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SUMMARY

The present study developed from reports and observations that the Christian
church in the postmodern West is in a condition of zero growth and even decline.
Preliminary analysis of strategies proposed to address this situation suggests that they
tend largely to focus on improving the implementation of traditional/institutional
methodologies of church growth. While such strategies have their successes, the
continuing decline in numbers of committed Christians highlight the urgent need to find
additional approaches to the problem.

Recent research in the field of Congregational Studies (specifically, Sider, Olson
& Unruh 2002, Churches that make a Difference) has shown that certain congregations
are maintaining a high level of visibility in their immediate communities through a
strategy of community engagement. Further, rather than such engagement being the
result of the application of academically or institutionally derived programs, preliminary
reports suggested that such community engagement has roots in a congregational “ethos
of care” for the immediate secular community.

A connection was made between such “community-engaging” congregations and
the congregation described by Lesslie Newbigin (1989) in The Gospel in a Pluralist
Society. In this book, Newbigin identifies a series of characteristics by which a
congregation might be identified as being the “hermeneutic of the Gospel in society,” a
situation, Newbigin maintains, only brought about by the centrality of Jesus in the life of
the congregation. In broad terms these characteristics are the same as those determined

by Sider, Olsen and Unruh as those of a “holistic” congregation.
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The present study was motivated by the idea that identifying and studying such
holistic congregations might give some insight to strategies that may be usefully
employed by other congregations in expanding the Kingdom of God through community
engagement; specifically, by developing a form of the ethos of hermeneutic or holism
described by Newbigin and Olsen, Sider, & Unruh.

The research took two forms: an objective survey, developed in conjunction with
the department of statistics at the University of Georgia, and subjective interviews
conducted with the pastoral leadership and with individuals and focus groups within the
participating churches. All the data from the Survey was compiled and analyzed by a
graduate student in statistics at UGA under the strict guidance and supervision of a
professor in the department of statistics, and the subsequent report was approved by that
person.

The first three chapters of the thesis engage the necessary general description
related to background and methodology, the nature of contemporary (postmodern)
society and its historical development and the location of the research and the research
strategy, respectively. Chapter four provides a preécis of the interviews conducted with
individuals and groups within the ten churches participating in the study. Finally, in
chapter five are reported the results of the preliminary survey, used to identify “churches
of interest” to the research; the primary survey, being the results of the objective surveys
conducted within the participating churches; and the conclusions of the study.
Appendices to the study include the Preliminary and Primary Survey instruments, the
Interview Questionnaire and the final report from UGA, the “Statistical Analysis of

Church and Ministry Involvement Study”

Vi
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