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INTRODUCTION

The following report presents the findings from twenty-one (21) in-depth telephone interviews with opinion leaders.  The interviews were facilitated by Triad Research Group on behalf of the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Cleveland.  The purpose of the interviews was to learn about perceptions regarding the perceived current and future status of religious institutions in America.

The interviews were conducted between June 4 and July 9, 2008.  Scheduled to last for approximately 20 minutes, in fact opinion leaders generously gave of their time, and most interviews lasted from 40 minutes to an hour.  All interviews were conducted by Phyllis Dykes, Senior Consultant and Principal, Triad Research Group.

The interviews included a broad range of people.  The Episcopal Church provided the original list of interviewees, and Triad Research Group then scheduled interviews that met the parameters established for the project.  Those parameters included four regions of the state:  Cleveland, Akron-Canton, Toledo and Youngstown.  The parameters also included four categories of people:  faith leaders, religious editors, academics and community leaders.

Interviewees were told in advance that the discussion questions would not focus on the Episcopal faith, and in fact they did not.
The findings from the interviews were quite similar, regardless of region of the state or category.  Therefore, we have not distinguished among groups in the body of the report.

Please note:  The sample size was too small to provide any statistical reliability in terms of the number of people “who said what.”  A telephone survey would be needed to provide this degree of reliability.  Therefore, we have not dwelled overmuch on the source of comments, either by region or category.  However, we can provide a fairly clear sense of the patterns of thinking.  As the report indicates, there are numerous similar patterns of perceptions, regardless of geographic region or category.
WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOU

At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked what three things matter most to them in life.  Following are the three most frequently mentioned responses they gave to this question:

1. Family  --  Almost every opinion leader included family on their list of three things that most matter to them.  In fact, most of them mentioned “family” first, then went on to name the two other most important things in their life.  

2. Faith  --  Well over half of opinion leaders said “faith” is one of the three most important things to them.  Typically, this was the second value they mentioned.  
  One of the most interesting things about this part of the interviews was the variation in the terms used to describe this value on their list.  While “faith” and “my religion” were used often, other terms included:  “my religious life,” “my spiritual journey,” “faith in God,” and “feeling connected to (or one with) the universe.”

3. The community in which I live  --  Over one-third of opinion leaders included “my community” and/or “community ministries” as one of three most important things to them.  Interestingly, as we shall see later in this report, one criticism that many opinion leaders have of religious institutions is that they aren’t sufficiently involved (or involved at all) with the community/neighborhood in which the religious institution is located.  Thus emerges a potential conflict between what these interviewees value and what they perceive as being provided by religious institutions.  This disparity surfaced repeatedly throughout most interviews.
Also mentioned by a few people each were:  “my career,” “my friends,” “my personal well-being” (variously described as meaning “health” and “financial stability”).
THE ROLE OF RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

PERCEIVED ROLES AND SUCCESS WITH THESE ROLES

Opinion leaders tended to agree that religious institutions used to play a “very big” and even “huge” role in the United States.  However, many added their perception that the role of religious institutions has “diminished somewhat due to societal patterns.”  This “decline” was blamed variously on today’s time pressures, the failure of parents and religious institutions to engage children in a faith, and failure of religious institutions to “remain relevant.”  

Be that as it may, there did seem to be agreement among many interviewees on five roles religious institutions either are playing or “should be” playing.  While they tended to agree that most religious institutions are “doing pretty well” with regard to the first three roles, they also tended to concur that religious institutions “have a long way to go” with regard to the last two roles.
1. “Inspiring faith” / “providing spiritual understanding” / “channeling religious behavior”  --  Not surprisingly, just about all participants perceived this as being the primary role for religious institutions.  However, many perceived this as including a need for religious institutions to channel congregants’ faith into “good works,” and they tended to see religious institutions as “falling down on the job” in this respect.
2. Serving as a “moral and ethical compass”  --  Many participants agreed that “teaching a framework of ethics, morality” is an important role for religious institutions, and one they “usually do a good job at.”
3. Serving as “a place for the lonely and heavy-hearted”  --  Many participants agreed that this is a “traditional” and “valuable” role for religious institutions.  Several participants noted that many religious institutions also provide “a social network.”
4. Serving as an “anchor” for the surrounding neighborhood/community  --  While many interviewees said this is an important role, several indicated they don’t think most religious institutions “do a good job of this.”  Several agreed that “the time when the church was a focal point for a particular location seems to be gone.”  Interviewees attributed this to a change in societal “values,” and/or “busy schedules,” but they also said many religious institutions have “drawn inward,” rather than reaching “outside their walls.”

5. Helping to meet the surrounding community’s social services needs/ community ministries  --  This was another role that most interviewees mentioned, but then tended to add their perception that most religious institutions “aren’t doing this particularly well.”  The two reasons most frequently mentioned for this perceived failing were described as being first, religious institutions’ “tendency to focus only on what’s inside their walls, and not what is outside of them.”  And second, the “disappointing lack of ability to inspire a sense of the importance of the surrounding community” and/or “not doing a good job of providing meaningful opportunities to help the community.”
HELPING THE RIGHT PEOPLE

Most opinion leaders agreed that religious institutions do not help all the people they could be helping.  
Lack of resources  --  One reason, they said is “lack of resources.”  --  “The need is broader than their capacity.”  --  “I think many of them make a sincere effort, but there are so many needs.”  Some suggested that religious institutions “do help the most precariously situated, but the rest  --  like the spiritually ailing  -- fall by the wayside.”

“Too isolated from the community”  -- Interviewees also reiterated the oft-repeated perception of many interviewees that religious institutions are “too inward-bound.”    They tended to agree that religious institutions “might help their parishioners, but ignore anybody outside their walls.”  --  “Those who aren’t ‘of them’ typically get short shrift.”  Several interviewees said children and youth are “the most overlooked.”  They agreed that religious institutions “don’t do enough” to draw children and youth into the faith community and keep them engaged.
WHAT RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS DO BEST AND NOT WELL

Opinion leaders were able to name several things that religious institutions do well:

Helping individuals “learn about their faith”  --  “Reassuring and helping to develop individuals on their spiritual journey.”  --  “They bring us back to a higher calling.  Remind us that it isn’t all about me, there’s a bigger world out there.”

Shaping morals/ethics  --  “A framework for behavior”
Providing a sense of community  --  “They provide a place for people to come together to focus their beliefs.”
Providing a safe space to express “faith, spirituality, grief and worry”  --  “The good ones [religious institutions] serve as a support group.”
When asked what religious don’t do well at, interviewees said:

“Getting out from behind their walls”  --  “Reaching out to the community”  --  “Many of them are good at teaching the abstracts, but very unsuccessful at application of those abstracts.  For example, they do a good job of teaching ‘love your neighbor,’ but then they don’t provide any opportunities to help others.”  --  “It seems to be hard for them to reach beyond their own comfort zone.”

Embracing diversity  --  “Most of them don’t seem to be able to connect with those who are different.”  --  “It’s Us against, or better than, The Others.”  --  “They don’t seem to be able to bring faith or hope to those who aren’t like them.”  --  “Because they’re so judgmental, they aren’t very accessible to most people.”  --  “I think they appear to be cold and pompous.”  Most frequently mentioned as “The Others” were homosexual men and women and women who have abortions.
Joining together with other religious institutions and community organizations to address problems collectively  --  “They say they value other churches, other organizations, but yet you don’t see them come together.  If they would unify, imagine what they could do in areas like poverty, social justice.”  --  “Sometimes different denominations come together collectively to help residents.  Imagine if that were commonplace.”  -- “ It seems like power struggle after power struggle.  They fight for supremacy within the church, then they fight other churches to be top dog.”
Demonstrate “agility in their responses to changing environments”  --  “I think they’re often perceived as out of touch with daily issues and realities.”  --  “It’s not just that the wheels of progress are slow.  In some cases they’re non-existent.”

WHAT RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS SHOULD NOT BE DOING
At some point in almost all interviews, opinion leaders said that religious institutions should not be involved in “trying to influence politics or public policy.”  
  
--  “They really, really need to get out of politics.”  --  “They should not be telling people whom to vote for.  Educating them about issues, about politicians’ positions is one thing.  Saying whom they should vote for is an entirely different matter.”  --   “This one-political-party focus on an issue is detrimental.”  --  “I believe many of them are abusing their tax exempt status.”  --  “They’re not lobbyists.  They’re spiritual leaders, or at least that’s what they’re supposed to be.”

Many opinion leaders also tended to agree that religious institutions shouldn’t be “judging other people and not letting them in if they’re different.”  --  “No gays, no abortions, no women in leadership roles, and in most of the black churches, no whites.”

DESIGNING A RELIGION OR FAITH TO 
SATISFY YOUR SPIRITUAL NEEDS

Opinion leaders were asked if they had the opportunity to design a faith or religion to satisfy their spiritual needs, what would that faith or religion be like.  The most frequently given responses (in the order of frequency of mention) were that it would be:

“Focused on developing faith and ethics”  --  “Teaching the tenets of that religion.”  --  “Providing a moral compass.”  --  “Not judging, but not morally lax either.”  --  “Spiritual and moral guidance.”
“Really open to all”  --  “It wouldn’t prescribe what you should be.”  --  “Everybody would feel welcome.”  --  “It would develop a true understanding of the ‘unlikes.’ ”  --  “Everyone has a place at the table.”  --  “I often think that God is less judgmental than people.”

”Reinforcing the sense that we’re all in this together”/ “Aiding the external community by doing good works”  --  “No man is an island.  We belong to a larger whole.  That kind of thing.”  --  “Provide meaningful opportunities to help.”  --  “The golden rule would be practiced.”

”Vibrant, alive”  --  “You’d be eager to go there.”  --  “You’d meet at times other than Sunday morning, just because you were so eager to learn and to talk and to help.”

“Gender-balanced”  --  “Enough of this men are better than women thing.”

CHALLENGES AND HOW TO ADDRESS THEM

CHALLENGES AND SUGGESTIONS
Every opinion leader thought that most and maybe even all religious institutions are facing obstacles and challenges.  Nonetheless, despite the obstacles and challenges they cited, everyone agreed that religious institutions will “survive.”  --  “There will always be a need for people to have the tradition and comfort that churches offer.”  --  “Their concepts, theology will probably be the same but the format will probably be different.”  --  “It’s so engrained in society to have a touchstone for developing and expressing beliefs.”
However, many also expressed their belief that the “structure” of at least some religious institutions may change (e.g., women may be placed in leadership roles, priests allowed to marry).  --  “They’ll always be there, but they may look different.  Or maybe it won’t be the ones we have now.”
Following are the most frequently mentioned obstacles and challenges, as well as suggestions that were offered for addressing these challenges (listed in the approximate order of frequency of mention):

“They’re not open to “not us” or “otherness”  --  “They drive people away.  If you’re not exactly like them, they freeze you out.  So many of them [religious institutions] are convinced they know exactly how everything should be, and if you’re not blindly on that exact path, here’s the door.”  --  “So many religious leaders today are judgmental, hypocritical, enamored of secular power.  Their arrogance offends me deeply.”  --  “This holier-than-thou attitude of theirs really gets to me.  I’m not saying they’re all like that, but there are a lot of negative images out there to be overcome if they want to fill their churches again.”
“Too much of an inward-looking propensity”/ “Lack of collaboration”  --  “Most of them don’t reach out to the neighborhood, much less the broader community.”  
--  “They need to get out from behind their bulwarks and collaborate with other churches and other people.  Cross denominational lines, racial barriers, whatever, to achieve goals to help the community at large.”  --  “There are so many power struggles within denominations and among denominations.  It’s hard to see where God is in the midst of all that.”
“Politicization of faith”  --  “All churches need to get out of politics.  They need to get out of the voting booth and stay out.”  --  “Some religions have developed the image of being mean-spirited because religious leaders are out there slugging it out with politicians from the other party.”  

“Finding stronger leaders”/“They need to learn how to make dynamic, engaging, interesting experiences for busy people”  --  “It seems that most clergy know the doctrine, but they’re clueless when it comes to helping congregants apply that doctrine to their everyday life.”  --  “They need to engage people.  Make it so invigorating that people feel their time has been well used.”

“They’re competing with secular interests”  --  “They’re competing for people’s time.”  --  “People are less reflective today.  If you’re going to attract them, hold on to them, you have to give them something that helps them, is obviously useful to them.”  --  “Religion has been marginalized.  For example, the so called intellectuals often look down at a religious person.”

“They’re less and less relevant to one’s daily life”  --  “It’s not easy for them.  On the one hand if they’re not relevant to people’s lives and issues, people won’t come.  But on the other, how much doctrine can they change before they lose sight of the original religion?”  

“Over-churching”  --  “There are too many of them.  They need to make some tough decisions about which ones stay and which ones have to go.”

“Raising enough money to keep going”  --  “How do they do good works when they’re focused on keeping the utilities on?”  --  “I get the sense many of them are being forced to sacrifice [for example] their food bank in order to keep the heat on.”
“They need to look at what the ‘mega-churches’ are doing”  --  “They [the mega-churches] must be doing something right, because they’re packed week after week.  What are they offering that other churches aren’t?”  --  “They’re attracting young people in droves.  I think that’s at least partly because they use visuals, music, internet contact, and that’s what kids understand and look for.  These kids have grown up in an entirely different world than older folks, and that should be acknowledged.”

MOST CHALLENGED RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

When asked if there any religious institutions that are particularly challenged today, opinion leaders seemed to agree on the following:

Catholic Churches (this and Protestant Churches were mentioned most frequently)  --  “They’ve got so many problems.  So old fashioned, a pyramidal hierarchy that excludes women.  And the pedophile priest situation sure wasn’t handled well.”  --  “Abuse.  Choice.  Trouble recruiting priests.  Those are big problems.”  --  “The role of women in the church.  That degree of macho control went out of style a long time ago.”
“Mainline” (Protestant) Churches--  “It doesn’t seem that they have the roots, the tradition of Catholic and African-American churches.”  --  “It’s hard to know what defines them.  Who are they?”  --  “I guess the gay issue has created quite a schism.”  --  “I’ve heard them referred to as ‘sideline,’ not ‘mainline.’  I don’t think they’re attracting the next generation at all.”  
Inner City Religious Institutions  --  “It’s not a denominational thing.  It’s across the board.  Where they’re located matters.  The churches that are growing are in the outer suburbs, the exurbs.  I don’t think city churches are doing nearly as well.”

Religious Institutions with the Majority Being Elder Congregants  --  “It’s probably across all denominations, but I’m most aware of it in the Catholic Church.  There are probably thousands of formerly successful individual churches whose median age is now 70.  What happens when the parishioners pass on?”
KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING OF
EPISCOPAL FAITH

When asked about the first few words or phrases that come to mind upon hearing “Episcopal faith,” most typically a silence ensued.  Many opinion leaders admitted they know “next to nothing about Episcopalians.”  (There were exceptions of course.)  --  “I just don’t know much about them.  Do they have something to do with Habitat for Humanity?”
Upon reflection, just about all the interviewees offered “images” or “senses” about the Episcopal faith that fell into the following categories (listed in the approximate order of frequency of mention):

“Offer esthetic experiences”  --  “The services are beautiful, the architecture impressive, and the ‘Book of Common Prayer’ is pure poetry.  More esthetic than doctrinal.  That’s OK.”  --  “Pomp and circumstance.  Tradition.”  --  “Beautiful ceremonies.”

“Catholic wannabes”/ “Catholic Late”  --  “I think they’re more closely related to the Catholic faith than any other religion.”
“Mostly white, middle class”

“Schism over gay issue”

“Highly Structured”  --  “I think they’re very into hierarchy.”
“More respect given to women”

“More open [diverse] than most churches”  --  “Caring and outgoing”

A SPIRITUAL LIFE

DEFINITION OF “SPIRITUAL LIFE”

Almost to a person, opinion leaders more or less echoed one interviewee’s definition of a “spiritual life”:  “Development of an inner life connected to God which serves as foundation for actions and behavior.”  The most common thread in the responses was the concept of “inner life.”  --  “It’s a journey you take with God.”
Many opinion leaders said a spiritual life “takes us beyond ourselves, to the transcendent.”  --  “It’s tapping into something spiritual that is bigger than yourself.”  --  “It’s living in awareness that we aren’t the center of the universe, but part of something bigger.  It’s not an abstract state, it’s the active underpinning of life.
Many also said “helping others” and “living right” is the manifestation or application of a spiritual life.

SPIRITUAL LIVES OF INTERVIEWEES
When asked if they have a spiritual life, opinion leaders’ responses ranged from a resounding “Yes!” through a somewhat embarrassed “I try” and on to a usually somewhat defiant-sounding “No.”  Most opinion leaders’ responses fell in the “I try” category.  --  “I could do better.”
Interviewees tended to give similar answers to a question pertaining to how they express their spirituality:

“Trying to be a good person and helping others”  --  “How I act toward others each and every day.”  --  “How I treat people.  Golden rule type of thing.”  --  “Donations to help people.”
Prayer/Observance of rites/Attending services  --  “Day-to-day conversations with God”
Not surprisingly, some opinion leaders (e.g., faith leaders, academics) added that their work or careers are also an outlet for their spirituality.
SEEKING HELP WITH SPIRITUALITY

Interviewees were asked to whom, if anybody, they turn if they need help with their spiritual life.  Not surprisingly, the most common answer was a spiritual leader(s) (who may or may not be from their own faith), close friends or mentors and/or a family member, typically their wife.  --  “I would think about who has an active spiritual life, someone I admire, and that’s whom I’d go see.”

EXPERIENCES OF GOD

All but three of the interviewees said they’d had one or more experiences of God, which was defined for them as an experience that involved a strong sense of the presence of God.  Because these opinion leaders went on to describe at least one experience of God, and considering the tone and detail they used to describe the experience, it appeared that these responses were “true,” as compared to being the perceived socially desirable response.

A rather surprising number of opinion leaders (well over one-half) described an experience of God that was part of the death of a parent.  One talked about going home to see his dying father and pulling over in a field to pray that he could find the right words to comfort his father, who was terrified of dying.  Another said he’d never been sure what his father believed in, and “tortured himself” about where his father “had gone” at death; an accidental meeting with his father’s minister assured him that his father did believe in God and his soul would be “just fine.”  Yet a third talked about falling asleep in her dying mother’s hospital room and being awakened by a “strong invisible presence” in the room alerting her that her mother was about to pass away.
The other experiences of this kind that were talked about by opinion leaders tended to be linked to family issues (e.g., baptism of children or nieces and nephews, health of children).

Some interviewees said they “frequently” experience God.  --  “I believe God is always paying attention, and that He is always there with us.”

PERSONAL CONNECTION TO A RELIGIOUS INSTITUTION

Just about everybody perceived themselves as a member of an organized religion.  However, quite a few went on to say that they “don’t get there as often as I should.”  Several said they “really hadn’t gone [to church] since I was a kid,” but yet they still described themselves as being a member of this religious institution.

Not surprisingly, if they are active in their particular faith they described their affiliation as satisfying.  If they aren’t actively involved, they were not as satisfied (or satisfied at all) with their particular faith.
When asked which religion they’re a member of, interviewees named a host of faiths.  For example, opinion leaders said they are Baptist, Presbyterian, Unitarian, Episcopalian, Methodist, Catholic, Jewish, Evangelical Christian, Lutheran and Islamic.

COMMUNICATING ABOUT MATTERS OF FAITH

When asked how to communicate with them about matters of faith, these interviewees were no different from the many, many other people we have interviewed on the subject of communications.  They said, basically, that by the time they “wade through” communications pertaining to themselves, their family and their jobs, it’s hard to absorb anything else.
They did say, however, that the thing they’re most likely to pay attention to in terms of matters of faith is “what I get directed to read from the pulpit.”  Next on the list are “hard copy” articles which arrive through the mail.  Some said books are most likely to “grab my attention on a subject such as this.”  Some people suggested that younger people can “only be reached by email.”
FINAL COMMENTS

Opinion leaders were asked if there was anything they’d like to say that they hadn’t had a chance to express.  Several said the only thing they wanted to add was their “respect” for the Episcopal Church for being “the first” to “look into these issues in a professional way.”  Some suggested that the results of these interviews could be “an excellent departure point” for cross-denominational discussions about collaboration.
� Throughout this report, italicized words and phases are quotations from interviewees.  Every effort was made to take detailed notes during the interviews and thus capture exact remarks.


� We caution, however, that it’s difficult to determine if this was a “true” response, or rather a “socially desirable” one.  Since everyone interviewed knew the interviews were being sponsored by the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Ohio, it’s likely they would think that “faith” was a “politically correct” response.


� It’s possible that this perception was mentioned so frequently because the country will shortly have a presidential election and this issue has been prominent in the media.
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