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Exegeting the Congregation 

In his book Widening the Horizons, pastoral theologian Charles 
Gerkin proposes that practical theology is a "narrative hermeneuti
cal" undertaking. Practical theology involves reflection upon the 
meanings of the biblical narrative (and its component stories, 
images, and themes), reflection upon the meanings of the Christian 
community's life and work in its various dimensions, and a "fusion 
of horizons" that brings the "worlds of meaning" together in a mutu
ally critical and potentially transformative way. 1 

While postponing a more detailed discussion of "horizon fusing" 
for preaching until chapter 4, I do want to affirm with Gerkin that 
preaching-an act of constructing local practical theology-is, at its 
core, an interpretive (hermeneutical) enterprise. It requires of the 
pastor skill in interpreting the texts of Christian tradition, skill in 
interpreting the texts of congregational life and activity, and skill in 
bringing the two worlds together in seriously imaginable and trans
formative ways for a local community of faith. 

As has already been observed, however, pastors have not always 
been as well trained in congregational exegesis as they have been in 
biblical exegesis. While many pastors would like to aim toward 
preaching which can be deemed "local practical theology;' they are 
also in need of methodologies by which to plumb the depths of con
gregational contexts in order to come to fuller and more nuanced 
understandings of their subcultural assumptions. 

In this chapter we will outline one approach to congregational 
analysis-a symbolic (or "semiotic"2) approach-that can assist the 
local preacher in discerning and interpreting the "texts" of congrega
tional life and activity. Assuming that congregations are indeed sub
cultures-each with its own particular communicative network of 
signs and symbols-we will encourage pastors to become amateur 
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cultural anthropologists, studying and interpreting the symbols of 
congregational life in order to gain greater understanding of congre
gational subcultural identity. 

To focus primarily upon congregational identity, and to analyze it 
by a closer attending to congregational symbols, is not to suggest that 
other approaches to congregational analysis (such as those concen
trating upon "program:' "process," or "social context"3

) are peripher
al or unimportant for preaching. Holistic preaching requires a multi
faceted exegetical method. Just as no single approach is adequate for 
interpreting biblical texts, so no single method is sufficient when it 
comes to interpreting living bodies as complex, dynamic, and multi
dimensional as local congregations. 

However, a focus upon identity does remind us that at the heart of 
Christian worship is the formation and transformation of Christian 
identity-both individual and corporate-through the mysterious 
workings of the Holy Spirit. In worship we bring our assumptions 
about God, nature, time, and humanity into a realm where we 
encounter, through the "strange new world" of God's revelation, new 
ways of envisioning and living in relationship with God and all cre
ation. In worship we offer our own limited worldviews and distorted 
values unto a God who can, through the Spirit's workings, extend 
our myopic vision and correct our astigmatisms. And in worship, we 
enter a realm in which we ourselves-through the singing of hymns, 
offering of prayers, and participation in various ritual acts-engage 
in a dance of faith that also serves as dress rehearsal for faithful and 
transformed living in the realm of God's reign. 

Preaching, then, has to do with the formation and transforma
tion of Christian identity-not only of individuals, but also of con
gregations. Yet if we as preachers are going to proclaim the gospel in 
ways capable of transforming congregational identity, we first need 
to become better acquainted with the ways in which our people 

.. already imagine God and the world. If we are going to aid in the 
extension of myopic vision or the correction of astigmatic values, 
then we must first strive to "see" God and the world as our people 
do. And if we are going to engage our people in ritual acts that 
enable them to become better dancers of the faith-both within 
worship and without-then we must first know where their steps 
are faltering and where they are most in need of dress rehearsal for 
the new age to come. 
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It is, then, toward the identification and interpretation of symbol
ic "texts" revelatory of congregational identity-that we now turn 
our attention. 

A Symbolic Approach to Cultural Analysis 

In his highly influential work, The Interpretation of Cultures, Ameri
can anthropologist Clifford Geertz articulates his vision for interpre
tive anthropology: a study of the symbolic "webs of significance" 
human beings spin. 4 For Geertz, culture is not merely the patterned 
sum of human behaviors; nor is it an underlying and invisible power 
that causes human beings to act in certain ways. Rather, culture is a 
context, a public document whose symbolic actions can be observed, 
analyzed, and interpreted. By studying the signs and symbols of a 
culture-its ritual acts and practices, its rites of passage, its sacred 
stories-the student of culture can discern much about what a cul
ture believes and values. 

The method employed by the symbolic anthropologist is ethnog
raphy. Functioning within culture as a "participant-observer,''5 the 
ethnographer goes into a culture, establishes rapport with its inhabi
tants, and analyzes the culture while also becoming immersed in its 
day-to-day activities. Through various methods (selecting infor
mants, taking genealogies, keeping a diary) the ethnographer collects 
and documents significant cultural "texts" for study. However, such 
data gathering is never an end in itself. Rather, ethnographic research 
is always directed toward the greater end of thick description: moving 
beyond description of the symbol itself (which is "thin" description) 
to an interpretation of its meaning and message in relation to certain 
socially established codes and structures. 

Gilbert Ryle, the British philosopher who coined the terms "thin" 
and "thick" description, offers a simple example by which to distin
guish between them. 6 Suppose, says Ryle, three boys are observed 
engaging in nonverbal communication by rapidly closing and then 
opening their right eyelids. In "thin" description, an observer might 
report seeing three children, each of whom, one after the other, 
rapidly contracted his right eyelid. The reporter, in this instance, is 
simply describing the signs observed (eyelid contractions), without 
attributing meaning to the signs. In "thick" description, on the other 
hand, the observer moves beyond mere recounting of the children's 
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actions to an examination of the meaning of those actions in relation 
to certain socially constructed codes of behavior. The observer, for 
example, might report that while the first boy simply had an involun
tary eye twitch, the second-falsely assuming the first was winking at 
him-had winked at the first, and the third had engaged in an exag
gerated parody of the wink of the second. In other words, the inter
preter makes some educated judgments regarding the meaning of the 
signs observed, interpreting them within the assumed communica
tive codes of the culture. 

Thick description, said Geertz, is the work of the ethnographer. 
The ethnographer goes into a culture, selects certain cultural events 
or "texts" for study, and seeks to discern-given the culture's own 
network of behavioral codes-what those signs mean. Such interpre
tations of meaning by those who are not native to a culture are 
always imaginative acts and are, thus, "fictions ... in the sense that 
they are 'something made,' 'something fashioned'" 7 (not in the sense 
that they are false or unfactual). Cultural analysis inevitably involves 
a great deal of guesswork on the part of the ethnographer. Yet it is 
Geertz's contention that through a close analysis of very microscopic 
and homely events and actions within a local culture, the anthropol
ogist can gain great insight into the larger and more abstract realm of 
cultural worldview and values. Indeed, for Geertz, the whole point of 
a symbolic analysis of culture is "to aid us in gaining access to the 
conceptual world in which our subjects live so that we can, in some 
extended sense of the term, converse with them."8 

The Pastor as Ethnographer 

Certainly for pastors, who are called to preach the gospel of Jesus 
Christ across subcultures in "homely" local congregational contexts, 
the goal of "gaining access to the conceptual world in which our 
subjects live so that we can ... converse with them" is a worthy one. 
If preachers are to achieve the theological ends of contextualization 
outlined in chapter 2-remdving false stumbling blocks to the hear
ing of the gospel, reflecting in our preaching the accommodating 
way in which God has dealt with humanity in revelation, and occa
sioning in our sermons a fresh hearing of the gospel for a particular 
people-then it is essential that we engage in interpretive activities 
that not only give access to the worlds revealed in biblical texts, but 
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that also give access to the subcultural worlds in which our congre
gations live. 

In other words, preachers need to become amateur ethnogra
phers-skilled in observing and in thickly describing the subcultural 
signs and symbols of the congregations they serve. The task of congre
gational exegesis is a "microscopic" one, involving attention to the very 
local actions and idioms of congregational life. The task is an imagina
tive and interpretive one, requiring pastors to guess at meanings and 
constantly to reassess those guesses. And the task is an open-ended 
one, as the quest for meaning carries pastors into the ever-deepening 
waters of congregational life with its shifting tides and currents. 

In carrying out the task of ethnography the preacher, like the cul
tural anthropologist, adopts a "participant-observer" field method. 
Christian educator Denham Grierson, who developed a participant
observer approach to congregational studies for Australian theologi
cal students, summarizes its guidelines as follows: 

I. The participant-observer shares in the activities and sentiments of 
the people. This involves face-to-face relationships, and direct con
tact with their shared life. 

2. The role of the participant-observer requires both a necessary 
detachment and personal involvement. 

3. The participant-observer is a normal part of the culture and the life 
of the people under observation. He or she does not come as an 
expert, but rather as a learner who, in order to learn, participates in 
the life of the people. 

4. The role of the participant-observer is consistent within the con
gregation, so that no confusion is created by unexpected changes 
of behavior or alternating of roles. 

5. The participant-observer has as a target a symbolic level of mean
ing in the life of the congregation which cannot be gained from 
observing external behaviour alone, as would be the case for a 
detached observer.9 

Because local pastors function both as insiders and outsiders in con
gregational culture,10 they stand in a unique position for participant
observation. As insiders, preachers are able to become fully immersed 
in the life of the congregation they are studying; as outsiders they are 
also able to keep some analytical distance from it. As insiders, they are 
allowed access to the kinds of face-to-face relationships and activities 
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that are most revelatory of congregational worldview and values; as 
outsiders, they have access to interpretive frameworks that can help 
place what they are learning within a broader perspective. In short, 
their own social location within the community of faith makes them 
prime candidates for carrying out participant-observation. 

But is it realistic to add to the pastor's already over-extended list of 
tasks yet one more? Is it feasible to ask the preacher to don yet anoth
er "hat" in the great juggling act called parish ministry? 

My own response to these questions is twofold. First, most parish 
pastors I know are already engaged in congregational subcultural 
exegesis at some level. Whenever I sit with local pastors at continuing 
education events or engage them in conversation about their congre
gations, they inevitably start describing their congregations-and 
frequently congregational subcultures-in analytical terms and cate
gories. My intent is not to add one more "hat" to the pastor's already 
over-crowded role wardrobe. Rather, my hope is that pastors might 
become more proficient, adept, and capable of thick description 
while wearing the hat many of them have already donned-that of 
congregational exegete. 

Second, for the local pastor to become ethnographer does not so 
much require additional time as it requires a new way of seeing and 
perceiving that which already happens in the ordinary course of min
istry. In the same way that the pastor trained in "family systems theo
ry" has a construct through which to discern previously unrecog
nized patterns in his counseling, so the pastor trained in the symbolic 
analysis of culture has access to constructs that help her perceive pre
viously unobserved sociocultural patterns in congregational life. The 
latest fight at the officers' board becomes an occasion for probing 
more deeply into current congregational values, and the meandering 
stories of a shut-in open new vistas for understanding congregation
al ethos and worldview. Donning the hat of ethnographer is not so 
much about taking on new responsibilities as it is about engaging in 
everyday ministry with new questions, new perspectives, and new 
tools for interpretation. 

Identifying Symbols for Study: Some Guidelines 
Suppose, then, we envision the congregation as a unique and foreign 
subculture, bound together by its own distinctive "idiom"-a net-
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work of signs and symbols through which it communicates its par
ticular identity. And suppose we envision ourselves as cultural 
anthropologists, ethnographers who are seeking to exegete and 
thickly describe the signs and symbols of congregational life in order 
to better understand its unique identity. Where do we begin? Amid 
the myriad of verbal and nonverbal, oral and written, auditory, visu
al, and tactile symbols through which congregations give witness to 
their distinctive identities, how do we identify those that are most 
fertile for subcultural exegesis? How do we distinguish between sym
bols that have marginal cultural significance and those that anthro
pologists would label culture texts: symbols which perform signifi
cant functions within the culture or carry for the culture pivotal 
meaning?11 

The following guidelines, gleaned and adapted from the insights 
of anthropologists and theologians who adopt a symbolic approach 
to the study of culture, can assist the pastor in selecting appropriate 
symbols for study: 

I. Seek out those symbolic "texts" that have value and meaning to the 
members of the congregation itself. 

One of the best ways for the pastor to begin discerning which 
symbols are more important than others is by questioning which 
symbolic texts receive the most attention in the life of the congrega
tion itself. For example: 

• What symbols (artifacts, mementos, stories, written materials) 
have been preserved by the congregation and are a part of its 
formalorinformalarchivalmemory? 

• What traditions (activities, rituals, observances) are nearest 
and dearest to the heart of this congregation, and cannot be 
changed without major upheaval in congregational life? 

• What symbolic texts, in past and present, have caused most 
controversy in congregational life? (People tend to fight over 
those things they care about most deeply.) 

• Which stories are repeated with greatest frequency in the 
recounting of the congregation's own story? 

• What was it, symbolically, that attracted newcomers to the life 
of this congregation? 
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Since congregations themselves frequently signal which symbols 
in their common life are most laden with meaning for them, the wise 
pastor will listen for such clues, and follow their lead. 

2. Investigate symbolic texts that take a variety of forms: verbal and 
nonverbal, spoken and written, audible, visual, and tactile. 

"Culture texts" in congregational life take a variety of forms: verbal 
(sermons or favorite hymns) and nonverbal (ritual acts and gestures, 
architecture, visual arts); spoken (stories told by older members as 
they recount the congregation's history) and written (a history pre
pared on the occasion of a church anniversary); auditory (a musical 
presentation), tactile (elements used for communion): and visual (t~e 
spatial arrangement of chancel furniture). The wise exegete will 
attend to a wide array of congregational texts, allowing them to serve 
as checks and balances upon one another in the exegetical process. 

3. Don't shy away from symbols or configurations of symbols that are 
contradictory or create dissonance for the analysis of culture. 

Congregations are complex and often contradictory subcultures, 
not given to facile or hasty labeling. Like individuals, they may per
ceive themselves to have one identity, only to find that others per
ceive them very differently. Or, they may aspire to an identity which 
has not yet been realized in their midst. 

The wise exegete of congregational culture will not only attend to 
a variety of symbols and types of symbols, but will also listen closely 
for the dissonances, as well as the consonances, within and among 
them. Frequently it is by living with symbols that seem to send con
flicting messages (and refusing to rush to a hasty resolution as to 
their meaning) that some of the deepest insights regarding congrega

tional identity can be gleaned. 

4. Don't shy away from complex texts (such as rituals or rites of pas
sage). While being more difficult to analyze, they may also be more rev
elatory of the complexities of congregational meaning. 

Anthropologists tell us that culture texts can be comprised of o~e 
sign (such as a flag) or of many interacting signs (such as a ~orship 
service), and that often it is the complex texts-configurat10ns of 
symbols that do not break down easily for analysis-that are the 



64 Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art 

most important for disclosing cultural meaning. While the exegete of 
culture may begin with simpler texts for analysis, she or he should 
also be aware that it is frequently through the more complex texts 
that a more complex (and more nuanced) understanding of congre
gational culture begins to emerge. 

5. Attend not only to texts that are disclosive of identity (worldview, 
ethos, values), but also to texts that are disclosive of social change. 

One of the dangers of focusing primarily upon a study of subcul
tural identity in congregational life (What does the congregation 
believe? What does it value? What is its distinctive character or 
ethos?) is that concerns related to social change-both within the 
congregation and in relation to its surroundings-can be deempha
sized. However, a lessened focus on change need not occur if the stu
dent of congregational culture intentionally seeks out texts for study 
related both to identity and to social change. 

Robert Schreiter says texts that are particularly disclosive of iden
tity are likely to be found in communal celebrations. 12 Rituals asso
ciated with rites of passage (such as those surrounding birth, puber
ty, marriage, and death) and celebrations associated with the 
incorporation of new elements into a culture (the reception of new 
members, the adoption of a new hymnal, the commissioning of a 
newly established mission team) can be particularly revelatory of 
cultural identity. 

As for social change, texts that deal with adjudication (How are 
conflictual decisions made? By whom? By what process?) and rituals 
related to healing (What is considered to constitute a threat to the 
health of a community, and what processes must be followed in 
order to restore order and balance?) are considered fertile soil. 

Seven Symbols for Congregational Exegesis 

In light of the above guidelines, toward which symbols should the 
local pastor turn in order to begin or deepen a symbolic analysis of 
congregational subculture? Which particular culture texts in congre
gational life hold most promise for enhancing the pastor's own 
understanding of congregational life? 

Below we will discuss seven congregational symbols that are both 
accessible to most local pastors for their analysis and exegesis, and 
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that also have potential to be highly disclosive of congregational 
identity. The list is not meant to be exhaustive, but suggestive, since 
exegeting a congregation is a lot like peeling an onion (or-more 
dynamically-like trying to pin down an amoeba). Texts lead us to 
other texts that lead us to other texts, and our cultural interpretations 
are forever being corrected and modified in light of new findings and 
ongoing changes in congregational life. Thus, the list of potential 
texts for study in congregational life is virtually endless and constant
ly in flux. 

Further, identification as to which of the texts discussed below are 
most critical for disclosing identity will vary from congregation to 
congregation. Just as the exegete of Scripture may need to try a 
number of avenues of textual analysis before she or he discerns 
which approaches are most disclosive of the deeper meanings of a 
particular biblical text, so the exegete of congregational culture will 
need to approach his or her study from a diversity of angles until she 
or he begins to discern which ones are most revelatory of congrega
tional meaning in his or her particular context. It is only through a 
trial and error process of exegeting disparate congregational sym
bols and comparing and contrasting the results that the local pastor 
can begin to discern the patterns that give shape to congregational 
identity. 

What this list does provide is a variety of plausible starting points 
for symbolic analysis of culture in congregational life-seven cate
gories of potential culture texts that are readily accessible to a variety 
of pastors in a diversity of congregational contexts. If examined and 
thickly described, these texts can assist us in moving toward our stat
ed goal of coming to know our congregations more deeply in order 
that we might also preach to them in ways that are both more fitting 
and more transformative for who they truly are. 

1. Stories and Interviews 

STORIES. One of the lasting contributions of James Hopewell to the 
field of congregational studies is his overt recognition of that which 
many pastors have long known: namely, that there is a gold mine to 
be discovered through a careful attending to the stories people tell in 
congregational life. 13 Indeed, there are probably no more fruitful 
"texts" for analyzing congregational subculture than the narratives 
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participants in congregational life share with the pastor in the ordi
nary process of carrying on ministry. 

In one of the four congregations where I first served as pastor 
there was a long-time member named Sam who liked to accompany 
me on visits to newcomers and the unchurched in the community. 
Sam was a seventy-year-old dairy farmer who not only had a passion 
for evangelism-he was also a virtual repository of local lore and 
could entertain me and those we visited for hours by spinning yarns 
about events that had happened in that country church and its sur
rounding community. The stories Sam told ranged from the humor
ous (such as the tale about the snake that was drawn out of hiberna
tion by the warmth of the church sanctuary on a cold winter's 
Sunday and chose to make its appearance in the middle of the ser
mon-poking its head through the wooden paneling just over the 
preacher's head!) to the serious (such as the story about the lawsuit 
several members of the congregation had filed on behalf of poorer 
members of the community in order to insure that they received fair 
payment when the state corporation commission condemned their 
land to make way for a new nuclear power plant). 

Over time it began to dawn upon me that much (if not most) of 
what I knew about that congregation's history and heritage I had 
learned through Sam's stories. Taken together those individual yarns 
helped me piece together a larger tapestry that was disclosive of the 
congregation's own story. And through that larger story I discovered 
a great deal about that rural congregation's unique character, identi
ty, and witness within its own context. 

James Hopewell says that it is through a depth analysis of that 
larger congregational story-its setting, characterization, and plot
that pastors as local theologians can begin to discern the distinctive 
parameters of congregational worldview, ethos, and character. 14 He 
encourages us not only to listen intently to the stories people tell us, 
but also to ask certain questions in order to unearth latent meanings. 

Among the questions that can be helpful to the pastor in exegeting 
congregational stories are the following: 

• Who are identified as heroes in the stories of congregational 
life, and what are the qualities that have made them so? Or, 
who are identified as villains in this congregation's stories, and 
what are the characteristics that have made them so? 
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• Where are the silences in the storytelling of the congregation
the things everyone knows (or at least all the insiders), but no 
one talks about? (Are there pastors or church staff persons 
who are never mentioned in the recounting of congregational 
history? Are there secrets from the past that are whispered in 
private, but never discussed openly in congregational life?) 
What do those silences tell you about this congregation? 

• Are there any recurring images or metaphors in the congrega
tional story as people tell it that give you insight into how they 
perceive themselves and their world? (For example, do congre
gation members consistently talk of their inability to gather 
without "eating together"? Or, do they speak of being a "haven" 
for refugees and others who seek a safe and accepting place?) 

• Is there any common dream or vision that seems to unite this 
people as they move toward their common future? 

• If you were to plot the story of this congregation, like the plot 
of a novel, what would that plot line look like? 

INTERVIEWS. In addition to attending more closely to the stories that 
voluntarily emerge in the life of ministry, pastors can also be more 
intentional about seeking out and informally interviewing key peo
ple in the life of a community and a congregation who can instruct 
them regarding the church's life and ministry. Anthropologist James 
Clifton reminds us that one of the strategies used by ethnographers 
when they enter a new culture is to identify and interview key per
sons who can instruct them regarding the significant events and 
symbols in a culture's present and history. 

Essentially, the relationship between an ethnographer and a key infor
mant is that between a student and teacher or an apprentice and a 
master. The ethnographers present themselves as novices to be social
ized or enculturated anew, and the informant agrees to provide sys
tematic instruction and guidance. . . . Developing numerous such 
relationships enables the ethnographer to participate regularly and 
meaningfully in the lives of the people studied.15 

One of the dangers faced by ethnographers is that they may 
become over-involved with too narrow a range of persons, thus fail
ing to gain a broad enough perspective on the culture being studied. 
In order to be most effective, culture interviews need to be broad-



Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art 

based, inclusive of cultural sages and key leaders as well as of new
comers and marginal members of the culture. 

Authors in the field of congregational studies encourage pastors to 
conduct interviews with parishioners for a diversity of purposes. 
Carroll and Hopewell recommend "guided interviews" with mem
bers who have been associated with a congregation for a shorter or 
longer period, in order to collect oral histories of the congregation. 
These stories and reminiscences are essential if the student of con
gregational culture is to understand the forces that have shaped and 
formed congregational identity. Questions that might be included in 
such an interview are: 

• What's the news around the church now? 
• What changes have you noticed about the church during the 

time you have been associated with it? 
• What has happened that has pleased you? 
• What has happened that you would like not to have occurred? 
• What has happened that you would like to have been 

followed up in a different way? 16 

An oral history can also be compiled more collectively, by gather
ing a group of diverse parishioners together for an evening and cor
porately constructing a time line that charts significant events in the 
church's history in relation to concurrent events in neighborhood, 
region, nation, and world. 17 The recollections and anecdotes that are 
shared and mutually corrected on such an evening can be a tremen
dous aid to the thick description of current congregational life. 
Indeed, historian James Wind urges not only the collection, but also 
the preservation of oral histories, so that they can become a part of a 
church's ongoing archives of texts for study. 18 

The value of interviews is to be found not only in what they tell us 
about the past, however, but also in what they tell us about the pre
sent and anticipated future in congregational life. For example, when 
Carroll and Hopewell turn their attention to the assessment of con
gregational "character," they propose a different set of questions, 
largely focusing upon group boundary (What separates "us" from 
" "?) . not us . issues: 

• How is this church most likely to fall apart? 
What sort of talk dampens the spirit of this church? 
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• What distinguishes this church from (a nearby competitor)? 
• What sort of church program or project is frustrating and 

unproductive here? 
• Think of a respected member. Without naming him or her, 

describe his/her characteristics. 
• Think of an embarrassing member. Without naming him or 

her, describe his/her characteristics. 
• At what points in church life do you feel closest to God? 
• At what points in church life do you feel in danger of losing 

touch with God?19 

Interviews, whether formal or informal, conducted with individu
als or with groups, can be culture texts, disclosive of congregational 
identity and social change. What is important for a symbolic approach 
to culture is that the pastor recognize them as such, and listen with the 
ears of an ethnographer for the latent meanings embedded in the sto
ries key leaders and marginal participants, long-term members and 
newer members, elderly members and youth, would tell. 

2. Archival Materials 
Another primary source for culture texts is the collection of materi
als a congregation produces and saves in its archives. While some 
congregations have more formal systems for filing and preserving 
archival materials than others, nearly every congregation has a box, 
cabinet, or file drawer that contains materials that have been deemed 
worthy of preservation, and that holds something of the memory of 
congregational life. 

In his own perusal of one large, historic congregation's archives, 
James Wind unearthed the following materials, many of which may 
prove to be valuable culture texts for the symbolic analyst: 

• documents related to the founding of the church (articles of 
incorporation, deeds to the property, congregational constitu
tion); 

• minutes of the central decision-making board and of various 
committees and organizations; 

• financial records and fund-raising brochures; 
records of official pastoral acts (baptisms, weddings, funerals); 
official reports and statistics submitted to the denomination; 
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• newsletters, worship bulletins, and printed sermons; 
• pictures and other "representational" materials; 
• cassette tape recordings; 
• artifacts no longer used in congregational life.2° 

Once again, when studied as symbols and analyzed for their "thicker" 
meaning_s, t~~se mater~als can give the pastor significant insight into 
the contmmt1es and discontinuities in congregational identity as it 
has been formed and re-formed through the years. 

3. Demographics 

If the.outsider as~s a local pastor to describe his or her congregation, 
the picture that is often painted initially of congregational life is a 
demographic ~~e-th~ makeup of the congregation in regard to age, 
sex,. race, ethmc~ty: sooal class, educational level, power, or prestige. 
vVlule such stat1st1cs provide only a superficial description of what 
we hope to describe more thickly, they nevertheless do provide valu
able information about congregational identity and how it is formed. 
A co?g~e~ation's "".orldview and character are shaped by who is or 
who isn t mcluded m congregational life. 

Further~o~e, a c~ngreg.ation symbolically communicates a great 
deal about its mner hfe by its corporate makeup. While what is com
municated may be what "is;' rather than what the members would 
like "to become," symbolic communication nevertheless goes on. 
Indeed, pastors often despair of the messages that are communicated 
to a youn~ v~siting family with children by a congregation whose 
membership is largely grey-haired, or to a racial ethnic visitor by a 
homogenous Anglo-Saxon congregation. 
. Dem~graphics can enhance knowledge of congregational identity 
m a variety of ways, as is evidenced in Carroll and Hopewell's partial 
listing of their uses: 

• To ~ro:Vide a profile of the congregation's typical member; 
To mdicate the degree of diversity that exists in a congregation; 

• T~ co~pare the congregation's presumed demographic picture 
with its actual one; 

• To provide important clues for program development for both 
present and potential members; 
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• To assist a congregation to reflect on its given demographic 
identity in comparison with that which it would like to become; 
To assist judicatory officials in understanding the congrega
tions with whom they work. ... 21 

The congregational ethnographer will be concerned not only to col
lect and compile demographic statistics, but more importantly, to 
compare and contrast them with past statistics, with statistics in the 
community surrounding the church building, and with the congre
gation's own self-perception in order to discern what thicker mean
ings they may convey. 

4. Architecture and Visual Arts 

One of the first communicative signs that greets the visitor to a local 
congregation is the location and architecture of the church building. 
An urban church building with tall gothic spires, sandwiched 
between skyscrapers and located in the heart of the business and 
political center of a city suggests, by its very placement and design, a 
far different identity from that of a highly contemporary, steeple-less 
structure of redwood and stone found in the midst of a suburban 
residential neighborhood. 

Sociologist Douglas Walrath has identified twelve different con
gregational "types;' based on the sociocontextual locations of their 
buildings alone. 22 While one might want to quibble with his types, 
Walrath's underlying message-that social context shapes congrega
tional identity, and that building location symbolically communi
cates something about that identity-cannot be avoided. Likewise, 
while James Wind warns against over-identification between church 
buildings and the present character of their congregations,23 he also 
suggests that buildings often bespeak either past or present congre
gational styles, and changes in a building "may provide clues to the 
ways in which a congregation participated in a larger plot. .. !'24 

To the discerning eye, it is not only location and exterior architec
ture that communicate, but also the design and use of internal space. 
What is communicated by the spatial configuration of the building? 
Can outsiders easily find their way around? Are any spaces in the 
church building "owned" by one group or off-limits to others? What 
priorities are communicated by the way space is assigned? 
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If a newcomer walked through the halls of the church, glancing in 
church school rooms and perusing bulletin boards, what messages 
would be communicated? What pulse(s) of congregational life can be 
taken simply by observing the decorative arrangement of church 
school rooms; the posters, plaques, and pictures that adorn the hall 
walls; the nature of fellowship space; the location and decor of staff 
offices? 

If worship is at the heart of a Christian congregation, then special 
attention needs to be focused upon that place where a congregation 
regularly gathers as a community for worship and praise. How is the 
sanctuary designed and arranged, and what does that design com
municate about the congregation's worship life? (Does the worship 
space communicate a sense of awe and reverence before God, or is it 
primarily designed so as to enhance and celebrate Christian commu
nity? What type of furnishings are used and how are they arranged? 
Is the choir located in front or on the side or in back? How high is the 
pulpit, and where is it located? Where are the communion table and 
baptismal font located? What other visible symbols are present 
[stained glass windows, banners, flags, plaques], and what do they 
communicate about congregational ethos?) 

The quest, as always, is not simply descriptive, but also interpre
tive. What deeper meanings can be gleaned about the particular 
worldview, character, and ethos of this congregation by observing the 
art and space of that building it calls "home?'' 

5. Rituals 

"Ritual;' according to Carroll and Hopewell, "is repetitive action that 
has more than utilitarian significance. It is a form of nondiscursive, 
gestural language through which a group acts out meanings and rela
tionships that are of enduring significance to its life."25 While some 
people think of ritual as essentially conservative in nature, anthro
pologists Victor and Edith Turner remind us that ritual can be both 
reflective and generative of cultural change. 

[Ritual] is not a bastion of social conservatism whose symbols merely 
condense cherished cultural values. Rather it holds the generating 
source of culture and structure .... Performances of ritual are distinct 
phases in the social process whereby groups adjust to internal changes 
and adapt to their external environment.26 
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Rituals, then, not only provide sources for discovering what con
gregational identity is; they also provide opportunities to probe and 
explore what it is becoming. 

Anthropologists have provided us with distinctions among ritual 
types that may be helpful to the preacher as congregational exegete. 
For example, Stewart Guthrie distinguishes between calendrical 
rites--rituals which have some regular performance schedule 
according to the calendar, and critical rites--rituals which are only 
performed occasionally.27 In studying congregational life it is impor
tant, first of all, to identify both the calendrical and the critical rites 
observed by a particular congregation. 

Calendrical rites can be identified by asking, By what calendar(s) 
does this congregation structure its ritual life (liturgical year? 
denominational calendar? solar cycle? agricultural cycle for crops? 
school year?), and what are those rituals that are regularly observed 
(weekly, monthly, or annually)? Annually, for example, many congre
gations observe the seasons and festivals of the liturgical year, order
ing their common life together in ecumenical unity with other Chris
tians. However, it is sometimes through observation of those 
calendrical rites that are unique to congregational life-the annual 
week of "special" worship services, the monthly pilgrimage to a near
by nursing home for a service of communion, or the mid-week ser
vice for healing-that the greatest clues to congregational identity 
emerge. 

Critical rites are more episodic in nature, occurring at occasions 
such as births (baptisms), deaths (funerals), marriages (weddings), 
initiations (church membership), or illness (rites associated with 
healing). Which rites are emphasized and which de-emphasized can 
again be revelatory. 

In one of the rural congregations where I was pastor, infant bap
tisms were very rare because the church was aging and small. Thus, 
it became the practice of the women of that congregation to cele
brate each occasion of infant baptism by purchasing a potted plant 
in honor of the child, placing it on the communion table during the 
baptismal service, and then planting it in the church yard after the 
baptism. That symbolic act was actually indicative of much that was 
highly valued in the life of that congregation: children, the earth and 
its fruits, and the ongoing succession of generations in that place. By 
contrast, when my husband and I moved to our next congrega-
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tion-a young, suburban, nontraditional church with many chil
dren and a longing for more of the wisdom and experience that 
comes with age-a very different critical rite was observed. The 
entire congregation threw a party to honor its oldest member's 
eightieth birthday. 

Anthropologist Marvin Harris provides another means by which 
local pastors can distinguish between various ritual acts in the 
church, as he draws a contrast between "rites of solidarity" and "rites 
of passage." In rites of solidarity, says Harris, participation in a ritual 
act "enhances the sense of group identity, coordinates the actions of 
individual members of the group, and prepares the group for imme
diate or future cooperative action."28 Rites of solidarity serve a cohe
sive function within a community, intensifying its common com
mitments and values. Rites of passage, in contrast, "celebrate the 
social movement of individuals into and out of groups or into and 
out of statuses of critical importance to the community."29 Rites of 
passage allow the community to publicly mark significant changes 
that occur in the lives of individuals and in their relationship to the 
community. 

In congregational life, the same event sometimes functions both as 
a rite of solidarity and as a rite of passage. For example, a celebration 
of infant baptism is, on the one hand, a rite of passage, signifying a 
new relationship between the child, his or her parents, and the Chris
tian community. On the other hand, an infant baptism also serves as a 
rite of solidarity, calling upon the gathered community to affirm its 
own trinitarian faith and belief, to reaffirm its own baptismal identity. 

Other events can be more strongly identified with one or the other 
function. Homecoming and anniversary celebrations, observances of 
the Lord's Supper, and the commissioning of church mission teams 
frequently serve to reinforce congregational solidarity, while funer
als, marriages, confirmations, and services of ordination often note 
significant rites of passage. 

What is important for the congregational ethnographer is first to 
identify the significant rites and rituals in congregational life (be they 
calendrical or critical, rites of solidarity or rites of passage) and then 
to describe them "thickly." Such description should attend both to 
the ritual in all its "dramatic unity" (focusing upon the overall move
ment, flow, mood, and internal unity of the ritual as a whole) and to 
the discrete "ritual symbols" of which it is comprised (focusing upon 
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the smaller objects, activities, relationships, words, gestures, or spa
tial arrangements that constitute the ritual act). 30 

6. Events and Activities 
According to Clifford Geertz, the best interpretations of cultures are 
not achieved by "arranging abstracted entities into unified patterns" 
but by closely observing and interpreting ~oc_al cult~ral events.

31 

Indeed, the foci for Geertz's own thickly descriptive studies of culture 
are events: a Javanese funeral, for example, or a Balinese cockfight. 

Theoretically, any event in congregational life has the potential to 
become a "culture text"-particularly those activities that hold spe
cial meaning and value for members of that congregation.~~~' once 
again, the pastor is wise to look both at the plethora of ac~ivities t~at 
occur on a regular basis in the life of the church ( ed~cational, ~ms
sional, fellowship), as well as toward a more intensive analysis of 

some of them. 
In compiling and assessing a catalog of congregational activities, 

the pastor might ask questions such as: 

• Which types of activities/events receive the most attention, 
time, energy, and investment of resources (personal and finan
cial) in congregational life? Which types of activities are, com
paratively speaking, more neglected? 
Which activities/events in congregational life are the most 
controversial? 

• Of which activities/ events in congregational life do local 
church members speak with greatest pride? 

• Which activities/ events in congregational life have been added 
in recent years, and what do they suggest about the direction 
in which the church is currently headed? Which activities/ 
events have been omitted or de-emphasized in recent years, 
and what do they suggest about the congregation's present and 
future direction? 
Which activities/events distinguish this congregation from 
others in its surrounding environment? 

Through the above screening process the student of con?regation
al culture can begin not only to draw some general conclus10ns about 
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congregational character and values, but also to identify several 
activities/events of congregational life that warrant more particular 
and focused attention as culture texts. 

7. People 
Finally, people themselves can be valuable culture texts, worthy of 
thick description. In nearly every congregation there are respected 
figures who, in their very beings, symbolically personify the ideals of 
that congregation. Although they may not be the most outspoken 
participants in congregational life, when they do speak, their voices 
are heeded because they are perceived by others to have that elusive 
quality called "wisdom." These admired symbols of congregational 
identity are frequently called upon to play major leadership roles in 
congregational life, and are capable of bringing healing and whole
ness in times of adversity and strife. By observing these sages, a stu
dent of congregational culture can learn much about what a congre
gation values. 

Alternatively, there also exist in congregational life people who 
live "on the margins"-individuals who are considered to be eccen
tric or extreme by other members, or who themselves will testify 
that they don't "fit in" (in terms of their lifestyle, beliefs, or values) 
as well as others. If attending to the sages can tell a pastor what is 
valued in a congregation, attending to those on the margins can give 
a signal as to where the cultural boundary lines lie that separate "us" 
from "not-us."32 

A pastor recently told me that her congregation had lost several 
members who were fairly conservative in their theological orienta
tion and who became increasingly frustrated with the pastor and the 
congregation for not holding to a conservative party line on certain 
social issues. The pastor commented, "You know, ours is a very open 
and accepting congregation. In fact, it seems to me the only thing we 
cannot tolerate is intolerance. When people come into our midst 
who insist that there is only one way to view an issue as a Christian, 
and start suggesting that the other members who disagree with them 
are not true Christians, that's when our members get up in arms. 
Those are the folk who have the hardest time finding acceptance and 
feeling at home in the life of our congregation." 

Exegeting the Congregation 77 

The pastor's comments are revelatory regarding the values this 
particular congregation holds dear, and the lines that separate those 
in the mainstream from those on the margins of congregational cul
ture. One can readily imagine that in another congregational subcul
ture the same shoes might well have been on opposite feet-with 
those who insisted on openness on such issues being marginalized 
and feeling out of sync with the larger body. 

Components of Cultural Identity: 
Worldview, Values, and Ethos 
If identifying and collecting appropriate symbolic texts for study is the 
first step in congregational cultural analysis, the second step is an ana
lytical and interpretive one. The ethnographer examines and analyzes 
the texts, seeking to deepen his or her understanding of their meaning 
within their own particular web of symbolic communication. 

Yet the exegete of congregational culture might well ask, What is it 
that we are looking for? What are the components that constitute 
"subcultural identity" and mark its distinctiveness from another? 

When anthropologists talk about cultures and their distinguishing 
characteristics, they use categories such as "worldview;' "values;' and 
"ethos" to assist in their comparative analyses. Worldview refers to a 
people's "picture of the way things in sheer actuality are"33-what 
they perceive to be "really real." Values reflect a people's interests and 
preferences within that world-that is, what they deem to be desir
able and valuable. Ethos refers to "the tone, character and quality of 
their life, its moral and aesthetic style and mood; ... the underlying 
attitude toward themselves and their world that life reflects."34 

Anthropologists readily admit that the lines among these three 
characteristics are often fuzzy. An analysis of a culture's ethos neces
sarily involves a discussion of its values, and worldview descriptions 
frequently move beyond what "is" to embrace elements of the 
"ought." Consequently many cultural analysts use "worldview" as an 
umbrella term, signifying an amalgam of cultural understandings 
related to identity. 

While recognizing the term's more comprehensive usage, Robert 
Redfield was one of the first anthropologists to define, in a more pre
cise way, "worldview" and its component parts. Worldview, he said, 
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"is the way we see ourselves in relation to all else. Every worldview is 
a stage set."35 In order to assess worldview the anthropologist asks 
two basic questions: (1) "When this people look out from themselves 
to confront something else, what is it that they confront?" and (2) 
"What is the relation they see between themselves and that which is 
confronted?"36 

By surveying studies undertaken at Yale University of several hun
dred societies, Redfield concluded that every worldview of every cul
ture included beliefs and understandings regarding three primary 
areas and their interrelationships: 

1. human nature and human societal groupings; 
2. the nonhuman world (earth and sky and so forth) including 

spatial and temporal orientations; and 
3. the supernatural world (including gods and other powerful 

beings or forces). 

Worldview, he concluded, can be conceived as a triangle-God, 
nature, humanity-with their various interrelationships.37 

Other anthropologists, recognizing and accommodating to the 
fuzziness among categories such as "worldview" and "values," have 
opted to hold the two together under a single rubric. Florence 
Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck, for example, use the term "value
orientations"38 not only to refer to what "is" according to a particu
lar worldview, but also to indicate the culture's own tendencies or 
directionalities in regard to a particular area. They propose five dif
ferent categories of value-orientations by which a student of culture 
can categorize his or her findings: 

Human nature orientation. Are human beings perceived by the 
cultural grouping to be basically evil, basically good, or a mixture of 
good and evil? Is human nature conceived to be mutable or 
immutable? 

Nature/supernature orientation. Do human beings see themselves 
as living in subjugation to nature (where nature is perceived to be a 
powerful force whose decisions over and against humanity can only 
be accepted), in harmony with nature (with human beings and 
nature viewed as extensions of one another), or in mastery over 
nature (where natural forces are to be overcome and put to the use of 
human beings)? 
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Time orientation. Do people tend to live in the past (highly valu
ing the ancestors and traditions), in the present (with little thought 
for either yesterday or tomorrow), or in the future (with emphasis 
upon planning and change)? 

Activity orientation. Does the culture value "being" (activity that is 
a spontaneous expression of what is perceived to be the "givens" of 
the human personality), "being-in-becoming" (activity oriented 
toward personality development), or "doing" (activity that results in 
measurable accomplishments)? 

Relational orientation. Do the people of a culture value and relate 
"individually" (with individual goals having primacy over group 
goals), "collaterally" (with primary emphasis on the welfare of the 
laterally extended group), or "lineally" (where continuity of the 
group through time and the ordered positional succession of the 
group is stressed)?39 

For the student of congregational life, Redfield's three compo
nents of worldview and Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's five categories 
of value-orientations provide a helpful starting place for the analysis 
and categorization of congregational identity. Like any student of 
any culture the pastor needs to discern the congregation's operative 
view of God, nature, and humanity. Like any student of any culture, 
the pastor would be helped by distinguishing the congregation's ori
entation toward time, activity, and relationships. 

However, it should also be acknowledged that congregations not 
only evidence many of the general characteristics that are found in 
societal cultures (or subcultures). Congregations, as Christian faith 
communities, also embody and symbolically communicate a partic
ular theological worldview and ethos. And pastors as local theolo
gians are in need of categories that help them discern not only the 
broader parameters of congregational subcultural life, but also the 
particular local theologies to which congregations-either con
sciously or subconsciously-pledge their allegiance. 

Informed then, both by Christian theological concerns and by the 
work of anthropologists such as Redfield, Kluckhohn, and Strodt
beck, we will now consider seven categories, seven "lenses;' through 
which pastors can approach congregational symbols and begin to 
make assessments-both anthropologically and theologically
regarding congregational worldview and values. 
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Interpreting Congregational Worldview and Values 

1. View of God (Theology, Christo logy, Pneumatology) 

• Is God perceived by this congregation to be primarily transcen
dent or primarily imminent? (What is the congregation's 
favorite hymn: "Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise?" or 
"What a Friend We Have in Jesus"?) 

• Is God most likely to be thought of as judge and giver of law who 
exacts high standards for righteous behavior and exhibits wrath 
toward those who fall short? as merciful and forgiving parent 
who is quick to understand and forgive foolish ways? or as one in 
whom both justice and mercy co-exist? 

• Is God perceived to regularly intervene directly into human 
affairs through the working of miracles? Or does God work pri
marily through natural processes? (How are prayers of interces
sion phrased in congregational life?) 

• Is any one person of the Trinity valued more highly than another? 
Is any one person of the Trinity consistently devalued in congre
gational life? 

• What metaphors for God (Holy One, Judge, Shepherd, Father, 
Rock, Mother Eagle), for Christ (Bread of Life, Light of the 
World, Son of God, Friend of the Poor, Savior, Suffering Servant), 
a~d for the Holy Spirit (Wind, Fire, Healer, Empowerer, Gift
~iv~r) are most prevalent in congregational life, and what do they 
indicate about the congregation's understanding of God? 

In the multichurch parish that I served as pastor, three of the four 
congr~gations held an annual Christmas pageant. Over time I began 
to realize that much of what each congregation believed about Jesus 
was communicated symbolically through its pageant. 
. The first ~ongregation-an old, historic church-always had an 
mt~rgener~t10nal gath~ring of children, youth, and adults playing the 
vanous assigned roles m the Christmas story. However, when it came 
to the role of the baby Jesus, the inviolable tradition was that no real 
~aby or eve~ a ~aby doll wo~ld take the part. Rather, this congrega
t10n, reflectmg its metaphoncal understanding of Jesus as "light of 
the world," placed a light within the manger-a light that shone forth 
and reflected the aura of God's own Son come to earth at Christmas 
Obviously, the Christology in this church was high. Jesus may hav~ 
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appeared on earth in human form, but to this people he was primar
ily God with us. 

In the second congregation, the expectation for the annual 
Christmas pageant was that a real, live baby would play the role of 
Jesus. However, it was also expected that the baby would be good: 
"The little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes." Jesus, then, was a human 
being, but he was also a superhuman human being (not the kind 
who had messy diapers, cried when hungry, and shared other human 
limitations). 

In the third congregation, a rural church comprised primarily of 
dairy farming families, one of the first responses I received when I 
announced that I (the pastor) was pregnant and that the baby was 
due in November was, "Hallelujah! We'll have a real baby for the 
Christmas pageant this year." In this congregation it mattered not 
whether the baby cried through the entire pageant, wet its diaper, or 
liberally spit up on Mary. What was most important was that the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and that through one Jesus 
of Nazareth we could learn how to be more fully human, too. 

2. View of Humanity (Theological Anthropology) 

• What is the predominant view of human beings? (Are people 
primarily considered to be "sinners without hope save in God's 
sovereign redemption through Jesus Christ," to be "children of 
God, created in God's image, loved and recreated through 
Jesus Christ;' or to be "fallible yet perfectible through the inner 
workings of the Holy Spirit"?) 

Tom Long, my friend and colleague in the field of homiletics, tells the 
story of an elderly Presbyterian minister who used to ask every can
didate for ministry that came before his presbytery for examination 
the same question, "Look out that window and spot a human being 
you don't know. Now, tell me theologically, what do you see?" Over 
time the minister said the answers he received fell into one of two 
categories. Either the candidate responded, "I see a child of God, cre
ated in God's own image, loved immeasurably by God, and restored 
to a right relationship with God through Jesus Christ." Or, the candi
date responded, "I see a sinner, worthy of God's judgment and dis
pleasure, and without hope save in God's sovereign mercy." "Neither 
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answer;' said the minister, "was a wrong answer, but over time I 
noticed that the candidates who responded the first way tended to 
make the kinder pastors." My suspicion is that congregations who 
respond the former way are also kinder churches. 

• How does this congregation see itself in relation to the rest of 
society? (Does it view itself as being primarily powerful or 
powerless? As being a potential change agent, or as being a 
victim of circumstances with little power to effect change?) 

• What does this congregation value in human nature: being 
(where the worth of an individual is bound up with his/her 
existence as a child of God), doing (where the worth of an 
individual is closely tied to his/her achievements), or being-in
becoming (where primary value is placed upon the individual's 
personal and spiritual growth)? 

3. View of Nature (Theology of Creation) 

• What is the congregation's understanding of creation and the 
place of human beings within it? Is the congregation's basic 
stance toward nature one of: 
a. Harmony with nature (as in many farming communities 
where people live close to the land and recognize their absolute 
dependence upon the cycles of seasons, rain, and sunshine for 
their daily sustenance); 
b. Mastery over nature (as in many urban and suburban con
texts in which a major concern is whether nature-that is, rain 
or sleet, heat or cold-is going to interfere with human plans 
and activities for the weekend); or 
c. Subjugation to nature (as in areas regularly visited by life
destroying natural disasters, such as hurricanes, tornadoes, 
earthquakes, or floods)? 

• How would this congregation describe the manner in which 
human beings ought to live in relation to nature? (What inter
pretation of the meaning of human "dominion" in relation to 
creation is reflected in the signs and symbols of congregational 
life?) 
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4. View of Time (Eschatology) 

• Is time primarily viewed as a qualitative commodity to be man
aged, used expediently and not wasted (so that worship or a 
committee meetings must begin and end according to the 
clock, and proceed with as much efficiency as possible), as an 
obstacle to be endured or overcome on the path to a fuller exis
tence (as in "doing time" in the prison), or as a relational entity 
(so that worship or a meeting begins when the whole commu
nity has gathered and proceeds until the community has a 
corporate sense that it is time to close)? 

• Is the congregation primarily oriented to the past (reliving and 
longing for the "glory days" of long ago); the present (living in 
such a day-to-day survival mode that it gives little thought 
either to the past or the future), or the future (with plans and 
dreams and visions of what it would like to be and do)? 

• What is the character of congregational "hope" and how is it 
related to biblical images of hope (such as "eternal life;' "parou
sia;' or "resurrection")? 

5. View of the Church (Ecclesiology) 

• What metaphors for the church predominate in congregational 
life? (Is the church primarily conceived as being "institution of 
salvation," "intimate community of the Spirit;' "sacrament of 
salvation;' "herald of good news;' or "servant of the servant 
Lord"40?) 

• Is the church understood by members of the congregation to be 
primarily a "hospital for sinners" (where people are welcomed, 
whatever their life situation, and few restrictions are placed on 
church membership) or a "holy community of saints" (in which 
certain ethical standards of lifestyle are required for faithful 
church membership?) 
How inclusive is the congregation-in its leadership, worship, 
and programming-of those who are frequently marginalized in 
the larger society (children, the elderly, women, persons with 
physical and mental disabilities, gay and lesbian persons, per
sons of diverse racial and ethnic identities)? 
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6. View of Christian Mission (Evangelism, Missiology, 
Social Ethics) 

• If you were going to locate the congregation's own understanding 
of itself in relation to the larger culture, how would you charac
terize it? (Using H. Richard Niebuhr's categories in Christ and 
Culture, would this church's stance toward culture be charac
terized as "against," "above," "of;' "in paradox;' or "transform-
. "41?) mg . 

• Would the congregation's mission orientation best be character
ized as: 
a. activist (with strong emphasis on the congregation's own 
corporate address of social, political, and economic issues), 
b. civic (encouraging church groups to study public issues and 
encouraging individuals to become involved, while avoiding 
corporate stands as a church body), 
c. evangelistic (with primary emphasis upon the call of individ
uals to salvation and eternal life), or 
d. sanctuary (providing a place in which its participants can 
withdraw from the trials of societal life and find a safe 
haven)?42 

• Would the congregation's own self-image for social ministry best 
be described as: 
a. survivor church (reactive to the crises of an overwhelming 
world); 
b. crusader church (proactive in seeking out issues and champi
oning causes); 
c. pillar church (anchored in its community and taking respon
sibility for the community's well-being); 
d. pilgrim church (caring for immigrants with ethnic, national, 
or racial roots), or 
e. servant church (caring for and supporting individuals in 
need)?43 

7. Interrelationships among the Above Concerns (Cosmology, 
Soteriology, Doctrine of Revelation) 

• What overarching view does the congregation have of the cosmos, 
God's relationship to it, and their place within it? 
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Utilizing categories developed by literary critic Northrop Frye, 
James Hopewell has outlined four worldview orientations he has 
observed in mainline U.S. congregations.44 While they are not 
exhaustive, they are suggestive of the subcultural and theological 
diversity that can exist among mainline congregations that appear, 
on the surface, to be very similar. 

a. Comic/gnostic. In a cosmic/gnostic worldview, the world at first 
seems disintegrated and illusory, but through gnosis (inner know
ing) the believer comes to discern its unity and purpose. Those who 
live within the world need to deepen their consciousness of its inner 
meanings through meditative practices. Peace is to be found by get
ting in touch and harmony with basic cosmic forces. The gnostic 
view is marked by phrases or signs such as, "It will all work out," 
"possibility thinking," holistic healing practices, meditative acts, and 
artifacts and gestures that encourage a contemplative life. The polar 
opposite of the gnostic view is the "tragic/ canonic" view. 

b. Tragic/canonic. In a tragic/canonic worldview, the world is per
ceived to be unpredictable and inevitably cruel, ultimately ending in 
death. Human beings are sinful, depraved, and destined for hell 
unless they repent. The only way for human beings to survive in such 
a world is to submit to the will and laws of God revealed in the Scrip
tures. Salvation is to be found through dying to self and to worldly 
"natural" impulses, and taking up the cross after Christ. Phrases and 
signs that indicate a canonic worldview are "Bible-believing;' "Get 
right with God;' references to moral decay and damnation, and 
acceptance of illness and catastrophe as a part of God's plan. 

c. Romantic/charismatic. Like the gnostic orientation, a romantic/ 
charismatic worldview is basically optimistic. However, the basis for 
its trust differs. Instead of trusting in an order and unity of the world 
as God created it, the charismatic trusts in a God who is able to set 
aside natural processes through miraculous interventions. The jour
ney a Christian takes through life is perilous and dangerous. Howev
er, God honors Christians by providing them with a Spirit who 
miraculously intervenes to conquer evil. The romantic worldview is 
marked by phrases and signs such as "Expect a miracle," "God told 
me to ... ,""I want Jesus to be my Lord and not just my Savior," heal
ings requiring touch and prayer, visions, glossolalia. Its polar oppo
site is the "ironic/empiric" worldview. 
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d. Ironic/empiric. The ironic/empiric person believes that all that 
happens in the world can be explained naturally and scientifically, and 
that "miracles" don't happen. Truth is to be discerned by relying on 
the senses, not via revelation. Human beings are basically good, but 
are trapped in a chaotic, unjust world. The only way to survive is to 
embrace others in communities of love and support, and to do what 
one can to make the world a better place for others. The ironic/ 
empiric view is marked by phrases and signs such as "not holier than 
thou;' "being honest and realistic;' "becoming all one can be," "rele
vance to everyday life;' attention to issues of justice, emphasis upon 
fellowship, acceptance of illness and catastrophes as facts of life. 

Interpreting Congregational Ethos 

While the questions and categories above can help the local pastor 
deepen his or her understanding of what a congregation perceives to 
be "really real" (worldview) and what a congregation values, to 
describe the overarching "character" or "ethos" of a congregation 
may require a more imaginative, integrative, and holistic judgment 
on the part of the pastor. As the proverbial story of the elephant and 
its five examiners illustrates, unless one steps back from the elephant 
and an intensive examination of its various parts long enough to 
peruse and ruminate about the whole, the very nature of the ele
phant (and the very character of "elephantness") may be lost in the 
interpretive process. 

When pastors discuss congregational ethos, they frequently resort 
to metaphorical language in order to capture the mood or tone of 
congregational life. In recent months I have heard pastors describe 
their various congregations as being "schizophrenic," as "having a 
good heart," or as "hiding their dirty linen behind a facade of gentle 
respectability." Recognizing that prose alone is not sufficient for cap
turing the spirit of congregations, pastors search for descriptions 
which are more imagistic in nature. Yet while all of these phrases are 
indicative of congregational character, they are also in need of fur
ther expansion within the framework of the congregation's own 
story in order to become fully intelligible. 

Perhaps that is why James Hopewell has argued that it is only 
within a narrative framework that congregational character can be 
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most adequately described. It is not enough, says Hopewell, to com
pile a list of personality traits related to congregational character, to 
summarize the results of a questionnaire about the current congre
gational "climate." Such approaches provide "no framework for 
understanding the relation of the traits to each other or to a coherent 
whole." Rather, descriptions of congregational ethos need to be made 
narratively, recognizing that "it is primarily in narrative that the 
character of the congregation emerges as an authentic figure that 
embodies and historically enacts a variety of traits:'45 

The narratives that Hopewell deems most promising for inter
preting congregational ethos are the myths of ancient Greece and 
Rome. Because myth is a vehicle that people have used throughout 
history to give expression to their deepest beliefs concerning who 
they are and who they strive to be, Hopewell believes myth also has 
special capacity for describing congregational character in the pre
sent. Therefore, he urges students of congregational life to search for 
an appropriate myth within the Greco-Roman tradition which, in an 
analogous and metaphorical way, can be interpretive of a congrega
tion's subcultural character. 

How does the congregational exegete locate the appropriate myth 
for interpreting his or her congregation? Hopewell encourages atten
tion to four elements that are particularly disclosive of character. 

1. Crisis and integration: In a loss or dislocation, what is the char
acteristic response and reintegration that is sought? 

2. Proficiency: What is the characteristic skill, the chosen manner 
of doing things, the reliable pattern of behavior? 

3. Mood: What is the characteristic temperament, the emotional 
atmosphere? 

4. Hope: What end is characteristically expected and sought?46 

An appropriate myth will exhibit these four elements in a manner 
that is consonant with the congregation's own story. 

While acknowledging the dangers of a mythic description of con
gregational character (the potential of stereotyping, for example) 
Hopewell also sees positive benefits to be gained. The use of myth 
can assist a congregation in speaking more concisely (and metaphor
ically) about its character. The use of myth can help a congregation 
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locate its own story within the larger stories of humanity. And the 
use of myth can provide the kind of "poetic jolt" that allows people to 
see their own congregation in fresh terms.47 

Although I am highly sympathetic with Hopewell's encourage
ment of a mythic interpretation of congregational character and his 
assessment of the positive values that can be gained, I find his sole 
reliance upon Greek and Roman myths to be problematic on several 
fronts. First, many congregations and pastors have little in-depth 
knowledge of Greco-Roman myths and are not able to call them 
readily to memory when looking for congregational analogues. Sec
ond, the myths themselves reflect the worldview and values of two 
very particular Western and ancient cultures, and do not do justice to 
the plethora of myths that could be used from other cultures and 
subcultures-ancient and modern. Finally, the narratives that link 
diverse subcultural Christian congregations, and that give them a 
common language for speaking about the character of their life and 
faith, are not the tales of Greek and Roman gods and goddesses, but 
the stories of the God revealed through the witness of the Old and 
New Testament Scriptures. It seems a shame to go solely to other reli
gious traditions for stories capable of describing congregational 
character, when our own tradition is so rich in them.48 

In recent years, as I have worked with both seminary students and 
local pastors in the analysis of congregations, I have encouraged 
them to use Hopewell's mythic approach for an assessment of con
gregational character, but I have also urged them to make use of any 
cultural or religious stories or myths (broadly defined) known to 
them which enable them to summarize the essence of congregation
al character in a meaningful narrative form. As a result I have heard 
congregational character described in relation to: 

• fairy tales (as in the case of the suburban congregation that 
started out well in life, was lulled into sleep for a number of 
years, and had only recently been awakened by its "prince 
charming" pastor); 

• biblical stories (as in the case of the urban African American 
congregation, whose history of banishment and betrayal by 
the congregation from which it splintered was likened unto the 
story of Hagar and Ishmael); 
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• epic novels (as in the case of the insulated small-town congre
gation in Georgia whose love/hate relationship with its current 
pastor was likened unto the stormy relationship between Rhett 
Butler and Scarlett O'Hara in Gone With the Wind); 

• movies (as in the case of an aging congregation which had 
recently received rejuvenation akin to that of the elderly char
acters who frolicked in a swimming pool in the closing scene 
of the movie Cocoon); 

• songs (as in the case of a small-town congregation in the heart 
of country music land, whose past shame and current struggle 
for self-esteem was echoed in the words of the Garth Brooks 
song, "Learning to Live Again"), 

• and Greek mythology (as in the case of the struggling blue
collar congregation which, like Sisyphus, never could seem to 
get the large rock all the way up the hill without a significant 
setback). 

While not always "mythic" in the classic sense of the term, each of 
these narrative analogues has proved capable of summing up in a 
fresh way something of the current ethos of congregational life while, 
at the same time, opening the way for contemplation of the congre
gation's potential future. Each story has also provided the exegete 
with a holistic and imaginative way in which to integrate many of the 
disparate meanings gleaned through thick description of congrega
tional symbols. 

Rather than narrowly prescribing the types of myths by which 
congregational character can be interpreted, much can be said for 
allowing the pastor's own imagination to roam freely in the quest for 
a fitting analogue. The goal should not only be to identify a myth that 
"works" for the preacher, but also (if possible) to discover a storied 
mirror into which the congregation itself can look and truthfully 
exclaim, "Yes, this is who we are." 

Conclusion 
Preaching as "local practical theology" not only requires of its practi
tioners skill in the exegesis of biblical texts; it also requires facility in 
the exegesis of congregational contexts. In this chapter we have pro-
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posed that preachers become amateur ethnographers, utilizing a 
symbolic approach to the study of congregational subcultures in 
order to "thickly describe" their particular identities. In order to 
assist the pastor in this task we have (a) identified some of the signs 
and symbols of congregational life which hold particular promise for 
subcultural exegesis, and ( b) recommended categories and frame
works through which the pastor, as symbolic exegete, can begin to 
assess and interpret the various dimensions of congregational identi
ty (worldview, values, and ethos). The goal in such exegesis is not 
only heightened cultural understanding of a general nature, but also 
greater awareness of previous local theologies that exist in congrega
tional life. 

However, the preacher as theologian is concerned with more than 
discerning and describing the "givens" of congregational life; she or 
he is also concerned for congregational transformation in light of the 
worldview, values, and ethos of the Christian gospel. It is then toward 
the task of theological construction for preaching-the engagement 
of the horizons of biblical texts and congregational context in a fit
ting and transformative way-that we now turn our attention. 

4 

Preaching as Local Theology 

Douglas John Hall tells of an airplane trip he took on which a seat
mate asked him to describe his work as a theologian. After Hall 
attempted to answer the query in a responsible way, the passenger 
earnestly responded, "It must be wonderful to think about every
thing, all the time!" 1 

At the heart of both the joy and the challenge of Christian preach
ing is the reality that it requires of the pastor as local theologian both 
a willingness and an ability to "think about everything, all the time." 
Christian preaching is an integrative and constructive endeavor, 
requiring creativity, imagination, and tough, disciplined thinking by 
those who undertake it on a weekly basis. The pastor who sits in the 
study, mulling over the upcoming sermon for Sunday, ponders many 
things at once: the joys and sorrows of individual parishioners, ten
sions and celebrations in congregational life as a whole, concerns 
related to the larger church and world, and the pastor's own personal 
struggles. It is within the crucible of these many contextual concerns 
that the preacher must think theologically, bringing biblical text and 
contemporary context together toward proclamation that is "fitting" 
for a particular place and time. 

In this book we have focused upon one significant context that 
the preacher as local theologian must consider-namely, the con
gregation and its subcultures with its distinctive worldview, values, 
and ethos-and have encouraged a process for sermon preparation 
that takes congregational "contextuality" as seriously as it does bibli
cal "textuality." In chapter 3 we considered ways in which the pastor 
as "ethnographer" can exegete a local congregation by attending 
closely to the signs and symbols of its corporate life. Certainly a first 
step in aiming toward greater contextuality in preaching is for pas-
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