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Indeed, as national religious dollars become tighter this “research and
development” function of denominations should grow in importance.

NOTES

1. The Think Tank on Congregational Affiliation (Brandeis University, October
1992) reinforced for me the importance of being clear and consistent in the use of
concepts. I will use “affiliates” and “adherents” interchangeably to refer to persons
who identify with a particular religious group, though they need not be “mem-
bers” of any religious organization. Affiliation may mean nothing more than
having a response to the question: “What is your religious preference? Is it Protes-
tant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no religion?” (the question used by
the National Opinion Research Center in the General Social Survey).

2. For definition of these groups, see Roof and McKinney (1987), American
Mainline Religion, Appendix. While the focus in this paper is on only these three
groups, the analysis included all groups in the General Social Surveys.
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Afterword

James P. Wind

In Lives of a Cell (1974), the late Lewis Thomas, one of our nation’s most
preeminent physicians, wrote about—among other things—the behavior of
ants, termites, and bees. Such topics might seem out of place in abook about
congregational affiliation, just as they seemed out of place on the pages of
the August New England Journal of Medicine (where they were first publish-
ed) or in the circles Dr. Thomas moved in as dean of the Yale School of
Medicine or president of the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center.
Thomas, who was a superb scientist as well as a gifted administrator,
possessed a precious trait: he loved and was attentive to mystery. Hence he
spent “moonlight” time as an essayist, trying to call his colleagues to the
realm of wonder.

Which brings us to ants, bees, and termites. The solitary bug, say an ant,
Thomas claimed, “can’t be imagined to have a mind at all.” A “ganglion on
legs,” this lone insect seems aimless and insignificant. Put four to ten of
them together around a dead moth or a leaf and “they begin to look like an
idea.” Follow them home to the hill, where they mass in the thousands,
becoming a black throbbing whole, and you “begin to see the whole beast,
and now you observe it thinking, planning, calculating. It is an intelligence,
a kind of live computer, with crawling bits for its wits” (Thomas, 1974, pp.
12-13). Thomas the scientist, fascinated by the difference between individ-
ual and collective behavior, speculated on the role of pheromones (unno-
ticed chemical substances members of a species give off that stimulate
behaviors of other members of that species) in releasing the energy of the
hill, or the buzz of the hive. Then Thomas the essayist wondered about the
likenesses between humans and these so-called lowly creatures. Taking his
own research community as exhibit A, he noted how through theirjournals,
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meetings, computer links, and the like, these humans built their own hill,
their own marvelously intricate system of interactions. Like the bugs, they
were caught up in processes larger than their consciousness, which shaped
them and made them purposive.

The chapters in this book, while lacking in the sheer capacity for artful
wonder that we find in Thomas’s essays, nonetheless take us right up to the
edge of an interface between individual and collective behavior that should
leave us wondering. In this case, the collective is not the hill but congrega-
tions. From various points of view, the authors make moves like Thomas
the scientist. They try to help us figure out why people are drawn to or
repelled from these fascinating institutions. A variety of explanations are
offered—none as intriguing as pheromones, but all with partial explanatory
power. So we consider individual life stories, contextual factors such as
demographic trends, denominational histories, or the qualities of clergy
leadership that might help us with the riddle of affiliation. We ponder the
breakdown of the American Protestant plausibility structure, the emer-
gence of lay liberalism, the impact of interfaith marriage, the importance of
certain kinds of programs and practices, the significance of life-cycle tran-
sitions, the role of passion and emotion, and the need for distinctive beliefs.
Perhaps in this complex list of factors, or perhaps within their delicate
interplay, we can find an answer.

But the mystery eludes us. Why do people join congregations? Why do
they hang in there year after year? Why do they drop out? Why do they stay
away? Why do they join and not participate? Why do they continue to
identify themselves religiously, yet keep a safe distance from any congre-
gation’s door? Maybe the ants help us. They remain mysterious, but they
continue the dance of life. They move this way and that for reasons that
remain obscure.

In congregations we witness part of the dance of life: here the dance is
complex, variegated, and wonderful. People approach congregations with
all sorts of personal codings. They come with particular personal stories
that are amalgams of family histories and personal experiences, mixes of
tragedy and comedy, webs of social relations, and thickets of psychological
dynamics. Entangled in each of these biographies is a personal religious
negotiation, an encounter with and an avoidance of religious truth and
reality. All of this can and often does go on outside of local congregations.
What we have is roughly analogous to Thomas’s individual ants or to the
small groups of them that begin to look like an idea.

Then there is the congregation. Far more mysterious than the hill or the
hive, this institution is a complex particular world. No two congregations
are exactly alike, since each is made of particular sets of materials. A
denominational tradition (itself a most complex reality), a regional charac-
ter, a particular socioeconomic environment, an interplay of either a small
or a large set of personal and family histories, and a collection of distinctive
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institutional practices and experiences come together within a congregation
to form a distinct local culture. Encounters with the sacred, with symbols,
with systems of organizational behavior, and with practices of formation,
care, mission, and proclamation are put together in distinctive ways in each
one of the more than 450,000 local churches and synagogues that color our
landscape.

Part of the problem in our previous attempts to understand congrega-
tional and denominational affiliation patterns—and part of the problem
that this book addresses—is that we have failed to fathom just how much
is going on in the life of any individual who approaches a congregation, in
any congregation itself, and in any interaction between the two. Since others
are far more competent than I to probe individual worlds, and since so
much has been written that seeks to open those worlds for us, let me go a
bit deeper into the other side of the affiliation threshold, the congregation.
To do so, I take a clue from H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic, The Responsible Self
(1963). Niebuhr, who was writing to a nation preoccupied with doing rather
than being, wanted to help people learn to hesitate before asking “What
shallIdo?” (One thinks here especially of busy congregational and denomi-
national leaders who feel tremendous pressure to do something about
membership declines or plateaus.) The all-important prior question for
Niebuhr was “What is going on?” For him, responsible selves need to work
very hard to give full interpretations of the situations they are placed in.
Such interpretations require discerning the social and historical dynamics
at work in any situation. But they also require discerning what God is up
to, setting situations in theological contexts.

In the past two decades, a remarkable probing of congregational life has
gone on, some of it by contributors to this volume. The congregational
portraits in these pages also testify to our growing awareness of congrega-
tional particularity. But there is much more to be learned. A stunning
example of an attempt to answer Niebuhr’s question (even if it does not
invoke him) is Samuel G. Freedman’s wonderful book, Upon This Rock
(1993). Upon This Rock, the result of two years of painstaking study of St.
Paul’s Church, Brooklyn, New York, helps us see just how complex the
congregational dance really is. Members, would-be members, dropouts,
and church-shoppers dance along the affiliation threshold as they partici-
pate in a certain kind of African American neo-Pentecostal worship. As the
preacher, the Reverend Johnny Ray Youngblood, lifts up key Biblical texts,
focuses on the lived reality of his congregation members, and shares his
own failures as father, spouse, and son, people are given specific occasions
to step closer or draw further away from St. Paul’s life. That same reality
occurs as the congregation celebrates African roots, builds affordable hous-
ing in East Brooklyn, welcomes addicts into a small group, or makes the
plight of black males a central concern. Very specific moves are being
made—some of them as small as the smile as breakfast is served, some as
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large as the too familiar touch of a church elder or the show of solidarity as
members rally in time of tragedy—all parts of a mostly subconscious
choreography that appeals or repels individuals depending upon what they
bring to the congregational dance. The reality is thick, ambiguous, and
bewilderingly complex—at bottom, a dense mystery.

The dance between congregations and members is really a dance of
dances as various histories, cultures, experiences, and interpretations jostle
each other. The number of interactions and possible occasions for enticing
someone to become more deeply involved or for forcing someone else
further away is beyond our comprehension. Further, the dance is continu-
ally interrupted by the larger events and dynamics of nation and world. An
event at an orphanage in Ghana, a major social movement in our own land,
powerful dynamics like our national tendency to render religion a private
affair lace through these individual and congregational histories in ways
that constantly unsettle and reshuffle reality. Do we two-step, twist, line
dance, or just improvise? The larger culture keeps making demands upon
these local interactions, sometimes overtly, sometimes invisibly.

Professor Niebuhr, of course, was not satisfied with interpretation as an
end in itself. After answering the question about what is going on, the
responsible agent must decide what to do. But knowing what to do depends
on the best possible answer to the prior interpretive question. For those of
us interested in questions of membership and affiliation, it is time to ask
ourselves where we are, what is going on in our collective enterprise, in our
own hill. These essays are distinctive in that they have brought into one
conversation leading interpreters, leading practitioners (read actors), and
actual leaders and members of local congregations—from across a wide
denominational spectrum. The conversation itself points us in new direc-
tions. As various presenters summarize what they have learned from years
of researching or leading local churches and synagogues, a larger whole
begins to come into view. That whole is the thick religious and cultural
dance that goes on as individuals, congregations, denominations, social
systems, cultures, traditions, and history interact.

The dance is a mystery, one that we have only begun to fathom. To be
sure, the studies referred to in these pages shed light on portions of the
dance, a step or two, or perhaps even major moments. But this volume
shows us how much more we have to learn about the intricate web of
interactions that lies beneath our affiliation statistics and analyses. If we can
find ways to pool our various expertises and bring them sympathetically
to bear upon the actual experiences of members, hangers-on, dropouts,
shoppers, and turned off individuals, we may find that new explanations,
perhaps even as interesting as Thomas’s pheromones, await us. But even if
the exotic or grand theory eludes us, we will have come a bit closer to the
mystery that the very things that attract some repel others, that our natures
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seem to push and pull us in both directions, and that the dance goes on and
on.
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Hartford Seminary. Prior to joining the seminary faculty in 1985, he served
for eleven years as research director for the United Church of Christ’s Board
for Homeland Ministries based in New York City. He holds a M.Div. from
Hartford Seminary and a Ph.D. from Pennsylvania State University. He is
an ordained minister in the United Church of Christ.

PENNY LONG MARLER is assistant professor of religion at Samford
University. She holds an M.Div. and a Ph.D. from the Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary and a Master of Social Work from the University of
Louisville. Her recent research has focused on secularization and American
religion, seminary cultures, religious mobility in America, and marginal
church members.

LOREN B. MEAD, an Episcopal priest, is the president and founder of The
Alban Institute, Inc. He is a graduate of Virginia Theological Seminary and
has received honorary doctorates from the Protestant Episcopal Theological
Seminary in Virginia, the University of the South, and Berkeley Divinity
School. Mead has consulted with many churches, seminaries, agencies, and
groups in the United States, and throughout the world. He is the author of
numerous articles and books on congregations and the ministry.

MARSHALL T. MEYER (1930-1993) was a rabbi of Congregation B'nai
Jeshurun in New York City. He received his M. A. in Hebrew literature and
his Rabbinical Ordination from the Jewish Theological Seminary, and he
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completed postgraduate work at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, Colum-
bia University, and Union Theological Seminary. He also received honorary
degrees from the Jewish Theological Seminary, Kalamazoo College, He-
brew Union College, Dartmouth College, and the University of Buenos
Aires. He served on the boards of numerous religious and human rights
organizations in the United States and Latin America and received interna-
tional awards for his religious scholarship and his human rights activities.

DAVID A. ROOZEN is director of Hartford Seminary’s Center for Social
and Religious Research, with which he has been affiliated since 1973. He
holds a Ph.D. in the sociology of religion from Emory University. Roozen
has published widely on American religious change, congregational life,
mission, and theological education.

AMY L. SALES is a senior research associate at the Maurice and Marilyn
Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies at Brandeis University. She re-
ceived her Ph.D. in social psychology from Boston University. Sales has
published research papers on diverse topics including organization culture,
Jewish women in the “executive suite,” the social adjustment of Soviet
Jewish emigrés, and the values and attitudes of American Jewish teenagers.

JAMES A. SCOTT has been the minister of Bethany Baptist Church in
Newark, New Jersey, for thirty years and, since 1971, has been associate
professor in the Department of Education at Rutgers University. He holds
a B.D. from Yale Divinity School and a Ph.D. in social planning and policy
development from Rutgers University. He has been awarded honorary
doctoral degrees by Bethune-Cookman College and Monrovia College in
West Africa.

JOHN E STEINBRUCK received his ordination in 1959. Since 1970, he has
been the pastor of Luther Place Memorial Church in Washington, D.C. He
holds a D.Min. degree from Lutheran Theological Seminary. Steinbruck has
been awarded a number of honorary doctorates and citations for his con-
tributions to interracial and interfaith understanding and cooperation. He
has published articles in journals, religious publications, and books.

GARY A. TOBIN is director of the Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for
Modern Jewish Studies at Brandeis University. He earned his Ph.D. in city
and regional planning from the University of California, Berkeley, and
served on the faculty of Washington University, St. Louis, for eleven years
before coming to Brandeis in 1984. Tobin has written many books, articles,
and planning reports about intermarriage, demography, anti-Semitism,
Jewish community planning, and philanthropy in the Jewish community.
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JAMES P. WIND is program director of the religion division of the Lilly
Endowment, Inc. He received his M.Div. degree from the Lutheran School
of Theology, Chicago, and his Ph.D. from the Divinity School at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. Before joining the Lilly Endowment, he served as director
of research for the Park Ridge Center for the Study of Health, Faith and
Ethics, for the Lutheran General Hospital (Park Ridge, Illinois) project on
Health/Medicine and the Faith Traditions, and for the Evaluation of the
Study of Congregation conducted by the Institute for the Advanced Study
of Religion at the University of Chicago. Wind has published numerous
books, articles, chapters, reviews and sermons on religion.

JAMES R. WOOD, professor of sociology at Indiana University, studies
voluntary organizations and their role in American society. His current
research examines the way the legislative bodies of church denominations
arrive at consensus on controversial public issues. He holds an M.Div. from
Yale University and a Ph.D. in sociology from Vanderbilt University.
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