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Abstract

This thesis examines the role and importance of numerical data for the Church of Scotland
in relation to areas of mission and planning at a time when the Church of Scotland has
experienced sustained numerical decline in formal membership and in church attendance.

Within the various chapters of this work, the historical connection of the national
church with numerical information is charted, detailing the long association it has had with
the gathering and assessment of statistical data. The role of data as a valid component
within an understanding of practical theology is discussed as is the connection between
mission and measurement through an assessment of ‘data rich’ missiological schemes,
including the Church Growth Movement, Healthy Church and the Natural Church
Development Process.

Three significant surveys of Church of Scotland leaders examine whether the
national Census of 2011 and other statistical information was considered useful to local
clergy for strategic purposes. Ministers were surveyed about their use of data prior to and
following the release of the 2011 census data. They were subsequently surveyed following
distribution of initial data from the Scottish Churches Census of 2016. This study
therefore provides essential insights into the use made and the value held by ministers of
data of this nature. The analysis carried out encourages the Church of Scotland nationally
to further develop and enhance data provision for the benefit of their leaders.

The response of the Church of Scotland to numerical decline has been to engage in
an exercise of managed organisational planning in partnership with presbyteries. This
thesis includes a critical examination of presbytery planning by the Church of Scotland and
an attempt by one presbytery to utilise quantitative data as its key determinant for ministry
allocation. The case studies undertaken identify a range of issues, some being attitudinal in
nature and others, practical. An additional case study provided insight into the extent to
which strategic information was available within a local congregational setting and the part
it played in local decision making.

The practical nature of this thesis is evidenced in a wide-ranging list of
recommendations offered to the Church of Scotland towards the creation of a new
organisational framework for dealing with data, new training offered to church leaders and
the enhanced provision of data for use in planning and mission - nationally, regionally and

locally.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Numbers are not everything, by a long shot. But they are something. The churches
ignore them at their peril (Mead, 1995, p. 39).

The genesis of this thesis arose out of my personal interest in the use and potential benefits
of ‘hard’ data to gain insights which might aid the development of mission within the
Church of Scotland. This, at first sight, might seem a non-controversial area of study,
given that in many parts of society and in various sectors of industry, data of diverse kinds
is gathered regularly and analysed carefully, in order that crucial decision-making will be
developed on a clear, evidential base. Many non-profit organisations acknowledge and lay
appropriate emphasis on the benefits that quantitative data can bring to them to further

their key objectives.

It is my contention that the Church of Scotland, in a number of central areas of work,
appears at times reluctant or slow to utilise the plethora of both available and potential
numerical information and to interrogate in detail, the vast array of data which is there to
be used. It is also my belief that the Church of Scotland, in an era of decline, needs to
invest time, money and energy into the further development of a data analysis
infrastructure, along with increased data processing capacity to aid its mission and

planning activities.

Clearly, it is important at the outset of such a project to acknowledge that ‘hard’ data, such
as numbers, measurements, scores and quantitative information of various kinds, has
significant limitations. Such data contributes only partial insight and limited avenues of
understanding and will often require qualitative information to enhance the detail and

provide a more nuanced account.

I come to this study with an undergraduate degree which includes elements of statistics,
computer science, mathematics and numerical analysis. However, my early interest in
science was overtaken when | entered training for ministry in the Church of Scotland in
1985. It was evident to me during my training, that consideration of numbers and data
gathering was not simply absent; there was a decided antipathy towards what might be
viewed as impersonal and perhaps even unspiritual approaches to pastoral care, church

management and practical theology in general.



Page |12

My undergraduate university days are long behind me, but | have always been acutely
aware that, during the whole period of my ministry, the Scottish church context has been
one of severe national church membership and church attendance decline as well as the
increased shortage of clergy (Faithsurvey). The response of austere presbytery planning
attempted to steward the limited resources of ministry throughout Scotland by closing
congregations and restricting ministry deployment to regions of the country.

In this context, data of one kind or another has increasingly been viewed by some, like
myself, as an underused asset which could assist in key aspects of the tasks of practical
theology which lie before us, though one not without its pitfalls and problems.! There is a
plethora of questions concerning the appropriate role of data within an ecclesiastical
environment, the type and the quality of data which might be utilised and the value of such
data for the purposes to which it may be put. Is there indeed any kind of theological
rationale for engagement with quantitative data, such as demographics or statistical
analysis of trends, or are these purely a set of worldly managerial exercises which do not
rightly belong within the workings of a church? What also of the attitude and outlook of
the ministers and other church leaders towards the use of data for strategic church
management and for effective community outreach and mission? Would available data be
accepted and utilised? What about its use in the cause of presbytery planning or in national

strategic development?

The aim of this study is to critically assess and consider these and other related questions
and to interrogate the strengths and weaknesses of applied statistics and quantitative data
for the benefit of the Church of Scotland at national, regional and local levels. All three
levels of church governance and activity being inter-related. Nationally, the Church of
Scotland, through its central offices, assists in the distribution of information and through
the operation of annual General Assemblies and its committees, determines both policy
and the overall allocation of resources. National policies drive the implementation of
regional presbytery planning, although there is latitude given for strategic decisions in the
light of local information. The heart of the Church of Scotland though is, at the local level,

where individual congregations connect with local communities to serve and to share.

! The subject of my Master of Theology thesis looked at the Natural Church Development process and
charted some of the issues of implementing that particular scheme within one Church of Scotland
congregation. (Vint, 2007)
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Previous Research

Institutions such as the Church of Scotland have, historically, provided fertile ground for
academic research. The greater part of the research undertaken has related to issues around
history, including biography and of course, theology. The latter area has encompassed a
wide and diverse field of subject areas, but to date, there has been little formal research in
relation to the value and use of collected or computed numerical information for the

furtherance of the strategic mission and planning work of the Church of Scotland.

Academic research projects concentrating significantly on data associated with the Church
of Scotland include a sociological study by Peter Sissons, commissioned and published by
the Church of Scotland, which considered ‘The Social Significance of Church Membership
in the Burgh of Falkirk’ (Sissons, 1973). This detailed study employed a mixed-method
approach to data collection so that there is both extensive statistical information as well as
comment based on careful ethnographic qualitative engagement. Sissons’ analysis noted
the correlation between church membership and a number of social variables, including
that of class. Sissons’ findings clearly highlighted a link in the Falkirk Presbytery area

between the social world of the Church and the social life and beliefs of its members.

The families which very largely constitute the Church of Scotland
congregations are substantially those of non-manual workers. The modes of
communication and social organisation of the Church of Scotland in Falkirk
are primarily middle-class in character... The non-aspiring manual worker and
his family would find little to attract them to the social world embodied by the
majority of the congregations of the Church of Scotland in the burgh...
(Sissons, 1973, p. 290).

Sissons endeavoured to examine the nature of church membership within sociological
categories relating to community and society, following the ‘Gemeinschaft’ and

‘Gesellschaft’ social groups set out by German sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies.

Another more recent PhD study similarly took the Falkirk churches as a focus to consider
the place of churchgoing as it affected the town during a period of industrialisation,
‘Falkirk in the Later Nineteenth Century: Churchgoing, Work and Status in an Industrial
Town’ (Guasp, 2012). The focus of the study was an examination of the social

composition of four Presbyterian congregations derived from a review of valuation rolls.
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A presbytery-wide study, this time in Dundee, was conducted by Cleveland Yates in his
PhD research ‘A sociological and demographic analysis of patterns of church membership
in the Church of Scotland in the urban city (Dundee)’ (Yates, 1985). The study gave
consideration to a detailed examination of descriptive membership statistics and
information gained from a survey of church members from across the Dundee Presbytery
area. Yates, in this research, uncovered changing patterns of church membership related to
mobility which interfered with the normal operation of a parish system and which led
towards membership loss. Based on the results, Yates called for a review of the current
approach taken by the Church of Scotland, suggesting a more pastoral response and more

imaginative development of congregations and their processes.

The motivation of Yates for his study, was an acute awareness of membership decline in
the Church of Scotland and his various recommendations address aspects of reorganisation
both locally and nationally which he thought would address some of the issues arising from
his urban study. The focus of the study is, however, limited to those already part of the
church and there is no real missional focus to his understanding of the greater problem of
fewer new members joining churches. In this regard, this work may have set out some idea
of how to slow decline through local church reorganisation, but not how to attract more

members.

Edinburgh Presbytery served as the research focus for J.F.Kirk for his thesis on ‘A
comparative statistical analysis of the churches of the Presbytery of Edinburgh from 1960
to 1974 (Kirk, 1978). Kirk’s work, like those previously listed, does not engage in a local
congregational study but is a regional analysis based largely around known quantitative
data. There are two volumes explaining the research of Kirk, the first giving consideration
to membership statistics and the second, financial data. Kirk recognises that the basic
problem of the Church of Scotland and the root of its decline lies in its failure to attract
first communicants, i.e. new members. He identifies changes in the Scottish cultural
landscape, including outlook and attitudes which affect how people view and engage with
the work of the church. He is also clear that the church itself is limited in the effectiveness
of its outreach activity, generally seeking to reach only those who are already involved in

church activities.

In his analysis, Kirk suggests that an annual membership replacement percentage rate

greater than 2%, would indicate a healthy position for a congregation; lower than this
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would lead towards decline. Since the time of his study and with an increasing age
demographic within Church of Scotland congregations, a 2% replacement rate would now
be too low for many congregations. Of course, it is important to note that such a figure,
whilst it may be useful as an overall mean, does not take into account the variability found

in population and congregational demographics around Scotland.

Additional works, both from within the church and by secular analysts, which comment
significantly on Church of Scotland statistical information, will be examined in some detail
in Chapter two, which provides a history of the development of data usage for the Church
of Scotland. The study, unlike those before it, surveys the Church of Scotland and its
relationship with numerical data, employing a comprehensive approach engaging with all

three tiers of church governance: national, regional and local.
In the following chapters, | chart major aspects of the historical, theological,
phenomenological and practical engagement of the Church of Scotland and its

functionaries with empirical data.

Thesis Structure

The thesis comprises four distinct sections. Part one, comprising chapters two to four,
examines relevant historical, theological and practical contexts for the use of numerical
data in the Scottish church. In part two, chapters five and six, three different surveys of
church leaders are analysed, providing insight into the views and practices of church
leaders in relation to statistical type information for their ministry. In the third part,
chapters seven to nine, three case studies are examined, critically assessing the use of
empirical data at national, presbytery and local levels. The final chapter concludes the
thesis by providing a summary of findings and setting out a number of recommendations

for improved good practice and avenues for future development.

Part One - Contexts
The thesis commences by setting the use of quantitative data within a Scottish historical

timeline. The range and type of ecclesiastical, demographic and sociological data which
has been gathered by churches in Scotland is examined, with a primary focus on the
activities of the Church of Scotland. The chapter will also point toward the types of

information gathered and made available by governmental bodies, independent groups and
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individual researchers which have been appropriated by the Church of Scotland for its own

purposes and understanding.

Chapter three charts how practical theology has been understood since Schleiermacher, in
its relationship with the insights that came from the ‘sciences’, noting the development of
empirical theology as a discipline. This chapter presents the pastoral cycle offered by
Richard Osmer (2008) as an example of the practical and theological importance of data

for the development of praxis.

Chapter four considers the importance and impact of specific influential ecclesial
approaches to church mission and planning which employ quantitative information and
measurable goals, namely the Church Growth movement, Church Health, Purpose Driven
Church and The Natural Church Development Process as well as some dimensions within

Congregational Studies.

In summary, part one provides a three-part foundational platform indicating the long
history and close connection of the Church of Scotland with statistical and numerical data.
It outlines an understanding of the crucial role data plays in the development of ecclesial
praxis. Thirdly it provides insight into a number of common missiological schemes in

which the role of hard fact and relevant data is critical.

Part Two - Surveys
Two specially designed surveys are presented in chapter five which investigate the general

attitudes and perceptions of Church of Scotland ministers towards actively working with
statistics and demographic information. The first is a general survey of attitudes towards
those church statistics and data pools which were available prior to the release of data from
the 2011 UK population census. The second survey was carried out as a follow up shortly
after the release of that data by the Church of Scotland Statistics for Mission group,
providing ministers and church leaders with parish level statistics for each congregation

derived from the census.

A further survey, detailed in chapter six, was undertaken following the release of the initial
data from the 2016 Scottish Churches Attendance Census to probe the effect on ministers

of this largely negative raft of quantitative information.
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Part Three — Case Studies
Having mapped out an understanding of various historical, theological and missional

landscapes and the levels and types of engagement by individual church leaders, I turn, in
chapter seven, to consider recent developments in the Church of Scotland in the use of
statistics, as evidenced chiefly through deliverances and decisions of the General Assembly
of the Church of Scotland and a number of its key Councils and Committees. | will chart
its own self-appraisal of key data indicators such as church membership and how that

metric has been viewed and treated.

Chapter eight, the regional case study, examines in detail one particular presbytery which
sought to put an emphasis on numbers of various kinds for its own presbytery planning
decision making. A critical analysis of the data utilised for that process will be undertaken
along with an assessment of the handling of that data. This section of the study will

highlight some of the problems, pitfalls and potential involved in such an enterprise.

In chapter nine, | use a congregational case study to investigate the practical benefits and
the limitations which faced one congregation as it gathered numerical data to inform local
decision making. The study considers the type of data currently available and how it has
impacted on the understanding of the congregation and the decision-making processes of
the church leadership. In this chapter, | outline a method of planning based on Peter
Drucker’s The Five most important Questions, which utilises both quantitative and

qualitative data for its operation.

Chapter ten moves beyond the critical assessment to bring forward twenty-eight
recommendations detailing a list of practical responses to the issues encountered

throughout the thesis.
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Chapter 2: History and Use of Religious Statistics in Scotland

Church historians are privileged by the volume of statistics they have at their
disposal. There is no other area of popular culture for which such data are so profuse
(Callum G. Brown, 2001, p. 145).

Introduction

The Church of Scotland has a long tradition in the collection and analysis of Scottish
religious statistics. In the 17" and 18" centuries, surveys of the Scottish religious
geography by prominent churchmen became a mechanism to confirm the protestant
church’s pre-eminent place in society. The changes in urban society, brought about by the
industrial revolution and with the growth and the intensification of denominational politics
in the 19" century, encouraged church leaders to again utilise data of various kinds, this
time in the furtherance of their cause or dispute (C. G. Brown, 1997, p. 42). In entering the
20" century, the focus for the use of statistics by the churches centred initially around
aspects of mission, before changing focus to be used for measuring, mapping and
managing decline. As the Church of Scotland entered into the 21 century, attitudes to
data began to change; in some parts of the church there is scepticism around the real value
of any numerical measures and in others, a new confidence and determination to collect

and use information in fresh and creative ways, for the benefit of the church.

This chapter charts the history and extensive engagement with quantitative data by the

Church of Scotland in its quest to fulfil the role outlined in its constitutional declaration:

As a national Church representative of the Christian Faith of the Scottish people, it
acknowledges its distinctive call and duty to bring the ordinances of religion to the
people in every parish of Scotland through a territorial ministry (The Church of
Scotland, 2017Db).

Early Surveys
Around 1650, Sir John Scott sought permissions to conduct a survey of Scottish parishes.

The necessary approvals were given for this to take place but local ministers were reluctant
to participate and so little useful information was returned (Kyd, 1947, p. 310). In 1755,
the earliest successful Scotland-wide demographic survey was undertaken by Rev.
Alexander Webster. (Kyd, 1952). Webster was moderator of the General Assembly of the
Church of Scotland and therefore a person of significant influence amongst Church of
Scotland clergy; this, combined with support gained from the Society in Scotland for the

Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SSPCK), meant that Webster was able to succeed in
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gathering detailed statistical returns from ministers in every part of Scotland. Webster was
interested to find out, among other things, both the number and the religious affiliation of
the population. In his resulting summary tables, Webster highlights the number of
‘Protestants’ and those who were Roman Catholic, whom he refers to as ‘Papists’ in each

place.?

The religious landscape, as presented by Webster, indicated that from a total Scottish
population of 1,265,380 the vast majority, 1,248,890 (98.7%) were considered ‘Protestant’
with only 16,490 ‘Papists’ (1.3%), the greater part of the Roman Catholic population being
located in some of the Scottish islands or in small sections of the northern mainland. He
indicates, for example, that in Barra, Inverness-shire, there were 1100 ‘Papists’ and only
50 ‘Protestants’ (Kyd, 1947, p. 59). This group of Roman Catholics, like others, were rare,
thus demonstrating both the effect of the Scottish reformation along with the largely
successful efforts toward the religious suppression of the Roman Catholic faith (Pacione,
2005). Active suppression will mean, of course, that there will be a level of hidden
religious adherence, which will explain why so many areas registered a nil return for

Roman Catholics.

In this first attempt of a comprehensive survey of the country, there are fundamental
questions around the issue of accuracy. How true are the figures given? What is the level
or scale of error? These questions arise, to some degree, with every survey, census or set
of statistics presented. It is a common error and misconception that numerical data of this
kind has absolute precision when, in reality, it provides an estimate.

Statistical Accounts of Scotland

The next great 18" century gathering of information was the First Statistical Account of
Scotland organised by Sir John Sinclair of Ulster. It was in the reporting of this
information that the terms Statistics’ and ‘Statistical’, derived from the German language,

were first used. Sinclair gave it a new emphasis, explaining that it meant,

2 Additionally, Webster attempts to compute the number of men of ‘fighting age’. This statistic is a derived
number, based on the returned age profiles of a large number of parishes and estimating those men between
eighteen and fifty-six not being disabled. Age profile information collected was not originally requested by
Webster but having obtained it he was able to go and to construct an approximate population profile for
Scotland.
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An enquiry into the state of a country for the purpose of ascertaining the quantum of
happiness enjoyed by its inhabitants and the means of its future improvement (Kyd,
1947, p. 312).

Sinclair, being a product of his time, attempts to utilise statistics as a tool for ‘social
progress’ (Plackett, 1986, p. 249). It was indeed this same social development which lay
behind the formation of the Statistical Society in 1834 with the similar aim to deal with

facts calculated to illustrate the condition and prospects of society (Mouat, 1885, p.
16).

In the First Statistical Account, sometimes referred to as the ‘Old’ Statistical Account of
Scotland, Sinclair approached parish ministers for information concerning their district.
The method used to gather information was to pose one hundred and sixty questions

covering everything from geography to local social customs.

The 60 questions regarding population deal not only with the trend of
population in the past, but with its present distribution, the annual vital
statistics in regard to births, marriages and deaths, and the number of
centenarians, with the social classes of the people and their occupations, also
with migration to and from the parish. Several of the clergy, from the data
which they had gathered, constructed tables which | believe are the earliest
attempts, in Scotland, to use scientific methods for measuring mortality and
morbidity (Kyd, 1947, p. 311).

Sinclair published the results between 1791 and 1799 in twenty-one volumes; in so doing
he paints a picture of Scottish society which is rich with detailed local information. After a
period, an updated version was thought desirable and this proposal was subsequently
approved by the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. This work came to be
known as the ‘New’ or ‘Second’ Statistical Account of Scotland with the efforts of this
labour published between 1834 and 1845.

In the time between the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Statistical Accounts, society in Scotland had
undergone dramatic changes due to the industrial revolution. In presenting the information
for publication, the committee noted that this was ‘in great measure, the Statistical Account
of a new country’. As before, the information was mainly collected by parish ministers,
responding to a set list of questions. There was, however, the opportunity in this edition,
for additional contributions from other trusted local figures such as schoolmasters and

doctors.
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The Third Statistical Account was undertaken in the mid-20" century and published over
the period 1951 to 1999.3 This time, the survey was not commissioned by the Church of
Scotland but the work of four Scottish Universities. Previously the parish reports were
composed most commonly by one individual, usually the parish minister, but this time a
more diverse body of local people engaged in the task.

Once again, the questions posed looked towards information regarding the local
environment and history. Additionally, the survey asked for details concerning population,
housing and public life. This third survey is primarily a work of social history with less
interest in population ‘vital statistics’, which from 1855 were gathered and collated by

statutory governmental agencies.

Church Extension and Denomination Rivalry

The Industrial Revolution brought with it not only a growing urban population but also one
of greater mobility. New population centres were created and often grew quickly. In this
changing social landscape, questions began to be asked about the number and location of
churches serving the people of Scotland. Thomas Chalmers, a prominent churchman, was
a passionate advocate and activist for mission and church extension work. Chalmers had
skills in mathematics, having previously lectured on the subject, and had a keen interest in
the intersection of science and its methodologies with religion (Roxborogh, 1999, p. 82).
On becoming aware of the social landscape in the large industrial centres, Chalmers saw a
desperate need to provide an appropriate number of churches for the rising population.*
Chalmers” motivation led him to survey ministers and to ask for details about available

ecclesiastical accommodation (T. Chalmers, 1835)

Chalmers gathered information on the extent to which church seating was available to the
general public, what he terms ‘the really effective and serviceable church room’ (T.
Chalmers, 1835, p. 6). Chalmers understood that some churches were too distant from
parts of the parish to be useful for those sections of the parish community; he also knew

that in the countryside and various towns some churches engaged in restrictive practices in

3 Access to a digital version of the Statistical Accounts of Scotland is available at the National academic data
centre webpages (University of Edinburgh).

#In arriving at St. John’s Church in Glasgow Chalmers became aware of only 2930 places available for
10,304 parishioners. In the Barony parish in Glasgow, there was one church and three chapels meant to serve
a parish population of 51,861 (Drummond & Bulloch, 1973, p. 171).
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the allocation of seating, making them effectively unavailable to the general public. It was
not unknown, for example, in some places for pews to be paid for and effectively reserved,
though hardly ever used, as a mechanism for excluding some groups or classes of people

viewed as ‘undesirable’.

This survey by Chalmers was to map the full extent of ‘ecclesiastical destitution” by which
was meant the ability of individuals to be in church on a Sunday (it was assumed that the
population was almost entirely Christian). The Church Extension Committee, by this
method, attempted to provide positive statistical evidence of a need for the provision of
additional churches and ministers. Although Chalmers saw merit in conducting a full
population survey, to ascertain the true and exact scale of the need, given the logistical and
financial implications of this particular methodology, he was forced to concede that a
sample of the population was the most practical way to proceed. Chalmers is also well
aware that his case for additional resources for church extension would be strengthened if
the number of available ‘seatings’ took into consideration other denominations (the

voluntary churches) in the same parish.

In Chalmers’ survey, a number of pieces of statistical information were requested:

1. What is the population of your parish?

2. How many places for public worship are there in your parish, and to what
denomination of worshippers do they respectively belong?

3. How many persons can be accommodated with sittings in the parish
church, and in any chapel or chapels connected with it?

4. If the deficiency of the church accommodation be considerable, in what
part of the parish would it be most desirable to have an additional church
erected?

5. In what way is the required increase of church accommodation most likely
to be supplied?

6 Any additional information.

(T. Chalmers, 1835)

Supplementary questions were asked which related to the distance of people from the
church — for example, how many lived further than two miles away and if so, where would
be a good place within a reasonable distance for around 300 worshippers? There was
interest also in the level of pew rent and the proportion of various rates in local use (T.
Chalmers, 1835). The evidence gathered and the work carried out by Chalmers made a
case for new parishes around Edinburgh, Leith and Glasgow, leading to the construction of

many new churches.
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The patronage of the State in providing financial backing for new churches would, after the
disruption, became a very contentious issue particularly with those associated with the Free
Churches who raged against the privileged position of the Church of Scotland, by disputing

and critiquing the statistics advanced by the Church of Scotland.

Rev. James Johnstone of St. James’ Free Church in Glasgow and then later Robert Howie,
minister of St. Mary’s Free Church in Govan, both produced significant compilations of
Scottish church statistics (Howie, 1893; Johnston, 1874). The stated reason behind both
projects was evangelical in nature and motivated to highlight the extent of spiritual need.
However, there was another agenda at work, even though it was strongly denied. In his

introductory statement, Howie contends that,

When he criticises the returns of any denomination he does it not as an
ecclesiastic showing animus towards those who differ from him on church
questions, but solely as a statistician desirous of getting at the facts (Howie,
1893, p. ix).

Given that Howie’s statistics often present the established Church of Scotland in a negative
light, it is not therefore surprising that, following publication, there was controversy,
particularly by sections of the established church who took issue with the meaning and
inference of the various numbers presented (Simpson, 1895). The Rev. William Simpson,
minister of Bonhill in Glasgow, for example, conveys his discontent with the paper by
Robert Howie arguing that so suspect are the statistics presented that

his “facts’ are fictions and his ‘figures’ figments (Simpson, 1895, p. 10).

Howie is further vilified and accused of using

absurd and fallacious methods of computation, followed by baseless inferences...
(Simpson, 1895, p. 24).

It is evident from the comments made that the key issue at play during this period is

denominational conflict, statistics now being one of the main weapons deployed.

Statistics may, at face value, appear as simple objective facts, yet in the hands of a
particular pressure group or lobby, they can aid the presentation of a compelling case to
further a cause. In Scotland, the gathered religious statistics became such a powerful lever.

Numbers were produced to strengthen calls for the separation of church and state and the
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discontinuation of the important financial support given by the State, in support of the
Church of Scotland (Scottish Central Board of Dissenters, 1835; The Church of Scotland,
1882).

The mid-19" century was a time of intense debate both between and within denominations
and so, a point of discussion, which newspapers highlighted and to some extent promoted
through the gathering and publishing of church attendance details.® In general, newspapers
and periodicals took a keen interest in the intersection of religion and society and often
gathered data through readers’ polls highlighting the attitudinal position of the general
population to the religious debates of the day (C. D. Field, 2010, p. 48). Local news titles
were also keen to report on ecclesiastical data arising from local congregations or local

presbytery reports.®

Government Censuses

While it is useful to have local ministers or other civic leaders gather information about the
population, to obtain the greatest possible accuracy, a full population census is required. In
the UK, the government began a ten-year cycle of population census in 1801; however, it
was almost 50 years before information was sought specifically on religious adherence or
practice. When agreement was finally reached on the form of gathering religious
information, it was non-compulsory and, rather than request information on the beliefs or
church affiliation of individuals, it was decided that church attendance data would be
collected instead (Bruce, 1995).

The stated purpose was

to collect statistics as to the accommodation afforded by the various Churches and
other Places of Public Religious Worship and the number of persons frequenting
them (Graham, 1854, p. vii).

5 The Daily Mail in the West of Scotland, the Northern Daily News in Aberdeen and the Dundee Advertiser
were prominent in this area of work

® For example, the Falkirk Herald of 9™ of April 1904 gave an extensive and detailed report on the
Linlithgow and Falkirk United Free Presbytery which provided a range of data covering the number of
congregations; the number of communicant members; the change from the previous year’s statistics along
with detail of the numbers joining and leaving by various mechanisms. The data covered the number of
elders, managers and deacons along with the number of baptisms, Sabbath schools, scholars, numbers in the
bible classes, societies for youth and the number in temperance groups both adult and juvenile. Further to
this data there is a range of financial information given together with comments. This type of local report
would be relatively common until recent times when regular reporting of presbytery business became less
common in line with diminishing public interest.
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The voluntary nature of the exercise and the allegedly relaxed, even carefree, attitude of
the enumerators, suggested that the resulting data was less reliable than hoped (C. G.
Brown, 1997, p. 43). The data collected indicated 3395 places of worship, 1,834,805
sittings which represented 63.5% of the population. The total number of people attending
on census Sunday (March 30, 1851) within all denominations was 943,951 in the morning,
619,863 in the afternoon and the evening, 188,874, representing 32.75%, 21.55% and
6.55% of the population, respectively.

These results of the 1851 census for Scotland were published in 1854. Analysis of the UK
data provoked heated debate and, south of the border, the English data, fuelled arguments
for the disestablishment of the Church of England. The result of this was, that in the years
which followed, each time a religious question was mooted for inclusion in the decennial
census, its particular form and focus was contested, such that no agreement could be

reached and the possibility was each time abandoned.

The inclusion of the next question on religion in the general population census came in
2001.7 The reason for the change was that there was now an increased appreciation of
societal change where the population was becoming more multi-faith and multicultural
(Aspinall, 2000). In light of the new situation, it was decided to include another voluntary
question on religion, this time directed towards asking about an individual’s religious
profession. In Scotland, the question was modified to gather denominational affiliation
both past and present. The wording used continues to provoke much debate about how the
question was understood and whether it properly ascertains religious practice beyond
notions of national identity or cultural norms (C. D. Field, 2001; Voas, 2006).

Church of Scotland Committees

In 1868 the Committee on Statistics, under the convenorship of Rev. J. Elder, sent out a
statistical questionnaire to all 1254 ministers requesting information on the number of
communicant members of the church; the number that had taken communion at least once
in the year; the number of baptisms, elders, and details of financial contributions. What
becomes clear in the early attempts to collect such statistics is that that there is a reluctance
by many ministers to comply with the request for information. In 1869, 510 ministers
made no return (The Church of Scotland, 1869, p. 1).

" The arguments and counter-arguments see (Drake, 1972, pp. 17-19) and (Snell & Ell, 2000, pp. 449-452)
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In 1873 the work carried out previously by the Committee on Statistics was taken over by
the newly formed Committee on Christian Life and Work. This committee, under the
convenorship of Rev. Professor Charteris, sent out an expanded questionnaire, which

asked:

1.  Total number of souls in your parish and number connected with
a.  Church of Scotland
b.  Other Presbyterian Churches
c.  Other churches (Not Presbyterian)
d.  No church

2. Number of
a.  Communicants at each of the last two occasions of dispensation of
Lord’s Supper
b.  Average number of congregation in Church
c.  Number of baptisms in past year
d.  Number of marriages in past year
(The Church of Scotland, 1874).

Tables and reports were compiled from the responses received, but once again there was
difficulty in gaining responses from parishes. After a few years attempting to obtain the
missing statistics, the Committee on Christian Life and Work departed from the matter and
instead passed the collection and compilation of statistics to another committee, the

‘Committee on Statistics of Church Connection’ (The Church of Scotland, 1875).

The Committee on Christian Life and Work itself went on to produce other compilations of
statistics, publishing them in its report of 1876 with details of ‘lay workers’, ‘Sabbath-
school teacher’, “district visitors’ and those who ‘take part in conducting meetings’ (The

Church of Scotland, 1876, p. 448).

Each year, the committee examined additional aspects of the life and work of the Church
of Scotland, part of their process being to send out questionnaires to collect information on

that particular subject matter and giving a statistical ‘snapshot’ for that area of work.

The Committee on Statistics of Church Connection, in light of the difficulties previously
experienced, suggested that a decennium collection of church membership, in line with the
government’s population census, might be sufficient (The Church of Scotland, 1876, p.

489f). However, by 1881 the principle of the collection of regular statistics became
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established, and in the following years this was acknowledged by the creation of the
‘Committee on Statistics of the Church’. The result of this development was that in 1886
the Church of Scotland began publication of a yearbook containing a digest of key
statistical information (C. D. Field, 2010, p. 15). Reports to the annual General Assembly
of the Church of Scotland, likewise, would highlight, on a regular basis, the results of

surveys undertaken or commissioned by various committees.

As the Church of Scotland entered into the 20" century, the convention of gathering
regular and comprehensive statistical information became universally accepted. The
resulting information now, not only allowed for a clearer picture of what was happening in
congregations across Scotland but also gave an appreciation of developing trends and
patterns which the Church, nationally, could use strategically to steward its resources and
focus its energies (Wolfe & Pickford, 1980).

Mission and The Churchless Million

‘The Churchless Million” began as a rallying cry arising from reports presented to General

Assemblies of the United Free Church of Scotland.® The phrase, which referred to the
36% of the Scottish population who were not in attendance at any church on a Sunday,
became a powerful ‘banner’ to motivate evangelistic activity both of that denomination and

in this time of pre-union discussions, also the Church of Scotland.

Newspaper reporting on a speech delivered at the Assembly of 1927 conveyed the passion

attached to the headline figure,

Did they know that there were one million men and women of this description — 36
per cent of the adult population of the country? There were 140,000 children
believed to be of Presbyterian parentage outside their Sunday schools. There were
250,000 adolescents of the same class with no connection with their Bible classes or
other young people’s societies. Did they know that 30 per cent of the children born
in Scotland were unbaptised? That was a distressing situation.®

‘The Churchless Million” quickly became a powerful motivational catchphrase or slogan
for the mission work of the churches, capturing within a single headline number, both the
scale and urgency of the evangelistic need, as well as calls for mission and reform

(Macleod, 1936). It was used extensively in published sermon titles, in public comment

8 Reports to the General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland 1927 V1 p3
° Dundee Courier, Tuesday 31t May 1927
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and for publicity around organised evangelistic events.’® Almost twenty years later the
phrase still contained significant power and meaning so that, at the General Assembly of
1945, the Very Rev. Dr John White was still using it to illustrate the issue of large scale
non-attendance at church. Whether the assessment was correct, given the time gap since it

was first suggested, is a moot point, since no survey was conducted to confirm it.

One major initiative arising from ‘The Missing Million’ situation was the proposal put
forward in 1926 for a ‘Forward Movement’ in home mission.!! Following the union of the
United Free Church of Scotland and the Church of Scotland in 1929, the purpose of the
‘Forward Movement’ was to encourage, inspire and enable congregations and church
people to engage in the work of mission.'? The practical outcome of this initiative was that
a large number of conferences, events and missions were organised and the committee in

charge reported to the General Assembly in 1933,

The desire for, and expectation of, religious revival have been greatly quickened and
in many places there are heartening signs of movement.!3
From such a statement, it might have been expected that in addition to the number of
missions, there might also be further hard data on the extent of the ‘revival’ looked for and
anticipated. Though there seems to have been a greater sense of unity engendered
throughout the recently reunited denomination, the result was much more qualitative than

quantitative or as stated in the report of the following year,

the things of the spirit cannot be tabulated or measured.*

One might initially wonder whether this marked a change in attitude towards numerical
information or whether it is, in fact, an example of the spiritual type of statement found
when the hoped or anticipated results of efforts are not immediately obvious or
forthcoming. Later in this thesis, when examining the church in the midst of decline and

difficulty, statements of this kind are found to be more prevalent.

In 1933, the Church of Scotland held a positive outlook to the outcome of its efforts and

the Home Mission committee proposed a major new church buildings’ initiative under the

10 Examples include Motherwell Times Newspaper of 19th August 1927, 9th September 1927 and 25th
September 1931

11 Reports to General Assembly of the United Free Church of Scotland 1926 VI p32

12 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1931 p151

13 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1933 p1150

14 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1934 p1191
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heading ‘Churching the People’.® The aim of the scheme was to raise the sum of
£180,000 to erect 30 new church buildings.

There were, however, some worrying signs that, as the years progressed, the ‘Missing
Million” might, in fact, be increasing.'® John Highet, lecturer in the Department of Social
and Economic Research at the University of Glasgow and a Church of Scotland elder,
undertook studies on the Scottish Churches, based on ‘the most recent facts and statistics
available’ (Highet, 1950, p. 4). He s, in this period, according to Field, ‘the sole
representative of the academic sociology of religion in Scotland” (C. D. Field, 2010, p.
87).

Highet commented extensively, examining both ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ church statistics,
subsequently publishing his findings in a number of books and articles (Highet, 1950,
1953; Highet, 1960, 1964). In addition to his work mapping out the major denominations
in Scotland, Highet also examined in detail, the empirical impact of the ‘Tell Scotland
Campaign’, the mission visit of the evangelist Billy Graham to Scotland and the

evangelistic work of Rev. Tom Allan on the Scottish churches.

The work of John Highet provided the churches with both data and insight at a time when
patterns of churchgoing and church affiliation were beginning to change. He was, for
example, able to provide expert assessment of the limited value of ‘campaign evangelism’

in bringing the ‘churchless’ into regular church fellowship (Highet, 1960).

The value of gathering wide-ranging data by the Church of Scotland to aid the
development of its own mission activities was highlighted when the ‘Committee of Forty’,

under the convenorship of Professor Robin Barbour, set out on the task

to interpret for the Church the purpose towards which God is calling his people
in Scotland, to investigate and assess the resources of the Church in persons
and property for the fulfilment of this purpose, and to make recommendations
for the re-shaping of the life and structure of the Church.’

The final report focused on a range of statistical information including projections

for the number of ministers, the number and nature of declining membership and

15 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1933 p324
18 Highet reports 1,200,000 ‘with not even a tenuous Church connection’ (Highet, 1960)
7 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1972 p773
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baptisms. It also looked at the economic situation, present and future of the Church

of Scotland, in order to inform its range of recommendations for change.!®

Strategic decision making in every aspect of the Church’s life, ministry and mission, has
required reliable data and in the modern era, there has been an increasing awareness of that
reality. Data gathered has not been limited to that found in the standard annual returns
from congregations but has also been generated through targeted surveys and information
gathering. For example, The Lifestyle Survey from the Board of Social Responsibility was

designed

as a means to learning something of the involvement and influence of Church
of Scotland members in the life of the whole community...a comparison of the
attitudes, beliefs and habits of members of the Church of Scotland with those
of members of other Churches and of the general public may not only reveal
how distinctive Presbyterians and other Christians are in facing contemporary
issues in the light of their faith and beliefs, but also provide strategic
information to assist with future policy and planning (Church of Scotland,
1987, p. 1).

The Church of Scotland recognised the usefulness of empirical information and many of its
initiatives have been proposed, and many of its schemes designed, around an appreciation
of the truth held within the analysed numbers.

Scottish Churches Censuses

I previously highlighted that national information, directly related to church attendance,
had been largely unavailable, that part of the census having been discontinued in 1851.
However, it has long been recognised that official church membership figures, whilst
indicating some historical measure of affiliation, do not properly reflect the active
participation of individuals in Sunday morning worship. The clearest and most direct
measure of religious participation is obtained by means of a church attendance survey.

The absence of this crucial information, important for strategic decisions, has, in part, been
remedied through the efforts of Peter Brierley, who helped design, organise and interpret a

number of Scottish Church censuses.®

18 Reports to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 1975 p509

19 Dr John Highet had arranged for an attendance census in Glasgow churches in 1954 and follow us censuses
in 1955 and 1956 to quantify the effect on church attendance of the Billy Graham/Tell Scotland campaign.

In 1959 information on church attendance was gathered from around Scotland. Highet explains that ‘though

lack of resources at that time made this investigation less extensive in its scope than I would have liked’ (P.
Brierley & Macdonald, 1985).
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Brierley is a statistician having worked for the civil service within the Central Statistical
Office where, among other tasks, he compiled information on religious statistics (Peter
William Brierley, 1976). In 1978, he took a position within the Bible Society and was

involved in the first English Church Census and the publication of the results.

In 1984, a census of the Scottish Churches was undertaken under the auspices of the
National Bible Society of Scotland with Peter Brierley taking the leading role. The census
achieved a response rate of almost 75% (82% for the Church of Scotland), giving the
results statistical credibility. In addition to the facts and figures listed, a number of
prominent church leaders and relevant experts of the time were asked to provide
commentary on various aspects of the results. Among the articles included is one by Dr
John Highet, whose earlier pioneering work on Scottish Church statistics and particularly
information relating to 1959, providing a useful discussion on trends in church-going over
that period (Highet, 1950, 1953; Highet, 1960).

Ten years later, a second census was organised by Christian Research, (the successor to
MARC Europe), where once more Peter Brierley played a vital role; again an earlier
English church census in 1989 provided a useful template and learning tool (P. W.
Brierley, 1991). The response rate in 1994 was over 80% (91% for Church of Scotland)
(P. W. Brierley & Macdonald, 1995, p. 102). A wealth of information on the situation in
the Scottish Churches was now becoming available along with some general trend

information and insights into geographic and denominational variations.

It would have been logical for another census to take place in 2004 but in 2001 the Board
of National Mission of the Church of Scotland, conscious of continuing church decline and
concerned to have accurate information for its strategic mission planning, arranged to
conduct one earlier. An interdenominational steering group was again established and in
2002 another census was undertaken in partnership with Christian Research, Peter Brierley
being commissioned to collect, collate and analyse the data. The published report (P. W.
Brierley, 2003) highlights that, although participation in the survey process fell to 52%
(64% for Church of Scotland), the results were still considered statistically valid and so

from a planning point of view, extremely valuable.

In 2016 the fourth Scottish church census was undertaken with Brierley Consultancy

taking the lead in collecting, analysing and distributing the data. The initial results were
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released at Easter 2017 (P. Brierley, 2017a), followed by a full report published in the book
Growth Amidst Decline in August 2017 (P. Brierley, 2017b). The results of the 2016
census, like those before them, provoked a media storm of negative stories concerning the

decline of religious observance in Scotland.

I will examine the 2016 census in more detail in chapter six. In particular, I will look at
the response of the Church of Scotland to the negative news stories and the reaction of
Church of Scotland ministers, both to the results themselves as well as the efforts of the
denomination to manage the story by employing a counter narrative to deflect from the

challenging statistical truths.

Understanding the Statistics of Decline

The delay in supporting another Church census gave the impression of reluctance on the
part of the Church of Scotland towards looking at the numerical situation it faced. The
downward statistical trends of church membership and church attendance, had, of course,
been uncomfortable reading for the national church.?’ Many commentators have analysed
the statistical information and have concluded that the Church of Scotland is in a dire
situation (Brierley, Bruce, Brown, Gill, et al.). Analysts such as Calum Brown attribute the
noted decline to the effects of increasing secularisation (Callum G. Brown, 2001). Currie,

reflecting on trends in the UK Churches wrote,

One of the problems considered is the extent to which a church is able to generate its
own growth, for example, by recruitment and church-building programmes; and we
conclude, from the available data, that church policy is on the whole of less
significance than external influences such as secularization, industrialization,
urbanization, trade fluctuations, political changes and war (Currie, Gilbert, &
Horsley, 1977).

Professor Callum Brown, likewise, concludes that all the data underscores a social process,
which, post Second World War, has led to a continuous ‘haemorrhage of faith’, which is
leading inexorably, he believes, to the demise of the Church. His assessment, he suggests,

is borne out simply from the evidence.

Statistics provide a stark guide to Scottish secularisation (C. G. Brown, 1997, p.
158).

20 Decline meant not only a loss of members but also a resultant impact on necessary financial resources (1.
Smith, 1993).
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There are those whose investigations do not reach the same conclusion concerning the
eventual loss of the Church (Robin Gill, Hadaway, & Marler, 1998). The contention of Gill
is that faith itself is not simply dying but rather, is changing. Aisthorpe’s recent research
has also indicated a significant group which he terms ‘the invisible church’, who do not
exhibit Sunday attendance characteristics and who will not then feature in data gathering of
this nature (Aisthorpe, 2016). Goodhew, in his work examining growing churches, notes
that whilst there is decline being experienced in the mainline denominations, there are
areas where the Church is on the increase (Goodhew, 2012). The 2016 Scottish Churches
Census has also identified growth within Scottish Pentecostal churches (P. Brierley, 2017).
There are some signs that the secularisation thesis may not be the last word to understand
church trends. John Hayward, a mathematician from the University of South Wales, for
example, suggests that if there arose a group of passionate ‘enthusiasts’, then church

growth would take place (Hayward, 2005).

At present, it is undeniable that the landscape of religious observance and formal affiliation
is changing. The most recent data collected by the Scottish Social Attitudes Survey has
indicated that the Church of Scotland has seen the percentage stating they belong to the
Church of Scotland almost halve from 1999 to 2017 (35% to 18%) (ScotCen Social
Research, 2017).

Data and the Church Today

The Committee on Mission of the British Council of Churches in the early 1970s looked
afresh at the nature type of information being gathered by the various UK church bodies

and groups

in the conviction that a fresh approach to the collection and use of statistical
information is the basic prerequisite of any realistic planning for mission in the
United Kingdom (Department of Mission and Unity, 1972, p. 1).

In the production of their report, Stand up and be Counted, the Council set out a rationale
for data collection at ‘national’, ‘regional’, ‘local authority’ and ‘local’ levels, highlighting
the importance of an agreed set of data standards to facilitate efficient future planning in
and between denominations. This work identifies some discrepancies of meaning. For

example, how different denominations understand and record ‘membership’ figures. It
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also helpfully tabulates what kind of data different denominations gather, along with a
digest of the actual numbers of members, clergy and church buildings.

The initial survey of national data concluded that,

the data base is poor, and that attention needs to be paid to the actual collection of
data before anything sound can be achieved by way of further analysis, projections or
research in depth (Department of Mission and Unity, 1972, p. 11).

The Church of England took up this challenge and has been leading the way in the
development of extensive databases of statistical information both for its own purposes and
for assisting the Methodist Church in the collection and collation of its statistics. The work
was built on principles outlined by a Statistics Review Group. The principles are

succinctly summarised in their report in the following terms,

Any data-gathering exercise should only be commissioned against a clearly defined
objective, and should always lead to the recommendation of specific action steps.
Statistics are of the appropriate quality and produced to the highest professional
standards.
All work is conducted with transparency.
All statistical exercises should be validated against the following criteria
e That the information has been appropriately collected;
e That appropriate sampling methods have been used,;
e That appropriate methods of calculation have been used to derive any
statistics from the raw data;
e That the inferences drawn are based on sound statistical techniques;
e That the presentation of the information minimizes the risk of
misrepresentation;
e That all the above work has been conducted in accordance with the best
statistical practice. (Church of England, 2000, p. 26f).

The Church of England, seeing the value of statistical information both for the renewing of
present structures and systems and as tool to help understand and develop new initiatives
towards Church Growth, has invested significantly in a Statistics and Research Unit
(Archbishops' Council, 2017d) and in a Church Growth Research Programme
(Archbishops' Council, 2017a), which commissions research to be presented annually,

through its Faith in Research Conferences (Archbishops' Council, 2017c).



Page |35

In Scotland, religious research, using both quantitative and qualitative methodologies has
been undertaken by a variety of agencies, charities and churches.?! However, an issue
which has again become prominent is that the work undertaken often has had an agenda or
was designed to appeal to a particular constituency or group. One recent piece of work
was conducted by the American Christian research company Barna. The Barna survey had
the bold target of an analysis of the current state of Christianity, faith and the Church in
Scotland. Their work resulted in the Transforming Scotland report. This report presents a
number of detailed recommendations which, it claims, will lead towards church renewal.
The validity of their claims is questionable, since the methodology used, providing advice
on what will work for churches, was based on the views of a relatively small number of

carefully chosen participants (Barna Group, 2015).%

This plethora of available information highlights an important point - we have entered an
era of ‘Big Data’.%® UK Data Service (University of Essex & University of Manchester,
2017) now holds a significant number of searchable databases referencing many aspects of
human beliefs and activities drawn from a wide range of sources. The ability to ‘mine” and
cross-reference this data opens up new avenues for the analysis of religious activity in

Scotland and beyond.

Concluding Comment

The availability of data on religion in Scotland, with particular reference to the Church of
Scotland, is extensive and is growing. It is not, however, without issues. Early efforts in
data collection and interpretation were variable in extent, reliability and trustworthiness.
The motivation for statistics gathering and analysis was often linked to contemporary
political or social issues, and those engaged in the task were not likely to be as objective or
detached as might be desired to satisfy modern data gathering standards. That said, the

fact remains there does exist an illuminating compendium of statistical information which

2L A detailed compendium of research continues to be gathered by the British Religion in Numbers Project
(BRIN) (C. Field & Voas) Field has also published key sources for the statistics of religion in Review Of
United Kingdom Statistical Sources Volume XX (Maunder W.F. (Ed), 1980)

22 The analysis involved 29 in depth interviews with unidentified Christian leaders 11 of whom were church
leaders, the other 18 being ‘strategic thinkers’. The leaders chosen reportedly represent a range of
theological and denominational backgrounds, an array of geographies and widely varying churches,
ministries, businesses and political affiliations. This wide diversity with such a small sample having a unity
of thought casts some doubt on whether the sample chosen is in any sense representative even of growing
churches. It might be noted that the 29 leaders also do not represent 29 different churches. (Barna Group,
2015, p. 169)

23 ‘Big data’ does not simply reference the increasing volume of information but is linked to the
technological ability to link and analyse a wide variety of discrete data sets to identify patterns and trends in
the pursuit of a greater degree of insight. (Press, 2013)
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can be mined and examined to aid our understanding of the historical religious landscape
and geography of Scotland, particularly as it has existed over the last 300 years.

In the examination presented above, | have highlighted that the Church of Scotland has,
historically, greatly valued data for its essential function as a driving force within the
planning processes and strategic mission of the national church. Indeed, much has been
built on the foundation of the insights afforded by the various strands of information

gathered and interpreted.

As | have also noted, statistics and church or denominational politics have often gone hand
in hand since data can provide a powerful and potentially effective tool, often used to good
effect, for the benefit of those who wield it wisely. Sadly, the side effect of statistics
being employed within areas of ecclesiastical conflict is that, understandably, some
suspicion now often accompanies the collection, collation, interpretation and publication of
quantitative data. If there was one phrase heard more often than others throughout this

study, it was a variation of the well-known expression

There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and statistics.?*

This political dimension of data, especially in an age where such information is much more
extensive and readily available, is one which presents both a practical and a psychological

barrier to statistics being considered as an appropriate tool for use by the Church.

In this era of sustained church decline, particularly in the Church of Scotland, this common
wariness of statistics bolstered by active attempts to subvert the true extent of institutional
demise can too easily lead to vital information often carried within quantitative data, to be
hidden or even discarded. To disregard the gathered data would be to make critical
mistakes both for the damage it would do to the necessary activities of proper theological
praxis and the need of church leaders for information necessary for ongoing presbytery and

congregational mission planning.

| believe there is a desperate need, in this time, to recapture the earlier dynamic, writ large

in the missional fervour of Thomas Chalmers and others, to engage with and to utilise

24 Often attributed to Mark Twain who himself attributed it to Benjamin Disraeli, although its actual origin
may have been earlier.
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every useful tool at the disposal of the Church of Scotland towards its continuing
reformation. Chalmers, for example, demonstrated the power of numerical and statistical
evidence to address issues as diverse as poverty and church extension. This pastoral and
managerial epistemology complemented and informed his theological understanding to
give rise to renewed praxis and it can, in my view, similarly serve the Church of Scotland

well, in this time.

In the next chapter, | will examine further some important theological justification for
using data in this way in the service of the Church; in particular, I will outline the role of
empirical information as a vital tool within practical theology and the development of

praxis.
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Chapter 3: Theological Value of Empirical Information

Schleiermacher suggested that there are three levels in theological study. The
foundation is philosophical theology...Then comes historical
theology...Finally, as the ‘crown of theological study’ comes practical
theology, which is the ‘technique’ of church leadership (Forrester, 2000, p.
36).

There may be some who imagine that to talk of theology and statistics, or theology and
data is to produce an idiom similar to ‘chalk and cheese’. That, however, would be to
fundamentally misunderstand the nature, role and function of theology within the realm of
practical theology. In this chapter, | have set out a short history of how practical theology
has been understood since Schleiermacher, in its relationship with the insights that came
from the ‘sciences’. In particular, I have drawn attention to the development of appropriate

praxis through the pastoral cycle offered by Richard Osmer (Osmer 2008).

Practical Theology and Statistics

Practical theology, as it was traditionally taught in universities in Scotland, had as its
particular focus the practical application of systematic theology within church liturgy,
pastoral care and homiletics (Woodward, Pattison, & Patton, 1999, p. 61). This practice
orientated focus was the standard pedagogical strategy advanced amongst my peer group
as we engaged in the prescribed training for ministry in the Church of Scotland. The key
concern within practical theology at that time, was still preparation for parish ministry,
with a variety of courses providing the tools to translate the broad principles of theological

thinking into specific practical action.

This manner of approaching practical theology within theological education found its

origins with Friedrich Schleiermacher. Gréb explains Schleiermacher’s view that

Practical theology had to provide technical instructions or ‘rules of art’
(‘Kunstregeln”) for those who are active in leadership positions in the church, in
order for them to be able to fulfil their leadership tasks expertly and in a well-
considered way (Grab, 2005, p. 188).

Schleiermacher, in his book, Brief Outline on the Study of Religion however, also proposed
that practical theology needed to connect with both historical and philosophical theology in
order that lived Christianity might feed into an understanding of the whole (Schleiermacher
& Tice, 1966). At this early stage, there are indications that Schleiermacher also ascribes

value in connecting with ‘sciences’. In addition to areas such as sociology and
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anthropology, Schleiermacher proposed a specific place for church statistics, which he
views as representing the social circumstances of the church over a historical period
(Niebuhr, 1962; Schleiermacher & Tice, 1966, p. 82ff).2> Though only fleetingly
mentioned by Schleiermacher, empirical, or quantitative aspects of theological thinking
within practical theology, has developed as a means of charting and interpreting religious

behaviours and practices, both internal and external to the church.

Schilderman explained that,

Practical Theology as an empirical discipline corresponds to practical
reasoning. It helps to interpret the existential, moral and religious significance
of texts, belief and practices and it supports the clarification of our questions
about what to accept and what to discard on rational grounds (Miller-
McLemore, 2011, p. 124).

This “practical reasoning’ looked towards the insights and tools afforded through the social
sciences and the field known as ‘empirical theology’ was born.?® The aim was to connect

theology and practice through the reality of research (Heimbrock, 2011).

In essence, empirical theology is concerned with those kinds of theological
data that are properly amenable to empirical investigation. While many
theological notions say those concerning an invisible and immortal
transcendent deity, rightly elude empirical investigation, many other
theological notions, say those concerning the relationship between God and the
created order, rightly demand empirical investigation (Francis, Robbins, &
Astley, 2009, p. xv).

Empirical theology, therefore, takes seriously the well-known formula of Anselm, ‘faith
seeking understanding’ (fides quaerens intellectum), with the scientific empirical method

providing some of the insights necessary for ecclesiological praxis.

Historically, the relationship between theological thinking and ‘concrete’ evidence
provided by the sciences has led to a number of key theoretical developments from the
method of correlation set out by Paul Tillich, in his Systematic Theology (Tillich, 1978),
where theology and science are viewed as equal partners. This was later adapted by David

Tracy who expressed a more dynamic and reciprocal relationship,

2 Schleiermacher has his section on church statistics in his chapter on ‘historical theology’ but Van Der
Venn notes that in a letter to a student Schleiermacher says that it can also be placed within ‘practical
theology’ which was the place afforded it by some (J. A. Van Der Ven, 1988, p. 15).

26 In Europe Werner Gruehn invented the label ‘empirical theology’ though in application it was
contextualised within the field of psychology of religion. Earlier in the 20" century Douglas Macintosh, as
part of what was known as the ‘Chicago School’, had attempted to bring the disciplines of scientific logic to
theological thinking in a different development of empirical theology (MaclIntosh, 1919).
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practical theology is the mutually critical correlation of the interpreted theory and
praxis of the contemporary situation (Tracy, 1983, p. 76).

Don Browning, an advocate of what is known as the ‘revised critical correlation method,

explained,

The view | propose goes from practice to theory and back to practice. Or more
accurately it goes from present theory-laden practice to a retrieval of normative
theory-laden practice to the creation of more critically held theory-laden practices
(1996:7).

The stress Browning places on the term ‘theory-laden’, highlights his belief that
engagement in practical theology is situated within a culture and place and that we come to
any study with assumptions and understandings which are often unexamined. Browning

builds on the work of David Tracy with his aim to work towards a

fusion of horizons between the vision implicit in contemporary practices and the
vision implied in the practices of the normative Christian texts (Browning 1996:51).

Further developments continue to be proposed, amongst them the revised praxis method of
correlation” by Rebecca Chopp. Chopp links ‘scientific understanding” with ‘faith seeking

understanding’ explaining that,

By using the term ‘scientific understanding’, we are not raising issues of comparison
between theology and natural or social sciences but rather emphasizing that theology
has an interest in theoretical clarity. This clarity pertains not only to its beliefs but
also to the way it analyses its contexts and methods. In addition, this interest in
theoretical clarity includes Christian thinkers’ interests in presenting their claims as
truth, according to contemporary views of truth (Chopp & Taylor, 1994, p. 12).

Each development and revision brought theology and the sciences into a closer inter-

relatedness for the purpose of greater knowledge and better praxis.

Van der Ven, a central exponent of empirical theology, suggests a dialectical spiral of
movement from theory to empirical research of praxis back to theory as the best method
through which this engagement is made. (J. A. Van Der Ven, 1988).%" The key
consideration is to avoid simple deductive reasoning based on idealist principles. Bazzell

likewise argues for an empirical ecclesiology based around an epistemology which locates

27 This being a development of the theory — practice — theory movement as proposed by Don Browning
((Browning, 1991)
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itself in specific locality and context rather than what he takes as ‘blue-print ecclesiology’,
a term coined by Healy (Healy, 2000) to describe normative images or ideas of the Church
(Bazzell, 2015).

Empirical research may, methodologically, involve quantitative and/or qualitative
elements. Within the arena of science, quantitative information is often considered to be
the most objective?® and precise, whereas, within the area of the social sciences, qualitative
data is often highly valued for its ‘thick description’?® nature in that it contains a wealth of
often multi-layered meaning and significance. In empirical theology, both quantitative and
qualitative elements contain methodological aspects, each with their particular strengths
and weaknesses, as well as the ability to complement one another towards the construction
of an holistic understanding (Francis et al., 2009). Therefore, we find theologians such as
Van der Ven calling for the sciences to be used within theology in an intradisciplinary
approach as a way of engaging in a hermeneutics of praxis (J. Van der Ven, 1993).%°

To clarify, the point is, that practical theology needs to both carefully investigate and then
to deeply reflect on the connection between faith and life in order that there may be
engagement in the transformative potential of the process for the ‘Misso Dei’ (Woodward
etal., 1999).

Osmer’s Pastoral Cycle

A general mechanism proposed for ecclesial reflexivity involving empirical theology is
contained in various versions of the ‘hermeneutical’ or ‘pastoral cycle’. In relating church
statistics to the work of mission at local, regional or national levels, it is instructive to
consider the pattern provided by Richard R Osmer (2008). Osmer presents a basic outline
of a pastoral cycle as four key tasks which are both clear and easily grasped by

practitioners.

28 Objectivity is science should be understood as a general concept since all measurement and human
involvement necessarily introduces elements which would negate any absolute form of objectivity.

29 The term ‘thick description” was first used by the philosopher Ryle and applied by Geertz in the field of
ethnography. It not only involves detailed accounts of what is experienced but also relates this to wider
relational connections setting these within the larger lived context (Holloway, 1997).

% “The term intra-disciplinary refers to the idea of borrowing concepts, methods and techniques from other
disciplines and integrating these into another science’
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The first task is one of orientation towards answering the question, ‘What is happening?’;
Osmer terms this the ‘The descriptive-empirical task’. The task is one in which

attentiveness plays a crucial role; hence he typifies it as ‘priestly listening” which

involves attending to others in personal relationships, it also includes
investigating the circumstances and cultural context of others in more formal
and systematic ways (Osmer, 2008, p. 37).

It is in the formal actions of ‘attending’ that empirical research, both qualitative and
quantitative, finds its locus as the primary movement within locality. Listening, of
necessity, must come prior to any attempt at understanding a situation or context.
Attending also must give due regard to the subjective awareness and response of the
researcher in the interaction so that consideration and regard can be given to the theories
and the values being imputed. It is important to remember that no observer is able to be

wholly neutral in their environment.

The interpretive task which follows draws on the appropriate theories of the arts and
sciences to better understand and explain why certain patterns and observations have been
recorded. This moment within the hermeneutical circle asks for discernment, judgement

and wisdom for its effective operation.

Prophetic discernment becomes the key component of the third movement in Osmer’s

scheme which he calls ‘the normative task’, where

Theological and ethical interpretation is the most formal dimension of the
normative task, Just as attending in the descriptive task opens out to empirical
research and sagely wisdom in the interpretive task, to dialogue with theories
of the arts and sciences, so too the normative task opens out to form of
theological and ethical reflection (Osmer, 2008, p. 139).

The hermeneutic circle closes with a movement towards action with Osmer’s ‘Pragmatic
task’. The practical and transformative nature of the exercise is now in view with strategic
outcomes being found and implemented. Osmer couches his call for effective praxis
within the language of ‘servant leadership’, a reminder of the essential nature of the role of

those who lead the process of change within congregations and Christian groups.

Osmer’s scheme is presented here to underline and to understand that the process of

practical theology comprises several essential stages, which require the need to take
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evidential information seriously and to treat it appropriately. The operation of this pattern
in practice can take a variety of forms. In chapter nine, for example, two different schemes
for congregational development are discussed, each seeking renewed praxis though lacking
explicit theological expression. In such instances Osmer’s scheme assists us in framing an
understanding the dynamic at work behind a proper working of, in this case, Drucker’s
‘Five Questions’ or the ‘Local Church Review Process’ towards praxis. It also provides
church leaders with an appreciation that what, at first, may appear to be simple
management tools can, with the correct application, be helpful mechanisms for genuine

praxis.

Conclusion
Quantitative information, including statistical data of various kinds, is an often-
undervalued component of the practice of attentiveness in which ecclesiastical practitioners

must engage.

Shilderman observes,

Empirical scholars in practical theology study a domain that is often left
uncharted by behavioural and social scientists, namely the conceptual and
empirical characteristics of moral and religious signification of practices
(Schilderman, 2011).

In light of the growing impact of sciences as part of the discipline of practical theology,
Pattison asks the question: ‘Practical Theology: art or science?’ The answer given indicates
that there are elements of both. Pattison’s warnings against an understanding of the
sciences as containing a panacea of true, unbiased knowledge and wisdom serves as a
helpful reminder that whilst it has its place within a descriptor of reality experienced, it is
not without reservation and certainly not complete in and of itself (Pattison, 2007).

Having set down some foundations justifying the place of data, as at least one component
within practical theology, I turn now to assess some incarnations of church based data

gathering and assessment processes.
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Chapter 4: Reference Frames for Using Metrics for Mission and Planning

Employing numerical measures as an aid towards the goals of Christian mission is not a
new phenomenon or practice. This chapter examines some of the more prominent schemes
which have actively engaged metrics, of various kinds, to inform and guide the

development of their strategy and direction.

The Church Growth Movement

If there is one particular area of ecclesial development which has been more closely
associated with the use of numbers and data than others, then it is surely that which
became known as the Church Growth Movement. To help understand and assess the place
and value of quantitative data within this area, it is key to understand its origins and the
motivation behind it, the philosophy and theology it employs, as well as the practical tools
which it commended for use by church leaders. To simply look at the various numerical
tools in isolation from the overall scheme, may lead to misunderstanding and

misjudgements.

Church growth, as a distinct system for helping the Christian church and local
congregations be more effective in mission, is credited to the work and the enthusiasm of
Donald A. McGavran. McGavran was a missionary, following in the footsteps of his
father and grandfather, determined to fulfil the Gospel imperative to go and make Christian

disciples,

it became clear to me that God was calling me to be a missionary, that he was
commanding me to carry out the Great Commission....that decision lies at the
root of the church-growth movement (D. A. McGavran, 1986, p. 53).
McGavran was opposed to what he saw as a sea change in the core philosophy of mission
arising from the works of William Ernest Hocking (Hocking, 1932) and H. Richard

Niebuhr, which saw a primary focus on a social gospel.

Hocking’s view within the Re-thinking Mission report gave a clear expression of this new

emphasis,

We Dbelieve that the time has come to set the educational and other
philanthropic aspects of mission work free from organised responsibility to the
work of conscious and direct evangelism. We must work with greater faith in
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invisible successes, be willing to give largely without any preaching, to

cooperate whole-heartedly with non-Christian agencies for social

improvement... (Hocking 1932).
McGavran stood apart from this method and although he viewed social action by way of
education programmes, improvements in living conditions and political change as by no
means bad, he did not view mission in the same way.
It was not that he saw these activities are unnecessary, on the contrary, they provided
means towards leading men and women into discipleship. What McGavran objected to was
a perception that this new approach was becoming the raison d’etre of Christian mission, a
perception which found support as he read the preparatory document of the 4™ World
Council of Churches assembly due to be held in Uppsala in 1968 — a situation which

McGavran considered unbiblical.

Instead of seeking to disciple panta ta ethne, winning them to Christian faith,
and multiplying churches among them, the effort would be to spread
brotherhood, peace and justice among all people regardless of what religion or
ideology they espoused (D. A. McGavran, 1986, p. 54).
In 1955, McGavran set out his own approach in the book Bridges of God which has been
termed the ‘Magna Carta’ of the Church Growth Movement (Wagner, Arn, & Towns,

1986, p. 22).

McGavran had been stimulated by his own experience of mission and by the research
writings of J. Wascom Pickett and Roland Allen considering how churches grow. His own
extensive research in India and Asia generally, convinced him that effective Christian
mission was best served through the operation of what he termed ‘people movements’ (D.
A. McGavran, 2005, p. 26). This approach was contrasted against the ‘mission station
approach’ in which the church focused its available energies in the creation of an enterprise
which evidenced limited growth through a philosophy of local social action and

individualistic Christian conversion.

For McGavran, the aim of mission was the growth of the church (Donald Anderson
McGavran, 1955, p. 107). He held that effective mission could be measured, at least in
part, by numerical increase in the local church. Since ‘responsible church membership’

(Wagner, 1985) was set as the ‘fruit’ or ‘validating criterion for discipleship’.
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From the outset, McGavran understood that an emphasis on numerical measures would
raise objections and arguments concerning quantity versus quality. However, he is

forthright in how he views this argument

Some people question any emphasis on numbers....no numbers of redeemed

persons are ever ‘mere numbers’... We consider any disparagement of

‘numbers’ of converts ridiculous and do not believe that on second thoughts

many would advance the objection (D. A. McGavran, 2005, p. 97).
The Church Growth Movement has always struggled to distance itself from the simplistic
interpretation that its only concern lay in numerical increase. McGavran, Wagner and
others considered this to be a vital indicator of overall health, which would normally

(though not exclusively) indicate such a condition.

We who are in the field of church growth too frequently hear the criticism that
we are ‘playing the numbers game’. Or that we stress quantity to the detriment
of quality. This is unfair, because church-growth leaders consistently declare
that their intension is to build the Body of Christ in its full biblical sense...we
know that church health is of vital importance to church growth. Churches
grow because they are healthy. When churches are healthy they grow
(Wagner, 1985, p. 12).

Alister McGrath, like many observers, considers much of what is presented as ‘Church

Growth’ “disturbing’ since it appears that ‘Spirituality became a matter of playing the

numbers game.” (McGrath, 2002, p. 53).

Whatever was claimed by the proponents of the Church Growth Movement, it has always
been difficult to shake off this accusation, given that many of the resources produced to
help churches towards a local Church Growth strategy, attempt to utilise tools derived from
research dealing with statistics, surveys or polls. Counting, in one form or another, has
always been important, not for the numbers themselves but for what they represent —
people. In particular, McGavran was interested in helping ‘lost people’ come to a saving

knowledge of Jesus.

To be sure, no one was ever saved by statistics; but then, no patient was ever
cured by the thermometer to which the physician pays such close attention ...
Similarly, the facts of growth will not in themselves lead anyone to Christ. But
they can be of marked value to any church that desires to know where, when
and how to carry on its work so that maximum increase of soundly Christian
church will result (D. A. McGavran, 1990, p. 67).
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It was recognised that quality was as important as quantity, albeit more difficult to measure
and identify.

Quantity is not enough without corresponding quality. But quality is not self-
explanatory (Wagner, 1985, p. 24).

Peters likewise cautioned using simple quantitative measures for assessment,

Quantitative growth, however, can be deceptive. It may be no more than the
mushrooming of a mechanically induced, psychological or social movement, a
numerical count, an agglomeration of individuals or groups, an increase of a
body without the development of muscle and vital organs (Peters, 1981, p. 23).

It, therefore, became important that the ‘quality factors’ for church growth were identified.
Peter Wagner together with Richard Gorsuch of Fuller University, attempted to draw up a
list of such factors which are presented below in order of importance (Wagner, 1985, p.
25ff). 3t

Bible knowledge
Personal devotions
Worship
Witnessing

Lay ministry
Missions

Giving

Fellowship
Distinctive life-style
10 Attitude towards religion
11 Social service

12 Social justice
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Wagner acknowledged that if this list was to be useful, it would require work on validation
and application methodology. A mechanism for measuring spiritual quality was produced
by Fred Smith in his PhD Thesis, which acknowledged its role in completing the work
begun by Wagner and Gorsuch (F. H. Smith, 1985, p. 71). The Spiritual Life Survey
(SLS) was the practical result of the study. Smith suggests that further research would
need to be undertaken to identify whether the quality growth identified via SLS is directly
correlated to quantity growth in a particular church (F. H. Smith, 1985, p. 193).

31 According to Smith an alternate ranking order was originally produced when the various factors were
presented to conference attendees by Wagner (F. H. Smith, 1985).
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Church Growth Developments

Various lists of supposed important characteristics for church health and/or church growth
have been presented by a wide variety of church leaders, each proposing to define the
‘essential’ or basic activities and/or attitudes which would lead a church towards greater
health and/or growth. For example, George Peters gives consideration to qualities apparent
in the early New Testament church and derives from his study a list which he considers
essential qualities for ‘fitness’ (Peters, 1981, p. 139). Stephen A. Macchia claims to have
extensively researched growing churches and this, allied to information derived from a
series of surveys of church leaders, arrived at a set of ten Characteristics of a healthy
church (Macchia, 2003). Mark Dever looked more directly at biblical teaching to arrive at
his own Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Dever & Harris, 2004). Neither Dever nor
Macchia claim their list to be exhaustive and indeed this is something noted from amongst
the various publications -there does not appear to be a critical list of attributes which are

agreed by all.%

It is clear that for some writers, their list of ‘essential’ activities to stimulate church growth
is derived from their own experience within a bounded cultural and ecclesiastical context
and may or may not have external relevance (although many obviously believe it is the
case). In fact, the historical development of the Church Growth Movement saw a
distinction emerge between what might be termed ‘Classical Church Growth’ and ‘Popular
Church Growth’ (Mclntosh, 2010), the latter often moving beyond the basic principles set
out by Donald McGavran and sometimes specifically rejecting particular elements of his
work. A difficulty emerging over time is that not everything given the title ‘Church

Growth’ would be acceptable to all those within the Movement.

Criticisms of the Church Growth Movement
Some criticisms levelled against the Church Growth Movement have already been

encountered, in particular, that it is over-concerned with numbers and values, quantity over
quality. Already noted in the formation of the movement by Donald McGavran is that it
arose partly as a reaction against the ‘Social Gospel” movement in mission. It might,
therefore, come as little surprise that some critics have been unhappy about the priority
given to evangelism over ministry. Leslie Newbigin concedes that the Church Growth

school of missiology

32 A useful collection of lists of healthy church characteristics from various authors can be found in Reeves
(Reeves & Jenson, 1984).
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contains important elements of truth (Newbigin, 1995, p. 124).

However, he remained unconvinced about the role or meaning given to numbers as a way
of assessing or monitoring the ‘success’ of a church (Newbigin, 1995, p. 140). Robin Gill
suggests that Newbigin’s objections are, however, ‘more moral than theological’ (R. Gill,
1988, p. 76). His view is that there are methods which a church in decline may usefully
employ and points toward the value of functional membership, population statistics and

other empirical data to inform mission and strategy (R. Gill, 1988, p. 81).

Three additional common criticisms might be added; firstly, that of pragmatism, secondly a
concern for the possible uses of manipulative strategies and thirdly, a dislike for the

‘homogeneous unit principle’.

Pragmatism
A key principle operational within the Church Growth Movement is neatly expressed in

the phrase,

if it is not unbiblical, and if it contributes to the growth of the church, then do it
(Rainer, 1993, p. 30).
This kind of permission-giving to engage in a wide range of activities, though echoing the
sentiment expressed by the apostle Paul

I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means | might save

some (1 Corinthians 9:22 New International Version, 1984).
has often been seen as a dangerous route to travel. The issue for many Evangelicals
centres around the role of the Bible in the determination of church activity and ministry
methods. While the Church Growth Movement might argue that if it is not disapproved of
in the Bible, it may be acceptable; more fundamentalist voices want to contest that, to be
legitimate, the Bible needs to give more explicit approval.

Pragmatism also allows scope for creative cultural engagement. This is evident in the
desire of some churches to be ‘user friendly’ or ‘seeker friendly’, an obvious example

being Willow Creek community church which began with the idea of

a weekly seeker service that would provide a safe and informative place where
unchurched people could come to investigate Christianity further (Hybels &
Hybels, 1995, p. 41).
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This congregation, though highly successful in terms of numerical growth, is continually
criticised for its desire to be culturally relevant, which affects how the church looks and

feels and what kind of service and content is offered.

Manipulation
In an effort to find effective tools for mission, George Barna and others found the insights

provided by the strategic use of marketing techniques helpful. In publishing his first book
on church marketing, Barna was denounced by many church leaders, and for many, his

book was ‘scandalous’. He became
a persona non grata in many places (Barna, 1992, p. 13).

In essence, the use of ‘business’ approaches in the realm of church and ministry endeavour
has often been viewed suspiciously, given the aim of business is to sell a product or a
service with the result of generating profit. This seemingly unspiritual and worldly
backdrop does not sit well with many critics, who are also suspicious that marketing

techniques may involve forms of psychological manipulation.

The mission and ministry potential of marketing is easily seen in the definition of
marketing provided by Stevens and Louden,

Church/Ministry Marketing is the analysis, planning and management of
voluntary exchanges between a church or ministry and its constituents for the
purpose of satisfying the needs of both parties. It concentrates on the analysis
of constituents’ needs, developing programs to meet those needs, providing
these programs at the right time and place, communicating effectively with
constituents, and attracting the resources needed to underwrite the activities of
the organisation (Stevens & Loudon, 1992, p. 4).

Churches are naturally involved in marketing, using a variety of methods, though they will

often prefer to use terminology which is less commercial and controversial.

Homogeneous unit principle
Bill Easum, a noted advocate of many aspects of Church Growth, commenting on the

homogeneous principle said that it

33 Marketing in a general sense involves the promotion of a business and its services through advertising and
other methods, something which churches may refer to as outreach, evangelism, mission, communications or
some alternate term.
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destroyed much of the integrity of church growth. It does not reflect the
diversity of biblical faith or the richness of American culture (Easum, 1996, p.
30).
The principle itself is, of course, sociologically descriptive, highlighting a common feature

in human behaviour, namely that

People like to become Christians without crossing racial, linguistic, or class
barriers (D. A. McGavran, 1990, p. 163).

McClintock sees in McGavran’s principle an example of poor sociological understanding

From a sociologist's viewpoint, it is difficult to regard the sociological content
of McGavran's missiology with respect. The inherent weaknesses in his
sociology that have been identified in this paper are so fundamental that they
undermine his whole missiological approach (McClintock, 1988).
Wagner was a strong advocate of the principle and saw it not only as a pragmatic approach

to mission work but also one which was morally important,

When the Gospel moves cross-culturally, it is unloving to require the people of

the second culture to adopt the behaviour patterns or the language or the

socioeconomic level of the preachers or missionaries on order to become

Christians. They should not even be required to come halfway — they should

be encouraged to become Christians right where they are (Wagner, 1978, p.

13).
Critics see in this principle at least two major issues, firstly the call upon Christians to be
‘counter cultural’ appears to be challenged if Christians are not required to renounce at
least some aspects of their cultural background. Secondly, in attempting to plant churches
using this principle, there is a fear that it would create segregated congregations, hence the

concern of Easum to have churches containing a diversity of people groups and ages.

To suggest that McGavran desires segregated Christian communities, or that he sees the
Gospel as less than counter-cultural, is to misunderstand him. McGavran’s view was that
whilst the ‘perfecting’ processes in discipling are necessary, as a secondary stage, the first
task is to lead men and women to conversion, which must be arrived at without having to
cross human barriers (D. A. McGavran, 1990, p. 168). Peter Wagner, who took over as
the leader of the Church Growth Movement, sought to gain academic credibility and
approval for the homogeneous principle through the production of a PhD thesis on the
subject (Wagner, 1978).
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Church Health

There have been many detractors from the outworking of the Church Growth Movement.
The emphasis on numerical growth being a particular area of dispute seems to have led on
to a reframing of ‘growth’, now, not in terms of numbers, but in relation to a concept of
‘health’. Indeed, even the leading advocates of the Church Growth Movement, including
Peter Wagner, undertook this shift of presentation, writing books on what might constitute
‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’ churches (Wagner, 1976, 1979, 1985, 1986; Wagner & British
Church Growth, 1988).

Wagner makes frequent use of health metaphors as he looks towards the creation of church

growth strategies.

Lack of church growth is a serious disease, but in most cases it is a curable
one... (Wagner, 1976, p. 41).

healthy churches, like healthy people, exhibit certain vital signs. If the Church
iIs the body of Christ, then there is some biblical justification in taking a rather
clinical approach to analysing the health of a church (Wagner, 1976, p. 32).

Wagner proposes seven vital signs of a healthy church

1. A pastor who is possibility thinker and whose dynamic leadership has
been used to catalyse the entire church into action for growth.

2. A well-mobilized laity which has discovered, has developed, and is using
all the spiritual gifts for growth.

3. A church big enough to provide the range of services which meet the
needs and expectation of its members.

4. The proper balance of the dynamic relationship between celebration,

congregation and cell.

A membership drawn primarily from one homogeneous unit.

Evangelistic methods that have proved to make disciples.

7. Priorities arranged in biblical order.

oo

Wagner went on to write extensively about these signs, though he is most noted for the
emphasis placed on the role of leaders and the use of spiritual gifts in church development
and health. Many publications have followed Wagner’s lead to continue with this new
presentation (Dever & Harris, 2004; R. Warren & Warren, 1995).

Some approaches to Church Growth or Church health have drawn up their own particular
lists of critical factors, some of which have become popular and therefore significant

within the UK context. These include the seven signs of a healthy church as proposed by
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Peter Wagner and assessed in the UK by Paul Beasley Murray and Alan Wilkinson
(Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981). The seven ‘marks’ of a healthy church as proposed
by Robert Warren and presented in his book The Healthy Churches’ Handbook (Robert
Warren, 2004). The eight quality characteristics as suggested by Christian Schwarz arising
from his international research related to church health and administered in the UK via
Healthy Church UK. The five purposes arising from Rick Warren’s writings on The
Purpose Driven Church (R. Warren & Warren, 1995) and in Scotland the Church of
Scotland report entitled Church without Walls offering their own ‘marks of a healthy
church shaped by Jesus’ (Church of Scotland, 2001).

Turning the Tide

Paul Beasley-Murray, as minister of Altrincham Baptist Church, became interested in the
thinking and methodology of the Church Growth Movement and in particular the Seven
Vital Signs as proposed by Peter Wagner. In 1977 Beasley-Murray was keen to examine
whether the insights gained in the USA could be useful in the UK context and developed a
survey which was conducted with a sample of UK Baptist Churches. The results are
reported in the book co-authored by Alan Wilkinson called Turning the Tide (Beasley-
Murray & Wilkinson, 1981).

Beasley-Murray believes that the results support Wagner’s proposition that ‘dynamic

leadership’ is a key component for growth although he goes on to suggest

it is perhaps more important that he should have a willingness or ability to

delegate or share his responsibilities with the members of the fellowship

(Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p. 38).
The dynamic of a visionary leader with a committed and active membership, is one
Beasley-Murray endorses, although there seems to be little attempt in the survey to assess
whether active lay involvement is related to ideas of spiritual gifting which, for Wagner,

would be an important consideration.

The findings from the survey did not give any support to Wagner’s third vital sign in that
no direct correlation could be found between the number of church activities and rates of
conversion (Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p. 42). The fourth vital sign relating to

cell, congregation and celebration dimensions of church activity was another area that
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Beasley-Murray had some difficulty relating directly to the UK context. Looking at the
size of different church activities, Beasley-Murray concluded that,

as the percentage of cell activity increases in the total programme, so does the
probability that a church is a growing one (Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p.
46).
An examination of the survey data for evidence to support Wagner’s fifth vital sign, the
Homogeneous Unit Principle, was unsuccessful. Beasley-Murray saw no indication that
the surveyed congregations were drawn primarily from one ethnic, cultural or one

sociological group (Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p. 47).

Beasley-Murray is much more confident in Wagner’s sixth vital sign being supported by
the evidence he collected; for example, he said,

It came as no surprise to find that the more evangelistic activities undertaken by a
church, the greater is the probability that the church is growing (Beasley-Murray &
Wilkinson, 1981, p. 48),

However, he comments he is not convinced that it is the programmes themselves which
generate the results but rather ‘faith, expectancy and commitment’ and ‘love and witness’

of the people (Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p. 50).

The final vital sign of Wagner’s list argues for a priority of evangelical activity over social
work or social action. In Turning the Tide, Beasley-Murray validates this sign by noting
that churches which placed outreach activities as a high priority, had a ‘strong bias towards
growth” whereas those who placed community focused activities high ‘had a definite bias

towards non-growth’ (Beasley-Murray & Wilkinson, 1981, p. 51).

In addition to Wagner’s seven signs, Beasley-Murray notes an important characteristic of

growing churches to be that of faith. He says,

Growing churches seem to be those, predominantly, that are expecting great things
from God and have that conviction underlying all their activity’ (Beasley-Murray &
Wilkinson, 1981, p. 75).
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Disease - Wagner

The model of health active for Wagner was clearly based on a biomedical understanding
that, for health to be present, possible church ‘disease’ would need to be absent. In his

book Your Church can be Healthy, Wagner sets out eight ‘diseases’ which he said

...are maladies which occur in churches with significant frequency (Wagner, 1979,
p. 15).

The first two church diseases listed by Wagner, ‘Ethnikitis’ and ‘Old Age’ he characterizes
as ‘terminal illnesses’ (Wagner, 1979, p. 28) both being ‘local contextual factors’ and so
outside the direct control of the church. The others, albeit serious, he suggests are

recoverable because they have an institutional dynamic which can be altered.®*

In putting forward the imagery of disease in the body of Christ, Wagner created stimuli
encouraging others to give consideration to this metaphor and to expand upon it. Dr Hollis
Green, a student of the Church Growth Movement, presented his views on the necessary
requirements for church health in the provocatively named book, Why Churches Die
(Green, 2007), as he identifies some thirty-five reasons that might lead in that direction.
Donald McGavran in the foreword commends this work for use by American churches.

Mac Brunson and Ergun Caner in their book Why Churches Die — diagnosing lethal
poisons in the Body of Christ similarly draw up a list of twelve of what they consider to be

the most

debilitating diseases in the body of Christ... an autopsy of churches that have died
and a biopsy of churches that are seriously ill (Brunson & Caner, 2005, p. 5).

Of course, in order to diagnose ‘disease’, tests would be required. Charles L.Chaney and
Ron S Lewis in Design for Church Growth (Chaney & Lewis, 1977) in a chapter entitled

‘How to diagnose the growth health of your church’ suggest a battery of six ‘tests’:

The numbers test (membership Statistics)

The percentage test (rates of growth/ decline)

The body count tests (types of growth)

The geographical test (local opportunities)

The leadership test (hnumbers involved in active ministry)
The time use test (priority audit)
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34 The other church ‘diseases’ were termed, ‘People-blindness’, ‘Hyper-Cooperativism’, ‘Koinonitis’,
‘Sociological Strangulation’,  Arrested spiritual development” and ‘St.John’s Syndrome” (Wagner, 1979).
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The tests proposed focus primarily on quantifiable indicators and measurements and
generally do not address issues relating to the qualitative aspects of being church and any

relationship they may have to overall church health.

Christian Schwarz - Eight Quality Characteristics

How to measure ‘quality’ was also a concern of Christian Schwarz. Schwarz received part
of his theological training at Fuller Theological Seminary where he was exposed to the
theories of the Church Growth Movement. In order to inform his own thinking about
church growth and possible quality indicators involved in church growth, Schwarz initiated
a major research project which initially involved over one thousand churches in thirty-two
different countries. Each congregation was asked to complete a number of questionnaires,
the aim of which was to attempt to determine universally valid quality indicators for

growing churches.

Schwarz engaged the assistance of Christoph Schalk, who acted as scientific and statistical
advisor. Schalk studied Organizational Psychology and Theology at Wuerzburg. His areas

of study included organizational diagnosis and organizational development.

On the basis of the study, Schwarz makes the following statement,

To my knowledge, our research provides the first worldwide scientifically verifiable

answer to the question, ‘What church growth principles are true, regardless of culture

and theological persuasion?’ (C. A. Schwarz, 1996).
On the basis of a scientific analysis of the evidence collected, Schwarz proposed a new
approach to church growth. His findings are presented in a number of publications, most
notably, Natural Church Development Handbook (1996) with practical advice in the
further volume Natural Church Development Implementation Manual (C. Schwarz &
Schalk, 1998) and a theological underpinning in Paradigm Shift — How Natural Church
Development can transform theological thinking (C. A. Schwarz, 1999). A number of

further publications have expanded and clarified his original works.

Key to his findings is a set of eight ‘Quality Characteristics’.

Empowering leadership
Gift-based ministry
Passionate spirituality
Effective Structures
Inspiring Worship Services
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6 Holistic small groups
7  Need-orientated evangelism
8 Loving relationships

These characteristics, allied to a process of implementation which includes a ‘minimum
strategy’ and utilisation of what Schwarz terms ‘growth forces’, provide a health
development model for churches. A key factor within Natural Church Development
(NCD) is the belief that growth will happen when potential barriers to growth are removed.
Schwarz calls this the ‘all by itself” principle (Schwarz 2006: 14) or ‘pneumatic
functionality’ (Schwarz 1999, p74).

The model indicated by Schwarz is that of the church as a living organism. He explains:

The natural approach follows entirely different laws; it is the logic of life versus the
logic of machines. Regretfully, much of church growth literature in recent years
comes closer in its thinking to the ‘robot” model then to the ‘organism’ approach

(Schwarz 2006, p:66).
A key concern in the thinking of Schwarz is related to what he terms ‘functionality’ which
are those activities and attributes useful for the proper working of the church which enables

it to grow and develop appropriately. His thinking is stated in this manner,

The criterion for all churches should be whether faith, fellowship and service become
a reality; whether God becomes manifest in them; whether the Holy Spirit works in
them; whether their many forms and structures are such that love is facilitated and
encouraged. In other words, the criterion for every institution should be how useful
it is for building up the body of Christ. To the extent that it fulfils this criterion, it is
a ‘true church’ (Schwarz 1999, p73).
Health is achieved when there is a creative cycle achieved between what Schwarz calls the
‘dynamic pole’ (organism) and the ‘static pole’ (organisation) of church (Schwarz 1999,
pl6f). When such a cycle is not present or is limited to some degree, the NCD process is
offered as a mechanism to examine the extent of present functionality and to highlight

those areas of church life that require development.

In the UK, administration of NCD material is administered by the national partner, Healthy
Church UK, which was the successor to the British Church Growth Association.

Over the period 1997 to 2010, Healthy Church UK collected 1,054 NCD church surveys,

of which 56 surveys relate to 34 unique Church of Scotland congregations,® some

35 Excel spreadsheet of scores provided by Dr Philip Walker, Healthy Church UK
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congregations having undergone multiple surveys. The survey is intended to provide an
initial diagnostic tool, the results of which the church is expected to use for church

development and movement towards greater health.

The Healthy Churches Handbook
Canon Robert Warren had been involved in a variety of initiatives commissioned by the

Church of England to investigate how to help churches develop missionally and to grow as
aresult. In the course of his work, Warren identified a number of attributes or values
which he noted as common to ‘Healthy Churches’ and became interested in examining
these factors. In the book The Healthy Churches Handbook Warren sets out, ‘the fruit of
over ten years of research and reflection’ (Robert Warren, 2004, p. 1). This he codified in
his seven marks of a healthy church (Warren 2004, p47f),

Energized by faith

Outward-looking focus

Seeks to find out what God wants
Faces the cost of change and growth
Operates as a community

Makes room for all

Does a few things and does them well

NoakowhE

Warren became aware of NCD after the development of his own seven marks of a healthy
church and he views the insights of NCD not in opposition but as complementary to his

insight. The key difference, as he sees it, is that

the marks of a healthy church identified here are expressed in terms of values, goals
and characteristics...whereas in Natural Church Development they are expressed in
terms of activities (Warren 2004, p5).
He suggests that his material is more user-friendly being based less around numbers and
statistics. It is certainly true that Warren’s scheme has the advantage of having a
significantly shorter questionnaire than NCD. It is, however, based on a narrower

statistical base and is much more general in nature.

The Purpose Driven Church — Rick Warren

Rick Warren, the pastor of Saddleback Church, sets the scene in saying,

The problem with many churches is that they begin with the wrong question. They
ask, ‘What will make our church grow?’ ...The question we need to ask instead is,
‘What is keeping our church from growing?’ (Warren 1995:15)
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He goes on to explain

I believe the key issue for churches in the twenty-first century will be church health,
not church growth (Warren 1995, p17).
The Purpose Driven Church outlines five key activities which Warren suggests ought to be

adopted by churches seeking to establish greater health,

1 Warmer through fellowship
2 Deeper through discipleship
3 Stronger through worship

4 Broader through ministry

5 Larger through evangelism

Whilst Saddleback church is based in the USA, its influence is noted in the UK through the
operation of Purpose Driven Ministries UK (2015) which promotes and retails the purpose
driven materials — often with UK adaptation. The launch in 2011 of a UK version of the

Purpose Driven Church Manual, highlights the UK presence of this programme.

Rick Warren and the Purpose Driven ministries do not set out to identify specific disease
or problem but to create systems and structures which they believe to be based on the twin

biblical themes of ‘The Great Commandment’ and the ‘Great Commission’.

The UK

Prompted by the Lausanne Congress of 1974, conversations took place in the UK between
those committed to church growth. This led to the formation of the British Church Growth
Association (BCGA) in 1981. This was supported by the Bible Society and the

Evangelical Alliance both of whom produced church growth materials and publications.

Dr Roy Pointer, in presenting Church growth thinking, looked to the insights of Dr
Orlando Costas to argue that church growth should be holistic and encompass four key

growth dimensions (Pointer, 1987, p. 6).

1. Growing up to maturity — conceptual growth

2. Growing together in community — organic growth

3. Growing out in service and evangelism — incarnational growth
4. Growing more in numbers — numerical growth

Philip Walker, formerly director of the British Church Growth Association, argued that in
the UK many found the terminology of ‘growth’ difficult, particularly at a time when
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churches were evidently in numerical decline. With this backdrop, BCGA became Healthy

Church UK, an international partner of NCD International. Walker explained,

It is time to change, develop and move into a new millennium. For there is a new
paradigm arising: health before growth... (Walker, 2004, p. 8).

Church Without Walls Report (CWW)

In 1999, the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, seeking to address questions
surrounding the future shape and function of the national church, set up the Special
Commission anent Review and Reform. The task given to the group was

to re-examine in depth the primary purposes of the church and the shape of the
Church of Scotland as we enter into the next Millennium; to formulate proposals for
a process of continuing reform; to consult on such matters with other Scottish
Churches; and to report to the General Assembly of 2001 (Church of Scotland 2001,

p8).
The resulting report entitled A Church Without Walls set the context for more than a
decade of ecclesiastical effort, aimed towards the creation of a renewed denomination
through multifaceted change, designed to effect positive change in both central and local
aspects of the Church of Scotland. Subsequent reports and deliverances brought to
successive annual General Assemblies of the Church of Scotland helped realise a number

of structural changes.

One key focus for the work of the Special Commission and then the later Panel on Review
and Reform was to help stimulate the mission of local congregations around Scotland —
partly through study of the CWW report. The report utilises within its proposals, a number
of traditional church growth strategies, such as Wagner’s threefold church structure of cell,
congregation and celebration as well as suggesting a variety of audit tools to assess
effective worship and outreach (Church of Scotland 2001, p75).

Contained within the report in Appendix 3 (2001, p50f) is a list of characteristics which are
claimed go towards the creation of ‘A Healthy Church’. Six headings, ‘Integrity’, ‘Body
and Soul’, ‘Open House’, ‘Growth’, ‘Local’ and ‘Love and Care’ are given together with a
descriptive commentary. There is no indication in the report how these six characteristics

were chosen or any supporting evidence to justify inclusion within in the report.

The CWW report was, however, intended to be the starting point for refocusing on key

priorities and the desired renewal within the Church of Scotland. The various deliverances
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approved by the General Assembly of 2001, passed responsibility to study and/or
implement various parts of the report to Ministers, Kirk Session, Boards and Committees
of the church and future Kirk Sessions as appropriate (Church of Scotland 2001, p75ff).
What is clear is that whilst ‘growth’ was a desire indicated by the reports’ authors, growth

in terms of membership numbers (nor indeed the slowing of decline) has not been evident.

Summary
Measuring the mission and ministry effectiveness of churches using quantitative indicators

has a long-established pedigree with a number of competing paradigms, each purporting to
be the definitive tool for aspirational congregations. There are indeed many supporters of
each of the schemes m