
ONE  INTRODUCTION: FROM ZACCHAEUS’ PERSPECTIVE 

SARAH’S STORY  

 As a few members of an urban Episcopal church gathered to describe their 

congregation’s life, one woman named Sarah was eager to speak. Proud of the place she now 

calls her spiritual home and of the people who have become her spiritual family, Sarah was 

bursting to tell the story of how her new life in faith had taken shape. As she did, she 

revealed more than she realized. More than the story of one person’s growth in faith, Sarah’s 

story also is the story of a widespread spiritual search that is reshaping American life in 

general and the life of the Episcopal Church in particular.  

She began by describing a long walk she took one day, during which she discovered a 

beautiful old church. It was lunchtime, and she had been especially anxious to get out of the 

office that day and just go walking around. Something was going on with her. For months 

she had been using her lunch hour to walk and think and review the details of her life. It was 

a good life, she constantly reminded herself. She had much to be proud of: education, job 

advancements, a comfortable condominium, a circle of friends. There had been difficult 

moments, of course: the death of a parent had come on the heels of a job change several 

years ago, and recently there had been the pain of a broken relationship. But even these 

losses had become sources of reassurance. She had learned from these experiences and—

largely by her own perseverance, she acknowledged proudly to the small group—she had 

eventually healed. 

Increasingly, though, something had been gnawing at her that she could not understand 

or even identify. She sensed that her life was incomplete, that something was missing. 

Although she had accomplished much and survived more than she could have imagined, 
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something still was missing. Her life seemed somehow to lack meaning, to be without roots, 

to be as aimless and wandering as her midday walks. She was searching without knowing 

how, roaming with no clear image of a goal. Something deep within her was calling her to 

step beyond where she normally walked. There had to be more to life. But what was it? And 

how could she get it? The only thing she had realized from her many walks was that this 

challenge was not like her others. This time she needed a sense of direction that she could not 

find for herself. This time she could not do it alone.  

Off she went, determined that somehow she would bring back 

something…anything…from the day’s walk. It was a beautiful spring day. Surely there 

would be something that might make life more than it had been.  

Only a few blocks from her office in the city’s small downtown district, she was 

surprised to come upon an impressive, gothic church she had never noticed before. Christ 

Episcopal Church stood along the route she regularly drove to work. She had raced past it 

scores of times without ever seeing it! 

Until that day Sarah would not have described herself as a spiritual seeker. She had 

little religious background; she felt uninformed about religion but was not embarrassed by 

this. She would not have seen signs or portents in suddenly discovering the church. Rather, 

she simply saw an open door and an opportunity to slip into a quiet, meditative space, a place 

to pause and reflect during her walk, a place where she could be alone. But “I didn’t know 

what I was getting into,” she laughed, then continued her story:  

The church was more than quiet space. There was the strength of its 
stone walls, the beauty of the stained glass, and the simple power of 
the altar. Organ music was playing softly, and it appeared a service 
was about to begin. People were gathering, and I thought about 
leaving but couldn’t. I just had to stay in the back and watch. I was 
deeply moved, in a way that I never had been. Even now I can’t 
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explain it, but I felt this sense of being invited and affirmed. One 
thing really hit me: the faces of the people who had just received 
Communion. There was warmth and assurance. They were reverent 
and joyful. I didn’t understand all that was happening. But I sensed 
people were being fed spiritually, and I decided to explore this 
church. 

 
 She decided to visit again and, expecting to be left alone to her thoughts, again 

entered quietly. But on her second visit, a worshiper invited her to join the others in a light 

lunch in the parish hall. After several visits, she knew most of the regulars at the service as 

well as the church’s clergy. The sense of invitation deepened. In both the people and the 

worship, she saw something that awakened possibilities for filling the void in her life. By 

stages she was drawn into this congregation, discovering the power of joining her story with 

the stories of others. As her journey progressed, she eventually was drawn into the parish’s 

leadership. What had begun as Sarah’s private exploration had become a shared one.  

During the group session, Sarah spoke knowledgeably of Christ Church’s programs 

and proudly of its people. “I wish I had time to tell you about our outreach and education 

programs. They are wonderful!” As she described life in this parish, an impressive sense of 

spiritual community came alive. And the source of her new commitment became clear. 

Recalling the path of her involvement in this congregation, she immediately returned to her 

discovery of worship and its centrality for her spiritual journey. “That’s what drew me. I had 

no church home, no religious background. I still don’t know much about the Episcopal 

Church beyond here. I just know what this church has meant to me, and that is wonderful!”  

Sarah was not the only person in the group who described a personal spiritual journey 

that led to Christ Church. Just as she unexpectedly discovered the possibilities that 

participation in a congregation can bring, so have other new members of the congregation. 

But when they gathered to recount their spiritual journeys, more than a series of individual 
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accounts became apparent. It became clear that these spiritual seekers have formed a 

powerful bond of faith community among themselves and with the older members of the 

congregation. It also became clear that there is a new quality to the shared faith they have 

together. Unlike what might be described as a status quo understanding of community that 

prevailed a generation earlier, this community takes steps to attract and hold people on 

personal spiritual quests; it is a community of change—of seekers, rather than settlers. 

Steadily this congregation has developed innovative forms of worship, outreach, and 

education; perhaps more importantly, the process whereby these areas of congregational life 

were changed involved more than the clergy and the handful of long-established lay leaders 

who would have made them previously. Decision-making involves a much broader base of 

the membership. Major decisions are debated openly, and there are regular opportunities for 

church members to comment on the direction of congregational life. More women and young 

adults have assumed leadership roles, with new members prominent among them. The story 

of Christ Church has become the story of a new group of spiritual seekers who have brought 

new life to the congregation.  

 

A COMMUNITY OF PILGRIMS 

While Sarah’s experience of Christ Church was similar to that of other recent arrivals, 

older members had a very different story to tell. Unlike the newer members, many of the 

older were “cradle” Episcopalians—raised in the church, fully dedicated to it, and steeped in 

its teachings, traditions, and worldview. They could recall a time when the Episcopal Church 

in general and Christ Church in particular had played a very different role in the world, a 

time when Christ Church had been a mainstay of its community. Its members had been 
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among the area’s leading citizens. They had been strong supporters not only of Christ Church 

but of the diocesan and denominational structures to which it belonged. Their sense of 

community, though strong, was taken almost for granted, as part of the natural order of 

things.  

Then the world in which the church and its members were rooted began to change. 

There had been wars and social upheavals; the Episcopal Church revised its Book of 

Common Prayer; women were ordained; and there was growing acceptance of 

homosexuality. Christ Church’s members feared the loss of their treasured heritage. 

Membership declined as disaffected members left, at times in large numbers. Several clergy 

also left amid conflict. The church’s budget plummeted and “deferred maintenance” seemed 

the building’s fate. Conflict and dissolution defined a once-proud congregation.  

But then something remarkable began to happen at Christ Church to reverse the 

decline. People like Sarah began to join. Most were relative newcomers to this city; 

education, work, and marriage had transplanted them. Although both old and new members 

had experienced divorces, deaths of loved ones, and job losses, these painful changes figured 

more prominently in the stories told by the newcomers and served as further indication of 

their overall feelings of disjointedness. For most of them the Christian faith had not always 

been at life’s center. Few were raised as Episcopalians. Some had little religious background. 

Several had cynically shunned religious faith. None had anticipated that they would discover 

religious commitment and be drawn into such a dynamic experience of congregational life. 

But their outlooks had changed. Like Sarah, they had felt the lure of worship and the ideal of 

working together for common purposes. Joined together in a bond that had become the center 
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of their lives, they viewed their collective task as building a spiritual community on the 

foundation afforded them by this religious institution. 

The older members at Christ Church clearly welcome the influx of new members, 

which represents a reversal in the old trend of decline. But the recent arrivals mean distinctly 

more than that to the older members. They fully realize that the newer members are different 

from themselves (i.e., not the kind of cradle Episcopalians who can help them return to the 

past of their glory days), and they value them on their own distinctive merits. As one older 

man noted, the new arrivals brought fresh spiritual energies with them, and their intense 

longing for community—in marked contrast to the older members for whom community 

always was a given—added emotional vibrancy and bright new potential to the congregation. 

Similarly, the newer members prize the older members for their wisdom and their historic 

perspective. They are grateful when those who have been around for many years, and 

therefore have seen several cycles in the fortunes of Christ Church and of the Episcopal 

Church in general, are able to reassure them when they read contentious and fractious 

rhetoric in national church publications, or when attendance takes a temporary dip, or when 

there is a slump in the local economy, which also usually means a slump in the offering plate 

revenues. They also are grateful to the old guard for bringing Christ Church through troubled 

times and preserving its precious legacy intact for the future.  

The generational divide at Christ Church can be quite a source of cohesion, bringing 

solace and renewed energy to either side, but the differences between the groups can bring 

tensions, also. During the focus group, when the older members talked of the old days, they 

exhibited great pride in their church’s long heritage and in their stalwart devotion to it 

through the difficult times. Rightly they could claim to have ensured Christ Church’s future. 
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Consequently, they also exhibited somewhat proprietary attitudes about Christ Church’s 

present. But the newer members expressed a very different understanding of how the past 

informed the present. Though grateful to the older members for their protective stewardship 

(without which no Christ Church legacy would have been possible), they nonetheless 

consider themselves the unquestioned inheritors of that legacy. They assume that they 

represent the future and are intent on imprinting their own new style upon their community. 

Appreciative but not always comprehending of each other, they have found common 

cause but not always common strategies. When the small group began to focus on current 

dilemmas in their community, agreement on their church’s priorities and strategies for 

addressing them was not always apparent. Sometimes the friction among them was thinly 

veiled. The ties of community remained intact, but their occasionally cautious treatment of 

one another expressed more uncertainty than perhaps they intended to convey. The group 

members were uncertain about exactly how they were going to integrate a new generation’s 

altered priorities and style with older, established priorities and styles, but they were certain 

that—somehow—they would.  

Without knowing it, this group and the congregation of which they are members are 

participants in a major change in American life. Until recently, religious life has been 

equated with the activities of large denominations and their centralized institutional 

structures. Episcopalians have been among the “mainstream” Protestant denominations that 

have exercised considerable public influence as religious institutions. Organized like major 

corporate or philanthropic entities, Methodists, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, 

Episcopalians, and others have built elaborate institutional histories and maintain complex 

institutional structures. For the sake of sustaining a variety of denominational programs and 
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services, these churches maintain large staffs and office complexes. For decades local church 

members loyally and unhesitatingly drew on their denomination’s programs and contributed 

generously to the budgets that made them possible. But, as will be demonstrated frequently 

during this narrative, a new vision of religious life is emerging. A new kind of loyalty is 

taking hold.  

 

A NEW REALITY  

A major shift is occurring in the Episcopal Church. Increasingly people who define 

themselves as being on spiritual journeys are exploring Episcopal life and finding it inviting. 

The pews of many Episcopal congregations are filling with adults who are at varied stages of 

life but are united in their focus on life as a shared, spiritual journey. The impact of their 

entry into the church is becoming clear. Absorbing the foundations of Christian belief and 

practice, they have forged new assumptions about the church’s intention. Embracing the 

historic Episcopal balance of traditional worship and theological breadth, they are 

challenging its organizational assumptions. Encouraging the church toward spiritual vitality, 

increasing numbers of people in its pews are better equipped to navigate local conflicts and 

controversial issues than many mainstream religious pundits and experts who seem 

immobilized by them. At its grassroots level, Episcopal life has moved from preoccupation 

with the intricacies of denominational life toward a practical focus on local community and 

mission. As a result the meaning of being an Episcopalian now focuses less on being a 

member of a religious institution than on becoming a participant in a spiritual community.  

This transition is still in process. The institutional structures and processes that have 

characterized the Episcopal Church for a century and more remain in place. The energies of 
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considerable numbers of talented people are being devoted to reviving and refining those 

structures. This book is not a challenge to those structures or to those who work to improve 

them. By drawing the data from those whom these structures intend to serve, rather than from 

the structures themselves, this study has been able to locate a new underlying reality for the 

church.  

The purpose of this book is to describe nothing less than a new reality that, gradually 

but steadily, is remaking the church from the grassroots level up—a revolutionary initiative 

that is local rather than institutional and spiritual more than religious. In describing this 

rebuilding, as indicated by our research data, we also will examine what this rebuilding might 

mean for Episcopalians and American. The fulcrum of this narrative derives from data 

indicating that the church’s basis is shifting from an inherited emphasis upon the forms of 

religious institution to the challenge of building local, spiritual community. This book does 

not applaud or decry this major transition. The authors have no axe to grind with religious 

institutions in general or with the Episcopal Church in particular. The intent is pure and 

simple: to report the results of face-to-face interviews with thousands of Episcopalians who 

have disclosed their perceptions of church life today and to interpret those disclosures.  

Until relatively recently, this transition in American life—though a significant one—

has not been easy to perceive; that is because the forces propelling it have arisen gradually 

and, more importantly, occur only at the grassroots level. But by looking closely at life in 

local churches, our researchers have begun to discern an emerging new shape of the 

Episcopal Church. As people awaken to faith and become incorporated into Episcopal 

congregations, there are expressions of fresh resolve for mission and outreach. There are also 

signs of a new wave of religiously inspired public purpose. At its root this new linkage of 
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personal faith, community, and ministry represents efforts to achieve practical forms of 

religious, psychological, and social wholeness. The themes of journey, formation, and 

incorporation are prominent and find novel forms of expression. In short, the ties that bind 

the church together are being restored. As this happens, the former ideal of belonging to a 

religious institution is being recast as participation in a local, spiritual community.  

 

THE ZACCHAEUS PERSPECTIVE 

This major shift toward a new form and purpose of religious life cannot readily be 

perceived through old lenses. It can only be seen when one adopts a fresh perspective. 

Several years ago, innovative research by the Episcopal Church Foundation began to create 

that new perspective. This research was called the Zacchaeus Project because it sought to 

emulate the experience of Zacchaeus recorded in the New Testament in Luke 19:1–10. 

Zacchaeus is described as a superintendent of taxes who was very wealthy. He was eager to 

catch a glimpse of Jesus, but he was short and could not see over the crowd Jesus had drawn. 

Luke records that Zacchaeus ran ahead of the crowd and climbed a sycamore tree. From that 

perspective he would have a clear view as Jesus passed by. In fact the clear sightline also 

gave Jesus a clear look at Zacchaeus. When Jesus came upon the sycamore tree, he called 

Zacchaeus down. The man who sought a better view changed from observer to participant. 

He welcomed Jesus into his home and became a follower. By taking a different perspective, 

one that drew him away from the crowd, he saw and was seen by Jesus.  

The story of Zacchaeus suggests the new experience of faith and new perspective on 

religious life of many people now in Episcopal churches. Like Zacchaeus, many people today 

break away from the crowd to see Jesus anew. Having found Jesus from a new point of view, 
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they hear and accept his invitation to follow. A noticeably altered life then arises. Faith is no 

longer a private refuge; it forms new ties to others and new responsibilities to them. Likewise 

the church is no longer just an institution. Though there must be committees and boards, they 

are not ends in themselves. Though there are professional religious leaders, all people in the 

church share in guiding it. On the surface, the shape of religious life retains much of its 

formal appearance. But for increasing numbers of people in Episcopal pews, the institutional 

forms point beyond themselves. The goal of those of us who served as Zacchaeus Project 

interviewers—a team consisting of the authors of this book and five others—was to discover 

a direct line of sight on the people who gather in Episcopal pews. Although some clergy and 

those who represent the church’s official structures and affiliated institutions also were 

interviewed, the constant focus of the project was upon local congregations and the people 

they attract. We went to over two hundred locations and spoke with more than 2,500 people, 

sometimes in focus groups, sometimes in individual conversations. The majority of these 

interviews were conducted in the congregations of nine Episcopal dioceses chosen by a 

diverse, national advisory panel to ensure a representative cross section of the church. Our 

sites varied considerably according to theological and social views and worship and style of 

leadership. As the number of interview transcripts multiplied, the researchers, advisory panel 

members, and the project’s management team began to meet regularly to review the data 

being amassed, examine all possible interpretations of that data, and develop appropriate 

conclusions. As findings emerged, they suggested issues which required added attention. As 

a result, we expanded our list of sites to ensure that the larger sampling would confirm the 

initial trends our data revealed.  



 12 

The findings of this work are easily summarized. Happily, there turned out to be 

pervasive vitality among Episcopalians at the local level. In the hundreds of congregations 

we visited, consistently strong patterns of worship, education, and ministry were in evidence. 

Of particular note was the clarity with which Episcopalians emphasize the centrality of the 

Eucharist for their common life. In turn, this commitment to worship empowers creative 

initiatives in education and ministry. Leadership also is in creative ferment. The ministry of 

lay persons is more profoundly grasped at the local level than ever before. Most members of 

Episcopal churches emphasize the goal of enhancing ethnic and cultural diversity in the 

church’s membership and leadership. They also affirm the ordination of women to the 

priesthood and episcopate. Evidence appears to confirm that the face of the church’s 

leadership is indeed changing. Along with broad shifts in leadership, Episcopalians at the 

local level are finding new means of being linked to one another. A variety of unofficial, 

informal networks and programs such as Total Ministry and Education for Ministry (EFM) 

afford resources and connections that enrich congregations.  

Our research also highlights one particular issue: conflict. Conflict is an aspect of 

congregational life that figured prominently in small groups everywhere. The data 

demonstrated conclusively that conflict among Episcopalians defies common wisdom. While 

most tensions and disagreements in the church popularly are ascribed to secular, ideological 

polarities, the data shows that the so-called “culture wars” between conservatives and liberals 

do not correctly define the church’s primary division for most Episcopalians. Rather, the 

primary division is the profound disconnection most Episcopalians sense between themselves 

and the church’s institutional channels. Typically, diocesan and national church structures 

and activities elicit little local interest. The people in the pews are not hostile to the wider 
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church. Rather they feel its programs and priorities have little bearing on the issues local 

congregations face. The Zacchaeus researchers were struck by the contrast between extensive 

local vitality and widespread local indifference to the Episcopal Church’s institutional life. 

The Zacchaeus Project concluded late in 1999 and was succeeded by a new phase of 

research. This continuing work—known as the Emmaus Project in acknowledgment of the 

significant numbers of Episcopalians who find themselves upon the road of spiritual 

discovery—already has conducted interviews in hundreds of locations.1 This research has 

revealed a broad pattern of change in the grassroots organization and leadership among 

Episcopalians. The research also reveals that these changes have moved beyond local levels 

and begun to challenge inherited priorities and forms of organization. 

The result is that the ways in which we are connected to one another are being remade 

not only by the force of cultural shifts but by the initiatives of creative leaders. What the 

noted author Ronald Heifetz has called “adaptive leadership” is apparent in the work of many 

leaders in congregations and dioceses.2 That is, increasing numbers of clergy, lay leaders, 

and bishops are tapping the spiritual energies of the people their congregations attract. As 

they do, the means and ends of their leadership change decisively: they become more 

engaged in questions of mission; they seek to integrate worship, outreach, and education in a 

dynamic sense of the church as a whole; they readily expand the leadership base of the 

congregation, and they view decision-making moments as opportunities to enhance clarity 

and consensus about the congregation’s mission. This pattern of adaptive behavior suggests a 

fresh, thorough rebuilding of Episcopal life with a novel emphasis on the church’s local 

identity and vocation.3 In addition to the new trends discovered in the project’s second phase, 

the themes found in the first continue to predominate. There remain the negative indicators of 
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widespread disconnection from church structures and programs but also the compensatory 

positive indicators of new forms of connections at the grassroots level. In fact, so pervasive 

are these positive signs that we believe the ties that bind Episcopalians are being renewed in 

ways that challenge the church’s inherited, institutional sense of itself.  

 

CRITICAL ISSUES 

In assessing the findings of this research, we repeatedly encountered three key issues: 

conflict, spirituality, and leadership. This should not be surprising. For a generation these 

issues have dominated discussions of the church’s life. Attention to these basic issues is 

woven into our narrative. To understand the Episcopal Church’s situation we must address 

them. 

Conflict 

Conflict is the most obvious issue. Media, church conventions and councils, and 

scholars of religion routinely have presumed that the churches are being torn apart by 

intractable disputes over belief and social issues. The list of issues being hotly debated has 

become extensive. The Episcopal Church, like all other denominations, always has 

undergone challenges and tension, but beginning in the 1960s with social activism over civil 

rights and the Vietnam War, new strains appeared, creating unprecedented levels of fury. 

This new sense of crisis deepened among Episcopalians in the 1970s with revision of the 

Book of Common Prayer and the ordination of women. By then it seemed clear that the 

Episcopal Church had developed a severe fault line: a culture war between conservatives and 

liberals. It was assumed that the church’s leadership had embraced a progressive theological 

and social agenda and that this agenda was meeting widespread grassroots resistance. There 
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was broad speculation that the church might rupture, with conservatives seeking to regroup in 

like-minded enclaves. Indeed a few individuals and groups made highly publicized breaks 

from the church and sought to become beacons of true belief and practice. Expectantly they 

and the media awaited wholesale departures, but—interestingly enough—the floodgates 

never opened.  

Of course by the late 1970s, a sense of decline was apparent in mainstream churches. 

The Episcopal Church was losing members, though these losses did not appear to be the 

result of factional splintering. Whatever the true reason, the significant decline in 

membership deepened the sense of crisis. Then the highly charged issue of homosexuality 

took center stage and left little room for reconciliation. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the 

feeling that Episcopalians were caught in a culture war became a foregone conclusion. 

Conservative groups grew louder, their leaders bewailing the seeming stranglehold faithless 

liberals held on the church’s direction. Liberals clung to their progressive hopes while 

lamenting the damage caused by rigid reactionaries. The two camps could agree only on the 

great depth of the church’s crisis.  

There were highly publicized clashes among the church’s bishops and enough widely 

documented instances of clergy misconduct to further strain the church’s fabric. The 

Episcopal Church seemed unable to escape the whirlpool of conflict in which it had become 

trapped. The church’s experience was not unlike that of other denominations, but there was 

little solace in this fact. Conflict seemed to be the Episcopal Church’s—and much of 

American religion’s—primary reality.  

The primary source of conflict in the church has been presumed to be an Episcopal 

version of the wider culture wars in American life. For years, conservative commentator Pat 
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Buchanan has declared that Americans face a deep conflict over values. He has argued that 

this conflict is so profound that it represents nothing less than a waging of war between 

liberals and conservatives, each trying to win America’s soul. Subsequently, the noted 

sociologist James Davison Hunter wrote a book entitled Culture Wars: The Struggle to 

Define America in which he agreed that Americans were deeply divided along ideological 

lines over basic values. The effect of his book was to confirm the suspicions of many 

Americans about the extent and nature of conflict among us.4  

The emphasis on conflict in American religious life gained momentum and something 

approaching scientific respectability from the work of such influential organizations as the 

Alban Institute. Alban arose to provide consulting services to congregations in conflict. For 

decades, Alban has published books and organized conferences that offer analysis of 

conflicts in religious organizations. Skilled Alban consultants work with congregations 

across the country at pivotal moments in local church life. The need for such interventions is 

undeniable, but—as will be argued below—the data gathered by our research points to the 

emergence of new, local strategies for addressing conflict. Based on our research, belief in 

the primacy of conflict in religious life turns out to be neither correct nor helpful in 

understanding the life of Episcopal congregations.5  

Closely allied to the view of congregational conflict as culture war is another 

widespread presumption: that congregations inherently become repositories of social 

pathology. The late Rabbi Edwin Friedman attracted a wide following with his theory that 

congregations resemble dysfunctional families. Friedman made a notable contribution to 

those who study and lead congregations. He depicted congregations in dynamic, rather than 

static, terms. He also posed innovative ideals of religious leadership that promised to draw 
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congregations out of pathology and toward healthy stability. Nevertheless, Friedman 

reinforced the suspicion that religious organizations, notably congregations, encourage 

dysfunctional behavior patterns. He offered a more damning indictment of religious life than 

those who simply presumed its conflicted state.6  

More recently, congregations and other types of religious organization have been cited 

in the work of Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam. His book, Bowling Alone: The 

Collapse and Revival of American Community, argues that American society has become so 

individualistic that it is losing its historic ability to produce “social capital,” which might be 

defined as shared forms of activity that offer social cohesion and identity. Putnam perceives a 

dramatic reduction of the influence of such organizations as League of Women Voters or the 

Kiwanis that have afforded public means for engaging critical issues and forging social 

policy. Such groups have not disappeared, he notes, and in some localities retain considerable 

influence. But overall they are unable to attract the level of support and assert the sort of 

influence they previously could muster.  

In a sense, Putnam’s pessimism is surprising, given his earlier writings that emphasized 

the resilience of democratic societies. Hints of his former hopefulness returned briefly when, 

after the terrorist attacks in September 2001, American public life proved able to return to 

relative normalcy quickly and individuals demonstrated greater interest in public affairs and a 

greater sense of trust in one another. Ultimately he concludes that this “spike in political 

awareness” has not encouraged Americans “to run out and join community organizations or 

to show up for club meetings that they used to shun.” In other words, Putnam wonders 

whether the reality of domestic terrorism will produce any long-term rejuvenation of 

American institutions.7  
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Putnam’s work does not specifically treat the Episcopal Church or any particular 

religious group and only speaks broadly about religious life. Thus his work is unlikely to 

uncover the new social capital that Zacchaeus Project research has found in Episcopal 

congregations. None of our findings challenge his conclusion that historic forms of social 

capital in America are in great flux. But if Episcopal congregations in any way reflect their 

larger social context, our data suggest that this flux represents not the disintegration of old 

forms of social capital but the emergence of new forms. Thus this book, which describes the 

new shape of religious life among Episcopalians, represents a challenge to the pessimism of 

Putnam’s argument but not to its basic direction. The authors grant that inherited institutional 

forms are in decay; but we do not believe that the erosion of certain forms of institutional life 

can be equated with an overall decline of social capital. In fact, the title of this book 

represents a direct challenge to his pessimistic belief that America’s public forms of shared 

meaning are in severe decline.8 

Conflict and decline in religious and social life are so broad and complex that no book 

can engage them adequately. But the Zacchaeus Project findings—as gathered and 

interpreted here—can offer the church important corrections to prevailing assumptions about 

conflict and decline. The cumulative advantage of thousands of stories told to our 

interviewers in hundreds of local settings affords us an informed perspective that reframes 

the meaning of conflict in congregations, contextualizing it from the ravages of culture war 

into a still challenging but considerably more constructive environment. To be sure—though 

we cannot quantify it precisely—some Episcopalians were once troubled by revision of the 

Book of Common Prayer and by the ordination of women to the priesthood and the 

episcopate. Some now appear equally troubled by the prospect that the church might 
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officially sanction the blessing of same-sex unions or the ordination of persons living openly 

in homosexual relationships. Often such particular fears reflect a deeper concern that the 

church’s moral strictures have relaxed or that the church has surrendered its necessary loyalty 

to the Bible and to basic Christian doctrine.  

The primary source of conflict in the Episcopal Church, however, is not distress over 

doctrine or revisions of worship or ministry. Rather the primary source is a widespread sense 

that the church’s diocesan and national structures focus inadequately on mission and do not 

provide the resources and guidance necessary to enhance the ministry initiatives of local 

congregations. The primary decline many Episcopalians perceive is the loss of practical 

commitment to local mission. They perceive that resources and energies at the diocesan and 

national levels are often devoted to programs that do not honor local wisdom and do not 

address local needs. The result is that many people in local leadership roles simply ignore the 

church’s official channels when they seek the resources necessary for their common life. This 

sense of disconnection is the principal source of disaffection among Episcopalians.  

Because the focus on building up congregational programs is paramount in local 

Episcopal life, most conflict in Episcopal churches concerns the intentions and strategies of 

program life. Often conflicts over program life reflect the outlooks of different constituencies 

in congregations, particularly different age groups in churches (as evidenced in the Christ 

Church small group discussions examined earlier). When it comes to program life, older, 

long-established leaders and younger, newer arrivals usually have very different assumptions, 

priorities, leadership styles, and strategies for finding the necessary finances.9 However, if 

program life in the Episcopal Church is such a constant source of conflict, then there is a very 

positive implication that should be acknowledged: a lot of conflict about program life in the 
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Episcopal Church necessarily signifies that there’s a lot of program life! Our data indicates 

that Episcopal congregations are in the midst of remarkable creative ferment. In this context, 

conflict reflects the emergence of new patterns of activity amid older forms and priorities. 

Conflict is a sign that Episcopalians are in the midst of major transitions in understanding 

and living the Christian faith.  

The research also refutes the well-established metaphor of the congregation as 

dysfunctional family. On the evidence, congregations are not inherently pathological and do 

not get locked into intractable patterns of conflict. In more than three hundred visits to 

congregations, researchers found virtually no places that escaped conflict entirely, and yet 

most found the means necessary to address and resolve their challenges. Interviewers heard 

detailed descriptions of how the members of these congregations discovered ways to 

overcome their difficulties. Based on these accounts, our findings credit local Episcopalians 

with a capacity for resilience, depth of commitment, and degree of sophistication that many 

experts on religious life refuse to grant.  

Clearly some conflicts in congregations resist resolution. Conflict may produce fear 

and inertia. It may incline a local church to focus on preserving an imagined stability rather 

than to risk new forms of vitality. But the tendency to overemphasize the destructiveness of 

conflict without probing the nuances occludes the sort of perspective that is necessary to 

understand the paradox of local vitality and institutional crisis that defines the church’s 

contemporary life.10 

In emphasizing local vitality, this research joins a body of work by other writers who 

present a very different point of view on conflict. For example, the Zacchaeus Project’s 

perspective is consistent with Alan Wolfe’s in his book, One Nation, After All: What 
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Americans Really Think About God, Country, Family, Racism, Welfare, Immigration, 

Homosexuality, Work, The Right, The Left and Each Other. Wolfe, who is the director of a 

research center on religion and American life at Boston College, conducted extensive 

interviews in four metropolitan areas. He discovered a deeply rooted capacity for ethical 

sensitivity and moral action in middle-class America. Unlike those who emphasize crisis, 

Wolfe found enduring forms of public purpose and, more importantly, an underlying sense of 

common bond. His ability to go deeply into local American life and to discover a lasting 

framework of social value and action encouraged us to seek similar wellsprings of shared 

faith among Episcopalians.11 

Other researchers on American religious life have described the power and depth of 

congregational life. Since the work of the late James Hopewell, an Episcopal priest whose 

research led him to articulate a new appreciation for congregations, a cluster of dedicated 

writers and teachers has attempted to develop a new perspective on the study of 

congregational life. Inspired by Hopewell’s focus on the structures and processes of people in 

congregations, a variety of new historical, social, and theological perspectives have 

emerged.12 These perspectives—which include research into congregations in transition 

(such as changes in leadership, neighborhood demographics, or congregational size)—have 

found their way not only into academic studies but also into practical conversations about life 

in congregations.13  

Nancy T. Ammerman and her student Nancy L. Eiesland have done important research 

that reveals emerging patterns of congregational adaptation. Eiesland, following 

Ammerman’s example, describes the persistence of a sense of place even as congregations 

are adapting to dramatic social changes.14 Similarly, Donald Miller has described how new 
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congregations arise and older ones are rebuilt, physically and spiritually. Once again the 

creation of new patterns of religious community—rather than rampant conflict and 

pathology—comes forward as the principal reality in Episcopal congregations.15  

Spirituality  

 Our research findings reveal that for a significant, even pervasive, number of 

Episcopalians, religious life now is defined by spiritual criteria rather than institutional 

structures. In this regard, Episcopalians seem no different from many Americans. Countless 

people today are rebuilding their religious lives, forging connections with congregations, and 

exploring wider linkages, and behind this broad, energetic initiative are the same spiritual 

criteria so important to Episcopalians.  

Of course, as every commentator on American religion notes, “spirituality” is as 

difficult to define as it is appealing. The breadth of the term suggests its ability to encompass 

disparate ideals and activities, although it frustrates concise definitions. We must probe what 

the ideal of “spirituality” suggests, because it embodies what the people in Episcopal pews 

are saying and doing. Just as conflict represents a basic thread throughout this book, so it is 

necessary to understand what “spirituality” means to Episcopalians today.  

 Part of the problem of defining spirituality is that it is a primary reference point in all 

religious life. Spirituality refers to the deepest possible source of meaning and to the human 

encounter with it. It is both content and experience, both the origin and the end of human 

longing, the assurance of what is fixed and the possibility inherent in change. The spiritual 

dimension of life includes that which is eternal and those human patterns that seek the 

eternal. Often depicted as breath or wind or fire or clouds, the spiritual dimension represents 

the point at which what is divine and what is human meet.  
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 According to noted sociologist Wade Clark Roof, “spirituality” today means the 

following to most people: a source of values and meaning beyond oneself, a way of 

understanding, inner awareness, and personal integration. Typically, Roof and other 

observers believe the spiritual currents in society are predominantly individualistic. As Roof 

comments, “religious identities in contemporary society are fluid, multilayered, and to a 

considerable extent personally achieved.” Religious life today features “eclecticism, or 

constellations of elements and themes from different faiths and traditions, put together by 

individuals exercising their creative agency.”16 Not surprisingly, Roof finds that individual 

spiritual explorations stand in stark contrast to inherited patterns of belonging to religious 

denominations. Today highly personalized blends of belief and practice prevail over effective 

enforcement of institutionalized standards of order and orthodoxy.  

 However, as Roof and another noted observer, Robert Wuthnow, have discovered, 

individual religious identity must be “rooted to a considerable degree within community.”17 

Without a communal context “it is difficult to regularize religious life around a set of 

practices and unifying experiences, to mobilize people around causes, or even to sustain 

personal religious identity.” Consequently, argues Wuthnow, a widespread search for new 

forms of community has emerged. For example, the therapeutic small group movement 

indicates and exemplifies a longing for shared forms of authenticity and effectiveness. 

Participants seek to build a framework of interpersonal relations that encourages the true self 

to emerge, to be healthy, and to prompt health in others. Spirituality today represents a 

meeting ground on which the individual self joins with other selves.18  

 One outcome of the growth of interest in a shared spirituality has been a fresh 

exploration of religious tradition. This finding may be somewhat surprising, given that most 
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forms of traditionalism tend to equate religious tradition with religious institution. Previous 

generations have tended to make factional use of tradition by drawing upon the past to find 

precedents for a particular model of leadership or governance that suited their preferred 

ecclesiology. For example, the Anglo-Catholicism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries searched tradition to corroborate their reliance upon apostolic succession and 

primacy of the episcopate.  

 Contemporary spiritual seekers also search the past for precedents, but their search is 

qualitatively different: they are searching for historical sanction for spiritual community. 

More specifically, the current return to tradition borrows heavily from historic forms of 

prayer and worship, ancient teachings, and patterns of church life but does so without any 

factional motivation, agenda, or purpose other than to discover new kinds of social currency 

that then may be dedicated to the purpose of spiritual community-building.  

 Today’s spiritual sense of journey diverges in one important aspect from the historical 

model. Historically, spirituality has been rooted in a sense both of inhabiting a fixed place 

and of being on an individual journey. Today’s spiritual search begins personally and may 

remain intensely private but ultimately strives for a common pursuit and the formation of a 

group of spiritual pilgrims. Implicit in the search for spirituality is the assumption that it is a 

dynamic quest for a common life.19  

 Historically, the concept of community—so important to Episcopalians and to 

American life generally—has been understood to begin with the identification of a particular 

place. But today’s widespread reassessment defines something more than the presumption of 

a particular locale. Contemporary spirituality prizes a sense of place as the basis for shared 

efforts to build a sense of community. As author Thomas Bender has observed, community 
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“is a network of social relations marked by mutuality and emotional bonds.” Community 

begins individually, with each person’s experience of being known and accepted; but 

community is then expressed collectively in shared obligations and opportunities. Most 

respondents described what the experience of going to church meant to them in very spiritual 

and personal terms—at least initially. Interestingly, given sufficient time and attention from 

their listeners, most quickly modulated their story such that the most meaningful aspects of 

church-going were revealed as decidedly collective; furthermore, they usually referred to 

very specific programmatic collective experiences rather than to a more generalized, abstract 

sense of belonging. And so the intangible social bond of belonging thereby creates tangible 

social results in our church communities—social results which manifest as complicated 

patterns of participation rooted in particular forms of language, observance, and practice. In 

other words, so as to make the conceptual leap all at once, belonging creates culture. 

 In contemporary spirituality, community has acquired the status of communion. That 

is, community now describes a prized experience of mutuality. What is new in this spiritual 

discussion is the assumption that community cannot be inherited or presumed; it must be 

created. Thus community now is associated with a dynamic experience of shared spiritual 

journey rather than a static ideal limited to a particular place. Chapter two gives close 

attention to basic shifts in the ideal of community among Episcopalians. Understanding how 

the meaning of the Episcopal Church as a community has changed—largely at the grassroots 

level—will be the key to describing basic shifts in the church’s identity and vocation.20 

Despite their appeal, concepts such as “spirituality,” “community,” “place,” and 

“journey” remain too easily within the realm of the abstract. To understand their practical 

import and application, it is necessary to give concrete examples of how they are expressed 
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in the lives of actual people and congregations. Our findings are consistent with the work of 

Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass on the “practices” of Christian faith. While a practice can 

be “any socially meaningful behavior,” for Christians the concept of practices identifies 

specific activities that express the faith of Christian people over time and in particular 

settings. Practices are habitual forms of expression that become integral to Christian identity 

and vocation in specific settings, especially basic patterns of worship. Practices also include 

patterns of governance and forms of organization in congregations. These encompass both 

formal and informal ways of sustaining common life, including response to human need, 

teaching and nurture, defining and enacting mission, and observing pivotal moments in 

personal and collective life. The Zacchaeus Project’s examination of life at the Episcopal 

Church’s grassroots paid close attention to local practices, with researchers asking what they 

meant in context, what they represented as trends, and what they indicated for the church’s 

future. It is important to note that these questions about the religious significance of practices 

were asked at a time when “religion” and “spirituality” usually were thought to stand in 

opposition to one another. Our research findings about practices dispute the simplistic and 

popular view that religion necessarily is institutional and stodgy while spirituality represents 

individual dynamism and freedom.21  

 In Strength for the Journey, Zacchaeus Project colleague Diana Bass offers important 

insight into the nature of spiritual journeys today. Describing her own spiritual journey over 

twenty years and eight Episcopal congregations, Bass stresses the centrality of practices in 

structuring a common life. These practices center on regular participation in worship in ways 

that afford encounters with ancient Christian example. Practices also include seemingly 

mundane aspects of sustaining the life of a faith community, such as preparing and sharing 
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meals.22 As she suggests, the practices of Christian life entail a sacramental sense of practical 

tasks. Rather than an expression of institutional adherence, spirituality for Episcopalians 

across the country has become rooted in the practical tasks of building local spiritual 

community. The people in the pews of Episcopal churches are on a spiritual search for God 

that takes the outward form of going about the ordinary business of creating and 

strengthening parish life.  

Leadership  

 Historian George M. Thomas has observed that religious movements attempt to 

“construct a new social order...in their specific claims and demands.”23 Similarly, theologian 

H. Richard Niebuhr once noted that Protestantism in America is essentially a social 

movement.24 When they have been most clear about their identity and vocation, the 

Protestant denominations have functioned not as religious institutions but as missionary 

societies. Their activities and their forms of organization have reflected a clear and practical 

focus on the challenge of mission. Signs of this legacy remain. The Episcopal Church is still 

formally known as the “Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society.” This heritage, which will 

be discussed in more detail in chapter two, dates to the late eighteenth century when social 

realities compelled a dramatic reorganization of the church. With the end of the American 

Revolution, adherents of the Colonial Church of England lost the established status they 

enjoyed in certain Colonies and the social prestige that distinguished them in all. They also 

suffered from close association with the repudiated Colonial power. Thus, not only did they 

lack sufficient organization for the drastically changing social circumstances, but there was 

no precedent for the challenge of reorganization they faced. More even than other 
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Protestants, Episcopalians had to forge an identity that was faithful to both their heritage and 

their setting.  

 In part, the success of the Episcopal Church’s rebirth in America relied upon the way 

in which it appropriated democratic process in a nation that had ended established churches. 

Episcopalians in each state organized into dioceses which began electing their own bishops. 

Soon a national church structure followed. The church created a triennial, bicameral General 

Convention organized like the Congress. The Convention became the formal center of 

Episcopal governance, the basis of its coherence in the American setting. Dioceses followed 

with their own regular convention structure. But securing appropriate governance accounted 

for only a portion of the church’s adaptive challenge. Governance supplied the form of the 

church, not its substance. The true achievement of the Episcopal Church after the American 

Revolution was its ability to articulate a sense of mission and to derive a form of organization 

that suited this challenge.  

Once the demands placed upon their church by the Revolutionary War had been 

successfully attended to, Episcopalians began to evolve complex organizational structures 

similar to the other mainstream denominations. And like those other denominations, the 

Episcopal Church’s structures became more and more centralized. Gradually the church’s 

identity and vocation were entrusted to an elaborate, hierarchical organization. Paralleling the 

emergence of centralized corporate and political organizations in secular culture, the 

structure of the Episcopal Church seemed appropriate to the challenge of mission in its 

American setting. But with uncertainties about the church’s institutional forms apparent from 

the late twentieth century on, the question of what organizational form might emerge to 

foster the church’s mission in a new era has become central, although the historic scope of 
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the question is not widely understood. It is crucial to ask how the institutional life of the 

church might be restructured in light of why people are drawn to local churches and how they 

participate in them. Because the process of seeking God in a local, spiritual community is 

becoming dominant, the ties that bind people together in shared religious identity are taking a 

new form. This impulse is not confined to the Episcopal Church. In fact all American 

organizations are in the midst of reframing their intentions and their forms. This book will 

consider where the churches stand in relation to the restructuring of other sorts of 

organizations, including for-profit ones. Clearly the churches share in the sorts of challenges 

all organizations face. But the distinctive aspects of religious life must also be appreciated if 

the churches are to do more than simply imitate secular patterns of reorganization.  

This book’s emphasis on this point reflects concern for the Episcopal Church’s 

identity and vocation. These ideals typically bespeak the church’s sense of its mission. If 

mission is the church’s core task, vocation becomes a way of emphasizing that the church 

must translate its identity into practical expressions. That is, what the church does grows out 

of how it views itself. This narrative uses the concept of vocation in order to emphasize the 

contemporary challenge Episcopalians face. It will become clear that the challenges of 

mission are being asked locally and that the consistent result of this soul-searching is 

congregational vitality. It also will become clear that these same challenges are not being 

faced squarely at all levels of the church. 

To grasp the ability of the church to respond to its organizational challenges requires 

reviewing the traditions and trends in American religious leadership. In all organizations, 

including the churches, leadership has become the subject of frenetic discussion. Today there 

is a widespread sense that leaders can be trained for their roles. There is also a fresh 
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appreciation for the ways in which leadership must transform or transcend inherited roles. In 

the last quarter of the twentieth century—prompted by the work of James MacGregor Burns 

and others—leadership discussions highlighted the theme of the leader as an agent of social 

and organizational change. This perspective has influenced the way clergy approach their 

work  

Leadership discussions include an emphasis upon “change” or “transformation” 

which are often cited as the hallmarks of astute leaders. But the emphasis upon change arises 

more properly in the context of an emphasis upon mission. This research has demonstrated 

convincingly that the church’s intentions and strategies are securely grounded when they 

focus on mission. Once the emphasis upon this understanding of mission is established—at 

least at the leadership level—then the appropriate set of leadership practices begin to become 

apparent. Such practices then enlarge the realization within the congregation by creating 

occasions for personal and organizational opportunities in which members begin to glimpse 

their collective mission.  

Effective leadership in today’s churches would appear to be contingent upon leaders’ 

realization that a focus on mission must be primary. But their work is not yet done with this 

essential realization; rather the realization is only the first—albeit the essential—step in 

establishing the real work and the healthy life of any congregation. Charisma, creativity, the 

ability to effect change or transformation—all the supposed “tricks of the trade” of those who 

must lead and inspire others—actually become more important in this context of clarity of 

focus upon mission. Congruent with the burgeoning new understanding of mission in the 

Episcopal Church is a new emphasis upon the personality and, especially, the character of 

leaders today. Character in this instance means more than the responsibility leaders must 
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demonstrate, though personal responsibility in a variety of forms is a firm requirement for all 

leaders. Character also refers to the sorts of traits leaders should cultivate. For instance, 

Daniel W. Hardy has written that Anglican approaches to theological education must become 

appreciative of wisdom gained in local settings. Stressing the role of a distinctively Anglican 

sense of identity and vocation, Hardy suggests that leaders must rely on tradition while they 

develop an ability to learn from and about the settings in which they serve.25 Rather than 

presuming inherent pathology or the necessity of change, the leader must understand a setting 

at its best. Today’s best leaders embody an appreciation for those they seek to serve.  

In summary, this narrative will describe patterns of flux in the Episcopal Church. It 

would be tempting to view these currents of uncertainty as portents of destruction. But the 

research does not indicate that the sky is falling. There is indeed remarkable movement, but it 

appears to be not downward and destructive but upward from the grassroots and constructive. 

And all indications are that with it comes a fresh rush of the Holy Spirit, a wave of 

spirituality that is remaking the church. In other words, the news is good but must be named 

as such and understood clearly to allow its implications to bring fresh vitality to all sectors of 

the church. Explaining the implications of this good news is the purpose of this narrative.  

 

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK  

 The themes of conflict, spirituality, and leadership will continue as reference points 

throughout this story of the church’s shift from religious institution to spiritual community. 

In chapter two, the sources of the church’s current situation are examined through the lens of 

Episcopal history, with particular focus on the church’s ever changing American identity and 

the evolving styles of organization and leadership that helped secure those identity changes. 
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Conflict fills chapter three as the organizational life of the Episcopal Church begins to fail in 

the second half of the twentieth century. Chapter four takes a larger look at organization, on 

the level of both American and Episcopal life. In chapters five and six, patterns of local 

mission and ministry are examined. In chapter seven, we explore how Episcopalians identify, 

seek, and find the resources their local initiatives require. In chapter eight, we ask what the 

shift from institution to community implies for understanding the Christian faith and 

Christian tradition. In the last chapter, we offer a sense of the church’s future.  

 How might Episcopalians grasp the possibility before them? How can they construe 

the true nature of their church’s situation? To answer these questions, we turn to consider 

how the church’s sense of mission in America took form.  
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