
Discussion Guide for 
One Mapping of the American Religious Context 

aanndd  
AA  CChhaannggiinngg  UUnniitteedd  SSttaatteess::    

 The demographic and social context within which the PC(USA) operates in 2002 
 
 
Materials needed: 
 

• Copies of One Mapping of the American Religious Context (by Milton J Coalter) 
for participants 

• Power Point presentation, A Changing United States: The demographic and social 
context within which the PC(USA) operates in 2002 (by Barbara Everitt Bryant) 

• Copy of the narrative, A Changing United States: The demographic and social 
context within which the PC(USA) operates in 2002, which accompanies the 
Power Point presentation 

• LCD projector for showing the Power Point presentation 
• Newsprint and markers or chalkboard and chalk 
• Pens or pencils and paper 

 
Invite participants to work their way through the material by Coalter and Bryant. This can 
be done in a number of ways, including asking participants to read the material ahead of 
time, or presenting the material to the group (LCD projector required) by one or more 
persons, or dividing the whole group into two smaller groups and assigning one small 
group the Coalter material and assigning the other group the Bryant material. Each small 
group would share a summary of its material.  
 
After all of the material has been presented, invite the whole group to consider the 
following (write the responses on newsprint or chalkboard): 
 
1. What did you learn from this material that you didn’t know before? 
2. What did you most agree with in the presentations? 
3. What did you disagree with or think was wrong or missing from the presentations? 
4. Bryant identifies several social trends (listed below). Which one of these is having the 
most effect on your ministry setting? 
 

-uneven populations growth (some areas growing; others being depopulated) 
-aging population 
-immigration 
-high mobility 
-changing household structures 
-rising educational levels 
-changes in the labor force 
-declining participation in community/group activities 

 



5. Coalter identifies several religious trends (listed below). Which one of these is having 
the most effect on your ministry setting? 
 

-privatization (some say trivialization) of religious faith and practice 
-expanded awareness, availability, and affirmation of religious choices 
-growing preference for local, special interest, and/or individualistic religious 
expressions 
-decline in “social capital” to moderate conflict over choices made 
-contentious search for a peaceful shared faithfulness 

 
6. Look at the range of responses to questions 4 and 5. What do they tell you about the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) locally and nationally? 
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[narrative to accompany the Power Point presentation, A Changing United States] 
 
Slide 1—A Changing United States: [no narrative] 
Slide 2—Presented to the Task Force: As the Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of 
the Church considers the theological and social issues that confront our church—issues 
that both unite and divide—we must keep in mind that our church exists within a 
changing United States. Just as the church is ever changing, so is the nation in which it 
operates. This presentation highlights some of the key demographic and social 
characteristics of the nation today and how we as a nation have changed over the 20th 
century. The presentation is intended to give context to the environment in which the 
PC(USA) now exists. It goes on to look at where Presbyterians, members and pastors, 
stand on several issues that divide us. 
Slide 3—Barbara Everitt Bryant: Barbara Everitt Bryant has had a career of over thirty 
years analyzing survey research data—four of those years as the Director of the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census. 
Slide 4—Sources for the data in this presentation: [no narrative] 
Slide 5—U.S. has longest running periodic census: It is a little known fact of history that 
the United States has the longest running periodic census in the world today. There are 
older ones, but ours is the only one that has been conducted every ten years for twenty-
two times. 
Slide 6—The United States is growing: We are a growing nation, so it is of concern that 
Presbyterian membership is declining, not growing with the nation. 
Slide 7—Population Growth 1790-2000: Here the growth is shown graphically. 
Slide 8—Population growth is very uneven: The growth is not the same in every state, 
city, or town. 
Slide 9—Figure 1, percent change in resident population: On this map of the United 
States, the greener the color of the state, the higher its growth rate. Keep in mind the 
entire nation grew by 11% in the 1990s, while Nevada grew 66% and Arizona 40%. 
Nevada started from a small base, but Arizona is one of our larger states. As you can see, 
growth is very concentrated in the West and the South. Pennsylvania, a large eastern 
state, grew only 3%; West Virginia less than 1%. 
Slide 10—100 years of population shifts—Northeast and Midwest: This slide and the next 
one illustrate how growth over the past century has shifted the proportions of our 
population out of the East and Midwest… 
Slide 11—South and West: ...to the West. As the population has grown, the South has 
maintained having about one-third of the population. 
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Slide 12—Reapportionment 1990 and 2000: Taking a census is in our Constitution 
(Article 1, Section 2). It was put there to divide up representation in the House of 
Representatives between the states. The House has been reapportioned after every census 
except 1920. That was the census that showed we had shifted from being a majority rural 
to a majority urban country. The rural-dominated Congress fought for a decade over 
reapportionment, even though the Constitution required it. Just before the 1930 census, a 
law was passed making reapportionment mandatory. For the past two decades, along with 
losing their proportions of the population, the East and Midwest lost Congressional seats 
and, thus, political power. A net of fifteen seats moved out of the East and Midwest after 
the 1990 census, and another ten after the 2000 census. 
Slide 13—Apportionment of the U.S. House for 108th: Here are the actual number of 
seats each state has in Congress for the next decade, beginning with the 108th Congress, 
which starts in January 2003. 
Slide 14—Population growth is greater…: Earlier, it was pointed out that population 
growth in recent years has been uneven. This is particularly true for the difference 
between growth in metropolitan areas and rural areas. 
Slide 15—Growth and Share: On the left two bars, you can see that metropolitan areas 
grew faster—about 12%—than non-metropolitan areas at 10% during the decade 1990-
2000, although some large cities in metropolitan areas had little or slow growth. A few 
cities like Detroit and Philadelphia lost population. The metropolitan area growth has 
been in suburban areas and in cities and suburbs in the Southwest and West. The right 
two bars show the proportion of the population who live in each type of area: 80% in 
metropolitan areas, compared to 20% in non-metropolitan or rural areas, because this 
uneven growth has been going on for several decades. Part of the reason for lack of 
growth of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is that it has a disproportionate number of its 
churches in non-metropolitan areas, compared to the 80:20% distribution of the general 
population. 
Slide 16—Nine metropolitan areas of 5 million: These are the nine largest metropolitan 
areas. As you can see by their descriptions, many are multi-county or multi-state areas 
that have been built-up into giant, continuously populated metroplexes. 
Slide 17—An increasingly diverse population: The most striking change over the past 
generation is the increasing racial and ethnic diversity of the United States. The 
membership of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has not changed to match this profile of 
the population. In fact, the July 2001 population estimate from the Census Bureau shows 
that Hispanics have continued to grow to a 13% proportion of the nation’s population. 
New immigrant Hispanics—legal or illegal—come mostly from Catholic countries. One 
should not expect Presbyterian proportions to be 13% Hispanic, but the PC(USA) does 
need more diversity if it is to grow. 
Slide 18—Map of Hispanic population: This is the distribution of Hispanics. The greener 
the area, the higher the proportions. While Hispanics are heavily concentrated in the 
Southwest, West, and Florida, there are concentrations around New York City and 
Chicago. However, over the last decade, Hispanics distributed out of these areas and 
more broadly across the nation. Hispanics are both urban and rural, many having come in 
at one time as migrant laborers. 
Slide 19—Map of Black or African American: Over half of African Americans live in the 
former Confederate states. The rest are concentrated in the big cities that stretch in a band 
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from Washington, DC, to Newark, Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago. Very few live in the 
plains states. African Americans comprise 12.5% of the population. 
Slide 20—Map of Asian: The Asian population is hard to show on a U.S. map. They 
comprise only 3.7% of the population, but that is more than double from twenty years 
ago. They are urban—concentrated in California, Chicago, and New York City—but also 
around large research universities. Of all Americans, this is the most educated group. 
Slide 21—Our population is aging: [no narrative] 
Slide 22—Median age: Age was first measured in the 1820 census. At that time the 
median age—half younger, half older—was 17. This is the median age in less developed 
countries today. Today, the median age in the U.S. is 35. In some developed countries, 
like Europe and Japan, the median age is even higher. The glitch in this graph is that few 
babies were born during the Depression and World War II. The Baby Boom after the war 
has made up for the dirth of births in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Slide 23—Increased median age: [no narrative] 
Slide 24—Generations: A few more facts that explain our population’s makeup by age. 
Slide 25—Immigrants keep the nation younger: The nation needs immigrants to fill its 
work force needs and to provide the younger workers who will support Social Security in 
the future. Persons tend to immigrate when they are at work force age and at childbearing 
age. While most immigrants come from countries with higher birth rates, the birth rates 
of immigrant groups tend to decline in the second generation. The influx of Hispanics is 
keeping us young in comparison to Western Europe and Japan, which have virtually no 
immigration. Canada and Australia also are staying younger because they are open to 
immigrants. 
Slide 26—Foreign-born: [no narrative] 
Slide 27—Language other than English: The foreign-born population is the highest it has 
been since the 1910-1920 decade when there were waves of immigration from Ireland 
and Europe. 
Slide 28—Illegal immigration: This is the most difficult population number to estimate 
accurately because, obviously, there are no good numbers. 
Slide 29—Mobility: The United States is an unusually, perhaps uniquely, mobile country 
where people move to jobs or better climates. Forty-three percent of the population lives 
in a different house from where they lived five years ago and 18%, almost one out of 5, 
lives in a different county. It is no wonder that churches have difficulty maintaining their 
memberships. New member recruitment must be aggressive just to maintain a 
congregation’s membership. 
Slide 30—Household structure: Along with increasing racial and ethnic diversity, the 
biggest change in the nation is the change in family structure. In the 1950s, over three-
fourths of households were maintained by a married couple. Today, only half are 
maintained by a married couple, and 26% of households contain a single person—often a 
widow—living alone. This change in household structure has lots of implications for 
churches, both in membership and volunteer recruitment. 
Slide 31—Families with children: At the end of the Baby Boom, 45% of families—a 
household with people who are related—had children; today, only one-third do. Since 
bringing children to Sunday school is often the motivation that brings adults to church, 
the churches have a shrinking pool. 

 3 



Slide 32—Education: The education level of the population has been rising. Changes are 
small over the past decade, but dramatic if one goes back to pre-World War II before the 
expansion of university education under the GI Bill and the establishment of hundreds of 
community colleges. 
Slide 33—Labor force participation: In half a century, we’ve gone from 32% to 58% of 
women in the labor force, while male participation has declined from 85% to 70%, in part 
because of early retirement. Most women are not available for daytime meetings and 
volunteer work, but many churches have not adapted to this. When women who work 
arrive home in the evening, they are tired and want to give attention to their families, 
making it harder to involve them in church meetings. 
Slide 34—Drive alone: On the surface, this may not seem to have any relationship to the 
church. However, it does show that despite entreaties by the government to car pool or 
use mass transportation, we are a nation of individualists who like private time, as well as 
the ability to set our own schedules. 
Slide 35—Social capital: People in the United States are not relating to their 
communities and volunteer organizations, including churches, in the way the World War 
II generation did in the 1950s. Many of the previous slides show why—mobility, women 
in the workforce, and new immigrants. 
Slide 36—Why the decline: Robert Putnam of the Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard has documented the decline in many forms of social capital from PTA, to 
churches, to bowling leagues, in a book entitled Bowling Alone. These are the reasons he 
gives for the decline. 
Slide 37—Church attendance: The decline in social capital affects the church. 
Slide 38—Member vs. pastor: Now, let’s turn from looking at the nation to looking 
specifically at some of the issues that currently divide the PC(USA). The findings here 
are from quarterly mail surveys of large samples of members and active pastors taken in 
2001 and 2002. 
Slide 39—Which is more important to you?: The PC(USA) membership is sharply 
divided—almost 50:50—on the preference for a church that tolerates diversity versus one 
that requires uniformity of belief and practice. We can question what the word church 
means to members—the whole denomination or one’s own congregation—but the fact is: 
the PC(USA) is a divided church. It is notable how much less divided pastors are: Three-
fourths prefer a church that tolerates diversity. 
Slide 40—Which would you prefer?: Now, the focus is on one’s own congregation. Here, 
the majority says they want a congregation where people hold and discuss different 
views. However, this is not a large majority, and four out of ten would prefer a 
congregation where people hold similar views. Again, pastors are three-fourths in favor 
of people holding different views. 
Slide 41—The 214th (2002) General Assembly (members/pastors): Now, we come to the 
controversial issue that was known as Amendment A—the amendment that would have 
changed the church’s constitution to give each presbytery the option to ordain sexually-
active gays and lesbians as ministers. Treatment of homosexuals is a divisive issue in the 
nation as well as in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)—witness the reaction to former 
President Clinton’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” strategy for the military. Here is the opinion of 
a cross section of members and pastors, taken before a majority of presbyteries voted 
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against the amendment. Only one-quarter of members, but 43% of pastors, approved of 
the change to allow the ordination of homosexuals. 
Slide 42—The 214th (2002) General Assembly (male/female pastors): [no narrative] 
Slide 43—Do you want…: However, two-thirds of women pastors approved of such 
ordination. Acceptance of homosexuality is an issue nationally, in which there are 
male/female differences in the same direction as here. This difference, however, is 
unusually strong. 
Slide 44—Looking toward 2050: Half of pastors, but only one-quarter of members, feel 
that it is likely that the PC(USA) will no longer exist in its present form by 2050. 
Slide 45—Observations: In summary, here are some observations about the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) in the context of the nation in which it operates. 
Slide 46—Observations continued: [no narrative] 
Slide 47—Presbyterians are nearly equally divided: [no narrative] 
Slide 48—The PC(USA) is not alone: [no narrative] 
Slide 49—The PC(USA) must put its energy: [no narrative] 
Slide 50—This may change with time: [no narrative] 
Slide 51—Pastors are more open: [no narrative] 
Slide 52—A Changing United States: [no narrative] 
 
 
ADAPTATIONS 
 
Option A 
 
If this presentation must be shortened, the suggested slides to delete would be: 
Slide 12: reapportionment 
Slide 13: apportionment of the U.S. House for 108th 
Slide 16: nine metropolitan areas of 5 million 
Slide 26: foreign-born 
Slide 27: language other than English 
Slide 28: illegal immigration 
Slide 32: education 
Slide 34: driving alone 
Slide 52: closing slide 
 
Option B 
 
In addition to the slides in Option A, the following three slides could be deleted: 
Slide 18: map of Hispanic population 
Slide 19: map of Black or African American 
Slide 20: map of Asian 
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SSoouurrcceess  
 
UU..SS..  BBuurreeaauu  ooff  tthhee  CCeennssuuss  ((22000000  aanndd  eeaarrlliieerr  ddeecceennnniiaall  cceennssuusseess  aanndd  CCuurrrreenntt  PPooppuullaattiioonn  
SSuurrvveeyyss)),,  hhttttpp::////wwwwww..cceennssuuss..ggoovv  
  
PPrreessbbyytteerriiaann  PPaanneell,,  PPCC((UUSSAA))  RReesseeaarrcchh  SSeerrvviicceess  ((22000011  aanndd  22000022))  
  
PPuuttnnaamm,,  RRoobbeerrtt  DD..  BBoowwlliinngg  AAlloonnee  ((NNeeww  YYoorrkk::  SSiimmoonn  &&  SScchhuusstteerr,,  22000000))  
 

 6 



 

 

 

 

 

This publication is the result of a presentation given to or work growing out of the 
Theological Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church as part of the 
Task Force’s ongoing process. It is offered to the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as 
a tool to further conversation and study throughout the church. It does not 
necessarily represent the official views of the Theological Task Force on Peace, 
Unity, and Purity of the Church. 
 
In this paper, “America” and “American,” or variations thereof, refer specifically 
to the United States and its population. 

One Mapping of the American Religious Context i 

by Milton J Coalter 
 

Volumes can and have been written about the character, trends, and trajectory of the 
American religious scene at the turn of the twenty-first century. But the specific focus of 
the Theological Task Force is the peace, unity, and purity of a specific religious 
community, the church. Consequently, this discussion attempts to map those patterns of 
American life that have affected how Americans in general and American Christians in 
particular perceive and pursue these goals religiously. 
 
The causes of the patterns discussed here and the valence (positive or negative) given to 
each differ depending on the constituency in the church or the academy that one consults. 
Any attempt at mapping such patterns in American religious life is sure to attract critique. 
But that may be its chief value at this early stage in the task force’s work. Laying out one 
map and then inviting others to respond with their perception of the territory presses all 
concerned to discern the key features on the cultural terrain as well as how each assists or 
impedes the church’s search for a peaceful, shared faithfulness. 

 
Five features or patterns of the American religious landscape have particular relevance to 
the peace, unity, and purity of the church: 
 

1. the privatization (some say the trivialization) of religious faith and 
practice 

2. an expanded awareness, availability, and affirmation of religious choices 
3. a growing preference for local, special interest, and/or individualistic 

religious expressions 
4. a decline in “social capital” to moderate conflict over choices made 
5. a contentious search for a peaceful shared faithfulness 

 
1. The privatization (some say the trivialization) of religious faith and practice 
 
Religion is a private matter in America. This is a positive value in American life since it 
allows the individual expanded religious freedom and has permitted innumerable 
religious communities to flourish. But the degree to which religion has become a private 
matter is a definite challenge for churches and other religious organizations that regard 
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the bonds of community among faithful believers and between congregations to be as 
important a part of their faith witness as the nurture of individual souls. For example, in 
Gallup polls a vast majority of Americans have expressed the belief that individuals 
should develop their religious convictions without recourse to the advice or counsel of 
their church or synagogue.ii Moreover, as Stephen Carter has noted in his book, The 
Culture of Disbelief, individual Americans’ religious thought, values, and commitments 
are now viewed as so private as to be trivial.iii They are regarded by many as of little 
more significance than the curious personality quirks that one chooses to overlook in 
one’s friends or associates in the interest of good relations. 
 
Many factors have contributed to this situation, but three seem especially important for 
our purposes. One is the disestablished state of religion in America. A second is post-
enlightenment science’s impact on the way Americans perceive their world, and the third 
is the denominational system that the first disestablishment of religion set in motion. 
 
The First Two Disestablishments of Religion in America 
 
American historians claim that religion in this country has experienced three successive 
disestablishments. The first was codified in the United States Constitution where at least 
formally a separation of church and state was initiated. Officially, this action split 
American life into a public sphere and a private sphere with religious belief and practice 
placed squarely in the private domain. The potential consequences of this split were 
masked from Protestant Christians initially, however, since public customs and civil laws 
unofficially continued to favor Protestant incarnations of the Christian faith. This was 
particularly true for those Protestant communions that historians today label by the 
various names of “mainstream,” “mainline,” “old-line,” or “establishment” Protestantism. 
The Presbyterian Church was part of this unofficially established Protestantism alongside 
the Congregationalists, the Episcopalians and, somewhat later, the Methodist, Baptist, 
and Lutheran denominations. 
  
Despite formal disestablishment, then, churches like the Presbyterians enjoyed inordinate 
influence and an unbridled voice in the public square of American life throughout much 
of the nineteenth century. But perhaps more important for our purposes, public life in 
America reinforced mainline Protestant belief and practice. This, in turn, fostered the 
building of united communions of faith whose members experienced a significant 
measure of coherence between their public life and their private faith and piety. 
 
That Presbyterians and other mainline Protestant communions evidenced conflicts in the 
early nineteenth century there can be no doubt. Presbyterians have seldom been free of 
differences of opinion. But conflicts within these communions over slavery in the middle 
of the nineteenth century surfaced the first serious glimmerings of the potential problems 
that this public-private split would create for church unity and their members’ shared 
sense of the purity of their witness. Presbyterians divided over the question of whether 
slavery was biblically warranted and morally defensible in the light of the gospel’s claim 
that in Christ there is neither male nor female, slave nor free. They also clashed over 
whether it was the church’s responsibility as a body, rather than as individual Christians 
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acting out their faith according to their conscience, to speak and act in concert for social 
change in the public sphere of life. The Presbyterian Church in the United States, in 
particular, developed a theological position known as the “Spirituality of the Church” that 
set rigid boundaries between the public and private spheres of American life by insisting 
that preaching and other “official” corporate actions of the church should not interfere in 
civil (public) matters since scripture enjoined disciples to render unto God what is God’s 
and render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s. Even the Southern Presbyterian church 
rejected the “Spirituality of the Church” in the twentieth century. But the question of 
whether and when the church as a corporate body should use its moral authority in 
American public life has continued to trouble the peace of Presbyterians’ collective life in 
the twentieth century. 
 
Events in the twentieth century set in place an even more rigid demarcation line between 
the church and the state in American life, thereby further isolating religion in the private 
sphere. But unlike the first disestablishment of religion that was actively promoted by 
most Protestant churches, the influences propelling this movement arose outside rather 
than inside the church. The first of these shifts occurred as a result of what historians 
have called an informal “second disestablishment” of religion in America. This 
disestablishment was linked to a phenomenal surge in immigration during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the spread of a post-enlightenment scientific 
worldview during the same period. 
 
Unprecedented immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe—parts of the world not 
previous represented in great numbers in America—made the Roman Catholic Church 
the largest Christian denomination in this country in the early twentieth century. It also 
expanded and reshaped the Jewish community significantly as well as raised Americans’ 
consciousness of the population’s diversity religiously, culturally, and racially. The shift 
was so dramatic that by 1955, the sociologist Will Herberg claimed that a pivotal 
realignment of religious authority in public life had transpired. Instead of mainline 
Protestantism enjoying exclusively the unofficial nod to serve as the oracle of public 
religious values, it now shared that role with Roman Catholicism and Judaism, according 
to Herberg.iv  Indeed, Americans began to speak of a “Judeo-Christian tradition” that 
informed the American spirit. 
 
The shift may, in fact, have been more extreme than Herberg proposed. As many 
historians have noted, by the 1950s public figures like President Eisenhower voiced what 
was becoming a widespread public stance that was neither distinctly Christian nor Jewish 
but instead simply a “faith in faith.” As Eisenhower put it, “our government makes no 
sense unless it is founded on a deeply felt religious faith—and I don’t care what it is.”v 
Some historians suggest that this was but an open declaration of a civil religion that had 
been operating in tandem alongside the Protestant ethos of American life from the 
nation’s conception and perhaps even before. This civil religion was founded on the 
belief that the nation, the United States, was God’s chosen instrument, and as such, a 
“light to the nations.” However one chooses to characterize public America’s faith stance 
at the end of this informal second disestablishment of religion, this particular 
disestablishment signaled the beginning of the end of American public life’s firm 
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buttressing of the distinctive beliefs, values, and piety that mainline American Protestant 
denominations sought privately to inculcate in their membership. 
 
Post-enlightenment Science 
 
Alongside immigration, the practical and intellectual impact of post-enlightenment 
science also altered religion’s public authority. One of the distinctive characteristics of 
scientific research, set in motion by the intellectual movement known as the 
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, was the commitment to exclude the supernatural 
from explanations of causation in the natural world. This move did allow significant 
advances in the practical utility of scientific research in such areas as medicine and the 
prediction and harnessing of nature for human purposes. 
 
By the early twentieth century, the practical successes of post-enlightenment science in 
introducing concrete enhancements to everyday life made it an increasingly powerful 
force in the shaping of the American mindset. According to Leslie Newbigin, it even 
created a new orthodoxy based on the pieces of information or “facts” derived from 
scientific research.vi Scientists organized “facts” into systems of “hard” knowledge. 
“Facts” were true for all people in all places and at all times. They were distinctly 
different from “values” that could not be proven or verified by visual or mechanical 
“objective” observation or by statistical probability. Moreover, the sciences of 
psychology, sociology, and cultural anthropology—which were developing alongside the 
natural sciences—began to expose the diversity of worldviews throughout the globe as 
well as the quite different notions of the “good” found among those cultures. The 
sciences of geology and biology, plus new forms of historical research, at the same time 
raised questions about traditional readings of history found in the Bible. 
 
Post-enlightenment science could not definitely prove the veracity of a particular religion 
or its values. But it could and did certainly undermine the exclusive claims of any one 
religion to be universally true by exposing the relative variety of religious systems and 
values among the world’s cultures. For Christians, science’s serious challenges to their 
interpretations of the biblical narrative were particularly troubling. The rise of Christian 
fundamentalism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a reaction to the 
difficult questions raised by modern science as was the more sympathetic approach to the 
scientific perspective represented by the theological movement known as modernism. 
Both movements exhibited a rather naïve response to science. Christian fundamentalism 
opposed the scientific challenge unequivocally. It insisted on the literal infallibility of the 
Bible not only in its spiritual and ethical insights but also in its account of human and 
natural history. Christian modernism, in contrast, welcomed the science of the day as an 
unadulterated ally and a harbinger of humanity’s evolution to ever-greater spiritual 
heights. The controversy over which of these two quite different reactions was more 
faithful would threaten, if not actually, split a number of denominations. The Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of America was one that experienced such schism. 
 
But this controversy over science would also drive a wedge more deeply between 
elements of a Protestant evangelical alliance that had been shaped during the early 
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nineteenth century. This alliance had been institutionally embodied in a range of 
benevolent societies that emerged in America’s early national period. Organizations like 
the American Bible Society, the American Tract Society, the American Antislavery 
Society and a host of others—both national and local—were developed in large part by 
mainline Protestants to promote and preserve the Protestant Christian ethos of American 
public life after the first disestablishment of religion. These societies were not so much 
agents of a formal coalition of denominations as they were vehicles by which individual 
Christians could overlook their doctrinal and ecclesiastical differences in order to 
cooperate voluntarily in the proclamation of that part of Christ’s gospel that they 
cherished together. 
 
In the case of the American Antislavery Society, such societies served for a time as 
“safety valves” preventing conflicts within denominations over the morality of a 
particular social practice. Members could follow the dictates of their individual 
consciences by participating in these societies. But they did not split their denominations 
by pressing that the entire communion take the same advocacy position. In time, these 
early forms of para-church organizations could not prevent actual schism over questions 
like slavery. But in their heyday, these societies embodied as a group an informal and 
influential evangelical alliance of mainline Protestantism. 
 
Questions of faithful discipleship in the face of slavery would sorely test and begin to 
fracture this alliance in the mid-nineteenth century. The battle over a faithful witness in 
the face of the scientific challenges to the truth claims of Christianity and its scriptures 
would divide it further in the early twentieth century. Out of these divisions arose two 
streams of Protestant perspective and practice that would continue in varied forms into 
the twentieth century. One stream of the old evangelical alliance welcomed social and 
intellectual changes in American life—urbanization, immigration, and industrialization as 
well as biblical criticism and the new scientific perspective—as signs of progress toward 
the kingdom of God. This stream stressed the need for the church to address problems in 
American public life directly and to adapt Christianity to new thought forms, including its 
understanding of scriptures as a vehicle for divine revelation. A second stream resisted 
such moves because it was felt that this would redefine biblical authority in the direction 
of the relativism encouraged by modern science and privilege social reform over 
evangelistic efforts to save souls. While the first stream of evangelical Protestants was 
quite optimistic about the progressive realization of the kingdom of God in this world, the 
second stream of evangelical Protestants believed that the world could only be saved by 
divine intervention. 
 
The full impact of science on American religion would not be fully felt until the 1960s 
and thereafter when a generation of unprecedented size known as the Baby Boom would 
be educated in equally unprecedented numbers in institutions of higher education, a 
major transmitter of the post-enlightenment scientific worldview. But before this would 
happen, the injection of this same, huge generational cohort into the American social 
science just after World War II gave American Protestants a false sense of security as 
American families rapidly filled church rolls to overflowing in order to provide religious 
training and values for their young. The sense of euphoria and well being that this church 
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growth brought Protestant Christian communions in the 1950s may well have distracted 
them from noticing that public expressions of religion, which were certainly prominent, 
were gradually becoming more generic. As such, they provided a much less stable public 
base to buttress Protestant, and specifically mainline Protestant, Christian expressions of 
thought and piety. Unity and purity of witness were increasingly dependent on 
denominational communities’ own generation and sustenance of their distinctive beliefs, 
practices, and mission in the private sphere. Yet they were called upon to do this work at 
the very time a heightened visibility to American diversity and to the wide variations of 
values across global cultures made claims in the public sphere for the universal validity 
of any one faith less persuasive. 
 
The “Denomination” 
 
Persuasion is a key factor in understanding the privatization of religious belief and 
practice in America because Christians in this country have lived out being the body of 
Christ as denominations for most of their history. The “denomination” is a peculiar 
amalgamation of two other forms by which Christians attempted to incarnate the gospel 
in Europe just prior to the American Constitution. Those two forms were the church and 
the sect. Neither the church nor the sect ever existed in a perfect form. But they, along 
with the denomination, represent three different, but related, aspirations of Christians to 
join together in a common witness and the nurture of faithful discipleship both privately 
and publicly in the complex, fallen, and, therefore, confusingly messy realities of human 
society. Put in its simplest form, they each have sought peace, unity, and purity in 
Christian discipleship in different, though related, ways. 
 
The church type model sought unity by insisting that Christianity is true for all, and the 
church is the best available incarnation of the body of Christ this side of the second 
coming. Therefore, the church should be protected and promoted by the state in all areas 
of life for the good of all. There could be but one church in any state. Only that church 
was officially recognized and sanctioned by the state. Peace was maintained by the state, 
and at least a bare minimum of “pure” Christian discipleship as defined by the officially 
designated church was required of all citizens through legislation and public custom. This 
church type model was dominant in western Christian society from the adoption of 
Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire by Constantine in the fourth 
century until the Reformation of the sixteenth century, and in limited forms thereafter. 
 
The sect type model sought unity by persuasion rather than political enforcement. It, like 
the church, assumed that there could be but one true religion, and that true religion was 
the form of Christianity practiced by the sect. While some sectarians aspired to the 
sweetheart relationship that a church enjoyed with the state, many sectarian Christians 
considered the earthly role of governments to be, at best, a necessary evil in a fallen 
creation. Consequently, the state was an impure vehicle for promoting Christian peace, 
unity, and purity. Sectarians, then, by necessity or ideology sought the voluntary 
association of their members by defining themselves over against (and sometimes by 
even demonizing) the ruling state-sponsored church orthodoxy. The Protestant 
principle—the proclivity to protest against unfaithful impurities of thought, mission, or 
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piety in the Christian community—is deeply embedded in the sectarian psychology. 
Therefore, sects have an inherent tendency toward schism. 
The denomination—particularly as it was lived out by those denominations known today 
as mainline or old-line—represents an eclectic mix of the church and the sect. It accepted 
the formal disestablishment of religion in the American Constitution so that no one 
church—especially the Anglican church at the time—would enjoy official state sanction. 
In this it resembled a sect in spurning state support. But unlike many sectarians, these 
denominations did not relinquish two expectations of the church model. First, they 
expected to inform American public life, and second, they expected to receive favored 
treatment in custom and law for their brand of religious expression and practice. 
 
Inherent in the early shape of the American denomination were, then, two contrary and 
potentially conflicting inclinations. One was to accept a public-private split in American 
life for the freedom of movement that it provided. The second was to expect that the split 
would not be so great that the public sphere would simply be neutral toward religion and 
Christianity. Indeed, they assumed that public life would evidence a sympathy—one 
might even say, an eagerness—to attend to and sponsor Christian expression and values. 
 
The latter expectation would be realized in the nineteenth but not in the twentieth 
century. When religious authority had to be shared in the early twentieth century and later 
still the separation of church and state was more rigidly defined in law and custom after 
1960, Protestant denominations found themselves in an unenviable double bind. 
Protestant Christians had accepted disestablishment and, as such, all denominations were 
now sects in relation to the public sphere. But at the same time, Protestant Christians, 
particularly the mainline variety, had distinctly church-like aspirations in America’s 
public life. They expected that their voice and their piety would define the values of the 
larger society and, in turn, that their unity and the purity of their discipleship would be 
reinforced in the public arena. The proclivities of the denomination model carried within 
it the seeds of its early success in public life and of its later isolation in private opinion. 
 
The denomination as a form of being the body of Christ in America also set in motion 
largely unselfconsciously what sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney Stark have termed a 
religious market economy.vii In actuality, this was not a free market economy since only a 
limited number of vendors of religious wares had unlimited access to the market. Public 
customs and laws regulating this religious marketplace clearly favored mainline 
Protestant Christianity, leaving other Protestant groups, Roman Catholics, and adherents 
of non-Christian religions at a distinct disadvantage. Like sects of old, the early 
denominations depended on voluntary adherence in response to a persuasive witness. But 
the religious market in nineteenth-century America was organized in such a way that 
potential disciples were drawn to Protestant, and especially mainline Protestant, market 
“stalls” because they were given prime locations in the public square. 
 
After the second disestablishment of religion in America in the early twentieth century, 
the array of socially acceptable religious “products” expanded to include Roman Catholic 
and Jewish brands of religious expression. But shopping religiously tended to follow the 
pattern of the larger commercial economy. That is, customers bought by brand name. 

 7 



Rather than individuals taking a belief here and a practice of spirituality there in order to 
form a customized religion of their very own, Americans were expected to and did join 
congregations with clearly identified denominational affiliations, even if in their heart of 
hearts they did not “buy” the full denominational package of beliefs and piety. 
 
The Third Disestablishment of Religion 
 
All this would change dramatically in the last four decades of the twentieth century, a 
period in which Wade Clark Roof and William McKinney have claimed a third 
disestablishment of religion in America took effect.viii During this third stage of 
disestablishment, non-denominational congregations would not only prosper but, in many 
cases, be preferred over congregations with strong denominational ties. Moreover, 
religious shopping would mutate dramatically as individuals would feel free to mix and 
match religious beliefs and practices drawn from a variety of religious traditions in order 
to create a spirituality compatible with their personal tastes. 
 
The full impact of this pattern will be discussed at some length later in this paper. For 
now, it is enough to note that the religious economy in American life set in motion by the 
creation of the denomination in the late eighteenth century opened for the individual the 
possibility of free religious choice on a scale not previously experienced in this country 
or in the vast majority of Christian nations elsewhere in the world. In theory, each person 
was free to work out his or her own salvation with the aid of any one of a variety of 
religious traditions all more or less now in the new American denominational garb, 
whether they liked it or not. The opportunity and freedom this provided should not be 
discounted. 
 
But what would it mean for the peace, unity, and purity of churches if their adherents 
now took seriously the role of one served by a market economy, i.e., the role of the 
consumer? None of what follows happened quickly. But happen it did. First, any 
religious community’s claim to a unique, universal, spiritual authority for its message and 
mission have been appreciably diminished in stature in the denominational economy 
since their call to salvation has had to be made amidst the cacophonous racket of similar 
cries from a diverse set of legally equal “vendors” in the American religious marketplace. 
Second and related, efforts at maintaining the unity of a denomination in this economy 
have been complicated, particularly when members begin to question the purity of a 
denomination’s faithfulness to the gospel. After all, this religious economy had been 
birthed in the first place by protest. The first disestablishment of religion was in part the 
child of a group of protesting Protestant Christian communities that had challenged the 
purity and authority of the state churches in their former homelands and were now willing 
to prosper or die according to the attractiveness of their witness’ “purity.” Those who live 
by the “sword” of protest always risk the danger of having the same “sword” wielded 
against them. Finally, in this religious economy, choice of religious affiliation can seem 
closely akin to choices made by private consumers in other areas of their life. Consumer 
choices are made on the basis of personal preference, psychological fit, or practical 
utility. Few consumers claim to have been captured by a transcendent revelation—the 
motivation that most churches like to believe lies behind their members’ decision to join 
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their communion. Consequently, the ethos of this religious economy changed the criteria 
for choosing a church as religious consumers sought now a church home offering 
“comforts” suited to their tastes and their needs. 
 
2. An expanded awareness, availability, and affirmation of religious choices 
 
The formation of America’s denominational economy introduced a significant expansion 
of choices into Americans’ religious life. At its conception, the change that it brought was 
dramatic and far-reaching. But the range of options available to Americans in the early 
nineteenth century does not compare to the selection possibilities currently presented to 
America’s religious seekers. Knowledge of alternative forms of Christianity and other 
religions is commonplace, even if it is often faulty. Access to those options for 
experimentation and affiliation is more readily available, and it has become socially 
acceptable not only to choose from these options but also to cobble together one’s own 
religious perspective by borrowing eclectically bits and pieces of beliefs and practices 
from quite different religious traditions. 
 
Starting with the 1960s, the percentage of Americans receiving a college or university 
education expanded exponentially.ix This experience alone introduced the world’s rich 
diversity of social and religious systems to more Americans than ever before, plus it 
impressed upon many a sense of the relativity of belief and ethics across cultures. This 
growing awareness of alternatives was further reinforced by new waves of advancement 
in communications and travel as well as by American prosperity. Represented most 
prominently by the television, a communications revolution in the twentieth century 
virtually brought the world into Americans’ living rooms, and American prosperity, plus 
the expansion of air travel, physically brought Americans to the world’s different cultures 
and religions—cultures and religions, ironically, that were already present and becoming 
increasingly visible in their hometowns. 
 
The existence of a diverse set of religious options in a society may be the precondition to 
those alternatives actually being chosen. But open choice only becomes viable when it 
becomes socially acceptable. In the late twentieth century, permission to choose one’s 
spiritual path from a wider range of options was provided by two factors. The first was 
actions by national and state governments that delineated the rigid separation of church 
and state characteristic of the third disestablishment of religion. The second was two 
quite piercing critiques of past models of unity in America and in the church. 
 
In the last half of the twentieth century, many of the last legal buttresses that reinforced a 
distinctly Protestant Christian ethos in American public life were challenged successfully 
in American legislatures and courts. The repeal of Sunday blue laws early in the century 
and the prohibition of prayer in public schools more recently are but two examples of 
public crutches to Protestantism’s past privileged status that are no more. The field where 
religions competed for the souls of Americans had been opened to a wider range of 
religious options by the first disestablishment of religion, but mainline Protestant 
Christianity enjoyed the high ground on this field. The second disestablishment further 
leveled the field, but the ground still tilted in favor of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews.  

 9 



That same field was leveled once again in the late twentieth century by the third 
disestablishment, and this time the spectrum of religious alternatives that had existed for 
some time in American life were now available on an equal footing and socially 
acceptable. 
 
The leveling of American public life was a pattern of late twentieth century social reform 
generally. That the leveling was or is complete and perfect would be foolhardy to 
suggest, but that a resurfacing has been and is occurring can hardly be doubted. Two 
particular movements in this regard have had a significant impact on American social life 
and theology. The first has been a rising affirmation of the value of gender, racial, ethnic, 
and cultural diversity in America and more broadly in the world. The second has been a 
growing disenchantment with hierarchical bureaucratic structures as a vehicle for 
economic, social, political, and religious action. 
 
The women’s movement and the struggle for civil rights in America have long histories 
reaching back into the nineteenth century. But since the 1960s, these movements have 
pressed Americans with renewed force to reexamine whether their nation has lived up to 
its ideals of equal rights and opportunity for all. The prevailing self-conception of 
America in the early twentieth century was one of a melting pot where immigrants from 
all over the globe were reshaped into United States citizens. Women, people of color, and 
racial and ethnic communities have questioned this image by noting that assimilation in 
this manner has been intentionally incomplete since they have not been included as equal 
partners in American society. Moreover, the expected product of the American melting 
pot experience was a clone of the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant male in culture, 
manners, and religion. 
 
Feminist, civil rights proponents, and racial and ethnic communities have insisted that 
diversity is valuable both to the individual and to the larger society. Rather than a threat 
to the peace and unity of communal life, they have insisted, differences of perspective, 
gender, race, culture, ethnic background, and religious tradition contribute to the quality, 
vitality, and understanding of human life in community. 
 
Not coincidentally, these movements spawned new theological critiques of past visions of 
unity and purity in the body of Christ. Feminist theologians, Black, Hispanic, and Asian 
American theologians, as well as theologies emerging among Christians in Third World 
or Two-Thirds World countries have challenged traditional formulations of belief and 
practice as well as biblical interpretation. In conjunction with historical and literary 
critics, they have helped American Christians recognize that one’s perception of the full 
message of gospel truth can, at one and the same time, be sharpened in certain areas but 
obscured or blinded in other aspects because of one’s social location. They have also 
claimed that since the principal interpreters of Christianity have traditionally been those 
western male disciples of Christ who won the theological and ecclesiastical debates of the 
past, Christianity in the West has not attended as it should to the gospel’s revelation of a 
God vitally concerned for the poor, the stranger, the disenfranchised, and the 
marginalized. This God, they insist, turns earthly order on its head. Therefore, any future 
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incarnation of the unity and purity of the body of Christ must attend conscientiously to 
the inclusion of the overlooked, the excluded, and the powerless in the human family. 
 
These affirmations of diversity socially and religiously have forced individuals and 
groups in the church and in the society at large to reconsider what are the appropriate 
bonds of unity and measures of purity in church and society. They have expanded the 
range of options that can be entertained in any reformulation of social or religious unity. 
But as with any period of rethinking and reformation, they have introduced a significant 
measure of intellectual and spiritual vertigo as well as conflict because the boundaries of 
acceptable social and theological pluralism have widened dramatically; yet the points, the 
locale, or the links of shared perspective and practice remain contested. 
 
A second and equally piercing critique of past notions of unity socially and religiously 
has developed alongside the critique outlined above. This second critique has challenged 
what some have called an incorporated model of organizational life. This model first 
emerged in businesses and later spread to American cultural, political, and religious life 
until it reached its peak of influence in the mid-twentieth century. As the historian Louis 
Weeks has described the early development of this model in the business world: 
 

… single-unit enterprises gave way to the modern, complex, hierarchical 
[corporation]… The concept and reality of the “manager” emerged, especially 
that of the “middle manager,” who coordinated a portion of the business in a 
particular place or provided oversight of a distinct style of production or 
distribution. Managers came to be linked with others in similar functions and 
those of equal rank in the same company, and American economic life came to be 
governed by corporate systems. 
 
… The image and the reality of the “corporation” as an entity seized the 
imagination of Americans during the last decades of the nineteenth century. The 
image and the effects permeated not only the nation’s economic life, but also its 
cultural and political life. A tightly structured society emerged, with what one 
scholar has termed “hierarchies of control” operating in many spheres of activity.x 
 

In the early twentieth century, many denominations, including the three major branches 
of twentieth-century Presbyterianism, adopted this bureaucratic model in order to sustain 
and promote a shared mission. Louis Weeks has also outlined the consequences of this 
move for Presbyterians: 
 

Loosely knit and quasi-independent mission groups and agencies were finally 
united in one denominational structure with defined areas of responsibility and 
lines of authority. The primary administrative officer of the church, the Stated 
Clerk, moved from part-time volunteer to full-time employee with a staff. 
“Efficiency” and “businesslike methods” were the rallying cries of the reformers 
who sought to bring the corporation to the church. Experts appeared for 
specialized tasks; “departments” emerged with “directors” or “managers” 
responsible for effective and efficient administration.xi   
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It should be noted, parenthetically, that the adoption of this incorporated bureaucratic 
model by the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., in particular, may have eased fears felt 
by some who remained with the denomination after the 1927 General Assembly’s 
decision to accept the recommendations of the Special Commission of 1924. The 
Presbyterian historian Lefferts Loetscher suggested in 1957 that the General Assembly’s 
decision left the church dependent on a “group mind” in determining what would be 
considered the focal point or boundaries of Presbyterian belief. He noted as well that this 
decision came “at a time when the administrative functions of the Church had long been 
becoming more centralized.”xii The rise of an incorporated Presbyterian church provided 
an alternative means of maintaining unity in the church and its mission long after the 
theological “group mind” of Presbyterians began to disintegrate. But the incorporated 
model’s days were also numbered. 
 
Disenchantment with organizations based on hierarchies of bureaucratic control would 
rise sharply in the church and the society during the latter half of the twentieth century. 
There were many reasons for this, and none can be adequately covered here. 
Nevertheless, signs of this change were evident in the music and intentional counter-
culture of Baby Boomers as they critiqued the “corporate man” in grey flannel suit living 
in “safe” and segregated suburbs filled with row upon row of identical, ticky tacky 
houses. The Vietnam War spawned an anti-war movement that challenged an array of 
governmental and military decision-makers, claiming that their bureaucratic blinders led 
them to hide critical information from the American public and view the countries of the 
world in only two colors—red (communist) or white (non-communist). Events like the 
crisis of Watergate and the impeachment of the President in later decades only confirmed 
growing suspicions that bureaucratic corporate life had reached a level of regimentation 
that overshadowed any benefits to be gained. 
 
In the church, the theological critiques of feminist and liberationist theologians claimed 
the corporate model stifled diversity and made the church efficient only at producing the 
very marginalized outsider that God had called the body of Christ to include. 
Interestingly enough, even those who did not agree with this theological perspective 
began to question an incorporated unity, but for different reasons. In the mid-1960s 
church membership in denominations like the two main branches of the Presbyterian 
Church began to decline rapidly. For example, the United Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. began to hemorrhage in 1966 with an average net loss of 54,294 members per 
year over the next decade.xiii Throughout the 1970s, the American economy’s rate of 
growth slowed, and religious giving declined in relative, not absolute, terms. The 
corporate denomination had originally found favor as a form for the church’s organized 
mission because, in fact, it had more efficiently provided a range of services to 
congregations than the structures that had preceded it. But in this period of declining 
membership and diminishing financial support it now had to cut back. Certain para-
church organizations and special interest groups filled some of the gaps created by this 
action. But increasingly denominations found themselves better able to add new rules 
that regulated shared denominational life rather than to supply materials and programs 
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that would inspire in their members a shared sense of community in belief and mission 
for Christ. As Craig Dykstra and Jim Hudnut-Beumler have noted: 
 

The fact that the corporate model “gave way” to the regulatory agency is 
important to emphasize. This was a different kind of transition than the 
nineteenth-century transition to the development of the corporation. In that case, 
the corporate model had strong, positive advocates who believed the 
denomination should be intentionally structured along corporate lines. The shift to 
the regulatory model has had more the character of an inadvertent acceptance than 
an enthusiastic embrace. While many denominations have fought for particular 
strong regulations of aspects of denominational life, no one has argued that the 
denomination should become more like regulatory agencies in their fundamental 
structures. Rather, the shift has taken place through a slow accumulation of 
regulatory activity in a context of both the retrenchment of the corporation and the 
absence of a compelling constructive alternative.xiv 
 

For those denominations that have followed the regulatory path, the results have not 
brought unity or a sense of shared mission. This is particularly true for churches like the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) that have employed regulation as a way of resolving the 
more contentious moral issues of the day like equal representation in decision-making or 
sexuality. Rules are not products, and while they might ensure fairness, they seldom open 
the purses of members, or more importantly, inspire the souls of dedicated disciples. The 
resort to regulation can and has generated a vicious cycle wherein the denomination is 
seen less as a help to congregations than a burden; affection for and giving to the 
denomination declines; the production of resources and services to congregations suffer; 
and yet even more regulations are proposed as parties within the church vie for control of 
the quickest fix to superficial unity. 
 
3. A growing preference for local, special interest, and/or individualistic 
religious expressions 
 
A Preference for Local Religious Expressions 
 
The rise of non-denominational mega-churches and grassroots movements like the 
Vineyard Fellowship, Calvary Chapel, and Hope Chapel represent contemporary 
alternatives to the corporate denomination now gone regulatory. All of these options 
involve a cocooning of fellowship in the congregational unit—a kind of local option 
alternative to the incorporated church. Non-denominational mega-churches are often so 
large in staff and program that they can provide at least locally the services that the 
denomination once provided on a grander scale. Movements like the Vineyard 
Fellowship, Calvary Chapel, and Hope Chapel, on the other hand, have avoided 
accumulating costly physical assets like church buildings whose maintenance drains 
away potential funds for mission in established congregations. They have also spurned 
the creation of bureaucratic structures beyond the congregation, preferring instead to 
focus their resources on their particular congregation and funnel their benevolence funds 
to local causes or to para-church organizations that carry any bureaucratic burdens for 
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coordinating national or international mission. Training of new pastoral leadership is 
oftentimes accomplished through apprenticeships under an experienced pastor and the 
spawning of new congregations through those apprentices leaving to form a community 
of believers where supposedly none existed before.xv 
 
Congregational cocooning or a preference for local expressions of Christian fellowship 
and unity can even be seen in the congregations of incorporated denominations. This is 
certainly the central thesis of the “two church” hypothesis proposed by Louis Weeks and 
William Fogleman. The allegiances of members in connectional denominations like the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) are so different as to create two churches within these 
communions, according to Weeks and Fogleman. One group of members is committed to 
the ecclesiastical ligaments—the system of governing bodies—that connect their 
congregation with other congregations in a larger coordinated mission by the body of 
Christ. But an even larger segment of the membership never self-consciously joined the 
denomination when they became a part of one of its congregations. For these members, 
the denominational attachments of their congregation are secondary, if important at all.xvi 
 
This commitment to local congregational expressions shows up most starkly in the 
finances of congregations in incorporated denominations. For instance, Presbyterians 
increased their donations to the church steadily and dramatically during the twentieth 
century. But Presbyterian congregations have spent more and more on themselves and 
exercised increasing control over their benevolences beyond their fellowship by giving 
less to the General Assembly and more to local causes or by designating that their gifts to 
the denomination be used for specified causes of their liking. The Bicentennial Fund 
campaign of the PC(USA) represented an attempt to adapt to this new development. But it 
proved the difficulty of such adaptation by an incorporated denomination since some 
causes remained under funded; yet because the funds were designated for a particular 
program, they could not easily be moved to even related causes. 
 
A Preference for Special Interest Religious Expressions 

Presbyterians’ designation of gifts for specified causes signals another preference on the 
rise in American religious life. Individuals, even individual congregations, do not live 
alone, and their values, beliefs, and practices impact the lives of others who do not share 
their perspective and commitments but with whom they are associated even if the 
association is only nominal in their view. Social and religious conflicts are inevitable 
particularly in times when a society’s or a church’s awareness and appreciation of 
differences in its midst are heightened but not matched by a clear sense of where unity 
resides. Where such conflict occurs, individuals often bond together to bolster their 
advocacy of those values and beliefs that they hold most dear. In the church the 
development of special interest or struggle groups (once called Chapter 9 organizations 
among Presbyterians) has been one such response to conflicts over what faithful witness 
and mission include. 
 
Sociologists like Robert Wuthnow have noted that advocacy groups in one denomination 
often form informal or formal networks with groups of similar persuasion elsewhere in 
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the Christian community, and the allegiance of such groups is increasingly stronger with 
like-minded groups across denominations rather than with the denomination of which 
they are a part.xvii These groups can be a potential source of creativity, vitality, and a 
prophetic call to greater purity in a denomination. But they are also independent from 
their denomination’s organization and can become a centrifugal force fostering discontent 
or disaffection within their denomination. 
 
A Preference for Individualistic Religious Expressions 

Two of the most extreme consequences of the privatization of religious faith and the 
expansion of choice in America has been (1) a noticeable flight to spirituality in contrast 
to organized religion and (2) an idiosyncratic picking and choosing of assorted beliefs and 
practices from different religious traditions in order to form a private religion that “fits” 
the individual making the choices. In one sense, the flight to spirituality as an escape from 
organized religion is as old as the human aspiration to know and commune with God. The 
effervescence of a peak spiritual experience is fleeting, and despite organized religion’s 
attempts to refresh, revive, and make routine the recurrence of unique moments of 
revelation and/or union with the divine, organized religion has oftentimes seemed, at best, 
a pale reflection of the revelation that it seeks to serve and, at worst, a downright 
hindrance to meaningful contact with the divine. 
 
Despite its shortcomings, however, organized religion has been regarded through much of 
human history as at least the repository of past spiritual glimpses into the nature and will 
of God and, therefore, a reference point for disciples seeking a wholesome purity in 
thought and practice. The late twentieth century was not such a time for Christian 
churches in America. Even though interest and concern for religion has remained 
remarkably high according to Gallup polls during this period, a majority of respondents to 
these polls have affirmed the statement that “they should arrive at their religious beliefs 
independently of their church or synagogue.”xviii 
 
Some observers of American religion, like Robert Bellah, have suggested that this is a 
manifestation of a strand of individualism that has long been present in American culture 
but recently has assumed a more virulent form in all areas of American life, including 
religion. Bellah’s work, Habits of the Heart, first surfaced Sheila Larson, a woman who 
has become the poster child, so to speak, for personalized religion in America. As Bellah 
recounts his encounter with Ms. Larson, she described her religion in this way: “I believe 
in God. I’m not a religious fanatic. I can’t remember the last time I went to church. My 
faith has carried me a long way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little voices.”xix 
 
For some observers of contemporary American religion, Sheilaism represents a pattern 
characteristic of the way that many Americans now acquire their religious perspective. 
The pattern is one of religious bricolage, where pieces of theology and piety that are 
chosen by the individual from what can be quite different religious traditions and 
perspectives are pasted together in a unique configuration pleasing to the spiritual seeker 
making the choices. Christians in every time and place have probably always practiced 
some measure of religious bricolage at least by borrowing from different traditions within 
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the Christian family. Indeed, such borrowing has on occasion had significant positive 
consequences.   
Nevertheless, an individualistic religious bricolage of theology and practice from 
traditions within and outside the Christian family is a more viable option today than 
previously because (1) Americans have at least a passing acquaintance with more 
Christian and non-Christian traditions, (2) they have more access to those traditions in 
their increasingly diverse neighborhoods, and (3) it is more socially acceptable to mix 
and match pieces of theology and piety “bought” from the variety of vendors in 
America’s religious marketplace. 
 
For those who follow the path of Sheilaism, conformity is not in fashion, and conformity 
to a formal confessional stance in particular—even if that stance is interpreted quite 
broadly—is not valued highly. For church unity and a sense of shared faithfulness, this is 
a serious challenge. 
 
Having said this, it is important to balance the recognition of this pattern in American life 
with recent findings by other sociologists that suggest Sheilaism, while prevalent, is not 
the norm for all Americans. In a recent study of 14,301 American congregations from a 
cross-section of forty-one denominations and faith groups, sociologists at Hartford 
Seminary discovered that a surprisingly strong sixty two percent of the congregations 
studied claimed “to express their denominational heritage ‘quite well’ or ‘very well.’” 
Strong denominational identity in a congregation did not correlate with remarkable 
membership growth. But “congregations that ranked highest on denominational heritage 
were…more likely to report excellent financial health.” The denominationally strong 
congregations more often described their worship as “uplifting” or “inspirational.” They 
saw their congregation as being “vital and alive” with a clear sense of mission and 
purpose. They also were more likely to be excited about the future of the congregation.” 
“Heavily populated with ‘cradle’ members,” or lifelong members of their denominations, 
these congregations were not numerous, however, in moderate and liberal Protestant 
communions. Members of congregations in the latter communions “generally reported 
the lowest identification with a denominational tradition.”xx 
 
What does all this mean for denominations like the PC(USA)? It is probably too early to 
tell for sure. But it is tempting to suggest several things. First, there is a population of 
Christians in every denomination, oftentimes “cradle members,” who are not attracted to 
religious bricolage. Instead, they find spiritual nourishment in the accumulated insight 
and piety of their denominational tradition. Second, strong denominational identity in a 
congregation coincides with certain distinct signs of congregational health, even if 
growth is not one of them. Third, the PC(USA) is not generously endowed with such 
congregations. 
   
The first and last of these observations represent a curious double bind for the PC(USA). 
Put in its simplest form, how does a denomination build unity when a portion of its 
congregations finds spiritual sustenance and identity in the theology and/or practice of 
their denomination, but an even larger contingent of congregations have either been 
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unsuccessful or less interested in developing an appreciation for their denominational 
tradition in their membership? 

 

4. A decline in “social capital” to moderate conflicts over choices made 
 
Few Americans or American Christians would claim that religious choice is bad, even 
though they might question the practice of religious bricolage and acknowledge that 
choice is particularly challenging to organizations seeking a peaceful shared faithfulness. 
Choice is certainly now more available and acceptable in the society and in the church. 
But choice raises the odds of conflict emerging, particularly in shared public or religious 
space, and conflict can be healthy and invigorating depending on how it is handled. 
 
Robert Putnam, a professor of international affairs at Harvard University, has coined the 
term “social capital” for “networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit.” Putnam observed in an article called “Bowling Alone” 
that certain organizations in American life have previously provided the locale where 
Americans could encounter fellow Americans with different perspectives from their own 
and learn there the skills for negotiating their differences face-to-face. These “training 
grounds” have been important for social peace since they have taught Americans how to 
peacefully settle minor disputes. This knowledge in turn could later be used when more 
substantive and potentially explosive differences surface.xxi 
 
Such organizations, Putnam believed, experienced a decline in the latter part of the 
twentieth century, and somewhat tongue in cheek, Putnam highlighted the demise of 
bowling clubs as his paradigmatic example for this trend. Between 1980 and 1993, the 
number of bowlers in America increased ten percent. This represented an increase of 
nearly eighty million Americans—nearly a third more than voted in the 1994 
congressional elections and roughly the same number that claimed to have attended 
church regularly in the period. But Putnam observed that the number of bowlers who 
participated in organized bowling leagues plummeted by forty percent. Put simply, 
Americans were choosing to bowl alone rather than together.xxii 
 
Putnam also cautioned that more serious organizations that develop social capital 
evidenced a similar trend. Parent Teacher Association enrollment was lower than at any 
time since 1964. Membership in the League of Women Voters was off forty two percent 
since 1969. Fraternal organizations like the Lions, the Elks, the Shriners, the Jaycees, and 
the Masons reported substantial declines, and Boy Scout membership was down twenty 
six percent since 1970.xxiii 
 
Two of the organizations that avoided such declines were the American Association of 
Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Rifle Association. The AARP had become the 
largest private organization in the world after the Roman Catholic Church at the time that 
Putnam published his article in 1995. Organizations like AARP, Putnam suggested, do 
not build social capital that moderates societal conflict because they do not require face-
to-face encounters among their members. Membership, instead, involves writing a check 
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or reading a newsletter, and the primary thrust of such organizations is to lobby for a 
special interest.xxiv 
 
If Putnam is correct, then any organization troubled by conflict over the choices before it 
must negotiate that conflict in a social environment running low on social capital. This 
fact seems particularly pertinent to the current situation of the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) since this communion, like many other American denominations, has engaged of 
late in a contentious search for a peaceful shared faithfulness—or in the language of the 
task force’s mandate, a way through to the peace, unity, and purity of the church 
under God. 
 
5. A contentious search for a peaceful shared faithfulness 
 
How does a communion of Christian believers peacefully reach a shared notion of 
faithfulness in belief and practice in the current American context? In recent Presbyterian 
conversations in The Presbyterian Outlook and elsewhere in print, this is the question that 
drives the call for a “third way” out of the church’s current struggles. In one sense, 
moving to this question is beyond the bounds of this assignment. The assignment, you 
will remember, was to sketch out certain prominent features or patterns in the religious 
context that affect how Americans in general and American Christians in particular 
perceive and pursue the spiritual goals of peace, unity, and purity in the first years of the 
twenty-first century. Taking up the question of how we respond to this conflict is most 
immediately the responsibility of the task force as a whole and ultimately that of our 
denomination. I recognize, then, that in adding this section I am moving as the old 
preacher used to say, “from preaching to meddling.” So like many an experienced pew 
sitter before you, feel free to ignore this meddling preacher as I digress. 
 
I believe that it is necessary to include this section for two reasons. First, our 
denomination, like many others, has searched mightily for a peaceful path to unity and 
purity in our faith. It has been a contentious search, though, and a brief account of the 
contending positions in that search completes this paper’s mapping of the American 
religious landscape. Second, I am also aware that laying out a map, as I have tried to do, 
and then asking a group like the task force to find their way home, so to speak, may be 
unfair since alternative paths have been proposed by different segments of American 
Christianity. Perhaps in viewing these alternatives the task force can discover clues to the 
most faithful route to the peace, unity, and purity of the church that it and our 
denomination so fervently seek. 
 
Various movements in American Christianity have indeed proposed paths through the 
contemporary social and religious terrain. The word “paths” may, in fact, be too strong a 
word here since, in most cases, these movements have proposed first steps that must be 
taken to achieve ultimate peace, unity, and purity in the church. These first steps have 
included claims that the church must: 
 

• heal the scars on the body of Christ 
• rebuild a theological consensus 
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• reshape a culture of nurture and/or piety 
• act on God’s preferential concerns 
• adapt the medium (the church) for the mission; or 
• re-mythologize Christianity as in the south 

 
Heal the Scars on the Body of Christ 
 
A movement to restore corporate unity to the body of Christ in America gained 
significant momentum in the early part of the twentieth century. This ecumenical 
movement was fueled by three factors. First, the evangelical alliance of the nineteenth 
century brought individual Protestant Christians into close cooperative contact with 
Christians of different Protestant denominations through the activities of benevolent 
societies. Second, enthusiasm over the ecclesiastical benefits initially evidenced in 
denominations that had incorporated their organizational structures led many Protestant 
Christians to ask if such efficiencies for mission could be expanded if denominations 
merged. But more important than either of these two factors, the ecumenical movement 
was driven in the middle of the twentieth century by a theological conviction expressed 
most succinctly by the Neo-orthodox theologian and historian H. Richard Neibuhr when 
he charged that denominations are “an ugly scar on the body of Christ.” The many who 
absorbed this critique of denominations as they drank deeply from the rich well of Neo-
orthodox theology were convinced that Christian proclamation would never be 
persuasive and compelling to the world or faithful to its gospel until these divisive 
denominations united to embody structurally what they claimed theologically—namely 
the unity of the body of Christ. 
 
Formal ecumenical union on a grand scale has been more elusive than expected, although 
informal local ecumenical activities are widespread. Nevertheless, the ecumenical 
movement has represented a conviction that before the church can participate in the 
healing of others, it must heal the visible fractures in its own witness. 
 
Rebuild a Theological Consensus 
 
A second path proposed has focused on the need for denominations like the PC(USA) to 
rebuild a theological consensus as the foundation for its peace, unity, and purity. Barbara 
Wheeler has perhaps best described the rationale behind this proposal when she observed 
that its advocates argue “that mainline denominations have frittered away their special 
theological legacy, sold it for a mass of secular pottage…. Denominations…were created 
in the first place as expressions of particular ways of understanding God. Each 
denomination had its own theological genius. But recently, great theological and 
intellectual waves have washed over all the denominations, bleaching out their distinctive 
theological features, and eroding their core deposits of basic doctrine.”xxv 
 
Although one General Assembly moderator of recent years raised the cry “Theology 
Matters,” proponents for rebuilding a theological consensus reply “which theology?” or 
“what theology?” Those who reply “which theology?” claim that the theology of clergy 
and laity alike in denominations like the PC(USA) is not so much bleached out as it is so 
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varied and disparate that they now lack a shared theological perspective to adjudicate 
complex moral issues. Moreover, while the outside culture has certainly impacted this 
development, the Presbyterian denominations that formed the PC(USA) themselves 
contributed to this predicament. As James Moorhead observed in 1990, Presbyterianism 
in the last sixty years has redefined the nature of confessionalism: 
 

… it has emphasized dynamic conceptions of truth, has eschewed narrowly 
propositional understandings of theology, and has increasingly identified the 
secular world as the arena in which it must define its faith. [The theological 
movement of] Neo-orthodoxy [in the middle of the twentieth century] provided a 
major impetus for this change, and for a time that movement appeared to provide 
a canopy under which discordant theological elements could coexist with a degree 
of consensus. Neo-orthodoxy, however, left as many potentially disruptive 
questions as it supplied unifying answers. For example, it begged the question as 
to whether the Bible contained a unified message; and aside from assertions about 
the role of the Holy Spirit, it seldom systematically explored the ways in which 
contemporary persons could appropriate the Bible. When biblical scholars and 
theologians subsequently turned to these issues, they discovered nearly as many 
biblical messages and hermeneutical strategies as there were scholars. Moreover, 
Presbyterians set loose a potentially disintegrative principle when they 
acknowledged that true theological confession occurs in response to the “need of 
the time” (Confession of 1967). This assumption prepared the way for a host of 
radically contextual theologies, taking their cues from gender, race, economic 
class, or culture. Or to state the matter in a slightly different fashion, this 
assumption cleared the ground for various efforts to “do theology”—the verb is 
significant—in an ad hoc fashion, responding to particular issues raised by 
contemporary culture.xxvi 

 
In contrast, other theological critics reply not “which theology?” but “what theology?”  
They point to the widespread, informal, ecumenical cooperation among Christians at the 
local level, and they ask: Is this a sign of faithful commitment to the unity of Christ’s 
body or evidence of a theological apathy or relativism at the grassroots—a kind of 
theological “I’m OK; You’re OK”—that manifests itself in more pronounced forms in 
American culture generally? 
 
Reshape a Culture of Nurture and/or Piety 
 
A third alternative would suggest that peace, unity, and purity cannot be generated in 
national or international ecumenical talks and that any theological consensus must be 
built from the ground up. Advocates of this position look to one or both of two 
movements—one from the nineteenth century, the other from the twentieth—for 
paradigms for their proposed path. 
 
The first of these movements coincided with the new situation in which Protestant 
denominations found themselves after the disestablishment of religion in the American 
Constitution. In addition to their members forming an evangelical alliance of benevolent 
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societies outside their denominations, Presbyterian denominations and their ecclesiastical 
counterparts also constructed in the nineteenth century loose, but effective, networks of 
institutions and practices within their communions that together comprised 
denominational eco-systems for nurturing lifelong faith development and theological 
identification with their tradition. Elements of these eco-systems included the practice of 
family worship and Bible study in the home, Sabbath observance for worship and 
devotional re-creation, the Sunday School for the illiterate and the young, men’s and 
women’s groups for adults, midweek Bible study and worship in congregations in 
addition to regular worship on Sunday mornings and evenings, church-related colleges 
and denominational campus ministries to cultivate the young adult, seminaries to train 
pastors, and denominational publications to complete the ecological cycle by entering the 
home with resources for family worship and for missional awareness. 
 
Although this ecology never worked to perfection, it did allow members of a 
denomination to be raised and nurtured within their denominational ecology over a 
lifetime.  When it worked, it provided a shared experience and practice with enough 
distinctive characteristics to shape denominational attachments and identity in its 
participants (i.e., members).xxvii 
  
In the twentieth century this may, in fact, be the genius of contemporary American 
evangelicalism as well. Following a spate of denominational controversies over 
fundamentalism in the early twentieth century, conservative Christianity in America 
found itself on the defensive as fundamentalism not only lost its battles in many 
denominations but was also shamed publicly by events like the famous Scopes Trial of 
1925. Out of the ashes, however, emerged a new evangelical movement that shared with 
fundamentalism a high view of scripture but did not read scripture as literally as 
fundamentalists or demand strict adherence to the theological precisionism that was 
characteristic of fundamentalist groups. 
 
Modern evangelicalism is a movement so variously described by those willing to call 
themselves an “evangelical” and by those that spurn the title that one wonders whether it 
is fair to assign any particular belief or structure to its camp. But this may well be its 
central defining characteristic. Evangelicals in the latter half of the twentieth century were 
less concerned with theological or organizational conformity than with forming a culture 
of vital piety. Evangelical Christians have indeed shaped a distinctive, though loosely 
organized, culture—some even say an industry—with its own noticeable language, 
hymnody, worship styles, institutions, fellowships, icons, and practices of piety.xxviii 
 
Morality and belief are important to evangelicals certainly. But the foundation of 
faithfulness and unity within the evangelical community is not a theological system or an 
ecclesiastical structure. It is, instead, a distinctive action—the practice of a piety flowing 
out of a personal experience with Christ. 
 
Act on God’s Preferential Concerns 
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Interestingly enough, a fourth proposed path would also suggest that unity, purity, and at 
least a measure of peace can only be achieved by distinctive action. That action, it is 
suggested, should be guided by God’s own preferences as revealed in scripture. Many 
American Christians have been energized by feminist, Black, Hispanic and Third- or 
Two-Thirds world theologians who find in such places as Mary’s Magnificat or Luke’s 
Beatitudes the key to God’s ways and will: 
 
 He has scattered the proud in 

the thoughts of their 
hearts. 

 He has brought down the 
powerful from their 
thrones, 

    and lifted up the lowly; 
 he has filled the hungry with 

good things, 
    and sent the rich away empty. (Luke 1:51b-53) 
      
 Blessed are you who are poor, 
    for yours is the kingdom of 

God. 
 Blessed are you who are 

hungry now, 
    for you will be filled. 
 Blessed are you who weep now, 
    for you will laugh.   (Luke 6:20b-21) 
      
The gospel turns the hierarchies of the world upside down, according to this position, and 
it is high time that the church be about putting its shoulder behind this work. These 
activist Christians believe that organizational and/or theological bonds are not enough. 
They may even miss the central message of the gospel entirely. The church must act—as 
God has acted and is acting presently—in the world and specifically for the forgotten, the 
shunned, the marginalized, and the oppressed. In such action will come unity—a unity 
not born of conformity but of a shared work by a diverse people. Much as the different 
parts of a body follow the lead of their head, so too the diverse disciples of Christ’s body 
must act in pure obedience to the will of its head, Jesus, the Son of God. This may not 
bring the peace of comforts and prosperity to the church. But it will bear fruit in a deeper, 
sweeter peace—the peace of Christ and him crucified. 
 
Adapt the Medium (the Church) for the Mission 
 
The fifth alternative path is actually represented by three options, though they share in 
common a belief that the church must adapt its current form for the sake of its mission. 
Unity and purity lie in a shared, conscientious commitment to the adaptation required to 
follow the God who sent his disciples into the world to proclaim the good news.   
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The first of these “adaptive” options would insist that the church is to be in, but not of, 
this world. Therefore, it must present to the world a self-conscious counter-culture set 
apart from the world but offering hope to that world through its example of a divinely 
inspired love in community. Represented most vocally by Stanley Hauerwas, this 
position contends that the church’s adaptation should not be to the present customs and 
patterns of American life but rather to an earlier incarnation of the church—the church 
before its official recognition by the Roman Emperor Constantine. In that former time, 
those in the church were persecuted because their message and life was alien to the 
culture in which they resided. Christians were “resident aliens” not because their gospel 
was irrelevant to their times but because it demanded a radical transformation of the 
resident culture and times. What was true then is true now, and the contemporary 
church—that currently has accommodated so much to the world as to be 
indistinguishable from it—must adapt itself to its former stance.xxix 
 
Two further “adaptive” alternatives would be more accommodating to the present age, 
although to quite different degrees. One option represented by the Gospel and Our Culture 
Network would argue that the gospel is alien to every new locale that it enters, and it must 
retain its distinctive flavor if its adherents are to “salt” the world as they were sent by 
Christ to do and to be. But the gospel must also be translated into the vernacular language 
and culture of its new home, and translation is always a two-way street. Insights and new 
meaning brought by the gospel to the words and practices of a new host culture transform 
that culture and its language. In turn, the speech and customs in which the gospel is newly 
framed transfigure the emphases and accents of the gospel message in fresh ways. The 
real danger in translation lies not in reframing the gospel but rather in the tendency of 
translators to assume that their new frame for the gospel is its final, fullest, and ultimate 
expression. Every translation stands in need of conversion by the Christ that it seeks to 
reveal. As Darrell Guder has put it: 
 

… no particular culture is privileged in the missionary enterprise, and no culture 
is rejected. All human cultures, marked as they are by the tension of being simul 
creatus et peccator (simultaneously created and sinful), are honored by God as 
potential receivers of Christ and his calling. …All cultures may become 
missionary cultures, receiving and passing on God’s love in Christ. …The 
representatives of all cultures are potentially evangelizers, even though they all 
are weak, frail and subject to conversion.   
 
… If the gospel is faithfully translated, then it continues to work as a two-edged 
sword. That transformative witness will hallow some elements of the culture, 
adapt others, and reject others. The receiving culture cannot be any more 
normative than the culture of the evangelizing witnesses. The desire to control 
constantly asserts itself here. Cultures try to bring the gospel under their control, 
attempting to fit the person and work of Christ into their patterns of accepted 
religious practice. Translation is a risk, and thus the process must be one of 
continuing conversion. The first stage of translation must be succeeded in any 
culture by successive re-translations, corrections and expansions, as the 
converting power of the gospel reviews human reductions of the gospel and 
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challenges the Christian community to greater faithfulness and a more obedient 
response to God’s love.xxx 

 

The church need not—must not—fear the translation of the Christian good news into a 
new cultural “tongue.” This is the glory of a missional church—being sent as disciples to 
in-carnate the gospel in every culture as the Son of God was sent to in-carnate the divine 
in order for all the world to see Emmanuel, “God with us.” But the church must be 
discerning in its translation, recognizing that not every translation is faithful and that 
even “good” translations are necessarily imperfect. All translations are in need of 
repeated re-translation or conversion since the cultural material from which they are 
formed is itself the creation of a fallen humanity. 
 
A final adaptive option promoted in the twentieth century would suggest far more 
accommodation to the religious proclivities of the contemporary American scene. 
Represented by the Church Growth movement, advocates of this option would claim that 
the central point of unity and purity for the church is Christ’s commission “to go into the 
world making disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have 
commanded you” (Matthew 28:19-20a). The first step to addressing the peace, unity, and 
purity of the church, then, is not uniting organizationally, not getting our theological 
house in order, not forming an eco-system or culture, and not social action. It is, instead, 
to meet people where they are in order to convey Christianity’s good news. 
 
Such encounters will require significant accommodations to the culture in which we meet 
these folks. It may demand that the church address America’s religious seekers first 
where they are rather than where they ultimately need to be. It may require that the first 
call to religious seekers is an invitation to comfort their personal needs rather than 
confront them with the rallying cry “To the Barricades!” for the changing of this world. It 
may necessitate reorienting Sunday morning services in ways that speak most forcefully 
to the “seeker” rather than the “found.” So the church’s worship and music need to thaw 
the heart rather than only overheat the head with the complexity of theological systems. 
And the rites and rituals of traditional Christian worship must be replaced by forms and 
symbols of American public life that communicate gospel truth, but in a fashion more 
familiar to those shaped by the current American religious ethos. In the process, the 
witness may acquire some impurities. But an impure witness is better than no witness at 
all or, perhaps worse yet, a witness stymied by qualms and reservations about sullying 
itself by close contact with the world—a world for which the witness of salvation is 
intended in the first place. 
 
Re-mythologize Christianity as in the South 
 
The final alternative offered in these days of search for peace, unity, and purity in the 
church is probably the hardest for most mainline American Protestants to take seriously. 
Nevertheless, some say that we live in historic times if only Western Christians can look 
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beyond the limited geographical and conceptual categories in which they tend to think 
and to challenge one another’s belief and practice. 
 
Scholars like Philip Jenkins currently argue that most Americans and Europeans are blind 
to Christianity’s future—a future that will be determined by churches not of the Northern, 
but the Southern hemisphere.xxxi Critiques of Jenkins might suggest that at least some 
segments of American Christianity have not been so blind since they have sat at the feet 
of liberationist theologians and listened attentively to their voices from Central and South 
America, Africa, and the Far East. But Jenkins contends that these voices are only a small 
part of the story in the Southern hemisphere and not the main storyline even at that. As 
Jenkins observes: 

 
If we look beyond the liberal West, we see that another Christian revolution quite 
different from the one being called for in the affluent American suburbs and 
upscale urban parishes is already in progress. Worldwide, Christianity is actually 
moving toward supernaturalism and neo-orthodoxy, and in many ways toward the 
ancient world view expressed in the New Testament: a vision of Jesus as the 
embodiment of divine power, who overcomes the evil forces that inflict calamity 
and sickness upon the human race. …There is increasing tension between what 
one might call a liberal Northern Reformation and the surging Southern religious 
revolution, which one might equate with the Counter-Reformation, the internal 
Catholic reforms that took place at the same time as the Reformation—although 
in reference to the past and the present the term “Counter-Reformation” 
misleadingly implies a simple reaction instead of a social and spiritual 
explosion.xxxii 
 

Christened with the name, the Third Church, by the Catholic scholar Walbert Buhlmann, 
this Southern Christianity is little concerned with Northern and Western Christianity’s 
efforts to maintain or rejuvenate particular theological traditions from the European 
Reformation. Instead, it is vitally interested in restoring the New Testament church’s 
sense of a supernatural immediately involved and influencing every act and re-action of 
human life. 
 
The Third Church is fed in part by the lively understanding of the spirit world’s interplay 
with human affairs long present in the cultures of the Southern hemisphere and in part by 
Southern Christians’ desire to return to the primitive church of the New Testament, full 
of exorcisms and healings. Its ethos blends a very literal read of the New Testament 
borrowed reminiscent of fundamentalist Christianity, a trust in prophecy born of direct 
revelation from the Holy Spirit characteristic of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity, 
a puritanical morality, and a mission to the poorest of the poor. The latter mission to the 
poor Northern Christians would normally consider liberal, but find faulty in Southern 
Christianity because they deem its interpretation of the poor’s greatest need to be too 
otherworldly. 
 
The Third Church may not be the star that mainline American Christianity expected or 
wants to see on the horizon. But rise it has and in numbers that cannot be overlooked: 
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In 1900 Africa had just 10 million Christians out of a continental population of 
107 million—about nine percent. Today the Christian total stands at 360 million 
out of 784 million, or 46 percent. And the percentage is likely to continue rising, 
because Christian African countries have some of the world’s most dramatic rates 
of population growth. …Within the next twenty-five years the population of the 
world’s Christians is expected to grow to 2.6 billion. …By 2025, 50 percent of the 
Christian population will be in Africa and Latin America and another 17 percent 
will be in Asia.xxxiii 
 

These Christians of the Southern hemisphere find Western efforts to de-mythologize the 
world of the New Testament a misstep of monumental proportions that ultimately leads 
to a Spirit-less Christ. The right step, their witness would suggest, is to re-mythologize 
the Christian gospel because the demonic powers mentioned there are not imaginary. 
They are real, and the Spirit of the living God moves now as much as ever before across 
the formless void and darkness of human misery and pain. And God says daily, “Let 
there be light.” And there is Christ—healer of souls and bodies, death-dealer to death 
itself, light of all people in the past, in the future but, most important of all, light right 
now. 

 
A Final Word 

 
It is worth noting that the range of alternative paths presented here—more or less in 
caricature and certainly in the barest of outlines—are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
Nevertheless, in their most extreme forms, each offers a distinctly different proposal as to 
where the church must step out in faith first in order to witness effectively in the 
American context and ultimately to enjoy peace, unity, and purity under God. Of debates 
over which of these shall be first and which last, there has been no end up to now. 
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