








































CONGREGATIONAL VITALITY in Focus 

es 

I graduated from college in 1981, 

not exactly a banner year for 

mainline Protestantism. More 

than a decade of numerical decline and internal conflict had taken a toll on old-line 

denominations as these once-unassailable churches found themselves dethroned 

as chapels of the American establishment. Evangelical Protestants grabbed Ronald 

Reagan's coattails-and headlines-when their preachers, folk like Jerry Falwell 

and Jim Bakker, rode a wave of populist discontent all the way to Washington. Not 

only did growing evangelical influence in national politics humiliate the mainline: 

evangelical churches were growing, too. Scottsdale Bible Church in Scottsdale, 

Arizona, tl1e once-small fundamentalist church where I worshiped as a teenager, 

moved out of the building it shared witl1 a Jewish congregation and moved into a 

sun-drenched structure that looked like a corporate headquarters. On Sunday 

mornings local police directed traffic jams caused by brand-new Cadillacs and 

Lincolns competing for space in the sprawling parking lot. 

Perhaps I was a 21-year-old contrarian, but when Protestant evangelicals hit the big time, I decided 

to hit the spiritual road. During my senior year in college, I left fundamentalism and opted for mainline 

Protestantism. Mainline church was my parents' religion. They were Methodists, and as a child so was 

I. I did not, however, go home to United Methodism. Instead, with full knowledge that I was joil1ing what

my fiiends ridiculed as a "dying church," I became an Episcopalian during my senior year in college.
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