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CHAPTER 3

Context

3.1 Introduction

Congregations are, in Paul's words, “earthen ves-
sels”—human institutions shaped by a myriad of social
influences. To describe them in this way does not
detract from their religious character. Indeed, their
human qualities make them effective in carrying out
their mission in all sorts of conditions and circum-
stances. “The church is a chameleon,” observes James
Gustafson, as he points to its capacity to adapt to new
surroundings, to find colors that fit into various
environments.!

Because a congregation is an adapting organization,
itis important to see it in relation to its social context: the
setting, local and global, in which a congregation finds itself
and to which it responds. This chapter advances a
perspective for doing this which focuses on the context
and then works “from the outside in” to the life of the
congregation.? The perspective takes seriously the
interrelations of the social and cultural setting and
religious organizations; the structures and processes
linking the congregation to its environment are
regarded as crucially important in understanding the
inner workings of the congregation. While the authors
do not subscribe to a deterministic viewpoint, they do
believe the environment both sets limits on and
provides opportunities for a congregation.

In a very basic sense this chapter understands
congregations as “open systems.” This notion implies
permeable boundaries, or flow between the environ-
ment and the congregation. H. Paul Douglass and
Edmund deS. Brunner, pioneer sociological re-
searchers, emphasized one dimension of the flow:

The quality and changes of this environment are almost
inevitably communicated to the church. Differences in human
fortunes suffered by the church’s immediate constituencies and
changes in these fortunes due to changes in the environment
largely control the institutional destinies of each particular
church. Where the environment is prosperous and progressive
the church can scarcely fail to “succeed.” Where it is miserable
and deteriorating the church can scarcely avoid failure.?
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Implicit here is a view of the congregation as
constantly in a state of flux and adaptation. The sources
of change are primarily environmental, forcing the
religious institution to adjust to what is going on
around it. Even if the environment is not fully
determinative of what happens, an institution for its
own survival must come to terms with a changing
context.

But also, open system implies that the congregation
interacts with its environment. While the power of the
social context is quite persuasive, congregations do
respond and can make choices affecting their destiny.
The two-way, interactive process can be stated as
follows:

A congregation—its theology and ethics, its
worship, its style of operation, and what it does or
does not do with reference to mission—is pro-
foundly shaped by its social context.

A congregation, by virtue of its relationship to a
religious or faith tradition, has the capacity, in a
limited but crucial way, to transcend the determina-
tive power of the social context so that it influences
the context as it is being influenced by it.

These two propositions suggest the complexity of the
interrelationships between congregations and their
environments. The first proposition tells us simply that
how a congregation expresses its faith—in beliefs,
programs, organizations and behavior, is influenced by
its social location—the people, politics, economic life,
values, and class interests present in its setting. These
are consequences of its character as an ‘“‘earthen
vessel.” But the second proposition holds out a crucial
freedom from determinism. Congregations participate
in social and faith traditions that contain within them
ideas and inspiration, beliefs and experience, on the
basis of which the context may be challenged and at
least partly transcended. The more leaders and mem-
bers are helped to see and understand the power of the
context on their congregation’s life and their participa-
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tion in it, the greater the possibility they have of
cultivating a more responsible and effective expression
of their faith commitments. Also, the more likely they
will be to discover ways of influencing this context
rather than simply being influenced by it. Open
systems have the capacity for self-renewal based on
feedback and insight, or at least some power to
transform the world around them. An analysis of the
context of the congregation will not prescribe to the
congregation what it should be or do; but it can provide
the congregation with information and insight about
itself and its setting that open it to new possibilities for
response.

To view congregations as open systems is to risk
making a theological statement. To take the congrega-
tion’s social context seriously is also a statement about
the work of God in history and the church’s mission in
its world. One finds in scripture and in the witness of
the Church over time the response of Christians to a
God whose concern extends to the whole of life, in
which human boundaries between people and nations
and rich and poor are overcome, and in which God’s
intentions for all people are made known afresh in each
generation. The local congregation is an agent of God'’s
larger purposes, equipped for its mission both by its
participation in God'’s larger design and by its human
character. The authors of this chapter confess special
excitement in congregations whose sense of God’s
vision takes them beyond concern for themselves, who
provide social space where social distinctions are
overcome, who can see beyond their own problems to
the needs and struggles of their immediate neighbors
and of suffering brothers and sisters half a world away.
While these may be viewed by some as biases, the
methods for looking at the congregation’s social context
presented in this chapter should be useful for those
whose perspective may be quite different.*

Components of the Congregation’s Context

To say that a congregation exists in relation to an
environment is an encompassing generalization that
begs for greater specificity. The environment, or that
which is external to an institution, is inclusive as well as
multi-layered. Let us examine each of these to see whatis
implied for congregational studies.

By inclusiveness is meant the open-ended character
of a congregation’s context—extending from the local
neighborhood to the global community. A congrega-
tion is linked to networks and events on a national and
international scale; as a religious and moral community
it is called upon to respond to issues that arise from
beyond the geographic locale in which it exists.

Examples abound: Wars in Southeast Asia contribute to
an influx of immigrants from Vietnam, Cambodia and
Laos, while poverty and political oppression in Central
America and the Caribbean stimulate immigration from
Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, Cuba, and Haiti.
Worldwide inflation and high interest rates place strain
on family budgets which in turn affects giving to local
churches. Changes in the national economy provide
incentives for industry to relocate to growing areas of
the United States or to other countries, making it
difficult for local communities and metropolitan areas
to maintain their economic viability.

Normally, however, the starting point for the
contextual analysis of congregations is the local
community. For here it is, in the immediate neighbor-
hood or community, that most of the external
influences on congregations find expression. In the
abstract one can speak of broad cultural trends such as
immigration, economic dislocation and changes in
family patterns; in the concrete one thinks of the Cruz
family down the street who have come here from
Mexico to work in the packing plant, or of Mr.
D’ Amico, who is out of work because the electronics
factory has relocated to Taiwan, or of Ruth Hansen'’s
daughter Cheryl, who is living with her boyfriend in
Syracuse. In the local community people move in and
out, group life takes on a particular style, fads and
fashions come and go. Widespread social and cultural
changes come to bear on the congregation as an
institution rooted in community life.

In the modern world, the local community is no
longer a self-contained geographic entity. Often the
physical boundaries of neighborhoods and communi-
ties are indeterminate, and for many urban dwellers
especially, spatial proximity is not a perfect index of
social participation. Social networks and patterns of
institutional involvement extend beyond the immedi-
ate locale. Hence, while this chapter focuses primarily
on the local community as the principal context for a
congregation, it is important to keep in mind that the
linkages to the outer world are important in under-
standing the community and the congregation. Even in
the most remote geographical locales, “’connections”
outside play a big part in determining the pulse of social
and religious life.

Multi-layered refers to the fact that the impact of the
environment on a congregation, or any institution,
occurs at various levels. Social conditioning is some-
times open and visible, sometimes more hidden and
subterranean. The web of interrelationships is such that
changes at one level can lead to numerous and
unexpected consequences at another. The social fabric
of any community is a complex web of rules, roles and
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relationships; alterations in one or another of these can
result in social ramifications elsewhere. Shifts in a
community’s demographic growth rate, changing
patterns of social class, emerging new life styles and
values—any of these can lead to far-reaching and
sometimes unexpected implications for congregational
life.

The pages that follow explore several “levels” at
which the environment exerts a powerful impact on the
congregation: the “social worlds” of community resi-
dents, the demographic character of the local community,
and patterns of socal interaction within the community
itself. The three are interrelated, and the contextual
approach to congregational analysis moves freely
among them. However, for analytic purposes, it is
useful to look at them separately. The final section looks
specifically at religion’s role in the community.

3.2 Getting in Touch with the Community

Chapter 1 introduced Heritage United Methodist
Church, whose leaders sense a need to take a fresh look
at mission possibilities in their neighborhood. Some
members feel it is time to press on with the church’s
involvements in elderly housing, while others are
concerned about membership declines and feel the
need for new programming in evangelism and church
growth that will enhance the church’s appeal to young
families. Heritage Church has an opportunity to
reacquaint itself with its neighborhood and to look at
new possibilities for mission that community changes
have brought about. It approaches the community with
some fairly specific questions: What are the needs of our
older neighbors? Who are the young families and what
might Heritage do to reach out to them?

Itis helpful to go a bit beyond the case and make some
assumptions about the way the church’s research needs
might be approached. One constructive step would be
for the church board to appoint a “special committee on
community ministries” to conduct research on its
behalf and to report back its findings within a
reasonable period of time. For Heritage, a committee of
eight to ten members who are broadly representative of
the congregation would probably suffice. The board
would do well to include both “experts” and “‘ama-
teurs” in community studies and a mix of both persons
who are advocates of particular program possibilities
and others who are more neutral. It might ask Deborah
Jones, the pastor, to assist the committee in its work and
relieve her of other duties to free time for the special
project.

3.2.1 Identifying the Church’s Neighborhood

A crucial first step is to identify the neighborhood or
community being studied. “Neighborhood” and ““com-
munity’’ are defined in many ways—sometimes on the
basis of spatial patterns, but often along lines of group
interaction as well.

Usually the notion of a neighborhood is grounded in
part in the subjective: the context in which an individual
is related to a society or through which the individual
experiences society—often at a particular period in
one’s life such as child, teenager, parent, grandparent,
retiree. David Morris and Karl Hess put it this way:

When people then say “my neighborhood,” it usually means
they have found a place to live where they feel some human
sense of belonging, some human sense of being part of a
society, no matter how small, rather than just being in a
society, no matter how large.®

The neighborhood is a crucial link connecting the
individual to the larger society, generating a sense of
belonging, and giving shape to individual and group
life. More than just a geographic locale, a neighborhood
or community is a normative system with its own rules,
roles and relationships; a shared identity and con-
sciousness; a distinctive social and status order; a
common culture and way of life.

How does one “map” the social boundaries of a
congregation’s neighborhood or community? Many
congregations find it helpful to begin with a map of the
residences of member families. Using a detailed street
map and a list of church members, place a pin on the
map for each member household. Churches concerned
wih evangelism might use a different color pin for
members who have joined the church in the past two or
three years. A completed membership map often yields
surprises. Some churches discover they are more (or
less) a ‘““neighborhood church” than popularly per-
ceived. Others find their membership “‘skips over”
some residential neighborhoods. With increased mobil-
ity, historic links between congregations and specific
neighborhoods have diminished. Where this is true the
church will want to probe the reasons.

Another exercise that is especially helpful for a
committee as it begins its work is to provide a large blank
street map and have group members mark places that
have special meaning in their own lives and in the life of
the community (e.g., “our first home” “the street my
parents lived on,” “the site of the old shoe factory,” “the
square where Kennedy had his big rally in 1960”"). This
exercise is a good reminder that the neighborhood has a
history, that committee members bring past experiences
to their community study, and that the neighborhood
itself is a complex of varied meanings and experiences.
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At some point Heritage committee will need to
specify what it means by “the church’s community.”
Some churches find it helpful to work with two
definitions: the “immediate neighborhood” of several
blocks surrounding the church building and for which
the members feel some special responsibility, and a
larger “parish area” from which the church draws
members. Others, out of a sense of the congregation’s
larger social responsibility, may want to look at their
own community alongside others in which they are
considering new programming. In rural areas the larger
“parish” may include several towns or counties.

3.2.2 Some Key Documents

There is an enormous amount of printed information
produced by governmental and private groups that can
help a church study committee explore its community
or neighborhood. It is helpful to have these printed
documents available early in the committee’s work. A
partial list might include the following:

Annual reports of local officials
Local histories

Maps

Land use plans

Analyses of local voting patterns
Reports of social service agencies
Planning documents

Local newspapers

Chamber of Commerce publications
Real estate brochures

Welcome Wagon packets for new residents

Planning agencies are particularly good sources of
basic documents and information on local communities
and neighborhoods. There are few American com-
munities that do not have at least one person asking
questions about their future. The planning may center
on economic development, recreation, land use, public
health, school needs, transportation or a host of other
issues. In some areas planning is a state function; in
others it is done by county or local governments or by
intergovernmental groups. Some planning agencies
work hard to secure public participation in their work;
others work behind closed doors.

Government agencies are not alone in developing
plans for a community’s future. Banks, utility com-
panies, citizen action groups and nonprofit organiza-
tions may all share your interest in the community and
welcome your requests for information and documen-
tation. Heritage would want to give special attention to
groups concerned with aging and needs of young
families.

3.2.3 Take a Walk!

One of the most important parts of any community
study is also the simplest. It involves setting aside the
major portion of a day to walk through your neighbor-
hood or community absorbing its sights, sounds, and
aromas. The purpose of such an exercise is to expose
you to things you may already know but that have
become so familiar you no longer notice them. Who is
on the streets at various times of the day or night? Why
aren’t those teenagers at school? How’s business in Mr.
Caporale’s bakery? When did the O’Brien house get so
run down? How is the new mall affecting Jim Smith’s
carpet business? Who in this town would wear that sexy
dress in Mrs. Buttner’s dress store window?

In the course of the walk be alert to your own
reactions to what you see and hear, but also try to look
at things from the perspective of other people and
groups. Put yourself into the role of a newcomer to the
community. How apparent are the basic services a
person would need in locating in town? Where does
one find a family doctor, an AA meeting, a laundry, a
church, a pizza? How would an older or physically
disabled person handle the curbs on the sidewalks?
Where would a homeless person spend the night? How
does a six-year-old get across a busy intersection on the
way to school?

The walk can be modified to meet a particular
situation, but avoid the temptation to spend too much
time in a car. Get out and stretch your legs! A group can
take the walk by assigning teams of two to three
persons to cover the same geographic area, each with a
different perspective in mind: that of a young family
newly arrived in the community, an older person on a
fixed income, a drifter, a person who has difficulty with
English, a college student.

Save time at the end of your excursion for recording
your impressions. A simple list of “What I Saw” and
“New Questions Raised” will help organize your
thoughts if you're on your own. A discussion of what
group members observed is always an educational and
enlightening experience.

3.2.4 Exploring “Social Worlds”

To understand a community it is essential to explore
the ““social worlds” represented in it. By social worlds is
meant the perceptions of reality that inform people’s
daily lives. To speak of a social world is, in a most
fundamental way, to acknowledge the human need for
meaning and order in personal experience, for making
sense out of life. More than this, it is to acknowledge
that reality is “socially constructed”’—that the social
context is crucially important for how individuals create
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and sustain their symbolic worlds. While some people
are aware of how they shape their own worlds, most
simply take them for granted. Nevertheless, all human
beings, consciously or unconsciously, strive for an
integrated and meaningful outlook.

In recent times the study of social worlds has become
both more important and more complex. Scholars cite
two key reasons: First, traditional ways of viewing the
world and attributing meaning to social events and
behavior have lost much of their influence. As a result
of this increased “pluralization” of social worlds,
people discover alternative and competing ways of
viewing the world and the need to choose among them.
Second, in a process called “privatization,” the attribu-
tion of meanings has become highly individualistic.
Meanings are no longer universally shared throughout
the society as a whole, but individuals fashion for
themselves systems of meaning that are personally
satisfying and fulfilling. Often they reflect the class
position of social groups. Sociologist Peter Berger
argues that the new situation of religion in the modern
world forces upon individuals a “heretical impera-
tive”—the need to make choices among alternative
interpretations and select out those elements of a
religious tradition that are illuminating for a particular
life-situation.’

Congregations are directly affected by the processes
of pluralization and privatization. As the world has
become more fragmented, the “private” and “public”
spheres have become more separated from one
another. Separation has also meant functional dif-
ferentiation, to the point that private life is increasingly
treasured for its nonpublic character. Boundaries
between the two are carefully drawn, with the private
realm often held up as a refuge and retreat. The
consequences for religion are far-reaching and signifi-
cant: church life becomes to a considerable extent captive to the
private realm. With family, friendships and hobbies,
church participation becomes part of a world removed
from the public. The situation is somewhat paradoxical:
as communications technology brings communities
closer to events in other parts of the world and in other
neighborhoods, increasingly people look to religion to
help them secure “private” space removed from that
wider world. Anincreasingly privatized religious world
bears a host of implications—for religious belief and
psychology, understandings of community mission,
and institutional patterns and styles. The case of High
Ridge Presbyterian Church, discussed in chapter 1, can
be viewed as a struggle between two social worlds
present in a single congregation; on the issue of
allowing champagne in a congregational setting some
members reflect the social worlds of their affluent
suburban California community while others hold to

fundamentally different perceptions of what is appro-

priate behavior in the church.

Methods for studying the social psychology of
community life are not as well-developed as demo-
graphic and interactional analysis, which will be
discussed later in this chapter. Getting “inside” the
worlds in which people live and grasping their
meanings is difficult. One does get clues from surveys
and records, cultural styles, and examinations of
community tensions and conflicts. For understanding
social worlds and meaning systems, however, careful
observation and ethnographic inquiry are essential.
The perceptive observer who “takes a walk” in the
community will learn a great deal about the way people
live and their values simply from observing family and
housing styles, “status symbols” such as automobiles
and boats, evidence of consumption patterns, specialty
shops, types of organizations and hobbies, newspapers
and magazines read, the uses of weekend and other
“private” time.

The best way to get “inside” the social worlds of
neighborhood residents is, of course, to engage in
conversation with them. People love to talk, even with
strangers.® Many churches have used the simple
technique of having all members of their study group
“interview” a friend or neighbor. Heritage Church
might want to have each committee member interview
two people: one an elderly resident and the other a
young newcomer. The interview focuses on a few broad
questions that move from the very general to the fairly
personal. Here are some examples that can be modified
to meet specific group objectives.

—What are the things that attract people to live here in
this neighborhood? Were those the things that
attracted you?

—As you think about the time you have lived in this
neighborhood, what are the most important changes
you've seen? What has caused these changes? Have
there been major events or happenings that are
especially important—for example, a strike or disas-
ter—that have affected the ways people look at the
neighborhood?

—Who are the people that seem to care a lot about what
happens in this community, who really want to make
it a better place to live?

—How would you describe your neighbors? What kind
of people are they? What do you think are the most
important things in the lives of people who live here
in the neighborhood? Are those the most important
things in your life?

—Are there people who don’t seem to fit in very well
with others who live in the neighborhood? What's

different about these people? How do others react to
them?
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—What do you think keeps people going when times
get tough?

—Can you think of times in your own life when you've
undergone an important change in the way you
looked at the world? When you’ve had a really clear
sense of what counted in your life?

It's important in any conversation to be alert to what
the other person is saying—and trying to say. The
interviewer should be prepared to share his or her own
views where appropriate, but the main purpose is to
listen and to learn. Taking notes is fine and will be
helpful in summarizing your interview. If taking notes
disrupts the flow of the conversation it is better to try to
reconstruct the session on paper as soon as possible.

3.2.5 Analysis and Interpretation

There have been a number of attempts to identify the
dominant social worlds or meaning systems at large in
American communities. One that is especially intrigu-
ing is suggested by sociologist Robert Wuthnow and
grows out of his research on the content of persons’
meaning systems in California’s Bay Area.’ Wuthnow
suggests four major meaning systems and some of their
attributes:

1. The theistic is closest to that traditionally asso-
ciated with major American religious traditions.
People look to God as the agent who governs life
and the source of purpose and direction for
individuals. Bringing one’s life into conformity
with God’s will is the key to personal meaning
and happiness. God is the creator of the universe
and is active in history. The Bible is God’s law and
humanity’s guide to appropriate living.

2. Individualism places the emphasis on human
beings as being in control of their own destiny.
Success or failure is in the hands of individuals,
who set their own course in life and are free to
choose their futures. Individualism has deep
roots in America and is associated with traditional
values of hard work, willpower, determination,
thrift, honesty, and the avoidance of such vices as
laziness, drunkenness, and deceit. Special em-
phasis is given to personal willpower as the key to
happiness and good fortune.

3. Social science is a third meaning system and is
similar to individualism in its emphasis on human
beings’ roles in history. Its emphasis, however, is
on the key roles of social forces rather than
individuals. Family background, social status,
and class, the society a person lives in and its
cultural, economic, and political systems combine
to shape a persons’ position in life. Less control is

in the hands of individuals; rather, one is
socialized into patterns of thinking and acting. A
person’s sense of happiness and success varies
according to the opportunities the society has
provided and not simply to his or her energy and
hard work.

4. Mysticism is somewhat different. It is suspicious
of the ability of the other three meaning systems
to understand the meaning of life and account for
the forces that govern it. It places special reliance
on experience, particularly ecstatic experience, as
the source of knowledge about life. The stress is
on intuition and feelings. At the same time,
Wuthnow stresses that the mystic also has a
philosophy of life that places one’s own most
intense experiences at the center; “In such
experiences he can alter time and space. He can
experience God. He can escape the social and
cultural forces that impinge upon him. He can
create reality itself.”

Wuthnow’s classification of meaning systems is
helpful for organizing observations from both formal
and casual conversations conducted within the commu-
nity.® While Wuthnow used his classifications to
formulate a formal survey questionnaire, they can also
be used in a more informal manner to help organize
data from neighborhood interviews. Following a series
of interviews, the study group can use its interview
notes to identify specific comments that reflect the four
meaning systems and record the comments for group
discussion. The following examples are suggested by
interview items used in Wuthnow’s California survey
instrument:

THEISTIC
I definitely believe in God.
God has been a strong influence in my life.
People suffer because they don’t obey God.
God created the first man and woman.
There is life after death, with rewards and punish-
ments.

INDIVIDUALISTIC
People usually bring suffering on themselves.
The poor simply aren’t willing to work hard.
If one works hard enough, a person can do anything
he or she wants to do.
If someone does not succeed, it’s his or her own
fault.

SOCIAL SCIENCE
I believe forgotten childhood experiences have an
influence on me.
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Suffering is caused by social arrangements that make
people greedy for riches and power.

Man evolved from lower animals.

Beliefs are influenced by income.

MYSTICAL

I have had the feeling that I was in close contact with
something holy or sacred and it has had a lasting
impact on my life.

It is good to live in a fantasy world every now and
then.

New insights about myself have had a strong
influence on my life.

I have experienced a feeling of harmony with the

universe, and it has had a lasting influence on my
life.

When the interview comments have been organized
the group should discuss what members have found.
The group will want to focus on questions like these:
What have our interviews told us about the ways our
neighbors view the neighborhood and the world? Are
there differences between older and younger people we
have visited with? To what extent are they similar to or
different from the message of the gospel and the way
our own members view the world? How can we relate
to those who view the world differently than our
members do?

Another approach to analyzing social worlds focuses
on an individual's breadth of perspective. Here the
concern is less with content of meanings systems than
with frames of reference—whether a person is oriented
mainly to the immediate environment or the larger
social world. In many studies throughout America two
major character types have been identfied:

Locals are very much oriented to neighborhood
and community. They favor voluntary organizations
in which stable, communal relationships are possi-
ble; they are deeply immersed in friendships and
social networks. They tend to personalize interpre-
tations of social reality and to hold firmly to
traditional beliefs and moral values.

Cosmopolitans are more oriented to the larger
world. They tend to prefer professional member-
ships and specialized voluntary organizations; their
contacts and “significant others” extend beyond the
immediate community. In life-style and ideology
they are more tolerant of diversity and more open to
social change.

This distinction is useful for congregations studying
their communities and has been applied to congrega-

tions." Research suggests that locals are “belongers”
and tend to be deeply involved in church and
synagogue activities. Locals emphasize norms of
participation, sociality, and traditional modes of com-
mitment; they are defenders of conventional beliefs and
practices. Cosmopolitans, in contrast, are less con-
cerned about community (and congregational) norms,
but tend to place a great deal of emphasis on the ethical
and meaning aspects of religion; their belief systems are
less particularistic and more organized around personal
religious quests. The two types differ religiously in
fundamental ways—in beliefs, practices, and styles of
institutional commitment.

In virtually every community or congregation it is
possible to identify the two character types. Some clues
can be obtained from exploring the following:
—What types of organizations and groups do people

join and take part in? Increasingly, people wear their

organizational memberships and commitments on
their chests. A preponderance of T-shirts proclaiming
membership in Max’s Gym or loyalty to Annie’s Bar

& Grill suggests more localistic ties than those

arguing for an end to nuclear testing or to the killing

of baby whales.

—What is the breadth of people’s concerns? What is
talked about in the barber shop: the shot Al Maguire’s
kid made at last night’s basketball game and the new
waitress at the donut shop or the prospects for peace
in the Middle East and enthusiasm for the “Live from
Lincoln Center” broadcast on public television?

—How strong are social attachments—to the immedi-
ate neighborhood and to the larger world? How is the
turnout at community events? Do people go home or
come home for the holidays?

Answers to these questions can help provide a
“cognitive mapping” of the community and yield
valuable information as to frames of reference and
significant others. Such information is valuable not only
for what it tells you about individuals, but also because
it defines the character of the symbolic worlds in which
religious meanings take on significance and are acted
upon. A study committee will want to reflect on two key
questions as it considers the relationship between social
worlds and congregational life: 1. What can be said
about the social worlds of members of the congrega-
tion? How are they similar to those of other community
residents and how are they different? 2. To what extent
does religion inform persons’ social worlds? Do people
carry their understandings from their religious and
faith commitments or is their understanding of the
world carried to their congregation membership from
their class position and “secular” involvements?
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3.3 Demographic Data in
Congregational Analysis

. In recent years technological advances have made
demographic data available for a range of purposes and
applications that could not have been envisioned at the
time of the first federal census in 1790. Today,
corporations from American Airlines to Xerox will use
census data in shaping marketing strategies. Burger
King, McDonald’s and Wendy’s will pore over census
data in determining potential sites for new fast-food
franchises. Political organizations will run the data
through their computers seeking voters and contribu-
tors. The federal government will use census data in
apportioning revenue sharing funds.

Churches have also become major users of census
data. Rare is the denomination which locates a new
church without a careful examination of the demo-
graphic composition of the proposed site. Some
mission agencies target resources toward communities
with high need for their services and at least one group
conducts careful analyses of respondents to its direct-
mail advertising. Census data is also used by congre-
gations. Long-range planning committees, committees
planning church extension projects, task groups con-
sidering service projects such as day care centers,
elderly housing and other types of outreach, and
church boards considering stewardship goals or sa-
laries for staff frequently rely on census data in their
work.

For analyzing the demographic and social character-
istics of the congregation’s immediate environment, the
census is a key resource. This is especially true for a
church like Heritage Methodist, which is looking fairly
specifically at needs of particular groups in its neigh-
borhood. Before turning specifically to Heritage a
reminder about some key census concepts will be
helpful.

Taking the Census: In 1980 the census was undertaken
by mail in most of the country. Every census
questionnaire contained seven questions about each
household member plus twelve questions about hous-
ing. About one-fifth of all households received a longer
questionnaire with an additional 40 population and
housing items. The “‘short form” took an average of 15
minutes to complete, the “long form’ 45 minutes. The
questions themselves are the product of a lengthy
process involving governmental officials and various
interest groups. Some areas such as housing conditions
receive considerable attention, while others, including
religious affiliation and participation, are not included
at all.

In recent years, the Bureau of the Census (which has
responsibility for conducting the census) has given

special attention to including groups which have
traditionally been ““undercounted.” Their efforts in-
cluded personal visits in isolated areas and diverse
special efforts in minority communities. While the
figure of 226,545,805 persons will stand as the “official”
count of the U.S. population on April 1, 1980, virtually
no one will argue it is complete. Some persons were
missed, and members of minority groups, Southerners,
persons in the country illegally, and men are dispropor-
tionately represented among those not counted. The
1980 Census, while not perfect, is estimated to include
99.4 percent of the “real” population. Users of census
data will want to be aware, however, that some people
are “missed” by the census itself.

Census Geography: One of the greatest values of the
federal census—in comparison, for example, with
national opinion polls—is its geographic comprehensi-
veness. To understand census geography requires a
brief outline of its key concepts.

Some of the units of census geography are quite
simple. For example, each U. S. household is located in
a single state and county or county equivalent (parishes
in Louisiana, independent cities in Virginia). Counties
are further subdivided into minor civil divisions
(MCDs) or census county divisions (CCDs). MCDs are
political or administrative subdivisions (commonly
townships) in 30 states; they usually have some legal
standing. CCDs are statistical areas defined in the 20
states where minor civil divisions are not legally
defined, are not well known, or have frequent
boundary changes. CCDs are especially common in the
Western states.

Census tracts are another type of geographic unit
used for census purposes. Tracts are found in urban-
ized areas known as metropolitan statistical areas
(MSAs). They are small, relatively permanent areas
averaging 4,000 persons each and are intended to be
socially homogeneous (that is, they contain people of
similar backgrounds and economic status). They
respect natural and human boundaries such as rivers
and major highways. Unlike states, counties, MCDs,
and CCDs, tracts have little intuitive meaning for
people. They require special maps that identify their
boundaries.

Incorporated and census-designated places are still
another important type of area designation. These are
concentrations of people that have legally prescribed
boundaries or have a definite residential nucleus but
lack legal standing. Unlike the other units, places need
not conform to county or state lines and are subject to
redefinition over time as population patterns change.*

Insert 3-1 illustrates key points in census geography
using the state of lowa as an example. Figure A shows
Iowa’s counties and metropolitan areas. Counties in the
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state’s seven metropolitan statistical areas are shaded.
MSAs can cross state lines.

Figure B is an enlarged view of Linn and Jones
counties. Linn County, which includes Cedar Rapids
city is classified as metropolitan. Jones county, located
to its east, is classified as nonmetropolitan. Figure B
shows the county subdivisions (minor civil divisions)
for Linn County and both minor civil divisions and
places for Jones county. Places have been omitted from
Linn county in this illustration.

Figure C looks in greater detail at the four minor civil
divisions (in this case townships) that comprise the

southwest quadrant of Jones county. Three of the four -

townships contain places with independent legal
standing as lowa cities (shown in capital letters). One
city, Onslow, overlaps two townships (Madison and
Wyoming). Figure C is quite typical of census geogra-
phy patterns in nonmetropolitan areas, although there
are regional variations.

Figure D is an enlargement of Cedar Rapids city and
illustrates census geography for SMSA counties. For
census purposes Cedar Rapids is both a minor civil
division and a place. The enlargement shows the city
divided into segments of varying size and shape. These
are the city’s census tracts. They average about 4,000
persons and are socially homogeneous. They can be
thought of as small neighborhoods.

Figure E enlarges five census tracts in the southwest-
ern portion of Cedar Rapids. It shows the tract numbers
and key boundaries of the tracts. This might be thought
of as typical of an urban parish area such as that served
by Heritage Methodist church.

3.3.1 Using Census Data: An Example

When the Census Bureau completes its work on a
decennial census it releases several sets of tables
covering various American communities and neigh-
borhoods. These tables are released first in computer
tape form as “Standard Tape Files” and later as printed
reports similar to this excerpt from the Cedar Rapids
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area report.”

The previous section used the state of Iowa to
illustrate census geography. It moved from the state to
the county to the county subdivision level and in Linn
County (which is classified as metropolitan for census
purposes) to the tract level, and identified tracts 10, 11,
23, 24, and 30.01 as the “neighborhood” served by
Heritage United Methodist Church. This section intro-
duces the kinds of information available from the
Bureau of the Census, covers some key census terms,
and suggests, by example, some ways demographic
data can inform church mission planning. Persons
needing more detailed information on the census itself
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or sources of demographic data can turn to the sources
listed later in this chapter.

The first three tables look at three changes in this
five-tract area between 1970 and 1980. Table 1 looks at
population and household change. The neighborhood
is growing, but slowly; its 14 percentincrease is justa bit
higher than the nation’s 11 percent growth.

Table 1 also shows change in households. A
household, for census purposes, is a person or
collection of persons sharing a living unit. In this
neighborhood the number of households rose 42
percent in the ten years. Family households (two or
more related persons sharing a living unit) grew by 24
percent while the number of nonfamily households
(persons living alone or unrelated persons living
together) nearly tripled. The number of persons in
group quarters (institutional living arrangements such
as nursing homes, military barracks, prisons, extended
care hospital facilities, etc.) declined. The “typical”
household declined from 3.5 to 2.9 persons in the 10
years.

Table 2 turns to racial and ethnic changes. Comparing
racial-ethnic data over time can be risky because the
Census Bureau has asked these items different ways
and of different samples of the population. Between
1970 and 1980 these changes affect totals for the white,
Asian and Pacific Islander and Hispanic populations.
The 1980 data is much more reliable than data from
earlier censuses. While the number of minority group
persons has risen in percentage terms, this community
remains virtually all white.

Table 3 looks at change in the various age groups
within the community. While the tota] population rose
by just over 14 percent, there is great variation in
growth of specific groups. The number of young people
has declined quite sharply; at the same time other
groups are growing. The number of persons in their
twenties and thirties has grown significantly, as has the
number of older residents. The table gives Heritage
Church the useful information that the number of
persons age 75 and older (and thus likely to be prime
candidates for elderly housing) has risen from 764 in
1970 to 1,046 in 1980 (up 36.9 percent); in addition, the
number of persons age 65 to 74 has grown from 949 to
1,360 (up 43.3 percent),

The two population pyramids give further insight
into the age structure of the population and recent
changes in it. The pyramids are pictorial representa-
tions of the community, dividing it by age and sex. In
1970 the pyramid looked like a pyramid; wide at the
bottom, it narrows as it moves toward the top. By 1980
the shape is somewhat different. It is narrower at the
bottom (reflecting the decline in the number of children
and youth), widens toward the middle to reflect the
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General Characteristics of Persons: 1980 —Con.
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sizable number of “baby boom” residents, and begins
narrowing for the over-35 age groups.

What do table 3 and the two population pyramids tell
the comittee about Heritage’s neighborhood? First, that
in important respects it resembles the population of the
U.S. during the 1970s. The number of young adults and
elderly grew while the youngest population declined.
Second, it makes possible some educated guesses about
the near future. In all likelihood the community’s age
structure will change by 1990. The large number of
persons in their prime childbearing years will probably
contribute to an “echo effect”” as baby boomers begin
their own families; by 1990 this community’s popula-
tion profile will probably again broaden at the base. The
number of older persons will also grow, although
probably no faster than in the past decade. The reason
for this is the relatively small number of persons in the
45 to 54 age group. Third, as persons in the 25 to 34 age
group age, their incomes will tend to rise as they enter
their peak wage-earning years. This could strengthen
the neighborhood’s economic base.”

Tables 4 through 7 view socioeconomic changes
between 1970 and 1980. Table 4 shows a rise in the
number of college graduates from 8.5 percent of all
adults to 14.1 percent. Table 5 deals with labor force
participation in three categories: those employed
outside the home, those unemployed, and those
neither employed nor looking for work. Most notable is
the increasing proportion of the employed labor force
who are women. In 1970 women represented 36 percent
of workers; by 1980 they were 44 percent. The number
of women working outside the home grew by 78
percent in the decade.

Tables 6 and 7 examine family income; they include
only family households and not persons living alone or
in “unorthodox” living arrangements. Median family
income rose from $11,263 in 1969 (income is reported for
the year prior to the census) to $24,414 in 1979, an
increase of 117 percent or slightly above the rate of
inflation. Much of the increase can no doubt be
attributed to a rising number of two-income families.

Table 8 is particularly important as it shows the
diversity of household types broken down by major
racial-ethnic groups. Looking first at the bottom of the
table, 2,235 (21 percent) of the households are classified
as “nonfamilies.” These include the 1,744 households
of one person (from table 8) and 491 households of two
or more unrelated individuals. ‘“Family”” households
are of two types: those containing a married couple and
those with related individuals but no spouse present.
The neighborhood contains 4,215 married couple
households with children; such households represent
40 percent of the total and are the predominant
household type. Another 3,089 households contain

married couples without children; they account for 30
percent of the total. Overall, 70 percent of the
households contain married couples. The “no spouse
present’”” households are of two types: those headed by
men and those headed by women. They are again
subdivided into those with and without children
present. The table gives the information that 487 of the
neighborhoods’s households are female-headed single
parent households. While the number of minority
households is small, the table provides the interesting
finding that the vast majority are married couples with
children.

Table 9 provides a detailed breakdown of racial
groups. Race, for census purposes, is based on
self-classification. The census questionnaire listed the
groups reported in the table. Spanish origin persons,
shown in table 1, can be of any race. Ancestry is also
based on self-classification. Persons were asked to write
in their ancestry; no response categories were given.
Table 10 reports persons who gave a “single ancestry”
response (e.g., “Polish,” “Irish,” etc.); persons of
mixed background (““German-English,” ““Scottish-
Irish,” etc.) are listed under “multiple ancestry.”
Nearly half of the residents of this neighborhood
reported multiple ancestries. The largest single ances-
try group are German (16 percent), English (6 percent)
and Irish (5 percent). The vast majority of the
community’s residents are native Iowans; only one

rcent were born outside the United States.

Tables 11 through 13 deal with employment patterns.
Table 11 examines the industry in which employed
persons work. The largest numbers are in manufactur-
ing (32 percent), retail trade (17 percent) and education
(7 percent). Table 12 shifts to the kind of work people
do. Here there are significant numbers in blue-collar
occupations and lower-level white-collar jobs. Table 13
reveals that 69 percent of all families include two or
more workers.

The census includes a great deal of information on
housing units, some of which is summarized in Tables
14 and 15. The first shows that over three-quarters of
the neighborhoods housing units are owner occupied
and that these units have a median monthly mortgage
of $303. The 21 percent of the units that are rented have
a median rent of $309. Only three percent of all housing
units were vacant at the time of the census. Table 15
describes different types of neighborhood housing and
adds the information that homeowners estimate the
value of their homes to be $47,981.

Tables 16 through 18 all deal with population mobility
and are helpful to congregations considering member-
ship development programs. The first looks at how
long owner and renter-occupied housing units have
been occupied by their present residents. It suggests
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considerable turnover. Overall, 24 percent of the
neighborhood’s units had been occupied for one year or
less, with most of the turnover occurring in rental units.
Nearly 65 percent of renters had been in their present
unit for less than one year! Table 17 looks at where
current residents lived five years earlier. Just over half
lived in the same housing unit, 29 percent lived
elsewhere in Linn County, and another 9 percent lived
somewhere else in lowa. A scattering of current
residents were in another state, mainly in the Middle
West. Table 18 takes a third look at mobility, this time at
the type of community in which people resided five
years ago. Most (74 percent) were in the central city ofa
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (this figure
includes those who lived in Cedar Rapids in 1975). Six
percent were in a suburb of Cedar Rapids, 11 percent
were in another metropolitan area, and 9 percent were
in a nonmetropolitan community.

The final tables in the example all deal with poverty.
The poverty threshold varies by household type and
size of family. For a family of four with two related
children under age 18 it was $7,356 in 1979. For an
unrelated individual over 65 it was $3,479. Table 19
looks at poverty status of individuals. There were 957
individuals in households whose income was less than
75 percent of the poverty level, whose income is far
below that needed to reach the poverty threshold.
Approximately the same number had incomes close to
the poverty level—just above or just below. Most
residents are far above the poverty threshold; 86
percent had incomes two times that of poverty. Table 20
looks at poverty status for racial-ethnic groups. A
majority of the Spanish-origin families in the neighbor-
hood are living at below-poverty levels. Table 21 looks
at poverty for children and the elderly, and Table 22 at
poverty status of families: all families and those headed
by women. Most of the neighborhood’s elderly
residents have incomes above the poverty level. Note
that nearly one female-headed family in five is below

poverty.

3.3.2 Interpretation

Typically, analysis of a congregation’s demographic
setting raises questions that merit further research, and
that is the case of our statistical tour of south Cedar
Rapids. Nonetheless, it has revealed a number of things
that would be suggestive to Heritage’s community
goals committee.

First, what are some of the more salient findings? The
community’s residents are mainly middle class and
living in married-couple households. The neighbor-
hood is growing slowly and is fairly mobile, with
residential turnover being especially high in rental

units. In some respects the neighborhood is homogene-
ous; virtually all residents are white, native-born, and
of moderate income; in other respects it is heterogene-
ous; the neighborhood contains a mixture of age and
occupational groups, newcomers and long-term resi-
dents, persons in single-family homes and apartments.
Comparison of data from the 1970 and 1980 censuses
suggests the community is changing; there has been a
sizable increase in the number of nonfamily house-
holds, both the elderly and baby boom populations are
growing and the number of young children will
probably also grow in the eighties. Income levels are
rising—due in large part to an increase in the number of
working women.

The data suggests implications for Heritage’s concern
for evangelism and church growth. It would probably want
to look to an evangelism strategy that emphasizes
special attention to specific groups who require rather
different approaches.

First, the number of persons in their twenties and
thirties has been growing very rapidly. This group
includes young married couples and singles and will
fuel the anticipated rise in the number of young
children in the community. The church is wise to look
carefully at church-school programs, especially for very
young children, and at programs for singles, recogniz-
ing that each appeals to a different segment of the baby
boom generation. A significant portion of this genera-
tion remains at the periphery of congregational life, and
programs that build bridges to its members will require
considerable sensitivity.

Second, the number of older residents is also rising.
Heritage will want to look carefully at this population
and at recent migration patterns. Are these persons
relocating from other Cedar Rapids neighborhoods and
maintaining congregational ties elsewhere or are they
true “newcomers.” Membership recruitment and social
service efforts, such as low-cost housing programs,
might be combined in approaching this population.

Third, there has been a rise in the number of
nonfamily households (up 196 percent) and a rapid
turnover in rental housing (65 percent occupied in
1979-1980. Over 2,500 of the neighborhood’s housing
units were occupied in the single year prior to the
census. This suggests a need for active programs to
identify and welcome new community residents. The
shape of such programs depends on the willingness of
members and staff to visit new residents and families
and on available media (local newspapers, radio, and
television).

The data also suggests possibilities for community
service and action ministries. While the data suggests a
fairly “comfortable” suburban neighborhood inside the
central city, it also points to possible areas of concern.
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1980 CENSUS REPORT
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1970-1980 COMMUNITY TRENDS

1. Population and Household Change
# Change % Change

1910 1980 _1970-80  _19170-80
Population 26684 30505 3e21 14.3
Households 7398 10532 3134 g2.4
Families 66213 8242 1619 24.u
Non-families 775 2290 1515 195.5
In Group Quarters 527 n -150 -28,.5
Average Household Size 3.5 2.9 -0.7 -19.1
2. Racial-Ethnic Change
------ 1970----~ -=-----1980----- X Change
Total Pct. Total Pct. 1970-80
White 26573 99.6 30065 98.6 13.1
Black 52 0.2 218 0.7 319.2
Asian and Pacif/Isl 10 0.0 142 0.5 1320.0
Other 51 0.2 80 0.3 56.9
Hispanic 109 O.U 180 0.6 65S.1
3. Age Change

------ 1970====~ —=e==-1980----- X Change
Total Bete Total Pct. _1370-80

Years
0-u 2823 10.6 2335 7.7 -17.3
5-9 3345 12.5 2540 8.3 -24.1
10-14 3065 11.5 2702 8.9 -11.8
15-19 2275 8.5 2856 9.4 25.5
20-24 17865 6.6 2550 8.4 uy.5
25-34 3991 15.0 S970 19.6 49.6
35-uy 3264 12.2 3732 12.2 14,3
us-54 2815 10.5 2934 9.6 4.2
55-64 1637 6.1 2480 B.1 S1.5
65-74 949 3.6 1360 4.5 43.3
75« 764 2.9 1046 3.4 36.9
Median Age 25.2 28.7 13.9
Average Age 28.2 31.4 11.3

1970 Data Based on Geographic Adjustments by National Planning Data Corp.



”m 62 Handbook for Congregational Studies
1970 POPULATION PYRAMID
Pct. Nuo
Total 26255
Females 50.9 1358
Males 49.1 13112
-~--Females--- s=---Males~---.
Percent Percent
of of
Iotal Number Iotal Nusber
=]
1.9 515 L TN 0.9 249
||
e N
£275%
2.1 549 & )& 1.5 400
% ||%
EBXE53
3.1 823 s || = 3.0 814
s (] =
LHEEBS S REBSE
5.2 1375 ® 1 & 5.4 1441
& X &
SRS AXYSEEEBeE
6.1 1615 % N 2 6.2 1649
% ¥ ¢
EEPEEEL XIS ABGEoL e
7.8 2069 & i & 7.2 1922
& K] &
CEXLEAR DS ARSI 0 S
3.8 1013 & N s 2.8 752
SLLEBEB 0 BICLEEES
4,2 1109 <+ 11 % 4.4 1166
CRESTI0LLED] SELeLLS St HeD
5.6 1500 & i % 5.9 1565
VEXELILLEE D] 0GIELSOS S S an e
6.1 1639 = | 2 6.4 1706
BEEALETXIATSOS O LSE LSt ns
Se2 1375 t ] 5.4 1uug

N
TEESLELEIN0 OB EELT LS B
I-l-l-l~l-l-l-l-l-l_-ll-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l
10+ 9 8 76 5 4 3 2100123456728 9 10+
¢{--- Female Male --->
PERCENT




63

Context
1980 POPULATION PYRAMID
Pct. Number
Total 30505
Females 51.5 15702
Males u8.5s 14803
--~-Fenmales--- eeaad Males--=-
Percent Percent
of , of
Iotal Number ' Total Number
5|
2.5 762 | 0.9 284
|
|
228756
2.6 779 s {] % 1.9 561
¢ || ¢
T
4.1 1244 % il & 4.1 1236
& ¥ %
SRS S EEERLn
4.8 147S & il € 4.8 1459
& it ¢
SEHRAGYSESSLe
6.2 1878 % il L 6.1 1854
¢ K ¢
SEESALITALISEASEEURS TR
9.9 3030 % i % 9.6 2940
¢ il ¢
S2BLVLLAB A SSEELVESE LD
4.3 1305 2 it * 4.1 1245
SEEORESEA R0 SHE LSS G
4.8 1465 ] I ¥ 4.6 1391
SEILVLLATR] S 2EESSHBB
4.4 1348 % i1 % 4.4 1354
SBBLESTE R 0SSESEELED
4.2 1274 ¥ {1 * 4.2 1266
SUBLLEE 0SS TLE ST
3.7 1142 & il ] 3.9 1193
SECEEAR00EELTOSLLE
I=l=1=1=1=l=0l=1=01=01=00=0=0=0=0=0=0=0=1=1-]
10+ 9 8 7 6 S 4 3 210012 34 S67 8 9710+
{--- Fenale Male =--->

PERCENT



Handbook for Congregational Studies

4. Education Change (Persons Age 25 and Older)

5.

7.

Elementary: 0-8 Yrs.
High School: 1-3 Yrs.
4 Yrs.

College: 1-3 ¥Yrs.
4+ VYrs.

Median Years Completed

Average Years Completed

Total
1933

2107
6516
1664
1134

12.%
11.6

Employment Status Change (Persons 16 and Older)

Civilian Labor Force
Employed
Total
Male
Female
Unemployed
Total
Male
Female
Not in Labor Force
Total
Male
Female

Family Income Change

Less than §$ 5,000
$ 5,000 to $ 9,999
$10,000 to $14,999
£15,000 to $2u,999

-$25,000 to $49,999

$50,000 and Over
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 and Over

Income Change Summary

Median Family Income
Average Family Income

1969
11263
12179

s
g

- 2N

ORI
0 ¢ o o o
NN OUNO

1979
201y

25597

1397 8. =-27.7
1801 10.3 -14.5
8615 49.4 32.2
3177 18,2 90.9
2456 14.1 116.6
12.6 1.9
12.2 5.3
------ 1980-~--~ % Change

Iota)l Bet. 1970-80

15802 100.0 47.2
8839 55.9 29.4
6963 4y.1 78.4

668 100.0 131.9
367 S4.9 221.9
301 u5.1 73.0
5805 100.0 -1.4
1377 23.7 22.2
4428 76.3 -7.0
------ 1979----- % Change
Total Pct. 1969-79
235 2.9 -59.'4
411 5.0 -77.0
739 9.0 =75.5
2923 35.5 162.6
3631 4.1 308S5.1
289 3.5 170€.2
233 2.8 _—
56 0.7

¢ Change % Change

1969-79 1969-79
13151 116.8
13419 110.2
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8.

10.

11.

12,

Household Type

Asian Spanish
Family Households: Total Pct. White Black Pac/Isl 0QOrjigin_
Married Couple:
¥ith Own Children 4215 40.3 4034 57 21 24
Without Own Children 3089 29.5 3ouy 11 0 7
No Spouse Present:
Male Householder:
With Own Children 123 1.2 110 8 0 0
Without Own Children 94 0.9 79 0 0 0
Female Householder:
wWith Own Children us7 4.7 472 0 0 0
Without Own Children 220 2.1 220 0 0 0
Non-family Household 2235 21.U 2108 19 0 0
Race
Nymber Pctas Number Pct.
White 30065 98.6 Korean 25 0.1
Black 218 0.7 Rsian Indian 49 0.2
American Indian 11 0.0 Vietnamess2 22 0.1
gskimo 0 0.0 Hawaiian S 0.0
Aleut 0 0.0 Guamanian 0 0.0
Japanese 12 0.0 Samoan 0 0.0
Chinese 1a 6.0 Cther Races 69 0.2
Filipino 15 0.0
Ancestry
Number Pct. Number Pct.
Dutch kx>l 1.1 Polish 65 0.2
English 1918 6.3 Portuguese 6 0.0
French 159 0.5 Russian 18 0.1
German 4785 15.6 Scottish 86 0.3
Greek 19 0.1 Swedish 252 0.8
Hunagarian 50 0.2 Ukranian 0 0.0
Irish 14893 4.9 Other Ancestry 2017 7.9
Italian 236 0.8 Multiple Ancestry 15081 49.3
Norwegian 524 1.7 Not Specified 3160 10.3
Industry (Employed Persons RAge 16 and Older)
Nysber Pcte Number Pct.
Agric./Mining 100 0.6 Business/Repair 532 3.4
Construction 830 5.2 Recreation s5a3 3.4
Manufacturing 5018 31.7 Health Services 84?2 Se3
Transportation 678 4.3 Education 1143 7.2
Public Utilities 587 3.7 Other Professional u8s 3.1
Wholesale Trade 837 S.3 Public Admin. 580 3.7
Retail Trade 2646 16.7 Armed Forces 14 0.1
Finance/Insurance 981 6.2
Occupation (Employed Persons Rge 16 and Older)
Number Bct. Nypber Bect.
Executive/Manager 1482 9.4 Other Services 1462 9.3
Professional 1528 9.7 Farming/Forest 56 0.U
Technical 522 3.3 Craft Worker 2219 14.0
Sales 1771 11.2 Machine Operator 1825 11.5
Clerical 3148 19.9 Transportation 705 8.5
Private Household 37 0.2 Laborers 846 S.4
Protective Service 201 1.3
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13.

4.

15.

16.

17,

18.

19.

Workers per Family

No WHorkers
1 Worker
2 or More Workers

Housing Units

Owner Occupied
Renter Occupied
Vacant

Housing Units at Address

Number Pcte.
1 8742 80.7
2 to 9 866 8.0

Median Value of Owner Occupied Non-Condominjium Units:

Length of Occupancy (Housing Units)

Total  Pct.
1 Year or Less 2541 24.1
2- S Years 3074 29.1
6-10 Years 1468 13.9
11-20 Years 2261 21 .4
21-30 Years 8us 8.0
More Than 30 Years 368 3.5
Residence in 1975 (Persons Age S and 01
Number Pct.
Same House 14546 51.6
Different House:
Same County 8140 28.9
Diff. County:
Same State 2649 9.4

Hetfopolitan Area Residence in 1975 (Persons Age 5 and Older)

In Metro Area in 1980:
Same Metro Area as in 197S:
Central City
Suburb
Diff. Metro Area Than in 1975
Not in Metro Area in 1975

Poverty Status of Persons

Income in 1979:

Below 75 Percent of Poverty Level
Between 75 and 124 Percent

Between 125 and 149 Percent

Between 150 and 199 Percent

200 Percent of Poverty Level and Above

Number

20951
1735
3126
2399

Number Bct.
uss S.6
2109 25.6
5661 68.8
Median Monthly
Number Pct. Mortgage/Rent
8229 75.9 303
2303 21.2 309
306 2.8
Number  pct.
10 or more 816 7.5
Mobile Home/Trailer a1y 3.8
479861
Quner Bct.  Renter Pct.
1069 12.9 1472 64.7
2063 29.7 611 26.9
1349 16.3 119 S.2
2221 26.8 40 1.8
827 10.0 21 0.9
357 4.3 11 0.5
der)
Number Pct.
Different State:
Northeast 154 0.5
North Central 1749 6.2
South 431 1.5
West 437 1.5
Abroad 105 0.4

o
n
(lad
[

~
s N i o 3

v oW
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Below 75 % | %
75 & - 124 ¥ | &%
125 ¥ - 149 X% |&
15¢ £ - 199 =% | &%
200 £ or Greater | SESELEVELELAEASETE LS IIL LTS LBV X LLIALLLROD
Rt XSt EX S S Rt il Bl Eebetled Eedaieted Betetatll Eatinded Bt |
0 10 20 30 uo S0 60 70 80 90 100
20. Poverty Status of Racial-Ethnic Groups
Asian Spanish
Jotal Pct. Yhite Black Pac/Isl Qrigin_
Above Poverty Level 28786 95 .4 25865 183 0 52
Below Poverty Level 1391 4.6 1280 17 0 108
21. Poverty Status of Children and Persons Age 65 and Older
------ Children in Families-=--~-- ----Elderly----
Under S Yrse. 5-17 Yrs. 65+ Yrs.
Number Pct, Number Pect: Number Pet.
Above Poverty lLevel 2276 98.0 6703 93.4 1821 93.8
Below Poverty Level 46 2.0 u17 6.6 121 6.2
22, Poverty Status of Families
Families with
All Families Female Head
Number Pct. Number Bet.
Above Poverty level 7940 96.5 583 82.5
Below Poverty lLevel:
With Children:
Under 6 Yrs. and 6-17 Yrs. 42 0.5 19 2.7
Ynder 6 Yrs. Only k11 0.4 23 3.3
6-17 Yrs. Only 174 2.1 82 11.¢€
Without Children as 0.5 0 0.0
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The census counted about 1,400 individuals who
were below the poverty level in 1979—4.¢ percent of the
total population. In addition, many individuals and
families have incomes only slightly above poverty
status. Poverty strikes Hispanics and single parent
families headed by women more than other groups
(16.5 percent of all female householder families are
below poverty). Heritage might begin to explore the
services and assistance available to poor residents,
perhaps in coalition with churches in other Cedar
Rapids neighborhoods.

The fact that over two-thirds of all neighborhood
families contain two or more workers and the increase
in the number of women working outside the home
suggests a possible need for day care and other types of
service for children of working parents. This will be
especially important if the number of births increases in
the 1980s.

There is evidence of need for attention to the elderly.
This population is growing rapidly and will probably
continue to grow in the 1980s and 1990s. Census data
alone cannot tell the committee the extent of the need
for elderly housing, but it is certainly an area needing
attention.

3.3.3 Using Census Data in Congregations

A small amount of advance planning can take much
of the difficulty out of working with demographic data.
Experience with churches of different denominations
has found the following steps to be particularly helpful:
—Give careful advance thought to the boundaries of the

community or neighborhood served by the congre-

gation. The mapping exercises discussed in an earlier
session are helpful.

—Some churches find that their “neighborhood”” or
“parish area” is in two parts: the immediate
neighborhood in which the church building is located
and a wider area (sometimes covering several
townships or counties) from which many members
commute. Some churches may therefore find it
helpful to divide their community analysis into two
parts. Heritage, for example, might want to look at its
neighborhood alongside the entire city.

—Many church leaders are unfamiliar or uncomfortable
with working with statistical data; others find such
work exciting. It is helpful to identify in advance
those members who make use of such data in their
work and who can help interpret community data.
Examples include community or educational plan-
ners, market analysts, public officials, bankers,
antipoverty workers.

—Assign or delegate someone to familiarize him- or
herself with the key concepts and terms used in the

presentation of census data. Most suppliers of census
data publish study guides and other materials to
assist census users.

—Experiment with creative ways of displaying the data
itself. Oftentimes a chart or graph can convey
information more dramatically than a statistical table.

—Encourage users of the data to “translate” the
numbers into terms and experiences with which they
are personally familiar. In a discussion of mobilj
patterns, for example, urge people to think what they
went through during a relocation from one commu.-
nity to another. When talking about changes in
household patterns, help people visualize the factors
associated with such changes.

—One useful way to work with census data is to
prepare three sheets of paper (or newsprint for a large
group) labelled “Surprises,” “Important Findings for
Our Church,” and “Areas Needing More Explora-
tion.” By listing findings on each sheet as it works
through the statistics the committee will have the
beginnings of a summary.

—Be wary of projecting past trends into the future.
While trend data provides clues to the future shape of
a community’s population (for example, a growing
young adult population may be followed by increases
in the number of births), one decade’s trend often
presages the next decade’s countertrend!

3.3.4 A Note on Sources of Demographic Data:

The Bureau of the Census, through the Government
Printing Office, makes available hundreds of printed
Teports containing tables from a decennial census.
These reports are often available in public libraries or
through a network of State Data Centers and affiliates.
Most of the State Data Centers are located within state
government agencies. The Bureau of the Census
(Washington, D.C. 20233) can refer churches to a local
source. The Bureau is also the primary resource for
information on the census itself. Local, county, regional
and state planning offices are valuable sources of data
and information on population changes and trends.

A number of public agencies and private companies
also make census and other demographic data available
to church groups, often in a form that makes the data
more accessible to persons without demographic
backgrounds. These groups are not listed here because
they and their products are continually changing.
Several denominations have active programs to make
demographic data to churches, usually at low cost,
many working through Census Access for Planning in
the Church (CAPC), based at Concordia College (River
Forest, IL 60305).

Because the census itself is conducted only at
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ten-year intervals there are difficulties in obtaining
up-to-date population data late in the decade. The
Census Bureau and states do conduct occasional
“special censuses,” and several government agencies
and private firms prepare population and income
estimates for incorporated places. State Data Centers
and local planning groups are good sources of
information on these updates.

3.4 Social Interaction

Having examined how demographic trends set
conditions for a congregation, it is appropriate now to
explore the social fabric of the community and the way
the congregation fits within it. The questions are varied
and complex, as are the methods for answering them.
What are the major groups? Who interacts with whom?
Who wields power and influence? What are the sources
of unity and of division? Where does the congregation
fit into this mosaic of structures and processes? To
answer questions such as these requires more than
“factual” and “objective” information alone; a more
sensitive and searching investigation of the qualitative
character of the social context is needed. Put simply,
community and congregational analysis requires a
healthy ““sociological imagination” and a grasp of the
interconnectedness of social life.

For the individual or study group concerned to know
more about a neighborhood or community, there are
various ways of gathering information. Particularly
important is information gained from key informants:
community leaders, pastors, school principals, realtors,
business people. More specific sources of community
data are usually available as well: town histories,
church records, business and commercial surveys,
information collected by “grass-roots” organizations.
And of course there is no substitute for the direct
observation of individuals and groups in the public
arena. Attendance at meetings of a community’s board
of selectmen or city council; neighborhood planning
boards; football games, parades and concerts; church
suppers and bazaars; political rallies, wakes, bar
mitzvahs and cocktail parties becomes crucial for
adding human flesh to statistical bones.

Practically speaking, a church study committee is
likely to rely on a variety of methods and will attempt to
put together a composite portrait of a community using
the information available. Three aspects especially
important for congregational analysis are: social groups,
community involvement, and power and influence. Let us
examine each of these, keeping Heritage United
Methodist Church and its neighborhood in mind.

3.4.1 Social Groups

Every neighborhood or community of any size
consists of numerous and varied social groups. There
are social classes, whose members possess roughly
equivalent amounts of “the good things of life”"—
wealth, power and prestige. A person’s social class
undergirds and affects his or her life-situation in almost
limitless ways: personal identity and self-esteem,
life-style, mental and physical health, aspirations,
values, and beliefs, to name but a few. There are racial
and ethnic groups, whose members share common
origins and a distinctive subculture. Demographic data
provides clues to the presence of class and racial and
ethnic groups. In most communities there are also
purposeful groups, whose members share common
interests or concerns, which sets them apart from
others. Voluntary organizations are the prime exam-
ples: churches and synagogues, the PTA, Boy Scouts,
political parties, League of Women Voters, NAACP,
single-parents’ associations, hospice support. In every
community there is a wide range of such organizations.

The character of community group life is important to
congregations for a number of reasons:
—Congregations tend to remain divided along racial

and ethnic, social class, and lifestyle lines. Thus
people speak of ““black,” “white,” “high status,” and
“working class” churches. In socially homogeneous
communities this is frequently a reflection of the
composition of the community itself; in others it
reflects the varying group composition within the
community. Congregations minister to specialized
segments of the community. In either case, group
identities give shape to the life of the congregation in
its worship style, leadership patterns, definitions of
mission, religious beliefs, and ethical norms.

—Congregations in which there is a great deal of
overlap in group memberships may serve as espe-
cially strong “plausibility structures’ for traditional
religious interpretations. However, they also affect
the congregation’s ability to integrate new members
or to modifying programs to meet changing circum-
stances and needs. In the words of one old-timer,
“We’ve been here over two hundred years and we’ve
proved ourselves. If you want us to take you
seriously, you'll have to do the same.”

—Conflict within congregations is often a reflection of
group divisions in the larger community. This is
especially true for congregations located in com-
munities of rapid social, ethnic, and economic change
or where sharp political divisions pervade commu-
nity life.

—Members’ group involvements help to shape the
public identity of the congregation. They ““locate” the
congregation in the mind of the larger community.
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Thus a New England political leader was advised
when she moved to a new community, “To be
anybody in this town you have to vote Republican
and join the Congregational church!”

—The group involvements of members provide impor-
tant natural linkages between the congregation and
community life. These ties are often the source of new
members and form the basis for developing alliances
around shared concerns.

Since the time of de Tocqueville, visitors from other
nations have been struck by Americans’ love for
organizations. Americans continue to be “joiners.” In
1983, the National Opinion Research Corporation
surveyed a cross section of 1,599 Americans and asked
about the groups or organizations to which they
belong. Over 73 percent listed at least one group.” The
following were most often mentioned:

Group % Belonging
Church-affiliated groups 38
Sports groups 21
Nationality groups 17
Professional or academic societies 16
Labor unions 14
School service groups 14
Youth groups 11
Service clubs 10
Literary, art, discussion or study groups 10
Hobby or garden clubs 10

Fraternal groups

Veterans’ groups

Political clubs

School fraternities or sororities
Farm organizations

B g1t 3O

A relatively simple exercise for identifying commu-
nity group patterns is to use the above list as a guide to
specific groups represented in the community. The
study committee can use a sheet of newsprint for each
broad category. For each group represented in the
community, note the approximate number of members
involved and those with which the congregation has a
formal or official relationship. The example looks at
service clubs and groups and political groups.

The study of community groups depends in large
part on the particular issues facing the congregation.
Persons in Heritage Church with evangelism concerns
might want to focus on the group involvements of
newcomers to their area. One approach would be to
bring together persons who have joined the church in
recent years to identify the groups or organizations to
which they belong. Patterns of new member group
involvements are often helpful in identifying friendship
networks that represent potential sources of additional

Community Groups

SERVICE CLUBS AND GROUPS

Number Involved Ties
Lions Club 10 Two trustees active
Chamber of Com-
merce 4 None
Elks 3 Marginally impor-
tant
Kiwanis 9 Pastor on board
Rotary 25 Use grounds for
annual picnic
Jaycees 1 Ought to develop a
relationship
Cedar Rapids Nutri- 5 Active as volun-
tion Service teers
West Side Hospice 2 In the church bud-
get
West Side Housing, 5 Founded by
Inc. churches; former
pastor active
FISH 10 Meets in parish
house
Alcoholics Anony- ? Meets in parish
mous house

POLITICAL GROUPS

Number Involved Ties
Democratic Town 3 Chaired by church
Committee member
Republican Town 4 Two deacons are
Committee members
League of Women 15 Close ties through
Voters chair of social ac-
tion committee
Citizens for Housing 1 Supported in bud-
Justice get; church has
slot on board
Christians for Peace 20 Pastor a leader; has
Action Now been source of
six new mem-
bers
National Organiza- 8 Meets in parish hall
tion for Women
United Black Voters 0 Becoming impor-
tant;
should have ties
Elders for Action 20 Ladies guild is a

contributor

new church members. Those concerned with housing
might use a list of key community groups with which
the church has strong relationships and which might
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represent “allies” in the effort to construct new housing
for the elderly.

Analyzing the key groups and organizations present
within the local community can be a helpful way of
identifying the affiliative and friendship patterns of
existing members. Perhaps more important, it can also
identify segments of the local community with which
the congregation has few ties. It is one simple, but
effective way of “mapping” the church’s relationship to
its community.

3.4.2 Community Involvement

The social life of a community is differentiated along
many lines: vertically as in the case of social class and
racial and ethnic group status, and horizontally as in the
case of voluntary organizations. Another example of
horizontal differences important in all communities is
the degree of involvement in local community institutions. In
a highly mobile society where almost one-fifth of the
population moves annually, attachments to the local
community are highly variable. So tenuous and weak
are such bonds that some neighborhoods can be
referred to as “communities of limited liability”—that
is, settings in which people are cautious about investing
too much of their commitment.** If people will soon be
moving out of the community, typically they begin
disengaging themselves from voluntary activities.

Animportant question to be explored in a community
study is the extent of involvement in and commitment
to the community itself. Partly this is a matter of length
of residence. The longer a person has been in a
community the greater the chances he or she will have
become anchored in its social life. But also, of course,
depth of involvement and attachment are crucial. For
many, churches are a natural setting for becoming
involved and establishing social contacts. Ties within
the congregation serve to bind the individual to the
community, its values, and way of life.

In Cedar Rapids, where 24 percent of the neighbor-
hood’s housing units had been occupied for one year or
less, length of residence is becoming important for
congregations. The community is aging, but it is also
becoming more diverse with an influx of newcomers.
For congregations this raises several key questions:

—Who are the “new” people moving into the
community and how is Heritage Church related to
them?

—How is the increased diversity along class, race,
and ethnic lines reflected in housing patterns? Is
there greater housing segregation and if so, how
does this affect Heritage’s own sense of its
“parish?”

—Where do various groups interact—in the neigh-
borhood, in the workplace, in political organiza-
tions, in congregations? The “‘turf’ on which
groups meet is important in shaping intragroup
and intergroup relations and images.

—To what extent is the congregation controlled by
“old-timers?”

—Are there differences in religious beliefs and styles
of institutional commitment between newcomers
and old-timers?

3.4.3 Power and Influence

Like other voluntary organizations, congregations
are organized to meet goals. Frequently those goals
include attempts to exert influence in the community.
This places the congregation into the arena of commu-
nity power relationships. To “get things done,” to bring
about change, requires realistic and responsible action
in the social and political arena.

Tounderstand how a congregation fits into this larger
picture one must look at community power structures.
Exactly how power and influence operate in local
communities is a matter of some scholarly debate.
There are two prevailing models of community power
offering quite different scenarios: the “power elite”
versus the “pluralist’ perspectives.

According to the power elite model, power is highly
centralized in the political and corporate sectors. The
elitist conception of power s that the basic decisions in a
community are made by a handful of leaders who
occupy high-level positions (e.g., high-status profes-
sionals, administrators, and major government offi-
cials). Decisions are made at the top and carried out at
lower levels. For example, Floyd Hunter found in
Atlanta in the 1950s that a relatively small number of
decision-makers controlled public policy in the city.*
The power elite consisted mainly of businessmen, who
formed committees to discuss and formulate policies.
Their decisions were channeled through a fluid
structure of institutional and associational groupings to
a lower echelon that executed their decisions.

The major alternative is the pluralist model. Pluralists
argue that in most communities there are many interest
groups competing for influence at any given time. Each
group influences all others to some degree; yet each acts
independently. At times groups have common inter-
ests, but usually they conflict and moderate each
other’s efforts in exercising power. This perspective
emphasizes the role of voluntary organizations in
mobilizing influence around specific concerns. For
example, Robert Dahl in a study of New Haven,
Connecticut, concluded that influence is highly dif-
fused: the economic elite had interest mainly in urban
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redevelopment, ethnic groups had distinct but limited
interests, and few of the social elite were involved in
bringing pressure to bear on local government. Com-
munity power was held by a majority coalition, and
groups making up this coalition shifted periodically,
combining and recombining into new controlling
constituencies.

Which perspective is correct? Both are, or may be.
Communities vary in power structures: some are more
closed and oligarchical; others are more open and
flexible. Some communities are dominated by a single
industry (e.g., a factory town or college community),
others are very diverse economically and institution-
ally. Also, communities change over time in their
power structures as a result of leadership changes,
emerging new coalitions, and changing issues and
concerns. By their nature, power relations are fragile
and volatile, vulnerable to forces of conflict and
competition. Power abhors a social vacuum, and
whenever there is opportunity for leadership to move
in on new realms of influence one can expect shifts in
the power structure.

Building on social scientific studies of power and
influence, George D. Younger has developed four
helpful approaches to examining community power
structures. He calls these reputational, decisional, struc-
tural, and communications methods. The choice of
method depends in part on the study committee’s own
assumptions about the exercise of community power
and influence and the particular problem or issue it is
examining.?

Power Worksheets
REPUTATIONAL METHOD

What It Is: A method to find out who people in the
community say has the power.

1. How to Do It: Ask a lot of people who they think the
leaders and influential people are.
Sample questions:
Who really runs things here in town?
Who is really in charge around here?
Who really has the power?

2. Keep track of the answers you get to your questions.
Those who are mentioned the most times or in the
most different places are the ones this method will
identify for you.

Example:

Mayor—mentioned 21 times
Head of bank—mentioned 13 times
School superintendent—mentioned 10 times

Department store owner—mentioned 9 times
Factory owner—mentioned 7 times
Heritage Church’s pastor—mentioned 4 times

3. If you are able to talk to these people themselves,
you can carry your study one step further by asking
them who they think the leaders and influential
people are, or to whom they turn most often for
help.

Sample Questions:

Who is in charge around here?

Who do you turn to when you want help on a
community project?

Who really has the power?

COMMUNICATIONS METHOD

WhatItls: A method to find out who communicates with
whom and how messages get through to a
specified target.

1. How to Do It: Choose a given target to whom you
want messages, letters or statements of support to
get through to.

Example:

One school board member who could tip a vote in
favor of your project is wavering in how she will
vote. You want her to support your project.

2. Put out the word to a number of people who you
know have some connection with the school board
member and who favor your position.

Example:

Talk with other school board members who are on
your side of the issue, groups in the community
(including church groups) who are friends or
coworkers of the board member. Ask each to speak
with her about voting for your proposal and to report
back to you with the results of their initiative.

3. Check on what happens as a result of your work and
who, specifically, is most effective in obtaining
contact with the school board member.

Example:

Either from those who were asked to report back or
the school board member herself (or someone close
to her who would have this information) discover
who was most effective in getting through to the
member with information.

STRUCTURAL METHOD

Whatltls: A method to find out who in the community
is connected with what organizations, and how
those organizations are related to each other.
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1. How to Do It: Look up information on who in your
community is connected with the most influential
organizations or those which most affect the issues
you are working on.

Possible Resources:

Who's Who in America

City directory

Federal Reserve lists of bank stockholders
Chamber of Commerce membership lists
Labor unions

Lists of public officials

Lists of political campaign contributors
Newspaper clipping files

2. List for every organization the persons who are in
the most important positions—officials and board
members.

3. Trace people who are on more than one board or
who work with more than one institution. These are
people who hold the structure together.

Example:

One man, who is a bank president, also sits on the
board of a local corporation, heads the United Way
organization, is a vestryman at an important church
and serves on the mayor’'s urban redevelopment
advisory commission.

DECISIONAL METHOD

WhatlItls: A method to find out who has the power by
checking who actually is involved in making
decisions on a given issue or situation.

1. How to Do It: Pick out an issue that concerns your
group which has already been decided (or one you
have started to work on and are prepared to keep
track of).

Example:

A church committee wants a traffic light on a busy
corner.

2. Trace through with those who worked on the issue
(or keep track while you are working on it) all the
groups and persons they had to see, wrote letters to,
or attended hearings before in order to get action.

Example:

For a traffic light saw traffic commissioner, who
referred us to assistant commissioner, who took us
to a traffic engineer. Then we contacted our city
councilor and the local newspaper and radio station.
After a demonstration at the corner with neighbor-
hood parents we had a response from the traffic

commissioner, the mayor’s office and the councilor.
This finally got action.

3. Analyze the results of your contact with each person
or agency involved in decision making and identify
who was most responsible for getting action or
blocking it.

Example:
Analyzing the above case you might conclude that
the political officeholders (the mayor, traffic com-
missioner and councilor), reinforced by media
pressure, had more to say about getting the traffic
light than the technical group (assistant traffic
commissioner, traffic engineer).

Practically speaking, the various methods are likely
to be used in combination in a given community. One
method may be more useful in one setting than
another, or certain methods may lend themselves better
to some decision-making issues than other. What is
crucial is not the method chosen but what it reveals
about the community and its power structure. Alterna-
tive methods can help check on the validity and
generalizability of your observations.

1. Whatis the relationship between the congregation
and the community power structure? Are community
“influentials” present in the congregation? If so, how
does their representation affect decision-making in the
congregation regarding community issues? In com-
munities with elitist power structures, influence gen-
erally flows from the top down and the congregation
may be one of the arenas through which it flows; this
pattern was documented in Liston Pope’s classic
studies of “mill churches” in southern textile manufac-
turing communities.?! In this circumstance, a church or
synagogue often finds itself constrained by dominant
ideological interests and limited in its independence. In
more pluralist settings, congregations often function
more as voluntary associations in the pursuit of one
cause or another. Often the expectations in pluralist
communities are that congregations will be active in a
range of social activities and action-oriented program-
ming.

2. What constitutes a “religious”” concern within the
community? The boundaries or limits of appropriate
“religious” concern vary in different communities and
among congregations in the same community. Many
factors affect the way concerns are defined: the
community’s religious heritage, community norms, the
social composition of the congregations, the ability of
pastors and lay leaders to focus issues and set priorities.
In some places, usually those with diverse constituen-
cies, the definition of “what is religious” is up for grabs,
and congregations are free to engage themselves in the
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full range of community concerns and issues. In others,
churches and synagogues have a more clearly defined
role.

3. In what ways do congregations exercise power
and influence? Churches and synagogues vary in how
they respond to the challenges. In a heterogeneous,
mobile community the chances are greater that congre-
gations will become centers for discussion and action;
community norms of openness and responsiveness to
issue-oriented concerns will enter the congregation. In
more homogeneous settings, where ‘“‘grass-roots”
causes are fewer, churches are more likely to avoid such
“intrusions.”

4. What is the pastor’s role in the community? Is he
or she part of the structures of power and influence? In
some settings clergy roles are defined quite specifically,
in others less so. Community traditions, the congrega-
tion’s history and prestige, pastoral tenure and person-
ality all shape the pastor's community role. Often in
racial minority or working-class communities the pastor
is a major bridge between the congregation and
community. This role is frequently critical in defining
intergroup relationships and setting the terms on which
groups can cooperate. In almost every setting the pastor
is a potential power figure and is able to “‘connect” with
diverse agencies, constituencies and interests. Self-
critical awareness of existing networks and their
opportunities and limitations, is essential to a pastor’s

RELIGIOUS SURVEY CARD

Address: .....ccivenncnnns vesseene vevenenas Name :
1. How many persons live at this address?

............

understanding of his or her influence in the commu-

nity.

3.5 The Church in the Context

To this point the chapter has looked at the social
context with relatively little attention to religion’s role in
it. There are a number of ways to obtain information on
a community’s religious “climate’” and the activities of
churches and synagogues. Many are quite simple.

—Assign committee members to attend worship at
each of the community’s churches and syna-
gogues, giving special attention to what is said
about the congregation’s role and program in the
community. Be alert to the way you are received as
an “outsider.”

—Visit the local library and check for books and
articles that trace the religious history of your
community.

—Take a careful look at church buildings and
grounds at various times of the day. What intended
and unintended messages do the church facilities
communicate to the public?

—Convene local pastors for an informal discussion of
the neighborhood and the church’s role in it.

—Gather a small group of community leaders (town
planner, welfare worker, city council representa-

No information because: Not at homeD RefusedD Type of home: SlngleD DupllxD

Multiple unltD Town houseD

------------------

(Inquire about family composition, e.g., "Is that a husband, wife and
two children?”

Make checks in parentheses in colum 1 for eaoh. Put

an X in front of designation for person being interviewed.)
2. Could you give me the approximate ages? (Record in colwm 2, oldeat child at top.)

3. Is anyone In the home a member of a church, parish, or synagogue anywhere? ...... Where? ...

Record name of church an

++ What denomination?

omination in colum 3. If not local, write denomination and oity. If non-member,put dash.

&. If membership ias out of tam, or if persone are not members, ask: Do you attend a local church? ... .Which? ...

Do the children attend Sunday School? ..., Where? (i/rite specific name of church in colum 4.)
5. During the last full twelve months did you attend church more than half the Sundays? More than five times? At

least once? How about {the other church members in the home)? (Record in colwm 5 making check mark for each pereon.)
6. If not member or attender, ask for denominational preference or background, record in colum 6.

FAMILY COMPOS'N AGé What church? Where? Denom.

2.]3. CHURCH MEMBERSHIP 4, CHURCH ATTENDED
Specific church? one {1-5 |6~25R6-52

5. FREQ. ATTENDANCE | 6. DENOM. PREFERENCE OR |
BACKGROUND

Husband ()

Wife ()

Other adult( )

SUNDAY SCH. ATTENDED

child ()

child ()
chiid ()
child ()
Child ()

7. About how long have you Vived at this address?

How long in this general area?

8. Where did you live before? State

particlpating? Very interested Interested

City or towm:
9. If a new Protestant church were be started, welcoming people of mﬁ denominations,
ﬁ Maybe, dom't know

1d you be interested in
Not interested
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tive) for an evening’s discussion of the commu-
nity’s problems and future and ways the congre-
gation can help shape it.

— Examine the local news media for stories about
congregations and their ministries. What is treated
as “religious news”’?

_ Collect a few months’ church advertisements from
local newspapers. What are congregations at-
tempting to communicate about their ministry and
program? Do the advertisements themselves
change or does the same advertisement appear
each week?

These are rather informal methods for looking at
religion’s relationship to community life. There are
more formal methods as well.

3.5.1 The Religious Census

Since the U.S. Census does not obtain information on
religious affiliation or preference, data on religious
background and practice is not readily available. There
are a number of ways to fill this void. One is the
religious census.

Religious censuses were quite popular in the 1950s,
especially in growing neighborhoods and in connection
with new church development efforts. Usually con-
ducted ecumenically under the auspices of a council of
churches or local clergy group, most censuses relied on
volunteers going house-to-house within the neighbor-
hood.

The procedures for a religious census are quite
simple. Interviewers are assigned specific streets or
buildings and carry cards asking for the name and age
of household members and their church membership
and Sunday school participation patterns. See the
sample survey card on page 74. When all of the
interviews are completed, a summary is compiled for
participating congregations and the cards of those with
a specific denominational preference are shared with
the appropriate congregation.

In recent years, religious censuses have fallen out of
favor. Many feel the results are not worth the
considerable volunteer effort involved. Fora “religious
profile,” however, the religious census remains a
valuable tool.

3.5.2 Religion’s “Public Presence”

A fairly structured approach to assessing the partici-
pation of religious groups in public life was utilized by a
team of researchers studying the Hartford, Connecticut
metropolitan area. Using volunteer interviewers, the
researchers conducted hour-long interviews with a
cross section of the region’s leaders.

The selection of leaders was made in several stages.

First, twenty religious and secular leaders were each
asked to identify five persons in several sectors of public
life who they felt were broadly knowledgeable about
life in Greater Hartford. The sectors were business and
corporate affairs, education, politics, the media, social
service and voluntary agencies, minority group con-
cerns, and the professions. To the original list were
added the names of persons not listed but holding
comparable positions in the community and persons
listed by a local television station as part of the Federal
Communications Commission’s ““ascertainment pro-
cess.” From the final list fifty individuals were chosen to
be interviewed with attention to gender, racial-ethnic
background, and city-suburban background. Inter-
views were completed with forty-four of the fifty
persons selected.

3.5.2.1 Interviewer Guidelines

The researchers were concerned with leadership
perceptions of community life and the religious
community’s role in it. Interviewers worked with a
pretested interview instrument. Interviewers were
given these guidelines:

— In making the appointment to conduct the
interview, explain that the study is being con-
ducted to explore the views of community leaders
about community life in Greater Hartford and the
religious community’s role in public life. Give an
idea of the areas to be covered, and explain that
you need about one hour to complete the
interview.

— Keep the interview itself as informal as possible.
The interview guide should be just that—a guide.
This means that you should know the questions
you want to ask before you begin the interview,
and you should know them well enough so you
can skip around a bit to follow the flow of the
discussion. Study the interview guide before-
hand!

— Above all, remember that your task is to draw out
the feelings, perceptions, and observations of the
person being interviewed. You are not there to
defend the church or to argue your own beliefs.
You are there to listen and to learn—although you
may find that occasionally sharing a bit of yourself
will keep the discussion moving.

__ Probe for details and specifics. Give the person
time to make his or her points and pursue a
particular line of thought, but if the discussion
wanders too far, bring it back to the point or move
on. Not everyone will be able or willing to answer
every question. That is OK.
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— The anonymity of the interviewee should be

guaranteed and honored. In no case should you
use the name of the person in discussing the
interview with others unless you have explicit
permission to do so.

Sample Outline of Topics
for Community Leader Interviews

. American Jewish support for Israel, clergy sup-

port of the civil rights and disarmament move-
ments, Catholic prolife efforts, and the Moral
Majority bring to mind different images of
religious groups’ attempts to influence public
policy. What are your impressions and feelings
about these attempts to influence public policy,
their methods, effectiveness, legality, and theo-

logical integrity?

. What would you describe as the major issues

facing this community?

- What is your sense of the impact religious leaders

and groups now have on public issues in local
community? Are there persons or groups that have
special impact?

- Is there an issue or concern in which you have taken

an active interest or role? Were there religious
groups that have made their voices heard on this
issue? If a religious group, church, synagogue, or
clergyperson wanted to affect the outcome of
decisions regarding this issue, what would be the
most effective way for them to proceed?

- People sometimes speak of churches and syna-

gogues as assets to a community. Can you think of
specific ways such organizations make contribu-
tions to the life of this community? Are there
particular congregations or religious groups that
seem to be doing an especially good job in this
community? Are there religious leaders whose
views and opinions are especially valued by
persons in positions of secular leadership in the
community?

- Have there been occasions when you personally

have found the input of a religious group or leader
important for your own reflection/decision on an
issue facing you?

- Will you tell me something about your own

religious beliefs and views?

- Do you presently attend a church or synagogue? If

yes, how would you assess the importance of your
congregation or pastor in helping you deal with
choices and decisions around public issues and
concerns? If no, under what kind of circumstances
could you envision yourself becoming involved in
a church or synagogue?

3.5.2.2 Analysis

For the study from which this instrument was taken,
the researchers taped and transcribed all of the
interviews, which were then examined for their
content. Each substantive comment was placed on a
three-by-five-inch card, similar comments were
grouped, and a detailed written report was prepared
summarizing the major findings from the study.?

Less elaborate procedures for analysis will be
adequate for most congregations assessing religion’s
role in their community. One method is to prepare
several sheets of newsprint covering themes such as the
following:

— What Is Special About Our Community?

— What Special Problems Does Our Community
Face?

— In What Ways Do Congregations Represent
Assets to Our Community?

— How Can Our Congregation Be a More Effective
Public Presence in Our Community?

3.5.3 Possibilities for Community Mission

One of the main reasons congregations seek to
understand their social context is to assess possibilities
for community-oriented programming. This is true of
Heritage United Methodist Church. Some members see
the need for increased efforts in housing for the elderly,
while others would have the church begin new work in
evangelism and church growth.

The study of a congregation’s social context will not,
of course, tell a church what it must do. It can document
and clarify community needs and suggest strategic
options for meeting them, but church leaders must still
make choices and set priorities among them.

One simple technique for obtaining a sense of
members’ community mission priorities is suggested by
the “Community Mission Questionnaire” developed
by the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries.?
This simple instrument is designed to elicit responses to
a wide variety of local mission possibilities. It can be
used in a number of ways. If a congregation is devoting
an evening or part of a planning retreat to outreach
ministries, it is possible to have each group member
complete the questionnaire just before a break. During
the break volunteers can tabulate responses and record
them on a large sheet of newsprint. When the group
reconvenes it has a springboard for a discussion of
community mission possibilities.

Tabulating the results is quite simple. Using a sheet of
lined paper, list the question numbers from one to 32 on
the left of the sheet. At the top, list the five response
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Mission
Opportunity
Questionnaire

This brief questionnaire is designed to elicit response to the data in our census report. It lists a number of
projects and activities in which local churches are engaged and that may be possibilities for our church. Check
the response that comes closest to your reaction to each possibility. There is room for you to note your own
additional suggestions. You do not have to sign your name.

Only High
Not Not Low  Moderate Priority/
Needed in Appropriate Priority Priority Needs
Our For Our AtThis AtThis Immediate
Community  Church Time Time Attention
1. Set a goal for membership growth O (] d O O
2. Improve our church’s outreach to young adults O O O a g
3. Develop more effective outreach to members :
of minority groups O O O O 0
4. Review our church’s ministry to families and
family members O d O O g
5. Look for ways we can minister to persons in
nontraditional families O O O O O
6. Broaden our church’s appeal to educational
and income groups not now represented in our
congregation O O O O O
7. Examine ways our church can address
problems of unemployment in our community O O O O g
8. Consider more effective programs for the
elderly and persons living alone J O O [ 0O
9. Review our congregation’s stewardship
potential in light of community income data O O O O O
10. Review church staff salaries in light of
community income data O O O O O
11. Develop new ministries to single persons in
our community O O d ] O
12. Consider ways our church can reach out to
persons who are divorced and separated 0 O O O O
13. Broaden our church'’s appeal to ethnic
groups not now represented in the congregation O O O O 0
14. Do a better job of introducing newcomers in
the community to the life and program of our
church Od O O a O
15. Develop new ministries to military personnel
living in our community O O 0 O 0

16. Strengthen our ministry to and with college
students O 0O O O O
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Only High
Not Not Low  Moderate Priority/
Needed in Appropriate Priority Priority Needs
Our For Our AtThis  AtThis Immediate
Community  Church Time Time Attention

17. Do a better job meeting the needs of persons
in local nursing homes O O O (W O

18. Consider new ministries with persons living
in institutions such as prisons and mental

hospitals O O 0 O 0
19. Improve our church’s ministry to persons
with disabilities O O O O O

20. Look at our church building with a view to
making it accessible to persons with physical
handicaps a O O a g

21. Find new ways to attract young people and
families to our church school or church education

program O (I O O 0
22. Look for ways to appeal to young people who

might be attracted to our church’s youth groups O O O 0 a
23. Explore the possibility of a vacation church

school for neighborhood children O O O (] a

24. Explore the feasibility of a volunteer
program to teach English to persons whose
primary language is other than English O O O O g

25. Convene a meeting of churches and other
groups to look at problems in our community and
ways we could address them together O O O 0 a

26. Invite community leaders to meet with our
church board to look at ways our church can work
to address community concerns O d 0O O 0

27. Develop a “partnership” relationship with
another UCC church or a group of churches
facing pressing community needs O O 0 O 0

28. Consider the possibility of a church-
sponsored day care center for children of working
parents a O O O O

29. Examine the feasibility of our church
sponsoring a housing project for the elderly or

low income familjes ] O ] (] O
30. Other

O O O O O
31. Other

O O O O O
32. Other

O O O O g
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options (“Not Needed in Our Community,” “Not
Appropriate for Our Church,” etc.) across the page.
Draw vertical lines to separate the response options.
Using “hash-marks,” transfer the responses from the
questionnaire onto the tally sheets and total the results.
Transfer the results onto a clean sheet of paper and you
have a quick and helpful summary of member views.

And what about Heritage United Methodist Church?
What should the community goals committee report
back to the church board? Should Heritage institute a
new evangelism program to attract young families into
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