Script for Video:  Beyond the Ordinary (23 minutes)


This video helps congregations that participate in the U.S. Congregational Life Survey understand and use their Strengths 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 Strengths Report included in your survey results.

Ordinary . . . Extraordinary. How can your congregation go beyond the ordinary? How can your congregation identify and build on its strengths to become extraordinary? 

Worshipers and leaders in more than 2,000 congregations that participated in the U.S. Congregational Life Survey have told us lots about strong congregations. This video will share with you some of what we’ve learned, and help you understand and use your congregation’s report. Together, these resources will help you learn more about congregations that are particularly strong—that go beyond the ordinary.

First let’s talk about what makes a strong congregation? Strong congregations are communities of faith that consistently, effectively, and collectively achieve their goals or local mission. Each congregation has a unique mission—what God is calling that congregation to be and do in the world, but all congregations also share certain goals in common. They provide opportunities for people to experience God; they transform lives; they seek new people to join their community of faith; they seek to educate worshipers about the faith and what is expected of the faithful; they create a sense of community that allows for emotional connections among worshipers; they care for others both inside and outside the congregation; and they communicate to worshipers and others the essential belief that life has meaning.

We’ve identified four building blocks of congregational vitality and strength. Your report shows results in each of the following areas:  Spiritual Connections spotlights worship and faith development, Inside Connections describes worshipers’ activities within the congregations, Outside Connections reveals how congregations and worshipers reach out to and serve those in the community, and Identity Connections shows who worshipers are and how they see their congregation’s future. 

Within those four areas, we’ve identified 10 Congregational Strengths: 

Spiritual Connections
1.  Growing spiritually


2.  Meaningful worship

Inside Connections 
3.  Participating in the congregation or parish


4.  Having a sense of belonging


5.  Caring for young people

Outside Connections
6.  Focusing on the community


7.  Sharing faith

Identity Connections
8.   Welcoming new worshipers

9.   Empowering leadership


10. Looking to the future

Let me show you how your report looks at results for each of these strengths. Each strength is presented on a separate page—let’s look at the first one:  Growing Spiritually—it’s part of your congregation’s Spiritual Connections. All congregations seek to help people develop a deep faith and a growing relationship with God. Congregations that go beyond the ordinary find that their worshipers are Growing Spiritually.

Spiritual growth—is it important? You bet! Is it difficult? Not really—it’s simply a matter of investing oneself regularly, daily, and thinking about our faith and praying and it requires partners. I don’t know about, you but I tend with my physical exercise to be better when I’m working with someone who keeps me accountable. And that is the way it is with spiritual growth, too. Gathering with someone to pray on a regular basis . . . to think, to read, to reflect . . . and when we do it together, we stay on track.

Your report shows each question that is used to measure this strength—in the first table. Five questions are used in calculating your Growing Spiritually score:  


Worshipers who . . . 


Are growing in their faith through participation in activities of your congregation


Spend time at least a few times a week in private devotional activities


Feel their spiritual needs are being met in your congregation


Say Bible study and prayer groups of the congregation are one of the three most valued aspects of your 



congregation


Say the congregation’s prayer ministry is one of the three most valued aspects of your congregation.

We’ve also calculated an overall or summary score for each strength. The overall score is simply the average for all of the various questions that make up that strength. It gives you a summary of how your congregation in doing in that area. In the example here, you can see that this congregation’s Growing Spiritually overall score is 56%—the average across these five questions. 

In the congregation shown in the example, 67% of worshipers say their faith is growing through participation in activities of the congregation. Your report provides the percentages for your congregation—in the first column. The next two columns show the percentages for two comparison groups. The first comparison group on this report is for congregations similar in size to yours. So if your congregation is large, like the one in the example is, you’ll be able to compare your congregation’s results to those from other congregations across the country with more than 350 in worship. If your congregation is small, we’ve provided information about other small congregations—those with fewer than 100 in worship. And, if yours is in the middle with between 100 and 350 in worship, that’s what you’ll see on your report.

The second comparison group shows results for congregations of your denomination or faith group. In the example here, this specific Methodist church can see how its scores compare to other United Methodist congregations that took the survey. 

These two different comparison groups let you decide how to compare your congregation. How does your congregation compare to others in your denomination or faith group? How does it compare to other congregation similar in size to yours? Answering these questions helps you learn what you have in common with others like you.  And, more important, it helps you see your unique strengths. In some cases, looking at both columns might be most useful to your congregation.

The graph toward the bottom shows the percentile score for each question that goes into this strength. The percentile score shows your congregation’s relative standing compared to all congregations that took the survey. The percentile for your overall score is shown in the bottom bar in the graph. This graph will help you identify the particular questions on which your congregation has scored highest—compared to other congregations. An overall score of 56% puts this congregation in the 82nd percentile—that means it scored higher than 82% of all congregations on Growing Spiritually. Growing Spiritually is definitely a strength of this congregation. Percentile scores above 50 mean your congregation is in the top half; those above 80 mean your congregation definitely has this strength! What is your congregation’s percentile score for Growing Spiritually? Where are your congregation’s unique strengths?

The bottom of the page contains a summary of some of the things we’ve discovered about congregations that possess this strength—that is those in the top 20% on Growing Spiritually. The factors listed here will help you understand how this strength is related to other things that are going on in your congregation, and may help you identify how your congregation can work to improve in this area. They’re listed in order of importance meaning that the strongest relationships are listed first. Growing Spiritually does not stand alone. It’s but one piece in the complicated picture of congregational life. 

Can your congregation claim Growing Spiritually as one of its strengths?

The rest of pages in your report show your congregation’s results for the other strengths.

The second strength is Meaningful Worship.

In our quest for meaningful worship I think it’s important to get back to the basics:  How worship shapes and informs everyday lives of faith. So the worship informs how we live our lives during the week as well as how we live as a community of faith in the world.

Eight questions are used to measure this strength:


Worshipers who . . .


Experience God’s presence during worship always or usually


Experience inspiration during worship always or usually


Experience joy during worship always or usually


Experience awe during worship always or usually


Experience boredom during worship rarely


Experience frustration during worship rarely


Say the sermons, preaching, and homilies are one of the three most valued aspects of your congregation


Feel worship services and other congregational activities help them with everyday life

How does your congregation score on Meaningful Worship?

The next three strengths are part of your congregation’s Inside Connections. First, there’s Participating in the Congregation or Parish.

The more participation there is in the church the healthier the church can become. Every member is vital to the strength and the witness of the congregation. Members should be helped to discover their spiritual gifts for ministry. And more seasoned members must remember to make room for the gifts that new members can also bring.

Five questions go into the Participating in the Congregation or Parish scale:


Worshipers who . . . 


Attend worship services every week or more than once a week


Are involved in small groups in your congregation, including church school, Bible study, prayer groups, 



discussion groups, and fellowships)


Hold at least one leadership position in the congregation—that includes being in the choir; teaching church 



school; leading a group for men, women, or youth; and serving on a committee or board.


Often participate in important decision making in the congregation


Regularly give 5% or more of their net income to the congregation

Is Participating in the Congregation one of your congregation’s strengths?

The fourth strength—Having a Sense of Belonging—is also part of your Inside Connections.

I feel a sense of belonging to a congregation every time I attend a worship service. Every time I attend one of the different activities that the church provides me. And a sense of belonging is in relation to the opportunity that I have to grow in my spiritual life by worshiping God, but at the same time the opportunity that I am provided by that community of faith to serve all the people.

Three questions go into the Sense of Belonging scale:


Worshipers who . . .


Participate more in congregational activities today than they did two years ago


Say most of their closest friends are part of your congregation


Feel their sense of belonging to the congregation is strong and growing.

Finally, Caring for Young People is the last Inside Connections strength.

When I was growing up in church, from the time I was about eight years old, I had a special responsibility to bring the minister a glass of water, so that his throat wouldn’t get dry during the sermon. So every Sunday morning I took the same glass and took it to the kitchen, filled it up with ice and then filled it up with water, and brought it to the pulpit and had it there ready for the 11:00 service. This was a way in which the church gave me a job that I could do and therefore welcomed me into the larger life of the church. Other ways that some churches involve children in the same way is by asking them to light candles or ring the bell to signal the start of worship or sometimes to read scripture in worship or to sing to help the congregation learn a new song perhaps in the middle of worship. These are all ways that churches welcome children into the life of the worshiping community and therefore welcome them into the larger life of the church.

Caring for Young People includes three questions:


Worshipers . . .


Who are satisfied with what is offered by the congregation for children and youth (those who are under 19 



years of age)


Who say ministry for children and youth is one of the three most valued aspects of the congregation


Whose children (under 19 years of age) also worship there.

Does your congregation excel in Caring for Youth?

Now, let’s look at strengths within the area of Outside Connections. Focusing on the Community is the first strength here.

My congregation adopted a retirement community down the street. We go there twice a month to hold worship. We hold holiday parties for them and basically try to do anything to make people feel good. Like last week we took the children’s choir and everyone had a whole lot of fun. A lot of the people there don’t have any family so it makes me and everyone else feel good to be a friend. 

 The Focusing on the Community scale includes 7 questions:


Worshipers who . . .


Are involved in social service or advocacy activities through the congregation


Are involved in social service or advocacy activities in the community


Contribute to charitable organizations other than the congregation


Say wider community care or social justice emphasis is one of the three most valued aspects of the congregation


Say openness to social diversity is one of the three most valued aspects of the congregation


Worked with others to solve a community problem in the last year


Voted in the presidential election in 2000.

Where does your congregation stand on the Focusing on the Community strength?

Sharing Faith is the second strength in this category.

I have three sisters in Korea. They are not Christian and I’m a Christian. I have to be careful what I say. How I act. I have to show them what Jesus Christ is all about. I cannot be judgmental to them because they are not Christian. 
Four questions go into the Sharing Faith strength:


Worshipers who . . .


Are involved in outreach or evangelism activities of the congregation


Feel at ease talking about their faith and seek opportunities to do so


Have invited to a worship service in the last year someone who does not currently attend


Say reaching those who don’t attend—some say “the unchurched”—is one of the three most valued aspects of the congregation.

Sharing Faith—is it one of your congregation’s strengths?

Finally, there are three strengths in the Identity Connections. Let’s start with Welcoming New Worshipers.

The church has lots of opportunities for involvement from listening and participating in a worship service to teaching Sunday school to preparing food baskets for families in need. You can become a vital part of God’s community, which is called to respond to the needs of the world in faith, hope, and love.

Just one question measures Welcoming New Worshipers:


Worshipers who . . .


Began attending there in the last five years

Has your congregation been a success in Welcoming New Worshipers?

Empowering Leadership is also an Identity Connections strength.

Several years ago I got together with the head of fine arts ministry at my church to start a visual arts ministry. She was very enthusiastic about the idea and to my surprise we were able to gather up several members from the congregation, who also had talent, not only visual artists but there were sculptors and fiber artists. We’re able to get together each week and discuss our faith and our belief through our artwork. All of us are very enthusiastic and through this we’ve been able to have an art exhibit. The whole congregation knows now that you can express faith and love of God through your artwork and whatever talent you might have.

Empowering Leadership includes four questions:


Worshipers who . . .


Feel the congregation’s leaders encourage them to find and use their gifts.


Feel the minister, pastor, or priest takes into account the ideas of worshipers.


Describe the leadership style of the pastor, minister, or priest as one that inspires people to take action 


Strongly feel there is a good match between the congregation and the minister, pastor, or priest.

Is Empowering Leadership a strength your congregation can celebrate?

The last strength—Looking to the Future—also falls in the Identity Connections area.

The future of my church looks brighter than ever with the young families and young children that are involved in it. It is like we’ve become one big giant happy family of love.

Looking to the Future is based on four questions:


Worshipers who . . .


Feel the congregation has a clear vision, goals, or direction for its ministry and mission and are strongly 



committed to them


Have a sense of excitement about the congregation’s future


Feel the congregation is already moving in new directions


Feel the congregation is always ready to try something new.

Can your congregation claim Looking to the Future as one of your strengths?

Now let’s put it all together. Like your first report, this one shows results for your worshipers and for other worshipers, but it’s up to you to interpret those figures in light of what you know about your congregation—who worships there, what they need and want from the congregation, and what God’s plan is for you. 

Now that you’ve looked at results for your congregation in each area, where do you go now? How can you use your strengths for the good of your congregation? 

There are lots of obstacles to change—whether that change involves your life, your family, your work, or your congregation. Change is often difficult—it involves letting go of old habits and beliefs about who we are and making a leap of faith beyond the ordinary. Change requires acknowledging that things could be better, figuring out where you want to go, and being willing to experiment with new behaviors that might help get you there. Old ways of doing things feel comfortable though, so we must be willing to face a time of uneasiness or discomfort until new habits are established. How many of you have ever started a diet with great expectations of a slimmer, more healthier you? It’s uncomfortable waiting impatiently for the effects to be seen. What’s more, many obstacles may prevent us from reaching that goal—opportunities to enjoy more food than we need, difficulty finding time to exercise, situations where healthy eating choices are unavailable and more. Congregations face a variety of obstacles in their path to change, as well, for example—insufficient funds, staff or volunteers to do all we would like and worshipers who prefer the status quo. Yet congregations are richly blessed. Your congregation has strengths that can be used in making changes.

And keep in mind that there are rarely guarantees that a particular change will bring about the hoped-for result. An attempt to move in one direction may result in movement in an entirely different direction. Sometimes that’s OK; but sometimes it’s not. To encourage openness to change we must allow ourselves the freedom to take chances, knowing that all changes won’t succeed. People who are afraid of failure often resist change. An unsuccessful change is nonetheless an opportunity for learning—learning about something that doesn’t work, but also potentially learning about an unforeseen possibility. Alexander Fleming discovered penicillin through an error—a spore drifted through an open window and contaminated one of his ongoing experiments. The planned experiment didn’t turn out well, but we can certainly be grateful for the mistake that gave us the power of penicillin. 

How can your congregation use the strengths you’ve identified to work toward a new future? What possibilities do you see? What risks are you willing to take to start moving in a different direction? 

Source:  Beyond the Ordinary:  A video guide to the 10-page U.S. Congregational Life Survey Strengths Report. Script by U.S. Congregations. Video produced by Media Services, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 2003.
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