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Dwelling in the Word
Luke 10: 1-12

Where did your attention rest?

What did you hear your partner say?



Post-Christian and/or 
Post-Christendom



www.thearda.com



https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-contin
ues-at-rapid-pace



Post-Christian and/or 
Post-Christendom: 
Numbers, Culture, Authority



How (if at all) do you see these 
trends present in your own 
experience?



Shallow Soil: 
Disestablishment(s)
Legal Disestablishment. The 
separation of church and state 
changed the very ground upon 
which congregations established 
themselves and functioned



“The new freedoms unleashed 
entrepreneurial religions, churches, 
and clergy that sought new ways of 
appealing to people” (Finke and Stark, 
The Churching of America, 12).

● Flexible organizations with a ‘national’ 
strategy

● Charismatic clergy that came from 
‘among’ the people

● Energetic, ‘other-worldly,’ and simple 
messaging

● ‘The New Measures’ and well-planned 
revivals

● Competition, competition, competition



“How did the upstart sects win America? Partly by default. As free 
market conditions increasingly prevailed in the religious economy, the 
old mainline denominations failed to meet the competitive challenges 
and eventually abandoned the marketplace to the upstarts. 
Comfortable, well-paid mainline clergy rarely desired to go West and 
had no taste for ministering to the ignoble vulgus. They earned more 
esteem from publishing their sermons in books than from bellowing 
them to multitudes in open fields. In any case, clergy flirting with 
Unitarianism … would have been of little worth out where the great 
harvest of souls was under way, even had they been willing to venture 
forth … Moreover, clergy accustomed to gentlemen's agreements 
limiting competition … were ill equipped to hold their own in a free 
market” (Finke and Stark, The Churching of America, 103-104).



Shallow Soil: 
Disestablishment(s)
Legal Disestablishment. The 
separation of church and state 
changed the very ground upon 
which congregations established 
themselves and functioned

Cultural Disestablishment. Various 
shifts in US society loosened the 
hold/authority of Mainline 
Protestant denominations



“For most of the nation’s life, White 
Christian America was big enough, 
cohesive enough, and influential 
enough to pull off the illusion that it 
was the cultural pivot around which 
the country turned - at least for 
those living safely within its 
expansive confines. But this artifice 
weakened as White Christian 
America shrank in size and the 
power of its institutions dwindled” 
(Jones, The End of White Christian America, 39).



Water Source: 
Voluntarism
Congregational structures in the 
US require a ready, willing, and 
equipped volunteer labor force. 
Voluntarism is/has been a fountain 
of life for US religious communities



US Christianity and the Voluntary Mission Society 
(VMS): “The principle of the voluntary society is: identify the task to 
be done; find appropriate means of carrying it out; unite and organize a 
group of like minded people for the purpose. When this principle was 
applied to the business of making and sustaining congregations of 
Christian disciples, the distinction between church and voluntary 
society, always fundamental in Europe, sometimes all but disappeared 
in America. A congregation, or a whole denomination, might in principle 
be no different from a voluntary society” (Walls, The Missionary Movement in 
Christian History, 229).



Water Source: 
Voluntarism
Congregational structures in the 
US require a ready, willing, and 
equipped volunteer labor force. 
Voluntarism is/has been a fountain 
of life for US religious communities

Congregations depend upon and 
produce associational connections, 
which have undergone dramatic 
changes in recent decades



The Rise and Fall of Association-Building in the US: Robert Putnam, Bowling 
Alone, tracks the decline of “social capital” in the US primarily through 
participation in voluntary associations

● Rates of participation have dropped off steadily after 1950, but we don’t 
know why. What we do know:
○ Associational life depends upon as much as it builds social trust
○ It depends upon leisure time and money
○ It builds as well as depends upon social stability
○ It is easily replaced by low-commitment leisure activities (rates of 

participation decline, for example, when cities get movie theatres in 
the early 20th century)

● Where people do participate in voluntary activities in the present day, 
they do so episodically

(See Gamm and Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations 1840-1940” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 29:4; 
Rotolo and Wilson, “What Happened to the Long Civic Generation? Explaining Cohort Differences in Voluntarism” Social 
Forces 82:3)



How (if at all) do you see these 
trends present in your 
congregation?


