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Introduction and Overview 
 

What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be 
done; there is nothing new under the sun. ï Ecclesiastes 1:9 

 
Like other ministries, the ministry of Christian Faith Formation and 
Education in the United Church of Christ has changed over the course of 
the denominationôs 55 years of history. In its present form, faith formation is 
encompassed within many different areas and ministries across the life of 
the church including, but not limited to: 

 Local churches 

 Associations 

 Conferences 

 Covenanted Ministries of the National Offices (Office of General 
Ministries, Local Church Ministries, Justice and Witness Ministries, 
and Wider Church Ministries) 

 Institutions of higher and theological education 

 Resource Centers 

 UCC education-focused organizations and entities (including 
Association of United Church Educators and UCC Outdoor 
Association)  

 Other non-profit religious organizations, both UCC-related and 
ecumenical (including the Center for Progressive Renewal, Pension 
Boards, CHHSM) 

 Historically Underrepresented Groups (United Black Christians, 
Council for Hispanic Ministries, Council for American Indian Ministry, 
Pacific Islander Asian American Ministries, Disabilities Ministries, 
Coalition for LGBT Concerns, and Ministers for Racial, Social, and 
Economic Justice) 

Because faith formation and education in the United Church of Christ is 
carried out in each of these settings, in diverse and context-specific ways, it 
is important to begin to think more deeply and strategize about this ministry 
as a whole, with the hopes of creating a unifying vision, framework, and 
collaborative network that supports and guides the formation of faith in the 
UCC.   
 
In addition, as outlined in the proposed description for the Christian Faith 
Formation Research Study:  
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Churches are caught, today, in the practices of the modern world, 
struggling with radical shifts in culture, church, and technology of the post-
modern world. This struggle includes the changing nature and practice of 
Christian Faith Formation in the church. 
 
The current challenge is an opportunity for the United Church of Christ 
during a time of transformation in the life of the church. This time of change 
calls for a significant study of how Christian Faith Formation can best be 
practiced and shaped to address the spiritual and cultural challenges that 
the church faces. 
 
Therefore, the purposes of this study were to: 

 Report on the current status of Christian Faith Formation 

 Identify where there is energy, insight, and fruits in Christian Faith 
Formation 

 List best practices for Christian Faith Formation 

 Articulate a vision for the future of Christian Faith Formation in the 
UCC 

 Develop a strategy for futuring Christian Faith Formation in the UCC, 
including recommendations on: 

o The development of resource material in the UCC 
o The role and description of any national ministry staff 

position(s) 
 
The report is divided into three major sections. After an explanation of the 
research methodology, the first section entitled ñFoundationsò offers an 
overview of the major changes in both church and society that directly 
impact faith formation and education, along with a brief history of this 
ministry in the UCC and an introduction of relevant conceptual frameworks 
to aid the process of contextualizing the research. The second section, 
ñFindings,ò highlights specific surveys and topics of relevance for faith 
formation and education in the UCC, including the National Listening 
Campaign on Christian Faith Formation, Conference Ministersô Partners in 
Education survey, summary of interviews with ecumenical national staff 
regarding denominational structures, and a section on best practices in 
various sub-topics of faith formation. The final section, Futures,ò offers a 
vision and recommendations for futuring faith formation and education in 
the United Church of Christ, with attention to staffing, support structures, 
and resource development. 
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Research Methodology 
 
First and foremost, this study was approached as an act of ñpastoral 
listening and care in the work of prophetic leadershipò [1]. In her book 
Ethnography as Pastoral Practice, Mary Clark Moschella articulated that 
deep listening to the narratives of a community, with the goal of lifting up 
those narratives, can significantly increase understanding and insight into 
the life of an institution, ministry, or sets of beliefs and practices that inform 
current structures. This approach is both ethnographic (involving the 
immersion and study of people and groups) and phenomenological 
(involving the immersion and study of events and experiences) in nature 
and scope.  
 
In addition to listening to individuals and groups, other processes involved 
in this type of research include: 

- Reading local theology through research; 
- Rigorous analysis; 
- Composing shared stories that begin the work of pastoral-theological 

interpretation; 
- Sharing these narratives and entering into dialogue and conversation; 
- Weaving and reweaving new theological insights and practices into 

the ministry and community; and 
- Honoring creativity through the process. [1] 

These processes ñform and inform religious leaders in the art of co-
authoring the future,ò with the ultimate goal of transformation. Re-
interpreting the past and the present provides the groundwork to move into 
new ways of doing and being and creates freedom to prophetically engage 
visions for the future.  

In a broader framework, this particular methodology is encompassed within 
the field of practical theology. Practical theology seeks to ñreflect on the 
nexus of divine and human action, and look for the agency of God in both 
the lives of human beings and in social movementsò [2]. A practical 
theological approach in studying formation and education is especially 
important as it informs understandings of the whole of Christian life with 
regard to the practices of faithðworship, service, learning, etc. As Dorothy 
Bass articulated, ñPractices address fundamental human needs and 
conditions through concrete human actsò [3].  
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Richard Osmer developed what he termed a ñconsensus equilibriumò 
model to more appropriately define the tasks of practical theology [4]. This 
model best describes the research process utilized for this study and asks 
four central questions: 

1. What is happening? (the descriptive/empirical task) 
2. Why is it happening? (the interpretive task) 
3. How does scripture/tradition/experience/theory/culture speak to what 

is happening? (the normative task) 
4. How toé? / So what? (the pragmatic task) 

These questions form the basis of this, and any, research study in the 
context of practical theology (see Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1: Equilibrium Consensus Model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, and most concretely, a mixed methods research approach was 
applied to this study. Mixed methods utilize both quantitative (numbers-
based) and qualitative (text-based) data. Numbers create an overall sense 
of trends; and words in the form of stories, comments, opinions, and other 
feedback offer a deeper understanding of those trends and experiences. 
Below is a listing and description of the specific types of data collected for 
the study. 
 
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 
The research project included the following specific data collection 
methods: 

- Large-scale survey 
- Targeted group surveys 

Descriptive/ 

Empirical 

Interpretive 

Normative 

Practical/ 

Pragmatic 
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- One-on-one interviews with key stakeholders and constituents 
- Focus groups 
- Site visits/meeting attendance 
- Descriptive data  
- Educational resources and documents 
- Pertinent written reports 
- Internet/scholarly research 

 
Large-Scale Survey 
 
In the fall of 2011, a large-scale survey was crafted entitled the ñUCC 
National Listening Campaign on Christian Faith Formation and Educationò 
and was distributed across all settings of the denomination. The survey 
collected both quantitative and qualitative information about the current 
status of Christian faith formation and education and was conducted from 
October 1 to December 16. A total of 1,130 individuals responded to the 
survey. 
 
In summary, the survey contained several demographically self-identifying 
components so that similarities and differences across groups were 
determined. In addition, congregational demographics were collected to 
determine whether similarities and differences existed across various 
churches and included: church size (scaled by average worship 
attendance), specific church designations (Open and Affirming, Accessible 
to All, Just Peace, Whole Earth), geographical location (urban, suburban, 
rural), and multiracial/multicultural diversity. 
 
This survey explored various issues regarding education/faith formation 
such as: 

o Most salient formational experiences for individuals and 
congregations 

o Methods, media, and resources utilized by individuals and 
congregations for faith formation 

o Use and feedback on specific curricular resources (Faith 
Practices, Gather óRound, Seasons of the Spirit, Our Whole 
Lives, etc.)  

o Reflections on the most and least successful formation/ 
education programs that individuals encountered and why they 
were/were not successful 

o Experience with/use of modes of communication 
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o Personal and congregational vocabulary preferences with 
regard to ñeducation,ò ñfaith formation,ò ñspiritual formation,ò and 
ñdiscipleshipò  

o Knowledge, use, and impact of various educational trainings/ 
resources (people and print) from the conference/national 
setting (to include: Partners in Education, Education 
Consultants, AUCE, and brochures/literature from LCM, JWM, 
WCM, and OGM) and their impact 

o How teacher/leader training/development is carried out within 
congregations and its overall effectiveness 

o The need/desire for national staff and a certification program in 
faith formation 

o Current budgets/staffing/programs for faith formation in 
congregations 
 

Questions contained multiple-choice, matrix/Likert scale, and open-ended 
options. The survey was distributed online by SurveyMonkey; however, 
individuals also completed paper copies of the survey that were later 
converted to online responses.  
 
Targeted Constituent Surveys 
 
One additional survey was conducted with Conference Ministers in April 
2012 in order to assess the function and effectiveness of the Partners in 
Education program in various conferences. This survey was distributed in 
person to Conference Ministers through paper copies, and almost 2/3 of 
ministers (65.8%) completed the survey. 
 
This ten-question survey included multiple-choice and open-ended queries 
and addressed issues regarding the status and effectiveness of their 
Partners in Education program, desires for the future of the program, and 
support needs from the national setting (see Appendix A).  
 
Reflection questions regarding visioning for the future of faith formation and 
education in the UCC were distributed to UCC Education Consultants in 
October 2011 (see Appendix B). Questions about future structures and the 
measuring of success in these structures were asked. This small survey 
served as a follow-up to the Fall Annual Gathering in which the group spent 
several days reviewing and providing insights about the interview 
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responses they collected from various constituencies both within and 
outside the denomination. 
 
Additionally, in the spring of 2012, a thorough evaluation of the UCCôs 
congregational resource Faith Practices was completed. While this was a 
separate assessment, insights gathered from that evaluation were 
incorporated into the overall findings and recommendations of this report. 
 
Interviews with Key Stakeholders and Constituents 
 
These interviews enhanced the overall research study and supplemented 
the data gathered from the large-scale survey. Questions varied depending 
upon the constituency group; but they sought to gather information 
regarding the current status of faith formation in the UCC and other 
denominations, best practices, and areas and resources where there may 
be cutting-edge energies and fruits across the country (see Appendix B).  
 
These interviews took place by email, phone, Skype, and in person 
depending on the context and were conducted from July 2011 through July 
2012. A total of 114 semi-structured interviews were conducted in total 
(including interviews collected by UCC Education Consultants for analysis 
at the Consultantsô annual meeting in September 2011). 
 
Since several individuals agreed to be interviewed only with anonymity, a 
complete list of names is unavailable. However, some of the individuals 
and groups interviewed included:  
 

- UCC national staff (current and former), including members of the 
Collegium 

- Conference Ministers 
- Partners in Education/Education Consultants 
- Association of United Church Educators members 
- Individuals and congregational leaders related with historically 

underrepresented groups (CHM, CAIM, UBC, PAAM, MRSEJ, UCC 
Disabilities Ministries, Coalition for LGBT Concerns) 

- UCC-related seminary presidents and religious education faculty 
- Staff in congregations engaged in vital faith formation ministries (both 

UCC and ecumenical) 
- Youth/young adult leaders 
- Resource Center directors 
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- Individuals from faith-based research and leadership organizations 
(Center for Progressive Renewal, Vibrant Faith Ministries) 

- Writers/editors of Faith Practices  
- Conference staff directly charged with education/faith formation 
- Ecumenical partners and publishers of faith formation/education 

resources (including PCUSA, United Methodist, ELCA, Episcopal, 
UUA, and National Council of Churches) 
 

This is not an exhaustive list; however, individuals from each of these 
groups and beyond were interviewed.  
 
In terms of data gathering techniques, extensive typed notes were gathered 
in the course of phone, Skype, and in person conversations; and responses 
were also received by email. All notes were input into NVivo 9, a qualitative 
data analysis software program, and were then coded in order to obtain 
statistics on the data and to determine themes. 
 
Finally, it is important to note that many informal conversations and 
meetings also took place in the last year with regard to faith formation and 
education in the UCC. While notes from these discussions were not 
formally captured, they were also important in shaping the findings and 
recommendations of the report. 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Four focus groups were conducted during National Youth Event 2012 at 
Purdue University in July 2012. Specifically, two groups of youth (ages 13-
17) and two groups of youth leaders were organized and facilitated. Five 
questions from the National Listening Campaign on Christian Faith 
Formation and Education were asked of each group; and individuals 
responded in a number of formats (conversation, writing, art, online survey, 
and texting). About 25 youth and 25 youth leaders participated in the focus 
groups.  
 
In addition, a focus group was conducted in September 2011 in Cleveland, 
OH with the Council for Hispanic Ministries. About 15 individuals were part 
of this focused conversation, and notes were typed as individuals 
responded to the questions. The data captured through all focus groups 
were included in overall analyses. 
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Site Visits 
 
Site visits and attendance at key gatherings were also conducted in order 
to gain information on best practices, resources, and areas of vitality in faith 
formation and education. Sites and meetings attended included the 
following: 

- UCC Council for Theological Education Annual Meeting, Cleveland, 
OH 

- Western Christian Educators Conference, Lake Tahoe, NV 
- Religious Research Association Annual Meeting, Milwaukee, WI 
- Open Hearts Gathering, Gastonia, NC 
- Mission House/New Harvest Ministry, Salisbury, NC 
- UCC Leaders in Koinonia Event: Young Adult Ministries, Cleveland, 

OH 
- Washington Park UCC, Denver, CO 
- Education and Leadership Ministries Commission, National Council of 

Churches, Olive Branch, MS 
- Children Welcome! Conference, Kansas City, MO 
- Connecticut Conference, Hartford, CT 
- Kensington Congregational Church, Kensington, CT  
- UCC Annual Consultation, Chicago, IL 
- Mid-Atlantic AUCE Annual Gathering, Alburtis, PA 
- Children, Youth, and a New Kind of Christianity Conference, 

Washington, D.C. 
- First Congregational UCC, Washington, D.C. 
- UCC National Youth Event, West Lafayette, IN 

Efforts were made to attend a diversity of congregations, including 
multiracial/multicultural, youth/young adult, urban, and rural churches. At 
least one visit to each of these types of congregations was completed.  

 
Research conducted at sites and meetings/conferences included: 
Interviews with key stakeholders such as ministers, and laypersons 
regarding programs, pedagogies, and approaches; review of any formation 
materials utilized or created; and attendance at worship services, trainings, 
and other events central to the formational life of the organization or 
pertinent to best practices and research. 
 
Input on and approval of site visits and meetings/conferences were made 
when possible; and specific questions were crafted for each site depending 
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on context. Extensive interview and observation notes were typed and input 
into NVivo 9 software program for analysis and coding of themes. 
 
Educational Resources and Documents 
 
Two types of specific resources were gathered: UCC-published content 
and ecumenical (non-UCC) content. UCC published content included any 
curricula and print materials created by the UCC/Pilgrim Press for the 
purposes of education and faith formation, which was broadly defined. 
Understanding and familiarity with the resources themselves helped to 
inform the research and recommendations included later on in the research 
report and assisted with better comprehension of intervieweesô reflections 
on these resources. 
 
In addition, gathering and review of curricula and resources produced by 
other denominations and faith traditions was also conducted and included a 
diversity of materials. Familiarity with these materials also aided in the 
process of increased understanding of intervieweesô reflections regarding 
the positive and negative aspects of each resource.  
 
Pertinent Reports and Historical Documents 
 
In the course of preliminary interviews, some specific reports regarding the 
history of education and faith formation in the UCC were referenced. These 
reports included:  
 

- ñToward A Vision of Education in the United Church of Christò (see 
Appendix D) 

- UCC Education Consultants Year-End Reports 
- UCC ñPlan of Workò completed in the early 1990s 

 
In the course of gathering these reports from previous years, other reports 
(both UCC-related and ecumenical) were uncovered. In the past several 
years, other denominations have considered the future of faith formation 
ministries as well and have created reports documenting their findings and 
best practices and resources to guide congregations through creating 
vibrant ministries. Such reports and resources from the Episcopal Church, 
Presbyterian Church (USA), United Church of Canada, United Methodist 
Church, and the Unitarian Universalist Association were gathered.  
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Other Internet / Scholarly Research 
 
In order to gain a full understanding of best practices for formation and a 
sense of cutting-edge discipleship, emerging church, and secular formation 
models that can inform the future of faith formation and education in the 
UCC, thorough internet and scholarly research was undertaken. This 
research assisted in identifying new technologies and tools to inform and 
promote faith formation and education in the UCC and to craft a vision for 
the future.  
 
This research included the following: 
 

- Review of current scholarly articles, books, and other sources on the 
emerging church and models of discipleship/faith formation that are 
utilized in those settings 

- In-depth internet searches and analyses of websites, blogs, wikis, 
social networking sites, and other media that effectively promote faith 
formation and discipleship 

- Review of scholarship and internet-related information that addresses 
cutting-edge secular formation models 

- Review of reports from major research studies undertaken in the last 
5-10 years on religious life including the U.S. Congregational Life 
Survey, FACT 2010 Survey, several studies from the Pew Forum, 
and many others 
 

As stated, this particular methodology was a key component in offering 
recommendations for ñfuturingò Christian faith formation in the UCC. 
 
 
Validity Considerations  
 
There were three types of validity that the study attempted to achieve: 

1. Descriptive validity (whether the data accurately and 
comprehensively portrayed the actual events observed, the reported 
experiences and perceptions of interviewees, and the content of 
documents reviewed) 

2. Interpretive validity (whether the interpretations adequately 
represented the events and were unwarranted by the data) 

3. Evaluative validity (whether evaluative judgments were warranted 
and appropriate) [5]  
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A number of methods were employed to ensure these three types of 
validity and included the following: 

- Triangulation: This study made reference to multiple sources, multiple 
theories, multiple methods, multiple observers, and was conducted 
across multiple moments of time, thus confirming and disconfirming 
facts and interpretations.  

- Member checking (also known as respondent validation): For several 
of the interviews conducted, individuals received a transcript of the 
notes recorded from the sessions and were asked to check and edit 
for accuracy and proper intent. 

- Meta-evaluation and peer review: Reviews of the overall evaluation 
methods, sources, and findings were conducted throughout the 
course of the study by national staff colleagues and consultants. [5] 

 
Projected Timeline 
 
The projected timeline below was crafted in July 2011 as a guide to the 
research project and was subject to change given varying contextual 
issues. However, this provided a frame from which to implement and 
complete the final report. 
 
October 1 - December 16, 2011 National Listening Campaign 
Fall 2011     Site Visits and Interviews 
January 15 - February 15, 2012 Faith Practices Survey/Evaluation 
Spring 2012    Site Visits and Interviews 
July 15, 2012    Deadline for All Data Collection 
July 16 - August 31, 2012  Analysis of Data/Report Writing 
September 1, 2012   Report Completed  
September - October 2012  Summary and Presentation to Local  
       Church Ministries Board of  
       Directors, LCM Staff, and  
       education partners 
 
Limitations of the Study 
 
In any study, there are limitations to the research and analysis. For this 
particular project, it would have been helpful to gather more feedback from 
historically underrepresented groups. In addition, the role of the researcher 
for this study was responsible for supporting the faith formation and 
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educational ministries of the national UCC setting; and in this regard, a dual 
role was played of both supporter and evaluator. This dual role offered 
insights into the inner workings of this ministry that would have been 
unavailable for an outside researcher; however, it may have also hindered 
possibilities for a level of objectivity that would have been achieved with an 
outside researcher. 
 
At this point, it is also important to outline both the purpose and limits of the 
research itself in a broader context. Gil Rendle and Alice Mann, in their 
book Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for 
Congregations, offered six assumptions and six realities to the strategic 
planning process that are also helpful for understanding the assumptions 
and realities of this research process and report. Realities included the 
following statements:  

1. While the newest thinking is energizing to consider, the process must 
be appropriate to the needs, abilities, and situation of the [context]. 

2. A good [research] process will result in clarity of purpose that 
compels the [organization] to move ahead, but might not give 
everyone what he or she wants. 

3. [Research] gives people a safe and structured place to explore what 
is important to them and their vision for their [organization]. 

4. There is a limit to the people and energy available to devote to 
[research], in any organization. 

5. A [research] process provides direction and structure for conversation 
(and does not always end with the presentation of a final written 
report). 

6. Focusing on a preset program can limit the [organizationôs] 
opportunity to use space and time for the intrusion of the hand of God 
or the movement of the Spirit that might operate on a different 
timetable. [6] 

These realities of the research process are helpful to keep in mind, 
particularly when reflecting on the following three sections of this report. 
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Foundations 
 
This section provides an overview of the cultural, religious/ecclesial, and 
pedagogical shifts that have taken place in the U.S. over the last several 
decades that have specifically affected Christian faith formation and 
education in the church. Then, a narrative of the historical highlights of this 
ministry in the United Church of Christ is offered in order to provide a 
background and summary of defining themes for faith formation throughout 
the denominationôs existence. Finally, several theoretical frameworks are 
described that will assist in shaping an understanding of current cultural, 
religious, and Christian formational trends and will ultimately inform this 
reportôs findings and recommendations for the future.  
 
This section is not meant to be an exhaustive account of events or 
histories; rather, it seeks to highlight various frameworks, themes, and 
changes that have occurred over time within the United Church of Christ, 
Christianity as a whole, and the broader society and that may be beneficial 
to thinking about this ministry in creative ways. 
 
 
Shifts and Trends Affecting Christian Faith Formation and Education 
 
The shift from modernism to postmodernism is the single most influential 
movement that has taken place over the last several decades and affects 
all aspects of church and society. There are many leading theologians who 
have recounted with detail this phenomenon and its effects on church life 
and faith formation in particular. This section will serve to briefly explain 
and discuss this overarching cultural shift. Then, five major cultural, 
religious/ecclesial, and pedagogical shifts that directly impact faith 
formation and education ministries will be described.  
 
Summarizing the Postmodern Shift 
 
First, in brief summary of this phenomenon, Brian McLaren most 
appropriately described postmodernism as ña reaction to the modernism 
that the world has passed through and by which it has been affectedò[7]. In 
this sense, he framed postmodernism as not anti-modernism, but as after-
modernism. McLaren contended that the ñold modern paradigm, with its 
absolute scientific laws, consumerist individualism, and rational certainty, 



18 | P a g e  
 

[is] giving way to a new postmodern paradigm of pluralism, relativism, 
globalism, and uncertaintyò [8].  
 
In a similar manner, Phyllis Tickle contended that about every 500 years 
the church has undergone a significant change. She labeled the current 
period of transition ñThe Great Emergence,ò a time in which Christianity is 
moving from the inherited church of modernism to the emergent church of 
postmodernism [9]. 
 
Some scholars have critiqued the field of Christian education and stated 
that ñwith few exceptions, Christian educators have arguably adopted the 
categories of modernity and assumed the necessity (and superiority) of 
those categories for interpreting both the world and the church. Included in 
these assumptions are Western scientific appeals to objectivity, the idea 
that the individual (versus the community) is the locus of reality, and the 
notion of órightsô as the hallmark of freedom and justiceò [10]. 
 
In recent years, however, it can be equally argued that Christian education 
has begun to take seriously this postmodern shift. David Csinos offered the 
following statements in his constructions of a postmodern faith formation: 

1. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is communal. 
2. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix affirms and encourages 

diversity. 
3. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix raises questions about how 

different realities coexist. 
4. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix focuses on faith. 
5. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is about the active 

production of meaning. 
6. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is hopeful. 
7. Faith formation in the postmodern matrix holds fast to the narrative of 

God. [7] 

Several other scholars and practitioners have written about this shift and its 
effects on faith formation and have offered practical steps on areas such as 
worship and formation, youth ministry, and mission. This will be discussed 
in a later section. 
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Five Major Shifts and Trends 
 
It is important to note that the following major shifts are not the only ones 
that affect faith formation; however, they were the most salient themes that 
were uncovered. While many of these specific themes are directly related 
to larger religious and cultural trends, every attempt has been made to be 
as direct as possible with regard to the nature of these shifts within the 
mainline church and, specifically, the United Church of Christ.  
 
Generational Changes. As a result of the shifting role of institutional 
religion in American life, there are profound generational changes that have 
impacted faith formation in the church as a whole. In addition, with new 
generations come different ways of doing and being in the world that, in 
many ways, are not congruent with traditional structures and pedagogies 
familiar to church life. 
 
According to the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 28% of Americans 
overall have changed their religious affiliation since childhood; and, when 
including interdenominational changes within Protestantism, this figure 
rises to 44%. These figures are higher for younger adults. Also, 16% of 
Americans are religiously unaffiliated, and that figure is also higher for 
young adults ages 18 to 29 [11]. If current trends continue: 

- 32% of young people raised as Roman Catholics will leave the 
denomination; 

- 54% of young people raised as Evangelicals will leave that faith 
tradition; and 

- 55% of young people raised as Mainline Protestants will leave their 
faith tradition. [12]  

The Faith Communities Today (FACT) 2010 study on congregations further 
revealed that: 

- Over 52% of oldline Protestant churches report that one-third of 
individuals in their congregations are 65 and older. 

- The UCC was the second highest (only behind the UPUSA) in 
percentage of congregations with 33% or more members older than 
65. 

- 75% of oldline Protestant churches have less than 10% of their 
participants between the ages of 18 to 34. [13] 
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Younger generations are seeking to transform hierarchical, intellectual, 
specialized structures and programs into collaborative, experiential, 
organic, and fluid models of faithful living. However, many younger 
individuals are becoming increasingly frustrated with their inability to do this 
within the structure of the church and are looking outside the church for 
nurture and faith.  

In interviews conducted with seminary presidents, scholars, researchers, 
and national staff, they articulated some insightful comments regarding this 
phenomenon: 

ñThere is a powerful generational force operative within 
congregations today. Putnam and Campbell discuss this effectively in 
their book American Grace. Essentially two generations of 
churchgoers have been lost. If the church is to be effective in 
reengaging a rising generation of members, it will need to be 
responsive to new moral interests and spiritual longings.ò 
 
ñDemographic trends today are confusing. Younger generations show 
a clear affinity with progressive values; but because they have limited 
exposure to church settings, they are more likely to seek alternative 
spiritual experiences.ò 
 
ñóSpiritualityô has become a normative word in the broader culture, 
sometimes having nothing to do with a relationship with God. Some 
understand it very narcissistically, focusing only on their spirituality 
and what helps them. But there are many others who understand 
spirituality being strongly rooting in small non-church communities 
(friends who meet and share regularly over coffee). These are both 
the un-churched and those who are members of churches, but find 
their óspiritual needsô met outside of congregational life.ò   

The language of ñspiritualò versus ñreligiousò is a common theme in 
religious research and has been studied in youth and young adults. From 
2006 through 2008, the Search Instituteôs Center for Spiritual Development 
in Childhood and Adolescence captured data on over 7,000 young peopleôs 
perspectives on their own spiritual development. Participants in the study 
were between the ages of 12 and 25 and lived in 17 countries on 6 
continents [14].  
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When asked about whether they were ñspiritualò or ñreligious,ò over a third 
(34%) of young people stated that they were ñboth spiritual and religious;ò 
23% were ñspiritual;ò 20% were ñnot sure;ò 14% were ñreligious;ò and 10% 
were ñneitherò (see Figure 2) . 

 
Figure 2: Spiritual/Religious Identifications 

 

 
 
When asked to identify what it meant to be spiritual, youth and young 
adults in the Unites States indicated the top three items below (out of nine 
choices), with 10% not sure or not believing in a spiritual dimension to life 
(see Figure 3). 
 

Figure 3: Meanings of Being ñSpiritualò 
 

 
 
While the use of ñspiritualò over ñreligiousò is not always tied to specific 
generations, the implications of the use of this language among younger 
groups, both within and beyond the church, is an important trend that 
affects faith formation. UCC youth/young adult leaders overwhelmingly 
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indicated that the young people they work with were ñboth religious and 
spiritual and want to experience God.ò 
 
With regard to the other specific characteristics that more broadly define 
younger generations, UCC youth/young adult leaders articulated a number 
of qualities: 

- They are action-oriented; self-starters; non-passive; collaborative. 
- They are ñbook smartò but are hungry to know how to be ñstreet 
smartò and integrate their knowledge into everyday life. 

- They have short attention spansðitôs not bad, just different. Their 
brains work and process information differently due to technology. 

- They have a number of opportunities and commitments that compete 
for their time. 

- They have a need for hands-on, interactive learning, not lecture-
based learning. 

- They are engaged about social justice issues and care about the 
global community. 

- They are exposed to an increasing amount of violence in their daily 
lives. 

When asked what young people seek from a faith community, UCC 
youth/young adult leaders indicated the following: 

- A sense of meaning/meaningful experiences 
- ñWhat youth and young adults are seeking is something real. All this 

tech-based interaction leaves people feeling a lack of authentic and 
meaningful interaction.ò 

- Intergenerational opportunities for engagement; not separate 
activities  

- ñSupport and guidance for their choices and direction for their lives. 
Youth and young adults are looking for acceptance and are checking 
to see how the faith community responds.ò  

- Safe spaces to practice ñbeing communityò with other peersðthe 
church needs to be providing guidelines for the whole congregation 
around this in support of young people; many youth and young adults 
may not have a faith community 

- Shared church leadership (donôt just give them their own programs to  
runðthat can be overwhelming and place burdens on them) 
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There also exist a number of relevant studies, particularly focused on 
young adult formation and spirituality, which have been conducted in recent 
years (for a complete list and summary, see Appendix C). These studies 
seek to dispel myths about young adults and church, as well as attempt to 
account for some of the reasons why young adults are not attending church 
at similar rates as their grandparents or parents. 
 
Technological Changes. Technology has deeply impacted the way in 
which relationships are formed and navigated in our culture and has many 
implications for the church and how we carry out the work of faith 
formation. The broad use of social networking sites and a constant sense 
of being in communication with increasingly diverse peoples and ideas are 
just a few specific phenomena within this major shift. 
 
In the Faith Communities Today (FACT) 2010 report on technology use in 
congregations, the following statistics were reported:  

- Email use by religious groups from 2000 to 2010 more than doubled, 
rising from 35% to 90% of congregations. 

- Congregational websites plateaued, then declined. 
- Over 40% of all congregations say they use Facebook (35% of UCC 

congregations).  
- Visual projection and database software tracking of members were by 

far the most frequently used new technology, over two-thirds of all 
congregations (53% of UCC congregations use visual projection in 
worship). 

- Over half of small congregations are technologically lagging, while 
almost half those over 250 attenders are major technology users. 

- UCC is in lowest third of traditions on percentage (10%) of 
congregations that use technology in a major way. 

- UCC is in the upper middle third of traditions on percentage (36%) of 
congregations that use technology in a marginal way. [15] 

Furthermore, according to the report, ñFaith communities that embrace 
greater use of technology are also perceived as being more spiritually vital. 
Roughly 50% of faith communities with major technology use said a lot of 
their members are involved in bringing others into the congregation. 
Increased technology use by the smallest and largest sized faith 
communities significantly generates greater per capita givingò [15]. 
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The topic of internet-based pedagogical tools and social networking was a 
major theme found in various types of data in this study. In the course of 
interviews with individuals, the following sentiments were captured: 

- What we do needs to be online: ñI think if there isnôt video from an 
event posted online, it might as well not have happened.ò   

- Resources must become interactive (i.e. online, self-taught 
confirmation, new member courses). 

- ñ[People] will Google information that is being discussed and bring 
their findings into the discussion right on the spot. This makes 
learning more collaborative. It changes the role of the teacher to more 
of a guide rather than the only expert in the room.ò 

- ñOlder generations are intimidated by online learning but not opposed 
to it. Once they are comfortable with the technology, they excel in the 
courses.ò  

- ñPeople of all generations still crave synchronous connection in the 
midst of asynchronous learning. This can be as simple as a 
conference call 2-3 times throughout the course of an [online] class.ò 

More specifically, when youth/young adult leaders were interviewed about 
how the use of technology needs to inform work in the coming decade, 
their responses were varied: 

- ñIt is important to learn how to reach youth and young adults where 
they are. Jesus modeled going to the people. It may not be physically 
going to the people, but meeting them by using familiar technologies 
to them. Resources need to be created that meet them where they 
are at.ò 

- We need to help young people be responsible in their use of 
technology. 

- ñThe response of the user has to shape the core curriculum in order 
to be seen as authentic, as opposed to curriculum that appears to 
have óall the answers.ô This will be a difficult balancing act as we are 
trying to transmit ótimelessô truths in a postmodern era that no longer 
believes in ótimelessô anything.ò 

Lastly, a 2012 study conducted by the Pew Research Center stated that 
Millennials with benefit and suffer due to their hyperconnected lives.ò While 
experts believe that the connection young people have to the internet 
makes them ñnimble, quick-acting multitaskers who will do well in key 
respects,ò the experts also have predicted that being constantly networked 
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ñwill drive them to thirst for instant gratification, settle for quick choices, and 
lack patienceò [16].  
 
Family Changes. There are several shifts with regard to the notion and 
activity of the family in both church and society. The major themes can be 
summarized in the following statements and themes. 
 
ñFamilies have become less stable, more mobile and more influenced by 
culture than by institutionò [17]. This statement from a recent report on faith 
formation in the Episcopal Church speaks to a variety of shifts. Families 
can no longer be identified (and could never actually be identified) as 
strictly heterosexual and two-parent, and they cannot be assumed to have 
children. The notion of family includes singles, non-childbearing couples, 
grandparents, single parents, adoptive families, step-families, and a 
number of other configurations. In addition, with an increasingly globalized 
and economically unstable world, families make geographical relocations 
more frequently now than at any other time in recent history. 
 
Families are smaller and more domestically isolated. A 1957 study found 
that ñ80% of those surveyed believed that people who preferred being 
unmarried were ósick,ô óimmoral,ô or óneurotic.ô At a time when more than 
70% of adults were married, it's not surprising that people would express a 
preference for wedded life.ò Today, things are different. According to a 
recent study, ñAmericans are now within mere percentage points of being a 
majority single nation: Only 51% of adults today are married, according to 
census data. And 28% of all households now consist of just one personð
the highest level in U.S. historyò [18]. 
 
Competing demands on familiesô time has caused them to consider church 
as just one of many options for development and growth. As one seminary 
professor articulated, ñThe number of narratives and sources of those 
narratives have exploded due to TV, internet, etc. Christian stories become 
one of thousands that people draw on to make meaning and therefore 
shape how the Christian stories function in peopleôs lives.ò Many people are 
just as happy to spend Sunday mornings at home relaxing or engaging in 
family time in other settings, as church increasingly becomes just ñone 
more thing to do.ò 
 
The role of women within the family unit has changed drastically in the last 
50 years. Families used to be able to survive and thrive with one income, 
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and this enabled many women to stay at home and to also focus on the 
religious education of children and youth in the local church. Today, most 
women work, possess careers, and handle multiple household and 
professional responsibilities. This shift has also impacted the ministry of 
Christian education in the church with increased professionalization and 
visibility of this ministry, but also with the loss of a generation of women 
who invested in church formation as (un-paid) Sunday School teachers. 
 
As Christian education/Sunday School became a defining feature of 
spiritual formation in the church, faith formation in the home diminished. As 
public education was further systematized within the U.S., basic learning 
came to be understood a good that could be obtained in order to further 
oneôs intellectual development. Similarly, Sunday School was viewed in this 
manner, except that it was a good to be obtained in order to further oneôs 
spiritual and moral development. Today, much of the work of educators and 
faith formation leaders entails equipping parents and grandparents with 
tools and skills to reintegrate faith back into daily life.  
 
Vocabulary/Language Changes. Several major shifts in this regard 
should be noted. 
 
First, ñchurch languageò is no longer understood by a majority of people in 
the U.S. With increasing religious and ethnic/racial diversities in this 
country, the once common language shared by Christians is not 
understood (or misunderstood) within a changed context. Geoffrey Black, 
General Minister and President, commented, ñBecause of the real 
diversification of the U.S. population, and the influx of people from around 
the world, all of that has had its impact on our understanding of Christian 
faith and has expanded our view to have much more engagement in an 
interfaith way.ò    
 
The language of ñChristian Educationò now connotes more traditional 
models of teaching and learning and is often understood as and relegated 
to the confines of children and Sunday School. The data from this study 
overwhelmingly indicated that this vocabulary implies specificity in this 
manner. For those who do continue to utilize this term and find it relevant to 
their context, definitions from the United Church of Canada may be helpful. 
They have asserted that Christian Education: 
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- Signals a desire to have a more defined focus in terms of learning 
about faith and developing skills for living faithfully;  

- May be understood as a large process in which learners are teachers 
and teachers are learners; and 

- Can utilize new developments in educational theory. [19] 

Newer models promote the language of ñFaith Formationò or ñSpiritual 
Formationò which signifies a more holistic and engaged process of learning 
and practice throughout all aspects of congregational and daily life. The 
United Church of Canada faith formation resource for congregations stated 
that Faith Formation:  

- Signals a desire to differentiate from a school model and a view that 
faith is limited to ideas, doctrines or practices to be learned; and 

- Promotes an understanding that faith is being shaped and actively 
shaping our lives in terms of a total environment of church, home, 
family, and world. [19] 
 

According to one UCC national staff person, Faith Formation also implies 
ñan intentional communication of the tradition and story so that people can 
articulate it for themselves, providing a sense of ógrounding.ôò 

Additionally, Spiritual Formation, as understood from this research study:  

- More specifically relates to ñpractices of individual and group 
devotionðthese practices ólaunchô people somewhere;ò 

- Appeals to those of younger generations and people in the ñspiritual 
and/or religiousò category and signifies less association with 
traditional Christian education models of learning; and 

- Is also associated with a renewal of ancient and contemplative prayer 
and practices in the church (ancient-future spirituality) and emerging/ 
emergence Christianity. 

This new vocabulary and language for how formation is understood and 
discussed is changing the conversation on this ministry in the church and is 
opening up possibilities for increased collaboration in the areas of worship, 
preaching, and other ministries. 
 
Economic/Financial Changes. The final major shift that has occurred in 
the last several decades concerns a loss of financial stability and prosperity 
for U.S. mainline denominations. In part, because of the overall decline in 
membership numbers, and the economic hardships that existing members 
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have faced in recent years, local churches, Associations, Conferences, and 
the national offices of the United Church of Christ have experienced losses 
in terms of funding, staff, programming, and resources. As many expressed 
in the course of interviews for this study, Christian education and faith 
formation is often one of the main casualties when financial losses are 
experienced. Specifically, decreased income affects: 

- Paid church staff positions in faith formation/Christian education 
- Conference support staff for faith formation ministries 
- Available resources for congregations and regions 
- Programs and resources in the national setting 
- Morale and church vitality 
- Creativity (both positively and negatively)   

Fewer resources offer both a challenge and an opportunity to envision new 
ways of doing the work of faith formation and education in the UCC. 
Without a reliance on funding to build programs and resources that may or 
may not have their intended effect, opportunities to practice more authentic, 
creative, contextually-based faith formation and networking may be 
possible at this moment in the life of the church.    
 
 
Historical Highlights in the United Church of Christ 
 
With the formation of the United Church of Christ in 1957, a group of 
individuals across the life of the denomination came together with the ñjob 
of making large-scale plans to help thousands of churches, summer 
camps, and youth conferences [in] the planning of the United Church 
Curriculumò [20]. This was the first curriculum of the denomination; and a 
separate book, The Educational Mission of Our Church by Roger Shinn, 
served as the companion piece that explained the philosophical 
background for the curriculum and, in essence, the whole denomination at 
the time. 
 
In the foundational paper for the book, ñThe Theological and Educational 
Principles Basic to the United Church Curriculum,ò it is articulated that: 
 
The church has always recognized teaching as one form of proclamation 
and witness, and has regarded it as one of its ministries. Teaching that 
fulfills Christian mission can help to provide conditions suitable for fostering 
the development of trust in God and outgoing concerns for fellowmen. Such 
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teaching takes place wherever the Christian fellowship is functioning 
effectively. Relationships within the home, the planned educational 
program of the local church, the work and worship of the total congregation, 
the activity of the Christian fellowship in the local and world communityðall 
are potential locales for Christian teaching. 
 
The task of Christian education, therefore, is to draw individuals into the 
reality of the Christian fellowship and to nurture them in the Christian faith 
and mission so that, by accepting with gratitude and obedience Godôs 
forgiveness and power for new life, they will be enabled to mature as 
Christian persons and will become faithful participants in the mission of the 
church. [20]  
 
From that foundation, the current structures for the ministry of Christian 
faith formation and education in the denomination were formulated. These 
ministries possess a deep history and mission, as summarized below. 
 
Partners in Education. The original idea for the Partners in Education 
program was developed in 1974 by the conferences of the Middle Atlantic 
Region, in partnership with the United Church Board for Homeland 
Ministries and Lancaster Theological Seminary ñto enable local 
congregations to become effective learning communitiesò [21]. At that time, 
all offices related with the national setting of the UCC were new entities; 
and there was an urgent need to formulate a plan as a result of the 
ñdramatic decline in church school enrollment, with losses ranging from 
35% to 49% in the conferences of the region over the period from 1964-
1973.ò 
 
Therefore, the Partners in Educational Ministries Program in the Middle 
Atlantic Region aimed to: ñDevelop clusters, provide money, deliver 
resources, share models, exchange staff services, communicate 
intentionally, provide Partners with a liaison person, use and keep ólogsô of 
events and services, and engage in mutual evaluationò [21]. Eventually, this 
model was adapted and expanded by the United Church Board for 
Homeland Ministries; and Partners in Education programs were initiated in 
each conference. 
 
In the past 15-20 years, the Partners program has been structured to 
include a biennial national gathering and training event. As part of these 
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gatherings, Partners were introduced to new curricula and resources for 
dissemination throughout conferences and local churches. 
 
UCC Education Consultants. The following historical account of this 
ministry group summarizes the creation and function of the overall 
program. 
 
ñIn 1995, the Division of Education and Publication recruited a group of 10 
persons to be United Church Press Education Consultants and held the 
first meeting of the group in December of that year. At that time, there was 
a need to have a trained group who could respond to requests for support 
and workshops for The Inviting Word curriculum from United Church of 
Christ conferences and from persons from other denominations using the 
curriculum. The group consisted of six United Church of Christ consultants 
deployed regionally, and four colleagues from denominations which had 
congregations using the resources.ò 
 
ñBecause there was a need to place UCC curricula resources in the context 
of the many resources which are used for education in the church, 
consultants were enabled to offer United Church of Christ Resource Fairs. 
In preparing to do that, consultants interviewed staff from each of the 
instrumentalities and divisions which produced resources so that they could 
be familiar with the broad range of resources produced in the 
denomination. Consultants also focused work on how to offer workshops 
on the role of pastor as teacher and learned to introduce the new faith 
formation resources for youth, Affirming Faithò [22]. 
 
In following years, the role of Education Consultant was refined and 
became a part of Local Church Ministries when the denominational offices 
were restructured in 2000. In that time, while also offering resource support 
for varying conferences, consultants were tasked with providing support to 
Partners in Education in their respective conference settings. Currently, 
there are 14 Education Consultants whose role and function is 
encompassed in the following statement: 
 
ñUnited Church of Christ Consultants enrich the faith formation and 
education ministries of the local church in all its settings. They offer 
workshops on planning educational ministries and on how to select 
resources for these ministries. Workshops are designed to connect faith 
formation and education ministries to the life of the whole church. They 
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assist persons to become familiar with and select resources from the 
United Church of Christ, arrange resource fairs for association, conference 
and other settings of ministry, and they support the work of Partners In 
Education in the conferences in their regionò [23]. 
 
Association of United Church Educators. The history of the formation of 
AUCE is well documented [24]; but for the purposes of this report, some of 
the highlights of that history will be lifted up here. 
 
AUCE was officially formed in 1972, and the original Statement of Purpose 
from the Articles of Incorporation is as follows: ñThe Association of United 
Church Educators (AUCE) is to be a community of people who recognize 
that church education is a vital ministry in the life of the church, and that the 
continued growth toward greater competency of persons engaged in 
church education is essential to that ministry. Therefore, AUCE is 
organized as a support community of church educators to broaden the 
scope and depth of their educational ministry through personal and 
professional developmentò [24].  
 
The current purpose statement of AUCE remains largely unchanged from 
this original statement. In addition, this organization, from its inception, was 
structured to be separate from, but related to, the national setting of the 
UCC. 
 
In its current form, there are six regional bodies of AUCE; and a number of 
education and training events occur within these regions each year. 
Members pay annual dues to the organization and receive information and 
updates regarding the ministry of faith formation in both the UCC and 
beyond. 
  
National Setting. Over the course of its 55-year history, the national 
setting of the United Church of Christ has undergone several changes in 
structure and staffing. Overall, from the 1960s through the 1980s, the 
national setting spent much time building educational ministries and staffing 
within its offices, both in publishing settings (United Church Press/Pilgrim 
Press) and in traditional denominational settings (United Church Board for 
Homeland Ministries/Local Church Ministries).  
 
According to historical documents, ñIn 1985, the Board of Directors of the 
United Church Board for Homeland Ministries adopted a mission 
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statement, calling for profound and creative reforms in the educational 
ministries of the churchò [25]. The mission statement, ñToward a Vision of 
Educational Ministries in the United Church of Christ,ò articulated the 
following:   
 
The United Church Board for Homeland Ministries lifts up a vision of 
education in the United Church of Christ in which everyone is engaged in 
learning throughout life in a variety of settings. That vision requires the 
reclaiming and reforming of the church's educational mission, the minister's 
historic office as teacher, and the committed partnership of the laity and 
clergy in the teaching ministries of the church. (See Appendix D for the 
complete vision statement.) 
 
Furthermore, ñIn the fall of 1986, the Division of Education and Publication 
began its assigned task: óTo develop an educational concept, a program, 
and adequate resourcesô for educational ministries in the United Church of 
Christ.ò That program developed for church-wise use was called the Plan of 
Work, and its purpose was ñto assist in developing a plan for education in a 
local setting, based on several principles. First, education can happen 
intentionally in many places beyond a classroom. Second, topics and 
formats for education are effective when based on the questions and 
issues of persons in that local setting. Third, the role of the church in that 
setting is to help identify those questions and concerns, to help provide a 
context of inquiry and to provide biblical and theological reflectionò [26]. 
 
Videos, pamphlets, and other resources were developed for the Plan of 
Work and were disseminated across the life of the church in the early 
1990s in five main settings: the local church, the parish community, higher 
education, the family, and the outdoors. These resources, combined with 
the formalization of the Education Consultants and Partners in Education 
programs in the 1990s, formed what is often known and remembered as a 
high point in educational ministries in the UCC. 
 
Unfortunately, however, issues of denominational decline in terms of 
funding and ministry specialization began to be evident during this period 
as well, and were fully actualized in the new millennium. Even with an 
educational vision that perhaps brought ña decade of reform and renewal of 
the church's educational ministriesò in the 1990s, a number of cultural 
changes affecting Christianity as a whole over the last several years led to 
loss of funding, staff eliminations, and programmatic downsizing in the 
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national setting. Combined with the geographical move and overall 
restructuring of the national offices in 2000, these losses became more 
apparent. Since that time, production of curricula and other resources has 
declined due to decreased sales, staff positions have been eliminated due 
to funding shortages and refocusing of ministry needs, and related 
educational programs and organizations have experienced smaller 
numbers and have struggled to understand and meet the challenges of 
younger generations.   
 
 
Conceptual Frameworks 
 
In the course of this research project, three main conceptual/historical 
frameworks were identified with regard to Christian faith formation and 
education that were particularly helpful in understanding the overarching 
nature of these shifts. These frameworks serve to provide a foundational 
lens through which the Findings and Futures sections of this report can be 
considered.  
 
Framework 1: Four Ages of the Church (Doug Pagitt) 
 
In Community in the Inventive Age, Doug Pagitt described four ñagesò in 
the life of the Christian church in the United States: (a) Agrarian Age, (b) 
Industrial Age, (c) Information Age, and (d) Inventive Age [27]. The nature 
of the characteristics of each age, and the adaptations that the church 
made within each of these ages, can best be illustrated below: 
 

Figure 4: Four Ages of the Church [27] 

 Agrarian Industrial Information Inventive 

Location Rural Urban Suburban Global 

Outlook Dependence Dominance Dissection Discovery 

Success Survival Repeatability Expertise Creativity 

Relationships Single 
Culture 

Side-By-Side Ubiquitous Pluralistic 

Church Parish Denominations Learning 
Center 

Co-Op 

Church 
Leader 

Shepherd Preacher Teacher Facilitator 
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In each of the four periods of culture change in the U.S., there were distinct 
ways that the church adapted to be relevant within that new or transitioning 
context. With regard to the ministry of faith formation, the Information Age 
gave rise to the golden age of Christian education in the church, with the 
extensive development of Sunday School curricula, the construction of 
education wings and classrooms as attachments to sanctuaries, and the 
training and development of Christian educators who were taught the latest 
pedagogical methods for various age groups. This was mirrored after the 
secular schooling system, in a period in U.S. history after World War II in 
which individuals began to be economically valued not for what they did, 
but what they knew. 
 
According to Pagitt, the view of the Information Age ñis organized around 
the idea that knowledge is power, that if we give people the information 
needed to accomplish something, they will do it. The church has co-opted 
this model and used it as a basis for spiritual formation which such veracity 
that it is hard for many to imagine a church forming belief through any other 
means.ò 
 
In the current Inventive Age, Pagitt argued that ñitôs become clear that 
information is rarely sufficient to create belief: it needs a partner with other 
aspects of our livesðspecifically hopes, experiences, ideas, and thoughts.ò 
He proffered that churches in each of the ñagesò can still be found to exist 
today because there are still rural, urban, and suburban churches in 
existence. However, Pagitt ñhad a deep sense that [he] needed to move 
into a Christianity that somehow fit better with the world and not an 
expression reconstituted from another time.ò  
 
As a result, he offered ten characteristics of the church in the Inventive 
Age, modeled after his own church community, Solomonôs Porch in 
Minnesota. These characteristics speak to a postmodern understanding of 
faith formation and education in the church in new and exciting ways. 

1. Meaning making.  
2. Community formation. 
3. Relational authority. 
4. Participation. 
5. Collaboration through dialogue. 
6. Abundance. 
7. Open-source belief. 
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8. Creativity and beauty. 
9. Integration. 
10. Ownership and responsibility. [27] 

While each of the above characteristics is too detailed to offer explanation 
here, they collectively signal a conceptual framework that can help 
congregations to envision faith formation in a different, more integrative 
manner. 
 
Framework 2: The Great Reversal (Diana Butler Bass) 
 
In her book Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of 
A New Spiritual Awakening, Bass articulated that Western Christianity has 
historically ordered the path of faith in a particular wayðñbelieve, behave, 
belongò [28]. Churches have subsequently turned this trajectory into rituals 
of catechism, character formation, and confirmation. A specific path of 
education regarding ñbeliefò and then enacting those beliefs in ritualized 
ñbehavioròðbeginning sometimes at birth with baptism, then continuing 
through Sunday School, and ending with confirmation and the rite of 
communionðwas/is the way in which individuals gained a formal 
ñbelongingò to the faith. 
 
Instead, Bass argued, the church is moving into a time in which individuals 
crave a reversal of the traditional path in order to ñbelong, behave, believe.ò 
Vital faith begins with desire, disposition, and the forming of relationships, 
which more closely mirror Jesusô actions and ministry as found in the 
gospels. This type of experiential faith involves four important actions: 
ñprepare, practice, play, and participate.ò Bass, however, is adamant that 
the actions themselves do not increase spiritual depth or maturity; rather, 
ñTo be spiritual and religious when it comes to behavior means to be 
deliberate in choosing what we do, to do those things that imitate Jesus, 
and to act justly in the world. It is intentional Christian practice.ò  
 
Finally, ñbeliefò becomes something beyond knowledge, ñto call for a new 
wholeness of experience and reason, to restitch experience with human 
wisdom, and to renew reason through an experience of awe.ò The end goal 
is ñawakening,ò an authentic sense of personhood for each individual that 
responds to who they are in God, rather than what they do or what function 
they play within a church. 
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Obviously, there are great implications for this understanding of the faith on 
the ministry of faith formation, both in terms of the kinds of resources that 
will have the most impact on individuals and churches, as well as a re-
consideration of the programs that churches currently use to engage 
people in their faith.  
 
Framework 3: Learning Processes (John Westerhoff) 
 
In John Westerhoffôs revised (2000) edition of his classic work Will Our 
Children Have Faith?, he offered three main ways to understand the 
learning process in people: Categorical age, developmental stage, and 
characteristics of life [29]. Westerhoff refined those ideas most recently in a 
lecture he presented in May 2012 at the Children, Youth, and A New Kind 
of Christianity Conference in Washington, D.C.  

1. Categorical Age (Conservative Model). The learner is a valuable 
piece of raw material, and the teacher is the expert who molds 
children. ñWe do things to people so as to aid their growth into 
adulthood.ò 

2. Developmental Stage (Liberal Model). This model identifies people 
with their category, but the same kind of manipulation is at work as in 
the conservative model. The child or learner is a seed, the teacher or 
parent is a gardener, and the process is to care for the seeds until 
they grow up naturally. ñNow we do things for people.ò  

3. Characteristics of Life (Integrative Model). This model is not about 
events but processes and brings people together by interest. The 
learner is a pilgrim, the teacher is a co-pilgrim, and the process is a 
shared journey together over time. òWe do things with people.ò [30]  

Three ñpathwaysò are connected with the Characteristics of Life model: the 
experiential way, the reflective way, and the integrative way (which holds in 
tension the first two ways). These pathways allow different ñtruthsò to be 
shared in community [29]. For the ministry of faith formation, it is important 
to consider all three models of learning; but it is particularly crucial to 
examine and engage the Characteristics of Life model for new visions of 
formation and education in the United Church of Christ. 
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Findings 
 
This section highlights specific surveys and topics of relevance for faith 
formation and education in the UCC, including the National Listening 
Campaign on Christian Faith Formation, Conference Ministersô Partners in 
Education survey, information on the Education Consultants program, 
summary of interviews with ecumenical national staff regarding 
denominational structures, and a section on best practices in various sub-
topics of faith formation. These findings were gathered from all of the data 
collection methods and were organized into as cohesively a manner as 
possible based on topic and relevance to the studyôs central purposes. 
 
 
National Listening Campaign on Christian Faith Formation and 
Education 
 
Demographic Information. A total of 1,130 individuals responded to the 
survey. The response rate for the survey (i.e. those who completed the 
entire survey) was 76.4%. This is a robust response rate and is fairly 
comparable to the National Listening Campaign on Womenôs Ministries 
(1,034 responses with an 85.5% response rate).  
 
In the overall results of the survey, the following demographic statistics 
were reported: 

 40.7% of individuals were authorized ministers (ordained, 
commissioned, or licensed) in the United Church of Christ, and 59.3% 
identified as lay persons. 

 Respondents most identified as church education/faith formation staff 
at 45.7% (23.6% paid staff and 22.1% volunteer staff). Other 
significant identifiers included local church ministers (30.7%), local 
church educators/teachers (29.7%), parents of a current child or 
youth (21.0%), and none of these (21.3%) (see Figure 5).  

 Most Conferences were represented in the survey, with the greatest 
response numbers coming from Minnesota (9.4%) and Pacific 
Northwest (8.2%). Most likely, this is due to the promotion of the 
survey by staff in those respective Conferences. 

 66.0% of those surveyed identified as female, 32.7% identified as 
male, and 1.3% identified in other ways. 
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 The overwhelming majority of respondents identified as Euro-
American (83.2%), 3.6% identified as African-American, 2.3% 
identified as bi-racial/multi-racial, 1.5% identified as Asian-American 
or Pacific Islander, 1.0% identified as Latino/Spanish, and 0.5% 
identified as Native American. 

 In terms of age, the greatest number of respondents was 50-59 years 
old (30.7%). The second greatest number was 60-69 years old 
(25.4%) (see Figure 6). 

Figure 5: Self-Identification 

 
Figure 6: Age Range 
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Regarding survey respondentsô congregational demographics, the following 
were reported: 

 In terms of the theological outlook of the majority of a congregationôs 
active participants, 60.2% of individuals stated they attend a ñvery 
liberalò or ñsomewhat liberalò congregation, 23.5% attend a 
ñmoderateò congregation, and 14.6% attend a ñsomewhat 
conservativeò or ñvery conservativeò congregation. 

 A majority of survey respondents attended a church in which the 
average worship attendance is either 100-299 (38.1%) or 50-99 
(32.4%). This is fairly comparable to overall UCC church statistics 
(41.7% and 22.1%, respectively). 

 Geographic location of individualsô congregations varied (see Figure 
7). 

 532 individuals indicated that they attended an Open and Affirming 
congregation, 483 attended an Accessible to All congregation, and 
299 attended a Multiracial/Multicultural congregation. 
 

Figure 7: Church Geographic Location 
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Faith Formational Experiences 
 
When asked what was most formational for individualsô faith in the last year 
(checking all that apply), respondents selected ñmeaningful worshipò and 
ñengaging sermonsò most frequently (73.7% and 62.3%, respectively). Also 
rated highly were ñservice/mission opportunitiesò at 38.5%, ñchoir/hymn 
singingò at 38.1%, and ñBible studiesò at 36.7% (see Figure 8).  
 
Several individuals articulated additional items in responding to the ñotherò 
option such as camps, retreats, specific resources, individual reading, 
national setting participation/events, seminary courses, and community and 
interfaith events. 
 
In the survey, there were no significant differences in these results based 
on age range; however, when combining information gathered from the 
focus groups conducted at National Youth Event 2012 with youth ages 13-
17, this population overwhelmingly articulated that camps, hymn singing 
and retreats were most formational for their faith in the last year.  
 

Figure 8: Formational Experiences 
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In two open-ended questions, participants were asked to describe one of 
the most significant experiences/programs/events that impacted their faith 
formation to date and to articulate why it was so powerful. With over 800 
responses, individuals talked about a variety of things. Most frequently 
articulated included: Specific trainings, formational and education 
programs, retreats, service/mission projects, and life events in their own 
families. Opportunities described were conducted through local church, 
association, conference, regional, national, and non-UCC settings. Many 
individuals mentioned programs that they participated in when they were 
youth and young adults, such as church camps and retreats and college or 
seminary-related experiences. Some articulated very personal stories in the 
midst of difficult times that impacted their faith.  
 
In answering the question of why these experiences were so powerful, 
individuals offered meaningful, inspiring responses. They can be broadly 
categorized into three different areas: 

 Creation of a sense of community in which people feel safe to share 
with one another/forming of relationships; 

 Creation of meaning/making a difference in the world/having purpose; 
and 

 Experiencing a sense of Godôs presence in oneôs life. 

 
Learning 
 
Learning Desires. When asked what survey participants most desired to 
learn about, ñhow to practice my faith in everyday lifeò (57.9%) and ñsocial 
justice issues and how I can be an agent of witness and transformation in 
the worldò (54.4%) were the two most frequently chosen responses (see 
Figure 9). 
 
While the top two responses were also true for youth and young adults (14-
29), they rated learning about ñthe deep history of the UCC and the stories 
that have shaped our denominational identityò equally as high as a desire 
to learn about social justice issues (both at 48.8%). Individuals over 50 
articulated the top two responses as well, but learning about ñhow to better 
relate with others across cultural and other differencesò was the third most 
frequent response (45.0%). 
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Figure 9: Learning Desires 

 
Learning Formats. ñDiscussion groupsò were the single most appealing 
formats for learning (80.1%), with ñretreatsò (57.8%) and ñworkshops/ 
trainingsò (57.2%) as the next most appealing formats (see Figure 10).  
 
For ages 14-29, ñdiscussion groupsò were also the single most appealing 
formats; however, ñretreatsò were more highly rated (76.7%) than 
ñworkshops/trainingsò (39.5%). For this age group, ñsensory experiences 
(art, dance, music, meditation)ò were very appealing (58.1%), as were 
ñsocial/support groupsò (53.5%) (see Figure 11). 
 
On the specific response choice of ñinternet/social mediaò as a learning 
format, there were significant differences based on age range: 

 14-29 year olds: 41.9% 

 30-49 year olds: 34.0% 

 50+ year olds: 23.1% 
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Figure 10: Learning Formats (All Ages) 

 
Figure 11: Learning Formats (Ages 14-29) 
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Reasons for Non-Participation. When asked what prevents individuals 
from taking part in meaningful formation experiences in their local church, 
42.2% indicated ñnothingðI am able to take part in most meaningful 
formation experiencesò (see Figure 12). This response may be indicative of 
the large number of older adults who took the survey, combined with the 
number of authorized ministers and education/faith formation staff who not 
only have different work schedules, but also lead many of the faith 
formation programs at their churches. Several responses in the ñotherò 
category indicated that individuals could not fully participate because they 
were often leading the formational experiences and programs. 
 
The second most frequent response was ñtimeðI have other competing 
demands on my time that do not allow me to participate in education and 
formationò (34.7%). 
 

Figure 12: Reasons for Non-Participation in Formation Experiences 

 
Predictably, for participants ages 14-29, ñtimeò (55.8%) and ñscheduling 
conflictsò (44.2%) were the two largest factors for non-participation. 
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Communication 
 
When asked about methods of communication, individuals most frequently 
use email (97.5%), phone/cell phone (88.7%), and face-to-face 
conversations (86.2%) (see Figure 13).  
 

Figure 13: Communication (All Ages) 

 
With regard to age, there are significant differences in terms of use of 
various communication methods. Survey respondents ages 14 to 29 
indicated that they highly utilize a diversity of methods when 
communicating with others (from email and texting at 93.0% to face-to-face 
conversations and phone/cell phone at 88.4%); but they use U.S. mail 
(32.6%) and Twitter (11.6%) less frequently than other methods (see 
Figure 14). 
 
Additionally, individuals ages 50 and over utilize texting (36.6%) and 
Facebook (48.6%) significantly less frequently than others. It is also 
interesting to note that authorized ministers utilize texting (51.0%) and 
Facebook (64.4%) at slightly higher rates than the total sample. Those who 
identified themselves as doing educational/faith formational work or were 
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part of an educational organization utilized these two methods at similar 
rates to the overall sample. 
 

Figure 14: Communication (Ages 14-29) 

 
Vocabulary/Language 
 
Individual Use. In describing this ministry, individuals most often use 
Christian Education (42.9%), Faith Formation (40.4%), and Spiritual 
Formation (39.1%) (see Figure 15). When asked why they prefer the terms 
they selected, respondents offered comments similar to the following 
articulations: 

 This is the term I am most comfortable with or that I grew up with. 

 I use this term because my pastor/church/Conference/other 
colleagues use it. 

 I use this term because it is more inclusive of my understanding of 
this ministry. 

There were several specific comments regarding the connotation that 
Christian/Religious Education has ña sense of learning from a teacher who 
dispenses the knowledgeò and that Faith/Spiritual Formation is ñmore 
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inclusive/less dogmatic.ò One individual summarized these sentiments 
particularly well: ñThis work is soul work, and words like óspiritô and ódiscipleô 
include that sense. I think of óChristian/Religious Educationô as something 
that is specifically institutional. While I love the institutional church, I find it 
to be the starting place for my intellectual understanding of Godðnot the 
place where I usually experience the holy.ò 
 
Several others discussed the notion that each term possesses different 
meanings, and they subsequently utilize them depending on context. One 
respondent stated: ñI think there are nuances to each term, and each is 
appropriate to a slightly different context...To me, Christian education is 
specifically educating people (of all ages) about our faith, and religious 
education implies a broader context that may include learning about other 
faiths, or may be used when talking in a multi-faith environment about 
education. Faith formation includes education, but includes many more 
experiences than classesðworship participation and intergenerational 
activities help form faith. To me, spiritual formation is very similar, but may 
focus on practicing various spiritual disciplines (prayer, meditation, etc.).ò 
 

Figure 15: Individual Vocabulary Use 

 
Congregational Use. Overwhelmingly, congregations utilize the 
vocabulary of Christian Education to describe this ministry (66.9%) (see 
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Figure 16). Almost a quarter (24.4%) of congregations use the term Faith 
Formation. 
 

Figure 16: Congregational Vocabulary Use 

 
Individuals were asked whether they felt there was a difference between all 
of the above terms. 62.5% said ñYes,ò 19.4% said ñI Donôt Know,ò and 
18.1% said ñNo.ò A majority of comments discussed individualsô 
understandings of the differences between the terms. 
 
Most comments included statements such as: 

 ñChristianò refers to learning about one religion, but I prefer ñreligiousò 
and ñspiritualò because it expands the learning to include all faiths. 

 ñChristian Educationò applies to children and youth understanding the 
stories of the Bible and their moral development. 

 ñFaith/Spiritual Formationò is a more inclusive way to describe 
ñChristian Educationò and has more positive connotations. 

 ñDiscipleshipò is a broader term for how we follow Christ but includes 
formation. 

 Basically, the terms hold the same meanings but carry different 
connotations. 
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Preparation and Training 
 
Educator Qualities. Respondents reported that the qualities they most 
look for in a faith formation educator/teacher/leader are a ñsense of 
grounding in their own faithò (65.2%), ñempathy/willingness to listenò 
(60.6%), ñknowledge and training on particular subject matters (59.5%), 
and ñopenness to new ideas/ perspectivesò (55.6%) (see Figure 17). 
 

Figure 17: Qualities of an Educator/Teacher/Leader 

 
There were no significant differences between authorized minister and 
layperson responses, or educator and non-educator responses. However, 
for 14-19 year olds, both ñempathy/willingness to listenò (74.4%) and 
ñopenness to new ideas/ perspectivesò (58.1%) were rated more highly 
than in the general sample. In addition, for this age group, an ñability to 
manage group dynamicsò (48.8%) ranked third above qualities having to do 
with knowledge and sense of grounding in faith. 
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In the ñOtherò section, some frequent qualities expressed had to do with the 
ability of the leader/facilitator to ñbe authenticò in their approach, not having 
a sense of ñknowing it all,ò and be willing to ñquit having to lead everything 
themselves and help others develop their own gifts and give them a place 
to be used.ò Other qualities expressed included ñcuriosity,ò ñcreativity,ò 
ñnovelty,ò and ñspiritual/theological maturity.ò 
 
Levels of Preparation. When asked what levels of training and 
preparation educators in their congregations received, respondents stated 
that most either had ñbasic preparation (few hoursðhalf day)ò (39.9%) or 
they didnôt know (34.5%) (see Figure 18). For those individuals who 
identified in some way as a church educator or related with an educational 
group, over one-fifth (22.5%) said they did not know the type of training that 
educators received in their local church; and this response was similar for 
clergy (23.2%). 
 

Figure 18: Levels of Educator/Teacher/Leader Preparation 

 
Comments in the ñOtherò section generally included statements like ñthe 
clergy/staff of our church are trained, but not the laypersonsò and ñbasic 
training for our children; advanced preparation for the adults ï rarely does a 
layperson lead an adult class.ò 
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Methods of Preparation. Survey participants were then asked about the 
various ways that educators were developed in their congregation. Almost 
one-third were developed ñthrough individual mentoring and discipleshipò 
(30.7%) and over one-fourth were developed ñthrough congregational 
training program(s)ò (26.1%). 24.6% received ñno training,ò and 20.7% were 
trained ñthrough association or conference training program(s) (such as 
Partners in Education).ò 27.5% said ñI donôt knowò (see Figure 19). 
 

Figure 19: Methods of Educator/Teacher/Leader Preparation

 
In written responses, some individuals mentioned seminary programs, in 
preparation for both ordained and lay leadership positions. Some also 
mentioned the specialized training they received through the Our Whole 
Lives program. Many comments focused on a presence of apathy and 
disinterest in their congregations regarding leadership training and 
preparation. 
 
When questioned about whether individuals believed that educators/ 
teachers were considered leaders of their congregations, overall, 57.8% 
responded ñyes,ò 23.7% responded ñno,ò and 18.5% said ñI donôt knowò 
(see Figure 20). Across all subgroups, 14-29 year olds responded the most 
positively, with 69.0% indicating ñyes.ò 
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Many comments articulated differences in leadership perceptions between 
teachers of children and youth and overall congregational leaders (i.e. 
adults). Since educators may not be as visible (perhaps teaching Sunday 
School during worship), they are not often perceived as ñleaders.ò 
 
One individual articulated a common sentiment that educators were leaders 
ñin the sense that our teachers tend to be involved in other aspects of 
church work as well, particularly [for] smaller congregations.ò 
 

Figure 20: Educators/Teachers As Congregational Leaders 

 
Regional/National Preparation Programs. Respondents reported that 
they were most aware of/most participated in Still Speaking/Congregational 
Vitality Trainings (57.7% / 25.0%) and Stewardship and Financial 
Development Trainings (56.3% / 18.1%). To a lesser extent but still 
noteworthy, respondents were also most aware of Our Whole Lives 
Trainings (45.0%) and most aware of/most participated in Regional Lay 
Leadership/Education Programs (41.8% / 15.1%) (see Figure 21). 
  
Not surprisingly, those who identified as church educators or related with 
an educational group also were most aware of/most participated in 
Partners in Education Regional/National Training Events (42.2% / 19.3%), 
although their awareness/participation still ranked lower than the four 
trainings mentioned above.  
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Authorized ministers were most aware of every single training program 
listed, and a high percentage had participated in these programs. Overall, 
there was little variance by age with regard to individualsô familiarity with 
these programs, except for 14-19 year oldsô awareness of Stewardship and 
Financial Development Trainings (51.2% unaware). 
 

Figure 21: Regional/National Preparation Programs (Percentages) 

 
When asked about the overall impact of the programs that individuals 
participated or were trained in, results were mixed. 46.3% indicated that 
they helped to nurture their own, their churchôs, and/or their regionôs faith 
life; and 45.5% indicated that the effectiveness of the programs varied. 
Only 8.2% indicated that these programs did not speak to their own, their 
churchôs, and/or their regionôs current faith formation needs. 
 
Comments included favorable sentiments regarding some trainings such as 
Justice LED, Partners in Education, and AUCE events and spoke of the 
ways that the programs impacted their own faith and the ministries of their 
churches and regions. Other comments spoke to issues with the presenter, 
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the presentation being ñtoo cookie cutter,ò and the overall mismatch 
between the material being offered and the context of the participants (i.e. 
small churches, geographical issues, and conference/association 
structures and politics).  
 
Individuals also took the opportunity to express their appreciation for/ 
frustration with regional and national programs in general. Some wished 
that they could participate in more of these programs, and others desired to 
see the ñrelative impactò of these programs so that money and resources 
would not be ñwastedò on ineffective ones. 
 
Resources 
 
Materials and Media. When asked what types of materials were most 
used by oneôs congregation, survey participants reported that ñUCC-related 
materialsò (39.6%) were most frequently utilized. ñOther denominational 
materialsò were reported by 20.2% of individuals, and 16.1% did not know. 
8.9% reported using ñnon-church resources.ò 
 
Comments included specific descriptions of each of the above, including 
names of curricula and other resource materials. There were many 
comments regarding the utilization of a variety of resources across the 
spectrum of the Christian publishing world and ñmixing and matchingò to 
create programs for all ages, and depending upon the churchôs context. A 
few comments even mentioned the creation of curricula and other content. 
 
Survey participants were then asked to select the media (communication 
methods) that were most often used in their congregationôs faith formation 
programs. Paper handouts/copies (66.7%), books (65.0%), and audiovisual 
materials such as DVDs, VHS videos, CDs, and PowerPoint (49.5%) were 
the top options selected (see Figure 22). 
 
Several responses in the ñotherò section also spoke to the use of art and 
craft supplies, as well as talk/discussion. Differences were not statistically 
significant based on church size or geographic location. 
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Figure 22: Media Use 

 
 
Curricula. Overall, individuals were most aware of the following curricula: 
Our Whole Lives (51.0%), Faith Practices (47.9%), and Seasons of the 
Spirit (43.6%). With all of the other curricula mentioned (both UCC- and 
non-UCC-related), the majority of individuals were unaware of these 
resources, although a large number were highly aware of Bad Girls/Boys of 
the Bible resources (43.9%) (see Figure 23).  
 
In addition, 39.1% were aware of the adult curriculum Living the Questions; 
and those individuals demonstrated the highest rate in being taught with 
this resource (15.3%), and the second-highest rate in teaching others using 
this resource (16.9%). Other noteworthy curricula in the comments section 
included Children Worship and Wonder, Spark, re:form from sparkhouse, 
and Feasting on the Word.  
 
People from theologically conservative churches were not as aware of Our 
Whole Lives (39.5%) or Living the Questions (35.3%). Individuals from 
theologically moderate churches were less aware of Living the Questions 
(36.7%) and more aware of Bad Girls/Boys of the Bible (50.6%) than the 
total sample. People from theologically liberal churches were also highly 
aware of Godly Play (41.0%), in addition to the other resources mentioned. 
Individuals in smaller churches were most aware of Whole People of God 
(48.0%), in addition to Faith Practices and Seasons of the Spirit.  
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Figure 23: Curricula (Percentages) 

 
When questioned about the overall effectiveness of the resources 
respondents were familiar with, 50.3% indicated that effectiveness varied, 
43.2% responded that the resources helped to nurture their/their 
congregationôs faith life, and 6.4% indicated that the resources did not 
speak to their/their churchôs needs. 
 
Comments included sentiments about some resources not fitting the 
theology of the congregation or its membership size. Other comments gave 
praise to some resources (most frequently Living the Questions and Our 
Whole Lives) and named their dislike of others. In describing Living the 
Questions in particular, one person noted it as ña life-giving experience for 
the participants and brought almost half of the worshipping adults to our 
gatherings over 12 weeks.ò Another individual stated, ñLtQ has transformed 
my church.ò  
 
Other Resources. Among the list of resources provided in this section, 
respondents were most aware of Still Speaking Bible studies/resources 


