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ABSTRACT 

Conflict in religious organizations is certainly not new.  Conflict has been implicit 

in much of the theorizing on religion’s social organization and its relationship to social 

change.  Despite the clear and far-reaching implications of conflict for religious 

organizations, especially congregations, we know relatively little about why these 

conflicts occur and what they are about.  With this project, I answer some basic 

descriptive questions about congregational conflict by capitalizing on nationally 

representative data from the National Congregations Study (NCS), and I build on these 

and other findings to move the study of congregational conflict beyond descriptive facts 

and toward explanation by asking:  Why do congregations experience conflict?  Why do 

congregations argue about some issues and not others?  Existing literature suggests 

several key components to an explanation of congregational conflict:  theological 

orientation, engagement with the secular world, organizational structure, racial diversity 

and internal change.  I test a series of hypotheses and conclude that overall, 

organizational structure and internal change are most clearly related to rates of conflict in 

religious congregations.  Theological orientation and engagement with the secular world 

do not show the hypothesized relationships, and it is difficult to evaluate the effect of 

racial diversity on congregational conflict.   
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Conflict in religious organizations is certainly not new.  Conflict has been implicit 

in much of the theorizing on religion’s social organization and its relationship to social 

change.  At least since Troeltsch and Weber’s work describing the differences between 

sectarian and churchly religions theorizing has, if only implicitly, hinted at possible 

antecedents of conflict and the consequences of conflict for religion’s social 

infrastructure.  Classic work on the social sources of religious diversity, church-sect 

theories, and more recent accounts of divisions within and between religious groups 

necessarily incorporate assumptions about when conflict is likely to occur (cf. Niebuhr 

1929; Finke and Stark 2000; Johnson 1963; Roof and McKinney 1987; Schaefer and 

Zellner 2008; Stark and Bainbridge 1985; Wilson 1971; Wuthnow 1988).  Conflict, 

whether or not explicitly mentioned or even the main focus of study, is conceptually 

integral to much of the scholarship on the social organization of religion and religion and 

social change.   

The reason for this, of course, is that conflict is tremendously consequential for 

religious organizations.  Niebuhr, for example, heavily influenced by Troeltsch and 

Weber, wrote of the “ethical failure of the divided church” (1929: 3):  its seemingly 

inevitable vulnerability to structural divisions based on class, race, and other differences.  

The move from sectarian religion to churchly religion—the process of 

institutionalization—comes in the form of a series of compromises with secular culture.  

Some of these compromises are relatively benign in terms of sparking disagreement or 
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conflict within the group (e.g., using overhead projectors during worship services), but 

others are highly charged and produce major organizational shifts (e.g., the most recent 

example of this is the debate over homosexuality that has taken place in several large 

Protestant denominations like the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and The 

Episcopal Church (USA).   

Many religious groups have endured massive change in the face of conflict.  One 

leading example is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), or the 

Mormons.  When the United States and the LDS officially outlawed plural marriage in 

the late 19th century, there were several conflicts and schisms within the church; one 

group that split from the LDS was the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints (FLDS), which still practices plural marriage (Schaeffer and Zellner 2008).  

Another leading example is the Amish, which, since its original split from the 

Mennonites, has experienced multiple schisms and conflicts; there are now multiple 

Amish groups, each with its own relationship to broader culture (Schaeffer and Zellner 

2008).  Ammerman’s (1990) account of the conflict within the Southern Baptist 

Convention is a leading example of the new liberal/conservative division and its ability to 

transform religious organizations.  A lesser-known example of conflict is the Oneida 

community; “internal dissent” was a major contributor to the death of the Oneida 

community (Schaeffer and Zellner 2008: 81).   

In addition to actual organizational consequences, there currently is heightened 

cultural interest in conflict; debates about same-sex marriage and reproductive rights 

have made intra-organizational conflicts more visible, particularly in the religious sphere.  
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Conversations among and between journalists, pundits, and even policy-makers leave the 

impression that churches across America are experiencing these debates first-hand—

experiencing conflict at the local level about whether gays and lesbians should be 

allowed to marry or whether a woman should have unrestricted access to contraception 

and/or abortion procedures.   

Despite the clear and far-reaching implications of conflict for religious 

organizations, especially congregations, we know relatively little about why these 

conflicts occur and what they are about.  It is certainly true that some congregations are 

experiencing conflict of one sort or another, but how many experience serious conflict?  

And what are people arguing about in congregations?  Beyond these descriptive facts, 

there are more complex explanatory questions to answer.  Studies of religion and conflict 

published in the last half-century have yielded much information about the particularities 

of conflict:  they have identified factors that contribute to conflict in religious 

denominations and congregations and pointed to possible outcomes of conflict in specific 

situations.  They have not, however, led to a comprehensive understanding of conflict, 

one that attempts to arbitrate disparate findings.   

I hope to achieve two goals with this project.  First, I will answer some basic 

descriptive questions about congregational conflict by capitalizing on nationally 

representative data from the National Congregations Study (NCS).1  Second, I will build 

on these and other findings to move the study of congregational conflict beyond 

                                                
1 I also provide frequencies from the Pulpit and Pew National Survey of Pastoral Leaders (PPNS), and the 
United States Congregational Life Survey (USCLS) as points of comparison. 
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descriptive facts and toward explanation by asking:  Why do congregations experience 

conflict?  Why do congregations argue about some issues and not others?2   

 

THE CONFLICT TRADITION AND CONCEPTUALIZING CONFLICT 

 The sociological approach known as the conflict tradition, very broadly, has 

added value to the study of organizations, and I think it is a useful frame for studying 

conflict within religious organizations.  The conflict tradition envisions the world as 

consisting of “groups and individuals trying to advance their own interests over others 

whether or not overt outbreaks take place in this struggle for advantage” (Collins 1985: 

47).  This Weberian approach to the world recognizes that “conflict is not merely just one 

more factor among others, it is an expression of the very multidimensionality of things, 

the plurality of different groups, interests, and perspectives that make up the world.” 

(Collins 1985: 84-85).  Most importantly for my discussion, the conflict tradition takes 

the organization as a venue for this struggle among interests, and this has laid the 

groundwork for much of the research on power and coercion within the sociology of 

organizations.   

Organizational research includes conflict rather explicitly in accounts of 

organizational function and performance (see Scott and Davis 2007 for an overview).  

This is not to say that organizational theories have accurately or even adequately 

conceptualized conflict, but they grapple with the concept in ways that religion scholars 

                                                
2 There is a significant body of literature aimed at clergy and other religious leaders, largely geared toward 
conflict management; for examples, see Greenwood (2005), New-Edson (2005, and Nauta (2007).  There is 
also research on clergy job satisfaction and its relationship to congregational conflict and conflict 
management styles (Carroll 2006; Beebe 2007).  
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have not.  One of the most basic tenets in organizational theory, for example, is that 

organizational goals do not simply reflect an aggregation of individuals’ goals; every 

organization is comprised of stakeholders, each of whom have personal and group 

interests that may be at odds with the interests of other stakeholders and, sometimes, the 

interests of the organization (Wallace 1975).   

This consideration of stakeholder interests is critical for understanding conflict in 

any organization, particularly religious congregations.  Stakeholders are “the social actors 

who play a role in the survival and success of the organization and who are affected by 

the organization’s activities” (Ancona et al. 1996).  Religious congregations are unique 

because, unlike for-profit companies and employers, becoming a stakeholder in a 

religious congregation is without monetary incentive.  Also, it is relatively easy to 

become a stakeholder in a religious congregation, and it is easy to leave the organization.  

Moreover, churches rely heavily on these stakeholders for financial health and stability.  

To be sure, any congregation with a staff is subject to the kinds of conflict most 

commonly discussed in the organizational literature, such as conflict between workers 

and management or conflict within management.  But the vast majority of stakeholders in 

religious congregations are unpaid voluntary participants (i.e., lay people), and these 

voluntary participants become powerful decision makers within the organization when 

they serve on committees, organize events, and, perhaps most importantly, offer financial 

support to the congregation.   

In most studies of conflict within religious organizations, conflict is operationally 

defined.  There are two main problems with this approach.  First, scholars that do study 
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conflict develop disparate ideas about what it is and how it should be measured, not to 

mention at what level of analysis, leading to a level of variation that makes a systematic 

comparison of existing research difficult to say the least.  Second, and relatedly, items 

designed to measure conflict do not separate conflict per se from its possible outcomes 

and/or leave too much conceptualization to the respondent.3   

Within the sociology of religion, conflict has been envisaged in a variety of ways.  

In one early but comprehensive account, Hoge (1976) brought together data from several 

studies to evaluate four major ways of thinking about conflict within “the Church.”  First, 

Niebuhr argued that the main division within the church is between social classes; he first 

suggested the idea of “religion of the disprivileged” in his classic work The Social 

Sources of Denominationalism (1929).  Second, Marty argued that the main division 

within the church is theological—between public and private Protestantism—in his book 

The Protestant Experience in America (1969).  Third, Hadden argued that the main 

division within the church is between clergy and laity in The Gathering Storm in the 

Churches (1969).  Fourth, a strand of speculation about individual-level psychological 

variables like attitudes about race, whether one feels threatened and tendencies toward 

authoritarianism; the idea is that church division has its origins in human psychology.  

Hoge concluded that theological divisions are most prominent, but acknowledged that 

each of the perspectives he examined had some merit. 

                                                
3 In fact, the NCS items I use connect conflict to specific outcomes, either a special meeting or people 
leaving the congregation.  This limits the generalizability of my findings but does not introduce serious 
bias.  The PPNS conflict item asked respondents about “major” and “minor” conflicts, letting respondents 
decide the meaning of these terms and, in my view, introducing bias since individuals likely vary 
substantially in terms of what they consider major or minor conflict events. 
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More recently, Becker offered a definition of congregational conflict that has at 

its foundation competing stakeholder interests, based mainly on the ideas of Coser and 

Simmel:   

The definition of conflict encompasses several elements.  First, conflict is an 

intense form of sociation, or interaction….To engage in conflict assumes a degree 

of connectedness between the parties.  Second, conflict involves two or more 

parties who perceive their interests to be incompatible and engage in action 

oriented to the defense of their interests, be they ideal or material.  Persons or 

groups engaged in conflict are aware of their own interests and the interests of 

those with whom they are engaged in conflict….Conflict, then, is a pattern of 

interaction that is conscious, intermittent, and personal (Becker 1999:37).  

Both Coser (1956) and Simmel ([1923] 1955) theorized conflict as simultaneously 

positive and negative, constructive and destructive, occurring most intensively when 

individuals within a social unit feel that the unit is threatened; because the social unit has 

objective value, no individual will leave the unit without a fight.   

This is helpful for thinking about organizational conflict, and congregational 

conflict in particular since religious congregations are a very distinctive type of social 

unit.  As congregations are places where individuals “act out” their religion and work to 

achieve an otherworldly goal, the organization itself takes on high objective value for 

individual members.  Parties to congregational conflict are often intimately connected to 

one another and their congregation.   
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WHY DO CONGREGATIONS EXPERIENCE CONFLICT? 

Existing literature on organizational conflict in religion oscillates between 

congregational and denominational levels of analysis.  Traditionally, studies of conflict in 

religious organizations have focused on the denominational level of analysis, with either 

denominations or congregations within a specific denomination as the unit of analysis, 

although there is a smaller body of literature in which the level of analysis is the 

congregation.  

My level of analysis is the congregation, defined as: 

[A] social institution in which individuals who are not all religious specialists 

gather in physical proximity to one another, frequently and at regularly scheduled 

intervals, for activities and events with explicitly religious content and purpose, 

and in which there is continuity over time in the individuals who gather, the 

location of the gathering, and the nature of the activities and events at each 

gathering (Chaves 2004:1-2). 

Religious congregations are where people live their religions; they provide a venue for 

worship and socialization.  But congregations are also a venue for conflict, and 

parishioners are likely to experience these conflicts much more directly than conflicts at 

the denominational level.   

Existing literature suggests several key components to an explanation of 

congregational conflict:  theological orientation, engagement with the secular world, 

organizational structure, racial diversity and internal change. 
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THEOLOGICAL ORIENTATION 

Theological orientation is fundamental for understanding American religion; a 

basic distinction between conservative and liberal theological approaches is an important 

descriptive and explanatory tool (cf. Roof and McKinney 1987; Warner 1988; Wuthnow 

1988; Ammerman 1987, 1990; Chaves 2004; Tsitsos 2007).   

This literature most clearly illustrates my earlier assertion about the implicit 

nature of conflict in scholarship on religion.  The earliest work concentrated on outlining 

basic social divisions between religious groups rather than any conflict per se; the task 

was to explain why religious groups look and worship the way they do.  Weber and 

Troeltsch began the conceptualization with ideal types; they simply outlined the basic 

dimensions of difference between “churchly” religions and “sectarian” religions.  

Influenced by Weber and Troeltsch, Niebuhr’s ([1929] 1957) classic work on the social 

roots of denominationalism is a good example.  He argued that major divisions within 

religion reflect economic, racial, political, and other social differences, which express 

themselves in many ways, from worship practices to theological orientation.   

Niebuhr makes a cogent argument for the social origins of religious organization, 

and criticizes Troeltsch’s approach for its inertia.  For Niebuhr, social structure is largely 

determinant of religious doctrine and practice; social class is central – to the extent that 

denominations are divided by class/race/ethnicity/etc., they can be said to have 

compromised with the world.  This is the ethical failure of the church, according to 

Niebuhr; the need for sects is rooted in the failure of the church to overcome these social 
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divides.  Moreover, this failure, having resulted in the fragmentation of the church, 

foments nationalism, racism, and classism since the church cannot develop a common 

ethic; other institutional spheres, such as the state, provide the ethic in the church’s 

absence.  The (virtually unavoidable) factors most influential in this evolution are, 

according to Niebuhr, the birth of a second generation and increased wealth, which 

promote professionalization of clergy, formalization of ritual and doctrine, and changes 

in membership criteria. 

Harrison’s Authority and Power offers support for Niebuhr’s general assertion 

that social structure is determinant.  With the emergence of denominational leaders and 

their consolidation of authority, the American Baptist Convention’s official doctrine of 

congregationalism and individual freedom was substantially altered; moreover, Harrison 

observes that the purpose of the denominations has evolved over time; the Convention 

had been established primarily to rationalize missionary efforts, that is, to make 

denominational efforts more efficient.  However, the roles had reversed by Harrison’s 

time – denominations’ purpose became the maintenance of the Convention.  

By the 1980s, the social sources of religious practice and belief were well 

established.  The church/sect literature had grown and comparative studies illustrated the 

profound effect of social differences on religious practice and belief (cf. Wilson 1959; 

Johnson 1963; Stark and Bainbridge 1985).  Scholars began thinking less about 

differences between denominations and more about differences between 

“mainline/liberal” groups and “evangelical/conservative” groups within denominations 

and other religious organizations (Roof and McKinney 1987; Wuthnow 1988).  This 
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“declining significance of denominationalism,” as articulated by Wuthnow (1988), 

originated with the Protestant split over the relative priorities of saving souls and doing 

social justice, and has been facilitated by a number of factors, some of which are 

increasing educational achievement, migration, intermarriage, and organized ecumenism.  

According to Wuthnow, denominations were giving way to special purpose groups, 

which are more suitable to modern living; in addition, because these special purpose 

groups have narrowly defined interests, they are amenable to alignment with the liberal-

conservative dichotomy, which serves to intensify these already existing divisions.      

There is general agreement that theological orientation matters for congregational 

conflict, but there is no strong consensus as to the direction, nature, or strength of the 

relationship.  Classic sociology of religion theory points to theological liberalism as an 

engine of conflict; theologically liberal congregations tend to engage with secular culture 

directly and are generally more tolerant and diverse, which creates conflict at the 

individual level.  Liberal congregations that welcome diverse social groups are essentially 

forced to confront prejudices within their own group, and discussions about race, class, 

gender or other differences can easily breed conflict.  Tolerance, on its face, would seem 

to engender cooperation rather than conflict; congregational tolerance, however, can lead 

to conflict.  For example, many congregations have adopted official policies that 

welcome homosexuals; these congregations have a policy of tolerance, but that does not 

mean there is no disagreement among members about homosexuality and its place in the 

church. 
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On the other hand, recent empirical evidence from comparative and case studies 

implies that theologically conservative congregations experience more conflict than 

liberal churches.  More recent research suggests that congregational conflict is linked 

more strongly to specific doctrinal disputes rather than broadly conceptualized 

theological differences, although some doctrinal issues define or are derived from 

theological orientation, like views on scriptural inerrancy and church mission (Becker et 

al. 1993; Becker 1999; Starke and Dyck 1996).  Becker et al. note that conservative 

congregations reported more instances of conflict than liberal congregations.  Most 

recently, Chow (2008) shows that charismatic worship practices, like speaking in 

tongues, are strongly related to conflict, but congregations’ theological self-identification 

is not. 

Because I do not have any information about the range of theological diversity 

within congregations, I cannot test empirically the hypothesis suggested by classic 

theories of church-sect evolution and religion and social change, that theological 

differences within groups generate conflict.  I can, however, test the hypotheses 

suggested by more recent research, that congregations with a particular theological 

orientation experience more conflict than congregations with another theological 

orientation; despite what comparative and case studies have shown, I think that 

theological liberalism is a more powerful generator of conflict than theological 

conservatism.      

Theological orientation is important to consider on its own, but it is also worth 

exploring the mechanisms by which it operates.  The degree to which religious groups 
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engage secular culture is such a mechanism, one of the most important for religious 

congregations. 

 

Engagement with the Secular World 

 Engagement with the secular world is one of the primary mechanisms through 

which theological orientation influences congregational conflict; many differences 

between theologically liberal and conservative groups result from their relative 

willingness to engage and adapt to broader culture.  But secular engagement is also 

important in its own right.  Relationships between religious groups and the secular world 

are at the core of the sociology of religion; studies of the social organization of religion 

and religion and social change take this interaction to be essential for understanding what 

religious groups look like and how they change over time (see Niebuhr 1929; Finke and 

Stark 2000; Johnson 1963; Roof and McKinney 1987; Stark and Bainbridge 1985; 

Wilson 1971; Wuthnow 1988).   

Generally, engagement with the secular world refers to the extent to which 

religious groups have a “this-worldly” versus “other-worldly” focus and how this focus 

affects their involvement in social life.  Classic examples of this are the church-sect 

theories of Troeltsch and Weber, and especially Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and The 

Spirit of Capitalism ([1920]2002).  More recent examples include Roozen, McKinney, 

and Carroll’s (1984) typology of mission orientations and Warner’s (1988) categorization 



 

 

25 

of groups by ideological content and religious form (See also Hoge et al 1978 and 

Kanagy 1992).4   

Another broad way of conceiving engagement with the secular world is “public” 

versus “private” religion (Marty 1970; Moberg 1972).  This research emerged within the 

context of the civil rights movement and focused on the clash between individual 

salvation (characteristic of conservative religious groups) and the social gospel 

(characteristic of moderate and liberal religious groups) (cf. Hadden 1969; Wood 1970).  

The basic distinction is relative to churches’ missions:  should churches focus solely on 

intimacy and fellowship within their walls, or should they also focus on social 

issues/concerns?  Hoge (1976) asserts a relatively straightforward theological basis for 

this distinction among Protestants, with public Protestants being theologically liberal and 

private Protestants being theologically conservative, but he also notes that certain types 

of social activism – those seen as contrary to middle-class interests – tend to be resisted 

even in public Protestant groups.  Becker’s more recent study of congregational conflict 

confirms this basic finding, although the picture she paints is more complex; she shows 

that some kinds of congregations are able to get past this private/public divide by 

recognizing that “personalism and an expressive or experiential mode of religious 

authority do not necessarily lead to an inward orientation that eschews involvement with 

                                                
4 Mock criticizes these and other recent studies for giving the impression that “the social identity of 
evangelicals is not oriented towards working for or even with secular groups, such as minorities and the 
poor, but rather towards saving souls” (1992:21; see also McRoberts 2003).  Indeed, scholars have shown 
that theological conservatism does not always produce withdrawal from the social world or a sole focus on 
winning souls (Mock 1992; McRoberts 2003; Tsitsos 2007). 
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political and social issues” (1999:209).  Still, Becker notes that the congregations she 

studied were all white, middle-class congregations. 

It is clear that congregations’ engagement with the secular world, their 

involvement in social life, has theological roots.  The theory and research I discussed 

above link theological liberalism to increased engagement with broader culture.  While 

there has been rich discussion about the theological roots of social engagement, there has 

been little discussion about the consequences of engagement for congregations, 

especially regarding conflict.   

There are some very straightforward ways to conceptualize engagement with the 

secular world; two of these are political involvement and social service involvement.  I 

discuss each of these below. 

Political Involvement.  Congregations participate in a variety of political 

activities, most frequently offering opportunities for political activity at worship services 

(e.g., petitioning campaigns, demonstrating), distributing voter guides (Beyerlein and 

Chaves 2003; see this article also for a review of existing literature on congregations’ 

political activities), and voter registration.  To my knowledge, no study has looked at the 

conflict-related consequences of political involvement for congregations.  It seems likely, 

however, that participation in political activities sets the stage for conflict by increasing 

the salience of contentious issues or simply precipitating discussion among members 

about their congregation’s role in public life.  Congregations who most frequently engage 

in political activities—those most deeply involved in politics—are most likely to 

experience conflict since they encounter more opportunities for it to occur.      
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Social Service Involvement.  Scholarly interest in congregational social service 

provision has been reinvigorated by the advent of what are often called “faith-based” or 

“charitable choice” initiatives (see Chaves 1999, 2004 for discussion of these initiatives 

and related developments).  The last decade has seen a veritable explosion of research on 

how religious organizations – congregations, denominations, and other faith-based 

groups – provide social services and who they collaborate with (e.g., Chaves 2004; 

Lichterman 2004; Wuthnow 2004; Ammerman 2005; Tsitsos 2003, 2007).  Much of this 

research is ethnographic or geographically, denominationally, or ethnically localized 

(Chaves 2004:241n1), but some researchers have tried to overcome these limitations with 

nationally representative data (Chaves and Tsitsos 2001; Chaves 2004; Wuthnow 2004; 

see also Ammerman 2005). 

 Because of this boom of interest in religion and social service provision, we now 

know a fair amount about how much and what kinds of social services religious 

organizations, including congregations, tend to do, and who they tend to collaborate with.  

Again, however, there is a general lack of knowledge about how this is related to conflict 

in congregations.  It seems that, similar to political involvement, social service 

involvement sets the stage for conflict in congregations.  Social service involvement 

creates opportunities for members to interact with disadvantaged and/or stigmatized 

groups, which instigates discussion — and possible conflict — about social issues (e.g., 

homelessness, government assistance, HIV/AIDS).  Even if participants do not come into 

direct contact with the group they serve, there is likely to be such discussion.  Many 
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social service activities also require congregations to discuss or set aside congregational 

resources, which can be a contentious topic on its own.  

H1:  Theologically liberal congregations are more likely to experience conflict 

than theologically conservative congregations. 

H2:  Congregations that participate in political activities are more likely to 

experience conflict than congregations that do not participate in political 

activities. 

H3:  Theological orientation and political involvement interact such that political 

involvement will be a stronger determinant of conflict in theologically liberal 

congregations. 

H4:  Congregations that provide social services are more likely to experience 

conflict than congregations that do not provide social services. 

H5:  Theological orientation and social service provision interact such that social 

service provision will be a stronger determinant of conflict in theologically liberal 

congregations. 

 

STRUCTURE 

Size 

 Size is one major dimension on which congregations vary, and there are a few 

well-known facts about American religious congregations in terms of size.  Perhaps most 

importantly, the large majority of congregations are small, yet most people belong to 

large congregations (Chaves 2004; see also Chaves 2006 for a description of increasing 
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concentration within American Protestant denominations).  According to Chaves (2004), 

“[t]he largest 10 percent of congregations contain about half of all churchgoers.” 

 Evidence from qualitative studies highlights the fact that size has meaning beyond 

mere numbers.  Ammerman’s (1990: 131) study of conflict within the Southern Baptist 

Convention revealed just how important congregation size can be; she notes that size was 

an indicator of status:  “[b]igger churches tended toward the middle- and upper-middle 

classes, while smaller ones were often thought of as less prestigious.”  Ammerman also 

notes that pastors in very large congregations were theologically very different from 

pastors in small congregations (1990).  Becker (1999) selected congregations in part 

based on size, expecting size to account for a large amount of variance; instead she found 

almost no pattern with respect to size.  Brubaker (2009) found that dramatic decline in 

membership over a study period of five years was linked to higher rates of congregational 

conflict, while modest change was not related at all to conflict.  

Within the sociology of religion, size is typically treated as an indicator of 

organizational complexity, or structural differentiation.5  It is generally the case that 

organization size has a substantial influence on other structural features like 

differentiation and centralization (McPherson 1983; Scott 2003).  For example, large 

organizations tend to have disproportionately large administrative components; 

increasing size means increasing structural differentiation, and differentiation pushes the 

administrative component to expand; size per se is not responsible for the 

disproportionate growth of administration (Blau 1970; see also Scott 2003 for a review).    

                                                
5 Centralization, which is negatively related to organization size, is typically measured as organizational 
polity (Liebman et al. 1988). 
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In the case of religious congregations, size does indicate organizational 

complexity, but it also indicates the number of possible social ties within the 

organization.  Mathematically, the probability of conflict increases with each additional 

participant.  For every interaction between individuals, there is a chance that conflict will 

arise.  The larger the congregation, therefore, the more chances for conflict to arise.   

 

Polity          

Authority structure, or polity, is among the most important features to consider 

when attempting to understand or explain congregational conflict; the structure of 

authority relationships between leaders, particularly clergy, and lay participants is 

consequential for smooth and accurate communication that might quell some conflicts 

before they start, so to speak.  Scholars since Moberg ([1962] 1984) refer to episcopal, 

presbyterian and congregational authority structures (cf. Wood 1970; Steed 1986; 

Ammerman 1997; Becker 1999; Brubaker 2009).  The episcopal polity emphasizes the 

role of bishops and the denominational hierarchy; this is the least democratic form of 

congregational authority structure: 

Episcopal polity…is dominated by an ecclesiastical hierarchy which controls 

appointments of the parish clergy and exercises discipline over them.  Authority 

flows from the highest offices down to the members, so the clergy are freed from 

dependence upon local congregations (Moberg [1962] 1984:94-5, emphasis in 

original).   
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Groups that exemplify the episcopal authority structure are The Episcopal Church (USA), 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and The Foursquare Church. 

The presbyterian polity emphasizes the role and jurisdiction of a presbytery, or 

group of governing clergy people; its focus is on the special educational achievements 

and talents of clergy.  This authority structure is more democratic than the episcopal 

structure, but less democratic than the congregational structure: 

Presbyterian polity is dominated in theory by the constituent church bodies but in 

fact by the clergy who control the denomination’s synods or presbyteries and 

comprise a hierarchy of ecclesiastical oligarchs….Since the preacher must be 

approved by both the local church…and the presbytery, he is subject to pressures 

from above and below (Moberg [1962] 1984:94-5, emphasis in original). 

Groups that exemplify the presbyterian authority structure are The United Methodist 

Church, The Presbyterian Church (USA), and The Seventh-day Adventists. 

The congregational polity emphasizes the role and authority of the congregation 

itself rather than clergy people or a denominational hierarchy; it is the most democratic 

form of congregational authority structure.   

Congregational churches…are loosely organized, with members collectively as 

the source of authority.  Local autonomy is emphasized, and democratic 

organization theoretically gives all members the right to propose church action.  

The pastor is selected by the local congregation and is subject to their good will 

(Moberg [1962] 1984:94-5, emphasis in original). 
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Groups that exemplify the congregational authority structure are The Southern Baptist 

Convention, Disciples of Christ, and The United Church of Christ. 

 Moberg ([1962] 1984) points out that, while the match is not always perfect, the 

differences between these authority structures can be traced to theological differences; 

theologically conservative congregations tend to be more congregational in authority 

structure, while theologically liberal and moderate congregations tend to be more 

hierarchical.  The practical difference, however, is whether legitimate religious authority 

lies in the community of believers (congregational polity) or in some religious elite 

(episcopal and presbyterian polities); thus, presbyterian and episcopal structures are 

sometimes collapsed into one “hierarchical” category (Wood 1970; Steed 1986; Becker 

1999).6 

Polity type generally refers to denominations, that is, we talk about denominations 

evincing one polity type or another and congregations as belonging to denominations.  

Denominations with hierarchical polities exercise more control over affiliated 

congregations than do denominations with a congregational polity.  The principles of 

institutional isomorphism suggest that religious congregations tend to adopt authority 

structures that reflect the denominational structure in which they are embedded 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983); among congregations embedded in a congregational polity, 

therefore, rigid hierarchical authority structure is not likely.  Moreover, congregations 

with no denominational affiliation can be classified as belonging to a congregational 

polity even though they are not, technically, part of any denominational structure.  Since 

                                                
6 Ammerman (1997) uses “hierarchical” to refer to Moberg’s episcopal polity type. 
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denominationally affiliated congregations dominate the organizational field, unaffiliated 

congregations tend to resemble affiliated congregations (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 

Congregations embedded in a congregational polity structure are probably more 

likely to experience conflict than congregations in hierarchical polity structures.  In 

congregational polities, where congregations are relatively independent, participants 

compete to get their voices heard; congregational polities localize the decision-making 

process, adding more voices to the conversation.  It is also probably the case that, as 

Takayama (1975) suggests, large denominations with a congregational polity (and their 

constituent congregations) are most prone to conflict because congregational authority is 

not compatible with the power structures that inevitably arise as denominations grow.7   

 

Racial Diversity 

It is still true that Sunday morning is one of the most segregated times in 

American life.  The religious traditions of African Americans and other minority groups, 

including immigrants, have deep historical and cultural roots (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990; 

Cadge and Ecklund 2007; Edwards 2008).  Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) point out that 

seven historically African American denominations account for over 80 percent of black 

churchgoers in America.  Simply put, American Protestant congregations tend to be 

mostly black or mostly white.  While some congregations include small minority groups 

(a few black families in a predominantly white church or visa versa), true diversity—

                                                
7 See Harrison (1959) for an account of the American Baptist Convention’s struggle with this 
incompatibility. 
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where two or more groups are equally represented within a congregation—is hard to find 

(Edwards 2008).  

In an effort to understand race in post-Civil Rights America, Emerson and Smith 

(2000: page) make the case for a new framework called racialization.8  Some view 

religion as a way to overcome racialization, but they argue that the structure of American 

religion actually reinforces historical racial divisions rather than breaking down racial 

barriers.  Edwards (2008) notes two structural conditions that impede racial integration:  

First, “[c]hurches are most successful within the American context (where ‘success’ is 

measured by the number of attendees) when they appeal to one group,” and second, “race 

is central to the structure of American life and the everyday lives of Americans.” (2008: 

5).  So, consistent with Niebuhr’s ethical failure of the divided church, these scholars 

essentially argue that while religion is a powerful thing, it is not so powerful as to 

overcome deep-seated socioeconomic divides like race.  

Given this evidence, I think that participants in congregations that have achieved 

some degree of true diversity—particularly racial diversity—likely struggle to understand 

one another, which might lead to higher rates of conflict.  Moreover, we know that 

theological differences between predominantly black and predominantly white churches 

could make it even harder to reach understanding; black churches, for example, tend to be 

more conservative theologically than their white counterparts while maintaining more 

liberal or moderate social values (Chaves 2004).   

                                                
8 “[Racialization] understands that racial practices that reproduce racial division in the contemporary 
United States (1) are increasingly covert, (2) are embedded in normal operations of institutions, (3) avoid 
direct racial terminology, and (4) are invisible to most Whites." 
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Beyond the literature dealing specifically with race in American religion, there are 

other reasons to expect higher rates of conflict in racially integrated congregations.  It is 

well known that complex processes of homophily operate in voluntary organizations, 

where demographic characteristics are likely to be a basis for subgroup formation 

(McPherson and Smith-Lovin 1987).9  Congregations might see conflict not only within 

subgroups, but also between subgroups, since large groups sometimes differentiate into 

homophilous subgroups quite distant from one another in social space.  It seems to me, 

however, that some minimum subgroup size must be met in order for smaller subgroups 

to feel comfortable voicing their concerns or making demands of leadership.  In 

congregations where sizeable subgroups exist, it is reasonable to expect higher levels of 

confrontation and conflict.    

H6:  Larger congregations are more likely to experience conflict than smaller 

congregations. 

H7:  Congregations embedded within a congregational polity structure are more 

likely to experience conflict than congregations embedded within a hierarchical 

polity structure. 

H8:  Congregation size and polity structure interact, so that increasing size will 

be a stronger determinant of conflict in congregational polities. 

H9:  Racially diverse congregations are more likely to experience conflict than 

racially homogenous congregations. 

                                                
9 Research has already demonstrated the importance of some characteristics for understanding religious 
congregations (Carroll and Roof 2002; Tsitsos 2003, 2007).   
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H10:  Racial diversity and theological orientation interact such that increasing 

racial diversity will be a stronger determinant of conflict in theologically liberal 

congregations. 

H11:  Racial diversity and congregation size interact such that increasing racial 

diversity will be a stronger determinant of conflict in larger congregations.  

 

INTERNAL CHANGE 

Size 

As I mentioned above, size is one of the most determinative characteristics of 

congregations.  But organizational size does not fluctuate wildly; in the case of 

congregations, as Brubaker notes, “[m]ost congregations are relatively stable in size—

size transitions are uncommon (2009: 35).  Organizations usually experience gradual 

growth or decline, and any change in the size of an organization implies other changes to 

its structure, especially in congregations.  For example, declining congregational 

participation can dramatically effect congregational programs and/or ministries, which 

require people to initiate and maintain them; declining congregations might have to cut 

some programs to keep costs under control or because there is simply no one to run them.  

Increasing congregational participation, meanwhile, might mean that congregations can 

add programs or enhance existing programs and ministries.10    

Changes in congregation size might precipitate conflict, especially if the 

congregation is shrinking.  Research has documented that declining size is related to 

                                                
10 Recent qualitative research on church boards bears this out (Chaves 2010). 
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organizational dysfunction (Cameron, Kim, and Whetten 1987).  Brubaker (2009) finds 

that large size transitions—changes of 50 or more members—produce higher rates of 

conflict.  Because congregations rely so heavily on their participants, there are several 

reasons to believe that declining membership would lead to conflict within congregations.  

One of the most likely scenarios is related to resources; congregations rely on their 

participants for financial well being, and declining membership might foment conflict 

about how congregations allocate resources and do fundraising.  Increased anxiety among 

members about their congregations’ health might provoke arguments about recruitment 

strategies or worship practices.   

 

Leadership 

There are many components to congregational decision-making structures but 

leaders, particularly clergy, are crucial; congregations need leaders in order to survive 

(Chaves 2004).  Brubaker argues that “[l]eaders…are both actual agents for change and 

the symbolic representatives of that change within their congregational systems” (2009: 

12).   

Clergy are part of formal congregational and/or denominational hierarchies, 

placing them at the center of many conflicts, whether as participants, mediators, or even 

subjects (cf. Wood 1981; Becker 1999; Brubaker 2009).  It is well established that clergy 

have enormous influence in religious groups, from leading ritual performances to 

determining congregational priorities regarding social action (Wood 1981; Ammerman 

1990; Becker 1999); this latter role, in particular, has been linked to conflict between 
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clergy and members within religious groups (Hadden 1969).  Scholars since Troeltsch 

and Weber have recognized the role of clergy in the transformation from sectarian to 

churchly religion (Troeltsch [1911] 1931; Weber [1922] 1978; see also Weber [1922] 

1963 for more discussion on the central role of leaders in religion), and recent work has 

argued that clergy can deliberately initiate a shift from churchly to sectarian religion 

(Finke and Stark 2000).   

Because clergy play such important roles within religious congregations, it is 

likely that a transition to new leadership—a new clergy person—will be linked to higher 

rates of congregational conflict.  Indeed, changes to congregations’ leadership have been 

linked to increased conflict (Brubaker 2009).  Not only might change be hotly debated 

within the congregation, there are likely to be snags in the transition that foment conflict.  

It is thus important that congregations maintain close attention to decision-making 

structures (i.e., authority and leadership) to achieve successful adaptation and/or change 

(Ammerman’s 1997).  

 

Worship Services  

 Chaves argues that “congregations mainly gather people to engage in the cultural 

activity of expressing and transmitting religious meanings,” and a primary setting for this 

is the worship service (2004: 8).  Collective rituals are crucial to constructing and 

reconstructing religious meaning (Chaves 2004).  Any disruption to the ritual components 

of religious life has the potential to generate conflict, and worship services are, for almost 

all Protestant religious participants, the primary setting for religious life:   
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There is a sense in which congregations are organizations whose primary output is 

the regular worship event….A congregation that stopped producing regular 

worship services would no longer be a congregation even if it remained an 

organization that was active, even religiously active, in other ways.  Producing 

collective religious events frequently and at regular intervals is part of what we 

mean by congregational religion (Chaves 2004: 128). 

Indeed, Brubaker (2009) finds that the addition or deletion of worship services is 

positively related to congregational conflict; any change in the number of worship 

services produces a three-fold increase in congregations’ likelihood of experiencing 

conflict.  He argues that worship services are where congregational cultures are ritually 

expressed, and disruptions to this ritual activity (e.g., changing the number of 

opportunities for it to take place) produce congregational conflict. 

H12:  Congregations that have experienced declining membership are more likely 

to experience conflict than congregations that have seen increasing membership or 

no change in size.      

H13:  Congregations that have recently experienced clergy turnover are more 

likely to experience conflict than congregations that have not experienced clergy 

turnover. 

H14:  Congregations that have changed the number of worship services they offer 

are more likely to experience conflict than congregations that have not changed 

their offerings. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 Chapter Two describes my data source, the National Congregation Study (Chaves 

and Anderson 2009), and the measures I use to test the hypotheses put forth above.  I also 

offer some descriptive facts about congregational conflict and my measures.  Chapter 

Three presents the primary analysis of congregational conflict, looking at what factors are 

related to the occurrence of conflict.  Chapter Four presents the secondary analysis of 

congregational conflict, looking at what factors might help determine the topics over 

which congregations argue; that is, given a conflict, what determines the topic in 

question?  In Chapter Five I review my key findings in light of previous studies and 

identify ways to move forward with sound research on congregational conflict. 
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CHAPTER 2:  DATA AND METHODS  

 

In this chapter I describe the data, methods, and measures that I use to test the 14 

hypotheses put forward in Chapter One.  I provide a detailed description of the National 

Congregations Study, my sample, and my measures.  I also discuss some initial 

observations from descriptive analyses. 

 

DATA  

 My data are from the National Congregations Study, a nationally representative 

study of religious congregations in the United States (Chaves 1998; Chaves et al. 1999; 

Chaves and Anderson 2008).  Wave-I data were collected in 1998 (N=1234) and Wave-II 

data were collected in 2006-2007 (N=1506).  I restrict my analyses to Protestant 

congregations (Wave-I N=890, Wave-II N=1089, Total N=1979).  Catholics are 

structurally different from Protestants in ways that could have implications for 

congregational conflict; also, most studies of conflict in religious organizations focus on 

Protestants.  Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all of the independent variables used 

in this analysis.       

Nationally representative samples were achieved using hypernetwork sampling, a 

technique based on the insight that the organizational affiliations of a random sample of 

individuals constitutes a random sample of organizations (see McPherson 1982).  

Respondents to the 1998 and 2006 General Social Surveys (GSS) who reported attending 

religious services were asked to identify their place of worship; nominated congregations 
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constitute the respective NCS samples.  This sampling procedure yields a probability-

proportional-to-size sample, meaning that larger congregations are more likely than 

smaller congregations to be included in the NCS sample; because we know the extent to 

which larger congregations are overrepresented, this feature of the data can be corrected 

with weights.   

 Wave-II of the NCS also includes a panel component, congregations that were 

interviewed during both data collection periods (325 cases selected and 256 

reinterviewed, RR=79 percent).  Again, I restrict my analysis to Protestants (237 cases 

selected and 190 reinterviewed, RR=80 percent).  In traditional panel studies, like the 

Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), researchers attempt to reinterview every case 

from the original sample.  The NCS panel component is, instead, a randomly selected 

sample of the original cases.  Insofar as the original Wave-I sample is representative of 

all congregations in 1998, the panel sample of Wave-I cases is also representative of all 

congregations in 1998.  I checked the Protestant panel sample for non-response bias on 

all of my independent variables using data collected in 1998 (see Table 2); while there 

are some interesting substantive differences, only one is statistically significant.  In 1998 

a large majority of non-responding congregations believed that the Bible is literal and 

inerrant (93 percent); among responding congregations that number is much lower (65 

percent).         

 Both waves of NCS data were gathered via telephone interviews with key 

informants (usually the head clergyperson); if necessary, interviewers visited 
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congregations in person and conducted face-to-face interviews.  There are, however, a 

few differences in data collection that are worth noting:   

NCS-II data collection differed from NCS-I data collection in three important 

respects. First, because the 2006 GSS for the first time conducted interviews in 

Spanish, we translated the NCS-II questionnaire into Spanish and conducted 11 

interviews in Spanish. Second, more summertime interviews were conducted in 

Wave II: 34 percent compared with 20 percent in 1998. Since many 

congregational activities are seasonal, analysts should ensure that differences 

between the two waves do not reflect a higher percentage of summer interviews in 

Wave II. For example, the percent of attenders in congregations that had a choir at 

its most recent main worship service is 72 percent in 1998 and 58 percent in 

2006-07. This is partially a summer effect. Excluding summer services, the 

numbers are 74 percent in 1998 and 62 percent in 2006-07. This decline still is 

statistically significant, but less dramatic than it first appears.  Third, a different 

data collection strategy produced more in-person interviews in Wave II: 22.5 

percent versus 7.5 percent in 1998. In 1998, all NCS cases were allocated 

immediately to field staff around the country who were relatively close to their 

assigned congregations. In 2006-07, we began data collection from phone banks 

in Chicago and Arizona. Two-thirds of the interviews were completed from these 

phone banks. The only cases assigned to interviewers in the field were 

congregations that we were unable to interview from these phone banks. 

Consequently, congregations assigned to the field were the most difficult cases; in 
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many instances they were congregations in which a leader or gatekeeper had 

expressed reluctance to participate when reached by someone in a phone bank. 

Field interviewers thus had to work very hard to locate these congregations and 

persuade them to participate. In 1998, field workers often would visit a 

congregation early in the recruiting process in order to persuade a leader to 

participate, but then conduct the interview later by telephone. In 2006-07, because 

field interviewers were often visiting congregations that already had been called 

several times by the phone bank, and who often had put off the phone-bank 

interviewer, field interviewers were more prone to do an interview in person 

rather than make an appointment to do it later by phone.  Since congregations that 

were harder to locate and persuade to participate were more likely to be 

interviewed in person, the larger number of in-person interviews in Wave II raises 

the possibility that the Wave II sample includes more such congregations. Thus, 

change over time could be confounded with differences in sample composition 

(Chaves and Anderson 2009, 5-6). 

Response rates were 80 percent (Wave-I) and 78 percent (Wave-II).1  Both waves 

of NCS data have been evaluated for non-response bias with respect to region and 

religious tradition; analyses suggest small and non-significant differences between 

responding and non-responding cases (see Chaves et al. 1999 for Wave-I analysis; see 

Chaves and Anderson 2008 for Wave-II analyses).  

                                                
1 These response rates do not account for the GSS’s own response rates.  When the 1998 GSS response rate 
of 76 percent is taken into account, the 1998 NCS response rate is reduced to 60 percent.  Likewise, when 
the 2006 GSS response rate of 71 percent is taken into account, the 2006-07 NCS response rate is reduced 
to 58 percent. 
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 These data are best fit to answering my research questions.  They are nationally 

representative, which is absolutely critical for making any progress toward establishing 

generalizable knowledge about congregational conflict.  The data are comprehensive and 

wide-ranging, containing information on congregations’ work, programs, and other 

activities, in addition to providing basic information on the leader(s) and staff.          

There are no major differences in congregational conflict between 1998 and 2006-

07; in most analyses, therefore, I pool the NCS cross-sectional data for more statistical 

power.  Measures vary slightly across waves, however, so I split the data when evaluating 

the effect of measures exclusive to one or the other year.  When possible I use panel data 

to deepen analysis of congregational change.   

With the exception of congregation budget (see below), and following the advice 

of Allison (2002), I deal with missing data in all analyses using listwise deletion: 

[L]istwise deletion is the method that is most robust to violations of MAR among 

independent variables in a regression analysis….Logistic regression with listwise 

deletion is problematic only when the probability of any missing data depends on 

both the dependent and independent variables….Among conventional methods 

for handling missing data, listwise deletion is the least problematic (Allison 2002: 

6-7, 84) 
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MEASURES AND DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS2 

CONGREGATIONAL CONFLICT 

The NCS includes three main items on congregational conflict.  In both Wave-I 

and Wave-II, respondents were asked:  “Within the last two years, has your congregation 

experienced a conflict for which a special meeting was called specifically to deal with the 

disagreement?” and “Within the last two years, has your congregation experienced a 

conflict that led some people to leave the congregation?”3   A third item was added in 

Wave-II:  “Within the last two years, has your congregation experienced a conflict that 

led to the departure of a clergyperson or other religious leader?”  Response categories for 

all three of these items are yes (=1) and no (=0).  In 2006-07, if respondents answered 

yes, they were asked to describe what the conflict was about.  My main focus is the items 

common to both questionnaires — conflict requiring a special meeting and conflict over 

which people left — though Chapter Four presents some analyses of conflict topics using 

the open-ended follow-up items from Wave-II. 

 Rather than pool these items so that one measure indicates conflict requiring a 

special meeting or conflict over which people left the congregation, I analyze each type 

of conflict individually.  I do this because I think that there are qualitative differences 

between these two types of conflict that could make interpretation of results difficult.  

The main difference is that conflict requiring a special meeting is more public than 

conflict over which people leave a congregation; it could be that effects differ based on 

                                                
2 Unless otherwise noted, measures are common to 1998 and 2006-07. 
3 In Wave-II, respondents were also asked:  “Did the people who left start a new congregation of their 
own?”  Almost six percent of Protestant congregations that reported conflict over which people left 
answered yes. 
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how public the conflict is.  Of course, conflicts over which people leave the congregation 

can also be made public, but I think, on average, it is reasonable to think that they are less 

public than conflicts requiring a special meeting.     

Table 3 shows basic frequencies for Protestants in 1998 and 2006-07.  In 1998, 29 

percent of Protestant congregations reported conflict within the last two years that 

required a special meeting, and 27 percent of Protestant congregations reported conflict 

within the last two years that resulted in some people leaving the congregation.  The 

2006-07 NCS shows roughly the same thing – 24 percent and 27 percent, respectively.  

Wave-II also asked about conflict resulting in the departure of a clergyperson or other 

religious leader; nine percent of congregations reported this type of conflict within the 

last two years.4 

 Wave-II of the NCS includes a panel component, which is helpful for gaining 

more descriptive leverage on congregational conflict.  Table 3 shows that more than one-

third of Protestant panel cases reported conflict during either Wave-I or Wave-II 

(“occasional” conflict), while about seven percent reported conflict during both waves of 

data collection (“persistent” conflict).  Additionally, congregations that reported conflict 

in 1998 were almost twice as likely to report the same type of conflict in 2006-2007.5 

Other nationally representative surveys have asked about congregational conflict, 

and the results are not inconsistent with the NCS.  Seventeen percent of Protestant 

congregations that participated in the Pulpit and Pew National Survey of Pastoral Leaders 

                                                
4 To be clear on vocabulary, “conflict type” refers to the outcome associated with each NCS conflict item:  
calling a special meeting, people leaving a congregation, and a leader leaving a congregation. 
5 Although this is a dramatic substantive difference, it is not a statistically significant one. 
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(PPNS), reported “major” conflict that resulted in members or leaders leaving (another 5 

percent experienced major conflict but reported no loss of members or leaders), while an 

additional 45 percent reported some sort of “minor” conflict (Carroll 2006).  Among 

Protestant congregations that participated in the US Congregational Life Survey 

(USCLS), 30 percent reported conflict that led people to leave the congregation and 17 

percent reported conflict that resulted in leaders leaving the congregation.  

At the aggregate level, then, I think it is reasonable to say that between one-

quarter and one-third of congregations experience occasional conflict.  Also, based on the 

NCS data, the frequency of conflict in congregations does not appear to have changed 

much in the last decade.  According to the NCS, which, to my knowledge, is the only 

survey that has collected data on conflict over time, congregations reported just as much 

conflict in 2006-07 as they did a decade ago.  At least 1 in 5 congregations experience 

conflict severe enough to lose members (or leaders in the case of PPNS).  Just under 1 in 

10 congregations encounter persistent conflict, and an initial bout with conflict seems to 

make congregations more prone to subsequent conflict experiences.    

 

THEOLOGICAL ORIENTATION 

I measure theological orientation in three ways.  First, I classify congregations 

according to their denominational affiliation and/or religious tradition.  The NCS asked 

respondents:  “Is your congregation formally affiliated with a denomination, convention, 

or some similar kind of association?”  If yes, respondents were asked to list the names of 

all affiliations.  Using this information, congregations were grouped into broad categories 
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indicating that they were conservative/evangelical Protestant, mainline/liberal Protestant, 

or black Protestant.6  Second, I use the NCS item that asked respondents to self-classify 

their congregation:  “Theologically speaking, would your congregation be considered 

more on the conservative side, more on the liberal side, or right in the middle?”  Third, I 

classify congregations based on responses to the NCS item  “Does your congregation 

consider the Bible to be the literal and inerrant word of God?” since belief in biblical 

inerrancy and biblical literalism are standard indicators of theological conservatism.7 

Table 4A shows the bivariate relationships between three measures of theological 

orientation and congregational conflict.  For each and every measure, conservative 

Protestants show the lowest levels of conflict requiring a special meeting (but not conflict 

over which people left).  For multivariate analysis, I created dummy variables for 

mainline/liberal Protestant and black Protestant (reference=conservative/evangelical 

Protestant), self-described theologically liberal and self-described theologically moderate 

(reference=self-described theologically conservative), and belief in biblical inerrancy 

(yes=1).  Table 4B shows that controlling for logged size, mainline/liberal Protestants 

and black Protestants are much more likely than conservative/evangelical Protestants to 

report conflict, although some of these effects wash out when other indicators of 

                                                
6 “Black Protestant means that a congregation is affiliated with one of the seven major denominations that 
are predominantly African American or that the congregation’s membership is at least 80 percent African 
American (BLACKPCT=80 or higher)” (Chaves and Anderson 2009). 
7 These three items are correlated in expected ways, and all correlations are significant at the p<.0001 level.  
The correlation between Mainline Protestant affiliation and self-described theological liberalism is 0.18.  
The correlation between Mainline Protestant affiliation and a belief in biblical literalism and inerrancy is -
0.42.  The correlation between self-described theological liberalism and a belief in biblical in biblical 
literalism and inerrancy is -0.27.  I did try to create a scale with these items, but I could not achieve a 
Cronbach’s alpha above 0.55. 
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theological orientation are included in the model.  Additionally, congregations that 

subscribe to biblical inerrancy are less likely to report conflict than congregations that do 

not, although this effect is stronger in the case of conflict requiring a special meeting.  

Interestingly, it is self-described theological moderation rather than self-described 

theological liberalism that increases congregations’ odds of conflict.   

 

ENGAGEMENT WITH THE SECULAR WORLD 

The NCS collected extensive information about congregations’ political and social 

service activities.  I created an additive political involvement index using six items 

(Cronbach’s alpha=0.64): 

• “Within the past 12 months, have people at worship services been told of 

opportunities for political activity, including petition campaigns, lobbying, or 

demonstrating?” (yes=1)   

• “Within the past 12 months, have there been any groups or meetings or classes 

or events specifically focused on the following purposes or activities?” 

(yes=1) 

o “discuss politics?”  

o “get people registered to vote?”  

o “organize or participate in a demonstration or march either in support 

of or opposition to some public issue or policy?”  

o “organize or participate in efforts to lobby elected officials of any 

sort?”  
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•  “Have voter guides been distributed through your congregation within the 

past two years?”8 (yes=1) 

I also created an additive social involvement index using five items (Cronbach’s 

alpha=0.76):   

• The core social service item, asked in both 1998 and 2006-07, is “Has your 

congregation participated in or supported social service, community 

development, or neighborhood organizing projects of any sort within the past 

12 months?  Please don’t include projects that use or rent space in your 

building but have no other connection to your congregation.”9  If respondents 

answered yes they were asked to list the programs they offer.  I created a 

dummy variable indicating that congregations offer two or more programs 

(yes=1).   

• “Within the past 12 months, has anyone who is paid by your congregation 

spent more than 25% of their work time on one or more of these projects?” 

(yes=1) 

• “How much money, overall, did your congregation directly spend on all of 

these projects or programs within the past 12 months?  Here, I‘m asking about 

direct cash donations from your congregation, not counting staff time or 

volunteer time.”  I created a dummy variable indicating whether 

                                                
8 This item’s wording varies slightly across years.  In 1998 the item did not include the phrase “within the 
past two years.”  
9 Wave-II includes the follow-up item for congregations that answer “no”:  “Within the past 12 months, has 
your congregation engaged in any human service projects, outreach ministries, or other activities intended 
to help people who are not members of your congregation?”  This item picks up some additional social 
service activity, but I cannot use it because it was only asked in 2006-07.  Instead, I have done the 
recommended recoding to make 2006-07 social service data comparable to data from 1998 (see codebook).   
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congregations spent more than the mean amount on social service programs 

(yes=1).  

• “Within the past 12 months, have any visiting speakers come to your 

congregation to give a talk at a meeting or event or worship service?”   

o “representatives of social service organizations in your community?” 

(yes=1)  

Table 5A shows bivariate relationships between political and social service 

activities and congregational conflict of both types.  Overall, the table shows that these 

measures are more strongly related to conflict requiring a special meeting than conflict 

over which people left.  Table 5B confirms this using multivariate models that control for 

logged size. 

 

SIZE  

There are three measures of congregation size in the NCS data, but the most 

commonly used is:  “How many adults--people 18 years or older--would you say 

regularly participate in the religious life of your congregation?”10  I take the base-10 log 

since, as Chaves and Anderson (2009: 7-8) note,  

[A] constant, say, 10% discrepancy between two reports implies a much bigger 

discrepancy in absolute value among larger congregations (where one report 

                                                
10 The other two items are:  “How many persons would you say are associated in any way with the religious 
life of this congregation--counting both adults and children, counting both regular and irregular 
participants, counting both official or registered members and also participating nonmembers. What is the 
total number of persons associated with this congregation to any degree at all?” and “How many persons--
counting both adults and children--would you say regularly participate in the religious life of your 
congregation--whether or not they are officially members of your congregation?”  Correlations among the 
size items range from 0.69 to 0.94, and all are statistically significant at the p<.0001 level.  
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might say 1000 people and another 1100 people) than among smaller 

congregations (where one report might say 100 people and another 110 people). 

Logging the size estimates treats the percentage difference between the two 

estimates as more important than the absolute value difference. 

I also center this variable at its mean, which, since I log this measure, is actually its 

geometric mean.  I do this for two reasons.  First, “considerable multicollinearity can be 

introduced into a regression equation with an interaction when the variables are not 

centered” (Aiken and West 1991: 32).  Second, interpretation of regression coefficients 

becomes a little easier with continuous predictor variables, especially variables where 

zero is outside the distribution (Aiken and West 1991). 

Table 6A shows the bivariate relationship between congregation size (represented 

with six categories) and both types of conflict.  There is no clear positive correlation; the 

prevalence of conflict is fairly consistent across size categories, perhaps even showing a 

slight decline as congregation size increases.  Table 6B shows odds ratios from logistic 

regressions of size on both types of conflict, and neither indicates that size, by itself, has 

a significant effect on the odds of congregational conflict.    

 

POLITY 

 I used congregations’ denominational affiliation and/or religious tradition to 

create a measure of denomination-level polity type.  Using Melton’s (2003) Encyclopedia 

of American Religions and the internet, I coded each denomination into one of seven 

detailed categories on a scale of polity type borrowed from Chaves (personal 
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communication11):  purely congregational, where the denomination has no authority 

above the congregational level or the congregation is not affiliated with a denomination 

(=1); congregational, where the denomination has some authority over clergy credentials 

and/or ordination (=2); presbyterian, with some centralized authority over clergy and 

congregations vested in a democratic body rather than a person or office (=3); modified 

episcopal, with a regional authority centralized to some extent in a single office, but that 

authority is significantly limited by a democratically elected body or by strong 

congregations (=4); episcopal, with regional authority centralized in a strong office, with 

little hierarchy above that level (=5); top-down national centralization, with strict 

pyramid structure from the top of the denomination through regional level organizations 

to congregations and authority highly centralized at the national or international level in 

some very strong body of regional officers (=6); and top-down national centralization, 

with authority in an individual instead of a body of officers (=7).   

Table 7A shows the bivariate relationship between polity and both types of 

congregational conflict.  Both conflict types show a U-shaped relationship to polity, with 

congregational and episcopal polities showing higher levels of conflict than presbyterian 

polity.  For multivariate analyses I collapse these categories and create dummy variables 

for congregational polity (1 and 2 above) and presbyterian polity (3 and 4 above); the 

reference category, then, is episcopal polity (5, 6 and 7 above).  Table 7B shows that 

controlling for logged size, congregational polity effects only the odds of conflict over 

                                                
11 I asked Professor Chaves if he had ever developed a polity coding scheme for Wave-I of the NCS, which 
he had.  He gave me permission to use the scheme.  I then classified each denomination myself using the 
procedure described above. 
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which people left, and that effect washes out when the dummy variable for presbyterian 

polity is included in the model.  

 

RACIAL DIVERSITY  

The NCS includes a series of items in which respondents were asked to estimate 

the percentage of regularly participating adults with particular characteristics.  I initially 

chose a subset of these to measure diversity within congregations, including estimates of 

percent black or African American, percent Hispanic, percent with college and post-

graduate education, percent living in households with income under $25,000 a year, and 

percent between the ages of 18 and 35.  I created dummy variables for each 

characteristic, where a value of 1 indicates an estimate between 30 and 70 percent.  I 

attempted to create an additive index of diversity but inter-item reliability was very low 

(Cronbach’s alpha=0.10). 

Table 8A shows bivariate relationships between these measures of diversity and conflict; 

with some exceptions, the measures appear to have the same evenly distributed 

relationship to conflict, neither positive nor negative.  Table 8B presents odds ratios from 

logistic regressions of diversity on both types of conflict, controlling for logged size; no 

measure seems to be significantly better than any other, so I use the dummy variable 

corresponding to 30-70 percent black to indicate diversity in regression model. 
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INTERNAL CHANGE 

 I use three measures of internal change.  Two measures were asked only in 2006-

07.  First, I created a dummy variable for membership decline using the item “Compared 

with two years ago—that is, this time in 2004—has the number of regularly participating 

adults increased, decreased, or remained about the same?”  Second, I used the item 

“Within the past 12 months, has the number of worship services in a typical week, 

increased, decreased, or remained the same?” to create two dummy variables, one for 

increase in worship services and one for decrease in worship services, making “remaining 

about the same” the reference category.  I created my third measure of leadership change 

using the NCS item “In what year did [leader] become the head or senior clergy person or 

religious leader?”  If the leader’s tenure was less than two years at the time of the NCS 

interview, I coded the congregation as having experienced a recent leadership change. 

Table 9A shows bivariate relationships between measures of internal change and 

both types of congregational conflict.  Large differences are apparent, with declining 

membership, decreasing number of worship services, and leadership change all related to 

higher rates of congregational conflict.  The multivariate models presented in Table 9B 

confirms these relationships, although the effects are stronger for conflict requiring a 

special meeting and the effect of decreasing number of worship services is washed out 

when other measures are included in the model.       
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CONTROL VARIABLES 

 In addition to the measures I discussed above, I include some standard control 

measures in the regression models.  I include a dummy variable for year (2006-07=1) 

since I pooled Waves I and II.  The NCS data include a variable identifying 

congregations’ geographic region, from which I created a dummy variable for southern 

location.  Also included as part of the NCS data are census variables indicating whether, 

at the time of the 1990 and 2000 censuses, congregations were located in predominantly 

urban, suburban, or rural census tracts; from these I created one dummy variable 

indicating a predominantly urban census tract.  I also include a continuous measure of 

budget, centered and logged, as a control variable; NCS respondents were asked “What 

was your total congregational budget for the most recent fiscal year— the total amount 

that your congregation spent for all purposes, including standard operating costs, salaries, 

money sent to your denomination or other religious organizations, and all other 

purposes?”  This measure, unlike other NCS variables, is missing for many congregations 

because respondents refused to answer or did not know their congregation’s budget.  

Congregations’ budgets are correlated with size, however, so I imputed missing budget 

values by regressing logged size on budget; I did this just to prevent losing so many 

cases. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 This chapter has focused on describing my data source, methodological strategy, 

and measures.  In addition, I have discussed some initial insights based on descriptive 
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analysis.  Next, in Chapter Three, I build on this discussion to develop logistic regression 

models of congregation conflict.   
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CHAPTER 3:  MULTIVARIATE FINDINGS 

 

 In this chapter I present and discuss findings from multivariate analyses designed 

to test the 14 hypotheses put forward in Chapter One.  I discuss each of my hypotheses in 

turn, indicating whether or not I find support for them and interpreting individual 

regression coefficients and odds-ratios.1  In this chapter I will refer mostly to Tables 10-

13.  Table 10 shows my core regression model, a logistic regression of all factors 

measured at both times on conflict that required a special meeting and conflict over 

which people left the congregation.  Table 11 also shows my core regression model, but 

here I have included two measures exclusive to 2006-07, so 1998 cases are excluded 

from the analysis.  In Table 12, I test my unaltered core regression model for 1998 cases 

only, so this model, like the model in Table 10, does not include those two additional 

measures.  Finally, Table 13 shows my unaltered core regression model for 2006-07 

cases only.  Tables 14-26 show models that test hypothesized interactions; I will refer to 

those as necessary.      

 

THEOLOGICAL LIBERALISM 

 In Chapter One I predicted that theologically liberal congregations would 

experience more conflict than their theologically conservative counterparts (H1).  Recall 

from Chapter Two that I measure theological orientation with three kinds of items, all of 

which are used in the literature as indicators of theological orientation:  analyst-assigned 

                                                
1 I interpret all statistically significant coefficients and odds-ratios relevant to the hypothesis in question. 
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denominational orientation, congregations’ self-assigned orientation, and congregations’ 

beliefs about biblical inerrancy and literalism.  The latter measure is, I think, the most 

accurate of my indicators of theological orientation because a) it is not assigned by 

analysts and b) it contains valuable and reliable information about theological orientation 

without asking the respondent directly whether their congregation leans theologically left 

or right, where social desirability concerns could arise.   

  Overall, I find support for my hypothesis.  Theological liberalism is related to 

higher rates of conflict, but only for conflict requiring a special meeting; theological 

orientation is not related to conflict over which people left.  Also, only beliefs about 

biblical inerrancy and literalism show a statistically significant relationship to conflict 

requiring a special meeting.   

 

Analyst-Assigned Liberalism  

Congregations that belong to historically white mainline/liberal denominations are 

no more or less likely than congregations that belong to historically white 

conservative/evangelical denominations to experience conflict of either kind.  This is true 

in every model I tested.  Denominational liberalism, at least among whites, is not related 

to congregational conflict.  Congregations that belong to historically African American 

denominations, however, are much more likely than congregations that belong to 
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historically white conservative/evangelical denominations to experience conflict 

requiring a special meeting.2   

The statistically significant coefficient in Table 10 (pooled data) means that when 

the dummy variable indicating Black Protestant denomination changes from zero to 1, the 

log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.82; the 

corresponding odds-ratio means that when congregations are affiliated with historically 

Black Protestant denominations (dummy=1), the odds that they will experience this kind 

of conflict increase by 2.28, or 128 percent (Long 1997; Knoke, Bohrnstedt and Mee 

2002).  Table 11 shows a similar, albeit weaker, relationship in 2006-07; when the 

dummy variable indicating Black Protestant denomination changes from zero to 1, the 

log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 1.11; 

when congregations are affiliated with historically Black Protestant denominations 

(dummy=1), the odds that they will experience this kind of conflict increase by 3.05, or 

205 percent.  Comparing Tables 12 and 13 suggests that this effect is limited to 2006-07.  

In 1998, there is no relationship between historically Black Protestant denominational 

affiliation and congregational conflict of either kind (see Table 12).  Meanwhile, in 2006-

07, when congregations are affiliated with historically Black Protestant denominations 

(dummy=1), the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting 

changes by 1.05, and the odds that they will experience this kind of conflict increase by 

2.85, or 185 percent (see Table 13).    

                                                
2 When I make Mainline Protestant the reference category, I find that Black Protestant congregations are 
also much more likely to experience this kind of conflict than their Mainline Protestant counterparts 
(coef.=0.86, p<.05; OR=2.36) 
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 This does not mean that congregations affiliated with historically Black 

denominations experience more conflict of this kind because they are theologically 

liberal.  In fact, one of the most important, albeit puzzling, findings in the sociology of 

religion has been that these congregations tend toward theological conservatism while 

maintaining relatively progressive social views (Chaves 2004).  Tsitsos’ (2007) work on 

race, theological orientation and social service provision suggests that traditional 

definitions of theological conservatism and liberalism are too simplistic for these 

churches, since they have a unique historical role that continues to influence doctrine and 

practice.  Tsitsos finds that predominantly Black congregations that characterize 

themselves as “conservative” consistently emphasize relationships and community, while 

the predominantly white congregations in his sample did not.  This strikes me as 

particularly informative given my finding that Black Protestant congregations experience 

more conflict requiring a special meeting but not conflict over which people left the 

congregation.   

 

Self-Assigned Liberalism 

 Congregations that describe themselves as theologically liberal are no more likely 

than congregations that describe themselves as theologically conservative to experience 

conflict of either kind.  This is true in every model I tested.  In fact, in 1998, self-

described theological liberalism shows a marginally significant negative relationship to 

both kinds of conflict (see Table 12).  The odds of experiencing conflict requiring a 

special meeting decrease by 0.33, or 67 percent, when the dummy variable indicating 
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self-described liberalism changes from zero to 1 (coef.=-1.10, p<.10).  The odds of 

experiencing conflict over which people left the congregation decrease by 0.42, or 58 

percent, when the dummy variable indicating self-described liberalism changes from zero 

to 1 (coef.=-0.90, p<.10).  This finding is not inconsistent with my finding that Black 

Protestant churches, which are more on the theologically conservative side, experience 

more conflict requiring a special meeting.      

 

Biblical Inerrancy and Literalism 

 Congregations that view the Bible as literal and inerrant are far less likely than 

other congregations to experience conflict requiring a special meeting.  The statistically 

significant coefficient in Table 10 (pooled data) means that in when the dummy variable 

indicating belief in Biblical inerrancy and literalism changes from zero to 1, the log of the 

odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by -0.93; interpreting 

the corresponding odds-ratio, we can say that when a congregation views the Bible as 

literal and inerrant (dummy=1), the odds that they will experience this kind of conflict 

decrease by 0.40, or 60 percent.  By this measure, then, conservative congregations are 

less than half as likely as liberal congregations to experience conflict requiring a special 

meeting.  The same results are evident in 2006-07 (see Tables 11 and 13), with 

conservative congregations 77 percent (coef.=-1.45, p<.005; OR=0.23) and 76 percent 

(coef.=-1.42, p<.005; OR=0.24), respectively, less likely than liberal congregations to 

experience conflict requiring a special meeting.    
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 While Tables 10 and 12 indicate that biblical inerrancy and literalism are not 

related to congregational conflict over which people left the congregation, Tables 11 and 

13 show marginally significant negative associations in 2006-07.  In Table 11, when the 

dummy variable indicating belief in Biblical inerrancy and literalism changes from zero 

to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict over which people left changes by -0.74; 

when congregations believe in biblical inerrancy and literalism (dummy=1), the odds that 

they will experience this kind of conflict decrease by 0.55, or 45 percent.  In Table 13, 

when the dummy variable indicating belief in Biblical inerrancy and literalism changes 

from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict over which people left 

changes by -0.71; the corresponding odds-ratio means that when congregations believe 

the Bible is literal and inerrant (dummy=1), the odds that they will experience this kind of 

conflict decrease by 0.49, or 51 percent. 

 

Summary 

 Taken together, these findings suggest that theological liberalism generates more 

congregational conflict than theological conservatism, but only in 2006-07.  It is difficult 

to know at this point whether my finding that Black Protestants argue more than their 

mainline and conservative white counterparts is a product of black congregations’ 

theological views or if there is something else about these black churches that generates 

conflict.  It could be that black churches experience more conflict because of the 

disjuncture between their more conservative theological views and progressive social 

positions.  Also, the relationship between theological liberalism and conflict over which 
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people left is smaller and weaker than the relationship between liberalism and conflict 

requiring a special meeting.   

  

POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT 

 In Chapter One I predicted that politically active congregations would be more 

likely to experience conflict than congregations that are not politically active (H2).  

Recall that I measured political engagement with an additive scale comprised of six 

items:    

• “Within the past 12 months, have people at worship services been told of 

opportunities for political activity, including petition campaigns, lobbying, or 

demonstrating?” (yes=1)   

• “Within the past 12 months, have there been any groups or meetings or classes 

or events specifically focused on the following purposes or activities?” 

(yes=1) 

o “discuss politics?”  

o “get people registered to vote?”  

o “organize or participate in a demonstration or march either in support 

of or opposition to some public issue or policy?”  

o “organize or participate in efforts to lobby elected officials of any 

sort?”  

•  “Have voter guides been distributed through your congregation within the 

past two years?” (yes=1) 
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Political engagement barely reaches statistical significance in Tables 11 and 12, 

and the effect is not consistent across both kinds of conflict.  In 2006-07, political 

engagement is positively associated with conflict over which people left the congregation 

but not conflict requiring a special meeting (this effect is only marginally significant).  

The log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict changes by 0.22 with each unit 

increase on the political engagement scale; the corresponding odds-ratio is 3.36, which 

means that each unit increase in political engagement is matched with a 236 percent 

increase in the odds of experiencing conflict over which people left the congregation.  A 

congregation that moves from no political engagement (scale=0) to just one activity 

(scale=1) is more than three times more likely to experience conflict; each unit increase 

on the additive scale comes with a two-fold increase in the odds of conflict. 

In 1998, there is a positive association between political engagement and conflict 

requiring a special meeting but not conflict over which people left the congregation (this 

effect is only marginally significant).  With each unit increase on the political 

involvement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict changes by 

0.20; for each unit increase in political engagement, the odds of experiencing conflict 

increase by 1.22, or 22 percent.  A congregation that moves from no engagement 

(scale=0) to one activity (scale=1) has increased their likelihood of conflict by about one-

quarter. 

I described the effects above since they were marginally significant, but I do not 

think they constitute overall support for this hypothesis.   
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INTERACTION OF POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH BIBLICAL INERRANCY 

In Chapter One I predicted that theological orientation would interact with 

political involvement so that political involvement would be a stronger determinant of 

conflict in theologically liberal congregations (H3).  I find that political engagement is 

actually a stronger determinant of conflict requiring a special meeting in theologically 

conservative congregations; there is no effect for conflict over which people left.  Table 

14 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from logistic regressions of all factors on 

congregational conflict using the pooled data, and Tables 15 and 16 show these analyses 

for 1998 and 2006-07, respectively; for each type of conflict, I present only the model 

that includes the interaction term.   

In the pooled data, there is a statistically significant interaction between biblical 

inerrancy and political engagement for conflict requiring a special meeting but not 
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conflict over which people left.  As Aiken and West (1991:36) point out, the coefficient 

for the interaction term “indicates the amount of change in the slope of the regression of 

Y [conflict] on X [political engagement] that results from a one-unit change in Z [biblical 

inerrancy].”  I can thus interpret the statistically significant interaction coefficient in 

Table 14 (pooled data) in the following way:  when the dummy variable indicating 

biblical inerrancy changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression of political 

engagement on conflict requiring a special meeting will be changed by 0.35, that is, the 

coefficient will be increased from -0.13 to 0.22 (-0.13+0.35=0.22).  Figure 1 presents this 

interaction graphically.   

Tables 15 and 16 also show statistically significant interactions between biblical 

inerrancy and political engagement in 1998 and 2006-07, respectively.  The marginally 

significant interaction in 1998 means that when the dummy variable indicating belief in 
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biblical inerrancy changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression of political 

engagement on conflict requiring a special meeting will be changed by 0.40, that is, the 

coefficient will be increased from -0.13 to 0.27 (-0.13+0.40=0.27).  Similarly, the 

statistically significant interaction in 2006-07 means that when the dummy variable 

indicating biblical inerrancy changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression of 

political engagement on conflict requiring a special meeting will be changed by 0.48, that 

is, the coefficient will be increased from -0.30 to 0.18 (-0.30+0.48=0.18).  Figure 2 

presents this interaction graphically.   

Substantively, this means that the effect of political engagement, while small, is 

significantly different for theologically liberal and theologically conservative 

congregations; the effect of political engagement is stronger for theologically 

conservative congregations.  In other words, getting involved in political activities is 

“riskier” for conservative congregations in terms of conflict requiring a special meeting.   

 

SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT 

In Chapter One I predicted that socially active congregations would be more 

likely to experience conflict than congregations that are not socially active (H4).  Recall 

that I measured social engagement with an additive scale comprised of five items: 

• The core social service item, asked in both 1998 and 2006-07, is “Has your 

congregation participated in or supported social service, community 

development, or neighborhood organizing projects of any sort within the past 

12 months?  Please don’t include projects that use or rent space in your 
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building but have no other connection to your congregation.”  If respondents 

answered yes they were asked to list the programs they offer.  I created a 

dummy variable indicating that congregations offer two or more programs 

(yes=1).   

• “Within the past 12 months, has anyone who is paid by your congregation 

spent more than 25% of their work time on one or more of these projects?” 

(yes=1) 

• “How much money, overall, did your congregation directly spend on all of 

these projects or programs within the past 12 months?  Here, I‘m asking about 

direct cash donations from your congregation, not counting staff time or 

volunteer time.”  I created a dummy variable indicating whether 

congregations spent more than the mean amount on social service programs 

(yes=1).  

• “Within the past 12 months, have any visiting speakers come to your 

congregation to give a talk at a meeting or event or worship service?”   

o “representatives of social service organizations in your community?” 

(yes=1)  

I do not find overall support for this hypothesis.  But the social engagement 

coefficient did barely reach statistical significance in Table 11 for conflict over which 

people left.  That coefficient means that for each one-unit increase on the social 

engagement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict over which people left 

changes by 0.17; each one-unit increase in social engagement is associated with a 2.05, or 
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105 percent, increase in the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict.  A congregation 

that moves from no social engagement (scale=0) to one activity (scale=1) is more than 

twice as likely to experience conflict.  

 

INTERACTION OF SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT WITH BIBLICAL INERRANCY 

 In Chapter One I predicted that theological orientation would interact with social 

involvement so that social involvement would be a stronger determinant of conflict in 

theologically liberal congregations (H5).  I do not find support for this hypothesis; in fact, 

I find some evidence that social engagement, like political engagement, is riskier for 

conservative congregations.  Table 17 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from logistic 

regressions of all factors on congregational conflict using the pooled data, and Tables 18 

and 19 show those analyses for 1998 and 2006-07, respectively; for each type of conflict, 

I present only the model that includes the interaction term.   
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In the pooled data, neither of the regression coefficients corresponding to the 

interaction terms is statistically significant, indicating that theological liberalism and 

social engagement do not have a multiplicative effect on congregational conflict.  The 

statistically significant interaction in Table 18 (1998) means that when the dummy 

variable indicating biblical inerrancy changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression 

of social engagement on conflict over which people left will be changed by 0.45, that is, 

the coefficient will be increased from -0.31 to 0.14 (-0.31+0.45=0.14).  Figure 3 presents 

this interaction graphically. 

 Substantively this means that the effect of social engagement on conflict is 

different for theological liberal and theological conservatives; the effect of social 

engagement is stronger for theological conservatives.  This suggests that, like political 

engagement, social engagement is more of a hazard for theologically conservative 

congregations than theologically liberal congregations in terms of the probability of 

experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting.   

 

CONGREGATION SIZE 

 In Chapter One, I predicted that larger congregations would experience more 

conflict than smaller congregations (H6).  Overall, my results do not support that 

hypothesis (see Tables 10, 11 and 13); but I did find two significant effects, both in 1998.  

Recall that my measure of congregation size is logged, so a one unit increase in size is 

really an entire order of magnitude; a one unit increase would be something like going 

from a 100-person church to a 1,000-person church.  The statistically significant 
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coefficient for size shown in Table 12 means that in 1998, for each unit increase in 

congregation size, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting 

changes by 1.08; looking at the odds-ratio that corresponds to this coefficient, we can say 

that for each unit increase in congregation size, the odds of experiencing this kind of 

conflict are increased by 2.95, or 195 percent.  Table 12 also shows that for each unit 

increase in congregation size, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict over which 

people left the congregation changes by 0.92; the corresponding odds-ratio means that for 

each unit increase in congregation size, the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict are 

increased by 2.51, or 151 percent. 

  

POLITY 

 In Chapter One I predicted that congregations embedded within a congregational 

polity structure would experience more conflict than congregations embedded within 

hierarchical polity structures (H7).  Overall, I find support for this hypothesis.  

Congregations embedded within congregational polity structures are more likely than 

congregations embedded within episcopal polity structures to experience both kinds of 

conflict (see Table 10).  When the value of the dummy variable for congregational polity 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict that requires a special 

meeting changes by 0.69; the corresponding odds-ratio means that when congregations 

are embedded within a congregational polity (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict increase by 1.99, or 99 percent.  Similarly, when the value of the dummy 

variable for congregational polity changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of 
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experiencing conflict over which people left changes by 0.84; the corresponding odds-

ratio means that when congregations are embedded within a congregational polity 

(dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 2.32, or 132 

percent.   

Congregations embedded within presbyterian polity structures are also more 

likely than congregations embedded within episcopal polity structures to experience 

conflict requiring a special meeting (see Table 10).  When the value of the dummy 

variable indicating presbyterian polity changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of 

experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.60 (this effect is only 

marginally significant); when congregations are embedded within a presbyterian polity 

(dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.81, or 81 

percent.   

Table 11 shows similar results for 2006-07, with even larger effect sizes.  

Congregations embedded within a congregational polity are more likely than those in 

episcopal polities to experience both conflict requiring a special meeting (coef.=1.03, 

p<.05; OR=2.80) and conflict over which people left (coef.=1.25, p<.01; OR=2.77).  And 

congregations embedded within presbyterian polities are more likely than those in 

episcopal polities to experience conflict requiring a special meeting (coef.=0.90, p<.10; 

OR=2.45).  Table 12 shows no relationship between polity and congregational conflict in 

1998, but Table 13 shows another positive relationship between polity and congregational 

conflict.  Again, congregations embedded within a congregational polity are more likely 

to experience conflict requiring a special meeting (coef.=1.21, p<.01; OR=3.34) and 
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conflict over which people left (coef.=1.41, p<.005; OR=4.12).  Congregations embedded 

within presbyterian polities are also more likely to experience conflict requiring a special 

meeting (coef.=0.88, p<.05; OR=2.41). 

  

INTERACTION OF SIZE WITH POLITY 

 In Chapter One I predicted that congregation size and polity would interact, so 

that increasing size would be a stronger determinant of conflict in congregational polities 

than hierarchical polities (H8).  I do not find overall support for this hypothesis, but I do 

find some interesting patterns.  Table 20 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from logistic 

regressions of all factors on congregational conflict using the pooled data, and Tables 21 

and 22 show these analyses for 1998 and 2006-07, respectively; for each type of conflict, 

I present only the model that includes the interaction terms.  Aiken and West note “in 

general, the interaction between a continuous and a categorical variable is formed by 

multiplying the continuous variable by each of the dummy variables comprising the 

categorical variable” (1991:123).  I therefore added two interaction terms to the models in 

Tables 20-22 (congregation size * congregational polity and congregation size * 

presbyterian polity).   

 Overall, congregation size and organizational polity do not have a multiplicative 

effect on congregational conflict of either kind; neither of the regression coefficients that 

correspond to these interaction terms is statistically significant in Table 20.  However, 

Tables 21 and 22 do show statistically significant interaction terms.  The marginally 

significant interaction in 1998 means that when the dummy variable indicating 
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congregational polity changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression of size on 

conflict over which people left will be changed by 1.34, that is, the coefficient will be 

increased from -0.25 to 1.09 (-0.25+1.34=1.09).  The statistically significant interaction 

in 2006-07 means that when the dummy variable indicating congregational polity 

changes from zero to 1, the slope of the regression of size on conflict over which people 

left will be changed by -1.84, that is, the coefficient will be decreased from -0.25 to -2.09 

(-0.25-1.84=-2.09).  Figure 4 presents this interaction graphically.  

Substantively, this means that the effect of congregation size is different for 

congregations embedded within congregational polities and congregations in hierarchical 

polities.  The direction of this difference appears to vary depending on the year of data 

collection.  In 1998, congregation size does in fact have a stronger effect for churches in 
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congregational polities; in 2006-07, however, congregation size shows a stronger effect 

for churches in hierarchical polities. 

 

RACIAL DIVERSITY 

 In Chapter One I predicted that racially diverse congregations would experience 

more conflict than racially homogenous congregations (H9).  Overall, my results suggest 

that racial diversity is positively associated with congregational conflict requiring a 

special meeting but not conflict over which people left.   

The pooled data indicate the overall relationship; the statistically significant 

coefficient shown in Table 10 means that when the dummy variable for racial diversity 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict over which people 

left the congregation changes by 1.81; interpreting the corresponding odds-ratio, we can 

say that when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing 

conflict over which people left the congregation increase by 6.10, or 510 percent.  In 

other words, racially diverse congregations are approximately six times more likely than 

racially homogenous congregations to experience this kind of conflict.  In 2006-07, 

racially diverse congregations are more likely to experience conflict that requires a 

special meeting (see Table 11).  The marginally significant coefficient for diversity 

means that when the dummy variable for racial diversity changes from zero to 1, the log 

of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 1.42; that is, 

when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind 

of conflict increase by 4.12, or 312 percent.   
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 Interestingly, Table 12 shows that in 1998, racial diversity is positively associated 

with conflict requiring a special meeting but negatively associated with conflict over 

which people left.  When the dummy variable indicating racial diversity changes from 

zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes 

by 2.63; when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds that they will 

experience this kind of conflict increase by 13.88, or 1288 percent (i.e., racially diverse 

congregations are almost 13 times more likely than racially homogenous congregations to 

experience conflict).  Meanwhile, when the dummy variable indicating racial diversity 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special 

meeting changes by -3.60; when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds 

that they will experience this kind of conflict decrease by 0.03, or 97 percent. 

 Table 13 shows another statistically significant relationship with conflict 

requiring a special meeting.  When the dummy variable indicating racial diversity 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special 

meeting changes by 1.61; that is, when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), 

the odds that they will experience this kind of conflict increase by 4.99, or 399 percent.   

 It is clear from this set of results that racial diversity is indeed related to higher 

rates of conflict requiring a special meeting in religious congregations.  The negative 

relationship I find with conflict over which people left could indicate that the effect of 

diversity differs depending on conflict type.  This finding is especially interesting in light 

of my earlier finding that Black Protestant congregations experience the highest rates of 

conflict.   
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INTERACTION OF RACIAL DIVERSITY WITH BIBLICAL INERRANCY 

 In Chapter One I predicted that theological orientation would interact with 

diversity so that diversity would be a stronger determinant of conflict in theologically 

liberal congregations (H10).  Table 23 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from logistic 

regressions of all factors on congregational conflict using the pooled data, and Table 24 

shows this analysis for 2006-073; for each type of conflict, I present only the model that 

includes the interaction term.   

None of the regression coefficients corresponding to the interaction terms are 

statistically significant, indicating that theological orientation and diversity do not have a 

multiplicative effect on congregational conflict.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

                                                
3 The analysis could not be done for 1998 because there is too little variation in the interaction variable 
among those cases and the model would not converge.  There are very few congregations in 1998 that are 
both racially diverse and non-inerrantists.     
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INTERACTION OF RACIAL DIVERSITY WITH CONGREGATION SIZE 

 In Chapter One I predicted that racial diversity would interact with congregation 

size so that diversity would have a positive effect on conflict in larger congregations 

(H11).  I do not find support for this hypothesis; in fact, I find that racial diversity has a 

negative effect on conflict requiring a special meeting in larger congregations.  In small 

congregations, it has little effect.  Table 25 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from 

logistics regressions of all factors on congregational conflict using the pooled data, and 

Table 26 shows this analysis for 2006-074; for each type of conflict, I present only the 

model that includes the interaction term.   

                                                
4 I did not estimate a model for 1998, because there were few congregations in 1998 that were racially 
diverse, and introducing the interaction term made it difficult to estimate the models.    
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I find no overall support for this hypothesis.  The statistically significant 

interaction in Table 25 means that when logged size increases by one unit, the slope of 

the regression of racial diversity on conflict requiring a special meeting will be changed 

by -5.60, that is, the coefficient will be decreased from -0.48 to -6.32 (-0.48-5.60=-6.32).  

Figure 5 presents this interaction graphically.  The statistically significant interaction in 

Table 26 means that when logged size increases by one unit, the slope of the regression 

of racial diversity on conflict requiring a special meeting will be changed by -4.69, that 

is, the coefficient will be decreased to -4.93 (-0.24-4.69=-4.93).  Figure 6 presents this 

interaction graphically. 

 

DECLINING MEMBERSHIP 

 In Chapter One I predicted that congregations that have experienced declining 

membership would be more likely to experience conflict than congregations that have 

experienced increasing membership or no change in size (H12).  Recall that the measure 

for declining membership is only available in 2006-07.  I find strong support for this 

hypothesis in Table 11.  When the dummy variable indicating declining membership 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special 

meeting changes by 1.14; the corresponding odds-ratio means that when a congregation’s 

membership is in decline (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict 

increase by 3.14, or 214 percent.  Meanwhile, when the dummy variable indicating 

declining membership changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing 

conflict over which people left changes by 1.55; the corresponding odds-ratio means that 
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when a congregation’s membership is in decline (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing 

this kind of conflict increase by 4.63, or 363 percent. 

 

LEADERSHIP CHANGE 

 In Chapter One I predicted that congregations that have recently experienced 

clergy turnover would be more likely to experience conflict than congregations that have 

not experienced clergy turnover (H13).  I find overall support for this hypothesis.  Table 

10 shows a strong positive relationship between clergy turnover and both kinds of 

conflict.  When the dummy variable indicating turnover changes from zero to 1, the log 

of the odds of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.47; the 

corresponding odds-ratio means that when congregations experience a leadership change 

(dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.60, or 60 

percent.  In the case of conflict over which people left, the log of the odds changes by 

0.73 when congregations report a leadership change, and the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict increase by 2.08, or 108 percent. 

 Tables 11 and 13 show a similar pattern.  In Table 11, when congregations 

experience a leadership change (dummy=1), the log of the odds that they will experience 

conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.54, and the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict increase by 1.72, or 72 percent (this effect is only marginally significant).  

Similarly, when congregations undergo a leadership change (dummy=1), the log of the 

odds that they will also experience conflict over which people left changes by 0.93, and 

the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 2.49, or 149 percent.  In Table 
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13, when congregations experience a leadership change (dummy=1), the log of the odds 

of experiencing conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.59, and the odds of 

experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.80, or 80 percent (this effect is only 

marginally significant).  For conflict over which people left, the effect is even stronger; 

with leadership change (dummy=1) the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of 

conflict changes by 0.97, and the odds of experiencing conflict over which people left 

increase by 2.64, or 164 percent.       

 

CHANGE IN NUMBER OF WORSHIP SERVICES 

 In Chapter One I predicted that congregations that have changed the number of 

worship services they offer would be more likely to experience conflict than 

congregations that have not changed their worship service offerings (H14).  Recall that 

this measure is also only available in 2006-07.  The results here are mixed, with worship 

service change showing no relationship to conflict requiring a special meeting but a 

positive relationship to conflict over which people left.  Table 11 shows that when the 

dummy variable indicating worship service change changes from zero to 1, the log of the 

odds of experiencing conflict over which people left changes by 0.74; the corresponding 

odds-ratio means that when congregations change the number of worship services they 

offer (dummy=1) the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.88, or 88 

percent. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter I have discussed results from several multivariate models designed 

to test the 14 hypotheses outlined in Chapter One.  While theological liberalism is related 

to higher rates of conflict requiring a special meeting, political engagement and social 

engagement do not lead to higher rates of conflict of either kind.  Organizational polity is 

critical for understanding both kinds of conflict, with congregations embedded in 

congregational polities much more likely to experience both types of conflict.  Racial 

diversity is associated with higher rates of conflict requiring a special meeting but not 

conflict over which people left.  I find strong evidence that internal change, in the form of 

declining membership and clergy turnover, is associated with higher rates of both types 

of conflict; meanwhile, changes to the number of worship services is linked to higher 

rates of conflict over which people left but not conflict requiring a special meeting. 

There are a few different ways to look at my results.  One way is to focus on what 

seem to be some differences across time in the way some factors affect congregational 

conflict; for instance, comparing Tables 12 and 13 indicates that some effects are stronger 

in 1998 or 2006-07.  By way of interpreting all statistically significant regression 

coefficients, I have highlighted some of those differences in this chapter, but they are not 

my primary interest.  Also, as I noted in Chapter Two, “change over time could be 

confounded with differences in sample composition” (Chaves and Anderson 2009: 5-6). 

Another way to view my results is to focus on whether and how support for my 

hypotheses varies across conflict types, that is, whether different factors are responsible 

for conflict requiring a special meeting and conflict over which people left.  This is the 
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right place to begin since, as I noted in Chapter One, my measures of conflict ask about 

conflict linked to specific outcomes (i.e., a special meeting and people leaving the 

congregation), and there is no reason to believe that both types of conflict are caused by 

exactly the same set of determinants.  Indeed, I found differences between conflict 

requiring a special meeting and conflict over which people left on three of 14 hypotheses 

(H1, H9 and H11).  
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CHAPTER 4:  TOPICS OF CONFLICT 

 

 In Chapter Three I analyzed and discussed correlates of congregational conflict.  

But there are more questions to ask.  What do congregations tend to argue about?  What 

factors affect the probability that a given conflict is about topic X and not topic Y?  In 

this chapter, I conduct some exploratory analyses intended to begin answering these 

questions.  There is no existing literature to guide these analyses, so I will not offer any 

specific hypotheses; I will, however, discuss the five substantive categories used to group 

congregational conflicts and their possible relationships with the concepts I introduced in 

Chapter One. 

As I described in Chapter Two, the 2006-07 National Congregations Study asked 

key informants who reported congregational conflict to describe what that conflict was 

about.  The NCS research team coded these verbatim responses into five substantive 

categories, listed below with example verbatims:   

• Education/Schools: 

o “Closing of the grade school”  

o “Over the school, felt like the kids weren’t being treated right” 

• Homosexuality: 

o “Open gay leadership” 

o “Decision of the Episcopal Church denomination to ordain 

homosexuals…” 

• Money/Finances: 
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o “We decided on building.  People didn’t want to build a $3.3M building.” 

o “Finances-the cost of the school, what percent of the budget was going to 

be given to the school.” 

• Leadership: 

o “Leadership, whether or not those that were in charge were qualified to be 

in charge…” 

o “Difference of opinion on leaders” 

• Pastor/Clergy: 

o “About the Senior Pastor and extra marital affair” 

o “Pastor was in question as to whether his leadership was worth following” 

These categories are not mutually exclusive; for example, the verbatim response 

“leadership of school, fired principal,” was coded for both leadership and education.  

Table 27 shows the frequency distributions of these substantive categories for conflict 

that required a special meeting and conflict over which people left the congregation.  For 

both types of conflict, the most commonly mentioned subject was the pastor or clergy 

person and the least commonly mentioned subject was education/schools.  Important for 

this chapter is the fact that so few cases report conflict about each of these topics.1  This 

                                                
1 Interestingly, about half of all reported conflicts fall into the residual “other” category.  This is not 
because the categories are inadequate; it is because congregational conflict is incredibly idiosyncratic.  
Most congregational conflicts are about very specific local issues, making them very difficult to group 
together. 
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means that the regression models in Tables 28 and 29 do not include all independent 

variables of interest.2   

Readers should keep in mind that the analyses presented in this chapter focus on 

the topic of contention given a conflict.  Thus, the models in Tables 28 and 29 are 

restricted to congregations that reported conflict requiring a special meeting or conflict 

over which people left, respectively.  Throughout this chapter I will refer to education-

related conflict, homosexuality-related conflict, money-related conflict, leadership-

related conflict, and clergy-related conflict; this terminology is intended to convey that 

given a conflict, it is about education/schools, homosexuality, money/finances, 

leadership, or pastor/clergy. 

In my discussion below, I first provide some rationale for what I think might be 

the most relevant or important factors contributing to each topic-related conflict, and then 

I present findings from multivariate analyses.  I do not make distinctions in my 

substantive discussion between conflict requiring a special meeting and conflict over 

which people left the congregation, although I do analyze these two kinds of conflict 

separately.  Table 28 shows coefficients and odds-ratios from logistic regressions of all 

possible factors on conflict requiring a special meeting, where the conflict was about 

education, homosexuality, money, leadership, or clergy.  Table 29 shows coefficients and 

odds-ratios from logistic regressions of all possible factors on conflict over which people 

                                                
2 For each dependent variable, I evaluated independent variables by running individual logistic regressions.  
Only independent variables that reached statistical significance are included in the models of conflict 
topics.   
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left, where the conflict was about education, homosexuality, money, leadership, or 

clergy.    

 

EDUCATION   

Why might congregations experience education-related conflict?  Education is 

one of the primary methods for imparting religious knowledge and ritual, especially 

among newer and/or less institutionalized religious groups.  Moreover, many 

congregations provide non-religious education through affiliated elementary or high 

schools.  I think theological orientation, rather than making education-related conflict 

more or less likely to occur, plays a role in which kind of education—religious or non-

religious—is under contention.  Theologically conservative groups tend to be less 

institutionalized, and this probably makes them more likely than theological liberals to 

argue about the substance of religious education; meanwhile, more institutionalized 

groups with more liberal theological outlooks are probably more likely than theological 

conservatives to argue about non-religious education.  Put simply, I think theological 

conservatives are more likely to argue about the substance of religious education, while 

theological liberals are more likely to argue about the practical matters associated with 

non-religious affiliated schools.       

 Political and social engagement are likely to stir up education-related conflict 

insofar as they expose people to new and/or controversial issues that require post-

engagement processing or prompt individuals to begin asking questions of leadership.  It 

is difficult to speculate on whether these education-related conflicts focus on religious or 



 

 

90 

non-religious education, since engagement could take place, for example, as part of a 

church youth group mission trip building houses for Habitat for Humanity or a class field 

trip to the state capitol building.  It is reasonable to think, however, that if political and 

social engagement expose people to issues and groups they do not usually encounter, they 

will ask questions.  These questions might prompt heated debates and conflict about how 

to answer these questions or what to include in coursework. 

 Organizational structure might also affect the probability that congregations 

experience education-related conflict, although I think internal congregational change is 

likely to have a more powerful effect.  Insofar as congregation size is a proxy for 

resources or institutionalization, it is likely to play a role; larger, more institutionalized 

congregations with healthy budgets might be more likely to argue about the practicalities 

associated with providing education, religious or otherwise, whereas smaller 

congregations might be more likely to argue about the substance of education.  On the 

other hand, however, smaller congregations with not-so-healthy budgets are probably 

also likely to argue about practicalities.     

 Internal congregational change, particularly declining membership and clergy 

turnover, is probably strongly linked to education-related conflict.  Declining 

membership means declining resources, which can lead to all kinds of heated debates 

about congregations’ education programs.  Experiencing a leadership change could also 

spark conflict, especially if the new clergy person’s vision for congregational education 

programs differs significantly from their predecessor. 
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FINDINGS 

Social engagement and declining membership both show relationships with 

education-related conflict requiring a special meeting.  The statistically significant 

coefficient for social engagement in Table 28 shows that for each unit increase on the 

social involvement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing education-related conflict 

requiring a special meeting changes by 0.87; in other words, the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict are increased by 2.39, or 139 percent with each unit increase in social 

involvement.  The NCS education category does not distinguish between religious and 

non-religious education, so we do not know for certain what kind of education these 

congregations are arguing about.  Social engagement could provoke arguments about 

religious education (e.g., Is religion public or private?) or non-religious education (e.g., 

To what extent should the church-affiliated elementary school be involved in the 

congregation’s social justice ministries?) 

The statistically significant coefficient for declining membership in Table 28 

means that when the dummy variable indicating declining membership changes from 

zero to one, the log of the odds of experiencing education-related conflict requiring a 

special meeting changes by -3.06; when congregations are in decline (dummy=1), the 

odds of experiencing this kind of conflict are decreased by 0.05, or 95 percent.  This is 

most likely because declining congregations shift their focus from programs and 

activities like education to more pressing concerns, like cutting costs and paying bills.   

 Congregation size and social involvement are significantly related to education-

related conflict over which people left the congregation (Table 29).  For each unit 
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increase in congregation size, the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict 

changes by 1.38; the corresponding odds-ratio indicates that for each unit increase in size, 

the odds of experiencing education-related conflict over which people left increase by 

3.98, or 298 percent.  In addition, for each unit increase on the social involvement scale, 

the log of the odds of experiencing education-related conflict over which people left 

changes by 0.72; in other words, for each unit increase in social involvement, the odds of 

experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 2.06, or 106 percent (this effect is only 

marginally significant).   

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 Why do congregations argue about homosexuality?  I would expect theological 

orientation and engagement with the secular world to be the most important contributors 

to homosexuality-related congregational conflict.  If theologically liberal congregations 

tend to be more welcoming of diversity and alternative lifestyles, they might experience 

some conflict since, presumably, the members of these more progressive congregations 

are not uniformly approving of homosexuality per se.  And since theologically liberal 

congregations are more likely to engage broader culture, they are also more likely than 

their conservative counterparts to actually encounter and interact with the gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) community, perhaps increasing even more the 

probability that discussion and conflict will occur. 

On the other hand, if theologically conservative congregations tend to be less tolerant of 

diversity and alternative lifestyles and less inclined to engage broader culture, we might 
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expect these congregations to be less likely to experience homosexuality-related 

congregational conflict; these congregations are not likely to be exposed to actual gay 

and lesbian individuals as part of engagement, and gays and lesbians might not feel 

particularly welcome to visit these congregations.   

 Aspects of organizational structure might be even more relevant for 

homosexuality-related congregational conflicts.  These conflicts sometimes originate at 

the top of the structure and percolate to the congregational level (e.g., the debates about 

homosexuality in the Episcopal Church, USA and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

America).  Here polity type is very important; these conflicts seem able to move quickly 

through hierarchical polities and have more serious implications because congregations in 

hierarchical polities are less independent than congregations in congregational polities, 

where each congregation can essentially choose their own position on any issue.  Again, 

insofar as congregation size is a proxy for institutionalization, larger congregations are 

more likely to be welcoming of gays and lesbians.  Any congregation that is already 

diverse in some way is probably more likely to welcome additional gays and lesbians too 

(here I measure racial diversity, but other kinds of diversity are relevant also).  

Remember, however, that congregations’ official orientation toward an issue does not 

negate differences that surely exist within the group of existing members.   

 The probability of experiencing homosexuality-related conflict is probably closely 

connected to clergy turnover.  If a congregation chooses or is assigned a new clergy 

person that differs from his/her predecessor on this issue, the likelihood of conflict would 

seem to be greatly increased (assuming that the previous clergy person’s attitude was 
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fairly representative of the congregation as a whole).  There is no real reason to expect 

that declining membership or changes to the number of worship services would prompt 

homosexuality-related conflict. 

 

FINDINGS 

 Congregation size, polity structure, political engagement, social engagement, 

southern location, and congregation age show relationships to homosexuality-related 

conflict requiring a special meeting.  The marginally significant coefficient for size in 

Table 28 shows that for each unit increase in congregation size, the log of the odds of 

experiencing homosexuality-related conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 1.54; 

the corresponding odds-ratio means that with each unit increase in size, the odds of 

experiencing this kind of conflict are increased by 4.66, or 366 percent.   

 Political engagement and social engagement are both associated with 

homosexuality-related conflict requiring a special meeting.  Table 28 shows that for each 

unit increase on the political involvement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict changes by -0.90; the corresponding odds-ratio means that for each unit 

increase in political involvement, the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict decrease 

by 0.41, or 59 percent.  Meanwhile, for each unit increase on the social involvement 

scale, the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict changes by 1.24; in other 

words, for each unit increase in social involvement the odds of experiencing this kind of 

conflict increase by 3.47, or 247 percent.  Political engagement lowers the odds of 

homosexuality-related conflict, but social engagement increases the odds of 
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homosexuality-related conflict.  It could be, as I suggested earlier, that people self-select 

into congregations that share their political orientation and participate in activities that 

reflect their beliefs.  Meanwhile, social engagement seems to expose congregations to 

difficult issues and essentially forces them to work through their disagreements.  In other 

words, congregations tend to get value-reinforcement from political engagement, but 

those values are challenged by social engagement. 

Interestingly, congregational polity structure and southern geographical location 

are associated with a lower probability of experiencing homosexuality-related conflict 

requiring a special meeting.  When the dummy variable indicating congregational polity 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict changes 

by -1.77, and the corresponding odds-ratio indicates that when congregations are 

embedded within a congregational polity structure (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing 

homosexuality-related conflict requiring a special meeting decrease by 0.17, or 83 

percent (this effect is only marginally significant).  When the dummy variable indicating 

southern location changes from zero to one, the log of the odds of experiencing 

homosexuality-related conflict changes by -2.38; the corresponding odds-ratio means that 

when congregations are located in the south (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing 

homosexuality-related conflict are decreased by 0.09, or 91 percent.       

Congregation age has a small but statistically significant positive effect on 

congregations’ likelihood of experiencing homosexuality-related conflict requiring a 

special meeting.  For each additional year of age, the log of the odds of experiencing this 

kind of conflict changes by 0.03; the corresponding odds-ratio indicates that each 
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additional year of age increases the odds of experiencing homosexuality-related conflict 

by 1.03, or 3 percent.  This is probably because older congregations, having been around 

longer, are more likely to have encountered homosexuality than younger congregations. 

 Only social engagement shows a statistically significant relationship with 

homosexuality-related conflict over which people left the congregation.  The statistically 

significant coefficient for social involvement in Table 29 means that for each unit 

increase on the social involvement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing 

homosexuality-related conflict over which people left changes by 0.65; the corresponding 

odds-ratio indicates that for each unit increase in social involvement, the odds of 

experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.91, or 91 percent.   

 

LEADERSHIP 

 Why do congregations argue about leadership?  I think there are two main 

answers.  First, ideas about leadership—who can serve, what the responsibilities are—can 

vary greatly within congregations; these ideas are often rooted in some theological 

understanding of what leadership means.  These variations, combined with emotion, 

might manifest as competition for lay leadership positions and/or constant criticism of 

current leaders.  The upshot here is that I think theological orientation indirectly affects 

leadership-related conflict.   

Second, organizational factors can cause confusion and misunderstanding about 

who occupies leadership positions.  Size is important because larger congregations have 

larger staffs, buildings, and budgets; it would be easier for confusion about lay leadership 
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to develop in these congregations than in small congregations, where roles are likely to 

be more clearly defined and the people who hold lay leadership positions well-known.  

Polity would seem crucial too; congregations within congregational polity structures 

might rely more on lay leaders to fill responsibilities that are provided by denominations 

in hierarchical polities; this high investment in lay leadership might make these 

congregations more likely to argue.   

 

FINDINGS 

 Self-described theological liberalism and social involvement both show 

relationships with leader-related conflict requiring a special meeting.  The statistically 

significant coefficient for self-described theological liberalism in Table 28 means that 

when the dummy variable indicating theological liberalism changes from zero to 1, the 

log of the odds of experiencing leader-related conflict requiring a special meeting change 

by -2.07; that is, when congregations describe themselves as theologically liberal 

(dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict decrease by 0.13, or 87 

percent.  I am not quite sure what to make of this, since the NCS leadership category 

includes references to lay leaders as well as generic mentions of “leadership.”  On its 

face, this seems to indicate that congregations that describe themselves as theologically 

liberal are less likely to engage in power struggles than their conservative counterparts.  

On the other hand, it is possible that when respondents mentioned leadership and did not 

elaborate further, they were referring to some specific decision(s) associated with current 

congregational leaders and not the leaders themselves.    
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Social involvement shares a statistically significant relationship with leadership-

related conflict requiring a special meeting.  For each unit increase on the social 

involvement scale, the log of the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict change by 

0.81; that is, for each unit increase in social involvement, the odds of experiencing 

leadership-related conflict requiring a special meeting increase by 2.25, or 125 percent.   

 Table 29 shows that only social involvement is significantly related to leader-

related conflict over which people left.  For each unit increase on the social involvement 

scale, the log of the odds of experiencing leader-related conflict over which people left 

changes by 0.48; the corresponding odds-ratio indicates that for each unit increase in 

social involvement, the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 1.62, or 62 

percent.  

 

MONEY AND FINANCES 

 Organizational factors seem most important for understanding money-related 

congregational conflict.  Organizational decline, in the form of declining membership, is 

probably the most important of my measures; if declining membership indicates 

declining resources, there is likely to be debate about how to handle the resources at 

hand.  Congregations within congregational polity structures are probably much more 

prone to conflict in such situations, since there are so many voices competing to be heard.  

Leadership changes might also be linked to congregational conflict; if a new clergy 

person differs from their predecessor on financial priorities or management, conflict 

could easily erupt.   
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FINDINGS 

 Table 28 shows that racial diversity, Mainline Protestant denominational 

affiliation, declining membership, urban location and congregation age are all associated 

with money-related conflict requiring a special meeting.  The statistically significant 

coefficient for racial diversity in Table 28 means that when the dummy variable 

indicating diversity changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing a money-

related conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 1.72; when congregations are 

racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase by 

5.57, or 457 percent.  With real diversity comes real differences in priorities for the 

church, and arguments about how to allocate financial resources reflect these differences. 

When the dummy variable indicating Mainline Protestant denominational 

affiliation changes from zero to one, the log of the odds of experiencing money-related 

conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 1.41; when congregations belong to 

Mainline Protestant denominations (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of 

conflict increase by 4.12, or 312 percent.  One explanation for this is that Mainline 

Protestant congregations might have more assets than their conservative Protestant 

counterparts, which could lead them to argue about resource allocation and property use.  

It could also be that Mainline Protestant congregations argue more than Conservative 

Protestant congregations about denominational requirements for resource allocation. 

Meanwhile, when the dummy variable indicating declining membership changes 

from zero to one, the log of the odds of experiencing money-related conflict requiring a 
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special meeting changes by -2.79; when congregations’ rosters dwindle (dummy=1), the 

odds of experiencing this kind of conflict are decreased by 0.06, or 94 percent.  I have to 

admit, this finding puzzles me.  I am surprised that congregational decline does not stir 

up money-related conflict, especially since declining membership indicates declining 

congregational resources. 

 When the dummy variable indicating urban location changes from zero to one, the 

log of the odds of experiencing money-related conflict requiring a special meeting 

changes by 2.01; the corresponding odds-ratio means that when congregations are in 

urban locations (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict are increased 

by 7.48, or 648 percent.  This could be because urban churches serve underprivileged 

groups and have several programs competing for the same money.   

For each additional year of age, the log of the odds of experiencing money-related 

conflict requiring a special meeting changes by 0.02; the corresponding odds-ratio 

indicates that each additional year of age increases the odds of experiencing money-

related conflict by 1.02, or 2 percent.  As congregations age, they acquire resources from 

members and/or their denomination; as these resources grow, there arises the need to 

allocate them properly.  This need to allocate growing resources could generate money-

related conflict. 

 Presbyterian polity structure and leadership change show relationships with 

money-related conflict over which people left.  The statistically significant coefficient for 

presbyterian polity in Table 29 means that when the dummy variable indicating 

presbyterian polity changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing money-
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related conflict over which people left changes by 2.14; when congregations are in 

presbyterian polities (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict increase 

by 8.48, or 748 percent, compared to congregations that are in congregational or 

episcopal polities. 

 The statistically significant coefficient for leadership change in Table 29 means 

that when the dummy variable indicating clergy turnover changes from zero to 1, the log 

of the odds of experiencing a money-related conflict over which people left changes by 

2.24; in other words, congregations that underwent clergy turnover (dummy=1) were 9.43 

times more likely to experience conflict than those that did not. 

 

PASTOR 

 Pastor-related conflicts can occur for almost any reason.  There are several 

dimensions to pastor/parishioner relationships, and thus several dimensions in which to 

experience discord.  Engagement with the secular world is probably closely related to the 

probability of experiencing pastor-related conflict; this is often because pastors and 

parishioners disagree on congregational priorities when it comes to programming or other 

activities.   

 Pastors in large congregations might face more problems than those in smaller 

congregations, especially if they do not have any support staff.  As congregations grow, it 

becomes more difficult for one pastor to fulfill all pastoral duties.  If a pastor is perceived 

by the congregation as lacking, there is likely to be conflict.   
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FINDINGS 

 Only congregation age shows a relationship with pastor-related conflict requiring 

a special meeting, and the effect is only marginally significant (Table 28).  For each 

additional year of age, the log of the odds of experiencing pastor-related conflict 

requiring a special meeting changes by -0.01; the corresponding odds-ratio means that for 

each additional year of age, the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict decreases by 

0.99, or 1 percent. 

 Racial diversity and Mainline Protestant denominational affiliation both share 

relationships with pastor-related conflict over which people left.  The statistically 

significant coefficient for racial diversity in Table 29 means that when the dummy 

variable indicating racial diversity changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of 

experiencing a pastor-related conflict over which people left change by -3.81; that is, 

when congregations are racially diverse (dummy=1), the odds of experiencing this kind 

of conflict decreases by 0.02, or 98 percent. 

 The statistically significant coefficient for Mainline Protestant denominational 

affiliation means that when the dummy variable indicating Mainline Protestant affiliation 

changes from zero to 1, the log of the odds of experiencing pastor-related conflict over 

which people left changes by -0.85; when congregations are affiliated with Mainline 

Protestant denominations, the odds of experiencing this kind of conflict decrease by 0.43, 

or 57 percent. 
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CONCLUSION 

 It is difficult to compare these models directly since I could not include all of the 

independent variables in each model.  It is clear, however, that social engagement 

matters; congregations that are socially involved are more likely than other congregations 

to experience education-, homosexuality-, and leader-related conflict of both kinds.  In 

other words, when congregations are socially engaged, their conflicts are significantly 

more likely to be about education, homosexuality, and leadership than conflicts in un-

engaged congregations.  This cluster of topics—education, homosexuality and 

leadership—indicates that social engagement confronts congregations with difficult 

issues and then challenges them to educate themselves and others.  It is somewhat 

puzzling that the effect of social engagement does not extend to money- or pastor-related 

conflict of either kind, since financial resources are often spent on congregations’ social 

programs and pastors often lead the way in terms of how congregations engage broader 

culture. 

      My findings in this chapter also indicate that political engagement and social 

engagement do not operate similarly in every circumstance.  In the case of 

homosexuality-related conflict requiring a special meeting, for instance, social 

engagement shows a positive effect while political engagement shows a negative effect.  

Perhaps with respect to controversial issues like homosexuality or reproductive rights, 

social engagement is service oriented (e.g., counseling services, adoption services) and 

political engagement is advocacy oriented (e.g., public demonstrations for gay rights, 

lobbying for more environmentally friendly policies).  If this is the case, then social 
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engagement will continually challenge the values and assumptions of congregations, 

while political engagement will reinforce the values and assumptions of congregations.   
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CHAPTER 5:  CONCLUSION 

 

 In this chapter, I review and discuss my key findings about why congregational 

conflict occurs and what congregations argue about.  I also discuss the limitations of this 

study and suggest directions for future research.  

 

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED ABOUT CONGREGATIONAL CONFLICT? 

 In Chapter One I put forward 14 hypotheses about conflict in American Protestant 

congregations, focused on five substantive areas:  theological orientation, engagement 

with the secular world, organizational structure, racial diversity and internal 

organizational change.  Table 30 presents a summary of all multivariate findings by 

conflict type and year of data collection.   

 

THEOLOGICAL ORIENTATION AND ENGAGEMENT WITH THE SECULAR WORLD 

The most surprising finding, in my view, is that theological liberalism, and 

theological orientation generally, plays a much smaller role in generating congregational 

conflict than I expected.  Almost equally surprising is my finding that political 

engagement and social engagement also are not important determinants of congregational 

conflict.   

Conclusion 1:  Theologically liberal congregations are more likely to experience 

conflict requiring a special meeting than theologically conservative 
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congregations.  There is no relationship between theological liberalism and 

conflict over which people left. 

In Chapter One I noted that there is general agreement that theological orientation 

matters for congregational conflict, but no consensus on the direction or nature of the 

relationship.  I also discussed the differences between classic sociology of religion 

theory, which points to liberalism as an engine of conflict, and recent empirical evidence 

suggesting that as a group, theologically conservative congregations experience more 

conflict than liberal congregations.  Because I do not have data on the range of 

theological diversity within congregations in the NCS, I cannot directly assess the 

implicit claims of classic theory.  My findings, however, suggest that theological 

liberalism does drive congregational conflict to some extent, and I find no support for the 

finding that theologically conservative congregations experience more conflict of any 

kind.   

 It makes sense that theologically liberal congregations, which are generally more 

tolerant of outsiders and more diverse than theologically conservative congregations, 

experience more conflict requiring a special meeting.  The fact that a congregation is 

theologically liberal does not mean that there is no range of views within the 

congregation on social issues like racial equality or homosexuality and gay rights.  

Perhaps my finding indicates that, when confronted with disagreements, theologically 

liberal congregations are more likely to call a meeting for discussion of the issues at 

hand.  Liberal congregations are no more likely than conservative congregations to 

experience conflict over which people left the congregation, which further supports the 
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idea that these congregations are problems solvers when it comes to conflict within their 

ranks.     

Conclusion 2:  Congregations that participate in political activities are no more 

likely to experience conflict of either kind than congregations that do not 

participate in political activities. 

Even with theological liberalism showing a mixed relationship to conflict, I 

expected political engagement to be an important predictor of congregational conflict.  I 

argued in Chapter One that political activity would push congregations to discuss difficult 

political issues or, at the very least, push congregations to discuss and debate their 

involvement in politics, which could easily lead to conflict.  My findings, however, do 

not support this idea.  They do support, however, the idea that people self-select into 

congregations with positions and activities that they already support.   

Conclusion 3:  Theological orientation and political involvement do not interact, 

that is, political involvement is not a stronger determinant of conflict in 

theologically liberal congregations than in theologically conservative 

congregations. 

Given the findings I have already discussed, this conclusion is not surprising.  If 

people do sort themselves into congregations that already share their ideas about 

congregations’ political involvement and positions on political issues, then it does not 

matter whether congregations are theologically liberal or conservative—political 

engagement is not a lightning rod for congregational conflict.   
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Conclusion 4:  Congregations that are socially engaged are no more likely to 

experience conflict than congregations that are not social engaged. 

Similar to political engagement, I argued in Chapter One that social engagement 

would force congregations to confront difficult social issues like poverty, homelessness, 

drug use, and HIV/AIDS, and these encounters could spur discussion and debate within a 

congregation about these issues.  Should the poor get government assistance?  Do needle-

exchange programs enable drug addicts?  Should HIV/AIDS patients be blamed for 

reckless behavior?  These are all questions that are bound to arise in congregations that 

engage their communities through social service programs.  And they could be loaded 

questions in terms of congregational conflict.   

 My findings do not support this argument.  Rather, similar to political 

engagement, I think my findings point to self-selection; if people tend to sort themselves 

into congregations that reflect their social views, the result is a group of relatively 

homogenous people—at least with respect to ideology.    

Conclusion 5:  Theological orientation and social service provision do not 

interact, that is, social engagement is not a stronger determinant of conflict in 

theologically liberal congregations than in theologically conservative 

congregations. 

 Again, given the findings I have already discussed, this conclusion is not 

surprising.  If people sort themselves into congregations that already share their ideas 

about congregations’ social involvement and positions on social issues, then it does not 
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matter whether congregations are theologically liberal or conservative—social 

engagement is not a catalyst for congregational conflict.   

 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE  

 Broadly speaking, only some aspects of organizational structure are linked to 

conflict in congregations.  Congregation size is not an important determinant of 

congregational conflict, but the denomination-level polity structure within which 

congregation are embedded is hugely consequential for conflict. 

Conclusion 6:  Larger congregations are no more likely to experience conflict 

than smaller congregations. 

I argued in Chapter One that size, in the context of religious congregations, 

indicates organizational complexity and organizational resources.  Size also indicates the 

number of possible social ties within the organization, and I argued that increasing size 

corresponds to an increase in the probability of conflict between any two actors.  While 

congregation size has clearly has played a role in some specific conflicts (Ammerman 

1990), I find no evidence that size is related to congregational conflict in general. 

Conclusion 7:  Congregations embedded within a congregational polity structure 

are more likely to experience conflict of both kinds than congregations embedded 

within a hierarchical polity structure. 

 In Chapter One I argued that because congregational polity structures localize 

decision-making processes, participants compete to get their voices heard, and this 

competition could breed conflict.  I cannot evaluate directly whether competition among 
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participants is the mechanism through which congregational polity operates, but it does 

make intuitive sense.  Congregations embedded within congregational polity structures 

are indeed more conflicted than congregations in hierarchical polity structures.   

Conclusion 8:  Congregation size and polity structure do not interact, that is, 

increasing size is not a stronger determinant of conflict in congregational polities 

than in hierarchical polities. 

 Given my finding that size is not an important predictor of congregational 

conflict, it makes sense that congregation size is not more important for congregational 

polities than for hierarchical polities.  My argument was that, since congregational 

polities allow for more voices to be heard, adding even more voices to the mix with 

increasing size would push congregations into conflict.  But since size is not related to 

congregational conflict, it does not matter whether congregations are embedded within 

congregational polities or hierarchical polities—size does not generate congregational 

conflict.  

 

DIVERSITY 

 Racial diversity shows a mixed relationship with congregational conflict.  I 

argued in Chapter One that true diversity is hard to find, and participants in truly diverse 

congregations might struggle to understand one another’s theological, social or political 

views, and this could lead to conflict. 

Conclusion 9:  Racially diverse congregations are more likely to experience 

conflict requiring a special meeting than racially homogenous congregations.  
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There is no relationship between racial diversity and conflict over which people 

left. 

 This mixed finding makes sense if we think about what truly diverse 

congregations are likely to experience.  Understanding the history and culture of another 

racial group comes at a cost; truly racially diverse congregations probably experience 

more than their fair share of disagreements and misunderstandings.  But my findings 

suggest that these congregations are likely to call special meetings when conflict arises, 

to communicate and talk through their differences.   

Conclusion 10:  Racial diversity and theological orientation do not interact, that 

is, increasing racial diversity is not a stronger determinant of conflict in 

theologically liberal congregations than in theologically conservative 

congregations. 

 Frankly, I am not sure what to make of this finding.  My rationale for 

hypothesizing this interaction was based on the tendency of theologically liberal 

congregations to be more welcoming of diversity.  If theologically liberal congregations 

are more tolerant of diversity, and diversity makes for higher rates of conflict, then it is 

reasonable to expect congregations that are theologically liberal and racially diverse to be 

most conflicted.   

Conclusion 11:  Racial diversity and congregation size do not interact, that is, 

increasing racial diversity is not a stronger determinant of conflict in larger 

congregations than in smaller congregations.  
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 I argued in Chapter One that a critical mass is necessary for any subgroup within 

a congregation to feel comfortable voicing their concerns or making demands of 

leadership.  Since such a critical mass is more likely to be present in larger congregations, 

I hypothesized an interaction whereby racial diversity would matter more for conflict in 

larger congregations than in smaller congregations.  Our finding suggests that in larger 

congregations diversity seems to mute conflict instead of accentuating conflict.  

Obviously, more research needs to be done on this issue. 

 

INTERNAL ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 

 One of my most important findings is that internal organizational change is 

crucial for understanding congregational conflict.   

Conclusion 12:  Congregations that have experienced declining membership are 

more likely to experience conflict than congregations that have seen increasing 

membership or no change in size.      

 This finding not only makes sense, it indicates just how much congregations rely 

on their members for resources.  I think there are two likely mechanisms here, as I argued 

in Chapter One.  First, when a congregation loses members, anxiety builds, and the 

remaining members might find themselves arguing about filling committee vacancies or 

other lay leadership positions.  Second, when congregations lose members they also lose 

money; this leaves the remaining members to reallocate resources, and some 

congregations might have to end some ministry programs altogether.  It seems to me that 
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when congregations find themselves in decline, anxiety about the health of the 

organization and its recovery is the trigger for congregational conflict.  

Conclusion 13:  Congregations that have recently experienced clergy turnover 

are more likely to experience conflict than congregations that have not 

experienced clergy turnover. 

 This finding confirms the importance of leadership, particularly clergy, in 

congregations.  a transition in clergy can be quite traumatic for religious congregations, 

since clergy often play a role in the personal lives of parishioners; clergy are often 

consulted or called upon when congregation members experience major life events, such 

as marriage, the birth of a child, or the death of a loved one.  When the time comes for 

clergy transition, there are two real sources of conflict in my view.  First, in 

congregations that call their own pastors, the process alone can foment debate and even 

conflict about the qualities or qualifications of candidates.  Second, once a new clergy 

person is in place, there are likely to be misunderstandings and other “hiccups” related to 

leadership transition.  Because these leaders play such a large role in the organization and 

the lives of its members, clergy turnover it a major contributor to congregational conflict. 

Conclusion 14:  Congregations that have changed the number of worship services 

they offer are more likely to experience conflict over which people left than 

congregations that have not changed their offerings.  There is no relationship 

between changes in the number of worship services and conflict requiring a 

special meeting. 
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 In Chapter One I discussed the importance of collective rituals for recreating 

religious meaning, and I argued that since worship services are the primary setting for 

such ritual, any disruption to congregations’ worship schedules could generate 

congregational conflict.  My finding that this holds only for conflict over which people 

left and not conflict requiring a special meeting is slightly confusing.  It seems to suggest 

that changes to congregations’ worship schedules are simply not tolerated among 

members.  It could reflect, however, the kinds of worship services that are being added or 

deleted from the schedule; if a congregation that regularly holds a Spanish-language 

service decides to discontinue that service, the Spanish speakers in that congregation 

might feel marginalized and leave and congregation.  On the other hand, if a congregation 

decides to add a Spanish-language service to its schedule, non-Spanish speakers might 

leave for any number of reasons. 

 

WHY DO CONGREGATIONS ARGUE ABOUT SOME TOPICS AND NOT 

OTHERS? 

 In Chapter Four I conducted some exploratory analyses to gain leverage on 

another aspect of congregational conflict:  What do congregations tend to argue about?  

What factors affect the probability that a given conflict is about topic X and not topic Y?  

My analyses are admittedly problematic since the regression models are not directly 

comparable across conflict topics, but they do suggest some interesting findings and 

avenues for future research.  Table 31 presents a summary of multivariate findings by 

conflict type. 
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 Overwhelmingly, congregations argue most about their pastors and other 

leadership.  Money and finance conflicts are not necessarily common, but they do occur 

more frequently than homosexuality- or education-related conflicts.  As I noted in 

Chapter Four, congregational conflict is extremely idiosyncratic, with congregations 

arguing most frequently about very specific local issues that cannot easily be lumped 

together.  This will no doubt be a large hurdle in future attempts to understand 

congregational conflict.   

While social engagement proved less important than I predicted for generating 

congregational conflict, it appears to be crucial for understanding why congregations 

argue about some topics and not others.  Among congregations in conflict, social 

engagement is a strong predictor of education-, homosexuality-, and leader-related 

conflicts of both kinds.  No other factor shows that sort of reach across topics.  These 

analyses also suggest that political engagement and social engagement cannot necessarily 

be used interchangeably as indicators of engagement with secular culture.  At least when 

it comes to determining why congregations argue about some things and not others, these 

two forms of engagement might operate differently.   

 

LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH 

 A major strength of this study is that I use quantitative data to evaluate ideas and 

findings that have come out of qualitative studies of denominational and congregational 

conflict.  On the other hand, having some qualitative data from these congregations about 

their conflicts would be enormously helpful for understanding my results.  A combination 
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of quantitative and qualitative data might allow me to investigate the processual aspects 

of conflict; for example, once conflicts arise, how do congregations deal with them?  Are 

there structures in place for mediating congregational conflict and, if so, what are they?  

What is the outcome of the conflict, and who were the key players in coming to a 

resolution?  Ultimately, as I think I have shown, congregational conflict cannot be 

understood without qualitative and quantitative study.  Conflict also cannot be understood 

without looking at congregations over time to gather more data on conflict resolution and 

outcomes.  I think a mixed-method panel study is the best way to systematically 

investigate congregational conflict. 

 A key limitation of this study is that the time frame on my dependent variables 

(i.e., the last two years) is longer than the time frames on my independent variables (i.e., 

the past 12 months).  The possibility of reciprocal effects looms large.  For example, a 

congregational conflict that took place 18 months before the respondent was interviewed 

for the NCS may have led to a leadership change eight months before the NCS interview; 

in this case, rather than leadership change contributing to congregational conflict, 

congregational conflict has produced changes in congregational leadership.  The NCS 

panel component provides an excellent tool for evaluating potential reciprocal effects; 

independent variables measured at T1 (1998) can be used to model congregational 

conflict at T2 (2006-07).  In future research, I will evaluate reciprocal effects and use this 

information to develop better models of congregational conflict. 

This study leaves other unanswered questions, some of which I could address in 

the future with more sophisticated modeling techniques.  For example, I could gain more 
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leverage on the relationship between theological orientation, engagement with the secular 

world, and congregational conflict by using simultaneous equations to evaluate directly 

whether and how engagement with the secular world operates as a mechanism for 

theological orientation.  Additionally, I could gather more denominational data and 

evaluate denomination-level effects with multi-level modeling techniques; given that 

studies of conflict in religious organizations often oscillate between denominational and 

congregational levels of analysis, that could be particularly helpful for understanding 

conflict. 
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APPENDIX A:  DENOMINATIONAL POLITY CLASSIFICATION 

 

This appendix lists the denominations within each level of polity.  The 

denominations on this list come from the National Congregation Study codebook 

(Chaves and Anderson 2009); not every denomination on this list is represented in my 

sample (e.g., Catholicism).  There are several denominations that, since I take a very 

conservative approach to coding polity, are not placed in any category because I could 

not find adequate information.1   

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, I used several resources to classify denominations.  

My main resource was Melton’s Encyclopedia of American Religions (2003), which 

contains information on structure, doctrine, and other denomination-specific details for 

each group.  In rare cases when adequate information was not available from Melton, I 

searched the Internet, and this most often yielded enough to classify the group in 

question.   

 

PURELY CONGREGATIONAL:  The denomination has no authority above the 
congregational level or the congregation is not affiliated with a denomination. 
 
Advent Christian Church 
Apostolic 
Apostolic Assembly of the Faith in Christ Jesus, Inc. 
Baptist Bible fellowship 
Baptist Churches Association of American/Baptist Association of America 
Baptist Missionary Association of America 

                                                
1 These are:  Buddhist, Christian Evangelistic Assemblies, Christian Evangelistic Assembly, Christian 
(unknown), Evangelical Missions Foundation, Evangelistic Church and Mission Association, Hindu, 
Interdenominational, Islamic, Lutheran (unknown), Willow Creek Association 
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Baptist, unknown 
Calvary Chapel 
Church of God 
Church of God (Anderson, IN) 
Church of the Living God 
Churches of Christ 
Congregational Christian Churches 
Conservative Baptist Association of America 
Conservative Mennonite Conference 
Elim Fellowship 
Fellowship of Inner-City Word of Faith Ministry 
Freewill Baptist, unknown 
Full Gospel 
Holy Church of Deliverance 
Independent Assemblies 
Independent Baptist Churches 
Independent Fundamental Church of America 
International Pentecostal Church of Christ 
Jehovah’s Witness 
Jewish Conservative (United) 
Jewish Orthodox 
Jewish Reform (Union) 
Jewish, unknown 
Missionary Baptist, other 
National Association of Freewill Baptists 
National Baptist 
National Missionary Baptist 
North American Christian Convention 
Pentecostal, unknown 
Primitive Baptist 
Sunni Orthodox 
Unitarian Universalist 
United Pentecostal Council 
Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Churches 
Worldwide Apostolic Church 
 
 
CONGREGATIONAL:  The denomination has some authority over clergy credentials 
and/or ordination. 
 
American Baptist Churches in the USA (Northern) 
Association of Free Lutheran Congregations 
Baptist General Conference/Convention 
Christian Church of North America, General Council 
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Christian Missionary Alliance 
Church of Christ 
Churches of God 
Disciples of Christ 
Divine Science Federation International 
Evangelical Covenant 
Evangelical Free Church 
Fellowship of Grace Brethren 
General Association of Regular Baptist Churches 
General Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches 
Independent Christian Church Association 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod 
Mennonite Church 
Moravian 
National Baptist Convention of America 
National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc. 
North American Baptist Conference 
Progressive National Baptist Convention 
Southern Baptist Convention 
United Church of Christ 
United Church of Religious Science 
Unity Church 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod 
 
 
PRESBYTERIAN:  Some centralized authority over clergy and congregations vested in a 
democratic body rather than a person or office.  
 
Assemblies of God 
Christian Reformed 
Church of Christ Scientist 
Church of the Brethren 
Church of the Nazarene 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church 
Evangelical Reformed 
Morning Star International Ministries 
Pentecostal Church of God 
Presbyterian Church (USA) 
Presbyterian Church of America 
Presbyterian, other 
Reformed Church in America 
Seventh-day Adventists 
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MODIFIED EPISCOPAL:  A regional authority centralized to some extent in a single 
office, but that authority is significantly limited by a democratically elected body or by 
strong congregations. 
 
Church of God of Prophecy 
Church of Lutheran Brethren 
Church of the United Brethren in Christ 
Free Methodist Church 
Reformed Episcopal Church 
United Methodist Church 
Wesleyan 
 
 
EPISCOPAL:  Regional authority centralized in a strong office, with little hierarchy 
above that level. 
 
African Methodist Episcopal 
African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Episcopal Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
Pentecostal Holiness 
 
 
TOP-DOWN NATIONAL CENTRALIZATION:  Strict pyramid structure from the top 
of the denomination through regional level organizations to congregations and authority 
highly centralized at the national or international level in some very strong body of 
regional officers. 
 
Church of God (Cleveland, TN) 
Church of God in Christ 
Evangelical Church 
National Spiritualist Association/General Assembly of Spiritualists 
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World 
 
 
TOP-DOWN NATIONAL CENTRALIZATION:  Authority in an individual instead of a 
body of officers.  
 
Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese 
Armenian 
Catholic 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
Foursquare Gospel 
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Greek Orthodox 
Orthodox Church in America 
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
Restorative Movement 
Ukrainian Orthodox 
 

 



 

 

123 

APPENDIX B:  DENOMINATIONAL TRADITION CLASSIFICATION 

 

This appendix lists denominations by broad tradition category.  I borrowed the 

categorization scheme created for the NCS data set, which is based in large part on 

Steensland et al.’s (2000) influential work.  As I noted in Chapter 2, the inclusion rule for 

“Black Protestant” is affiliation with one of the seven historically black denominations or 

predominantly African American membership (80 percent or more).  Recall that this 

item—denominational affiliation—is correlated with my other measures of theological 

leanings, and all correlations are significant at the p<.0001 level.  The correlation 

between Mainline Protestant affiliation and self-described theological liberalism is 0.18.  

The correlation between Mainline Protestant affiliation and a belief in biblical literalism 

and inerrancy is -0.42.  The correlation between self-described theological liberalism and 

a belief in biblical literalism and inerrancy is -0.27.  I did try to create a scale with these 

items, but I could not achieve a Cronbach’s alpha above 0.55. 

   
 
CONSERVATIVE PROTESTANTS 
 
Advent Christian Church 
Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese 
Apostolic 
Apostolic Assembly of the Faith in Christ 
Armenian 
Assemblies of God 
Association of Free Lutheran Congregations 
Baptist Bible Fellowship 
Baptist Churches Association of America 
Baptist General Conference 
Baptist Missionary Association of America 
Baptist, unspecified 
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Calvary Chapel 
Christian and Missionary Alliance 
Christian Church of North America General Conference 
Christian Evangelistic Assemblies 
Christian Evangelistic Assembly 
Christian Reformed 
Christian, unspecified 
Church of Christ 
Church of God 
Church of God (Anderson, IN) 
Church of God (Cleveland, TN) 
Church of God of Prophecy 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
Church of Lutheran Brethren 
Church of the Living God 
Church of the Nazarene 
Churches of Christ 
Churches of God 
Conservative Baptist Association of America 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
Elim Fellowship 
Evangelical Church 
Evangelical Covenant 
Evangelical Free Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Church Wisconsin Synod 
Evangelical Missions Foundations 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church 
Evangelistic Church and Mission Association 
Foursquare Gospel 
Free Methodist Church 
Freewill Baptist, unknown 
Full Gospel 
General Association of Regular Baptists 
Greek Orthodox 
Independent Assemblies 
Independent Baptist Churches 
Independent Christian Church Association 
Independent Fundamental Church of America 
International Pentecostal Church of Christ 
Jehovah's Witness 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod 
Lutheran, unspecified 
Missionary Baptist, other 
Morning Star international Ministries 
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National Association of Freewill Baptists 
National Missionary Baptist 
North American Baptist Conference 
North American Christian Convention 
Orthodox Church in America 
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World 
Pentecostal Church of God 
Pentecostal Holiness 
Pentecostal, unspecified 
Presbyterian Church of America 
Presbyterian, other 
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
Restoration Movement 
Seventh-day Adventists 
Southern Baptist Convention 
Ukrainian Orthodox 
United Pentecostal Council 
Unity Church 
Wesleyan 
Willow Creek Association 
Worldwide Apostolic Church 
 
 
BLACK PROTESTANTS 
 
AME 
AME Zion 
American Baptist Churches USA 
Assemblies of God 
Baptist Churches Association of America 
Baptist General Conference 
Baptist Missionary Association of America 
Baptist, unspecified 
Christian, unspecified 
Church of Christ 
Church of God 
Church of God (Anderson, IN) 
Church of God in Christ 
Church of God of Prophecy* 
Church of the Nazarene 
Disciples of Christ 
Episcopal Church 
Evangelical Covenant 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 



 

 

126 

Fellowship of Inner-city Word of Faith 
Full Gospel 
General Association of Regular Baptists 
Holy Church of Deliverance 
Interdenominational 
Jehovah's Witness 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod 
Missionary Baptist, other* 
National Baptist 
National Baptist Convention of America 
National Baptist Convention USA 
National Missionary Baptist 
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World 
Pentecostal Church of God 
Pentecostal Holiness 
Pentecostal, unspecified 
Presbyterian Church USA 
Presbyterian, other* 
Primitive Baptist 
Progressive National Baptist Convention 
Reformed Episcopal Church 
Seventh-day Adventists 
Southern Baptist Convention 
United Church of Christ 
United Methodist Church 
United Pentecostal Council 
 
 
MAINLINE PROTESTANTS 
 
American Baptist Churches USA 
Church of the Brethren 
Church of the United Brethren in Christ 
Congregation Christian Churches 
Conservative Mennonite Conference 
Disciples of Christ 
Episcopal Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
Fellowship of Grace Brethren 
General Conference of Mennonite Brethren 
Mennonite Church 
Moravian 
Presbyterian Church (USA) 
Reformed Church in America 
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Unitarian Universalist 
United Church of Christ 
United Methodist Church 
Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Churches 
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APPENDIX C:  TABLES 

 

 Because there are so many tables referenced in this dissertation, and to ensure 

readability, I have gathered all of the tables together in this appendix.   
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