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Abstract
This is a study addressing the mega church phermamienrAmerican churches and those
churches’ search for community. A sample of chungmbers were asked to discuss their
church involvement, small group involvement, areirtinvolvement with their neighborhood.
The data that was collected reveals the commumitigck thereof among the respondents. The
patterns found resulted in two categories attesgtirthe problem of isolation and the need for
institutional belonging. Respondents revealed Hweirtsmall group participation contributed to
their understanding of personal belief in churclolaement, specifically as it relates to lack of
relationships, community and outreach, personal,gdiurch size, church programming, and the
perception of perfection. Data reveals small gedumability to replace the more traditional

forms of community.
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“Big Enough to Impact, Small Enough to Care”
One Mega-Church's Struggle to Create Community

As the evangelical movement has emerged as thendatrChristian voice in America
today, the evangelical church philosophy has ateag. One of the most important of that
church philosophy is a growing, “relevant”, and lgm@ented church. A recent Fox News report
states that there are now 842 mega churches, dedma church with at least 2,000 at tenders on
a weekly basis, and they cater to over three milieople every week across America (Sims
2004). One of the most important parts of thisrchumovement is the idea of the small group, a
church created group of five to twenty people wheetiregularly outside of the normal Sunday
service to share in each other's lives. This sgralip model was made famous by Willow
Creek Community Church in South Barrington, lllisoand is now seen as the major way
“‘community” is created in these large, impersormalrches. But does this model work?

Church, as a social institution, has historicakiseed as a local gathering of believers,
usually tied to a common denomination and a comiocale. These mega churches and small
groups are often non-denominational, and are multg described as commuter churches, not
local churches (despite many of them bearing timeneommunity). Small groups created by
these churches are seen as the solution to théepra overwhelming numbers and isolating
services. They are meant to replace the small theach with intimate groups of people
gathering together. We wanted to know if this waly happening. Can people experience deep
and meaningful relationships in a church and aetpgeared toward consumption and size? Is
it possible to have community without recognizihg tonnection you have to the people and
places around the church? And are mega church gmabs really an adequate solution to the

local, denomination based churches of the earéierqf the century?
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This topic is of unique interest to the sociolbgespecially those concerned with the
changing nature of the religious and evangelicalentent in America today. With the social
structure radically shifting, evangelicals facdwaalistic and consumer driven society that is in
conflict with many long standing Christian beliefSince many are doing this without adequate
social ties the sociologist must wonder if the nroeat will be able to sustain itself. By
focusing on these small groups and the attachnfiemsed within them we hope to shed light on
their ability to sustain community and spiritualithlong with the sociologist this study will also
be of interest to the evangelical pastor and laitynderstand how small groups succeed or fall
in their stated mission. Since the evangelical @noent is founded on a personal commitment to
Jesus Christ, the small group is of unique impaeain the movement because it is the source of
personal interaction with other believers who shhiedoctrine. Our study focuses on one such
church and small group structure in Southern Qalifo This church is certainly representative
of the typical evangelical mega church with aro@¢D00 regular attendees, warehouse style
sanctuary, laid back dress and atmosphere, artlthie doctrines of biblical truth and personal
experience of God. Hopefully this research with\pde a starting point for the discussion and
further research surrounding this important sogimlal and religious movement.

Literature Review

There exists a large amount of research on mag@lobs, or mega-churches, and a large
amount of research regarding community. The rebaarlacking in the area of how being a part
of a mega church effects one’s sense of communuy@cal attachment. Most of the research
that exists regarding mega churches involves daskes — congregational studies focused the
demographics of the church or ministry practiceghefchurch. While the research often does
not focus on the small groups structures effeat@nmunity, there is some quality research that

has been done that is relevant to this study.
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The key to this idea of church and community esittea of isolation. In modern
America, society has become much more mobile atgrimmuch more isolated (Wuthnow,
1994b; Frazee, 2001). This concept has of isoldtamhad a great effect on true community,
isolating individuals from their neighbors, andlexg a common place with other people
(Frazee, 2001).

Donald Miller has done an in-depth study on thelemo evangelical movements —
Calvary Chapel, Vineyard, and Hope Chapel (Milld97). Miller looks at all three of these
movements, where the congregations are often ceresidlarge” (over 1,000) and looks closely
at why American Protestantism has taken a dire¢twards large, conservative churches.
Miller discusses the idea that these movements ttathe consumer mentality of Americans,
where church attendees are looking to find the ‘leegterience” (1997). Wuthnow discusses the
concepts of selective adaptation and isomorphisoth are evident in the mega church
movement whereby the church takes on may of thewuoar based and individual driven ideas
in an effort to be relevant. However, in the psxcthese churches end up resembling a shopping
mall full of options than a church full of peop(@994, a.)

Research also shows the idea that small groupslarey the place of families and
neighborhood community in these mega churcheséMill997; Frazee 2001; Wuthnow, 1994b).
Wuthnow, in his research on small groups, foundwiale the small group phenomenon has
become one of the vital forces in modern Americdigion, they are not a substitute for the
local or family community where close, multi-laydries are created over many years
(Wuthnow, 1994b). In Frazee’s book, he discusdea of small groups filling the void for
community, though he goes beyond the basic idsaall groups and states that the groups need

to be a local phenomenon, and include five chariaties: spontaneity, availability, frequency,
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common meals, and geography. With out these fnagacteristics, Frazee believes that true
community cannot exist (Frazee, 2001).

While these studies give theories and ideas trabe generalized to the larger religious
context, case studies give a deeper look intortheriworkings of community and church life.

In a study from the journal “Re-generation” JentgffSlohnson presents a church experiencing
the tensions evident when church growth beginefmirige on the surrounding neighborhood.
Johnson looks closely into the Hyde Park BaptisirCh and the effects of its exponential
growth into the community. She quotes from therchis website saying “The success of the
ministries at Hyde Park Baptist Church is totalypdndent on the acquisition of land (Johnson,
2000).” This serves as a window into the mind$¢his mega-church seemingly driven by the
desire to have larger buildings to serve a larggugation.

The neighborhood of Hyde Park is located in tiye @i Austin and, Johnson shows, has a
tradition of keeping large, imposing structures bodinesses from invading its historic homes
and landmarks. The church, however, has not be@ped by community action and has even
built a parking garage to accommodate its commutonggregation. At the time of the writing
the tensions were at an all time high between floeoh and the community as members of the
neighborhood had taken Hyde Park Baptist to couetder to curb its rapid growth (2000).

This example of how deep the disconnect can bedmmtveeen a church’s human
community and a church’s local community is extreng provides insights into the mentality
that is governing much of the current religiousdssion surrounding the idea of “creating
community”. Johnson shows exactly how Hyde ParitBahas reached so many, but in doing
so paid a great price for their works; a price ge#ms too great to pay. “The one community
that remains largely unrepresented inside the tfaidoors is the one the church exists

alongside (2000).” While many members of the chuae sympathetic to the complaints of the
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residents in the area, there is no discussion dimmtcommunity is being redefined by their
church. This indicates that there is more tharpbirhealthy church growth at work here, and
that the idea of community is shifting from localiuman, and from dwelling to seeking
(Wuthnow, 1998).

The changing perception of church and communityotsonly altering the way churches
relate the neighborhoods around them, but is &slbaping the way churches relate to each
other. This is made evident in a study done bydydn Eiesland of a small exurban community
called Dacula. Eiesland explored how the rapidamgrowth of one church, Hebron Baptist,
affected the surrounding smaller churches and hese churches have tried to respond the
increased competition of this successful congregatHebron Baptist is a large congregation of
nearly 3,500 worshipers on a Sunday morning. Tdadensive programming, technology, and
facilities are unrivaled by any of the surroundaigirches and draws congregants from Dacula
and many other surrounding cities. It is in theefaf this kind of growth that smaller
neighborhood based churches have to find theireniclorder to maintain healthy and active
congregations.

Eiesland examines three other congregations ttheeeffects of Hebron’s growth and
influence. While all three churches continued tntain small congregations with different
kinds of programs, they all seemed to be frustraiedt least critical, of Hebron’s style of
church and community building. The church thanse to be the best at developing its own
definition of community, Trinity Christian Fellowgh did so by creating what they saw as a
kind of anti-Hebron mentality in which they sougbtdefine themselves against the “mega-
church” mentality. Their mission statement inclddg is our desire to be a family oriented,
nurturing, loving body of believers who understainel true goal of being Christian... to minister

the love of Jesus to today’s families.” (Eieslab@Q7) Trinity’s emphasis on the “true goal”
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suggests a kind of divergence from Hebron’s styl@pid growth. Especially when seen in the
light of the preceding sentence in which they dectheir desire not to become a “mega-
church”.

Eiesland’s research of these churches revealdlnewdea of isolated humans coming
together to create community is creating differsnoechurch philosophies even among
churches in a small town. While Hebron Baptistrafpts to draw more and more people from
the region, Trinity Fellowship, and the other chhes, present themselves as congregations still
in touch with the needs of the local people and désire to see Dacula remain the focus of their
church-growth.

Many would say the driving force behind this regibchurch phenomenon is Willow
Creek Community Church. Willow Creek has beeratforefront of developing a strategy of
church and community development that focuses n@iny specific location, but on people as a
market sector that can be advertised into the ¢thaind into the church community.

Gregory A. Pritchard’s study of the socializatimocess of Willow Creek gives an in
depth examination of how Willow Creek has becongeAmerican Evangelical example for how
church should be marketed to the “unchurched Hsitigf the suburban American world.
Pritchard goes to great lengths to explain exduaily marketing has become the driving idea
behind Willow Creek’s influence in the communityddmow it has set itself up not as a local
church based on the needs of its geographic contynimit as a kind of ideal which meets the
needs of a target demographic in the American raidtiiss society.

Willow Creek’s church mentality, Pritchard showsbased around the idea of seeing
your congregation as customers. The church’s heglignce on this strategy has created an
enormous congregation that is almost entirely hanegus. 60% are married, 60 percent are

between the ages of 25-45, 50-66% have a collegeed®r better, the majority have white
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collar jobs, and 59% describe themselves as coasez(and only 12% describe themselves as
liberal). (Pritchard, 1994) While some of this mimychalked up to the local suburban
community Willow Creek draws from, Willow Creeks rkat mentality has obviously created a
community that is not comprised of local peopld, dfta certain kind of suburban person.

These three church studies all seem to point tedh@e kind of restructuring of
community Wuthnow and Miller point to. The resdastirrounding Evangelical Christian
Church and the communities it is a part of seesutigest that there is a large disconnect
between the perception of community, and whatily wccurring. This is only more
pronounced if community is defined not only as are@xtion between humans, but as a
connection between humans, businesses, schoolthetehd that all of these people share. The
old idea of a local church has given way to regiaharches that draw large amounts of
homogenous and market accessible people to theis @Britchard, 1994). This kind of
community certainly needs to be further explored serutinized to see exactly what kind of
effect it is having on the religious environmentAsherican Evangelicalism and the people who
make up this social group.

Wendell Berry, a professor at the University of Kexky, a respected environmentalist,
and farmer with a long family history in the Kenkydields has written extensively on the
subject of community and place. He also speakiseoheed for a connection between not just
humans, but humans and the land and all the thiregscome with that.

If we speak of dealthycommunity, we cannot be speaking of a communityitha

merely human. We are talking about a neighbortaiddimans in a place, plus the place

itself: its soil, its water, its air, and all thenfilies and tribes of the nonhuman creatures

that belong to it (Berry, 1993).

He concludes that the economic way of life foistadhe American people by large and invasive

government and corporations leads to the disintiegraf the land, the people, and in the end

the community. His critique of the American “commity” extends to the church as he notes the
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church has usually been at the forefront of thaslland community destruction by emphasizing
an individual and thus universal idea about hunzantshuman relation to the land. This being
true Berry argues that Christian holiness has lpeeverted.

The holiness of life is obscured to modern Chniialso by the idea that the only holy

place is the built church. This idea may be maken for granted than taught;

nevertheless, Christians are encouraged from dwoldho think of the church building as

“God’s house,” and most of them could think of tHeuses or farms or shops or

factories as holy places only with great effort @ntbarrassment. It is understandably

difficult for modern Americans to think of their éings and workplaces as holy,

because most of these are, in fact, places of tg®t, deeply involved in the ruin of

Creation (1993).
Of course Berry’s line of thinking has implicatiofts the mega church movement that, though
may include many positive aspects, is certainlyanpblitical force in the remaking of the earth.
It seems quite likely that many of these churchiesia fact, quite wrapped up in the
“desecration” Berry speaks of. If Berry’s defioiti of a healthy community seems to have deep
implications for those Christians seeking “commyhih places that he seems to find advancing
ideals that are the exact antithesis of community.

Method

This study will look into the experience of churlembers participating in small groups,
in this particular church's case, cell groups. MV/thieir viewpoints range in doctrine and politics
it is safe to say that they would all fit into tb@tegory of conservative evangelical, some falling
more towards the fundamentalist camp than othéfs.relied on their recounting of small
group, church, and neighborhood experiences tarobta data. Specifically we wanted to
understand how these small group members defireetetihn community, and how that impacted
their daily interactions. In retrospect our asstiompthat community would be a well

understood and definable term was too large oéa st take, however, their stories reveal their

understanding of what community is even if theyewenable to define it in systematic terms.
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Their stories of the relationships forged in thesiperiences should communicate how they view
church, their role in it, and why small groups aneecessary part of the mega-church experience.
Sample

We used snowball, selecting informants, and ab#iiia techniques to obtain our sample
for this study. The sample consisted of two sétoaples and six individuals who attended a
mega-church in Southern California and were adtiuelolved in the small groups’ structure of
that church. Initial contact was made with thedksate Pastor of Cell Group Ministries at the
church who gave us names of cell group leaderser Abntacting these leaders we attended
small group meetings in order to observe how a imge&torked and to gain access to other
members of the small groups for our sample. Qhal sample consisted of interviews with the
Associate Pastor, three sets of small group legdaescouple, and two individuals), and three
sets of small group participants (one couple, araihdividuals).

The sample consisted mainly of white, middle ctdssrch members. One member of
our sample was African American. Four females vitierviewed and six males. The ages
ranged from early twenties to late sixties althouogist were middle aged with adult children.
All had extensive experience in evangelical chuschigh only one coming from a non-
evangelical tradition in Scientology.

Data Collection and Analysis

Observation of church services, small group mestiagd the church's television
broadcast were used to obtain data, however, ietgswere the main source of information.
We conducted eight different interviews rangingnirforty five minutes to an hour and a half
during the late winter and early spring of 2004ie§ioning was based on interview guides

focused on three major areas. Respondents weed &siell stories about their small group
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experience, their church experience (including phatch involvement), and their neighborhood
relationships. All interviews were tape recordad &ranscribed.

As the interviews were being conducted and oneg tere completed a process of
analysis was engaged. Interviews were read aedteth was given to specific areas of interest
in a coding process. The categories that emergedthis coding were broken into groups and
have become the categories used in the presentdtaur results.

Results
The Problem of Isolation

A desire to have Christian relationships that afferént from those found in “the world”
is one of the main points of focus for the intewsean this research. The respondents notice that
in a society geared to individuals a gap existavbeh people, that is only made deeper by their
faith that they all seem to feel sets them evetin@sroutside the norm. This leads them to
rethink how they relay their faith to non-believard is reflected in their desire to make their
faith, their church, and their lives as comfortaddepossible. A direct result of this thought is
the compartmentalization of respondent’s livesrieo to alleviate dissonance between
interactions with members of their small groups ar@nbers of “the world”. Although this way
of relating to others may be a source of conflithwheir desire to be “authentic” and “honest”,
it certainly allows them and those they relate toemsure of comfort that would not be afforded
if they did not keep parts of their interactionglifferent spheres. These kinds of comfortable
relationships are directly related to the way resiemts thought about the small group and the
relationships located within those groups. Thesationships were seen to be of great personal
benefit and very little attention was paid to hdwdge groups serve the greater whole or
contribute to a different kind of faith. While $hkind of relationship may be in conflict with a

desire to be less isolated it “meets a need” ame dmat need is met the relationships are no
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longer of use. Finally, because the interviewgathe from members of a very large church that
could seemingly lead to even further isolation ¢hisra great deal of attention paid to the small
groups ability to serve as a smaller, more mandgediurch within a larger church.

Comfort: How to EvangelizeThe main focus of interaction with non-believinsthe
respondents was one geared towards an idea of@isanand outreach. This created a great
deal of dissonance for them as they operated Witassumption that Christian interaction with
non-believers is “normally” disingenuous. One ggtup leader spoke often and at length about
how he sees “fanatical” Christians as being a tdfn

| think one of the things God has taught me thetnsasot to be a religious person.

Religious people turn away nonbelievers so | likéé one that reaches out. I'm an

introverted person so reaching out for me is nwhale lot but just being friendly, being

open, and not being judgmental. | think that ismaportant thing and it really turns me
off when Christians approach people kind of inrzatec way it really turns them off
towards Christianity. | don’t think that’s the wagsus went around doing his business.

Jesus had a mission, had a plan, and | don’t ihinks very confrontational. Sometimes

it was, but I think it was just very loving, vergaepting and kind. There’s a scripture

that says God’s kindness leads us to repentancklidwedo do it that way.
He went on to talk about “radical types” sayingttlihey have a good heart but their methods
are really poor”. This seems to be a point ofthatgon for many of the respondents where they
want to evangelize and share their faith, but thvase take it too far step beyond the bounds of
the status quo and this creates a problem in thieids.

Another gentleman who was a leader in the celligistructure also dealt with this
problem as he tried to discern how the church’sr&ach” ministry spread the faith.

We like to do random acts of kindness where weslctean up a place or we’ll go pick

up trash in the foothills or we’ll partner with serother agency to do some sort of a

beautification project things like that. I'm vergtsfied with that style of evangelism that

doesn’t just seek to give somebody the religiotangible, although that's principally
what we’re all about is Christ, but they also needee Christ reflected in your actions

and they need to see that many times first bef@glt ever even consider listening to
what you have to say about Jesus.
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The idea that the church is “all about the religitntangible” is upsetting to him on one level,
but at the same time he recognizes that the chsirgally “all about” it. This idea of
evangelism is present in all of the respondentsdsibut it is apparent that the friendship is not
what matters as much as the friend’s willingnessotovert at some point. Of course this creates
problems of authenticity, which is so importantheir liking of the church, but it is better than
“pushing” your faith on another.

This sentiment is perhaps made most apparential@ small group leader’s interview.
His responses were littered with his desire to Kesgaith and the rest of his social life in
separate spheres. Being the president of his bergbod council puts him in a unique position
of influence so even as he interacts with his nsigh he says: “I don’t want them to think when
| have a political business agenda that | am oppitey it with a spiritual emphasis.” This keeps
him from sharing his faith verbally with nearly ame he comes in contact with because it might
seem as though he had a different agenda. Beohtise idea that his spirituality is tainting his
other interactions he tries to emphasize “secuarpassion”. His belief that one’s faith often
impinges on genuine social interaction is expregséds discomfort with being confronted
about his faith by a non-Christian neighbor.

| had somebody come up to me when | was out ig#nage the other day and say,

“You're a Christian aren’'t you?” | really did notleocate it and did not go out

proselytizing but this lady came up to me and askegdand | just said OK.
It is not fair or correct to suggest that he wdsaased by this interaction. He is not trying to
hide his faith, just keep it independent from ah¥yis interactions that may be perceived as
having two agendas.

Closely related to this idea of evangelism andji@h being uncomfortable and

confrontational is the sentiment that the churadktexas a place of comfort. This is best seen in
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the responses of a young college aged woman. &jankher interview talking about a woman
in her small group who she perceived as being éexd”.
She is the kind of person who is really extremenay The kind of person who when
she became a Christian was really into it [sheydstaff like] “You guys are all going to
hell”, things like that. | had a friend in high s like that; it kind of pushes everyone
away. She was just so extreme, which was goodusecghe was really excited. But
then she met this guy, and he said that he had semédake on the Bible. She slowly
started to help him, but then it was kinda’ likeudt, or that's what it sounded like, it was
really extreme, like a new version of the Bible.
Even while noting this group member’s extreme reglre was trying to satisfy the dissonance
that she was experiencing. On one hand this pavasrextreme and outside the norm, yet on
the other she places her own faith outside the raordhthus must put this member in a pseudo
fanatic category where her radical commitment amtbmfortable approach led her to join a
cult. So to counteract this extremism she turodti¢ church as a place of refuge and normalcy.
When she spoke of her relationship with her smallug leaders their normalcy was possibly her
favorite part about them.
| think they are just the kind of people that mgke feel like family right away, which is
really nice. | used to be more shy in high sché&bdmetimes | can still be really shy.
They instantly make you feel really comfortable atuff. They are just like the best, the
funniest people, and the nicest people. | thin& just that instant welcome that you get
when you get to know them and stuff. They are qastnal people. Because | know that
| have met people through bible study that areresily weird. You know, what other
people think Christians are. You just can’t geknow them on a normal level. But with
Gaye and Craig it's not like they are hiding thirigsn you.
Here it is obvious that her perception of “whatastpeople think Christians are” is weird and
consequently she is pleased with how normal helelesaappear to be. This plays directly into
the idea that she, and other respondents advanatthé purpose of the “church and the people
[is to] make you feel comfortable.” All of theserse to show that the small group members’
perception of the church and the small group isttey should maintain the status quo, support

and uphold their lifestyles, and generally not bgtfeme”, “radical”, or “pushy” in any way that

would upset the norm.
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Relationship and Compartmentalizatio®f course one of the main reasons people have
turned to small groups in their large church isted they can maintain some sort of social
structure. The intersection of the relationshigrgéd between group members and between
people outside of the group was a focus of ourwee/s. As noted earlier the relationships with
people outside of the Christian faith revolve prittyaaround evangelism, but there is also an
understanding that interaction outside of the falthays yields unfulfilling results. The wife of
one of the small group leaders stressed often lavd ihwas to have relationships with people in
“the world”.

You can’t share your life the way you'd like to withe people in the world; you'd end

up feeling kind of isolated or something. Not thhati don’t want to be in the world but

you need that home base. Our church encouragegegedpin cell groups - we've got

almost 20,000 people and so that's why our pagtes o say that they are how we do
church.
Here she touches on many of the issues we conffamteur interviews, but certainly she
stresses the inability to share her life with “peap the world”. This creates a small problem
that she addresses in the next sentence. She twauangelize people and be authentic, but she
also feels that if they don't share her faith shenable to truly engage them.

Within the group, however, there is an understagthat the relationships are meant to
be close, uplifting, and intimate and even if rexgents did not appear to have much connection
with one another, they certainly understood thatdtshould be. An older gentleman who
seemed fond of his small group certainly knew thecsure and what was supposed to happen.

With the cell group you've got a core of four aeficouples you know and that you share

things with more than some kind of acquaintanckeylhave the same faith so you can

share things with them. It's hard to get thatifigefrom your neighbors because they
don’t share your faith. It's like a camaraderie.
Again he states that by nature of sharing the daititethere should be a deeper connection that

doesn't exist with “your neighbors”, whom we undansl are non-believers. The relationships

should exist, and certainly do on some level, Bsithard to say how much deeper it is than with
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one's neighbors. When we went on to ask him ahowtthe relationships were more important
he simply replied: “We haven't gone so far as tagovacation with couples or anything like
that. It's just been fellowship; we haven't realyne past the fellowship.” Of course going on
vacation is not the standard for deeper relatiggsshut he made it clear that their relationships
did not extend far beyond their meeting times ame$ of extreme crisis.

Even in the small group relationships, howevegrehare problems with understanding
how to bring the relationships into meaningful @mttwith the rest of the respondents’ lives.
This is most clear in the young college woman wéenss to have trouble justifying some of her
choice before the more conservative members ofjifoerp

Sometimes with church people, you have to be chnefth people you don’t know well.

You have to, you know, not everyone agrees withiesoand TV. If you don’t know

them, you have to watch what you bring up. | kreolet of people who don’t like Buffy

(a TV show) always say things. My brother and Lidowatch it all the time. Or Family

Guy, (also a TV show) which a lot of people hayga@blem with it. You just don’t

know how people are going to take certain thin§e.when you have your friends who

aren’t part of your church group, you are a littlere free to talk about those kinds of

things. And you may be more guarded around thosislof people with talking about

religious kind of things, which you wouldn’t becturch. But | think | have a pretty

good group of friends on both sides, so | don’tehvreally worry about it either way.
It is obvious that she is uncomfortable discussiregTV shows she watches with members of
her religious circle of friends and that she feeighough they would not approve of them.
However, because she is able to keep this paidife open to her non-believing friends she
doesn't “have to really worry about it either waylhis is in conflict with the desire to make the
church authentic and normal, but by keeping theksionships separate she doesn't have to
experience the discomfort brought on by bringirigpatts of her life to bear with each other. It
is not just with areas of disapproval that shedisde cannot communicate with her small group
but also in her normal life where she works wittksand dying farm animals every day:

| can't really talk about what's happening with #/emals and stuff because they get

grossed out. But with my friends they understamdi you can talk about anything and
they understand. Especially with animals, bec#iusetories can get really gross, and |



Creating Community 18

don’t have to worry about it with them. Whereasimather people | do. | don’t get
grossed out and | forget that other people do.

Of course this is a more complex set of circumsanbut again demonstrates how she feels the
need to keep parts of her life distinct from theeiactions of her small group, thus putting more
barriers in the relationships, even if it is to rgeople from being “grossed out”.

Personal Gain The relationships formed around the idea of comty are geared
mainly toward the principle of personal gain. Ttakes many forms, and it would be a mistake
to call it selfishness. It is a more nuanced &uitimized way of looking at the group than
simple self gratification. One of the couples mtewed provides a very unique insight into how
this dynamic takes shape. When they were asketladh#éhem to start a small group the
husband said, “One of the best things was providisgrvice to the church.” This is the only
time in all of our interviews that someone talkédat the small group being of some kind of
service to a greater movement outside of themselMesvever, after the husband had said this
the wife was quick to interject:

Well, there was another reason, that was trulyaaae, but another reason was when we

first started. After having raised two teenageesjust kind of needed more social

interaction with other Christians and fellowshi¥e had some things going on and we

really needed prayer and friendship and we didaviehthat. So the opportunity came up

for us to lead a small group and so the purposeiogmall group is to fellowship with

other Christians.
Although affirming of her husband’s statement, &ties a very different outlook on the true
reason and purpose of the small group: meeting pleesonal need of Christian fellowship. This
demonstrates the idea that drives most all of esppandents to join and continue to participate in
small groups, church, and even spirituality. Tgasticular woman went on to discuss a time
when she was able to pray for a small group memberhad cancer:

When a woman in our group last year had canceaf Wiid among the women is | made

phone calls on a regular basis. We had a prayen @very week, and | think that really
developed their faith, and it sure was good fawvganan in the small group]. She’s a
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strong woman of God and it helped us and them rtinare her but she was certainly
appreciative of it.

It is obvious that the initial purpose of the prnagkain was for the benefit of the woman with
cancer, but as the prayer chain progressed, hameoitris very telling; “it helped us and them
more than her.” This kind of sentiment wherebyypraor any spiritual or church related act,
becomes not an act that would benefit others, baica that uplifts one’s own self is the
dominating force in all of the small group interans.

While many respondents spoke about their nee@Hwoistian interaction and how the
small group met that need, another way the corafgmtrsonal gain was seen is in people's
understanding of what the church, and by associ&iod, did for their lives. One respondent
recounted what she saw as good and important #b@ehurch by saying:

| think it just makes it easier because you arérgemore involved in the Bible, and

more involved with God, and your relationship w@ld gets close, and every thing in

general gets better and becomes better. You netker lchoices in life.
This was a very typical feeling among respondedmds life “gets better” if you are connected
with the group, the church, and God. One olderalemespondent was especially attuned to this
concept as concerns her finances.

We probably started tithing real regularly 6 oréaxs ago. It was difficult at first. |

would say | was a little doubtful. At least | walsly husband was always a little better at

being faithful and just doing it. But | was alwayere reluctant to have faith in having
enough. We did that for probably two years andia’t really see anything. But we
continued on and on, as the pastor always saidl wereally did start to see a really
significant growth in our jobs, my raises, and eliént things like that. Things | didn’t
expect. And just saw things happen that didn’ipespbefore.
Being “faithful” begets blessing in her mind, andil& this is certainly an example of how
ideology is manifested financially, it extends taseas of one's life. Later in her interview she
extended this line of thinking into the benefittioé relationships in the small group. When we

asked her if it was hard to go to such a largeahshe responded:

We had been there 18, 19 years and we knew a Handfieven a lot of people.
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Was that difficult for you?

Well, pastor’s teaching kept us there. And theypams for the kids.

But you wouldn’t say that there were people thatk®u there?

No, not really. And you know, that might be ditet for other people. But we had real

strong family ties and other friends too, so we ba#mr avenues to socialize. | think it

would have benefited us if we had gotten more wwalsooner, because | can see how

we have been blessed, so | wish we would have thatearlier.
What appears here is two fold, first and most obsipis the lack of relationships she had been
able to create in her long tenure at the churchpafse leading to feelings of isolation from
participation in the church community. Howeverawis perhaps more subtle is her explanation
of why she needs the small group relationships m&wause they have “benefited” and
“blessed” her. Her desire to be involved in thiationships sooner and continue them is
clearly for her own personal gain. While it maytaaly be of benefit and service to the larger
whole, that is not why she sees the relationshspmaortant.

The idea that the church structure is of persbaakfit without even being engaged in
relationships may seem somewhat cynical, but ¢dytaan be called a pattern in our research.
A young male respondent said:

You know, back to the whole [college] thing, it watsout getting away from campus and

getting away from people and that environment.ahigd to be at a place where not

everyone knew me and be at a place where | fdli t@uld really be myself. Just kind
of be me and God and focused on that. But nowi thate been getting out of that
environment a little, 1 would say that | still kirod treat it the same way — | still want to
use it as a way to just go and meet with God anshecessarily interact with a ton of

people. There are a few, | would like to meet nueeple, | think that it would be a

good experience. But | don’'t necessarily want, roglgn going there is not to just meet a

ton of new people and to have a family like atmesph
There is a sense that God cannot be met in themqresf others, or at least that having other

relationships may actually impinge on his abiliystay God “focused”. His understanding of

church is nearly entirely focused on what he amdividual can take out of that experience, and
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certainly not to become part of a “family like atephiere” that imposes itself on his own
individual experience.

Size Nearly all of our respondents dealt with thelppean of the church's size, and how
to navigate relationships within such an overwhelyty large group of people. This is
obviously something that the church pastoral lestdprhas also thought about as many of our
respondents talked about how the pastor says gnwalps is “how we do church.” Although the
small groups are said to be the place where chardbne, there seems to be two ideologies at
work within the church; one being that there igeognition that church must be small in order
to have true and meaningful relationships, andther is that church must be large because if it
is not it will have no “impact”. These two setsidéas compete against each other and small
groups are the given answer at this particularathur

| mean, you'll hear this if you ever visit. Ourspar, senior pastor, says cell groups is

how we do church, and our motto is that we warlietdarge enough to impact, small

enough to care and there’s no way you can getwthlabut getting smaller.
“Getting smaller” does not mean the church shoakkdo be a smaller church, but instead
should continue to spawn small groups in ordereial evith its growth. By using the
understanding that a church must be large in dodkave an impact, church attendance and
numbers become a very important part of the mind&stever, focusing purely on numbers is
seen as disingenuous so it is legitimized in otveeys. When we asked one of the pastors how
much of their church population they would likehtave involved in small groups he replied:

We're trying to get to fifty percent. That's pradhathe most aggressive and even then if

it were up to me I'd like to see eighty percennioety percent. I've been telling you

about my Monday night group, its such a blessingiéo and I've been a Christian for a

long time. So | vouch for it any day of the wedkverybody needs that kind of support

system. So right now the immediate goal is 5,0@with Forty Days of Purpose our
goal with that is to have 1,000 of those Forty D&ysups. We have five hundred people

signed up right now to lead roughly five hundredv&ve got to get five hundred more.
But it’s not about numbers its just about tryingeach as many people as you can.
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Despite his protestation that it is “not about nensb his emphasis on getting a certain amount
of people to participate reveal the numbers isag@st very important. This emphasis is
legitimized by noting that it is just about readhitas many people as you can”, but it remains
clear that the belief that a church must have largabers to be impactful operates from the
highest levels all the way to the laity in the sngabups.

The pastor is certainly cognizant of what the chla philosophy is as relates to church
size and numbers, but it is surprising how muchctirggregants have adopted a similar
mentality, seemingly separate from, although infesl by, the church. When we asked an
older woman who is a member of a small group if@legerred a big church or a small church
she seemed unable to come up with anything reatygvwith a big church that cannot be
solved by small groups

They have almost equally weighed out pros and cdihe things that are for it is that a

big church can afford to put on productions, they afford to make a nice presentation

of whatever, but you don’t get to know the peopieacone on one basis. Up at [their
previous smaller church] especially because hehl{hgband) was kinda born into it
everybody knew everybody, you didn’t dare talk alaybody negatively because they
were related somewhere. So with a smaller chuochhave the camaraderie, but not the
finances, and it balances off. We like a lot obgaeaching good music and the rest kind
of comes along with the package.
While she makes it clear that there is more caneai@et a small church even that has a kind of
negative overtone with everyone talking about eveeyelse. So with a mega church you can
have a good service, which most of our respondamfshasized, and the relationships will come
in the small groups, or not at all, which is natays a bad thing. Her husband also ascribed to
the big church mentality despite his fifty year geation with their previous church. “We could
tell that there was some kind of anointing on therch because the church was just growing by
leaps and bounds and it was fun to be a part oédung that was kind of like an avalanche.”

Not only does he prefer the mega church, he inspts size as being the “anointing” of God,

and enjoys being associated with that experieisen though the wife interprets the small
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groups as “getting back to a foundational situagtfwat century church” that does not mean that
her desire is that the whole church would movén&t tnodel. The church's size has become far
more than simply the product of a certain churcitogbphy in the minds of the laity; it is proof
of the church's impact and God's blessing on thé& waloes.

Institutional Belonging

A clear pattern that emerged from the reseasas a desire for institutional belonging.
This concept of belonging to an institution ofteplaced belonging to people (or having genuine
relationships with people). In an age where mamyat feel that they belong to anything, many
look to the church to find belonging. The resparideshowed an appreciation for belonging to
the church. But this belonging did not come froeel relationships and feelings with people,
but instead it was a belonging to church structaresprograms. When asked about community,
they would describe the church’s programs and aakréenstead of the relationships they had
within the church.

This belonging to programs also came throunghe respondents definitions of
community. When they were able to come up witlefndion (which often was not the case —
we encountered many problems trying to get themetbalize a definition of community), it
often was expressed as including, if not completelyprised, of fun programs and outreach
events. Relationships to one another through veeged through programs and tasks instead of
intimate interactions.

In our current social order the concept afstonerism emerges in the ways people
choose churches. These church consumers are ¢pfukithe “perfect” church (which many
respondents claim to have found). What becomes ddhat the idea of “perfect” does include
different things for different people. For someniiy be the people and the relationships that

you can have with those people. For others it tmesoprograms and what those programs can
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offer them. Many of our respondents operate utfteassumption that the church is a place that
offers events, programs, and outreaches while antydf relationships that exist are merely
“icing on the cake”. Our research showed a clettepaof attending the church for these
programs. But it went beyond these programsedtine a belonging to the “perfect” church.

As a result interviewees could come up with vettyelithat could or should be different about the
current state of their church.

Programs and OutreachThe idea of belonging to an institution compdigeainly of
programs instead of relationships came througlrlgle@aour research. When asked to define
community, the interviewees often struggled in ediding a definition, not only in their own
definition but also in what the church’s definitiaould be. They were all very clear about
having community. When asked to define community person responded, “Oh, we’ve got
community!” When a college aged girl was askecetmunt a story about community at the
church, she responded by saying that there wengypbd times when they “had fun and
everything”. Unfortunately even this had not ocedrsince she had been in youth group. A few
of the interviewees could not even come up witlefndion. They could only respond by
saying, “I don’t know”.

When it was possible to come up with a daéni we found a range of different
definitions. One of the clearest definitions ofrcounity showed this emphasis on programs.

We basically define community as believers tiedrnie another through either task and or

relationship that were co-laboring together - yoow to do something basically with the

same objective, because the people who don't $tdeahurch are people who either
don’t have relationship or they’re not serving nyaapacity.
While this includes the possibility of communityoiving relationships, it also clearly says that
this community can also come from people involvethsks (or programs) together. By placing

all of the community emphasis on being involved aed/ing, community becomes something

that can exist without relationships as long peapée“doing” things. Another similar definition
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given by one of the cell group leaders talks albatirnacy, and then uses that intimacy to offer
friends the opportunity to watch church on thewisien.
My definition of community is about closeness abdwt intimacy. At [the church] it
provides a lot of different environments for thed,I’'m just proud to be part of it. I'm
proud to tell people where |1 go. I'm proud to tbkéém, “Hey, if you feel like you live to
far away, just turn on channel nine at nine o’clookSaturday mornings and you can see
and experience the same thing | see and experamiteo | like that.
While he defines community as being about closeardsntimacy, he then goes on to describe
an example of the opposite. Clearly closenessrdimdacy with people would not be possible if
one was sitting at home watching church on telewisi
What is interesting about these programiasthere was little commitment and seemed
to be an aversion to “forcing” people to commitne®f the cell group leaders very clearly
stated, “I don’t hold anybody to a commitment | toymake it as comfortable of an environment
as possible”. They feel that holding people t@mmitment would lead to scaring people away,
so they do not expect people to commit to thesgrams or groups. In one of the cell groups
we attended, about fifteen people that belongeddaaroup, yet only a few would show up at
meeting. This inconsistency in the group led tbear lack of relationships in the group. Very
few people knew other beyond common small talkradions, and they felt that because they
belonged to the group, that was all they needetetiér or not they attended was of little
consequence. This also came through in othgranes. In talking about the college group, a
college aged girl said:
They had one, but with my work schedule | had tougereally early on Saturday
mornings, so | could not stay out really late oml&ys. So | could never stay there (so
she stopped going). Then they stopped having it,\8as like, “What am | supposed to
do?”

She felt that she belonged to this college progerman though she did not attend it. And then

when it was discontinued, she did not know whatdo The existence of these programs offer a
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comfort factor as they have an “institution” thia¢y can feel that they belong to, even if they do
not have any connection to this institution, ottiem tacit program participation.
Another concept of community that came thiougthe research was one of outreach.
To many of the respondents community was equatddoutreach, especially to all races. It
appears the church has put a good deal of empbrasising diverse racially, and the laity has
internalized this concept of community. One olaede said:
Well the community in the church - they stress ttsator all races. They’ve got people
who are black, Mexicans, Orientals....They've triedpen it up to where everyone is
more comfortable. Most churches are that way btlieawhite churches, usually they
don’t reach out to people from other ethnic groufihe pastor] makes a point of
bringing in all of them and | commend him for that.
This idea of community being comprised of racialedsity was seen often, though not all
respondents were able to make this change fromgtatus quo prior to small group
involvement. After the man above commented on hesevife interjected with “a few whites
(laughter), we’re becoming the minority”. But wher or not it was positive, it was always first
in people’s mind when they think about communi@ne male said that his first response when
defining community would be that the church “makeery attempt to know the community in
[the town] — they reach out they reach out to ewetypr creed and sex.” One of the cell group
leaders described the church’s community:
It really appeals to all different races, all difat groups, and | think that's important.
And I’'m proud to be part of faith because it appdalmany different ethnic groups.
When | go to faith | kind of see it as | think tligswhat heaven is going to look like — we
have Asians and we have whites and blacks and ritspall worshiping God together
and fellowshipping with one another in perfect hanyn

It appears that the church itself has identifiedaladiversity as a top goal for their community.

The church laity has accepted this diversity amdtfe most part appears to have welcomed it.
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With such a large church, one would expdagh emphasis on outreach. This church
was no exception as outreach was a huge part oéfpondents’ definition of community. One
of the small group leaders spoke about the diftevaireach programs.

| think [the church] cares about the community.ey kvant everybody to know or at least

have an opportunity to find Jesus and that's whg fthurch] has so many different

ministries. It could be an addictive type of minysit could be an evangelistic type of
ministry or convalescent home visiting. And nowthwthe radio and television it’s really
drawn in a whole bunch of people even outside acallcommunity.
Outreach here becomes the practical definitioroafmunity. In almost every interview, when
asked about the community at the church, outreasharocus. The respondents talked about
what the church does to “reach out” to the comnyunit

Oh we’ve got community - well they’ve always trigdinvolve the community. They've

had outreaches going out to the mall or whateyerd the things that they do, like for

Easter and the things that they do for the wirgstival. You know, they’d open it up to

the whole city and we’d have about 5,000 peopleecomsome Saturday.

In their mind community could not exist without cedch. In a seeker sensitive church,
especially a large one, the emphasis in the charahout growing. In order to do this they need
to place a high priority on outreach being theimoaunity.

Perfection According to most of our respondents, they vigweir church as truly a
perfect church. The church’s definition of commuyrns seen as perfect, the community that
exists is seen as perfect, and the pastor is sepertect. Most respondents were even unable to
come up with anything that they would change. Aamiy of respondents have never even
thought about leaving, and those that have, haveta reason to. As one older male sad:

Every once and a while we think maybe we shoulddesnd find another church because

we’ve been in one place a long time but we're mdasith our church... The thought

and temptation to go to a small cutesy - you kneargbody knows everybody in the
church - does creep in every now and again, butweethink “Is that the best?” and
probably not.

This man could find no reason to leave. He hasghbabout going to a small church where

“everybody knows everybody”, but he feels that thauild not be the “best.” This statement
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indicates that he believes that a large churchnsetiow on a morally superior ground and
churches that are small just can’t have the impadtoutreach that the large church he attends is
able to facilitate. He doesn't feel that anothmurch would have anything to offer that this
church does not already have. The one issue &na¢ cip a few times would be the church’s
overwhelming size, but even with this they woultlder up with a response to the size that
“solved” the problem.

A lot of the things that our church does to overedirat largeness is to have a lot of

greeters, they have big name tags that say if yed help of info, and the area where

you walk out they have a lot of tables and peopiesetising for different things.
The prevailing sentiment seems to be that evergtihthe church is large, that is overcome with
smiling greeters and information tables. When ttenaled the church, we were met by greeters
smiling and welcoming us to the church. While ikisertainly welcoming, we were never
asked what our names were nor were we engaged ddyermnitial welcome.

Overall, respondents equated their experianttethe perfect, or ideal, church and
community.

| really haven’t come across too many problemsngttang. | see things happening

really quickly, as far as good things happeningl, lagion’t really see anything. The only

thing | would want to change would be if there vagsroblem with something, and |

can't really see anything that needs to be charfgaah, my perspective.
The concept of the perfect church was also se#reindefinition of community. When asked
what the ideal community would look like, one fematsponded by saying, “[The church] is
pretty close to anything that | can imagine”. @fi¢he cell group leaders, when asked if the
church was the perfect community, responded byngayAlmost!” Even after we followed up
on this response, she could not come up with angttiiat would have shifted the church from
an “almost” to a “yes”.

Another concept that came up was the neidtdmat’'s, and other church’s, view of the

church. As the case of the Hyde Park Church ssbidyved mega churches often have strained
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relationships with the surrounding community. Wiasked about how the neighborhood
viewed the church, it was unanimously positive.tdiile of Sunday morning parking issues, the
respondents were unable to come up with any reakgrithe church would be viewed
negatively. One of the cell group leaders comnentethe local neighborhood.

| would say that they view it (the church) prettyvérably. Especially the city

government. The community area seems to have @ mgtationship with the church.

And the people around seem to be pretty favorable.

His wife responded in a similar fashion, saying:

| would have to say that they really like that dieirch is there. Because, other than that,

besides the parking thing on Sundays, | can’t imadjow the church could be viewed

negatively.
No one could see why the neighborhood would feghatieely about the church. And while this
is certainly possible, the respondents viewed theah in such a positive light that there was no
space for anyone to view the church negatively.

This overwhelmingly positive attitude towdha church contributed to a strong sense
that the church was superior to the other churgh#®e neighborhood. One woman talked about
how other churches needed to join up with the dinwsaying, “I know that during the holidays a
lot of the churches in the community like to congwith us and do things with us”. While
there was a sense that the church was connectglddetomega churches around the nation,
comments such as this show that the respondentsusy view their church as the superior
church as relates to others in the neighborhodus dllowed for a certain amount of pride
because of the smaller churches’ “need” for thelpctions and programs of their large and
more financially independent church. The smallrchas would not be able to put on an

effective holiday service without the help of theger church and this is why so many of the

respondents favored the size and scope of theickhu
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Another reason that the respondents tookwsthrpride in belonging to the church is the
structure. One cell group leader talked about stg/ preferred the large church over the small
church. “I kind of compare it to working at a largorporation. There is a lot more structure.
There is more accountability”. She felt that beseait was more like a corporation, it was able to
sustain the bureaucracy needed to run a largenapalctful ministry. However, this respondent
was lost on the irony that the corporate structo@g be the very reason she struggled so much
cultivating connections with people in the church.

Since the church is often viewed as a laggparation, the pastor has become the CEO
and has lost many of the ideas traditionally asgediwith pastoral qualities. In many churches
the pastor has a similar role as that of a sheplekihg care of its flock. One cell group leader
said that their pastor’s philosophy was:

That pastors shouldn’t have to see people or gotlkism. There should be people in the

congregation going and doing all of this stuff. ¢#en’t be involving all his time trying to

meet the needs of 10,000 people - he should h&@8 people trying to meet the needs
of 10,000 people.
Instead of playing the traditional role of a pastging to meet the needs of the church, the
pastor is instead playing the role of a CEO ofrgdacorporation, where he lays out the
leadership and the organization follows.

The pastor was also viewed very positivebggibly because he is so far removed and
exalted from the normal church interactions, esglgchis teaching. The teaching was often the
reason that they were at the church. One of thgip leaders liked to pastor so much that he
was the main reason they stayed there for so meansy

| really like the way that our pastor teaches. isHeally down to earth, he is comical,

and he doesn’t talk down to people. He just tidkiheir level. And he brings Bible

stories to modern day. He will break it down arekenyou think about it modern terms.
So that is just a lot easier to understand.
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Many of the interviewees talked about how much titlead him and how much they felt like
they knew him. Only two of the interviewees hadaatual relationship with the pastor, and one
of them was a staff member at the church. Whikedéthe people had a relationship with him,
they all felt that they knew him well. One girlked about him as being so open. “He is just an
open kind of person where you feel like you knowm lust from his preaching.”
This concept of perfection was seen in coiipdm with the churches programs. One
cell group leader summed it up when asked why welshwant to go to this church:
| will tell people when | am trying to get themgdo to the church; there is a ministry for
everything. Every person, every age, every ca@eery everything. And it is really,
really good. Because there are all kinds of thiogso.
There is a ministry (or program) for everyone, el are all “really, really good”. The belief
is that the church has so many features to offeln e&us individually, no matter who or what
we are. Yet the one thing that was not mentiomasl relationships. The church uses “perfect”
programs and ministries to bring people insidehiiéding, but seems to fall short when it
comes to using those programs to cultivate relaligos in people’s lives.
Discussion
The data collected in this research suggestsriga churches are redefining how the
evangelical movement deals with the concept of camty. Community, once a collection of
local people, places and institutions gatheredraddbeir deeply entwined interactions is
becoming another goal, albeit an important goait ihto be programmed. As Wuthnow says:
The small group movement is beginning to alter Aozar society, both by changing our
understandings of community and by redefining gmtity....these communities can be
manipulated for personal ends, and the sacredeaaduced to a magical formula for
alleviating anxiety (1996).
These respondents all show that they have takéhi®dea of community that is not located in

any particular set of relationships, but is a pangior a bureaucratic structure. This is not to say

that relationships, and even intimacy, do not oaecihese small groups, nor is it to say that our
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respondents are merely cogs in a kind of corpavatel, more correctly it reflects the nature of
all relationships in a consumer driven economy stralvs that the mega church has simply
internalized and exploited that societal happenifige relationships the respondents have
formed may very well be meaningful in their livéswever, the sociologist must look with a
more critical eye at what is truly happening witlege relationships. In the introduction to this
paper, we offered up several questions about thadhthat the mega-church phenomenon was
having on American Christianity. Can people eig@re deep and meaningful relationships in a
church and a society geared toward consumptiorsae@ Is it possible to have community
without recognizing the connection you have togheple and places around the church? And
are mega church small groups really an adequaté@olto the local, denomination based
churches of the earlier part of the century? Tieners to these questions provide insight into
how and why we find small groups to be an inadezjuegponse to a problem that may have no
answer.

Without much protestation we can say that Amesisatial climate is one driven by
consumption and the fulfillment of personal neetlbat the evangelical movement fits into this
social model is simply reflective of its place hetlarger social order as one movement and one
institution of many that is influenced by this et social and economic trend. Especially with
the rise of the “seeker sensitive” church we seeetrangelical church in America doing its best
to cater to the needs, comforts, and goals of tinetfurched Harry” Willow Creek refers to. In

his book_After ChristendorStanley Hauerwas notes:

The church exists in a buyer’s or consumer’s madaany suggestion that in order to be
a member of a church you must be transformed kyiog your life to certain kinds of
discipline is almost impossible to maintain. (1999

By extension, being the member of a church thas ek to be a part of a community that runs

in direct conflict with the current emphasis onividual gain and self actualization seems to be
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very unappealing to the maintenance of the statos ertainly a community that is made of
deep rooted relationships, enduring ties to a place calls people to deeper discipline is an
affront to the status quo of our time. So it skdozdme as no surprise that our respondents are all
very concerned that their faith does not offend-helevers, that they do not impinge on their
neighbors, and that Christians are not seen agdiver “extreme” so as to be placed outside the
bounds of relevancy.

Relevancy for our respondents is not a need tagmthe culture, but in fact, is a need
for the culture to engage the church. This isrg raportant distinction for a church that
engages the culture may very well be seen as \aanliceven offensive, however, a church that
allows the culture to engage it becomes a churobarmed with making people feel
comfortable. Certainly this was the case with mahgur respondents view of the church, and
how they expect their church to behave. We alreadythe problem of individual
compartmentalization among the respondents, bt tvé church creating specific programs for
specific people we see that compartmentalizatiomgoexacerbated by the church. While
having a large church gives the appearance of gaueny different people with different
interests, ethnicities, and backgrounds, its emplmsprograms for like minded people ends up
creating a church culture that is more focusedsamitar interests” than it is on a common belief
(Wuthnow, 1998).

The data suggests that it may not be possibledople to experience “deep and
meaningful” relationships in churches that focuggoowth in numbers. In a church that has a
mission statement stating that they desire “To kigwvpeople into successful Christians”
(http://main.aperfectweb.com/fccwce/sub.aspx?id=53it@hen is not a surprise that the focus
has been placed on the development, rather thémeo@hristians. In their mission to “develop

people”, the church develops a community that sedie programming, pulpit teaching, and
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small groups to improve the individual. Relatiopshand community may certainly emerge in
this process, but always second to the sacredsgpédued on the autonomous individual. This i
creates a group of people with a tendency to bmdisected from one another, which in turn
makes it nearly impossible to cultivate community.

Until recently, church has always been the religiout workings of local communities.
People attended church with others that they wovkigd shopped with, ate with, and lived
with. In this kind of daily and intentional intextton deep and lengthy relationships were
unavoidable. While members of mega-churches aféenother church attendees once a week, in
the former church community people interacted oea daily basis. This daily interaction
helped create authentic relationships, which it fostered authentic community.

Mega churches, which are by definition driven bygsams and bureaucratic structure,
have tried to respond to a loss of community byting small groups. Unfortunately the data
supports Wuthnow’s findings in suggesting that ¢hgoups are not an adequate solution to the
problem. Wuthnow discovered that small groups Heame a replacement for family and
close community. These family and close commutigty come through years of development,
while small groups attempt to produce this king@inmunity in a few weeks or months
(1994b). Our data agrees with Wuthnow’s assertibasthese small groups are failing to
replace what has been traditionally seen as contgnuiWhat we see in these small groups is
similar to what we see in the large church settifgmbers of the small group are still not able
to build authentic relationships. Often these $gnalups gather once a week, or even every
other week, and rarely see each other outsidesainiretings. With these limited interactions, it
is practically impossible to create true relatiapsh In turn, with relationships focused on little
more than “fellowship”, small groups cannot help taul to replace the community that is

increasingly finding itself lost in the crowd of¢ge churches.
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Is there then an answer to the lost communith@sé mega churches? The data seems to
suggest that there is not. It is unfair to blahie problem on any one person, any one church,
possibly any one religious movement, but the prolielocated in the structure of the churches
themselves, as well as in the philosophy that drihiem forward. By placing a huge emphasis
on growth, programs, and entertaining Sunday mgraervices the churches must become as
large, financially stable and autonomous as passiibhis size is certainly an unreasonable, and
possibly unwanted, goal of a smaller more localiyused church. Once these churches become
so large it is nearly impossible to create a comitguound together through generations and
geographic location. They realize that their ceggtion has very little relational, let alone
communal, interaction. In response to this theat small groups, and while they may be a
noble attempt at fixing a real problem, they do ambdress the structural changes that have
occurred in the church. These changes cannotdulpreate an environment where community
occurs only through invasive programming on the phthe church. It is unfortunate that this is
the outcome of these kinds of structural changatssince it seems to be the reality if the
evangelical movement hopes to sustain itself itnseie only solution will be for it to
fundamentally rethink the way it does “church”.

In our research and data collection, we did comesacsome expected and unexpected
problems. Our most problematic area was foundeauorassumption that the concept of
community would be a well understood and definadten, never mind that we had thought
some people may have an existing community to b&dn In the conducting of our interviews
we found that the respondents had very little moibcommunity. They were unable to come
up with a definition or concept of community thaidhany practical relationship to their own
lives. This forced us to adjust our methods sowmeacould extrapolate an understood and

implied definition of community even when they wewgable to verbalize it. Another problem
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area of less significance, but still of note, is thsues that arose in creating a sample by working
through the church’s pastor. While we would najgast that he sought to manipulate our
sample, it seems to make sense that he supple@huthe proverbial “best and brightest” and
thus left us with possibly a less than represergajroup of informants. While in the end we
feel that our research is still valid and hold®tfor general trends in the church, it may be
slightly tainted by this method of sample gathering

This limited study suggests a need for more lengtityin depth research. This is first
needed on other mega churches to see if pattemisisio the ones we discovered can be
generalized to other churches of similar size aamdabraphics. Once patterns emerge, a clearer
solution can be formed on what can be done abeulépendency on programming that leads to
isolation. Research is also needed in small clegrtt determine how community is understood.
How do large churches and small churches differthis problem of isolation a problem of large
churches or is it more of a problem of Americanisty® Community appears to be
misunderstood, or not understood at all in ouraege can this be generalized to the rest of the
culture? Finally historical and longitudinal resgais needed to observe the formation small
group philosophy. What contributed to its rise@wHhas it altered the way evangelicals view
church life and involvement? And do the small gr®areate relationships that endure through
more than simply the set period of programmed awigon? This kind of research will enable us
to have a greater understanding on what forms camtyncan take and how this particular

movement embraces those different ideas.
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