EPISCOPAL STATISTICAL TRENDSMIRROR NATIONAL PATTERNS
Resear ch shows median congregation has fewer than 70 wor shippers at Sunday services
By Mary Frances Schjonberg, March 16, 2009

[Episcopal News Service] Whilethe median size of Episcopal Church congregations and overall member ship
has declined in recent years, that pattern matchestrendsin most mainline Protestant denominations and
pointsto larger patternsin U.S. culture, according to analyses of recent data.

The median Episcopal Church congregation in 2007 had 168 active member s and 69 people in Sunday

wor ship, according to Episcopal Church reports. That comparesto the median congregation in 2003, which
had 182 active membersand 77 on average in Sunday wor ship. M eanwhile in 2007, parisheswith 351 or
mor e peoplein wor ship constitute 3.5 percent of all the church's congregations.

Therewere 37,823 fewer active membersof Episcopal Church congregationsin 2007 than in 2006, a two-
percent decline. Over the past ten years, the church has experienced a 10-per cent declinein active
member ship, the statistical reports show. Slightly morethan 167,000 people |eft the Episcopal Church
between 2003 and 2007, reducing the church's active baptized membersfrom 2,284,233 to 2,116,749.

The number of congregations during the 2003-2007 period declined from 7,220 to 7,055. I n 2007, 43 per cent
of congregations experienced member ship declines of 10 percent or more over the past five years, more
while 26 per cent increased their size by 10 percent or more.

The statistical view of the Episcopal Church comes from two reportsby Kirk Hadaway, program officer for
congregational research in the Episcopal Church's Evangelism and Congregational Life Center. Oneisa
summary of 2007 Parochial Report data and the other isa six-pagereport about information gathered
through the Episcopal Church'sparticipation in the 2008 version of the on-going Faith Communities Today
Survey (FACTS) run by Hartford Seminary in Hartford, Connecticut. The full results of the multi-
denomination survey aredueto bereleased in April, according to the project's website.

Parochial report datais gathered from the canonically required (Canon 6.1.1) infor mation filed annually
with diocesan bishops by each congregation. Thereportsaredueto befiled by March 1 of the following
year. An example of the sort of information gathered in thereport isavailable here.

Member ship decline and small congregations are not unique to the Episcopal Church. The most recent
nationwide data shows the median non-Roman Catholic congregation has 75 regular participants at wor ship
on Sundays. Therecent U.S. Religious L andscape Survey found that " the proportion of the population that
is Protestant has declined markedly in recent decades while the proportion of the population that is not
affiliated with any particular religion hasincreased significantly.”

Resear chers of the latest American Religious Identification Survey, released March 9 by Trinity Collegein
Hartford, Connecticut, also noted the trend, finding that while onein 10 Americans claimed no religious
identity in 1990, today that ratio isonein five.

Theresearcherssaid that their latest findings confirm earlier findingsthat " Americans are slowly becoming
less Christian and that in recent decadesthe challenge to Christianity in American society does not come
from other world religions or new religious movements but rather from areection of all organized
religions.” They added that " the historic mainline churches and denominations have experienced the
steepest declines while the non-denominational Christian identity has been trending upward, particularly
since 2001."


http://www.episcopalchurch.org/documents/Domestic_FAST_FACTS_2007.pdf
http://www.episcopalchurch.org/documents/Episcopal_Overview_FACT_2008.pdf
http://fact.hartsem.edu/about.html
http://fact.hartsem.edu/about.html
http://fact.hartsem.edu/research/index.html
http://www.churchpublishing.org/general_convention/pdf_const_2006/Title_I_OrgAdmin.pdf
http://www.episcopalchurch.org/documents/2008_Parochial_Report_Forms_English.pdf
http://hirr.hartsem.edu/research/fastfacts/fast_facts.html#sizecong
http://religions.pewforum.org/
http://b27.cc.trincoll.edu/weblogs/AmericanReligionSurvey-ARIS/reports/ARIS_Report_2008.pdf

Hadaway told ENSin an interview that the picture of Episcopal Church congregationsincludes both hope
and challenges.

"We have a large number of vital churchesthat have a great sense of being filled with a sense of God's
presence. They'revery concerned about reaching out to their communities, but on the other hand we have
some significant issuesin the sensethat a lot of our churchesaren't terribly involved in evangelism or
recruitment,” hesaid. " We havereatively few youth involved in our churches, which poses someissuesfor
what happensin the next 20-30 years. We have a lot of congregationsthat are stretched financially.”

In the face of that analysis, Hadaway said, " one of the thingsto focus on isthat those churchesthat are clear
about why they arethere -- have a clear mission and purpose -- are mor e likely to grow and that goesfor
both liberal and conservative ones."

The Rev. Suzanne Watson, director of the Episcopal Church's Center for Evangelism and Congregational
Lifein New York, agreed. " | definitely seethat the Episcopalians we have now are growing deeper in their
faith and are very committed,” she said.

" Also, acrossthe entire church what | am seeing isarenewed interest in evangelism,” she said.

Watson also agreed that " that purpose question” Hadaway noted isa strong indicator of a congregation's
health. " A congregation that is clear about its purposeisa vital congregation,” she said.

Both Hadaway and Watson said that Episcopal Church congregations must also be willing to look for new
ways of defining that purpose and to be nimble about acting on what they discern. " Society ischanging at a
very rapid rateright now, so our rapidly changing social context requiresusto be nimbleto continueto
proclaim the Gospel in waysthat arerelevant,” Watson said. " Sometimes| worry that our structuresor [a
vision of the past that we have] doesn't allow usthe nimblenessto change enough to meet the changing
demandsfor ministry."

They both singled out wor ship and congregational leader ship models.

Watson said that the traditional model of " one seminary-trained priest serving at one altar" isless-than-
nimble, and isin fact changing already. Just 34 percent of congregations with an aver age attendance of 70
or fewer have a full-time paid clergy leader, the FACT study found.

In terms of worship, Watson suggested that " we need to be willing to think about wor ship outside of Sunday
mornings,” and Hadaway said newcomer s can tell when wor ship isbeing done by rote " and we've donethis
amillion times, and we'rejust doing it once morefor our own benefit."

There'san even-mor e basic concern about newcomer s, Hadaway added. " All churchesthink that they are
friendly but a large number arefriendly primarily to oneanother,"” hesaid. " It's difficult to accept
newcomers. It'sdifficult for somebody who has been a member of a church for 20 yearsto understand what
it'sliketo be a newcomer."

For the purposes of the Episcopal Church analyses, it isimportant to note that the data do not included
losses due the departur e of member s of the dioceses of Fort Worth, Quincy, Pittsburgh and San Joaquin, all
dioceses in which the leader ship decided to leave the Episcopal Church during late 2007 and 2008. Hadaway
said, however, that the recent findings show that when Episcopalians wer e asked to place their
congregations on a theological scale between conservative and liberal, " the middle [of the spectrum] has
grown and the 'somewhat-mor e-liberal' has grown, and the 'somewhat-mor e-conser vative' has declined.”

"It'snot just that we have probably lost some of our more conservative constituency ... but also churches
perhaps have a clearer identity now than they did five years ago,” Hadaway said, adding that during that


http://www.episcopalchurch.org/evangelism.htm
http://www.episcopalchurch.org/evangelism.htm

period of time congregations have had to confront theological issuesin waysthat did not allow them to
simply assume they knew wherethey stood.

Hadaway'sreport on the Episcopal Church'sportion of the FACTS project also showed:

* 87 percent of congregations are at least 60 per cent white/Eur opean American and another five percent are
predominantly African American or black.

* 62 per cent of parishes and mission report that more than half of their membersare 50 yearsor older (27
per cent of Episcopal members are older than 65 compared with 13 percent of the entire U.S. population).

* 11 percent of congregationsreported that one or more of their weekend services changed a lot in terms of
format or stylein thelast fiveyears.

* 60 percent of membersin the median congregation are women.

* 90 per cent of congregationsreported having conflict or disagreementsin thelast five years, up from 86
percent in 2000 but down dlightly from 93 per cent in 2005.

* 47 percent reported serious conflict in thelast five yearsover theissue of the ordination of gay priests and
bishops, the largest sour ce of conflict.

* 33 percent say their congregationsarein excellent or good financial health, while the percent reporting
some or serious financial difficulty went from 13 percent in 2003 to 25 percent in 2007.

* 28 percent have committed to contributed 0.7 percent of their annual budget in support of the Millennium
Development Goals.

* 66 percent of parishes have a solo clergy leader, the median age of therector or vicar is58, and 30 percent
of rectorsand vicarsarefemale.

* 21 percent of congregations say that their members are heavily involved in recruiting new members.

* 71 percent do not offer activitiesfor young single adultsand 70 percent do not offer parenting or
mar riage-enrichment programs, while 62 per cent have a Sunday school program and 51 percent have an
organized youth group.

-- The Rev. Mary Frances Schjonberg is national correspondent for the Episcopal News Service.



