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The Church in the 21st Century Executive Summary 

As part of a church-wide consultation that sought to gain insights and wisdom from the 
whole denomination about our shared identity and what the church is called to be and 
do, Presbyterian Research Services developed an online instrument and made it 
available in the fall and winter of 2015-16.  
 

The theme of the 222nd General Assembly is “Hope in Our Calling.” This report should 
bring hope. We sent a broad invitation out to the general PC(USA) membership, hoping 
that some people would respond. We were thrilled that 3,427 Presbyterians responded 
to this call! 
 

Overall, Presbyterians value most about our denomination (in no particular order):  
 Our outward focus and how we help others 
 Our community and Presbyterian identity, heritage, and tradition 
 Our Reformed theology and the way we are intentional about theological 

education for ourselves and our pastors, so we can engage in collective 
discernment through intelligent dialogue  

 How our Presbyterian polity provides connections, as well as accountability and 
equality of voice for ruling and teaching elders 

 

We also have general agreement on four things the church is called to be and do (in no 
particular order): 

 Help others 
 Be biblical 
 Nurture and support the church and its leaders 
 Be a beacon of light and love in the world  

 

It is noteworthy that although we tend to agree that the church needs to focus our 
attention outward on the world, and to be a biblically-grounded beacon of light and love, 
these ideals manifest differently for different people. A closer examination of what 
people said gave insight into four main segments within the PC(USA), into which we 
were able to categorize 79% of participants: 

 Disappointed and Discerning: Those who are disappointed with their PC(USA) 
affiliation but feel stuck in the denomination for various reasons, or are 
conflicted and thinking about leaving.  

 Rooted and Resolute: Those who consider their PC(USA) identity to be very 
important, but feel that the denomination has strayed from the Bible, bowed to 
the demands of secular culture, and/or gotten too involved in liberal politics.  

 Family Facilitators: Those who value our theological diversity and would prefer 
reconciliation between liberals and conservatives, who have very different 
worldviews.  

 Purposeful Progressives: Those who would prefer that we narrow our focus to 
claim a more progressive identity both for theological reasons and to gain 
cultural relevance and our own societal niche. 

 

Also, our denomination as a whole has become more liberal in the past four years, and 
this liberal leaning influences the outcome of this study. Many of the differences in the 
ways participants answer questions about our shared identity and the future of our 
church are due to differences in social or theological orientation, whether the individual 
is committed to remaining in the PC(USA), and whether the individual feels the 
denomination should reconcile and support both conservative and liberal theologies, or 
should focus on one and claim a more specific theological identity.    
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Background 

In a religious landscape that has been changing substantially in recent history, the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and its agencies have been wrestling with what these 
changes mean for the church, its identity, mission, and focus. The Office of the General 
Assembly (OGA) seeks new ways to faithfully carry out the direction given by the 
General Assembly in the 21st century. In the midst of these changes and this collective 
discernment, the important question arises as to whether the purposes and mission of 
the agencies that have served the church in the past are right for our future as a church.  
 
Because the responsibility for such discernment belongs in our ecclesiology to the 
General Assembly, in the fall of 2015 the Committee on the Office of the General 
Assembly (COGA) called for a church-wide consultation that sought to engage the whole 
denomination in a conversation about what the church is called to be and do, what it 
means to be a connectional church, and what is our shared identity. One intent of this 
consultation is to help the 222nd General Assembly in June of 2016 be substantively 
informed by the insights and wisdom of congregations, councils, and agencies when it 
gathers in Portland to ponder these things.  
 
Many Presbyterians have faithfully and prayerfully engaged in the thoughtful and 
intelligent discourse that has resulted. Components have included: 

 an open invitation to all Presbyterians within the PC(USA) to respond to a 
series of questions to help leadership discern our shared identity and vision 
(this project) 

 a series of “meet the Moderator” chats with Heath Rada to allow many voices to 
be heard 

 a study commissioned by the Presbyterian Mission Agency, and conducted by 
Research Services, which consisted of a survey of commissioners to the 221st GA 
for assistance with discernment about priorities for the Mission Agency, and a 
series of listening sessions conducted in the summer and fall of 2015 with the 
Mission Agency board, staff, and leaders in other groups within the 
denomination that asked broader questions about identity and vision 

 conversations that commissioners to the 222nd GA will have, using the feedback 
from all of these parts of the church-wide conversation 

 
The objectives of this study were to: 

 provide a summary of findings for commissioners at the 222nd General 
Assembly to consider as they weigh matters of purpose, function, mission and 
ministry 

 provide opportunities for individuals and groups within the PC(USA) to engage 
in conversation, to be heard, and possibly to discern some consensus on what 
we are called to be and do as a denomination in the 21st century 

  



4 
 

Study Design and Implementation 

Deborah Coe, PhD, in collaboration with other Research Services staff and the clients, 
designed the study and prepared most of this report as the Principal Investigator. Angie 
Andriot, PhD, implemented the study and conducted most of the statistical analyses as 
the Co-Investigator. Additional analyses were done by Perry Chang, PhD and Chad 
Briggs, Director of Institutional Research & Effectiveness at Judson University. 
 
In collaboration with COGA, Research Services designed a web-based instrument 
containing both open-ended and closed-ended questions, including a comprehensive 
demographics section that provided information about the participants, primarily for 
the purpose of comparing them to the overall Presbyterian population. Research 
Services provided the link for the online instrument to the communications office of the 
OGA, which used a variety of communication strategies to inform the church about the 
conversation and its components. OGA made the instrument available in English, 
Korean and Spanish.  
 
A downloadable and printable version of the instrument was also posted on OGA’s 
website as a resource. A sub-committee of COGA also provided a discussion guide to 
accompany the web-based instrument. All groups within the church were encouraged 
through communications from the OGA’s communications office to use this guide for 
discussion and to engage in meaningful discernment and relationship building prior to 
going online to share their answers (as individuals or as a group). 
 
Additionally, in response to early comments found in social media expressing interest in 
participating, Research Services collected the names and email addresses of those 
asking to be contacted when the online instrument would be available, and those 
individuals were sent invitations via MailChimp (we refer to them below as 
“preregistered”). We had emails for 10,836 individuals, including those who 
preregistered; however, 767 came back as undeliverable. The successfully sent 
invitations went to 624 GA commissioners and advisory delegates, 257 new worshiping 
community leaders, 6,836 clerks of session, 109 presbytery offices, 1,161 volunteers who 
preregistered for the study, and 1,082 other people who had previously volunteered to 
take surveys for us.   
 
Others who had not asked in advance to be notified also had the opportunity, via open 
invitations issued by the OGA’s communications office, to go to the website and fill in 
their responses. Some who did not have Internet access or did not feel comfortable 
doing so completed the paper version of the instrument and sent it to Research Services; 
these responses were input individually. A screening question permitted only those who 
claimed to be Presbyterian (either PC(USA) or Presbyterian, unspecified) to participate.  
 
The instrument was set to be open between October 14, 2015, and November 18, 2015. 
The advertised closing date was later extended to December 18, though Research 
Services did not actually cut off access to the online instrument until December 28. 
Responses were therefore collected from October 14, 2015 to December 28, 2015.  
 
In addition to the work done by Research Services and by OGA to spread the word about 
this project, Larissa Kwong Abazia, vice-moderator of the PC(USA), scheduled a series 



5 
 

of Twitter chats about the project, and Moderator Heath Rada scheduled a series of 
“chat with the moderator” events, to take place through early 2016. Results from these 
events are not included in this report.  
 
In addition to the analyses of the data conducted by Research Services, COGA also 
contracted with Professor John Brueggemann of Skidmore College to do an independent 
analysis of the same data. Dr. Brueggemann’s report focused more systematically on the 
words alone in all responses to the open-ended questions, and less systematically on the 
broader concepts, language, and meaning in the responses by a small subset of 
participants. This report, on the other hand, focuses systematically on the broader 
concepts, language, and meaning in the responses by all participants, but systematically 
on the words alone in responses to only one question. Our study overlaps somewhat in 
that we found very similar themes in the data, and it also builds on Professor 
Brueggemann’s analysis. The Brueggemann report and his very helpful questions for 
discussion are available at http://www.pcusa.org/resource/coding-instrument-pcusa-identity-survey/. 

Areas of Investigation 
This work originally sought to explore several general research questions, though the 
instrument that was used ultimately focused on these: 

 What does it mean to be part of this denomination? How important is that to 
Presbyterians, and why?  

 What is the church better equipped to do as a national denomination that it 
could not do as well as individual congregations and mid-council offices? 

 What is the church called to be and do in the context of 21st-century American 
culture?  

 What is central to our shared identity, and how do we express it?  

 On what things do we achieve a strong consensus, and on what things do we 
have a broad diversity of opinions? 

Methodology and Data Analysis 
This was primarily a qualitative study with open-ended questions used to explore the 
research question topics. Quantitative data were also collected to provide a demographic 
profile of participants. This demographic profile will be compared to previously known 
demographic data about Presbyterians as a group to determine the representativeness of 
participants. Additionally, demographic information provides a helpful way to 
understand which groups within the church share certain opinions and beliefs.  
 

Results have been analyzed for demographic differences to help identify whether there 
are patterns in thoughts about the research topics by gender, age category, racial ethnic 
identity, region, educational level, household income level, location on a social 
continuum from liberal to conservative, location on a theological continuum from liberal 
to conservative, length of membership, and role within the PC(USA). Demographic 
results are presented as descriptive statistics. Where appropriate, quantitative data are 
analyzed using statistical tests for significance, including chi square and ANOVA. When 
differences between groups of participants are noted in results, significance tests have 
indicated that these differences are statistically significant at the p≤.05-level.  
 
See Appendix A for instrument questions and responses, and Appendix B for tables of 
the qualitative answers coded for themes.  

 

http://www.pcusa.org/resource/coding-instrument-pcusa-identity-survey/


6 
 

 
Qualitative data have been analyzed using the following process: 

1. The dataset was divided randomly into four subsets. Each subset was coded 
independently by a different researcher. 

2. As themes seemed to emerge in the data, a numeric code was assigned to each 
theme; then, other responses that matched that theme were assigned the same 
numeric code (for example, if the first participant said that they value Reformed 
theology, a value of 1 might be assigned to that response. The researcher would 
then search through the other responses, assigning a value of 1 to each response 
that suggests the participant also values Reformed theology. Then, if the next 
theme to emerge suggests that Presbyterian polity is valued, that response 
might be assigned a code with a value of 2, and other responses that also 
suggest that Presbyterian polity is valued would also be coded a value of 2). 

3. As new themes emerged, coders were careful to re-read through the data to 
make sure that all responses that would fit that theme were coded similarly. 

4. During this process, the coders often checked with each other to ensure that 
they were viewing the data somewhat similarly (for example, if a response 
mentioned “grace and gratitude,” should it be placed in the Reformed theology 
theme, or should it be given its own theme?). 

5. Once all four coders completed their coding of a single question, they counted 
the number of instances that each code/theme appeared in their sample of the 
data and then calculated the percentage of participants who mentioned this 
theme, as well as the percentage of all responses containing this theme within 
their sample.  

6. These percentages were compared, and any large differences were discussed 
and recoded as necessary, leading to an ultimately unified coding scheme for 
each question. Each sample was then recoded using the unified scheme, and 
then all of the samples were merged and overall percentages were calculated. 

Who Participated 
Because this project invited the input of any and all people and entities of the PC(USA) 
(individuals, congregations, seminaries, mid-councils, and various affiliated groups [e.g. 
new worshiping communities, immigrant fellowships]) within a short timeframe, 
creating a probability sample to ensure a representative group of Presbyterians was not 
feasible. Instead, a convenience sample (that is—a sample of volunteers) was used. As 
such, we cannot calculate a response rate. 
 

Findings from the resulting convenience sample will not be as generalizable as findings 
would be if they had been taken from a (random) probability sample. However, an 
analysis of the demographics of those who participated in the study reveals that the 
sample somewhat matches the known demographics of Presbyterians as a whole. 
Exceptions are noted in the Demographics section, which follows.  

Demographics 
A person’s beliefs, values, and cultural norms are often associated with their age, race, 
gender, social class, political orientation, and other characteristics. It is important, 
therefore, to collect these kinds of information about participants, so that we can ensure 
that we are not privileging the responses of one group over another, and so that we can 
ascertain whether those participating in this study are representative of Presbyterians in 
general.  
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Length of Membership: Because we were specifically interested in hearing from 
PC(USA) members, we asked, “Are you a member of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)?”  
Participants were presented with four different response options: 

 Yes, I am a member of the PC(USA) 

 Yes, I consider myself Presbyterian but don’t identify with any particular 
denomination 

 No, I belong to another Presbyterian denomination 

 No, I’m not Presbyterian 

 
If participants answered “no” to this question, they were sent to an exit screen where 
they were thanked for their participation, and were asked no other questions. Of the 
3,427 who answered this question affirmatively, 98% said they are members of the 
PC(USA) and 2% said they consider themselves Presbyterian but do not identify with 
any particular Presbyterian denomination. About half (55%) of the participants were 
raised in the denomination. Those who joined or converted to the PC(USA) average 24 
years in the denomination, with a range of 1-71 years. 

 

Role:  Participants were asked which role(s) they have in the PC(USA) (see Figure 1). 
Though many participants hold more than one role, a hierarchy was used to show only 
one role for each, such that: 

 if they checked “teaching elder,” we report them as “teaching elder,” regardless of 
other roles 

 if they checked “commissioned ruling elder” (but not “teaching elder”), we report 
them as “commissioned ruling elder,” regardless of other roles 

 if they checked “ruling elder” (but not “teaching elder” nor “commissioned ruling 
elder”), we report them as “ruling elder” 

 if they checked “deacon” (but not “teaching elder,” “commissioned ruling elder,” 
nor “ruling elder”), we report them as “deacon” 

 if they checked only “member,” we report them as “member” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

deacon

6%

teaching 

elder

30%

commissioned 

ruling elder

4%

ruling elder

41%

member

19%

Figure 1: Participants' Roles within PC(USA)
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Almost half (45%) of all participants are ruling elders [41% ruling elders and 4% 
commissioned ruling elders (CRE)], 30% are teaching elders, 19% are members, and 6% 
are deacons). These proportions are consistent with our expectations for who would be 
most informed about the denomination, and therefore more likely to participate in this 
process. Overall, 16% of the participants serve as a pastoral leader of one or more 
congregations (either as a teaching elder or as a CRE), and 18% are commissioned ruling 
elders or teaching elders serving in some other capacity.  

 

Those who checked “teaching elder” or “commissioned ruling elder” were asked to select 
from among fourteen categories to describe their current employment. They were able 
to check all that apply. Among the 34% of the participants who are either commissioned 
ruling elders or teaching elders1: 

 61% of teaching elders and  14% of CREs serve as a pastoral leader of one or more 
congregations (16% overall) 

 10% of teaching elders and 3% of CREs serve as PC(USA) presbytery, synod, or 
national staff 

 3% of teaching elders and 21% of CREs serve in a non-pastoral position in one or 
more congregations 

 5% of teaching elders and 3% of CREs serve as faculty or staff at a seminary or 
theological school or other educational institution 

 6% of teaching elders and 2% of CREs serve as a chaplain in the military, a 
hospital or other health-care facility, or some other location 

 28% of teaching elders and 79% of CREs serve in some other way, have positions 
outside the church, are not currently employed, or are retired 

 

Gender: More than half of the participants (54%) are female, and almost half (46%) are 
male. This compares to a 58% female/42% male PC (USA) ratio for members of PC 
(USA) congregations, according to the most recently available OGA data (2014).  

 

Age: Three in five participants (61%) are over age 55. In comparison, the median age 

range of Presbyterian members is 56-65, according to 2014 OGA data, which tells us 

that more than half of Presbyterians are in this age range or older.  

 25 or under: 2% 

 26-45: 19% 

 46-55: 18% 

 56-65: 27% 

 over 65: 34% 
 

Race/Ethnicity:  Ninety-five percent of participants self-identify as White or 
Caucasian; in addition, 2% identify as Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish origin, and 2% as 
Black or African American. Few participants identify with other racial-ethnic groups (1% 
Asian, 1% multiracial, and less than 1% Middle Eastern or Native American). White or 
Caucasian participants are slightly over-represented compared to 2014 OGA statistics; 
Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish Origin participants are similar in proportion to 2014 
OGA statistics, as are Middle Eastern and Native American participants. Black or 
African American participants are slightly under-represented, as are Asian or Pacific 
Islander participants. OGA’s Session Annual Statistical Report, which collects 

                                                   
1 Because participants could check more than one response, these totals add up to more than 100%. 
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demographic data for the PC(USA), does not have a Multiracial category, so no 
comparison can be made for this category.2  
 
Region: Teaching elders were then asked to which presbytery they belong; all others 
were asked the name, city, and state of their congregation. These data were used to 
identify the geographic regions in which participants belong (see Figure 2). When a 
congregation or presbytery name was not listed by participants, we used the location 
from which they logged in to fill in the instrument to map their state and region. A list of 
participants by state is also provided in Figure 3, with counts in each state. The darker 
the color, the more participants who were from that state. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                   
2 Due to rounding, percentages do not add up to 100% 

Figure 2: Participants’ Regional Locations 

42%

24%

13%

20%

0%

50%

19%
16% 14%

1%

South Midwest West Northeast Puerto Rico

OGA 2014 data Participants

Figure 3: Participants’ Locations by State 
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Educational Level: Compared to the general U.S. public, Presbyterians are more 
educated and have higher total household incomes. Teaching elders all have graduate 
degrees, so to compare education, only the participants who are not teaching elders are 
examined here. Member participants in this study are slightly more educated in 
comparison to Presbyterian members in general (Figure 4), based on data from the 2016 
Presbyterian Panel demographic report.3  
 
 
 

 
 
Household Income Level: Member participants in the COGA study are slightly less 
likely than the PC(USA) member population as a whole (again, compared to the profile 
of the Presbyterian Panel, recruited in 2015) to have a household income of $195,000 or 
more (Figure 5). Since the income levels of members and teaching elders differ, the 
comparisons in Figure 5 are restricted to members. 

 

 

                                                   
3 The Presbyterian Panel demographic profile is made available every few years when a new 
representative sample of Presbyterians is recruited to serve as panelists. The profile of current panelists, 
recruited in 2015, is forthcoming, and will be available on our website: 
PresbyterianMission.org/Ministries/Research. 

Figure 4: Participants’ Educational Levels 

Figure 5: Participants’ Household Incomes 

9%

41%

50%

13%

43% 44%

High school diploma or less Associate’s/Bachelor’s degree Graduate degree

Participant Members PC(USA) Members

3%

10%

18%

29%
27%

13%

3%

9%

18%

28%
25%

17%

20k or less 20k-40k 40k-65k 65k-105k 105k-195k 195k or more

Participant Members PC(USA) Members
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Social and Theological Orientations: Participants were asked, “Would you say 
that you are more politically liberal, conservative, or neutral?” (1 – 7 social orientation 
scale with 1 as “liberal” and 7 as “conservative”).  Then they were asked a similarly 
worded question to place themselves on a theological spectrum. See Figure 6.  
 
There is no current data on the social orientation of the PC(USA) to provide a 
comparison; however, 38% of members self-identify as Democrat, 32% as Republican, 
and 29% as Independent or without political party affiliation. Teaching elders, on the 
other hand, are 54% Democrat, 14% Republican, and 32% Independent or without party 
affiliation.  
 
In comparison to participants in this study, PC(USA) members4  are 41% theologically 
liberal, 26% theologically conservative, and 32% neutral. Teaching elders are 45% 
theologically liberal, 20% theologically conservative, and 35% neutral.  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Liberals and conservatives are both over-represented in this sample, by about the same 
amount. Social (political) and theological “moderates” (shown in Figure 6 as “neutral”), 
on the other hand, are under-represented. This is understandable, as those with a 
political or theological leaning may have been more vested in providing their opinion on 
the state of the denomination.  
 
Although participants’ responses to the questions vary by age, gender, income, 
education, and region (but not really by race-ethnicity), when we control for social and 
theological orientation, the demographic effects mostly disappear. In other words, social 
and theological orientation are the reasons for the differences, not these other 
demographic differences. Therefore, it’s helpful to understand how these other 
demographic characteristics vary by social and theological orientation (Appendix C). We 
discuss how responses differ by theological orientation where relevant throughout the 
report.  

                                                   
4 These comparisons are also made to the current Presbyterian Panel; see previous footnote. 

Figure 6: Participants’ Social and Theological Orientations 

liberal
54%

neutral
11%

conservative
35%

Theological Orientation

liberal
62%

neutral
9%

conservative
29%

Social Orientation
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12%

2%

4%

5%

8%

9%

9%

14%

17%

23%

26%

28%

30%

Other

Embraces Change

Worship Style/Liturgy

Ecumenical & Interfaith Relations

Inclusive/Welcoming

Progressive Values

Leadership/Formation

Thinking Church/Educated Leaders

Helping the World/My Neighbor

Polity/Governance

Theology/Reformed Theology

Identity/Heritage/Tradition

Connectional Nature

Percentage of Participants Who Answered "Yes;" n = 1,598

Is It Important to be Part of the PC(USA)? 

One of the first questions we asked was whether it is important to participants that any 
congregation to which they belong has a relationship with the PC(USA). Of the 2,871 
participants answering this question, 56% said “yes” and 44% said “no” or “I don’t 
know.” Participants were also asked if they could explain further.  

Yes 
Among the 1,598 participants who said that it is important, the most frequently reported 
reason participants cited was the connectional nature of the church (Figure 7); 
particularly the sense of community and friendships that they enjoy, and the way that 
this connectionalism leads to pooled resources for more effective ministry (if they 
referred to the connectional nature in terms of accountability structures or discipline, 
we counted those as part of the polity/governance theme instead). 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7: Why It’s Important That My Congregation Is PC(USA) 
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The second most frequent reason was a sense of identity, heritage and/or tradition 
(28%); for many this was as much about the personal family history as it was about 
belonging to a denomination that is rich in history and tradition.  
 
In one set of comments a participant embraced both the denomination’s heritage and 
what they saw as its progressive bent:   
 

I am currently a Teaching Elder, was ordained a Ruling Elder at 17, and started 
going to a UPCUSA Sunday School at 4. I love our polity, our theology, and our 
understanding of the ‘Priesthood of ALL Believers.’ The changes in the last few 
years to embrace equality and justice have made me even more excited to be a 
Presbyterian. This church raised me and now it is my turn to help raise other 
children of faith.  

 
This theme was followed closely by an appreciation for the theology of the church (26%); 
while some specifically cited the Reformed faith and its confessions, many did not.  
 
Presbyterian polity (including the shared governance among ruling and teaching elders 
and oversight within and across mid-councils; 23%) is closely tied with the connectional 
nature of the church and with Reformed theology for many; these themes often appear 
together in the same responses.  
 
Other themes summarizing what participants value about the PC(USA) included: 

 helping the world/my neighbor (mission, evangelism, advocacy, having a strong 
national voice, disaster assistance, and general statements about helping others), 
17% 

 thinking church (we have a process for discerning, we value intelligent discourse 
and education, and we have very educated clergy), 14% 

 leadership formation (value denominational guidance and support, leadership 
development, clergy support, spiritual development and congregational 
resources and support), 9% 

 that we are progressive, or open-minded about same-sex marriage, 9% 

 inclusive, welcoming, supporting diversity in the church, 8% 

 ecumenical and interfaith relations, 5% 

 the liturgical worship style, 4% 

 that the church embraces change, 2% 
 
Another participant echoed praise for the thinking church theme:  
 

Our Reformed Tradition compels us to love God and love our neighbor and to 
serve God with all our heart, soul, MIND and strength.  I don't believe we are 
asked to ‘check our brains at the door.’  I expect to have intelligent and heart felt, 
civil conversations when I am in [a] Presbyterian church. 
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No/Not Sure 
It may be surprising that only 56% of the participants said yes, it is important (34% said 
no; 10% didn’t know). It might lead one to wonder if fully a third of Presbyterians are 
unhappy. However, we also asked these participants to explain their answers, and when 
we started analyzing the “No” and “I don’t know/Can’t decide” responses, it became 
clearer that for many, it’s really the congregation that matters, not the denomination. 
(Figure 8). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
We could divide the 1,273 participants who said “No” or “I don’t know/Can’t decide” 
into two main groups. The larger group (62% of those who said “No” or “I don’t 
know/Can’t decide”) consists of those for whom it doesn’t really matter to which 
denomination they belong. Their comments suggest one of two things: 

 First, that the denomination isn’t all that important, as long as it’s one of these: 
o Mainline 
o Reformed 
o Open to the ordination of women 
o Progressive 
o Theologically aligned with their beliefs 

 Second, it wouldn’t matter which denomination they belong to, as long as they 
like their congregation. They pointed to the health and vitality of the 
congregation as being more important than denominational affiliation. 

 
The smaller group (38%) consists of those who seem genuinely unhappy to be part of 
the PC(USA), citing either that they feel that the denomination: 

  has lost its way (32% say the PC(USA) has turned its back on God, ignored  
scripture, is too political, or has caved to the secular culture)  

  is too top-down and out of touch with congregations (4%)  
  has changed or cannot be trusted, without being specific (2%)  

 
This suggests that the percentage of participants who are unhappy with the 
denomination can be estimated at 17% (38% of the 1273 who answered “no” or “don’t 
know” is equal to 17% of the 2871 participants answering the question). 
 

10%

2%

4%

32%

62%

Other

Generally Unhappy

PC(USA) Too Top-Down/Not Engaged

PC(USA) Turned from Scripture/Too Political

Denomination Not That Important

Percentage of Participants Who Answered "No" or "I Don't Know;" n = 1,273

Figure 8: Why It’s NOT  Important That My Congregation Is PC(USA) 
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Comments from one participant exemplify why some are dissatisfied with PC (USA):  
 

Unless the PC (USA) refrains from posting/adopting social and political 
policies consistent with a liberal platform, I will push for our 
congregation to seek association with a more like-minded denomination.  
Leaders must understand that absolute adoption of resolutions may 
please some groups, but they also alienate many others.  If the recent 
trends continue, and our church remains associated with the PC(USA), I 
will seek a different church home.  Many in our congregation have 
already left for other churches, but I am here to stand up for what I believe 
is right for our church.  If the PC (USA) wants to remain relevant, it must 
change dramatically. 

 
An additional 9% offered other individual responses that when combined added up to 
less than 1% each, and 2% said they didn’t know why (percentages add to more than 
100% because some participants made more than one comment).  

Importance of Belonging to PC(USA) by Social and Theological 
Orientation 
There is a significant difference in how participants responded to this question by their 
social and theological orientation (Table 1). Whereas 74% of liberals in this sample  
(theological and social) say it is important that any congregation they belong to is in 
relationship with PC(USA), only 29% of social conservatives and 33% of theological 
conservatives say the same. Furthermore, over half of conservatives (59% of social 
conservatives and 55% of theological conservatives) state that it is NOT important that 
they belong to a PC(USA) congregation.  
 
 

Table 1: Orientation by Importance of Belonging to PC(USA) 

 Social Orientation (n=2,911) 
 liberal neutral conservative 
Yes 74% 44% 29% 
No 19% 42% 59% 
I don’t know 8% 14% 12% 
 Theological Orientation (n=2,888) 
 liberal neutral conservative 
Yes 74% 55% 33% 
No 18% 33% 55% 
I don’t know 9% 12% 11% 

 
 
Liberals in this sample are more connected to the denomination; in general, it is more 
important to liberals that they belong to PC(USA). Conservatives in this sample, on the 
other hand, are not as likely to say their PC(USA) affiliation is important to them.  

  

*Due to rounding, percentages may not add up to 100% 
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What Presbyterians Value about the PC(USA) 

Why Presbyterian? 
Participants were then asked, “If someone asked you why you are Presbyterian rather 
than belonging to some other denomination, what would you tell them?” Results are 
shown in the right-hand column in Figure 9; 3,052 participants answered this question. 
 

 
Not surprisingly, the themes found in these responses closely mirror those of the 
previous question, which asked why it’s important that their congregation be associated 
with the denomination. However, the relative importance of these themes (based on the 
number of people who gave similar responses) shifts as they move from thinking about 
their congregation to themselves (Figure 9 compares the rank ordering of the top 
themes from the previous question, shown on the left, with the ordering of the top 
themes from this question, shown on the right). It’s important to note that many of the 
participants offered multiple reasons.  

Figure 9: What Presbyterians Value about the PC(USA) 

Why It's Important 
That My Congregation 

Is PC(USA)

#1: Community/
Connectionalism

(30%)

#2: Heritage/ 
Tradition/Identity

(28%)

#3: Theology
(26%)

#4: Polity/Governance
(23%)

#5: Helping Others
(17%)

#6: Thinking 
Church/Educated Clergy

(14%)

Why It's Important 
That I Am PC(USA)

#1: Theology
(41%)

#2: Polity/Governance
(29%)

#3: Thinking 
Church/Educated 

Clergy  
(24%)

#4: Heritage/ 
Tradition/Identity

(23%)

#5: Helping Others
(17%)

#6: Inclusive/ 
Welcoming/Supports 

Diversity
(16%)
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In the most frequently appearing theme from responses to this question (41%), 
participants said that the theology is the main reason (or one of the main reasons) they 
are Presbyterian.  
 
About a third (29%) say that one of the reasons is polity. Participants especially value 
the ruling elder/teaching elder balance, the Presbyterian constitution, and the clear 
processes for decision making. 
 
About a fourth (24%) cited the fact that we are a thinking church: being intentional 
about thinking and praying through a discernment process when faced with difficult 
decisions, being open to listening to different voices, and valuing intelligence and 
education, especially when it comes to having highly educated clergy. 
 
Another fourth (23%) mentioned something about personal or denominational identity, 
heritage, or tradition as a reason why they are Presbyterian. For many, it goes so far 
back in their family history, they cannot imagine not being Presbyterian. For others who 
may be newer to the denomination, some personal exploration or research has led them 
to value the rich history of the Presbyterian tradition. And for a few others, it simply 
means that they were ordained as PC(USA) ministers and have made a historic 
commitment to the denomination. 
 
In the next largest category, 17% said they appreciate that the church helps others 
and/or provides opportunities for participants to help others, through advocacy, 
mission work, evangelism, and/or disaster relief/assistance. 
 
The fact that the church is inclusive, welcoming, and/or supports diversity within the 
church was mentioned by 16% of the participants. 
 
Other themes (not shown) included: 

 Community (being connectional church, they like their congregation, they like 
the people), (15%) 

 The church’s progressive stance on same-sex marriage and related issues, (11%) 

 Traditions surrounding Presbyterian worship (liturgy, music, sermons), (7%) 

 Ability of national and mid-council staff to support the church (congregational 
support and resources, pastor support, spiritual and leadership development), 
(6%) 

 Our ecumenical and interfaith partnerships and relationships, (1%) 
 
An additional 7% noted once again that the denomination is not really very important to 
them; and another 7% made negative comments about the church and/or national staff, 
reiterating the reasons given in the previous question. A few others didn’t have an 
answer, didn’t answer the question, or offered individual reasons that were not 
duplicated in other responses. 
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3%

3%

4%

12%

14%

16%

19%

21%

21%

24%

36%

Other

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships

Promote progressive values

Maintain heritage/tradition

Negative comments about the PC(USA)

Community and connectionalism

Theology

Inclusive and welcoming

Thinking church

Helping the denomination

Polity

Helping others

Figure 10: What the Church Already Has/Does That Fits My Ideal

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,740

What PC(USA) Does Well 
We also asked participants to imagine the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in its ideal form, 
and then asked, “What does the church already have/do that fits your ideal?” as another 
way to understand what they value about the denomination (Figure 10). 

 

 

This way of thinking of the PC(USA) influenced participants to think more about actions 
than about heritage, polity, or theology (except when they mentioned how theology 
motivates action).  

The number one theme, coming from responses provided by 36% of the participants, 
was helping others, and includes: mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, and having a 
strong national voice on issues important to the public. So, while helping others was 
only the fifth-highest value in the previous two questions (refer back to Figure 9), it 
receives the highest mention here. 
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The second most frequently appearing theme is polity, mentioned by 24% of the 
participants.  

This is followed by two themes that are tied in importance, with 21% of the participants 
making a comment about either of these: 

 First is how we are able to help ourselves and each other as a denomination.
Participants outline four key ways they believe we help the denomination:

o 43% of the comments about helping the overall church were regarding
how we help congregations and other types of worshiping communities by
providing support and resources (9% of the comments overall)

o 35% of the comments about how we help the overall church (7% overall)
were about how we support and develop seminaries, teaching elders and
staff

o This tied closely with training, leadership development, and spiritual 
formation of members (34% of ‘helping the denomination’ and 7% of 
overall comments)

o Finally, 15% of the comments about how we help the church’s members
and teaching elders (3% overall) regard providing denominational
leadership and direction

 Second, tied in importance with the way we help the overall church (21%) is the
fact that we are a thinking church (i.e., intentional about dialogue and debate,
collective discernment, and valuing education and educated pastors).

The belief that we are an inclusive, welcoming church that supports diversity in the 
church is mentioned by 19% of participants.  

About 16% mention theology as something they value about being PC(USA). Many made 
mention specifically of the Reformed faith, the Confessions, or aspects of theology that 
were clearly Reformed; others did not, but gave vague references to theology or shared 
beliefs. 

About 14% of the participants appreciate the connectional nature of the church, its sense 
of community, and the way that pooled resources contribute to wider ministries. 

As with the previous question, there were some negative comments, as well. Rather than 
mentioning what they thought the denomination does that meets their ideal, 12% said 
things such as, “nothing,” “very little,” or made generally negative comments about what 
they believe to be wrong with the PC(USA). 

Another 4% appreciate that the church maintains its heritage and traditions, 3% 
mentioned that they are happy that the denomination promotes liberal or progressive 
values, and 3% appreciate the denomination’s efforts to engage in ecumenical and 
interfaith dialogue and relations. 

About 2% said they weren’t sure how to answer this question (not shown), while another 
8% provided other responses that were not easily categorized, and are shown as “other.” 
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About Structure: What We Are Better Equipped to Do as 
a National Denomination than as Individual 
Congregations, Mid-councils, or Networks 

We then asked participants, “What are we better equipped to do as a national 
denomination that we could not do (or do as well) on our own as congregations, mid-
councils, or networks?” 

The themes that emerged from these responses also closely mirrored those from the 
previous questions that asked why participants would say they are Presbyterian, and 
what the church already has/does that fits their ideal, though they appear in a different 
order once again (Figure 11).  

4%

1%

1%

2%

4%

5%

8%

14%

15%

21%

30%

59%

Other

Maintain heritage/tradition

Promote progressive values

Theology

Inclusive and welcoming

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships

Polity

Thinking church

Negative comments about PC(USA)

Community and connectionalism

Helping the denomination

Helping others

Figure 11: What We Are Better Equipped to Do as a National 
Denomination

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,882
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By far, the most frequently occurring theme is “helping others” (59% of the participants 
mentioned this). Many of these responses were generically stated as helping others, 
helping people, helping a hurting world, and similar statements. We also included in 
this theme mentions of mission, both local and worldwide, as well as advocacy, being a 
strong voice for our society, disaster relief and assistance, outreach, and evangelism. An 
additional analysis of this theme is found in Appendix D. 

After helping others, the next most frequently occurring theme is “helping the 
denomination,” with 30% of the participants mentioning either denominational 
leadership, spiritual formation, leadership development, or pastor or worshiping 
community support. 
Community was the third most-mentioned thing that we are better equipped to do as a 
national denomination, with 21% of the participants mentioning either its connectional 
nature, the people, or the fact that we can accomplish more by pooling resources.  

Of course, as suggested earlier, not everyone feels that the national church model is the 
best way to accomplish the work of the church; 15% of participants gave answers that 
can best be summed up as “little or nothing.” The primary reasons appear to be a belief 
that the denomination has turned away from scripture/God; that denominational 
leaders present only the liberal views to the American public, while ignoring the 
conservative voices; that the organization is too bureaucratic/top down; or too 
political/involved in politics; and that our consciences are informed by public 
sentiment/worldly values, rather than by God’s Word. 

For the next most-frequent theme: 14% of participants say that what we are better 
equipped to do at the national level is be a “thinking church:” engage in intentional 
dialogue, share expertise, and discern God’s will together; having these conversations at 
the national, not just congregational, level. One participant summed up the comments 
about this theme nicely: 

I think how we make decisions as a national denomination is important.  

Although we don't always agree, I do always feel the spirit while watching 

General Assembly meetings moving us forward. I feel if these decisions 

were each made on [a] congregational level, [it] would leave the motion of 

the spirit leading the church based off of individual interpretation instead 

of interpreting as a larger community.   

However, some agree but feel that we don’t follow through after the national 

discernment process, as illustrated by this comment: 

I am proud that we approved Amendment 14-f. But I feel on a 

congregational and presbytery level not much has been discussed 

regarding it. So I feel we are better equipped to have discussions and make 

decisions on a national level for the denomination but sometimes these 

discussions do not make it to the congregations. 
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Other themes that emerged from responses to this question include: 

 Some mention of polity (particularly the accountability structure it provides, the 
equal representation of teaching elders and ruling elders, setting norms and 
policies, discipline, constitutional interpretation, and maintaining order), 8% 

 Ecumenical and interfaith dialogue and partnerships, 5% 

 Be inclusive; particularly our ability to deal with complexity of a diverse body, 
embrace and celebrate diversity, anti-racism training, 4% 

 Theology (shared theology and values help us to have meaningful conversations, 
drive our decision-making, and enable us to support and defend one another), 2% 

 Promote progressive values, 1% 

 Maintain traditions/heritage, 1% 

 Other, 4% (individual responses that are not easily categorized) 

 Don’t know/not sure, 6% (not shown) 
 

What Changes Are Recommended by Participants? 

What the Church Needs to Change 
After we asked, “What does the denomination already have/do that fits your ideal?” 
(results reported above), we followed it with this question: “What does the Church need 
to change in order to reach this ideal?”(Figure 12). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9%

2%

3%

4%

5%

5%

7%

11%

12%

13%

14%

16%

17%

19%

24%

Other

Promote ecumenical & interfaith dialogue

General complaints about leadership

Nothing to change and keep it up

Be in community

Be more progressive or liberal

Think outside the box and be relevant

Be more inclusive and welcoming

Suggested change to polity

Steer clear of politics, liberalism, and secular culture

Streamline and flatten the hierarchy

Promote reconciliation & allow theological diversity

Focus inward

Focus on/return to scripture, God, and Jesus

Focus outward

Figure 12: What Participants Think the Church Needs to Change

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,675
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Of the themes that emerged from comments on this question, an outward focus is the 
one that stood out the most, with 24% of participants mentioning mission, advocacy, 
disaster relief/assistance, evangelism, and/or being a strong voice to the public as things 
they’d like to see happening more in the church.  
 
The second most common theme focuses on faithfulness: to God, to scripture, to Jesus, 
with 19% of the participants mentioning this as a needed change. 
 
This is followed closely by a theme that is more inward in its focus, with 17% of 
participants saying that the church should focus more on spiritual formation, leadership 
development, pastor support, and worshiping community support.  
 
The next most frequently occurring theme is about reconciliation, with 16% of 
participants asking the church to promote reconciliation within its walls, be more 
tolerant of theological diversity, discern together what the future should look like, 
and/or educate one another about different views. 
 
Some of the suggestions (14% of participants) concern streamlining what the national 
church was trying to accomplish, flattening the hierarchal structure, and listening more 
to congregations, who feel disconnected from the national offices and/or mid-councils. 
 
There is also a sizeable number of participants (13%) who wish that the PC(USA) would 
steer clear of politics, liberalism, and secular culture. 
 
For example, one participant commented:  
 

I am embarrassed and angered by the PCUSA's pronouncements and the 
actions of the General Assembly concerning divestment, sanctuary cities, 
being against voter ID, etc., etc. I feel the church has become too political, 
liberal and divisive. 

 
Changes to policy or rules that would allow dissenting congregations to leave the 
denomination with some sort of property settlement are suggested by 12% of 
participants. 
 
Other suggestions that were less specific included: 

 Be more inclusive/welcoming, 11% 

 Think outside the box/be creative/be more relevant in today’s culture, 7% 

 Be more progressive or liberal, 5% 

 Build community, 5% 

 Be less insular and promote more ecumenical and interfaith dialogue, 2% 
 
There were some who said to change nothing and stay the course (4%), some who said 
they didn’t know (not shown; 3%), others who offered suggestions that were not easily 
categorized (9%), and some who offered only nonspecific complaints about Louisville, 
the Mission Agency, the OGA, mid-councils, and leadership in general (3%). 
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What the Church Is Called to Be and Do 
We also asked, “What is the church called to be and do in the context of 21st-century 
American culture?” Although we had hoped that this question would give us some sense 
of our shared identity as a denomination, many of the 2,763 responses seem to be more 
prescriptive, somewhat reflecting the responses people gave to the previous question, 
above, about changes that they would recommend (Figure 13). It is as though 
participants were on a roll, once they started imagining the ideal church and what would 
need to change to make this church fit that ideal. And they weren’t ready to stop 
thinking about the improvements that they’d like to see when they got to this question! 

Consequently, the two most frequently appearing themes are once again an outward 
focus, with 59% of the participants mentioning mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, 
and/or being a strong voice to the public as things they’d like to see happening more in 
the church (and with stronger resolve this time, as only 24% had mentioned it in the 
previous question), and a focus on God/scripture. This featured more prominently too: 
whereas 19% mentioned a focus on God and scripture in the previous question, 49% 
mentioned it here. However, in the previous question, this had more of a “get back to 
scripture, turn and repent” emphasis, whereas in this question, it included those 
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elements but added an emphasis on following scripture and being more like Jesus; it 
seems that more people feel this is important, whether or not it is something that needs 
to change. Of those who mention this theme, three-quarters (37% of all participants) 
emphasize the need to be biblical (without mentioning anything about the 
denomination having strayed from the Bible), while one in five contend that we need to 
get back to the Bible and one in ten say that we need to live Christ-like lives. 
 
Likewise, loving others and being more inclusive and welcoming was lifted as being very 
important for the church to be and do; 27% of the participants mentioned one of these. 
 
Once again, avoiding politics, liberalism, and bowing to the secular culture was 
mentioned (by 12% this time, which is about the same as the 13% who mentioned these 
themes in the previous question). 
 
Mentioned by an equal number of participants is an inward focus, with 13% mentioning 
spiritual formation, leadership development, pastor support, and worshiping 
community support (though 17% had listed these as things to do more of in the previous 
question).   
 
The following did not change much between the previous question and this one: 

 Be creative, relevant, embrace change, 12% 

 Promote reconciliation within the church to allow for theological diversity, 8% 

 Be more progressive/liberal, 5% 

 Change the polity/structure to help dissenting congregations leave, 4% 

 Build community, 3% 

 Partner more with other denominations and faith traditions, 2% 

 Other (individualized responses that were not easily categorized), 6% 

 Don’t know/not sure, 1% (not shown) 
 
New to the list of changes made by participants with this question: 

 Focus on youth, 3% 

 Hold on to traditions, 1% (fewer than 1% mentioned this in the previous 
question) 

 
One participant, arguing for new approaches to connecting with people, wrote:   

 
We need a new model of ‘membership,’ wherein leadership and energy can 
come from those who are involved but haven't joined, who participate but don't 
attend on Sunday mornings. We need a place for doubters, but who are called 
to the same sorts of mission as the church. Also, a place for introverts, who 
have ideas and thoughts, but don't feel comfortable going to the soup kitchen 
or the community center. 

 
 

  



26 
 

Our Shared Identity: Suggestions for a Guiding 
Statement 

We asked participants the following question, hoping that we would get a long list of 
potential guiding statements for the denomination:  
 

Some denominations have short guiding statements. For example, the 
United Church of Christ is guided by the statement: “God is still speaking.” 
The United Methodist Church also has a statement: “Open hearts, open 
minds, open doors.” Additionally the Church of the Brethren has “For the 
glory of God and my neighbors’ good.” More than a motto, these are their 
mantras. If you could imagine a mantra for the PC(USA) that could be used 
in a similar way to tell the world what sets us apart as a denomination, what 
might that look like? 
 

We were not disappointed; after cleaning out the explanations of why people didn’t want 
to answer the question, whether they thought the word “mantra” was a good word 
choice, how difficult an exercise this was, or why they made the choices they gave; and 
after removing the ones that were clearly intended to be funny or reflect participants’ 
feelings of disappointment with the denomination (which we saved as a separate 
document), there were still about 2,000 mottos! Some people offered two or more.  
 

Twenty-eight people thought that the Methodist mantra was so good, we ought to use 
that, and eight people thought the same about the United Church of Christ’s mantra. But 
there was a lot of creativity out there, too.  
 

Obviously, with 2,000 mantras, it would be difficult to classify them into any kind of 
groupings beyond what we’ve done here. But it may be helpful to commissioners or 
others who will be tasked with creating such a mantra for the PC(USA) to see recurring 
words that might be included somehow in that writing process.  
 

To provide a visual interpretation of the most frequently occurring words, we turned to 
Tagxedo.com, a powerful online tool that generates word clouds, which are graphic 
representations of a list of words that gives more weight to the words that occur more 
frequently within the list (Figure 14). Because the word list was so long, it would 
produce a word cloud with more words on it than might be useful. Consequently, we 
reduced the list to those words appearing in at least 1% of the comments (that is, 28 or 
more occurrences). The emphasis setting allows more frequently occurring words to be 
set in a larger font, so that they stand out more in the design. Colors are arbitrarily 
chosen.  
 

Our word counts vary slightly from the counts generated by the Tagxedo online word 
cloud software, because we counted the number of participants who used a word, and 
Tagxedo counted the number of actual occurrences of each word. So, for example, 
“Reformed” gets counted more times by Tagxedo because it occurred twice in most of 
the mantras where it appeared (Reformed and Always Reforming, for example). 
However, we decided to report this information in a variety of ways to maximize the 
options available to COGA and the GA commissioners for their work. This word cloud 
image provides a list of twenty-five words that represent what participants most often 
felt should be included in a mantra for the denomination. 
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Figure 14: Frequently Occurring Words in Participants’ Suggested Mantras 
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Segments within the PC(USA) and What They Want 

As we worked through the analyses of the participants’ comments, looking for the 
common threads that unite us as a denomination, we became aware of various clusters 
of individuals who share particular values that are distinct from other clusters of 
Presbyterians. While these “clusters” are informal and fluid their identification may aid 
us in viewing the diversity within the PC(USA). We refer to them as four segments 
within the PC(USA), and ran statistical analyses to identify the relative size of each of 
these segments (Figure 15).  
 
Fully 79% of the participants clearly fit into one of these four segments, based on a 
combination of their comments on the open-ended questions, and their responses to the 
demographic questions; 21% did not give us enough information to be categorized. A 
little under a third (29%) of these uncategorized individuals are teaching elders; most of 
are female (59%). Keep in mind that, while these participants are somewhat 
representative of Presbyterians overall, exceptions are noted in the demographics 
section of this report, and caution should be exercised when making broad comparisons 
of the sizes of each of these segments to the overall Presbyterian membership. 

 

Disappointed and Discerning (19%)  
They are the most displeased. This group includes those who either (1) do not like their 
PC(USA) affiliation but remain in the denomination for various reasons, or (2) are 
conflicted and thinking about leaving the denomination. This segment is mostly 
conservative, and feels betrayed by recent decisions made at GA, by stands taken by 
OGA and the PMA on social issues, and by their perception that the denomination is 
hostile toward conservatives in general. They tend to feel that there is little room left for 
them at the table; that the liberals in the denomination treat them disparagingly. They 
argue that the denomination is too involved in politics. About one-fifth of this segment 
are teaching elders (17%); most of this segment are male (64%). 
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Figure 15. Segments within the PC(USA)
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One participant who leans this way was explicit in their interest in departure: 
 

I feel alienated and unwelcome in the denomination. Were it not for my 
affection for my local church, I would have already left the PCUSA. It is 
stressful to me to be worshipping in a denomination with whose official 
positions on just about every major political issue I thoroughly disagree. It 
will not be long before I transition into [being] another former PCUSAer. 

Rooted and Resolute (9%)  
This group considers their PC(USA) identity to be very important, but feel the 
denomination has strayed from the Bible and/or gotten too involved in liberal politics. 
Though unhappy with recent trends, they appear to have no current plans to leave the 
denomination, preferring to stay and fight for the denomination they believe in. Some 
believe liberals are merely a vocal minority with disproportionate control of the 
denomination, and believe that they can convince the denomination to repent and 
return to the Bible. They tend to prefer a literal reading of scripture and feel that 
liberals/progressive Presbyterians will see their error and repent, when they are 
reminded that they’ve turned their backs on God. They tend to think that the 
denomination should not have diverse theologies, though this group is theologically 
conservative but socially moderate/mixed. They tend to want to return to an earlier time 
in which they felt that things were better. About a third of this segment (30%) are 
teaching elders; most of this segment are male (60%).  
 

One participant stressed their hope for a new direction:   
 

I grieve for this denomination and pray that it returns to its roots of the 
gospel. Not a social justice, theologically loose gospel that does anything 
not to offend anyone. A gospel that speaks the truth in love but 
understands that the gospel is hard and steps on toes and makes me work 
hard to love people but doesn't allow sin to rule the day because it feels 
good.     

Family Facilitators (15%)  
These are peacemakers; those who value our theological diversity and would prefer 
reconciliation between liberals and conservatives. They are generally pleased with the 
denomination but worry about their sisters and brothers in Christ who are distressed by 
recent changes.  They look to national staff for leadership in resourcing an ongoing 
dialogue that would help everyone stay in the “family,” while also promoting theological 
diversity and unity within the denomination. Some are frustrated or angry with their 
sister and brother congregations who have chosen to leave, seeing it as an “easy way 
out” or placing undue importance on what they perceive to be secondary issues. A little 
fewer than half (42%) of this segment are teaching elders; a majority of this This group 
consists mostly of those who are liberal/progressive, and about a third are 
moderate/mixed. segment are female (53%). 
 

This desire for both unity and diversity was coupled with sadness about hurt to some 
conservative Presbyterians, for example:  
 

Stop running off conservative members! The emphasis on "winning" 
instead of discerning is hugely problematic. We need to build 
relationships with those who resist some of these changes and listen to 
their criticisms. They are not always wrong, and their voice is as 
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Figure 16: Segment by Combined Social and Theological 
Orientations

Liberal Moderate/mixed Conservative

important as our own. We must meet people where they are, both 
conservative/evangelical and liberal/progressive. 

Purposeful Progressives (35%)  
The largest segment among the participants consists of those who are mostly pleased 
with the denomination and would prefer that we narrow our focus to claim a more 
progressive identity both for theological reasons and to gain cultural relevance and our 
own societal niche. Many in this group feel we need to get more involved in politics and 
in social action. They are less tolerant of conservative theologies within the 
denomination. Some remain hopeful that conservatives who are upset with the 221st GA 
decisions on marriage will see that there are different ways to interpret scripture, and 
will choose to stay and accept the changes, over time. Others would simply be happy if 
the conservatives left the PC(USA), and a few offered suggestions for helping dissenting 
congregations to leave the denomination with grace and dignity. About a third of this 
segment are teaching elders (32%); most of this segment are female (63%). 
 
Urging the denomination to define our identity more sharply, apparently in a 
progressive direction, was this participant: 
 

I would like to see PC(USA) be more clear and strong in what it 
believes.  Sometimes I feel it makes decisions almost apologetically.  I don't 
want to have a schism but I think having a clear identity (even if it will 
change again sometime in the future), own that identity, and be proud of 
that identity. Name it and claim it! 

 
Figure 16 shows the analyses of the four segments and those we could not fit into one of 
the four segments, comparing three groups: (1) those who are both socially and 
theologically liberal, (2) those who are both socially and theologically moderate or are 
mixed on the social and theological scales, and (3) those who are both socially and 
theologically conservative. Those who did not provide information on their orientations 
are omitted from this analysis. 
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It is clear here that when combining the social and theological orientation scales, the 
Disappointed and Discerning segment is the most prominently conservative (76%), and 
the Purposeful Progressive segment is the most prominently liberal (85%). The Rooted 
and Resolute segment is more moderate/mixed and conservative (50% and 38%, 
respectively), though they are more theologically conservative than socially 
conservative.  The Family Facilitators and those individuals who are not categorized are 
mostly liberal (58% and 51%, respectively) and moderate/mixed (32% and 33%, 
respectively). There does not appear to be much difference between those individuals 
who are not categorized and the Family Facilitators when combining social and 
theological orientation; both are a little over one-half liberal, but with large minorities of 
moderate/mixed members as well. Both are more liberal socially than theologically, 
though they are still more liberal theologically than neutral or conservative 
theologically. 
 

The Common Denominator: On What We DO Agree 

Though the four segments identified among the study participants don’t seem to agree 
on much, we did some additional analyses to determine where they do come to some 
agreement. We also did some additional analysis to see if answers to each of the 
questions differ based on liberal/conservative orientation. These analyses compare 
three groups: (1) those who are both socially and theologically liberal, (2) those who are 
both socially and theologically conservative, and (3) those who are both socially and 
theologically moderate OR who are mixed.  
 
Liberals, conservatives, and moderates all agree that community, theology, and polity 
are key reasons why they are Presbyterian, and why they specifically value their 
PC(USA) affiliation. However, there is a difference among those for whom belonging to 
PC(USA) is not important. Liberals are more likely to say that denominational affiliation 
in general is simply not important to them, whereas conservatives are more likely to say 
that they have specific issues with the PC(USA).  
 
There was a general agreement that “helping our neighbor” is something that we as a 
denomination do well, and that this outward focus is what we should be focusing on as a 
church, along with being biblical, nurturing and supporting the church and its leaders, 
and being a beacon of light and love in the world.  
 
The disagreement tends to lie in what these goals and actions actually mean. Whereas 
liberals tend to think of “helping our neighbor” in terms of social action and advocacy, 
conservatives tend to think of it in terms of mission and evangelism. Also, whereas when 
liberals talk of being a beacon of light and love, they tend to frame it as a form of radical 
welcome and inclusion (and are more likely to specify certain marginalized groups such 
as LGBTQ persons), conservatives tend to focus on a more general welcome, or a more 
specific goal of welcoming conservative theologies.  
  

Summary Comments 

This project sought to provide information for use by commissioners at the 222nd 
General Assembly to consider as they weigh matters of purpose, function, mission and 
ministry, and to provide opportunities for individuals and groups within the PC (USA) 
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to discern some consensus on what we are called to be and do as a denomination in the 
21st century. It is our hope that we have accomplished both of these tasks.  
We were very pleased at the overwhelming number of responses to a call for a church-
wide conversation: about 3,427 people responded to this invitation, and many thanked 
us for opening the conversation to the whole church. After analyzing more than 18,000 
comments, we believe that voices of Presbyterians from nearly every state and region 
were heard; voices of the contented and the discontented; voices of new Presbyterians 
and life-long Presbyterians. And we want them to know that we appreciate their 
honesty, their creativity, and their willingness to share their wonderful ideas and even 
their frustrations. 
 

Although we didn’t enter into this project intending to categorize Presbyterians into 
segments, it seemed a natural path to follow when we were coding the data and began to 
realize that people meant different things when they talked about what it means to be 
biblical, to be inclusive, or to follow Jesus. We began to see patterns and came to 
understand that these different groups within the church have very different 
worldviews, understandings of scriptural interpretation, and sets of values.  
 

The General Assembly has before itself a monumental task: not only to think about the 
structure for a national church that best suits us moving forward, but also what our 
identity should be going forward. 
 

These findings generated the following questions that could be answered with 
additional research:   

 What are the different understandings of Reformed theology, and how do they fit 
with the denominational identity that we choose to embrace, moving forward? 

 There were many comments made about the theological education of our 
teaching elders, and we hear a call for reviewing the standards and requirements 
for Presbyterian teaching elders to be congregational leaders. In light of changes 
within the denomination, including the way that new worshiping communities 
are formed and the growing number of congregations being led by commissioned 
ruling elders, should we consider new ways of developing and classifying pastoral 
leaders? 

 Many participants expressed concern about the future of denominations in 
general when sharing their thoughts on what the church is called to be and do, by 
focusing on what we need to do to stem denominational decline. Further research 
on denominational decline, including gathering insights from those who have left 
the church (religious “dones”) or have never attended a church (religious 
“nones”), is warranted.  

 

As a participant who had this last point in mind observed: 
 

I'm loyal and want to work within the system to see it succeed.  I think 
there is a lot of value in our tradition, but that we also have to shift some 
of our emphases as we go from being a dominant, recognized and adored 
denomination to having to "sell ourselves" to non-Christian and non-
Presbyterian people in new generations and post-Christian contexts.  This 
doesn't mean dumbing down or watering down our faith, but could mean 
communicating in different ways and FINDING new ways of expressing 
what it means to be Presbyterian.   
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Appendix A: Instrument Questions and Responses 
The Church in the 21st Century  

 
We are specifically interested in hearing from Presbyterians who are PC(USA) members. Are you a member 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)? 
  n=3,427 

  Yes ............................................................................................................................................................. 98% 
 I consider myself Presbyterian but I do not identify with any particular Presbyterian 

denomination ....................................................................................................................................... 2% 
  

Were you raised in the denomination? 
  n=3,386 
 Yes ............................................................................................................................................................. 55% 
 No .............................................................................................................................................................. 45% 

 

IF NO ON Q2: In our report, we’d like to compare answers from long-time Presbyterians to those who 
have joined the church more recently. How many years have you been Presbyterian? If less than one year, 
enter "1". Estimate if you are unsure. 
  n=1,466 
 Minimum ....................................................................................................................................................... 1 
 Maximum ..................................................................................................................................................... 71 

 Mean ............................................................................................................................................................. 25 

 Median......................................................................................................................................................... 24 

 
Is it important to you that any congregation to which you belong has a relationship with the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.)? 
  n=3,369 
 Yes .............................................................................................................................................................. 57% 
 No .............................................................................................................................................................. 33% 

 I don’t know ..............................................................................................................................................10% 

 

Are you ordained as any of the following? 
  n=3,055 
 Deacon ........................................................................................................................................................ 6% 
 Ruling elder ............................................................................................................................................... 41% 

 Commissioned ruling elder ...................................................................................................................... 4% 

 Teaching elder ......................................................................................................................................... 30% 

 I am not ordained ..................................................................................................................................... 19% 

 

IF TEACHING ELDER OR COMMISSIONED RULING ELDER: Which category(-ies) below describes your 
current employment? (Select all that apply.)  

  n=2,567 
 Pastoral leader of a congregation ........................................................................................................... 55% 
 A non-pastoral position in a congregation ............................................................................................... 5% 

 Faculty or staff at a seminary or theological school ............................................................................... 2% 

 Faculty or staff at another educational institution ................................................................................. 3% 

 Chaplain in the military ............................................................................................................................. 1% 

 Chaplain in a hospital or other health-care facility ................................................................................ 3% 

 Other chaplain ........................................................................................................................................... 2% 

 PC(USA) national, synod, or presbytery staff ......................................................................................... 9% 

 Staff of an ecumenical or non-denominational agency ....................................................................... <1% 

 Professional pastoral counselor ................................................................................................................ 1% 

 Other employment with a religious organization .................................................................................. 4% 

 All other (including secular) employment ............................................................................................... 7% 

 Unemployed ............................................................................................................................................... 2% 

 Retired ...................................................................................................................................................... 22% 



  

A-2 
 

Would you say that you are more SOCIALLY liberal, conservative, or neutral?  
 n=2,923 

 1 (liberal) .................................................................................................................................................. 24% 

 2 ................................................................................................................................................................ 25% 

 3.................................................................................................................................................................. 13% 

 4 (neutral) .................................................................................................................................................. 9% 

 5 ................................................................................................................................................................... 9% 

 6 ................................................................................................................................................................. 12% 

 7 (conservative) ......................................................................................................................................... 8% 

 

 Mean ......................................................................................................................................................... 3.22 

 Median...................................................................................................................................................... 3.00 

 

Would you say that you are more THEOLOGICALLY liberal, conservative, or neutral?  
 n=2,923 

 1 (liberal) ................................................................................................................................................... 19% 

 2 ................................................................................................................................................................. 21% 

 3.................................................................................................................................................................. 14% 

 4 (neutral) ................................................................................................................................................. 11% 

 5 .................................................................................................................................................................. 11% 

 6 ................................................................................................................................................................. 13% 

 7 (conservative .......................................................................................................................................... 11% 

 

 Mean ..........................................................................................................................................................3.55 

 Median...................................................................................................................................................... 3.00 

 
With which of the following genders do you most closely identify?  

 n=2,884 

 Male .......................................................................................................................................................... 46% 

 Female ...................................................................................................................................................... 54% 

 Other ......................................................................................................................................................... <1% 

 

What is your current age? 

n=2,925 

 25 or under ................................................................................................................................................. 2% 

 26-45 .......................................................................................................................................................... 18% 

 46-55 .......................................................................................................................................................... 18% 

 56-65 ......................................................................................................................................................... 27% 

 Over 65 ..................................................................................................................................................... 34% 

 

Which of the following categories best describe you? 

n=2,862 

 White or Caucasian ................................................................................................................................. 95% 

 Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish Origin .................................................................................................... 2% 

 Black or African American ....................................................................................................................... 2% 

 Asian  ........................................................................................................................................................... 1% 

 Pacific Islander ........................................................................................................................................ <1% 

 Middle Eastern or Arab .......................................................................................................................... <1% 

 Native American or Alaska Native ......................................................................................................... <1% 

 Multiracial (Selected multiple racial-ethnic categories) ......................................................................... 1% 

 First generation immigrant ....................................................................................................................... 1% 
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What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

n=2,927 

 Some high school or less ......................................................................................................................... <1% 

 High school diploma .................................................................................................................................. 1% 

 Some college, but no degree ...................................................................................................................... 5% 

 Trade school, certificate .......................................................................................................................... <1% 

 Associate degree ........................................................................................................................................ 2% 

 Bachelor’s degree ...................................................................................................................................... 18% 

 Some graduate work ................................................................................................................................10% 

 Master’ degree ......................................................................................................................................... 45% 

 Doctorate ................................................................................................................................................... 19% 

 

Which of these categories best describes your total household income from all sources, before taxes, during 

2014? 

n=2,736 

 $20,000 or less .......................................................................................................................................... 3% 

 $20,001-$40,000 ...................................................................................................................................... 9% 

 $40,001-$65,000 ..................................................................................................................................... 21% 

 $65,001-$105,000 .................................................................................................................................. 32% 

 $105,001-$195,000 ................................................................................................................................. 26% 

 $195,001 or more .....................................................................................................................................10% 
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Appendix B: Qualitative Responses Coded for Themes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Is it important to you that any congregation to which you belong has a relationship with the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)? Can you explain further? 

 N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

YES (n=1,598)    

Community (connectional, people, pooled resources) 493 31% 16% 

Heritage/tradition (personal, denominational) 450 28% 15% 

Theology 418 26% 14% 

Polity 371 23% 12% 

Helping others (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, national voice) 267 17% 9% 

Thinking church (discerning, intelligent, and educated clergy) 231 14% 8% 
Helping ourselves (denominational leadership, spiritual formation, 

leadership development, pastor and worshiping community support) 139 9% 5% 

Progressive 145 9% 5% 

Inclusive/welcoming and supports diversity in the Church 135 8% 5% 

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships 74 5% 2% 

Worship style/liturgy 61 4% 2% 

Embrace change 29 2% 1% 

Other 193 12% 6% 

    

NO/NOT SURE (n=1,273)    

Denomination not most important thing 666 53% 47% 

PC(USA) has turned from scripture/too political 401 32% 28% 

My congregation/community/the people matter more 130 10% 9% 

PC(USA) is too top-down and not engaged with congregations 46 4% 3% 

General negative statements about PC(USA) 21 2% 1% 

Other 124 10% 9% 

Don't know 24 2% 2% 
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What are we better equipped to do as a national denomination that we could not do (or do as 
well) on our own as congregations, mid-councils, or networks? (n=2,882) 

 N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

Helping others (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, national voice) 1,688 59% 34% 
Helping ourselves (denominational leadership, spiritual formation, leadership 

development, pastor and worshiping community support) 866 30% 18% 

Community (connectional, people, pooled resources) 609 21% 12% 

Negative comments about PC(USA) 440 15% 9% 

Thinking church (discerning, intelligent, and educated clergy) 396 14% 8% 

Polity 217 8% 4% 

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships 157 5% 3% 

Inclusive/welcoming and supports diversity in the Church 125 4% 3% 

Theology 70 2% 1% 

Maintain heritage/tradition 33 1% 1% 

Promote progressive values 31 1% 1% 

Don’t know/not sure 167 6% 3% 

Other 115 4% 2% 

 

 

 

If someone asked you why you are Presbyterian rather than belonging to some other 
denomination, what would you tell them? (n=3,052) 

 N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

Theology 1,258 41% 19% 

Polity 892 29% 14% 

Thinking church (discerning, intelligent, and educated clergy) 734 24% 11% 

Identity, heritage/tradition (personal, denominational) 699 23% 11% 

Helping others (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism) 507 17% 8% 

Inclusive/welcoming and supports diversity in the Church 489 16% 7% 

Community (connectional, people, congregation) 470 15% 7% 

Progressive/liberal 322 11% 5% 

Negative comments about PC(USA) 216 7% 3% 

Denomination not most important thing 209 7% 3% 

Worship style/liturgy 206 7% 3% 
Helping ourselves (spiritual formation, leadership development, pastor and 

worshiping community support) 184 6% 3% 

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships 45 1% 1% 

Don't know/not sure 22 1% 0% 

Other 268 9% 4% 
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What does the denomination already have/do that fits your ideal? (n=2,740) 

 N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

Helping others (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, national voice) 951 36% 19% 

Polity 626 24% 13% 

Thinking church (discerning, intelligent, and educated clergy) 564 21% 11% 
Helping ourselves (denominational leadership, spiritual formation, leadership 

development, pastor and worshiping community support) 556 21% 11% 

Inclusive/welcoming and supports diversity in the Church  494 19% 10% 

Theology 432 16% 9% 

Community (connectional, people, pooled resources) 375 14% 8% 

Negative comments about the PC(USA) 307 12% 6% 

Maintain heritage/tradition 111 4% 2% 

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships 84 3% 2% 

Promote progressive values 72 3% 2% 

Don’t know/not sure 61 2% 1% 

Other 205 8% 4% 

 

What does the denomination need to change in order to reach this ideal? (n=2,675) 

 N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

Focus outward (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, be a voice) 618 24% 14% 
Focus on/return to scripture, God, and Jesus 496 19% 12% 
Focus inward (spiritual formation, leadership development, pastor and 

worshiping community support) 439 17% 10% 

Promote reconciliation within ranks, allow theological diversity, discern 
together, and educate 417 16% 10% 

Streamline, flatten the hierarchy, and listen to congregations 370 14% 9% 
Steer clear of politics, liberalism, and secular culture 354 13% 8% 
Suggested change to policy or rules and let congregations leave 307 12% 7% 
Be more inclusive and welcoming 283 11% 7% 
Think outside the box and be relevant 196 7% 5% 
Community 123 5% 3% 

Be more progressive or liberal                                                                 119 5% 3% 

Nothing to change and keep it up 111 4% 3% 

General complaints about Louisville, PMA, OGA, and leadership 86 3% 2% 
Be less insular and promote ecumenical and interfaith dialogue 40 2% 1% 
Hold onto traditions 9 * * 
Other 228 9% 5% 
Don’t know/not sure 89 3% 2% 
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What is the church called to be and do in the context of 21st century American culture? 
(n=2,763) 

N 
%  

people 
% 

reasons 

Focus outward (mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, be a voice) 1,620 59% 32% 
Focus on/return to scripture, be Christian 979 35% 20% 
Love others, be more inclusive and welcoming 759 27% 15% 

Focus inward (spiritual formation, leadership development, pastor and 
worshiping community support) 364 13% 7% 

Steer clear of politics, liberalism, and secular culture 330 12% 7% 
Be creative and relevant, embrace change 324 12% 6% 
Promote reconciliation within ranks/allow theological diversity/discern 

together/educate 
213 8% 4% 

Be more progressive/liberal 139 5% 3% 
Change our polity or structure/let congregations leave 103 4% 2% 
Focus on youth 95 3% 2% 
Build community 94 3% 2% 
Partner more with other faiths and denominations 63 2% 1% 
Hold onto traditions 37 1% 1% 
Other 178 6% 4% 
Don’t know/not sure 24 1% 0% 
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Appendix C:  
Demographic Differences in Theological and Social Orientation 

The Church in the 21st Century 

Although participants’ responses to the questions vary by age, gender, income, 
education, and region (but not really by race) as strongly as they do for 
social/theological orientation, it’s likely that these demographic differences are due to 
social/theological orientation. When we control for that the demographic effects mostly 
disappear. Therefore, it’s helpful to understand how these other demographic 
characteristics vary by social and theological orientation.  

Theological and social liberals among participants are more likely than conservatives or 
neutrals to be cradle Presbyterians (Table 1). Additionally, those raised in the 
denomination are more socially and theologically liberal than those who converted to 
PC(USA). However, the length of time converts have been in the denomination has no 
impact on their social or theological orientation.  

Table 1: Orientation by Whether Raised in Denomination 

Social Orientation (n=2,894) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Yes 58% 54% 49% 
No 42% 46% 51% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,871) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Yes 58% 55% 49% 
No 42% 45% 51% 

Teaching elders have historically been more liberal than the rest of the denomination.1 
However, among participants, those teaching elders who are currently serving as pastors 
in congregations are not quite as liberal as teaching elders in general (Table 2). Pastors 
of congregations in this sample are more socially liberal and less socially conservative 
than non-teaching elders. On theological orientation, pastors of congregations in this 
sample are more theologically liberal than members, less likely to be neutral, but equally 
likely to be theologically conservative.  

1 Research Services, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Religious and Demographic Profile of Presbyterians, 
2011: Findings from the Initial Survey of the 2012-2014 Presbyterian Panel.  Louisville, KY, 2012, p. 7. 
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Table 2: Orientation by Role within PC(USA) 

Social Orientation (n=2,911)2 
liberal neutral conservative 

Member 57% 12% 32% 
Deacon 53% 8% 39% 
Ruling Elder 56% 9% 34% 
CRE 52% 12% 36% 
Teaching Elder (T.E.) 76% 8% 17% 

T.E. serving as pastor 
in congregation 

72% 8% 21% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,911) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Member 49% 15% 36% 
Deacon 54% 11% 35% 
Ruling Elder 53% 10% 37% 
CRE 44% 17% 40% 
Teaching Elder (T.E.) 61% 9% 30% 

T.E. serving as pastor 
in congregation 

54% 10% 36% 

Among participants, the Midwest is more socially and theologically liberal than the 
other regions (Table 3). The Northeast is more theologically conservative than other 
regions. No region stands out as particularly socially conservative among participants. 

Table 3: Orientation by Region 

Social Orientation (n=2,907) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Midwest 68% 9% 24% 
Northeast 61% 8% 31% 
Puerto Rico 39% 39% 22% 
South 59% 10% 31% 
West 63% 9% 28% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,884) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Midwest 62% 11% 27% 
Northeast 50% 8% 42% 
Puerto Rico 33% 33% 33% 
South 53% 11% 36% 
West 55% 10% 35% 

2 In these tables, “n” refers to the number of participants considered in the analysis; the number will vary 
as some participants did not respond to all of the questions. 
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The strongest relationship between liberalism and conservativism and age within this 
sample is that neutrality decreases with age on both measures (Table 4). There is a slight 
tendency for social conservativism to increase, and social liberalism to decrease, with 
age. Interestingly, theological conservativism is highest, and theological liberalism the 
lowest, among the 46-55 age group.  However, the relationship between age and social 
and theological orientation disappears after controlling for education. That is, we 
believe it to be an effect of education more than it would be an effect of age. 

Table 4: Orientation by Age 

Social Orientation (n=2,905) 
liberal neutral conservative 

25 or under 66% 13% 22% 
26-45 68% 10% 22% 
46-55 58% 11% 31% 
56-65 63% 9% 28% 
over 65 59% 8% 33% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,881) 
liberal neutral conservative 

25 or under 54% 14% 32% 
26-45 57% 13% 31% 
46-55 47% 11% 42% 
56-65 56% 10% 34% 
over 65 56% 10% 35% 

Women who responded in this church-wide consultation more often self-identified as 
liberal than did men (Table 5).  

Table 5: Orientation by Gender 

Social Orientation(n=2,857) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Male 53% 11% 36% 
Female 70% 8% 22% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,833) 
liberal neutral conservative 

Male 43% 13% 45% 
Female 65% 9% 26% 

In this dataset, White and Black participants are equally likely to be socially and 
theologically liberal (Table 6); however, White participants are more likely than Black 
participants to be socially and theologically conservative. This is because Black 
participants are more likely than White participants to be theologically neutral. 
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Table 6: Orientation by Race and Ethnicity 

Social Orientation (n=2,820) 
liberal neutral conservative 

White or Caucasian 62% 8% 29% 
Hispanic, Latino/a, Spanish 59% 22% 20% 
Black or African American 64% 22% 13% 
Asian or Pacific Islander 58% 13% 29% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,751) 
liberal neutral conservative 

White or Caucasian 55% 10% 35% 
Hispanic, Latino/a, Spanish 49% 18% 33% 
Black or African American 53% 22% 24% 
Asian or Pacific Islander 45% 10% 45% 

Overall, social conservativism increases as income increases in this data set (Table 7). 
Theological conservativism also increases with income, though the pattern is not quite 
so steady; conservativism peaks for those who make $65,001-$105,000, and then begins 
to steadily decrease as income rises.  

Table 7: Orientation by Income 

Social Orientation (n=2,720) 
liberal neutral conservative 

$20,000 or less 63% 20% 17% 
$20,001-$40,000 68% 11% 21% 
$40,001-$65,000 67% 8% 25% 
$65,001-$105,000 65% 9% 27% 
$105,001-$195,000 62% 9% 30% 
$195,001 or more 54% 9% 37% 

Theological Orientation (n=2,697) 
liberal neutral conservative 

$20,000 or less 53% 20% 27% 
$20,001-$40,000 60% 13% 27% 
$40,001-$65,000 59% 9% 32% 
$65,001-$105,000 55% 10% 35% 
$105,001-$195,000 56% 9% 34% 
$195,001 or more 48% 11% 33% 

In general, the more education a participant has, the more likely they are to be socially 
and theologically liberal (Table 8), and the less likely they are to be neutral or 
conservative.  
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Table 8: Orientation by Education 

 Social Orientation (n=2,901) 
 liberal neutral conservative 
High School or Trade School 44% 13% 43% 
Associates or Bachelors 51% 11% 39% 
Graduate Degree 69% 9% 23% 
 Theological Orientation (n=2,877) 
 liberal neutral conservative 
High School or Trade School 40% 16% 43% 
Associates or Bachelors 47% 12% 42% 
Graduate Degree 60% 10% 31% 
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Appendix D: 
Further analysis of “help others” theme, in response to a question that 

asked  “What does the church already have/do that fits your ideal?” 

This analysis of the “helping others” theme for the question “What does the church already 

have/do that fits your ideal?” relates to Figure 10 found on page 18 in the full report. It has been 

divided into five subcategories: mission, advocacy, disaster relief/assistance, having a strong 

national voice on issues important to the public, and evangelism/outreach. 

The most frequently occurring theme in the responses to this question were coded into one 

broad theme that we called “helping others,” with 951 (36%) of the participants mentioning 

something that fit into this broad category (Figure 10, page 18 of full report).  

It is important to remember that participants often provided a long list of things that they 

appreciate about their church. This means that the 36% whose comments included “helping 

others” may have also provided other answers as well; and, those whose comments were coded 

as “helping others” may have provided comments that fit into more than one of the sub-themes 

found in this analysis.  

For example, one participant’s comment below, in italics, was coded into the following themes, 

with the relevant pieces of their comment noted in parentheses: 

 Helping the church1

o Congregational nurture and support (1001 NWC)

o Discipleship (YAV and campus ministries)

 Helping others

o Advocacy (Washington office)

o Disaster assistance/relief (PDA)

o Mission (World Mission); this was further coded into the sub-code “World

Mission,” as described below

World Mission - including a recent heightened emphasis on YAV - and PDA do a 

consistently stellar job.  Recent renewed emphases on campus ministries and the 

Washington office are great.  Despite recent controversies, 1001 has been a much 

needed breath of fresh Holy Spirit air. 

 

1 The theme “helping the denomination” was analyzed further in the full report; this appendix analyzes only the 

“Helping others” responses. 

2%

3%

6%

12%

21%

Evangelism

Strong national voice

Disaster…

Advocacy

Mission

Analysis of "Helping Others" Theme from Figure 10 in Full Report

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,740
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1. Mission 

Among the 2,740 people who responded to this question, the theme of “mission” was 

mentioned the most frequently of the “helping others” subcategories, with nearly 600 

participants mentioning this (21%). That is, of the 951 participants whose comments on this 

question were coded into “helping others,” 574 (60%) said “mission” or something that we 

coded as “mission.” 

This “Mission” theme can be broken down further into three categories, or sub-codes: 

 World Mission or global mission: 10% of participants overall; 46% of the “mission” 

responses (these specifically stated “World Mission” or “global mission” and the like) 

 Local/national mission: 3% of participants overall; 16% of the “mission” responses (these 

specifically stated “local mission,” “mission to our community” and the like) 

 Unspecified mission, helping others: 10% of participants overall; 48% of the “mission” 

responses 

We advise caution in interpreting the proportions of these sub-codes, keeping in mind that 

by the time participants got to this question in the instrument, the questions we had asked 

previously, and even participating in this church-wide conversation, have “primed” 

participants to think about the national church more so than about the local church. 

Therefore it is not useful to make comparisons between world and local mission emphases 

here, though we do show these categories because someone had asked us to do so during the 

February COGA meeting. To get an accurate understanding of what proportion of our 

congregations are interested in local mission versus global mission would require additional 

surveying to get accurate data, provided in its proper context. 

Additionally, for nearly half of the “mission” responses, it was unclear whether the 

participant was talking about World Mission, global mission in general, local mission, 

disaster relief, evangelism, or something entirely different.  Responses that were coded into 

this subcategory typically include the following types of comments: 

 “emphasis on mission” 

 “emphasis on mission and service” 

 “mission opportunities” 

 “missions focus” 

 “oriented to serving others” 

It is likely that some of them were thinking about World Mission specifically, while others 

were merely pointing out that what they love about Presbyterians is a general mission 

orientation. So this breakdown of the “mission” theme should be understood in this context. 

2. Advocacy 

The second most frequent sub-theme in “helping others” is “advocacy,” with 335 participants 

mentioning it. This represents 12% of the total number of participants, and 35% of the 

“helping others” responses. 

Responses that were coded into “advocacy” typically include the following types of 

comments: 

 “Washington office” 

 “UN office” 

 “peacemaking”  
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 “social justice”

 “SDOP”

 “PHP” or “hunger program”

 “environmental justice” or “environmental issues”

 “MRTI” or “questions it investments for justice”

 “human rights”

 “advocacy for women” or “advocacy for people of color”

 “responds to social issues”

3. Disaster Relief/assistance

The third most frequent sub-theme in “helping others” is “disaster relief/assistance, with 165 

participants mentioning it. This represents 6% of the total number of participants, and 17% 

of the “helping others” responses. 

Comments coded into this sub-theme clearly stated “disaster relief,” “PDA,” “disaster 

assistance,” or “reaching out in times of disaster or devastation.” 

4. Strong National Voice

The fourth most frequent sub-theme in “helping others” is “communicating with a strong 

national voice on issues important to the public,” with 76 participants mentioning it. This 

represents 3% of the total number of participants, and 8% of the “helping others” responses. 

Comments coded into this sub-theme mentioned appreciation of the “national voice;” 

“stated clerk’s or mission agency leaders’ comments on important issues;” “a national 

image/label;” calls for “better communications,” particularly from GA agencies through mid-

councils to congregations; as well as comments lauding the church’s national website, social 

media, news service, newsletters, and other publications. We recognize that “helping others” 

and “helping the denomination” are probably conflated here, but because many of the 

comments were vague, and many spoke of communicating to the world who we are and 

what we are about (proclaiming the Gospel, relieving suffering, and advocating for the “least 

of these”), we kept them together as one sub-theme of “Helping others,” rather than trying 

to untie them. 

5. Evangelism

Finally, it is also difficult to untie evangelism from “helping others,” or mission from 

outreach, though some may disagree on this point. Many participants refer to evangelism 

and outreach interchangeably, and it was hard to tell during the coding process exactly what 

participants meant when they said “outreach.” In some cases, this word refers to feeding and 

clothing the hungry, advocating for the “least of these,” providing shelter, and other ways of 

helping those in need. For others, it refers to finding novel ways to bring the Good News to 

people or to attract people to come to one’s church. For some it was a specific reference to a 

communications strategy to let the world know we are here, as in “PR outreach, such as 

bumper stickers or billboards.” Outreach has both humanitarian and Great Commission 

connotations for many Presbyterians, so we felt it important to include evangelism as a 

component of “helping others.”  

The least frequently appearing sub-theme in “helping others,” evangelism was mentioned by 

65 participants. This represents 2% of the total number of participants, and 7% of the 

“helping others” responses. 
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Responses that were coded into the “evangelism” sub-theme typically include the following 

types of comments: 

 Proclamation of/Preaching the Gospel

 Reaching out to others/lost/those with little or no power

 National evangelism training/evangelism office

 Engage (a resource produced by our Evangelism office)

 Spread the Word/Gospel

 Outreach and evangelism

It should also be noted that the 1001 New Worshiping Communities initiative, or vague 

references to it, were mentioned in 36 responses (1%) of participants answering this question. 

We chose to code these comments as “helping the denomination,” despite the fact that they are 

obviously also a ministry of outreach. It was probably an arbitrary decision, but largely made 

because of many references to the way that national staff provide funding and other forms of 

support to new worshiping communities. If we had included this in our coding of “helping 

others,” it would make these percentages higher, and the “helping the denomination” 

percentages (referring back to Figure 10 on page 18 in the full report), smaller. This would not 

affect the rank ordering of these two themes. 
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