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Executive Summary
This study explores the relationships between the individual spiritual growth of congregants,
and their personal attitudes and faith practices, as well as their attitudes about their
congregation. Over 30,000 individuals from over 490 congregations nation-wide took the
Congregational Vitality Survey from 2011-2017 to help with congregational planning and
decision making. This study draws on that cumulative data to see how individuals participated
in activities that could form their faith, how they described their spiritual growth and how they
lived out their faith in their congregation and the world.
While over half the respondents reported attending church once a month or more, less than
30% reported participating in prayer, study or personal devotions, and less than 17% reported
talking with people in their congregation about their faith, once a month or more. When asked
about their spiritual growth, most people reported either slow or medium growth, while
approximately 10% reported feeling spiritually stalled and only about 5% reported rapid
spiritual growth. A deeper look shows significant differences between those who experience
rapid spiritual growth and the rest of the sample. People who described rapid spiritual growth
described the congregation’s relationships with God, each other and the world in more positive
terms than others. They also reported significantly higher frequencies of faith in action (e.g.
talking about their faith or volunteering). Those who experienced rapid spiritual growth were
also more likely than all other groups to describe God as directly involved in their lives. Indeed,
these things are all related to one another. People who strongly agreed that God is directly
involved in their lives were also more often growing rapidly in their faith, engaged in
prayer/studies/devotions, and talking about their faith more often.
Meanwhile, those who reported feeling spiritually stalled rated the congregation’s overall
vitality lower than other groups. They also experienced more conflict and less clear leadership
in the church. If the ELCA is interested in developing people who live out their faith in their
congregation and the world, it makes sense to cultivate rapid spiritual growth among more of
its members. Any new strategies will need to go beyond increasing worship attendance and
stewardship.

Introduction
The Congregational Vitality Survey (CVS) was developed to help the ELCA shift the conversation
from a focus on butts & bucks toward a focus on how congregants experience God, one
another and the world around them.1 These items can be combined to form a vitality score
which is useful in understanding the overall vitality of a congregation.2 Since 2011, synod staff
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(usually the Director for Evangelical Mission or DEM) requested surveys for congregations.
Members of those congregations across the country answered questions about their
congregations and themselves. After each survey, DEMs received a report back and interpreted
it to congregations who then used it for planning action and measuring progress.
Data from all surveys has been collected into a single database. As these data are collected, we
learn more about the people in the pews and about our congregations overall. This study looks
at the spiritual dimension of the people in our congregations and how it relates to their
attitudes and actions.
Overarching research questions:
1. What is the state of faith formation in congregations?
2. How do churches help people form and live out their faith?
Because different people experience faith formation differently, even within the same
congregation, the research questions are considered from both individual and congregational
perspectives. This paper focuses on individual perspectives.

Sample
For this study, individual responses to the comprehensive (long) survey were pulled. It included
31,793 individuals from 490 congregations in 36 (out of 65) synods in the ELCA which come
from all 9 regions across the country. It also included 6 non-ELCA congregations with an ELCA
pastor (2 Episcopal, 2 UCC, 1 United Methodist). The surveys were collected from people in the
pews on a particular Sunday or Sunday in congregations between 2011 and 2017.
While this is a large, geographically diverse sample, it is not a random sample of congregations,
and therefore may not be representative. Congregations participated for a variety of reasons.
The initial 75 congregations were asked to take the survey to norm the tool. After that, DEMs
ordered the survey for congregations. Common reasons for taking the survey include: pastoral
transition, upcoming individual intentional work with the synod staff (including conversations
about potential closure, consolidation or conflict mediation), congregational strategic planning,
or simple interest on the part of the congregation’s pastor or leaders. Twelve synods are in the
process of using this tool as a pre/post measure of congregations involved in an intentional
project designed to improve congregation’s missional behavior. If anything, this sample
represents synods and congregational leaders that may be more interested in discussing and
potentially improving congregational vitality than other congregations and/or synods in the
ELCA.
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Following are demographics about the sample.
Table 1: Age of participants
Age range
<18
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65-74
75+
Unreported

%
3.9
1.7
4.6
8.5
13.5
21.2
23.7
19.3
3.5

Table 2: Gender of participants
Gender
%
Male
35.4
Female
60.0
Other
.1
Unreported
3.9
Ethnicity
Caucasian
Others

%
96%
4%

While this describes the larger sample, some items were added at different times over the course
of the survey, so the number of respondents will vary. Please ask me if you are interested
demographics for a specific item. (Note: the questions about the nature of God’s active presence
were not added until January 2017 so that number is considerably smaller.)

Findings
The following information comes from all the participants who completed the following items,
regardless of which congregation they attend. It provides a view of ELCA Lutherans in general.
1. How often do people engage in activities that are expected to grow their faith?
Table 3: Percentage of respondents engaged in faith formation activities in the past year x frequency

Never
Once
2-3 times
Most months
Monthly or
move

How often you
How often you
worshiped in the past participated in regular
12 months
devotionals, prayer or
study in past 12
months
.3%
16.6%
.4%
6.4%
2.8%
15.4%
43.6%
32.4%
53.0%
29.2%

How often do you have
meaningful spiritual
conversations within
the congregation?
15.5%
9.5%
28.9%
30.3%
16.1%
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Frequency of Faith Formation Activities
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Never
Worship

Once

2-3 times

Prayer, Devotions, Study

Most months

Monthly or move

Meaningful Spiritual Conversation in Cong

Figure 1: Frequency of faith formation behavior

While most participants attend church very regularly (making them more likely to take this
survey), they report participating in prayer, devotionals and study less frequently and have
meaningful spiritual conversations with one another even less often. Fewer than 30 percent pray
more monthly and about only 16% talk with other people in their congregation each month.
Age differences
A Chi-Square test reveals that differences in the frequency of prayer/devotions/study are
significant when age is considered (𝑥(28)=872.463, p..000). The chart below shows that
prayer/study/devotions are more common in people over 55 with people over 75 years old
having the highest ratio of praying regularly (most months or more). People under 18 also pray
more often than not, however the people ages 35-44 have about as many people who have not
prayed at all in the past year as those who have prayed monthly.

Figure 2: Percentage of prayer/devotions/study frequency by age
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Striking age differences are also found in how often people talk with other congregants about
their faith with other congregants (𝑥(28)=983.761, p.<.000). It is possible that the higher levels
for people under 18 are due to participation in Sunday School, confirmation and other “required”
faith formation activities. It also is not clear whether the increase in regular prayer as people get
older is a developmental issue (older people are more spiritual formed and pray more) or a
generational issue (people of earlier generations grew up with prayer as part of their routine and
continue it to this day).

Figure 3: Percentage of meaningful spiritual conversations within cong. frequency x age

It is interesting to note that people over 65 had the largest portion of people engaging in spiritual
conversations most months while for people between 18 and 65 most people only engaged 2-3
times a year. Youth under 18 years old reported slightly more saying they never had meaningful
spiritual conversations inside the congregation even though about 60% reported involvement in
regular prayer/study/devotions. Less than 20% few people of any age engaged in these kinds of
conversations with one another every month.
2. Are congregants growing in faith?
Participants were asked to describe their current pace of spiritual growth. Below are the results.
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Pace of growth
50%

38.1%

40%

32.0%

30%
20%

14.5%

10.2%

5.1%

10%
0%
Not growing

Stalled but want to
grow

slow

Medium

Rapid

Pace of growth
Figure 4: Rate of spiritual growth of all respondents

Most people experience spiritual growth as a cyclical process, with times for growth and times for
rest and even times of feeling stalled. CVS research has shown that the vast majority of
congregation have people in every stage of spiritual growth (a few have no one growing rapidly
and fewer have no one who is stalled). The most vital congregations have people at different
places on their spiritual journey with most people reporting some kind of growth. Those who are
growing spiritually can be resources to those who are stalled. If too many people are stalled or
most people are either stalled or not growing, the congregation may feel spiritually stuck.

Figure 5: Spiritual growth by age

How participants with different paces of spiritual development perceive the overall vitality of
their congregation.
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Figure 6: Spiritual growth x individual rating of overall congregational vitality

Clearly those who are stalled tend to have a more negative impression of their congregation’s
overall vitality (relationships with God, one another and the world). However, it is not clear
whether it is those poor relationships cause them to be stalled, if their spiritual “stuckness”
causes them to see things in a more negative light, or if it there are other factors influencing both
of these items.
Another thing to note on this chart is the similarity between those who are not growing (perhaps
already spiritually mature or perhaps not) and those who say they are growing slowly. Most
people in congregations across the board say they are growing slowly. This may be a “Sunday
school response” that people use if they don’t really know what to say, haven’t thought about it,
or simply don’t want to look bad. It isn’t really clear what it means to have “slow” spiritual
growth. Yet as Figure 5 suggests, those who are stalled and those who are growing rapidly are
different than the rest of the participants in many ways. This paper explores some of these
differences.
3. How confident are congregants in their ability to live out their faith? & How often do
congregants participate in faith activities in their congregation and in the world?
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Sharing Gifts of time and talent
I feel supported using my gifts in cong

Strongly
Agree
26%

Strongly
Disagree
1%

Disagree
8%

Agree
65%

Figure 7: Percentage who feel supported using gifts

Living out faith in the congregation
60.00%

48.9%

50.00%

39.7%

40.00%
20.00%
10.00%

28.3%

26.7%

30.00%
13.6%

9.7%

2.7%

21.7%

6.6%

2.0%

0.00%
Never

Once

2-3 times

Donate to cong.

Most months

Monthly or move

Volunteer in Cong.

Figure 8: Percentage who shared their gifts the past year

Doing Service
I feel supported using my gifts in the community

Strongly
Agree
23%

Strongly
Disagree
1%
Disagree
10%

Agree
66%

Figure 9: Percentage who felt supported using gifts
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Service to the community
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Never

Once

Donate outside cong.

2-3 times

Most months

Volunteer in community

Monthly or move

Advocate for justice

Figure 10: Percentage who actually used gifts in community

Sharing Faith
I feel equipped to share my faith with others
Strongly
Disagree
2%

Strongly
Agree
15%
Disagree
18%
Agree
65%

Figure 11: Percentage who felt equipped to share faith

Share faith in the community
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Never

Once

2-3 times

Meaningful spiritual conversations in community

Most months

Monthly or move

Invite people to church

Figure 12: Percentage who actually shared faith last year

Across most of these examples, people generally feel supported to live out their faith more often
than they report actually doing so. The one exception is evangelism (sharing faith). Here
approximately 20% said they were not comfortable sharing their faith and the same
6

percentage said they had not invited anyone to church in the past year. However, it is interesting
to note that people do report having meaningful spiritual conversations with those outside the
congregation. Apparently, that is considered different than “sharing their faith” or “evangelism”.
There is a clear disconnect between talking about faith and inviting that person to church.
It is also interesting to contrast the frequency of participants’ meaningful spiritual conversations
that took place within versus outside the congregation. It appears that participants are a bit more
likely to have meaningful spiritual conversations with people outside the congregation than with
those who are inside the congregation. Differences becomes more apparent when compared at
the congregation level.

Frequency of Meaningful Spiritual Conversations inside vs.
outside congregation
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Never

Once

2-3 times

Meaningful Spiritual Conversation in Cong

Most months

Monthly or move

Meaningful spiritual conversations in community

Figure 13: Compare talking about faith inside vs. outside cong.

Spiritual Growth & Faith in Action
When people’s rate of spiritual growth was compared to how often they participated in faith
activities within the past year, the relationship is striking. ANOVA’s were done to determine
differences between the level of engagement for each rate of spiritual growth and post hoc Tukey
tests showed significant differences3.
The following line graphs shows the average frequency of engagement in various activities for
people at each level of spiritual growth. The level of engagement describes the frequency of
participant’s involvement in activities on a scale from 1= never, 2 = once, 3 = 2-3 times that year,
4= most months, 5 = monthly or more.

3

Statistics are listed in Appendix A
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Average frequency of congregational activity x Spiritual
growth
5
4.49

4.43
4

3.29

4.53

4.47
3.73

3.51

4.45
4.01

3
2.91
2
1
Not growing

Stalled

Slow

Moderate

Rapid

Prayer/Study/Devotion

Volunteer in cong

Worship

Meaningful spiritual converasations in cong.

Donate to Cong.
Figure 14: Activity X spiritual growth- 1

It is important to note that while most variables increase in frequency along with the pace of
spiritual growth of members, two items do not. Donating to the congregation was most
associated with people growing slowly or moderately while higher worship attendance is most
associated with people who are stalled or growing slowly. That demonstrates a few things. First,
that worship may not be enough on its own for people to grow in their spirituality. Second, it
demonstrates the problem with using these two indicators to determine the wellbeing of
congregations. Having people and money does not mean that a congregation is helping its people
grow spiritually.
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Activity outside the congregaiton x Spiritual Growth
5

3.69

4
3.43
3.35

3.58
3.53

3.19

3

3.16
2.85

3.09

2.66

4.03
3.78

2.52
2.26

2.25
2

1
Not growing

Stalled

Slow

Moderate

Donate outside cong.

Volunteer in community

Meaningful spiritual conversations outside cong

Invite others to worship

Rapid

Figure 15: Activity X spiritual growth- 2

These charts make it clear that, in most cases, people growing spiritually are also more actively
living out their faith in the church and the world.
4. How do congregants experience God’s concern, presence and involvement in their lives?
In 2017, the CVS added six new questions designed to understand how people in congregations
perceive God’s active presence. The items were modified based on Froese & Bader’s scale4. The
scale asks participants to rate their agreement with the following statements about them
personally and then about their congregation: God is concerned with (my/ congregation’s) wellbeing, God is removed from daily life (reverse coded) and God is directly involved in daily life.
The number of respondents for each question range from approximately 10,400-10,700. That
makes up approximately 33% of the overall sample included in this study.

4

Paul Froese and Christopher D. Bader, "God in America: Why Theology Is Not Simply the Concern of Philosophers,"
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 46, no. 4 (2007).
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God in my Personal Life
60.0%

50.4%

50.0%
36.8%

40.0%
30.0%
20.0%
10.0%

3.9%

1.0%

8.0%

0.0%
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Concerned with wellbeing

Don't know

(Reversed) Removed from daily life

Agree

Strongly Agree

Directly involved in daily life

Figure 16: God's active presence in my life

God in my congregation's life
60.0%

50.3%

50.0%
40.0%

33.6%

30.0%
20.0%
10.0%

12.7%
6.0%

2.7%

0.0%
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Concerned with wellbeing

Don't know

(Reversed) Removed from daily life

Agree

Strongly Agree

Directly involved in daily life

Figure 17: God's active presence in my cong.

It is interesting to note that most people agree, but do not strongly agree with these statements.
I suspected that there is a substantial difference between agreeing and strongly agreeing, so I
compared them using a Cross-tab with Chi-squared5. Indeed, those who were growing rapidly
were much more likely strongly agree in each case. The following charts demonstrate this effect.

5

Available up on request
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Spiritual growth x "God is directly involved in my daily life"
Rapid

23.0%

70.8%

Moderate

47.8%

Slow

45.3%
55.0%

Stalled

47.8%

Not growing
0.0%

32.9%
28.5%

55.2%
10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

Strongly Disagree

40.0%

Disagree

50.0%

19.8%
60.0%

Don't know

70.0%

Agree

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

Strongly Agree

Figure 17: Spiritual growth x God's involvement in my life

It is interesting to note that when people are growing rapidly or even moderately in their faith,
they experience God’s active involvement more in their own lives than in their congregation’s,
while people who are not growing experience God’s direct involvement similarly in the
congregation and their own lives.

Spiritual growth x "God is directly involved in this
congregation's daily life"
Rapid

27.9%

Moderate

61.5%
49.7%

Slow

53.2%

Stalled

32.2%
46.0%

Not growing
0.0%

39.7%

22.8%

55.2%
10.0%

20.0%

Strongly Disagree

30.0%

40.0%

Disagree

50.0%
Don't know

20.0%
60.0%
Agree

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

Strongly Agree

Figure 18: Spiritual Growth x God's involvement in my cong.

Further research is needed to understand the apparent difference between agreeing and strongly
agreeing on these items.
5. Relationships with other CVS items
Spiritual Growth & Social Climate
Working with these data over the years has made it very clear that while spiritual growth is a
driver of individual’s behavior, a more powerful driver in congregations is the social climate. That
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issue will be explored further in the next paper, however, here I will demonstrate the interaction
between spiritual growth and social climate.

Spiritual growth x Social climate
Rapid

53%

Moderate

16%

55%

Slow

13%

51%

Stalled

15%

40%

Not growing
0%

10%

Harmony

20%
Tension

30%

50%

30%

2%
3%

25%
15%

40%

3%

31%

28%
57%

29%

60%

Open, respectful disagreements

7%

25%
70%

80%

3%
90%

100%

Open harmful conflict

Figure 19: Spiritual growth x social climate

People who were stalled spiritually were more likely to experience tension and harmful conflict
than other folks (𝑥(16)=756.697 p.000). It is not clear whether people’s perception of social
tension is what stalls their spiritual growth, if the reverse is true, or if something else is at play.
However, it is clear that the social climate of congregations is a factor in their ability to support
people’s spiritual growth.
Spiritual Growth & Leadership Style
Prior work and other studies have demonstrated that leadership that inspires people to action is
most associated with thriving congregations6. On the CVS, each participant is asked to describe
the style of leadership (lay and rostered combined) in their congregation. Every congregation has
a variety of responses to that question indicating that people in congregations perceive
leadership differently. Prior CVS studies have shown that while “inspiring people to action” is
correlated with higher overall vitality scores, “not sure” is correlated with the lowest scores. The
following chart shows how people perceive leadership in relationship to how they describe their
own spiritual growth.

6

Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce, Beyond the Ordinary: Ten Strengths of Us Congregations (Westminster John
Knox Press, 2004).
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Spiritual growth x Leadership style
rapid

32.1%

moderate

37.4%

slow

31.3%

stalled

19.6%

not growing
0.0%

27.7%
29.8%

take charge

20.0%

30.0%

inspire others

15.4%

29.6%

20.4%

19.9%

24.6%
10.0%

20.4%

31.2%

23.7%
40.0%

50.0%

28.7%
60.0%

act on goals others set

70.0%

80.0%

people start things

90.0%

100.0%

not sure

Figure 20: Spiritual growth & leadership style

This chart is consistent with previous findings. People who are stalled experienced less certainty
about the style of leadership and were less likely to describe leaders as inspiriting others to action
(𝑥(20)=1018.654 p.000). Once again, it is not clear where the cause lies.

Conclusions & Recommendations
The overarching research questions for this study were:
1. What is the state of faith formation in congregations?
2. How do churches help people form and live out their faith?
This study showed that while most people who took the survey attend worship regularly, fewer
than 30% prayed/studied or practiced devotions on a monthly basis and less than 17% had
meaningful spiritual conversations with people inside the congregation on a monthly basis. It is
therefore not surprising that of the over 31,000 people surveyed, only 5% were experienced
rapid spiritual growth while approximately 10% were stalled and wanting to grow in faith. Though
over 70% said they were growing spiritually, for most of them, their faith did not translate to
action on more than an occasional basis.
It was those who experienced moderate and especially rapid spiritual growth that were the most
active in living out their faith in word and deed, both inside and outside the congregation.
Contrarily, it was those who were stalled or not growing who were least likely to live out their
faith in action.
According to the ELCA’s model constitution for congregations (*C4.02), the church shall:
a.
Worship God in proclamation of the Word and administration of the sacraments and
through lives of prayer, praise, thanksgiving, witness, and service.
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b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

Proclaim God’s saving Gospel of justification by grace for Christ’s sake through faith alone,
according to the apostolic witness in the Holy Scripture, preserving and transmitting the
Gospel faithfully to future generations.
Carry out Christ’s Great Commission by reaching out to all people to bring them to faith in
Christ and by doing all ministry with a global awareness consistent with the understanding
of God as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier of all.
Serve in response to God’s love to meet human needs, caring for the sick and the aged,
advocating dignity and justice for all people, working for peace and reconciliation among
the nations, standing with the poor and powerless, and committing itself to their needs.
Nurture its members in the Word of God so as to grow in faith and hope and love, to see
daily life as the primary setting for the exercise of their Christian calling, and to use the
gifts of the Spirit for their life together and for their calling in the world.
Manifest the unity given to the people of God by living together in the love of Christ and
by joining with other Christians in prayer and action to express and preserve the unity
which the Spirit gives.

To accomplish these things section (*C4.03) notes that congregations shall, among other things,
a.
Provide services of worship at which the Word of God is preached and the sacraments are
administered.
b.
Provide pastoral care and assist all members to participate in this ministry.
c.
Challenge, equip and support all members in carrying out their calling in their daily lives
and in their congregation,
d.
Teach the Word of God,
e.
Witness to the reconciling Word of God in Christ, reaching out to all people,
f.
Respond to human need, work for justice and peace, care for the sick and the suffering,
and participate responsibly in society7.
When these expectations are laid alongside people’s actual participation in the church, we see
that there is a disconnect between the act of regular worship (which most people participate in
monthly) and acts of service done of Word and deed by congregants (which most people do not
participate in monthly). Yet all of these are expectations of every congregation and congregant,
all the time (not every-so-often).
It is good news that those who do experience rapid spiritual growth are often engaged in these
transformative practices. Yet it is tragic that so few of the respondents were experiencing this
kind of transformation. It seems clear that participating in worship alone is not enough to help
people grow in faith or to inspire them to live out their faith in tangible ways as a regular part of
who they are and how they act. Congregations must find new ways move beyond worship by also
engaging members in practices that better challenge, equip and support them in carrying out
their calling in daily life through acts of witness, justice and mercy for the sake of the Gospel and
the world.
7

ELCA, "Constitutions, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America," ed. Office
of the Secretary (2004). (This document is modified with updates after each assembly)

14

Bibliography
Bobbitt, Linda. "Creating Shorter Scales to Measure Congregational Vitality." [In English]. Review of
Religious Research (2015/07/01 2015): 1-2.
———. "Measuring Congregational Vitality: Phase 2 Development of an Outcome Measurement Tool."
Review of Religious Research 56, no. 3 (2014): 467-84.
ELCA. "Constitutions, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America."
edited by Office of the Secretary, 2004.
Froese, Paul, and Christopher D. Bader. "God in America: Why Theology Is Not Simply the Concern of
Philosophers." Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 46, no. 4 (2007): 465-81.
Woolever, Cynthia, and Deborah Bruce. Beyond the Ordinary: Ten Strengths of Us Congregations.
Westminster John Knox Press, 2004.

15

