Script for Video:  A Field Guide to U.S. Congregations (23 minutes)


This video helps congregations that participate in the U.S. Congregational Life Survey understand and use their Connections Report.  While it was originally created for congregations participating in Wave 1 of the survey, in 2001, it also applies to all other congregations taking the survey at other times.  There may be minor wording variations between the survey used in Wave 1 and your current survey.  Nonetheless, this video provides accurate instructions for using the Connections Report included in your survey results.

Hello!  I’m Pat, your field guide for the US Congregational Life Survey. I’m here to help you explore the results from your congregation. We’ll be plunging into the sometimes-scary world of statistics, but don’t sweat it! That’s why I’m here . . . to help you make that plunge and survive! Before we set off, let’s make sure we have all we need for the trip. Everyone needs a copy of the 8-page report for your congregation. And, it might be helpful to have a pen and something to take notes on. Ready? Let’s get going!

Like any successful exploration, lots of planning went into this one. Early in 2001, we printed a lot of surveys. Enough for more than 300,000 worshipers who took part at that time, and for others who participated later. We put together customized packages for each participating congregation containing enough surveys for all worshipers and other forms to help us gather background information. We even provided pens! (That’s a lot of pens!) We invited all worshipers to participate because we believe everyone counts! Leaders are important, but worshipers are the heart of every congregation.

Do you remember when your congregation filled out the survey in worship? That was just the beginning. After we received your materials, it took time to scan and process all of the surveys we received. Now we’ve analyzed the data and prepared materials to help you use the results for your congregation. 

This video will help you look at your report, understand what it says, and use the results for the good of your congregation. Remember. This project has three goals:  First to help your congregation take a close look at congregational vitality and to consider ways to renew and enrich its mission; second, to provide an accurate picture of all congregations at the start of the new century; and third, to produce mission resources for use by congregations across the country.

Before we get started, let me tell you how the results are displayed in your report. We need to understand the map we’ll be using for our exploration! From the results of all who participated in the spring of 2001, we calculated the national average. The national average describes how worshipers across the U.S. answered each question. These figures meet one of the goals we just mentioned, developing an accurate picture of U.S. worshipers and congregations at the start of the new century. The national average provides a point of reference for comparison.

We all know that averages can sometimes be deceptive. You’ve probably heard the story about the man who put one hand in the freezer and one hand in boiling water and declared that on average he was quite comfortable. Our national averages are based on the responses of thousands of worshipers in congregations large and small all across America.

Your report gives the national average for each question and also shows the responses of your worshipers. Putting these pieces together lets you see how your worshipers compare to other worshipers. But why would you want to make such a comparison? In some ways the Congregational Life Survey is similar to checking your weight. Learning that you weigh 150 pounds would be meaningless if you didn’t have a point of comparison. We are all interested in how we compare. Are we typical or atypical? When you step on the scale, you interpret your current weight in light of what you know about how much someone your height and age typically weighs. The national average, or point of comparison, for body weight!  You’d also take into account other factors, whether you’re on any medications that might affect your weight and what you want to weigh, for example. Sometimes we might be satisfied with being average. Sometimes being below average might be okay. And at other times, being average or even above average might be less than what we hope to be.

Your report shows results for your worshipers and for the national average, but it’s up to you to interpret those figures in light of what you know about your congregation—where it’s located, how it’s changing, where it’s going. For each item on your report, you’ll need to decide if where your congregation is, is where you want to be. The national average gives you a point of reference to help you make those decisions. Your congregation, like your weight, can change. Chart a course and start your journey!

For each item on the report, the colored bar in the graph shows your worshipers’ answers; the white bar shows the national average for all worshipers. Now, let me clarify something here. The numbers corresponding to these white bars and what you’re seeing on this video are the same in all of the reports. Those numbers represent the national average.  However, the numbers corresponding to these colored bars are going to be different in your report that what you’re seeing on the screen. We’re just giving you an example. Only your report shows the results for your congregation.

Take a look in the top left corner of each page of your report. We’ve included a legend to help you remember how many worshipers in your congregation completed the survey.

We’ve identified four building blocks of congregational vitality. Your report shows results in each of the following areas:  Building Spiritual Connections is about worship and faith development. Building Inside Connections describes your worshipers’ activities within the congregation and the ways people in your congregation relate to one another. Building Outside Connections reveals how your congregation and its members reach out to and serve those outside your congregation. And finally, Building Identity Connections helps you understand who your worshipers are and how they see your congregation’s future.

After we take a look at each building block, be prepared to use this [hold up remote control]. Push the pause button so you can explore the findings for your congregation. Take a few moments to identify your strengths. And, if you’re watching with a group, discuss what you’ve discovered. At the end of the video, you’ll have an opportunity to look at how results for these four building blocks might relate to one another.

[Cameo quotes]

· I enjoy going to church, but I really find that reading my Bible helps me the most in my spiritual growth.
· Worship is a wonderful experience in my parish. I look forward to it every week and I always leave feeling inspired.
· To tell you the truth, I get a bit bored in worship sometimes.
Building Spiritual Connections is about worship and the faith development of your worshipers. Results can be found on the first two pages of your report. Take a look at the first item, Private Devotions. It summarizes in words what the first box shows as a graph. So either way, you’ll get the hang of this! This question should look familiar. Every box in your report includes the exact wording of a survey question and the answers for that question. The national average for this question—that’s the white line in the graph—shows that 45% of worshipers across the country spend time just about every day in some sort of private devotional activities. Things like private prayer, reading the Bible or other devotional materials, or meditation. In the congregation shown in the example, over 67% are involved in such activities on a daily basis. Clearly, a strength of this congregation!

Remember, the blue line up here is just an example. Most likely, your congregation’s results are different. The other lines in the graph show the percentages of worshipers who report their private devotional activities take place on less than a daily basis (either a few times a week or less often or never).

The next question, Growing in Faith, asked worshipers about the extent to which they have grown in their faith in the last year. The top two lines in the graph show worshipers who reported much growth in their faith. The national average shows that 54% of all worshipers reported much growth. Just 40% of worshipers in the congregation shown in this example reported much growth. This is an area where this congregation falls below the national average. When we look at the next set of bars in the graph, we can see that in this same congregation, many of those who reported much growth said that it came through this congregation. This is an area where this congregation is above the national average. That’s because in the national average, just 32% reported that their growth was from the congregation where they participated. This means in the typical congregation, more people are finding spiritual growth outside their congregation—perhaps through their private devotions, or through another congregation or organization.

The next graph shows the extent to which worship services and other congregational activities Help your Worshipers with Everyday Living. The national average shows that almost half of worshipers feel their congregation’s services and activities help them to a great extent with daily life. How do your worshipers compare? 

Take a look at the second page of this section. Question 4, Meeting Spiritual Needs follows up on Help with Everyday Living and looks at whether worshipers feel their spiritual needs are being met in your congregation. How many say they are?

The last two elements of Building Spiritual Connections deal with congregational worship. The first question asks about peoples’ Experiences During Worship. The bars here show the percentage of worshipers who say they always
or usually have each of these experiences during worship. The national average shows that most worshipers experience “God’s presence,” “inspiration,” and “joy” during worship. That was pretty much true for the congregation in the example too. It’s good to see that most people say they’re not bored during worship!

The final item in this section shows the styles of Music preferred in worship. In the congregation shown, most worshipers prefer traditional hymns and classical music. Nationally, most worshipers prefer traditional hymns, praise music, or choruses. What do your worshipers prefer?

Now it’s time to take a few minutes to go through the section of your report on Making Spiritual Connections. See how your congregation answered the questions on these two pages. Then use the discovery questions for discussion at the bottom of the second page to Make the Connections. Ready to use this [holds up remote control]. Pause or stop the video. When you’re ready to move on, push play and we’ll do some more exploring.

[Cameo quotes]

· My church feels like a family. The people are always there for me.

· I’m a deacon in my congregation; my father was a deacon, and my grandfather was a deacon.

· They say, ‘Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.”  Well, I sure feel better about giving to my parish than about paying my taxes.

Take a look at the orange section with the title Building Inside Connections. This portion of the report looks at worshipers’ activities within the congregation and the ways worshipers relate to one another. See the first item? Involving Worshipers describes the small group activities of congregations that draw worshipers. This includes church school and other educational groups, Bible study and prayer groups, and clubs or other social groups. In the typical congregation about 44% of worshipers participate in some type of small group activity. Are most of your worshipers connected to the congregation in this way? 

Involving Leaders answers the question: Do you currently have any of the following roles here? Leaders are people who serve on the governing board and congregational committees, but also people who serve as ushers or church school teachers, people who help plan or lead worship, and people who lead small groups. The national average shows that 38% of worshipers are leaders in their congregations. How does your congregation compare?

Belonging Here goes beyond the activities of the congregation and examines the deeper connection many worshipers have with their congregations. How many have a sense of belonging to the congregation? Has their sense of belonging been growing, or is it about the same as in the past? In the typical congregation, almost half report that their sense of belonging is strong and growing.

The next item, Making Friends in the congregation means people have personal connections to others who are part of the same congregation. Most worshipers say they have some close friends in their congregation. Do most of your worshipers have similar connections to one another?

Next item, Giving, reflects the monetary contributions that worshipers make to the work of the congregation. The national average shows that most worshipers give regularly to their congregation, but few give 10% of their income. 

Being a Team means worshipers and leaders are working together for the good of the congregation. Do your worshipers believe there is a good match between your congregation and your minister, pastor, priest, rabbi, or other key leader? In the national average, 84% of worshipers believe there is a good match.

It’s time to stop the video again so you can take a closer look at how your congregation responded to the questions on pages three and four Make the Connections. Then use the discovery questions at the bottom of page four to Make the Connections.

[Cameo quotes]

· Our church is known in the community for our soup kitchen and food pantry.
· I know I should invite people to worship, but I just don’t feel comfortable doing that. I don’t know how they’ll respond.
· My parents took me to church when I was growing up, but once I left home, I stopped coming. A friend invited me here, and I’ve really enjoyed it. I didn’t know what I was missing.
· I’ve always been a Catholic.
· Whenever I move to a new place, I look for a place that has good programs for my kids.
Now it’s time to look at the results of the third section, Building Outside Connections. It’s highlighted in green. Outside Connections reveal how your congregation and its members reach out to serve those outside your congregation. By now you’re ready to explore your findings on your own. I’ll help you find your direction on the first couple and then . . . off you go!  
Inviting Others to worship is difficult for many people. Yet, if no one takes that step, it’s unlikely a congregation will grow. The national average shows that about 46% have invited someone to worship in the last year. How many of your worshipers have done so?

Take a look at question 2 in this section. Many congregations not only minister to their own worshipers, but also Reach Out to those in the community. Across the U.S., 12% of worshipers report that they are regularly involved in their congregation’s outreach or evangelism activities. What about your own worshipers?

Next up, Item #3: Inviting Activities. Congregations employ a wide variety of ways to reach out to non-members. From a list of 14 possible activities, the average congregation reports using seven of these outreach strategies. 

It’s time to stop this tape and look over all the results of the green section Building Outside Connections. Those are on pages five and six of your report. Use the discovery questions at the bottom of page 6 to Make the Connections.

[Cameo quotes]

· The reason I joined the Presbyterian Church is because it makes me feel so young.
· I like a small parish where I can get to know everybody.
· What I really like about my church is that it’s a place to make friends. In fact, I met my husband here!
· I’m really excited about my church. New people are joining the church, and we’re doing lots of exciting things here.
Many people think they know who comes to worship, but sometimes they’re surprised when they learn how their congregation is unique. The last section of your report is called Building Identity Connections. It will help you understand who your worshipers are and how they see the congregation’s future. The items in this section describe your worshipers in terms of gender, age, education, marital status, household composition, and the things they value most in your congregation. Are there any surprises here?

Other items reveal their outlook on the future of your congregation. Take some time to look at Building Identity Connections highlighted in red. The results are on pages seven and eight. Look at how your congregation responded to the items on these two pages and how your worshipers compare to the national averages. Then use the discovery questions at the bottom of page eight to Make the Connections.

Now it’s time to put it all together!  You’ve looked at results for your congregation in four areas:  Building Spiritual Connections, Building Inside Connections, Building Outside Connections, and Building Identity Connections. How can you put these four together? How can your congregation use these results to help create a positive future? 

We believe congregations make changes that transform their future by focusing on their strengths. A congregation’s strengths provide the bedrock upon which change can occur. Identifying strengths is not intended to minimize or deny the weaknesses congregations might have or the challenges they face. Rather, we believe focusing on strengths and building connections between your strengths affirm the unique set of opportunities available to each congregation. Focusing on weaknesses goes hand in hand with resistance to change. Instead, identify your congregation’s strengths in what you’ve learned today and use them to your advantage!

We also believe that congregations are fluid, changeable systems. The congregation you are today is not the congregation you have to be tomorrow. Worshipers and leaders come and go; new people bring new ideas. The lives and circumstances of long-term members change. All of these factors and many others mean that “change happens!”  Like focusing on weakness, focusing on static images creates another barrier to change. Keeping in mind the infinitely changeable nature of congregations helps people embrace change. Change isn’t always easy! But you now have new information about who your worshipers are, how they are involved in the congregation, and what they value. These can be the building blocks for change. These can be the building blocks for change. And you can lead the way!

Source:  A Video Guide to the U.S. Congregational Life Survey—Using Your Report. Script by U.S. Congregations. Video produced by Media Services, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 2001.

1

