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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

The Film
A new cinema vérité documentary by filmmakers Alan and Susan Raymond examines in microcosm issues
facing America’s mainline Protestant churches, by spotlighting a progressive United Methodist church in 
the midst of profound change. Its congregation struggles with the arrival of a new minister and copes with
challenges to its liberal heritage and financial stability. “The Congregation,” a co-production of Video Vérité
and WETA Washington, D.C., spotlights the tumultuous experience of worshippers at a racially mixed urban
Philadelphia church with a long history of commitment to a ministry of social justice.

Filmed over the course of two years, “The Congregation” follows the conflicts that arise in the church with
the arrival of the Reverend Fred Day—a newly appointed minister replacing a progressive pastor retiring
after 37 years of service. The congregants confront the realities of a divided and dwindling membership
and subsequent financial shortfall as they clash over Reverend Day’s style of leadership and a perceived
shift to a more conservative ministry. Another ordeal emerges when associate pastor and youth minister
Reverend Beth Stroud announces to the congregation that she is a practicing homosexual, putting 
herself  at risk of losing her ministerial credentials as she challenges church law. 

About This Guide
This guide was designed to help discussion groups engage in informal dialogue about the role of religious
institutions in America today by providing thought-provoking questions, articles written by experts, back-
ground material, and an extensive list of follow-up resources. The materials provided are intended to 
provide a framework for both clergy and lay leaders to explore the issues presented with the goal of
improving and enhancing congregational life.

Key Issues
The principal issues and questions addressed in the guide are

• What do people want their religious institutions to do for the community?
• How can religion become more attractive to young people?
• In what ways can worshippers improve interfaith relations?
• What is the role of a congregation’s leader? 
• How can a pastoral transition be successful?

Opening the Discussion
Each expert article in the guide is followed by a series of 
questions to help spark discussion. However, for facilitation
the following overarching questions can be helpful in framing
the focus of the discussion. 

• What are people looking for spiritually and socially
when coming to a congregation?

• What responsibility does a member of the congregation have
to the place of worship and the rest of the congregation?

• What is the appropriate role of the place of worship 
in the civic and political life of a community?

• What do members find personally and spiritually 
satisfying being a part of a congregation?  

• What is the true mission of religious institutions today in
the balance between spiritual and pastoral duties?
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Facilitator Guidelines
Before convening a group, view the discussion
tape and film in its entirety (if available) and read
this guide, which provides discussion, questions
for each segment and supplemental information
to further discussion. 

You may choose to have group members watch the
discussion tape in segments or all at once, on their
own or as a group. Regardless of viewing and dis-
cussion formats, provide participants with reading
materials from the Web site (www.pbs.org/the 
congregation) that familiarize them with the film’s
content and concepts.

For dialogue, smaller groups of five to eight
members are ideal. You can divide a large group
into two smaller ones, each with a different 
facilitator. Where possible, groups should be 
representative of diverse views. Encourage 
participants to be open to differing ideas, be
active and responsive listeners, and submit 
controversial opinions. Create with participants 
a set of discussion guidelines (i.e., no interruptions,
no questions are minimized).

Moderate the discussion where appropriate, modeling
active listening and questioning techniques that
enable group members to clarify and elaborate on
statements, diffuse tension or misunderstanding,
and make clear connections to the questions and
topics. For example, restate the perspective of
others and have participants paraphrase what
they hear. If people disagree with others’ state-
ments, ask them to explain why. Be sure that all
participants have an equal opportunity to be heard.
This may require setting time limits on responses.

It is important to the
process to allow people
to link the film to their
lives. Before posing
questions, you might
invite participants to
briefly reflect on how 
a topic segment relates 
to their personal
experiences. 

There are several 
ways to assess the 
discussion’s impact:

• At the end of the session, invite participants to
take a few minutes to write about their experi-
ence—for instance what they learned, feelings
the film evoked, or subjects about which they
would like to know more. Encourage 
people to share their thoughts.

•  Ask each person in the group to indicate one
idea they will take away from the discussion
and/or one thing they will do to further their
understanding about or take action on issues
associated with the film.

• Divide the participants in pairs to briefly discuss
what concepts stood out for them. Invite the
team to share their thoughts with the group.

• Distribute a short questionnaire that probes 
participants’ feelings about the experience,
what they learned, how they will apply what
they learned, what additional information they
need, and constructive recommendations for
similar future sessions.
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Reverend Beth Stroud

"I find there's no difference in the name
of the church if you have faith in God. It
doesn't matter about the building you're
in and the name that's written outside
the building. The church is in your heart
and you have to work with that. I enjoy
being in this church because I know the
people and I like being with them. I like
worshipping with them."

Mae Bannister (Mount Zion AME Church-St. Petersburg, FL)

       



American congregations, if they are healthy, are
both vibrant and frequently uncomfortable with
themselves. There is a reason for this discomfort.
We typically think of congregations as homoge-
neous communities: groups of people who share
a common faith, and perhaps the same class,
culture, race, or geographic location as well. 
But the reality is that within—and among—
congregations there is great diversity and 
difference. This difference functions as an engine
to keep the faith vital, changing it in order to
keep it alive in a constantly changing world.

There are an estimated 350,000 congregations in
North America. This fact underscores the variety
among the people who participate in them; that
there can be dozens of congregations of the
same denomination in a given city or region
underscores the subtlety of the differences being
negotiated as people actively shop for and choose
which of the many available congregations speaks
most clearly to their questions and needs. While
members of a congregation share a faith, they
are not carbon copies of one another, and the
congregation is the primary place where the 
universality, or sameness, of a group’s faith
meets the differences presented by the individuals
in that community. One of the greatest challenges
of the contemporary congregation is to manage
the tension between what is the same and what
is different in a way that shapes people’s personal
and relational lives.

Seeking Meaning through Difference
In order to meet this challenge, congregations 
are often places where people argue and agree,
and where they question and affirm with great 
purpose. Philosopher Ken Wilber distinguishes
between science, which seeks truth (the 
provable), and faith, which seeks meaning (the
purposeful). The congregation is the place where
the complex search for meaning takes on both 
the differences among people and the competing
values and ideas of the culture. In our arguments
and agreements about these differences and 
competing values we come to understand our-
selves, our relationship to one another, and our

relationship with God. The congregation is a 
primary place—in fact, one of the few places—in our
communities that encourage this search. It is the
task of the congregation to be able to provide the
tools, the history, the language, and perhaps most
importantly, the safety to argue and agree about
what we seek in our personal search for meaning.

Creating Safety for Conflict
Curiously, we hold the assumption that congregations
must be places of agreement and harmony. We
are surprised when there are disagreements that
divide people who claim to believe the same
things. We are dismayed to find that people in
congregations will oppose one another. More
realistically, modern congregations hold the same
differences and preferences that divide 
all people. Because of these great differences 
of experience, expectation, and preference, 
congregations seek to be communities that allow
for conversations about these differences in ways
that connect us to a life larger than ourselves. A
critical challenge for congregations is not to swift-
ly resolve all of our differences but rather to keep
them alive, to keep them safe, and to keep us
talking about them purposefully—in a way that
seeks meaning.

Keeping Faith Alive: The Challenge before America’s Congregations
By Rev. Dr. Gil Rendle
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The sanctuary at The First United Methodist Church
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For example, over the past two decades there
have been ongoing arguments and disagree-
ments about the form of worship and the kind 
of music found in many congregations. These
arguments about worship and music can be 
easily trivialized. However, these arguments 
provide a needed context for people to search 
for their identity and relationship with God. Do 
we sing militaristic hymns about conquering 
others for our faith (“Soldiers of Christ Arise”)
because we believe we are right in a world of
those who are dangerously wrong? Or do we
sing global music that comes from different
nations and cultures because we understand
ourselves to be a part of a creation much larger
and richer than ourselves? The task of the 
congregation and its leaders is to help people
see that the argument about music is worth pursuing
as a way of finding our relationship to God. In
answering questions about our choice of music we
may also be choosing how we will live in the world.

Pitfalls and Promise
Like all of us, individually and organizationally,
congregations pursue this task of managing the
great competing values and ideas with greater or
lesser competence. At their worst we find congre-
gations getting stuck in conversations about 
personal preferences, where confrontation and 
persuasion overpower listening and accommodation.
(People do get hurt in even the most purposeful
arguments that can bring us closer to God.) At their
best, congregations are able to manage both the
hopes and the fears of their people in order to 
sustain such holy disagreements.

The Call for Courageous Leadership
We cannot dismiss the fact that this challenge to
search for meaning requires courage from the 
leaders of congregations. Indeed, it takes great
courage as well as personal and spiritual maturity 
to choose to be intentionally vulnerable, to be
thoughtful, and to live willingly in the midst of 
disagreements that will naturally be connected to
oneself as leader. The fact is that as people, and 
as congregations, we do not live easily with 
discomfort. It has long been our habit to shift to the
question of who is at fault when we can’t easily find
an answer to what is at issue. As can be seen in the
texts of all of our world religions, leadership demands
courage, depth of spirit, and a trust that there is a
larger reason to the arguments and accommodations 
that make the engagement worthwhile.

The Interfaith Challenge
In this study guide and in the video it accompanies,
you will see living examples of this great challenge
for congregations to seek meaning through 
differences. In the interfaith challenge of our new
America, the congregation must now address the
claims of a faith about the nature of salvation.
For example, now that the Muslim community
lives within, not just next to, the Christian community,
the congregation must face the challenge of
helping Christians understand anew the exclu-
sive claim of Jesus as the only way to God and
also help Muslims understand how to live with
the “infidel” who is the new neighbor and who,
post 9/11, may operate out of suspicion rather
than neglect.

"Spiritually in this congregation I've 
been allowed to be the person that 
I am and to grow in the direction that 
I'm growing. I don't feel that I have to
adhere to a particularly strict set of
tenets that doesn't allow me to explore,
examine, and find my own way."

Cher Cunningham (First Christian Church-Falls Church, VA)
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In the challenge of outreach into the larger world,
the congregation addresses barriers of cultural
and personal differences, stepping across 
normally impenetrable boundaries of race, class,
generational cohort, sexual orientation, child-
rearing practices, and definitions of mental and
emotional health. Congregations regularly live in
the paradox of being homogeneous in member-
ship, yet inviting heterogeneous people to step
across boundaries to engage one another—
inviting people of differences in and equipping
people of sameness to go out.

The Future of Faith
Similarly, in the challenge of shaping the next
generation, congregations routinely invite youth
into conversations that would be difficult in other
settings. Congregations provide both permission
and a language for youth to use to break beyond
peer pressure and questions of self-confidence
to find a larger self.

The range and complexity of issues, ideas,
behaviors, and values that congregations confront
is wide in our culture of competing values. At the
heart of this core challenge, the real task of the
congregation is to keep faith alive. If it is to live 
in a changing environment, faith, too, must adapt.
We know language is shaped by daily use. It is
kept alive by the invention of new words, shifts 
in the meaning of other words, and the abandonment

of still others. Similarly, usage and engagement
with daily realities, and argument and accommo-
dation about living, also shape faith to keep it
alive and make it ready for the future and for
future generations. Congregations provide the
place and the opportunity for this shaping of living
faiths that allow us to make sense of and to find
purpose in our lives.

For Viewing
As a group watch segment (00:00-11:17) 
of the discussion video.

For Discussion
• Why is faith important to you?
• What do you gain personally/spiritually by

being a member of a congregation?
• What is fulfilling about worshiping as a group?
• What draws you to your congregation? 

To your house of worship?

Rev. Dr. Gil Rendle is a senior consultant with
The Alban Institute. His areas of expertise
include strategic planning, change management,
coping with congregational conflict, team-
building, and leadership. Dr. Rendle is the author
of several books and many articles. His most
recent book, co-authored with Alice Mann, is
Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a
Spiritual Practice for Congregations (Alban
Institute, 2003).

"Spiritually when you come to the
ashram to worship it's just a beautiful
atmosphere to worship in and you really
feel God's grace around you. It's just a
wonderful feeling to be able to come into
that atmosphere, to be able to focus your
time in the ashram and to be able to feel
the warmth pervade you. Just realizing
what your purpose in life is right here and
it's towards God and you forget about
everything else."

Ashay Ajgaonkar (Barsana Dham Hindu Temple-Austin, TX) 
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The Congregation: Its Civic Responsibilities and Contributions
By Rev. Dr. Katie Day

After years of neglect, religious groups finally
seem to be experiencing their deserved recognition
in the limelight: Commentators are analyzing the
religious dimension of social conflicts, both global
and domestic. Candidates for public office are
seeing the political value of identifying with faith
traditions. Policy makers are looking at religious
groups as strong partners in shouldering the
responsibility for the common good, and the
boundaries between church and state are being
challenged through the Faith-Based Initiative,
which has created a new channel of federal funding
to religious groups providing social services.

At the center of all this attention is that most
resilient of social organizations, the congregation.
Through cultural shifts, social upheavals, the 
waxing and waning of religion in general, and 
economic booms and busts, congregations have
stubbornly persisted. There are an estimated
350,000 communities of faith in the United States
Through thick and thin they continue to be the 
entities to which Americans give the bulk of their
charitable dollars and volunteer hours. But where
are all those dollars and hours going? How are 
congregations  doing in serving their communities?

In a recent study of congregations in Philadelphia,
the home city of the church in The Congregation,
researchers found that congregations in the city
contributed, on average, approximately $118,000
worth of social services per year. From the most
humble storefront church to the grandest syna-
gogue, each congregation offered an average of
2.4 outreach programs through which it reached
102 people per month—two-thirds of them people
outside the congregation. Almost half ran food
pantries, a quarter had soup kitchens, and one in
five were involved in providing services to prisons.
It is no wonder the government is looking toward
the religious community to help serve the needs 
of the most disadvantaged and distressed in 
our society.

The contribution of congregations is impressive,
but deserves a closer look. Congregations certainly
do bring resources to the table. There are
physical assets, specifically, buildings that were
designed to accommodate public assembly and

education. To varying degrees, congregations
have funds—not only those collected from their
membership but also those that are potentially
accessible through their denominations. There are
also intangible resources in congregations. Many
congregations have a history in the community,
and a degree of credibility that comes with it.

Congregations are not flashes in the pan, but
institutions that have demonstrated that they are
invested in the community. Arguably, the most
valuable resources congregations have to offer
are their members and other participants. Where
else in our communities do we find intergenera-
tional groups of people organized around shared
principles who meet at least weekly to reinforce
their commitments in a common language? As if
that phenomenon were not enough, consider that
for almost all congregations, a core commitment
is to care for their neighbors. Outreach is literally
written into the script, and good intentions can run
high. However, listing the tangible and intangible
resources of congregations—including the value
given to social concern—still does not explain 
the how and why of civic engagement. The whole
is bigger than the sum of the parts. We have to
dig deeper to discover what the spark is that
mobilizes people of faith to reach out effectively
into their communities, how that outreach agenda
gets set, and how a congregation moves from an
idea in the head and a feeling in the heart to feet
on the pavement.

The Congregation provides a unique opportunity
to peek into one congregation in all its struggle,
celebration, and humanity. This is a church with
a reputation for community outreach. How did
that happen? What is driving its strategy? As
you watch, consider the following questions:

Do social ministries emerge out of perceived
needs in the community? How do congregations
learn about needs and interpret them? Do social
needs present themselves at the door in the form
of folks in need of housing, food, clothing, or 
protection, or is there a growing awareness of
changing demographics and an ascribing of
“needs” to newcomers? Is outreach instead
formed by seeing the community in terms of its

             



assets and connecting those with the congrega-
tion’s assets? Here, the community is seen not
as a glass half empty but half full. Perceiving
either the community or the congregation as
resourceful or needy will give birth to very 
different outcomes. 

How important is funding? The prospect of 
funding from public or philanthropic sources can
often inspire the imagination of the people in
serving communities. Would the possibility of 
government funding motivate members to organize
social ministries? First United Methodist, like
many congregations, was served for many years
by a strong pastor. How critical is leadership in
mobilizing a congregation? Consider both clergy
and lay leadership. Congregations are the training
ground for all kinds of leadership skills. Not to be
overlooked is the congregation’s core set of
beliefs. To what degree are congregations moved
by their faith-based compassion to organize 
outreach? What role does passion or religious 
fervor play in the equation? Are members 
motivated enough by what the Bible says or by
what they feel God is leading them to do to 
establish a social ministry? Most critically, what
are their goals? Are they motivated out of a desire
to help or transform their context? What feeds
their hope that their action will be effective?

Congregations are unique as human organizations,
and they have a unique function in a community.
What they are doing is impressive. However, just
as it is important to understand how faith gets
translated into action, so too do we need to take
a look at the obstacles along the way. A challenge
that might merely fuel the resolve of one 
congregation might overwhelm another and
derail its mission.    

As you watch one congregation’s approach to
outreach, consider what difficulties they face
along the way and how they interpret them—as
challenge or obstacle? How does the variable of
money (funding) fit into their equation? How
about staffing? Many congregations see their
buildings not as resources but as liabilities. If a
church sees its building as an albatross, a
money pit, or an architectural dinosaur, this can
throw a monkey wrench into the best-laid plans
of social ministry committees. In contrast, other
churches see the church building as a gift. 

Just as there can be intangible resources, so 
too can the intangibles create challenges or
obstacles. So many of these are psychological. 
If a congregation is afraid or judgmental of their
community context, no amount of funding, 
talented staff, or building renovation will count 
for much in launching a social ministry. For some
congregations the obstacles can sound like this:
“We can’t….we shouldn’t….why bother?” We
might not want to admit to these less-than-noble
attitudes, but we know they often lurk just below
the surface on the way to civic engagement.
Bringing them out into the open can defuse their
power to derail a social ministry.

For Viewing
As a group watch segment (11:18-21:44) of 
the discussion video.

For Discussion
• What is the role of religious institutions in the

modern public square?
• How does your congregation reach out to 

others? Does it reach out to those across the
street or around the world?

• What is your congregation’s role in politics, in
education and in the daily lives of its members?

• What are your congregation’s assets—
physical, human, financial, and intangible?

• How does your congregation view its community
—in terms of its needs or assets?

• How does your congregation view itself in the
community? Benefactor, partner, therapist,
judge, or change agent?

• What holds congregations back? What are the
rocks on the path? How will a congregation
know it has accomplished what it set out to do?

Rev. Dr. Katie Day, an ordained pastor in the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), is a professor at
the Lutheran Theological Seminary at
Philadelphia, where she brings her experience
with urban churches to her role as director of the
Urban Ministry Track. Her interest in city church-
es has led to extensive research in African-
American congregations, community organizing,
and economic development. Her publications
include Difficult Conversations: Taking Risks,
Acting with Integrity (Alban Institute, 2001).
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Someone once told me that every adult is a 
junior high school kid with wrinkles. If that is true—
and so far I’d say it’s a pretty fair assessment—
then youth ministry is never really just about
“ministry with youth.” It is about ministry, about
being the church in which young people are called
to play an irreplaceable and irrepressible part,
both as young people and later as adults. Youth 
ministry—ministry by, with, and for people who
hover between the onset of puberty and the
enduring commitments of adulthood—is ministry
with people who are searching for something, for
someone, “to die for,” to use developmental theorist
Erik Erikson’s haunting phrase. Young people are
looking for a troth worthy of their suffering, a love
worthy of a lifetime and not just a Sunday night.
In short, they are searching for passion, even
(maybe especially) in the church. Young people
will not seek a God who settles for less.

Following the Littleton, Colo., shootings, where
Cassie Bernall was killed after reportedly confessing
her belief in God, a stark question flooded Internet
chat rooms and bulletin boards: “Would you die for
your faith?” When young people ask this question,
what they really want to know is, “Is Christianity
worth it? Is it worth staking a life on, and not just a
Sunday night? Because if it’s not—if God isn’t worth
dying for—I’m outta here.” But listen closely. Behind
these youthful ultimatums is a plea: “Please, please
tell me it’s true. Please tell me there is a God who
loves me passionately and who is worth loving
passionately in return.”

Meanwhile, back in the church basement, youth
groups play games like “sparrow flight,” in which
players hop around holding their ankles and flap-
ping their elbows like wings in an effort to knock
other players off balance. This game, described
as “a fun game to watch as well as to play,”
appeared in a youth ministry magazine I received
the week of September 11, 2001—the week that
made every silly game we had ever played in the
name of youth ministry look laughably out of
touch. No wonder intense interest in spirituality
fails to translate into a vibrant church life for 
most adolescents. 

Adolescent Flight from Church
Today, about half of North American adolescents
say they attend religious services weekly. (Only
two in five adults say the same.) In Protestant
traditions that practice confirmation, more than
half of those confirmed as adolescents leave the
church by age 17. Some denominations flatly cite
their inability to retain young people as a chief
factor in their decline. 

By now, the adolescent exodus from churches
across a broad theological spectrum has become
normative in American church life. Blame for this
trend has been cast on everything from budget
cuts to training deficits to demographic cycles,
yet beneath these issues lies a more disturbing
question, the question of theological credibility:
Does the church placate adolescents with pizza,
games, and youth groups, or does it offer a God
worthy of their passion, a God who satisfies their
deepest longings and delivers them from their
most profound dreads?

Complicating Factors in
Contemporary Youth Ministry
Two issues exacerbate the tendency to focus
youth ministry on psychology or sociology rather
than on theology. The first is the blurry nature of
adolescence itself. Whereas postwar America
invented the term “teenager” to designate semi-
grownups who, as columnist Walter Kirn put it,
live “in a developmental buffer zone somewhere
between childish innocence and adult experience,”
adolescence today extends significantly beyond
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Proclaiming Passion: The Theological Challenge 
of Youth Ministry in the 21st Century
By Rev. Dr. Kenda Creasy Dean

Young volunteers from The First United Methodist Church

                  



these parameters. Social scientists traditionally
demarcate adolescence as the period between
the onset of puberty and financial independence—
that is, until the Internet made millionaires out of
teenage day-traders and business prodigies.
Outside the United States, the term “youth” 
commonly applies to anyone under 30. In 2003,
the National Opinion Research Center reported
that most Americans believe the average age at
which one becomes fully adult is 26. Meanwhile,
the age of menarche in girls continues to plummet.
In a 1997 Pediatrics study, the average age was
9.7 for Caucasian girls and 8.1 for African-American
girls. Most of these girls are in third grade.

With this prolonged adolescence came a broad-
ened role for youth ministry. Campus and young
adult ministries, for example, now fall under the
adolescent rubric, as do “tween” ministries (for
older elementary school students, 10 and 11
years old). As churches now address issues
related to identity formation later and later in the
life cycle, a more nuanced and more intentionally
and theologically trained ministry with young 
people is required.

A further hurdle is learning to navigate the shifting
sands of culture. Young people have always
served as barometers of the human condition,
“acting out,” acutely, what it means to be human
in their particular moment in history. As one 
educator put it, there are no so-called “youth
problems” that are not, in fact, human problems
found among all age groups “now come to roost
among the young.” As a result, the signature
assumptions of global culture—radical pluralism,
a heightened awareness of risk, and a view of

life as a journey in which the self is continually
“under construction”—are writ large across the
experience of contemporary youth. As one young
person expressed it, “Adolescence is, like, you
know, the human condition on steroids.”

At the same time, the human condition confronting
today’s teenagers rests on different assumptions
than it did 50 years ago. In contemporary 
culture—what many call postmodernity—young
people tend to value casual relationships over
programs, communities over institutions, mystery
and fluidity more than certainty, individual unique-
ness over shared traits or beliefs, and personal
experience over external authority. While church-
es vary in the degree of their ability—or willing-
ness—to acknowledge these changing assump-
tions, adolescents tend to view the current 
cultural climate (with its increasingly blurred 
lines between the sacred and the secular) as
friendly to spiritual interests.

Belief without Passion
Despite the grim statistics on church involve-
ment, a staggering 95 percent of American 
adolescents surveyed in a 1999 Gallup poll said
they believe in God—they just don’t believe God
matters. According to the 2004 National Study of
Youth and Religion, far from being hostile toward
religion, these teenagers mirror to a high degree
their parents’ attitudes toward faith, which the
study characterized as “benign positive regard.”1
Perhaps that is the root of the problem. Parents
pass on to their children their passions, not
“benign positive regard.” Erikson believed that, in
order for young people to form their own identities,
they needed to commit to an ideology, a govern-
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Jenn Doughty (The Vineyard Church-Wheeling, WV)

"I chose to come here for a number of reasons.
We have casual services. We have contempo-
rary music with drums and guitar and fun
singing and I can come in my jeans and not feel
bad about it. Even though it's casual in the
social sense, it's not casual when it comes to
faith. We are committed to Jesus Christ and we
are committed as a body of believers to 
follow the Bible as best as we interpret it and
understand it. I wanted a church where I was
challenged in my faith and encouraged with 
my walk with Jesus and I find that here.
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"It's absolutely essential to me to belong to a
synagogue. It's impossible to be Jewish and
a hermit at the same time. I couldn't rely
upon my own resources to fulfill my need 
to be with other Jews: to worship with them,
to work with them, to teach them, and learn
from them. The synagogue is the center of 
my spiritual life and to a large degree, 
outside of work, it is the center of my life."

Jonathan Lief (Temple Shalom-Wheeling, WV)  

ing belief system that provides a meaningful
framework to their experience. In a world of 
overwhelming choices, the smiling detachment of
“benign positive regard” provides the basis for
neither identity nor faith. 

Changing the Face of Faith
Incredibly, in spite of our unenviable track record
with teenagers, something often goes right in
youth ministry, and legions of clergy, professional
church staff, and Christian activists point to the
encouraging presence of a youth minister during
their teenage years as a decisive factor in their
faith and vocational choices. Over time, this has
proved significant. As these young people
became adults they carried their youthful ecclesial
imaginations with them. They did not simply
imagine youth ministry, they imagined the
church—and in so doing they subtly expanded
the reach of youth ministry beyond teenagers
themselves. By the late 20th century it had
become evident that youth ministry consistently
challenged dominant ecclesiologies in American
Protestantism by embodying alternative images
of the church. 

As a 1994 report to the Lilly Endowment conceded,
“What has become clear. . .is that youth ministry is
ultimately about something much more than youth
ministry. . . .These [Christian youth] movements are
redrawing the ecclesial map of the United States.”
And they are redrawing it to include churches
where young people like to worship. 

The effect of this new “ecclesial map” has yet to
be evaluated. On the one hand, it holds great
potential for youth to reimagine the church on
behalf of the wider Christian community. On the

other hand, will adolescents be able to reimagine
the church in ways that are any less jaded than
adults? The verdict will be for another generation
to decide. What we can ascertain is that youth
ministry is no longer just about youth—for if the
predicament of adolescents is intimately linked to
the predicament of the church, then the transfor-
mation of one implies the transformation of both. 

For Viewing
As a group watch segment (21:45-32:06) of the
discussion video.

For Discussion
• How do youth fit into the structure of 

modern congregations? 
• What are their roles in both traditional 

ceremonies and civic outreach?
• Are our youth facing a crisis in faith?
• How is your congregation reaching out to 

its youth?
• Can you or should you do more?
• Do these issues vary between religions 

or is the issue similar for them all?

Rev. Dr. Kenda Creasy Dean, an ordained
United Methodist minister, is associate professor
of Youth, Church, and Culture and director of the
Tennent School of Christian Education at
Princeton Theological Seminary. Active in youth
ministry ecumenically, nationally, and locally, 
Dr. Dean is the author of numerous books on
youth ministry, and a frequent preacher, speaker,
and theologian with youth and youth workers.

[FOOTNOTE]
1. The findings of this study are still tentative; the project will be
reported in full by Christian Smith, principal investigator, in a book in
late 2004.
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Who is my neighbor? The question resonates back
through the centuries in every religious tradition.
But an intense new immediacy attends the 
question today, in what Harvard professor Diana
Eck calls “a new religious America.” In less than
half a century, the demographics of our nation’s
neighborhoods—large and small, urban and
rural—have generated a startling religious diversity. 

On a bus, in a classroom, at work, buying groceries,
at the ballpark, most of us in this country continue
to rub shoulders with Catholics, Jews,
Protestants, and the unaffiliated. But the 20th

century witnessed a massive shift in this country,
particularly when immigration law was reformed
in 1965 to end racial discrimination against cer-
tain groups. Today the American family has been
joined by significant numbers of Buddhists,
Confucians, Hindus, Jains, Muslims, Sikhs,
Taoists, and Zoroastrians. These traditions all
found their first public forum in this country at the
1893 World’s Parliament of Religions; now their
temples, restaurants, and cultural festivals have
become part of our lives. Simultaneously, newer
religions are proliferating, bringing us Latter-day
Saints, Unitarian Universalists, Baha’i’s, and the
Brahma Kumaris, to name but a few. Equally
important is growing recognition and respect for
dozens of earth-based, indigenous traditions,
communities that fall under mantles such as
American Indian, Neo-Pagan, and Shinto.

The amazing religious landscape showing up
through our windshield is unprecedented. But the
core issue facing religious communities learning
to live together goes back at least to the 1840s,
when interfaith peace societies started sprouting
up here and abroad, all focused on ending war.
Approximately 425 peace groups around the
world were active in 1900, largely people of faith
who had survived the bloodiest of all centuries
and wanted a change. In February 1914, Andrew
Carnegie invited Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant
leaders to his home and offered to fund an inter-
faith effort to abolish war. Their initial conference
was scheduled that September in Germany. 
The day it convened World War I was declared,
and 24 hours later, after sharing prayers, the 
participants hurried home.

Today, in a world more bloodied than ever, not all
is bleak. Peace studies and conflict resolution
theory are in the second or third generation of a
renaissance, starting with the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.
Leading up to the 1993 Parliament of the World’s
Religions (commemorating the 1893 gathering),
Catholic theologian Hans Kung suggested that
until religions make peace, nations will be at war,
and until religions are in dialogue, they will not be
at peace with each other. The 8,000 who went to
the 1993 Parliament provided an enthusiastic
choir for Professor Kung’s notions about inter-

Developing Healthy Grassroots Interfaith Relationships:
Why Meeting My Neighbor the Stranger is Important 
for Our Mutual Survival
By Rev. Paul Chaffee

"The most important and rewarding
experience of this religion is the fellow-
shipping, and spiritual and mental and
physical and moral support from my 
fellow neighbors. I get a very warm and
secure feeling with them." 
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Samuel Kim (LDS Church-Bellevue, WA/Seattle, WA)

         



religious dialogue, but the rest of the world paid
scant attention. 

Little changes started taking place on their own,
though, across the land. Starting in the early
1990s, ecumenical groups (Christians from differ-
ent denominations) increasingly have moved to
interfaith membership. Chaplains in hospitals, uni-
versities, and the military learn on the job from day
one about ministry to multireligious constituencies.
Directors of neighborhood food programs, emer-
gency housing, and local/global crisis response
efforts have become savvy about increasing their
capacity to meet goals by welcoming participation
from all faith families. But it took September 11, 2001,
to wake up the world to the scope and import of
Dr. Kung’s challenge. 

Several Sundays after that historic tragedy, 
30 Muslims showed up on the doorstep of First
Congregational United Church of Christ in San
Jose, Calif., as worship was about to begin. “We
are Muslims,” they explained. “Are we welcome?” 
They were welcomed in.

After worship, the Muslims said, “We are your
neighbors, and we don’t know you. We think we
should know each other.” From that first conversa-
tion flowed a series of collaborative events. The
raw courage of the Muslims walking into an
unknown worship environment within weeks of 9-
11, and the startled Christians’ ability to respond
openly and in friendship, exemplifies the essence
of what is required for interfaith relationship-build-
ing. Demonizing people behind their backs is so
much easier than walking across the street and
introducing yourself. But in neighborhoods every-

where, people—a few here, a few there—are put-
ting shyness and fear of the unknown on the back
burner, and starting their introductions. 

Preparing to Meet 
“the Religious Other”
Finding Common Themes/Looking 
at Different Models
Before taking that leap, a few simple answers to sev-
eral persistent, fearful questions might be helpful:

Interfaith relationships tend to be about friendship,
cooperation, and collaboration around shared sto-
ries, values, and goals—not about creating a new
religion or a lowest common religious denominator. 

Healthy interfaith relationships are never about tak-
ing away your faith and practice. People who most
actively pursue interfaith dialogue and cooperation,
including leaders like Gandhi and the Dalai Lama,
typically report that interfaith dialogue enriches
rather than diminishes the faith they brought to the
table. One’s own personal faith, far from being lost,
is deepened by the experience. 

Very few in “the interfaith movement” are rela-
tivists, people suggesting that, “after all, all reli-
gions are mostly the same anyway.” On the other
hand, interfaith activists do tend to believe that
human beings have a variety of authentic ways to
believe and practice and build a relationship with
what Abrahamic religions call God, and ancient
Hindu saints (not wanting to delimit divinity with
their definitions) called “neither this, nor that.”
Most religions have a minority of followers who
claim to own the “exclusive” truth—and they are
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"The thing that has kept me here is that our church is
one of restoration... There are many people in our
church that are what we call ‘church burned’—they've
come from other churches, they've grown up in a
church environment, but that church has said they
would not accept them for a variety of reasons.  
They may have been women who wanted to be in
the ministry, they may have had a history of drug
abuse, they may have had issues with their same-
gender loving issues. They were in churches that 
didn't accept them for who they were and that is not
something that has ever happened here. That's 
what keeps me at this church. We keep on restoring
hope and restoring people's visions."

Lewis Knox (City of Refuge Church-San Francisco, CA) 

         



frequently opposed by those who see the good-
ness, beauty, and truth in different religious/spiri-
tual approaches. The din between pluralists and
exclusivists can get nasty and judgmental, but it
doesn’t need to be that way. 

Most, if not all, religions propound some version
of the Golden Rule; the version in your tradition
is your best starting point for preparing to meet
“the religious other.” Quietly embodying love
gives everyone a huge additional advantage.
This applies equally to “fundamentalists” and
“progressives,” old-timers and newcomers,
friends and strangers. Whatever your own truth
claims, whatever attitude—humble or assertive—
you take towards your truth, interfaith dialogue 
is enhanced with a few ground rules: Offer 
everyone the same respect and dignity you 
hope to receive.

Listen to the other person with enough care to
begin to discern the “positive core,” the life-giving
energy, in his or her faith. 

Speak from the heart, not to “make a point,” but
to build understanding and relationship. Remember
that many traditions stay away from alcohol and
meat, and many worship on a day other than
Sunday, making time-sensitivity important when
planning shared activities. 

A word about proselytizing: Most interfaith
activists, committed to religious freedom, will
defend anyone’s right to try to convert others as
long as they are respectful and not abusive. But
they do ask people to put proselytizing on the
shelf when a gathering is about interfaith dia-
logue and relationship-building. In the San
Francisco Bay Area, for instance, Mormons have
been active participants in the inter-religious
community in recent years as donors, volunteers,
and leaders. Young Latter-day Saint missionaries
may go door to door in the morning, but when
they volunteer that afternoon at an interfaith
event, proselytizing never comes up. 

The issue of sharing ritual and worship evokes
some additional protocol:

When praying, leading meditation, or otherwise
contributing to interfaith worship, speak in your
own language and idiom, just as others will when
they come to the podium. 

When sharing spiritual practices, offer those
attending three options—to actually participate if
and when appropriate, to simply observe, or to
leave and take some time out. Shared practice
should never be coerced. 

These guidelines reduce potential missteps. For
several decades the World Council of Churches
has worked on more elaborate interfaith guidelines,
and in recent years a number of denominations and
nonprofits have developed their own. All are
good tools for learning to treat each other well.
Similarly, the art of graceful hosting, music and
the arts, and good food almost always improve
relationship-building. Sacred space can be fully
enjoyed by interfaith groups when all present 
feel respected, safe, and comfortable enough to 
participate. Providing one another hospitality in
the “house of God” is a small but tangible step
toward creating a world of sustained peace. 

For Viewing
As a group watch segment (32:07-46:00) of the
discussion video.

For Discussion 
• How is your congregation reaching out to other

congregations across faiths and cultural and
ethnic differences?

• How should interfaith dialogues relate to the
overall mission of your congregation?

• What are your success stories and where have
dialogues failed?

• How much effort does your congregation make
in its interfaith outreach?

Rev. Paul Chaffee is a minister in the United
Church of Christ and executive director of the
Interfaith Center at the Presidio in San Francisco,
Calif., a regional grassroots organization dedicated
to building friendly, mutually supportive relation-
ships among people from different faith traditions.
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RESOURCES

Congregational Stories
Association for Religion and Intellectual Life (ARIL)
/ CrossCurrents
www.aril.org/aril.htm

U.S. Congregations Survey
www.uscongregations.org

A Field Guide to U.S. Congregations: Who's 
Going Where and Why. Cynthia Woolever, 2002. 

American Congregations: Portraits of Twelve
Religious Communities, America. Edited by James
P. Wind and James W. Lewis; Chicago, Ill: The
University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

Bumping into God: 35 Stories of Finding Grace in
Unexpected Places. Dominic Grassi, Chicago, Ill:
Loyola Press, 1999.  

Congregation: The Journey Back to Church. 
Gary Dorsey; New York, N.Y.: The Penguin Books, 
USA Inc., 1995. 

Finding a Spiritual Home: How a New Generation
of Jews Can Transform the American Synagogue.
Rabbi Sidney Schwartz; Woodstock, Vt.: 
Jewish Lights, 2003. 

Pillars of Islam:  An Introduction to the Islamic
Faith. Frances Gumley, Brian Redhead, London,
England: BBC Publications, 1993.  

Strength for the Journey: A Pilgrimage of Faith 
in Community. Diana Butler Bass; San Francisco,
Calif.:  Jossey-Bass, 2002.  

Upon This Rock: The Miracles of a Black Church.
Samuel G. Freedman, Author. New York, N.Y.:
Harper Collins, 1993.  

Civic Outreach
Encyclopedia of Religion and Society
http://hirr.hartsem.edu/ency/index.html

Faith & Community @ Work 
www.faithandcommunityatwork.com

National Conference for Community and Justice
www.nccj.org 

Community Ministry: New Challenges, Proven
Steps to Faith-Based Initiatives. Carl S. Dudley,
Author. Bethesda, Md.: The Alban Institute, 2002. 

Doing Justice: Congregations and Community
Organizing. Dennis A. Jacobsen, Minneapolis,
Minn.: Fortress Press, 2001. 

Public Offerings: Stories from the Front Lines of
Community Ministry. Linda-Marie Delloff,
Bethesda, Md.: The Alban Institute, 2002. 

Public Religion and Urban Transformation: Faith in
the City. Lowell Livezey, New York, N.Y.: New York
University Press, 2000. 

Signs of Hope in the City: Ministries of Community
Renewal. Robert D. Carle, editor. Valley Forge, Pa.:
Judson Press, 1999. 

Urban Churches, Vital Signs: Beyond Charity
Toward Justice. Nile Harper, editor. Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999 

Congregational Resource Guide: www.congregational resources.org. The Alban Institute and the
Indianapolis Center for Congregations have created this resource guide to help congregational leaders
connect with resources they need to gain insight into problems and to encourage transformation in their
communities of faith. Included are hundreds of general and in-depth resources arranged categorically,
including annotated booklists, Web sites, organizations and online learning resources.

For additional resources, visit The Congregation companion Web site at www.pbs.org/the congregation.
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Youth
Princeton Theological Seminary Institute for Youth
www.ptsem.edu/iym/index.htm

Youth Specialties 
www.youthspecialties.com

Youthworkers.net
http://youthworkers.net

Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young
Adults in Their Search for Meaning, Purpose, and
Faith. Sharon Daloz Parks, San Francisco, Calif.:
Jossey-Bass, 2000. 

Building Assets Together: 135 Group Activities for
Helping Youth Succeed. Jolene L. Roehlkepartain,
Minneapolis, Minn.: Search Institute, 1997. 

Find Your Fit: Dare to Act on God’s Design for
You; Jane Kise and Kevin Johnson; Bloomington,
Minn.: Bethany House Publishers, 1998. 

The Godbearing Life: The Art of Soul Tending for
Youth Ministry, Kenda Creasy Dean and Ron
Foster; Nashville, Tenn.: Upper Room Books, 1998.

Pastoral Transitions
Beginning Ministry Together: The Alban Handbook
for Clergy Transitions. Roy M. Oswald, James M.
Heath, Ann W. Heath, Bethesda, Md.: The Alban
Institute, 2003.  

Critical Moment of Ministry:  A Change of Pastors.
Loren B. Mead, Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute,
1986. 

The Once and Future Pastor. William C. Hobgood,
Bethesda, Md.: The Alban Institute, 1999. 

Temporary Shepherds:  A Congregational
Handbook for Interim Ministry, Roger S. Nicholson,
editor; Bethesda, Md.: The Alban Institute, 1998.  

Interfaith Work
American Muslims Intent on Learning and Activism
(AMILA)
www.amila.org/about/intro.php

Beliefnet.com
www.beliefnet.com

Council for a Parliament of the World's Religions
(CPWR) 
www.cpwr.org

The National Council of Churches
www.ncccusa.org

North American Interfaith Network (NAIN) 
www.nain.org/links/interfaith.htm

Pluralism Project Directory Interfaith Listings
www.pluralism.org/directory/results.php?
tradition=Interfaith 

The Pluralism Project: Committee on the Study of
Religion, Harvard University
www.pluralism.org

Christianity in Jewish Terms. Tikva Frymer-Kensky,
David Novak, Peter Ochs, Davis Fox Sandmel,
Michael A. Signer; Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press,
2000.  

How to Be a Perfect Stranger: The Essential
Religious Etiquette Handbook. Stuart M. Matlins,
Arthur J. Magida, editors; Woodstock, Vt.: 
Sky Light Paths Publishing, 2003. 
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"Worshipping in congregation has many,
many rewards and blessings. As people
of faith, your first duty is towards God,
and God says, 'be part of a community,
be part of a group,' and even if you are
two people, that is considered a group.
The group represents the bigger family.
When you come here, and you see the
smiling faces of your brothers, that's the
feeling of one family."

Moustafa Shamma (Dar Al Hijrah Mosque-Falls Church, VA/Washington) 

                                            


