop Robinson.

According to Fr. Liias, when the resolutions passed, “an enormous amount of people were really upset with what the church had done.” A conference was organized a few months later in Plano, Texas, that brought together two thousand Episcopal leaders and parishioners who were opposed to the outcome, and twenty members of Liias’s Christ Church attended. Out of this conference emerged the Anglican Communion Network, an organization of parishes that opposes the theological “drift” of the Episcopal Church. The Network has since grown into the 100,000-member Anglican Church in North America (ACNA), a new denomination established in June 2009, which has sought a direct relationship to the worldwide Anglican Communion, circumventing the authority of the American Episcopal Church. These historic moves toward schism have hit home in Liias’s Christ Church, which has split into two separate congregations—one loyal to the denomination, one joining the ACNA. Liias now plans to resign leadership of the Episcopal parish and take the helm of the ACNA parish, a group drawn from his former congregation and still meeting under its same roof.

“The church is experiencing a moment of theological crisis right now,” explains Fr. Mike Dangelo of Trinity Boston, admitting that, “in a time of conservatism, we’ve declined in membership because we simply can’t offer certainty. Our greatest strength is that we don’t come down hard on a lot of issues. But it’s also our greatest weakness,” he admits. As a minister in a denomination now wrestling with schism, one wonders if Fr. Dangelo—the youngest member of Trinity Boston’s clergy—ever feels he has stepped onto a sinking ship. “Sinking? Well, I think she’s taking on water, and it’s going to be hard,” he says. “But the truth is that there is no purpose-driven life. There are no seven steps to a highly effective spiritual life. You are who God made you to be. I proclaim I believe the Nicene Creed—I can offer that. I can offer Jesus Christ alive, dead, and risen,” he explains. “Sometimes I feel like the Statue of Liberty, and that’s what gives me hope in the Episcopal Church.”

COME ONE, COME ALL TWENTY THOUSAND

It’s 11:00 on Sunday morning, and the traffic in the left turn lane on Portola Parkway is backed up a quarter of a mile, as a line of cars waits to turn onto Saddleback Parkway, the private road that winds its way onto the 120-acre campus of Saddleback Church in Orange County, California. Drivers inching their way toward the parking lot are sure to notice the bumper stickers on the cars ahead: “1 Cross + 3 Nails = 4Given,” “You Matter to God—Saddleback Church.” Once around the bend, an army of “traffic ministry” volunteers in red T-shirts directs each car into one of the 2,460 on-campus parking spaces. Longtime Saddleback members are encouraged to make the sacrifice of parking in one of the 1,250 off-campus spaces—serviced by a fleet of twelve buses—so that first-timers can park within walking distance.

Saddleback is part of a growing number of city-sized Christian congregations known as megachurches. Founded in 1980 when Pastor Rick Warren and his wife, Kay, held a seven-person Bible study in their living room, Saddleback has grown to become the fourth largest church in the nation, with over 100,000 names on its membership rolls, and an average weekend attendance of 22,000.

Families and couples dressed in jeans, shorts, Hawaiian shirts, flip-flops, and sunglasses get out of their cars and make their way through the lot toward the Worship Center. There to greet them stands a perky volunteer, a white woman in her mid-forties who dutifully shakes the hand of every person. At the top of the stairs sits Tent #2, which seats 750 and houses singles worship on Saturday nights as well as Overdrive, a hard-rock worship service, and Epic, a hip, intimate service held on Sundays. In an attempt to meet the varying tastes of its members, Saddleback offers different styles of worship in different “venues.” Each venue is led by a staff pastor, who welcomes the congregation, introduces the musical performers, and sees that the simulcast of Warren’s sermon (live in the Worship Center up the hill) comes through properly on the JumboTrons in each tent. This way everyone’s diverse needs are met, but “the quality of teaching is assured,” explains Pastor David Chrzan, Saddleback’s chief of staff. Also on offer every weekend are services in Spanish, a gospel choir service, and even a Polynesian-style service complete with mumu-clad dancers and a lei-wearing pastor. And if none of the “venues” appeal, visitors may find their way to the Terrace Café, an outdoor snack bar where they can sit at plastic tables and chairs, sip lattés, and anonymously watch the sermon on overhead television screens. Here, one pastor explains, is where the church tries to provide an entry point for even the most hesitant newcomers.

Many megachurches—including Saddleback—use words like “seeker-sensitive” to describe their goal of attracting unchurched Christians by making worship a more “inviting” experience. The demand for a modern take on traditional Christianity became obvious to Rick Warren as he went knocking on doors in Orange County twenty-eight years ago, asking his neighbors what they wanted in a church. As he often explains when sharing his rags-to-riches story, many told the newly minted pastor that they were believers, but didn’t like the stuffy, legalistic religions in which they grew up. Their preferences ultimately shaped the place of worship that Warren built, and the result of that consumer-driven approach to creating Saddleback is a deliberately contemporary, highly professionalized operation with a carefully orchestrated feel-good atmosphere.

Directed by volunteers across Saddleback Parkway, congregants encounter Tents #1 and #3, where the high school and junior high ministries hold services. Kids quickly part ways with their parents—drawn by the loud Christian rock spilling out of the tents and the crowds of teens chatting and flirting before the start of the service. Outside the junior high tent is a Beach Café, where before and after services the kids can buy hamburgers and sodas, and sit at grass-hut-like picnic tables while watching a pickup game of beach volleyball. The feel in the lot surrounding the venue tents is something like that of an outdoor music festival, as hip, goateed pastors wearing trendy jeans and T-shirts try to “reach” their flock of young worshippers.

As the crowd continues up the perfectly manicured walkway toward the main Worship Center, each visitor is greeted by three more hand-shaking volunteers. To the left is the Children’s Ministry Center, complete with two multimedia worship auditoriums, two Bible-themed playgrounds, forty classrooms, live lizards, an aquarium, and scores of televisions with video game equipment (“Xboxes on the left, Nintendo GameCubes on the right,” a staff member points out during a tour). On any given weekend, the volunteer baby-sitters and Sunday School teachers will service 3,500 children, each of whom is checked in electronically with a bar-coded key fob given to parents at registration.

Finding unique ways to present a gospel message is one of Saddleback’s main techniques for making church more “accessible.” Hence, the entire Saddleback campus is Bible-themed, and is intended to be a living lesson in Christianity. “What we find is that most adults are biblically illiterate,” says Pastor David Chrzan, “and the campus is used to teach them.” He estimates that there are forty to fifty Bible stories told by the landscaping and playground equipment. The technological wonders include a tomb with a removable stone door, a miniature Golgotha atop a grassy hill, and a stream outfitted with a remote-controlled demonstration of the parting of the Red Sea. “We’re not trying to be a theme park,” Chrzan is quick to emphasize. “Theme parks are about happiness, which is temporary. We’re about changed lives, and we’re simply trying to reach the people God has given us to reach,” he says. Such ready explanations for the church’s user-friendly brand of religion are common at Saddleback, whose leaders often seem to anticipate criticism even as they tout their success at spreading the gospel.

At 11:15, congregants are greeted at the door of the Worship Center by yet another volunteer, who offers a program and a pen. It is in this 3,100-seat venue—perched at the top of the campus—where Warren, known to his congregation as “Pastor Rick,” plays to a live audience. Each sermon at Saddleback is accompanied by a shiny, multicolored bulletin containing a hole-punched outline, which is designed so that listeners can fill in the blanks as Pastor Rick hits his most important points. As worshippers take their seats, a full choir and band perform contemporary jazz and soft-rock Christian music, including such songs as “Trading My Sorrows” and “Only a God like You.” The lyrics to the songs flash on the five television screens suspended above the stage, and the entire congregation is on its feet—many singing along with eyes closed and arms stretched toward heaven. To the left of the stage stands an understated wooden cross—the only Christian icon in view—and the title of the sermon is projected in colored lights on the back wall.

At 11:30, Pastor Rick takes the stage, dressed in a loose, short-sleeved button-down shirt and black cotton chinos. His hair is receding, and he wears it gel-spiked, with a goatee and mustache. While there is no ritual component to worship at Saddleback, anyone who happens to attend twice in one weekend will notice total continuity across services—Pastor Rick wears the same outfit both Saturday and Sunday, and gives a virtually identical sermon emphasizing the same catchphrases, using the same anecdotes, and telling the same carefully timed and regionally appropriate jokes. In case anyone should need to use the restroom, get some air, or check on a child during the service, the campus is fitted with a series of speakers atop twenty-foot poles so the sermon can be heard anywhere. A live feed of Pastor Rick’s voice echoes across the campus six times every weekend.

Today’s sermon is the second in a four-week series entitled “Use It or Lose It,” and centers on how to use talents and time in a way that maximizes one’s ability to live a happy, fulfilled Christian life. As he speaks, Pastor Rick pleads like a concerned father for his congregation to take his message to heart, occasionally saying things like “Would you write this down?” Warren carries a thin Bible as he moves to and from the podium, but never opens it during the sermon, which feels very much like a self-help seminar. At the conclusion of the message, Jesus is held up as a “model for time management,” and Pastor Rick implores those who have not yet accepted Christ to offer a prayer in their heart: “Be the CEO of my life, Jesus.” “Let me pray for you,” he says, and the congregation bow their heads as Rick offers up his pastoral supplication to “Father God.”

As soon as the final “Amen” is said, the electric guitarists, drummers, and saxophone players spring into action. Ushers pass collection baskets during the closing song and people begin to file out onto the plaza. Some linger to chat with friends and family, and some head to the pavilion to purchase a copy of today’s sermon, already recorded on CDs and DVDs, or to pick up curriculum materials for their small group. Most retrieve their children, head directly to their cars, and make their way back home to one of the ninety-five Orange County cities that Saddleback serves. By about 1:00, the plaza is deserted, awaiting the next flood of worshippers.


“The R&D Department of Christianity”7


It’s 4:00 P.M. on a Monday afternoon—the first day of Volunteer Appreciation Week at Saddleback—and the staff has rolled out the red carpet in honor of the over five thousand volunteers who help run the church’s four hundred–plus ministries. Past the waterfall and palm trees that decorate the front entrance to the church’s Ministry Center, visitors enter through automatic sliding glass doors, and are greeted with a display of helium balloons and signs declaring “Thanks for Volunteering, You Changed Lives Today!” and “Thanks for Making an Eternal Difference.” Just inside, the Saddleback reception desk is equipped with a computer, two flat screen monitors, and a switchboard. Under the desk’s glass top are displayed various flyers, registration packets, and pamphlets advertising a summer camp for preteens, high school ministry activities, a seniors luncheon, small groups for kids, Woman to Woman Mentoring, career coaching and counseling, single adult ministries, and Celebrate Recovery, Saddleback’s Christ-centered addiction recovery program. According to Pastor Scott Hitzel, in any given month, Saddleback will host some three thousand separate events—including everything from the nineteen multimedia worship services, to tiny gatherings of believers whose quirky common interests bring them together. “There’s a program called Gig,” he says, “which is basically just a few guys who like to get together on campus and play the guitar.”

The woman sitting at the front desk is middle-aged and white; plump, well manicured, and conservatively but casually dressed. She greets everyone with a sweet grandmotherly smile. Between answering the phone through her telemarketer-style headset (“Thank you for calling Saddleback, how may I direct your call?”) she invites each in a steady stream of visitors to sign in and out. The activities of the Ministry Center alone require the work of one hundred full-time employees, 150 part-time employees, and four thousand volunteer hours per month.

Just to the left of the entrance is a room that serves as a Resource Center, where one can purchase everything from Bibles to “Saddleback—25 Years of Purpose” baseball caps. The center is primarily an outlet for curriculum materials used by the church’s small groups, and the media on offer include videos and DVDs of sermons and special events, workbooks and journals, gift books and pocket-sized copies of The Purpose Driven Life, the bestselling guide to Christian living that put Saddleback on the map and made Rick Warren the celebrity he is today. The book is now printed in sixty languages, and sales are approaching 35 million copies worldwide.

The 51,000-square-foot, state-of-the-art Saddleback Ministry Center has an airy architectural style complete with skylights and wall-to-wall windows. Aside from subtle scriptural references on the posters, and the contemporary Christian music playing behind the reception desk, an unwitting visitor might be hard-pressed to identify the building as a church. A sign keeps “walk-in” parishioners at bay, noting that staff pastors are available “by appointment only.” Once past the reception desk, the Ministry Center takes on a casually corporate look and feel. Small offices line the hallways, each with beveled glass doors displaying the names of the ministers and employees who occupy them, as well as snippets of the church-meets-modern-management jargon that pervades the organization. Rested casually on one cabinet top is a huge corrugated plastic sign in the shape of an arrow that reads, “BAPTISM TODAY.”

A large Conference Room and the Office of the Pastor take up the bulk of the second floor and have the feel of the executive suites of a corporate headquarters. Two smiling female administrative assistants guard the open doors to the offices of Pastor Rick Warren and Pastor David Chrzan, Warren’s right-hand man. These offices are spacious and well lit, furnished with overstuffed leather furniture, and filled with family portraits, Christian artwork, gifts of state, oddities collected from the four corners of the earth, and bookshelves lined with Bibles, Christian classics, and management tomes by Peter Drucker and others. It is here where Rick Warren advises a network of more than 37,000 Purpose Driven churches worldwide, formulates plans for Saddleback’s hurtle into the future, and prays over his burgeoning flock.

“Contemporary Without Compromising the Truth”

For all the church’s consumer-driven variety, many attendees agree that the message taught at Saddleback is the main attraction for them. One couple who have attended Saddleback for five years say they chose the church because “Pastor Rick is very simple and his sermons are easy to apply. He teaches you how to love your neighbor, and challenges you to do it in the coming week.” Though often criticized as offering a “watered-down” version of Christianity, Warren dismisses this critique. In The Purpose Driven Church (a how-to book for pastors that preceded The Purpose Driven Life), he explains that his way of introducing the gospel to the unchurched is, simply, effective—and, he argues, inspired by Christ himself. “Jesus never lowered his standards,” he writes, “but he always started where people were. He was contemporary without compromising the truth.”8

In CLASS 101, a crash course in “Discovering Church Membership,” new and prospective members hear all about what it means to believe and belong at Saddleback. Pastor Steve Gladen pumps up the crowd by telling them that when joining Saddleback “you’re not just joining a church, you’re joining a movement.” Discussion of this “movement” dominates the first session of the CLASS—a two-hour presentation about Saddleback’s history and organizational philosophy, followed by a thirty-minute overview of its basic beliefs.

The religion taught at this megachurch is more about lifestyle than laws or liturgy, and though the theology it espouses is biblically literalist and straitlaced evangelical, this fact is emphasized to varying degrees, depending on the context. Saddleback is officially a member of the Southern Baptist Convention, but most congregants admit not having realized this until taking CLASS 101. In fact, many Saddleback members seem uncomfortable classifying themselves any further than simply as “Christians.”

CLASS 101 attendees are taught that there is a hierarchy of belief at Saddleback—some things are viewed as “essential beliefs,” or teachings that one must accept in order to join the church. These include things like the doctrine of the Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, the reality of heaven and hell, the preeminent role of grace in salvation, and the inerrancy of the Bible. Beyond this list, parishioners have “liberty” to believe what they want. Doctrine as such is rarely discussed in sermons, but is explored in the curricula the church develops for use in small group Bible studies, giving participants the option to pursue the “truth” at whatever length and depth suits them. This approach is certainly “contemporary,” but Warren’s evangelical peers often reject his assertion that it isn’t “compromising.”

Saddleback curricula come primarily in the form of DVD presentations to be shown at in-home small group meetings. Topics center on the concepts in The Purpose Driven Life, but also cover a variety of other subjects—everything from how to evangelize members of other religions, to a verse-by-verse exploration of the Beatitudes. In a 2005 meeting in which the discussion questions for a video on the Sermon on the Mount were being written, none of the pastors or staff members present had a Bible open in front of them—the questions they came up with were almost entirely about application, not exegesis. And in a discussion of how to help small group hosts answer doctrinal questions that surface at in-home discussions, one pastor explained to area leaders that Saddleback is currently developing an online FAQ, but added that, “for all the basic questions, we of course just direct people to allaboutgod.com.”

Not everyone is satisfied with Saddleback’s approach to theology. For example, June Hendersen, a former Saddleback congregant, was raised as a Methodist in the South, but became a member of Warren’s church later in life. She attended happily for many years, but eventually left because she “was looking for something with a little more meat” in the areas of theology and doctrine. In her opinion Saddleback is ultimately a church for the seekers, and delving deeper into scripture and spirituality is better done elsewhere.

Though Warren doesn’t feel he is teaching Christianity Lite, many of the worshippers who have found their way to Saddleback definitely seem pleased to have found a religious experience that liberates them from specific, strict, or proscriptive theology, and that primarily centers on self-help and self-improvement. What Bill Monson, who attends worship every Sunday and participates in a weekly men’s Bible study, likes about the church is that “Pastor Rick really emphasizes the relationship with God” rather than “religion.” To Monson, “religion is just all about rules.” Congregant Peter Allen finds the worship experience to be “very therapeutic.” “I go for the message,” he says. “Every week I pick up a pearl that I can use as a self-improvement tool.”

After attending CLASS 101, visitors may join the church by agreeing to a “Membership Covenant,” and filling out an application on which they check a box to certify that they have “Committed [their] life to Jesus Christ and trusted Him for [their] salvation,” “been baptized by immersion after [they] committed [their] life to Christ,” and “have completed Discovering Church Membership 101.” The covenant also includes commitments to move toward joining a small group, volunteering in the church, and tithing. At the June 2005 membership class, Pastor Steve Gladen surveyed attendees, and over half of the audience admitted to having attended Saddleback for three or more years before taking the membership course. One woman had attended Saddleback for over twenty years, had participated in every other aspect of the church, but had never actually become a member until that day. Saddleback’s CLASS 101 literature encourages attendees to join the church by noting, “we live in an age where very few want to be committed to anything. . . . This attitude has even produced a generation of ‘church shoppers and hoppers.’ Membership swims against the current of America’s ‘consumer religion.’ ” This is a surprising assertion for a church that prides itself on offering consumer-driven worship experiences, and a customizable theology.

At the break in the three-hour CLASS 101, Gladen told his flock, “There are sandwiches and drinks under the tents outside—we’ll meet back here in ten minutes to continue with the class.”

“Oh, and if you’ve committed your life to Christ,” he added casually, “go and see Dave at the back and get your free Bible.”

Created for Community

Though its ability to draw a crowd is Saddleback’s most conspicuous characteristic, its leadership feels that what truly defines the church is its orientation toward small group fellowship. In a 2007 interview for the nationally syndicated radio show Speaking of Faith, Warren explained worship services at Saddleback this way: “The Sunday morning service is simply a funnel. It’s the most visible, but it is honestly the least significant part of the church.” Most significant, Warren emphasizes, is what happens when members take the step from anonymously attending a service to joining the church, and then joining a small group. “We’re constantly turning up the commitment.”9

Usually consisting of ten or fewer adults, small groups are miniature Christian communities that are member-led and meet weekly (usually in homes) to study the Bible, offer friendship and encouragement, and serve as a forum for discussing Pastor Rick’s weekly sermons. Though numbers fluctuate, Saddleback counts over 3,300 small groups located in ninety-five Southern California cities. DB Tran, a Vietnamese woman who had a born again experience in a Christian church after coming to the United States as a refugee, is now one of Saddleback’s most enthusiastic proponents, a member of two small groups, and a lay program head. She feels small groups are a key to the church’s success because they utilize the talents and enthusiasm of the church’s laity, and compel people to relate to and depend upon one another. “That’s why Saddleback small groups work—it’s real people without theology and training. It’s about relating. The message of Christ becomes a message of love and care and sharing,” she says. “When you do this and go to their house every week, it’s powerful.” Small groups also function as an easy point of entry for seekers who might otherwise be turned off by the megachurch worship format. “I can’t invite a non-Christian friend to Saddleback [worship services] but I can always invite them to my small group,” DB explains.

Pastor Steve Gladen, minister for small groups, says that groups formed around affinity or some shared demographic interest or identity have the highest “stick value,” but small groups can also be geographic, or assembled more randomly. Gladen says that small groups are the lifeblood of Saddleback, and the church invests heavily in their promotion, organization, and management. Doing so has yielded members like the Ricardo family, who say they were looking to live “more of a Christian lifestyle,” and decided to try Saddleback after having moved to Lake Forest. Such a large church was “a different concept” for them, and they believe that had weekend worship been their only point of contact, they might not have kept attending. Yet once they got involved in small groups, and Joan Ricardo started attending women’s meetings, they “felt more grounded” and started “participating in every way.” The Ricardos say they are now so attached to Saddleback that they’ve passed up the opportunity to move to a better neighborhood because they wanted to stay “close to campus.”

As David Chrzan explains, “People tolerate a big church, but they don’t like it because they don’t feel their needs are being met. At Saddleback we keep breaking it down in an effort to hide the church’s size.” But what began as an organizational imperative—“how to make a big church feel small”—has evolved into a normative way of life. “You find your meaning in community,” Warren declares as he sermonizes on small groups. “We were created for community.” Attending a service gives any visitor the clear message that in order to get the full Saddleback experience—indeed the full Christian experience—one must join a small group.

Though the church’s “Group Is Life” maxim is embraced by many congregants, some find it off-putting. Mark Weston resents the church’s constant insistence that he join a small group. Religion, he thinks, is about his personal relationship with God, not his membership in a social club. From Pastor Gladen’s point of view, that outlook reflects someone who has trouble “downloading the paradigm.” “There are churches with small groups and churches of small groups,” he explains, and, to his mind, Saddleback is decidedly the latter.

Prayer Requests

At 6:30 A.M. on Thursday a Saddleback small group of business professionals is gathering for their weekly Bible study at Coco’s restaurant in Lake Forest. The majority of the group’s ten members are seated around a large, long table in the front of the restaurant, and the waitress brings coffee and takes her regulars’ usual orders.

Each small group at Saddleback is led by a “host,” a leader who initiates the group and either opens his or her home for weekly meetings, or coordinates if the group is held at another location. Small group hosts are given support and training by community leaders (CLs), who are in most cases part-time paid employees of the church who have other full-time professions, but are serious about devoting a portion of their week to ministry. Of the small group convening today, Ted Romeo is simply a member, but also happens to serve as the group’s CL. A soft-spoken man with a friendly demeanor, Ted guides the gathering with a soft touch, quietly adding comments here or there as each member speaks. Ted is a lawyer, but as he gives a personal update to the group, he mentions that he has just completed a seminary degree, and is in the process of interviewing for a ministry position at Saddleback. His friends express surprise that he is considering such an abrupt change of profession, and he asks for their prayers as he considers his options.

Ted explains that the group’s official host is Christina Firth, a tall, slender thirty-something with an earnest, sober manner. She also is an attorney, but as she takes her turn to speak, she too alludes to a recent job change. Christina had been a top associate at a major law firm, but says she had become uncomfortable with the demanding hours she had to put in, and the consequent strain on her marriage. Through serious discussions with the members of her small group, she was encouraged to quit her job without any idea of where she would go. She took the “leap of faith,” and shortly thereafter was invited to join a former partner in starting a new venture, which, she says, has turned out to be a perfect fit professionally, as well as allowing her to work half the hours of her previous job. She attributes the events to God and to her small group. “They really have been my support system,” she says, “and I’ve also met a number of different people whom I never would meet any other way. Now they’re my good friends,” she adds, looking around the table thoughtfully.

Ted explains that the group’s “leader of the day” is Jin, an environmental engineer from China. This distribution of leadership roles is typical of Saddleback’s small groups, and is a feature of the system, which is designed to continually “raise up” new leaders who Pastor Gladen hopes will eventually branch out of their existing groups, spawning new ones. Jin has the appearance of a scientist, and has been a member of Saddleback for several years, but has been a Christian for exactly seven years, and has attended this small group for two and a half.

The other members of the group include Cynthia and James Grover, and Denise and Bob Carter. The Carters own a contracting business and have attended Saddleback for fifteen years. They are a clean-cut, happy-looking couple in their fifties who are decidedly less buttoned-down than the other professionals in the group. Bob is not terribly well spoken and has an awkward manner, but seems to fit in comfortably nonetheless. His wife is cheerful and friendly and has a warm, inviting smile. The couple has attended this small group for two years, and in describing what the fellowship has meant to them, Bob states, “It has been really, really special to us—we can open our hearts, really open up, and not be judged.” Later in the meeting Bob demonstrates his newfound openness by asking the group to pray that he’ll develop patience, admitting that he often gets out of control in staff meetings when “things just aren’t getting done right.” He says that Saddleback’s Celebrate Recovery anger management classes have changed his life, but that he still needs the ongoing support of his small group.

As the group sips coffee and ice water, three more members trickle in: Joan, a quiet, petite middle-aged Chinese woman; Ethan, an inventor whose latest product is scripture-bearing custom decals for golf clubs; and Greg Matthews, a wisecracking, fifty-something lawyer—the only person at the table dressed in a suit and tie. After everyone is served their orders of oatmeal, omelets, and French toast, Christina explains that the group often begins their meeting with a brief reading or study of a biblical passage. Ted mentions that often the subject of conversation is a particular business issue that a group member faces, which they discuss in order to provide advice and support. Christina points out that this group tends to be most focused on “prayer requests,” which consist of each group member discussing in turn the struggles and successes of their personal lives, and asking the other members to include them in their daily prayers. As they prepare to begin this portion of their meeting, almost everyone pulls out a notebook and a pen to write down what the others say.

As the requests come out, they include everything from “a big case I have coming up, which is important to my family financially,” to a son whose final exams are around the corner, to the family of a cousin who recently committed suicide. There are requests for prayers for wisdom and guidance on major life decisions, and pleas for healing of ailments as simple as a common cold, or as weighty as a mother who is suffering from dementia and deteriorating rapidly. Each of the updates and requests is peppered with questions from the other group members. “How is your sister doing these days?” “How has it been going sharing Christ with your brother?” “Have you had any success with the product you’ve been trying to market?” In addition to requests for prayer and help, the group rejoices collectively when a member shares a success in their life, such as Ethan, who just this week has hired his first employee—“you’ve just doubled the size of your company!” remarks Jin.

By the time they have circled the table, each person has a page-long list of things to pray for in the coming week. Christina then offers to close with a prayer, and everyone instinctively bows their head and closes their eyes. For the next ten minutes, and amid the din of the restaurant’s breakfast crowd, Christina offers a thorough and impassioned prayer, “laying before the Lord” exactly what each group member has brought up. Though cell phones ring intrusively at adjacent tables, pop music plays overhead, and the wait staff breeze back and forth, none of these professionals seems to feel the slightest bit uncomfortable with praying so openly. As they close with a collective “Amen,” those who have to make it to work say their goodbyes and get up to leave, while the others linger around the table as the waitress comes to clear the empty plates.

“It’s the Changed Lives”

With its user-friendly form of worship, flexible theology, multileveled membership commitments, and diverse family of small groups, Saddleback Church seems to have found a way to be all things to all people, which may be one explanation for its staggering growth. Yet the most powerful connection many members claim to Pastor Rick’s megachurch is the transformative effect they feel it has on their lives. People at Saddleback commonly share stories of having been changed by their membership there, and Warren and his staff say they work to create a “culture of transformation.” As men’s pastor Kenny Luck explains, “the biblical Christ said ‘Hungry? Feed. Naked? Clothe.’ This church is very much like that. It’s about meeting felt needs. You take an alcoholic and help him beat alcoholism, and he’ll say to you, ‘What’s next?’ There are thousands of people in this world who have never experienced that, and the fact is that if you’re helped in a felt-need way, you’re incredibly loyal.” Pastor Scott Hitzel agrees, adding, “We invest in the things that really change us.” Investment—temporal, financial, and spiritual—is certainly something that abounds at Saddleback, and Rick Warren’s bet is that the returns will only grow as his Purpose Driven network of churches expands.
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