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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research project is to examine the communication phenomena within 

a modern Evangelical church in the context of the emergence of a contemporary worship style 

and the increasing use of media during church services.  The researcher intends to provide 

insight into the feelings and perceptions of the congregation members of the sample church as 

they relate to the changing landscape of worship within the Evangelical faith.  The project 

utilized a qualitative methodology that includes interviewing, participant observation, and textual 

analysis.  The data analyzed in this project was gathered from a Southern Baptist church located 

in a college town in the southern United States.  The findings of this project are explicated in the 

chapters through the major themes that emerged.  First, a theme is examined that concerns the 

incorporation of “secular” elements such as media technology in the church service.  Next, a 

theme regarding a dichotomy in the way the congregants experience and perceive worship is 

discussed.  The final themed chapter explains the influence of contemporary worship on feelings 

of belonging and togetherness within the church.  All together, the study finds that complex 

communication phenomena can be observed as a result of changing perceptions, expectations, 

and feelings in the congregants of the evangelical church studied in the project.     
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

This research project intends to examine a phenomenon within the evangelical church 

that has been gaining momentum since the 1960‟s.  This phenomenon can be described as the 

emergence of a new style of worship, coined “contemporary worship.”  Under the umbrella of 

contemporary worship, I will examine how the incorporation of media technology into the 

worship service is changing the expectations and perceptions of today‟s evangelicals regarding 

the performance of church. This study will also examine how the contemporary worship 

emergence is changing issues of interpersonal communication and belonging in the church, as 

well as the opinions of congregants regarding both sacred and secular elements in the worship 

service.  To summarize, the goal of this study was to investigate how the emergence of the 

contemporary worship style is affecting the communication of church members and impacting 

the church lives of today‟s evangelicals. 

 Much of the research and inquiry into religion centers on theological arguments such as 

the nature of God, sin and accountability, or church stances on homosexuality.  While studies of 

these issues within the church are interesting, this project intends to provide a different avenue 

for inquiry.  Research into church practices and the shared experience resulting from those 

practices is a viable area for examination with regard to the effects on communication within the 

church.  The church‟s continued adaptation to our increasingly media-saturated culture is a 

fascinating phenomenon.  Questions regarding the intrusion (and inclusion) of media, 

entertainment, and secular production methods into the formation and practices of modern 

evangelical church services warrant investigation. 

The body of this research project will examine three main themes that emerged from the 

data collection process, which includes interviews with the senior pastor and congregants of a 

local evangelical church as well as observations taken from Sunday morning worship services.  

Throughout each chapter, I will provide description of the proceedings and physical layout of 

both the traditional and contemporary services as they apply to the thematic discussion of the 

chapter.  I will also discuss the terms that will be utilized throughout the chapter and provide 

context for their use.  In Chapter Three, I will explicate a theme concerning how secular 

elements, such as media technology and contemporary musical forms are being incorporated into 

the Sunday morning worship service.  This chapter will examine how the secular elements have 
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an effect on congregants‟ ideas about sacred elements in the church, and the changing 

relationship between the two.   

Chapter Four will compare and contrast the ways in which the emergence of 

contemporary worship is changing the experience of attending a Sunday morning worship 

service at an evangelical church.  This chapter will also include discussion on changes in 

congregants‟ expectations and perceptions of church.  The final issue to be examined in Chapter 

Five is how the incorporation of media technology and the emergence of contemporary worship 

are affecting feelings of belonging as well as the interpersonal relationships of congregants in the 

church.  

 Before describing the methodology used for this study, it is important to provide some 

context regarding the definition of both evangelicalism and the styles of worship employed in 

evangelical churches. 

Evangelicalism 

The word “evangelical” is derived from the Greek word evangelion which means “the 

good news” or more commonly, “the gospel.”  In the English-speaking world, the modern usage 

usually refers to the movements that began in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that 

were responsible for the foundation of today‟s two largest Protestant denominations: the Baptists 

and the Methodists (Eskridge, 1995).  The evangelicals of the early years focused on 

“revivalism” and the spreading of the gospel.  Ironically, the leaders of the movements were 

actively attempting to change American culture through concepts like temperance, the early 

women's movement, various benevolent and betterment societies, and the abolition movement 

(Eskridge, 1995). 

 Today, there are three major ways to view the term “evangelical.”  British historian 

David Bebbington utilizes the first when he defines four specific properties: conversionism or the 

belief that people‟s lives need change, activism or the expression of the gospel through effort, 

biblicism or the belief in the infallibility of The Bible, and finally crucicentrism or the focus on 

Christ‟s death on the cross.  The second view is to see evangelicalism as a style.  This view can 

group together seemingly disparate churches like the Mennonites and the Pentecostals.  The final 

way to look at evangelicalism is as a label for a coalition that formed post World War II to 

combat the anti-intellectual, separatist nature of the fundamentalist movement that dominated in 

the 1920s and 1930s (Eskridge, 1995). 
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The 1970s brought an emphasis of evangelicals on politics and social issues.  President 

Jimmy Carter could be characterized as a major player in the shift as he was quite outspoken 

about his “born-again” status (Fogel, 2000).  Following Carter‟s presidency was the formation of 

organizations like The Moral Majority, which set the stage for President Reagan and the new 

“religious right.”  Through this movement, more organizations like the Christian Coalition 

formed with the goal of tackling growing dissatisfaction with the country‟s moral alignment 

(Diamond, 1995).  Evangelicals became very vocal about issues like abortion, changing sexual 

values, and most of all – the expansion of the federal government into areas previously governed 

by the state, the family, and the church (Eskridge, 1995).  

Determining just how many evangelicals exist today is a difficult task, as there are a 

plethora of evangelical denominations and thousands of evangelical constituencies.  The most 

recent poll done in 2001 by Gallup indicates that evangelicals make up about 40% of the 

American population (Diamond, 1995).  This was a self-report poll asking adults if they would 

define themselves as “evangelical Christian.”  Even though this number is not exact, it is clear 

that the evangelical movement is a sizable and important portion of our nation‟s population. 

A vital aspect of evangelical Christian life is the Sunday morning worship service.  In this 

service, congregants come together to worship God through singing, recitation, and study of 

Scripture.  With the diffusion of media and communication technologies, these Sunday services 

are rapidly changing.  Many churches now utilize presentational software programs, email, video 

production equipment, and internet broadcasting technologies in the Sunday morning services 

(Careaga, 2001).  This inclusion of technology has made changes to the form and function of 

church sanctuaries, now requiring that they be wired for sound and lighting as well as the 

inclusion of a projection screen for the presentation software. 

Along with the changes to the sanctuary and the inclusion of media technology, a shift in 

the way evangelicals are performing and experiencing church can be observed.    Many 

evangelical churches now offer two distinct Sunday morning services, one utilizing a more 

traditional approach to worship (e.g., singing of hymns, use of an organ and choir, responsive 

readings and other liturgy) and the other reflecting the contemporary worship movement.  

Among the many changes occurring due to the emergence of contemporary worship, some of the 

more obvious differences are found in the demographics of congregants (Schmidt, 1999).  It can 

be observed in churches that utilize contemporary worship that the congregants are younger, 



4 

 

while traditional services tend to attract an older crowd. This two-service phenomenon is a crux 

of this project and is what allows for analysis through comparison and contrast. 

Specific aspects of both traditional and contemporary worship will be more clearly 

elucidated in later chapters.  From a basic standpoint, one can define traditional evangelical 

worship through the long-practiced traditions of hymns, choirs, recited liturgies, and consistent 

Sunday morning services.  Traditional worship can be categorized as a more inward, stoic 

expression of faith that, in most cases, frowns upon outwardly expressive actions such as 

clapping, dancing, or overly boisterous musical performance (Carpenter, 1980).  Conversely, 

contemporary worship can be defined as an outwardly expressive and passionate form of church 

service that may include a fully amplified band, elements of media technology, clapping, 

dancing, and less emphasis on historic liturgy.   

The following chapter will explicate the methodology I used to gather data and will also 

provide some background information on both my own experience with the faith and the 

Evangelical church overall.  My analysis of the phenomenon of the contemporary emergence 

will employ elements of the auto-ethnography, as I will be using both observed data and 

interviews from the church featured in the study as well as personal experiences with evangelical 

churches throughout my own life.   
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY 

  

The methodology for this study was built using established qualitative techniques 

including observation, interviewing, and textual analysis.  As the project aims to study the effects 

of the emerging contemporary worship style, one particular church was chosen to be the subject 

of the research.  The church that I chose for data collection is a Southern Baptist affiliate situated 

in a southern city containing two universities and a large community college.  For this study and 

the protection of the anonymity of the subjects, I will refer to the church as the Third Baptist 

Church.  This church was chosen because of its affiliation with the evangelical Christian faith 

and also its two service system.   

Before the start of data collection, it was important to meet with church leaders to discuss 

the research activities and address any questions or concerns that may arise.  Meetings were 

arranged with the church‟s senior pastor, church administrator, and a deacon (layperson in a 

leadership capacity).  The front office staff of the church proved to be an important resource for 

coordinating schedules and providing information regarding church activities.  Participants for 

interviews were contacted and briefed by the office staff in a few cases.   

The following paragraphs will discuss the methods for the study in three parts.  Part One 

will outline the relationship and rapport-building stage of the project.  Part Two will explain the 

observation methods for data collection, while Part Three will discuss the interviewing process.  

Finally, the method for analysis of all the collected data will be explicated.  Part Four will 

include discussion regarding grounded theory and this project‟s use of auto-ethnographic 

methods.   

 

Part 1 – Building Rapport 

 Creating a smooth and cooperative environment for data collection at the subject church 

was an important and necessary first step for this project (Bauer and Gaskell, 2000).  Religion is 

a subject that is very personal for many individuals, and the church is often a well-guarded 

institution.  Study of a church‟s services, leaders, and congregation must be organized and 

maneuvered in such a way to not create uncertainty or discomfort.  To lay the groundwork for 

this project, I met with the staff members of the church in order to become familiar with the day-

to-day schedule of the leaders of the church.  When visiting the receptionist and staff, many 
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church members would come in for various reasons, which provided an opportunity to observe 

some of the aspects that identify persons as members of the congregation.  While it is the job of a 

receptionist to welcome inquiries and help guide telephone calls and mail to their proper 

destinations, creating a certain amount of rapport aided in the acquisition of interview 

appointments both with leaders and congregants. 

 Aside from becoming familiar with the staff, it was important to discuss in detail the aims 

of the project with the church‟s senior pastor.  Building a relationship with the pastor allowed for 

insight into the planning of sermons and the church services in general.  The opportunity to brief 

the pastor on the research questions of the study allowed for him to offer suggestions for events 

to look for in particular during the service.  Having approval from the church leadership was also 

useful in case any congregants had questions about the intentions of the research being done in 

their church home.  The senior pastor has been given the authority to speak for the congregation, 

and therefore his permission to conduct the research was paramount. 

 Another important person with whom building rapport was essential is the church 

administrator.  This person acts as a liaison between the leadership and individual congregants.  

Many of the interviewees were drafted for the project through contact with the church 

administrator.  The lay-leadership of a church works closely with the church administrator, as he 

or she is responsible for relaying communication from the congregation to the ministerial 

leaders. 

 Overall, becoming familiar with the staff, the ministerial leadership, the lay leadership, 

and the congregants was an important and necessary step in pursuing the research inquiries of 

this study.  Without the effort to build rapport, interviewing and observation of services could 

have proven to be much more strenuous. 

Part 2 – Observation 

 In order to identify the affects of the contemporary worship emergence on the Third 

Baptist Church and its members, it was necessary to attend and observe several services.  The 

method used for this part of the data collection process can be considered participant 

observation, as I was a participatory congregant while also collecting observation data.  The aim 

of the observation was to collect data in these areas: the structural and technological layout of the 

sanctuary, the demographics of the congregation, the interaction among congregants, the order 

and performance of the various events of the service, and the media content included in the 
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service. At the church chosen for this project, there are two Sunday morning services, the 

traditional service beginning at 9:00 AM and ending at approximately 10:15 AM and the 

contemporary service beginning at 11:15 AM and ending at approximately 12:30 AM.  During 

the observation period, I attended both services for five Sundays. 

 As a participating observer, I sat in almost the same seat for each service, a seat in the 

balcony that provided a good view of nearly the entire sanctuary.  As the church service 

commenced, the aspects of the service identified earlier were observed and recorded in a 

notebook.  Interaction with congregants was unavoidable and not unwelcomed, however the 

note-taking process was kept somewhat private.  I participated in the singing of songs and 

followed along with readings of scripture, as a typical congregant would.  The sectional 

organization of the events of a service allowed for ample time to write notes on the observed 

phenomena.  

 As a Christian and member of a different church, the five Sunday morning services I 

attended at the Third Baptist Church constituted my weekly church routine.  While I was careful 

to remain attentive to the task of observation and note-taking, I was also engaged in the 

proceedings of the service.  My willingness to communicate with congregants and my ability to, 

for lack of a better term, “blend-in” with the church body acted as agents of research consistency 

in that my presence in the services did not alter the practices of the church or any of its members.  

This means that the consistency and integrity of the services I observed was not likely to be 

compromised by my presence.  

Part 3 – Interviewing 

A major part of the data collection process for this project was the conducting of 

interviews with congregants and church leadership.  As stated earlier, developing rapport with 

individuals in the church allowed me to recruit congregants for the interviews.  After contacting 

the ten interviewees, I would arrange a meeting at their convenience.   All of the interviews took 

place at the church in a private setting.  My method for interviewing congregants could be 

described as a hybrid model consisting of elements of qualitative individual and narrative 

interviewing. 

On page 276 of a handbook called Qualitative Researching with Text, Image, and Sound, 

George Gaskell quotes Robert Farr (1982) that individual interviewing is “essentially a technique 

or method for establishing or discovering that there are perspectives or viewpoints on events 



8 

 

other than those of the person initiating the interview.”  Gaskell explains that the qualitative 

interview is a way to obtain basic data useful for developing the relations between social actors 

and their situation.  For this project, I utilized a preparation method from individual interviewing 

called a topic guide.  While I had some questions formally written out that I intended to ask, 

overall topics and “big picture” concepts were listed in order to structure my interviews.  The 

interviewees were aware that I would be asking questions about the church services as well as 

media technologies implemented during the services.  They did not, however, have specific 

knowledge of the questions I would be asking, which allowed for a more “organic” type of 

conversation.   

I also employed strategies outlined by Gaskell to elicit more information on particular 

answers given by the interviewee such as following their answers with “can you tell me more?” 

and “what makes you feel like that?”  I also used follow-up methods that allowed me to test 

hypotheses like “from what you say it seems that you think…I am I correct?” 

 Also, elements from narrative interviewing to extract stories from congregants were 

utilized.  In a chapter on narrative interviewing Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000) state that the 

purpose of the narrative style is “to reconstruct social events from the perspective of informants 

as directly as possible.”  This style allowed me to gain access to the perspective of the 

interviewee through stories that they tell using their own “spontaneous language” (Bauer & 

Gaskell, 62).  I implemented strategies outlined by the authors regarding techniques for initiating 

a narrative and keeping it going including minimizing interruption, utilizing non-verbal 

encouragement, and asking „what happened then‟-type questions. 

 Overall, my goal in the interviews was to create a comfortable atmosphere and a friendly 

rapport that allowed the interviewee to speak freely and conversationally.  If at times the 

discussion veered slightly off course, I would allow the direction of the interview to shift.  As I 

referred to earlier, discussion on the topic of religion and church can be difficult ground that may 

cause some people to feel uncomfortable or even angry.  It was important for me to retain a non-

threatening atmosphere that left interviewees feeling glad to have participated. 

Part 4 – Analysis 

 The final and most important step in the methodology for this project is the process of 

analyzing the data collected through observation and interviewing. The grounded theory 

approach that I employed for this study is based on the works of Barney Glaser and Anselm 
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Strauss (1967).  According to Glaser and Strauss, grounded theory is an approach to looking at 

qualitative data, such as interview transcripts and observation notes, with the aim of generating a 

theory or research inquiry.  This approach utilizes abductive reasoning, which can be described 

as reasoning that begins with accepted facts and then infers the best explanations for them.  More 

clearly, abductive reasoning generated hypotheses to explain observations (Glaser 1992).  

In a 1986 article by Martin and Turner, grounded theory is used to research work 

organizations.  The authors place emphasis on grounded theory‟s ability to facilitate 

understanding and develop theoretical arguments while simultaneously gathering data.  Well 

documented in their article, is the ability of grounded theory to promote a systematic way of 

developing theory to explain the occurrence of phenomena. Activities in conducting grounded 

theory research in organizations include note taking, concept discovery, concept definition and 

the preliminary elaboration of theory (Martin & Turner, 1986).  This use of grounded theory 

further strengthens the argument for the theory‟s application in this project. 

Glaser emphasized emergence and the individual researcher‟s creativity within a set of 

research stages (Glaser & Strauss 1967).  He also explains that because grounded theory research 

requires interpersonal interaction, the researcher in inevitably part of the ongoing observations 

and must be aware of personal preconceptions, attitudes, and beliefs.  I believe that a grounded 

theory approach fits the goals of the project, as well as provides an effective way to generate 

themes and hypotheses from the observation and interview data. 

   Due to my personal history with the subject of the study, I had already developed ideas 

about some communication phenomena I would most likely encounter during my time with the 

Third Baptist Church.  Some of these themes included the effect of media incorporation on 

church demographics, controversy among church members regarding worship style, and the 

deterioration of relationships due to arguments over the contemporary emergence.  In Appendix 

1, I have included information on my family‟s history and experience with the evangelical 

church.  The inclusion of this information is important due to its utilization in my analysis of 

themes.  Instead of attempting to separate myself and my experiences from the data and analysis, 

I decided that much could be added to this study by including it.  This is where elements of auto-

ethnography make their way in this study. 

 Glesne and Peshkin (1991) suggest that auto-ethnography causes the researcher to study 

the self while simultaneously studying others.  I felt that this was an important feature of auto-
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ethnography in regards to my goals for this project. By its nature, auto-ethnography requires the 

researcher to actively pursue inquiry regarding a particular discipline or culture using her/his 

own experiences to extend understanding of the thing studied (Glesne & Peshkin 1991).  The 

authors also explain that an effective auto-ethnography is one that makes the reader not only 

think about the information, but feel it as well.  As religion and Church are an inherently 

profound area, utilizing elements of auto-ethnography to integrate my personal history and 

perspectives are an effective way of allowing the reader to more deeply imagine and understand 

the data and themes being presented in this project.  

In order to further the development of themes, I read both scholarly articles from 

communication research as well as guidebooks written for church leaders regarding the 

implementation of contemporary worship.  The communication literature included articles on 

media richness theory, the dual channel hypothesis, belonging, and interpersonal communication.  

I also analyzed scholarly articles on media implementation in the classroom and the effects on 

learning, hoping to apply some of the findings to the evangelical church.  I found that some of 

the research on dual-channel theory and learning was not relevant to my project, but still 

informed some of my decisions regarding the direction of my research. 

 The non-scholarly texts that I read during the data collection period of the study also 

added to my development of inquiry themes for this project.  In particular, a book called High-

Tech Worship? by Quentin J. Schultze of Calvin College provided me with a succinct analysis of 

media incorporation into worship services from a Christian scholar.  Schultze‟s book is intended 

to be a guidebook for churches that are struggling with the contemporary emergence.  I also read 

other books by Christian authors intending to comment on the phenomena of media 

incorporation including The Internet Church by Walter P. Wilson and eMinistry by Andrew 

Careaga.  Reading these texts provided me a chance to understand some of the opinions within 

the faith regarding the emergence of contemporary worship and aided in my development of 

themes to study in this project. 

 Developing the chapter themes of “Sacred vs. Secular,” “Emotional expenditure vs. 

emotional investment,” and “Affects on Belonging and Relationships” was achieved by the 

triangulation of the data collected during observation of services, interviews with congregants 

and leaders, and the analysis of scholarly and non-scholarly texts.  Cohen and Manion (1986) 

explain that triangulation allows a researcher “to map out, or explain more fully, the richness and 
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complexity of human behavior by studying it from more than one standpoint” (p. 254).  By 

utilizing three different types of data collection, observation, interviewing, and textual analysis, I 

utilized methodological triangulation as defined by Denzin (1978).   

  In the following chapters, I will discuss the findings of my observational and interview 

data in the context of the contemporary worship emergence in the evangelical church.  By 

employing the voices of the interviewees, adding context through my personal experience with 

the faith, and comparing and contrasting the data collected during the observational period of 

both services at the Third Baptist Church, I will attempt to develop some conclusions regarding 

the effects of the contemporary worship emergence on communication, relationships, and the 

practices of the evangelical church. 
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CHAPTER THREE: SACRED VS. SECULAR 

 

During the data collection period of my research within the local Third Baptist Church a 

strong theme was born of the Sunday morning service observations as well as the interviews 

done with congregation members.  The theme that emerged is best described as a struggle 

between the concepts of “sacred” and “secular.”  The ambiguity of both of these concepts can 

make for a confusing argument, and the data collected in the interviewing process confirms that 

individual congregants can and do have widely diverse views regarding what is sacred and what 

is secular.  A pattern does reveal itself, however, when the congregants are split between 

traditional service attendees and those that attend the contemporary services. 

Before delving into the thematic discussion, it is important to provide some context for 

the terminology used in this chapter.  The terms “sacred” and “secular” are used throughout the 

following discussion as descriptors of enigmatic concepts.  The term “sacred” has implications of 

both historical context as well as emotional context.  The same can be said for the term 

“secular,” however, in this study I will be using the term to refer to items and ideas that originate 

outside of the church.  For example, presentational software technology was developed outside 

of the church for use in business and classroom settings.  In this project, presentational software 

would be referred to as a “secular element.”  Another example for my use of the term “secular” 

would be in reference to amplified, drum and guitar based contemporary rock music styles.  

When discussing this musical style‟s incorporation into church services, I would refer to the style 

as “secular.” 

The term “sacred” is a much more difficult concept for which to provide background and 

context.  Emile Durkheim (1973) explains that humans respond intellectually to sacred ideals 

that exist independently of them as individuals. Such ideals are present before an individual is 

born and will exist after he or she dies. According to Durkheim, the source of these sacred 

feelings is not internal sensation, but a broader awareness that emerges from abstract reasoning 

about ourselves and our society. These thoughts create the expectations people have for their 

behavior and the behavior of others. This abstract reasoning about how things should be is what 

Durkheim calls the sacred or the moral life beyond immediate sensation. 

In a church context, something can be considered sacred for reasons including the item or 

idea‟s age, origin, or use.  For example, a baptismal font is considered a sacred structure within a 
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church due to its use, which is to provide a place for the sacrament of Holy Baptism to be 

performed.  The idea of reverence during a church service could be considered a sacred concept 

to some that believe that a quiet and reverent observance of church service rituals is crucial to 

worship that is pleasing to God. 

  In this chapter I will discuss the ongoing struggle between the sacred and the secular in 

the Third Baptist Church within the context of the two services.  I will look at the ways in which 

the physical layout of the sanctuary on Sunday morning contributes to the phenomenon.  I will 

also report on congregation member‟s opinions on sacredness and the influence of “the secular.”  

Research in the area of media richness theory or MRT will also provide context for the 

discussion.  We will also discuss how the musical choices of the church fit into our discussion on 

the influence of secular elements.  I will also include some of my personal experiences growing 

up in the evangelical church and my perceptions regarding the relationship between sacred and 

secular.  

In the Third Baptist Church, the 9:00 AM service is named the traditional service.  This is 

the first usage of the sanctuary on Sunday mornings.  While the foyer and seating area (pews) are 

unchanging, the setup of the stage is not.  For the traditional service, a table is set in the front and 

center of the stage that displays a large open Bible and flowers on top of a deep purple table 

cloth adorned with the Christian symbol of a cross in gold stitching.  This table is a communion 

table, often used by the minister to set down the elements of bread and grape juice that make up a 

traditional Baptist communion sacrament.  The sacrament of communion is not performed every 

Sunday in the Baptist church, however, so the table is most often used for the display of the 

Bible and, many times, a floral arrangement.   

Behind the table are four identical wooden chairs, each with very tall backrests and large 

armrests.  The ministers of the church sit in these chairs throughout the service, unless it is a time 

for them to stand and address the congregation (sermon, prayer, announcements, etc.).  To the 

right (stage-right) of the chairs is an organ used throughout the service in the singing of hymns.  

Behind the chairs is the choir loft that contains many seats and, in the traditional service, a choir.  

To the left of the minister‟s chairs is a grand piano.  Tucked away behind and to the left of the 

piano is a drum set, used only in the contemporary service. 

Set at the focal point of the sanctuary, behind the choir loft on the back wall, is a giant 

wooden cross.  It is lit from the bottom giving it a shimmering and powerful effect.  This cross 
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stands over the baptismal font and could be considered the most dominant structural element in 

the sanctuary.  It is this wooden cross that stands at the forefront of our discussion on sacred and 

secular elements.  The cross is a powerful and sacred Christian symbol and among many of the 

congregants of the Third Baptist Church it carries a significant amount of meaning and tradition. 

One congregation member, a woman in her mid-sixties, explained its‟ significance to me during 

an interview: 

I love to look at the cross during the service.  It is a good way to 

remind myself of Christ‟s sacrifice for me.  I look at it during prayer, when 

we sing hymns, and even when the pastor is preachin‟ the Word. That big 

wooden cross stands for everything I believe in and I can‟t remember ever 

goin‟ to a church that didn‟t have one like it. 

 This woman is a regular attendee of the traditional service on Sunday mornings, and the display 

of the cross is part of the reason for that.  As I came to find out through observation of both 

services, one of the major differences between the traditional and contemporary service was the 

display of this cross.  In the contemporary service, a large, white projection screen is lowered 

directly in front of the cross in order for it to be in plain view of the entire congregation.  The 

choice to use this screen, however, comes with the consequence of covering the prominent 

wooden symbol.  My interviewee commented on this as well: 

It makes me sad that during the contemporary service that screen is 

blocking the cross.  That‟s one of the reasons I chose to go to the early 

[traditional] service. I mean, I understand that they need to use that screen 

and that there isn‟t really another place for it, but it‟s just a shame that it 

must cover up our cross. 

 The use of a projection screen is only one of the differences in structural set-up of the 

contemporary service at the Third Baptist Church.  The entire stage area of the front of the 

sanctuary is shifted and rearranged to suit the change in service styles.  The communion table is 

put aside, along with the four minister‟s chairs.  Instead, the piano is moved to a more central 

location, the drum set is pulled forward and uncovered, and four to five microphone stands take 

up the area stage right of the piano.  Instead of a choir, singers, guitarists, a bassist, and a 

drummer take the stage.  The ministerial crew is cut from four to one, with the senior pastor 
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sitting in the front pew with the congregation.  Unlike the traditional service, effect lighting is 

utilized during the musical performances as well as during congregational worship and singing. 

Regardless of the form of Christianity or denomination of the church, most sanctuaries 

include the same basic structural elements.  The congregation almost always enters the sanctuary 

from the back of the room, walking through a foyer into the main hall which is facing the front 

stage-area.  In the main hall are often pews which face the front separated by aisles in the middle 

and along the sides.  The stage of the sanctuary is where the most diversity can be observed 

between denominations, but the core elements of a pulpit (which maybe be large and raised or be 

as simple as a small podium), an alter, a baptismal font (which in the case of the Third Baptist 

Church is large enough for the full emersion of a person), and an area for the choir to sit remain 

consistent.  Another consistent element that can be observed in the typical Christian sanctuary is 

a large cross, many times displayed prominently in the center of the back wall of the stage. 

 Each of these traditional structures in the Christian sanctuary are almost uniformly 

considered to be sacred among the congregants.  While the word “sacred” may not be expressly 

used to describe them, the absence of any of the elements could result in a reaction from 

congregation members.  It is important to realize, however, that the actual physical form that 

each of these structural elements take can be very different between churches.  For example, an 

alter is sometimes a legitimate structure made of stone or wood and is normally adorned with 

Christian symbols or colored materials, but in some churches, what is considered “the alter” may 

be simply the stage itself with the surrounding step along the front.  The latter is the case in the 

Third Baptist Church observed for this study.  If the reverend asks for congregants to come and 

“kneel at the alter,” he is referring to the step the runs along the front of the stage area. 

 Another example of how the core structural elements can differ is the makeup of the 

pulpit.  In the Presbyterian church that I grew up attending (see Appendix 1), the minister would 

address the congregation from a grandiose raised pulpit that placed the minister above both the 

congregation and any of the participants in the service that were on stage (choir, associate 

ministers).  In the case of the Third Baptist Church in this study, there is a simple movable 

wooden podium that can be considered the pulpit.  

 The forms in which all of these structures take in the church is dependent upon the 

traditions of the denomination, the desires of the congregants, and the decisions of church 

leaders.  In some cases, the reasons for the use of certain types of structures can be simply 
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practical, while in others the structures carry a heavily sacred meaning.  In the case of the Third 

Baptist Church, the set-up of the structural elements of the sanctuary changes greatly between 

the traditional service and the contemporary service on Sunday mornings.   

 Addition of media elements into the sanctuary and their use in the church service is a 

choice that church leaders are now facing in light of the emergence and popularity of 

contemporary worship.  In order to understand some of the impact these choices may have, it is 

important to consult the literature regarding the use of media technology.    

In media literature, one of the theories that can shed light on media choices and the 

reasons behind those choices is media richness theory.  Media richness theory (MRT) was 

introduced by researchers Daft and Lengel in 1984.  MRT argues that the efficiency of 

communication is affected by the fitness of the media to the characteristics of the communication 

task.  “Richness” is determined by four criteria: the capacity for immediate feedback, the 

capacity to transmit multiple cues, language variety, and the capacity of the medium to have a 

personal focus (Daft & Lengel 1984; 1986).  The more of these attributes a medium possesses, 

the higher it ranks in richness.  By this scale, the richest medium would be face-to-face 

communication and the least rich medium would be formal written communication.  The amount 

of cues and feedback provided by face-to-face communication are the determining factors in its 

richness; “individuals have to rely on language content and audio cues to reach understanding” 

(Daft & Lengel, 1984). 

It should be considered that MRT was developed before the diffusion of such 

technologies as email, interactive presentational software (PowerPoint), and text messaging, 

among others.  Debate about the placement of new media on the richness scale has manifested 

itself in various studies, many of which are contained in education literature.  Researchers have 

attempted to determine the perceived richness of the technologies in the context of the 

classroom.  In a 2007 study by Sun and Cheng, the researchers studied the richness of 

multimedia instructional materials by empirically testing a model examining the impact of how 

well the instructional content and media fit the course unit and how that fitness affected learner 

performance and satisfaction.  The researchers describe media richness as a “pipe” for the 

transmission of information.  Pipes of differing sizes have different transmission abilities and 

costs.  Choosing the correct “pipe” is vital to the design and implementation of an efficient 

information delivery system (Sun & Cheng, 2007).   
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The findings of the Sun and Cheng study are important in the application of MRT to the 

investigation of how and why the evangelical church is incorporating new media into its 

services. The researchers concluded that teaching information that contained high levels of 

uncertainty and abstract content was done much more effectively with high richness media while 

teaching more concrete content was not positively affected by the incorporation of high richness 

media.  From an information delivery perspective, the “fitness” of their media choices could be 

of some concern to ministers and others in charge of the incorporation of media into the services.  

It could be argued that religious concepts and lessons that are introduced or delivered in Sunday 

services can be of an abstract nature, containing high levels of uncertainty.  If ministers desire 

the congregants to learn and retain information that is delivered to them via sermons or lessons, 

choosing the correct media “pipe” would be of utmost importance. 

Outside of the educational context, applying MRT to analyze the effects of media 

incorporation on interpersonal relationships and church demographics may be warranted.  

Literature that directly addresses MRT in this context is scarce to non-existent, however, studies 

involving MRT and organizational behavior may be of assistance in analyzing the inquiry.  A 

study done by Carlson and Davis in 1998 utilized the concepts of MRT and social presence 

theory to examine business relationships and media choices made in the organizational context.  

The most applicable and interesting findings of these researchers to the questions posed to the 

evangelical church were based in the area of perception.   

Carlson and Davis point out that the richness of a medium is directly affected by the 

perceptions of those utilizing the medium.  In other words, if a user perceives the medium to be 

rich, it will be, however if the user perceives it to be low in richness, that is the way in which that 

user will experience it.  As we know, the congregation of evangelical churches varies 

demographically.  It follows that different members of the congregation would have different 

levels of experience with new media, and therefore have different perceptions of the media.  

Stereotypically, one could assume that the younger members of the congregation would have 

more familiarity with new electronic media.  It should also be considered that, especially in the 

case of the church being studied for this project, student congregants who attend classes at a 

college or university would be accustomed to viewing lectures that incorporate new media.  The 

perceptions of the younger and more technologically “savvy” congregants can be much different 

than those of the older generations of church members. 
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The media choices of the church leadership in regards to the two differing services 

reflects the split in the opinions of the congregation members of the Third Baptist Church.  As 

the research of Carlson and Davis points out, perception of richness can play a major role in the 

desires of the church members and the services that they chose to attend.  Many of the new 

media elements that are utilized in the contemporary service could be considered secular from 

the point of view of a traditional service attendee, while the attendees of the contemporary 

service assign a new meaning of sacred to the media elements.  A congregation member that 

attends the traditional service explained: 

When the sanctuary is all rearranged to make room for the screen and 

the musicians, the feeling of the service changes for me.  I‟m not saying I 

don‟t like it, I just feel like some of the tradition that I grew up with is lost 

when all the technology is used. Everything is so loud and bright in the 

contemporary service and it just seems to be less reverent than I prefer. 

An interviewee (a 20 year old college student) that attends that contemporary service explained 

to me that the combination of the projection screen, the lighting effects, and the musical lay-out 

creates a religiously fervent atmosphere: 

I think that the screen allows us to use videos and pictures and 

sometimes that helps us worship God and be moved by His Spirit.  I think 

the technology can make the experience of the church service so much more 

powerful! 

 

This quote from a contemporary service attendee is indicative of the influence of the secular 

elements of computer software and electronic visual media in church service.  In an increasingly 

media-heavy world, the constant bombardment of all forms of media has made its‟ way into the 

church.  The members that choose to attend the contemporary service are likely very accustomed 

to the intertwining of media elements into everyday life and therefore are less likely to view 

media incorporation into the church as an irregular event.  The feeling among the contemporary 

attendees that the incorporation of media is not an invasion of the secular world, but a normal 

and favorable use of modern technology is a reflection of Carlson and Davis‟s findings on 

perceptions of richness.  It is possible that members of the congregation that are older or simply 

less accustomed to media assimilation in everyday life may find the projection screen, lighting 
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elements, and use of video and audio clips to be an intrusion of secular entities that they do not 

use or understand outside of the church.   

 In an interview, a middle-aged woman explained to me her ideas regarding the difference 

in demographic between the services and also some reasons why young people may prefer the 

contemporary service: 

I feel that media helps that (younger) generation that may want that or 

crave that more visual experience.  I think my generation, late forties, grew 

up in a time that didn‟t have to have that much visual to be engaged or 

entertained.  I hate that word „entertained‟ and I hope that‟s not what is 

happening here but…I think the younger generation demands it (media) 

because they are so tech-savvy and they want their church service to be 

similar to what they experience the rest of the week. 

The interviewee is reiterating the points made by Carlson and Davis about perceptions of 

richness and also touching on ideas about preference and expectations. In his guidebook for 

churches that intend to incorporate media technologies into their services, Schultze (2004) 

addresses the concept of church‟s integration of secular elements.  Schultze reports that 84% of 

churches decide to incorporate media for “more relevance to our members.”  He adds that 77% 

use media to be “more relevant to youth,” and, interestingly, 33% of churches use media to 

“keep pace with other churches” (Schultze, 18).  These statistics show that churches are aware of 

the increasing presence of media technologies in the lives of the congregants and have deemed it 

important to adjust for the changing times. 

Schultze makes an interesting point in his book regarding the influence of the greater 

culture on church practices.  First, he acknowledges that there has been a shift in our culture 

from print-based media to moving-image media sources after the Second World War.  He states 

that North Americans now spend more of their daily time consuming moving-image media than 

print-based media, apart from work.  He contends that Christian practices from the very 

beginning were quite visual, citing the rituals of anointing with oil, public Baptism, the laying on 

of hands during communal prayer, and the sharing of the Eucharist (or Lord‟s Supper).  He also 

points out that churches used stained glass images of the gospel narrative, public play-like 

performances, and other visual techniques for communicating the faith.  Schultze explains that 

the recent interest in using media technologies is a renewal of something the church has 
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practiced for ages.  He contends, however, that our culture may be image-saturated but it is not 

image-savvy.  Schultze describes our culture as “image-ignorant,” in that, while our lives or 

saturated in intense images, we are not astute in our knowledge of how these images 

communicate.   

 The church‟s past shows us that in the early church, worship was multimedia, with its‟ 

illiterate congregation depending on the intimacy and immediacy of the speaker-listener 

relationship.  Schultze argues that many churches today are “visually impoverished” and “not yet 

attuned to the importance of educating and worshipping with appropriate images” (Schultze 

p.64).  Worship centers today are often stark and plain compared to the cathedrals of old and 

according to Schultze, it is a pitfall of modern churches to clumsily force media technologies into 

worship without using them wisely and being “attuned to how images contribute meaningfully to 

worship.”  Misusing the technologies, he argues, will tend to create more visual noise that 

clutters the mind of congregants.  

 Schultze‟s points direct us to a discussion on the difference between communication and 

transmission and how the relationship between the two affects congregants‟ perception of the 

media technologies utilized in church services.  Our modern-day society is saturated with 

messages delivered via mass-media outlets, causing us to “equate transmission with 

communication” (Shultze, 21).  It is important to understand that shared understandings are not 

necessarily created by mass-media transmission of messages as shown by studies of television 

viewership that show that viewers often pay little attention to television programs.  The messages 

are transmitted, but the programs are not necessarily engaging in a dialogue with viewers; the 

programs are not “communing” with the viewers.  Schultze warns that the practice of “zombie-

like” viewing of media in the secular world can leak into churches as they attempt to introduce 

media into their services.  He argues that worship is to be a dialogue, an interactive experience 

that promotes communication and for this reason, media technologies have the potential to soil 

the act of worship. An attendee of the traditional service, a man in his early sixties, alluded to the 

“zombie –effect” during our interview: 

It‟s like in the business world, you have so many people that rely on the 

Powerpoint and their audience dozes off to sleep.  I think it (presentation 

software) can be mixed in there but when you allow it to monopolize the 

service a lot of people „turn off‟ and drown in the morass of Powerpoint. 
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 During my period of observation at the Third Baptist Church, I was able to witness the 

stark contrast in the tone and feeling of the two services.  The presence (or absence) of “secular” 

elements and media technologies in the traditional service created an observable difference in the 

overall mood of the service.  Without lighting effects, presentational technology, and media 

clips, the traditional service takes on a very reverent mood.  The bulletin (see Appendix 3) 

outlines the various scripture readings, prayers, and hymns to be completed during the service 

and is arranged in a seemingly prescribed order that has likely been followed without change for 

many years.  Ritualized liturgies such as responsive readings and the singing of the Doxology are 

performed, as well as the traditional elements of a classical prelude and postlude played on the 

organ.  The congregants are engaged in the service through the liturgies, but remain quiet and 

reverent throughout the service. 

 This type of service is quite familiar to me due to my childhood of attending church at a 

very traditional Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church in my hometown.  Each Sunday brings 

a predictable and consistent experience that can be comforting and monotonous all at once.  As 

with my childhood church, the Third Baptist Church‟s demographic (for the traditional service) 

can be described as older, White, and middle-class.  Many, if not most, of the attendees of the 

traditional service have been active in the Christian faith for much of their lives.  These 

congregants are experienced church-goers that have likely seen many different preachers, heard 

hundreds of sermons, and have sung many hymns.  Much like in my childhood church, these 

experienced congregants often hold leadership roles, both formally and informally, within the 

church and have a large amount of influence on the activities and direction of the church.  I 

observed, both in the service and the interviews, that these influential members do not expect the 

intrusion of secular elements into the church service and hold the opinion that there is great 

importance to keeping the ritual of Sunday morning service consistent. 

 The shift in tone and mood between the traditional and the contemporary services is 

palpable from the very beginning of the 11:15AM service.  Just looking at the bulletin for the 

contemporary service (see Appendix 3) can give you an idea of how different this service is from 

the 9:00AM version.  In place of the prelude and invocation, the service opens with a “welcome 

to worship” from the Senior Pastor.  Following the opening statement is a section of the service 

that is vaguely labeled “praise and worship.”  This is the time in the service that the “worship 

leader” and “praise team,” which is the band consisting of drums, guitar, bass, piano, and 
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vocalists, leads the congregation in several contemporary worship songs.  The lyrics are 

displayed on the projection screen and lighting effects are changed by the multimedia 

coordinator that operates the sound board from the balcony above the sanctuary.  At this point in 

the service the energy in the sanctuary is quite high and the congregation can be observed 

smiling, clapping, raising their hands, and singing loudly along with the band. 

 I noticed that during the “praise and worship” portion, the service takes on a more 

produced look and feeling.  Unlike in the traditional service, in which during the singing of 

hymns there is not much going on in the front stage area, the contemporary service can feel a lot 

like a show or interactive concert.  This is an observable permeation of secular elements into the 

service.  The demographic of the service is consistent with what I have alluded to in this chapter.  

Most congregants are White, under the age of forty, and many are college students.  The ethnic 

diversity of this service is an observable difference as well, as there are a few Black, Asian, and 

Hispanic worshipers within the congregation and “praise team.”   

I learned in my initial interview with the senior pastor that while many of the congregants 

that attend the contemporary service are lifelong Christians with backgrounds in the Church, 

there are a larger number of “new Christians” and “seekers” in the 11:15AM service.  This could 

be a reflection of the influence of secular elements, echoing the opinion an interviewee expressed 

earlier in this chapter regarding the expectations and comfort level of the young and tech-savvy 

congregants.  Perhaps those that are new to Christianity and church in general feel more 

comfortable in the contemporary service due to their familiarity with the secular elements being 

incorporated, as these elements are pervasive in their everyday lives. 

The final piece to our discussion on sacred and secular elements in the church is the 

subject of music and its‟ place in the worship service. 

Music within the Sacred vs. Secular Theme 

 Most of the rearranging and restructuring that happens after the traditional service ends 

and before the contemporary service begins is a result of the change in music styles between the 

services.  While the traditional service requires little media to aid the music presentation, 

technology plays a central role in the musical components of the contemporary service.  There is 

also an influx of instrumentation that takes place in the contemporary service.  In the traditional 

service, songs are sung by the choir, lead by a choir director and accompanied by the organist.  

Congregants sing along using hymnals that reside on the backs of each row of pews.  The songs 
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that are sung in the traditional service at Third Baptist are traditional hymns of the Baptist faith 

that have been sung for generations.  Many of the congregants know the hymns by heart and 

grew up singing them with their families in church.  One interviewee explained the significance 

of the hymns in his life: 

I‟ve been singin‟ these songs as long as I can remember.  My mother and 

grandmother were in the choir in my church growin‟ up and so I know a lot 

of „em by heart. I love hearing these familiar tunes.  It reminds me of them 

every time.  „The Old Rugged Cross‟ is my favorite one. 

 

 This congregant‟s feelings toward the traditional Baptists hymns are shared by many of 

the congregants that attend both the traditional service and the contemporary service.  Hymns are 

structured with multiple verses and reflect the ideas and theology of the denomination.  The age 

of many of the hymns results in their becoming ritualized and, in many ways, expected within 

the context of a Baptist church service.  In this way, many traditional services attendees would 

consider the hymns to be a sacred element of the church service.  Congregants that attend the 

contemporary service have revealed in interviews that they too appreciate the ritual and tradition 

reflected in the Baptist hymnal, and yet they are willing to incorporate newer forms of worship 

music into the church service.  A middle-aged woman attendee of the contemporary service 

explained: 

I love the old Baptist hymns and I like to sing them in church.  But I have to 

say, the contemporary-style music is just so moving.  It (contemporary 

music) allows me to really feel a connection with God when I‟m singing to 

Him. Hymns cause me to reflect more on the meaning of the words or 

maybe the origin of the song. 

The interviewee goes on to explain that she feels that she can relate to both kinds of music and 

feels a nostalgia for both forms, as she attended a “progressive” church as a young woman.  She 

explained that having a background of both hymns and contemporary style worship music allows 

her to appreciate each style. 

 The personal backgrounds and musical histories of the congregants play a major role in 

their perceptions of the worship music utilized in the church service.  For example, congregants 

that are now in their late forties to early fifties may have attended churches in the late 1960‟s and 
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early 1970‟s during the emergence of contemporary Christian music.  The “Jesus movement” 

and the increasing influence of “charismatic” Christianity during the time brought about the 

contemporary music style.  This style can be described as more lyrically simple, with repetition 

of short verses and often the incorporation of clapping and rhythm instruments.  Contemporary 

songs are often written with the purpose of conveying a feeling through the lyrics rather than a 

lesson or story, which is frequently the lyrical content of hymns.   Many of the congregants that 

sang these songs in the 60‟s and 70‟s are now more comfortable with contemporary style 

worship and desire these forms over the traditional hymns.  My parents are both examples of 

Christians that attended progressive churches during their youth.  For this reason, they enjoy and 

are very comfortable with the use of contemporary-style music in church services. 

 Young church members of today are also a group that is more familiar with the 

contemporary style both in their church and their secular lives.  Contemporary worship music 

utilizes many of the same elements that secular rock music employs, with heavy emphasis on 

drums and guitar.  It is also not uncommon for a musician in a worship band to have a solo 

during a song, which could be considered another secular influence.  Critics of the contemporary 

style often say that the music allows for the focal point of the worship experience to shift from 

the worship of God to the adulation of musicianship.  They also cite the simplicity of the lyrics 

as a flaw of the style, contrasting the often deep theological content of hymns.  Advocates of 

contemporary worship music count the same aspect as an advantage of the style, arguing that the 

simplicity and openness of the music allows for improvisation and the freedom of mind to 

concentrate on “communing with God” rather than the reading of more intricate lyrics from a 

hymnal. 

 From my personal experience, I find the contemporary style to be exceedingly moving in 

comparison to hymns.  I believe that my perception of the music is built from both familiarity 

and inherent capabilities of the musical style.  The incorporation of boisterous drums and ringing 

guitar creates an invigorating atmosphere not unlike a concert.  For me, this energy can provide 

an avenue for “communing with God” and engages me by almost forcing my interaction with the 

music.  In other words, I find the slower hymns backed by an organ and choir to be easier to 

ignore, causing my mind to wander from the task of worship. 

 Like other advocates of contemporary style worship music, I do not consider the 

incorporation of these seemingly secular elements to detract from the sacredness of the service.  



25 

 

In many ways, the things that cause traditional service attendees to consider hymns sacred are the 

same things that my constituents and I are developing with contemporary music.  The feelings of 

tradition and liturgy can be and are becoming present in contemporary worship music as it 

continue its‟ diffusion in the modern Evangelical faith. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONTEMPLATION VS. CELEBRATION 

 In this chapter, I will discuss a theme that emerged during the process of observing 

services and interviewing congregants.  This theme primarily deals with how congregants 

experience Sunday morning worship and the affects that the contemporary emergence has had on 

those experiences.  I aim to compare and contrast the experiences of the traditional service 

attendees and contemporary attendees by establishing that one group experiences the service as a 

contemplative exercise of faith, while the other experiences an outward celebration of faith.  

Within this discussion, I will juxtapose the congregations of the traditional and contemporary 

services of the Third Baptist church with regards to both the actions I observed on Sunday 

mornings and the comments recorded in the interviews.  Building both from my personal 

experience and the data collected during the project, the theme of contemplation versus 

celebration emerged as a closely related phenomenon to the incorporation of contemporary 

worship in evangelical church services. 

 As has already been stated, an obvious difference between the congregants that attend the 

traditional service and the congregants that attend the contemporary service at the Third Baptist 

Church can be found in the age demographic.  I learned in an interview with the senior pastor 

that while there are certainly outliers in each service, for the most part the congregation of the 

traditional service is over the age of 50 while the contemporary service congregants are under 50 

years of age.  Some of the reasons for the drastic difference in the age demographic between the 

services are the style of worship, the time of the service, and the nature of the atmosphere created 

in the service. 

 Evidence of the difference in the way each service is experienced can be found in the 

bulletins handed out prior to the services.  The bulletin for the traditional service reflects the 

contemplative and structured nature of the proceedings.  Each event to take place in the service is 

listed, from the organ prelude from Sonata II by Mendelssohn at the beginning of the service, to 

each prayer or scripture reading.  The traditional service bulletin also has the words of the 

Doxology printed as well as a recitation called the Congregation Benediction.  These elements 

serve as rituals that promote reflection and contemplation. 

 The bulletin for the contemporary service is strikingly different and reflects the fluidity 

and more informal tone of the service.  Only basic headings that indicate the proceedings of the 

service are included.  For example, instead of a listed page number and title for a hymn to be 
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sung, as it would be in the traditional bulletin, the heading simply states “Praise and Worship.”  

At the top of the bulletin, a phrase indicated the a purpose for the service; “experience God 

through praise music and a practical message from scripture.”  The word “experience” evokes 

the tone of the contemporary service which is boisterous, loose, and celebratory. 

 The use of contemporary worship music, media technology, and a more fluid approach to 

the proceedings of the service are, perhaps, one of the reasons the contemporary service attracts a 

younger congregation.  In comparison, the traditional service‟s employment of a more rigid and 

ritualized procedure, the inclusion of hymns and a choir, and the absence of media technology 

could be counted a reasons for the older demographic of the traditional service.  However, as I 

mentioned in Appendix 1 within the story of my family‟s experience with the contemporary 

emergence, there are middle-aged congregants who chose to attend the contemporary service due 

to their background with the progressive church movement of the 1960‟s.  These members have 

likely experienced a combination of worship styles in their lifetime, and may feel that they 

identify with the younger congregants‟ desire for contemporary worship.  A woman in her late 

forties who regularly attends that contemporary service explained: 

When I was a kid, my family went to a very traditional Baptist church, so I 

know all the hymns and I‟m used to that style of service.  But while I was in 

college, and my late teens, I attended a church that sang the new worship 

songs and skipped some of the traditional stuff.  I liked it a lot and our 

contemporary service here reminds me of that. 

As I began to think about some of the reasons behind the preferences of the members I realized 

that it must be more than just familiarity that pushes their decision to attend one service or 

another.  Of course, pragmatic details could be cited such as the time that the service is held (the 

contemporary service is later and stereotypically younger people tend to wake up later than older 

people).  However, it is more than familiarity with a style or not wanting to get out of bed earlier 

than nine o‟clock, it is the nature of the atmosphere created in the two services. 

 The ritualized and detailed proceedings of the traditional service combined with the choir 

and hymns create an atmosphere that I would describe as inwardly focused.  When sitting in the 

pews for the traditional service, the quiet and reflective nature of what is going on around you 

causes you to feel somewhat introspective.  Congregants in this service do not often show 

emotion outwardly and do not participate in singing loudly or gesturing during the service.  The 
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recitation of scripture and observance of traditional liturgy such as the Doxology all take place in 

a very controlled and regulated fashion.  Congregants seem pensive and thoughtful during the 

service, often looking down at their Bibles or notes in the bulletin.  It was during my observation 

of these actions that I realized that the members that chose to attend the traditional service have 

an entirely different set of expectations and goals for the Sunday morning service than do the 

attendees of the 11:15 service. 

 Traditional congregants seek to “invest emotionally” on Sunday mornings.  This weekly 

worship service is a time to grow intellectually and spiritually through the sermon, the hymns, 

and the recitation of scripture.  The consistency of the services each week is a comforting 

reminder of the stability of their faith and the church as a whole.  One traditional congregant 

explained: 

The early service is very reverent and quiet. It allows me to pray to myself 

and enjoy familiar hymns that connect to the message of that week‟s 

sermon.  There are very few distractions in the 9:00 service. 

An interesting point to note in this statement by the congregant is the reference to “distractions.”  

While I did not ask the interviewee to elaborate on the specifics of what is distracting, I would 

have to guess that they are referring to media incorporation or perhaps the volume and 

instrumentation of the music in the contemporary service. 

 My personal experience with a traditional evangelical church mirrors much of what I 

observed at the Third Baptist Church.  It seems that members who prefer the traditional style of 

service intend to nurture their faith and understanding of theological nuances by attending 

Sunday morning service.  The sermons that were given at my childhood church were very much 

aimed at producing higher levels of understanding in a given theme for the week.  The other 

proceedings of the service such as the music, scripture, and recitations all acted to supplement 

the teachings of the sermon.  This style of service is conducive to deeper pondering and 

contemplation.  Hymns are sung not to produce a certain “feeling” but to complement the 

message of the week. 

 The contemporary service seems to have a much different goal.  The congregants who 

attend the 11:15 service have a different set of expectations for their weekly worship.  Through 

my observation and interviews, I found that contemporary congregants expect to “expend” 

emotionally on Sunday mornings by celebrating their faith.  The term “celebrate” implies a 
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joyous and even raucous event.  The service is an act in emotional expenditure as opposed to 

emotional investment.  Evidence of this can be found in both the proceedings of the service and 

the actions of the congregation.  The “praise and worship” time during the contemporary service 

acts as a building agent for a feeling that the congregants outwardly exhibit.  It is not uncommon 

to notice members raising their hands and lifting their faces towards the ceiling while singing 

loudly along with the worship leadership.  Intermittent prayer is often added during the bridge of 

songs or between two songs to continue to feed the feeling of being “in the Spirit.”  A 

congregant put it more plainly in an interview: 

During worship (at 11:15) I can feel God‟s Spirit moving through the 

sanctuary and through me.  Lifting my hands and praising Him can be a 

very emotional experience.  Sometimes it can even make you cry. I look 

forward to my opportunity to praise Him like this all week long.  It is a 

feeling that helps me to know that my faith is in something that is very real 

and alive! 

This type of engaging worship experience is characteristic of the contemporary worship 

style.  During my childhood and into the college years, I have had the opportunity to be 

intimately involved with worship experiences much like the one explained by the congregant 

above.  The combination of the music, media elements, and fervent emotion expressed by your 

fellow congregants is enough to bring you to tears and wrap you up in a passionate spiritual 

event.  In this way, the church service becomes a vessel for expending emotional energy.  The 

traditional service, in contrast, is a vessel for “storing up” or investing your emotional and 

spiritual energy.  The body language, verbal communication, and overall attitude of the 

congregation during these two services paint a clear picture of this phenomenon. 

The differences between the services and the expectations of those that attend each 

service can have an effect upon the decisions of the leadership.  In my interview with the senior 

pastor of the Third Baptist Church, we talked about how the emergence of the contemporary 

worship style has affected the church both practically and in less visible ways.  The preferences 

of the congregation and pressure to incorporate contemporary worship lead to the creation and 

utilization of a two-service system.  The pastor cites the church‟s proximity to a college campus 

as a major factor in the influx of congregants that demand a contemporary worship service.  The 

pastor explained further in an interview: 
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The choice to start a contemporary service was made due to a number of 

factors.  We have a large college-aged group in our congregation, as well 

as many younger families and couples.  This group, along with the 

leadership, helped to carry over some of the contemporary-style elements 

from the youth group meetings and camp experiences.  There was and is a 

strong desire for an engaging and passionate worship experience.  

Unlike the Third Baptist Church‟s two-service system, some evangelical churches have 

attempted a “blended worship” style that combines elements of the traditional service with 

elements from the contemporary emergence.  This compromise is not without its advocates and 

critics.  The Senior Pastor at the church for this study explained that he and other leadership 

decided not to utilize a blended service and stated in a somewhat-joking manner, “then everyone 

would be equally unhappy.”  He explained to me that some of the older members of the church 

had no desire to come to a service that incorporated loud and boisterous music with drums and a 

fully amplified band.  On the other end of the spectrum, the growing number of youthful 

members flooding in from the local colleges increased the already present demand for a purely 

contemporary worship service. 

We tried it (blended services) and it doesn‟t work.  In fact I call it 

„schezophrenic worship.‟ You really don‟t have any clarity on the style of 

worship that you are offering.  When we tried that, nobody was happy.  

Both the traditional folks and contemporary members said that they come to 

their respective services for a reason.  The traditional people want hymns 

and a guy behind a pulpit.  The contemporary members want the band and 

use of the screen.  So the times we have tried it, it has been a disaster. 

  

Schultze argues that many churches have had success with a blended service, but not all 

congregations can agree upon which elements from each style of worship will make their way 

into the service.  Through my research at the Third Baptist Church, the data seems to suggest that 

the vast cultural chasm between the congregants that prefer traditional worship and those that 

prefer contemporary is too large of a gap for a blended service to fill.  Some long-standing and 

faithful members of the church are not willing to tolerate a service that includes the louder, more 
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energetic contemporary music.  The issue of noise in the sanctuary seems to be a pivotal point of 

contention for traditional congregants as one explained to me: 

It‟s not that I don‟t appreciate what they are doing in the late service, it is 

just simply too loud and raucous for me.  I am used to a quieter service.  

The drums and guitars sound nice but I‟m not sure they have a place on 

Sunday mornings. 

I gather from interviews like these that traditional congregants view the louder music and 

atmosphere as somewhat irreverent.  The concept of contemporary worship as an act of 

irreverence is one that I am familiar with as it was a key point for the opponents of contemporary 

worship in my childhood Presbyterian Church. 

 While church-going individuals usually strive to be positive and supportive of their 

church and the congregation, differences in worship style preferences can and do create rifts.  As 

in the story of my parents‟ split from the Presbyterian Church (Appendix 1), it is not uncommon 

for the incorporation of contemporary worship to be a catalyst for inter-congregational  conflict.  

The integrity of a church‟s congregation often depends upon the diplomatic skills of the 

leadership and influential members.  In the case of the Third Baptist Church, acceptance of the 

contemporary worship style became inevitable, most likely due to the leaderships‟ ability to gain 

the trust and support of long-time members.  From both a financial and spiritual standpoint, 

alienating the college and youth congregants was not seen as a viable option. 

 Our discussion on possible conflict within the “church family” arising from the 

emergence of contemporary worship leads to questions about belonging and relationships 

between individual church members.  In the next chapter, I will examine the feelings and 

perceptions of the members of the Third Baptist regarding the themes of belonging and 

interpersonal relationships.  I will scrutinize the ways in which the church fosters a sense of 

belonging, the concept of two churches in one, the contributions of the incorporation of media 

and contemporary music on belonging and relationships, as well as ways in which the church is 

working to remedy potential problems arising in this area. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: BELONGING AND INTER-CONGREGATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 One of the most prevalent themes that emerged during this study of the Third Baptist 

Church was the importance of belonging to the “church family” and the complex nature of the 

relationships that congregants build with one another.  As a participant observer on Sunday 

mornings, I had the chance to experience the strategies that the church employs to foster a strong 

sense of belonging.  I was also able to be involved, in a somewhat superficial way, in the 

relationships that members build with one another through the Sunday worship meetings.  

Interviews with congregants also revealed interesting information concerning the connection 

between the emergence of the contemporary worship service and the themes of belonging and 

relationships that I feel warrants in depth discussion.  In this chapter, I will examine data that 

was collected through observation and interviewing as well as point to literature on belonging 

and church in order to shed light on the perceptions, experiences, and expectations of both 

traditional and contemporary congregation members. 

 It is important to understand that like any organization or group, churches must be 

concerned with fostering a sense of belonging in its members.  Churches often advertise the 

concept on bulletin boards or other media using language like “close-knit family of believers” 

and “welcoming all seekers into the fold.”  The participating church for this study uses the 

slogan “You belong here!”  It is important to understand that togetherness and belonging may be 

one of the most crucial determining factors in an individual‟s decision to attend a particular 

church.  In a 1995 article, Baumeister and Leary examine a belongingness hypothesis stating, 

“human beings have a pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of 

lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships (p. 14).” 

 Baumeister and Leary explain that the criteria for satisfaction of the drive for 

relationships are two-fold.  First, the need for frequent and pleasant interaction with a few 

people, and second, the need for these interactions to occur within a stable framework of 

affective concern for each other‟s welfare.  The researchers also state that a lack of consistency 

among the interaction group will result in a lack of satisfaction of the pervasive need for 

belonging.  Baumeister and Leary posit that the need for belonging is so engrained in the human 

experience that it is observed across cultures and in fact, has an evolutionary basis.  The 

researchers argue that the need to belong is as strong and fundamental as a need for food and also 

point out that these needs can be connected.  If humans do indeed have an innate desire to 
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belong, the purpose of this need can be linked to such fundamental human processes as survival 

and reproduction. 

 If the need for belonging is a fundamental motivation, goal-directed activity to satisfy the 

need should be observed.  Regularly attending Sunday morning worship service and maintaining 

an active presence in the church is an example of this goal-directed activity.  Baumeister and 

Leary go on to state that cognitive and emotional activity should reflect a pervasive concern with 

belonging.  Specifically, positive affect would follow the formation and solidification of social 

bonds while negative affect would follow broken or refused social bonds.  It seems clear that the 

concept of belonging to a church congregation is a good indicator for the accuracy of the 

belonging hypothesis as presented by Baumeister and Leary. 

 In study conducted by Thompson and McRae (2001), the researchers looked at the need 

for belonging and the Black church.  Their goal was to examine the therapeutic function of the 

church group.  The findings of their research produced four major themes.  The first theme was 

“the church as a place of belonging.”  The second was “the church as a place of positive shared 

affect.”  The third theme emerged as “the church as a place for thinking about the self in relation 

to others,” and the final theme was “the church as a place for goals and goal-directed activity on 

behalf of the group.”  These themes seem to support the belonging hypothesis. 

 Thompson and McRae found evidence for the church as a place for belonging in the 

language used by members of the group.  Words and phrases such as “church home,” “church 

family,” and “community of believers” are reflective of the feeling of togetherness experienced 

by the group.  Belongingness was also manifested in activities of the members such as 

participation in collective Bible study groups, friendships, membership on committees, and 

worship activities.  The findings of my data collection process mirror much of what Thompson 

and McRae reported in their study.  Many of the members I was in contact with at the First 

Baptist Church were involved in a multitude of activities that either directly or indirectly 

promoted feelings of belonging.  One congregant explained: 

I like to come to everything that I can here at the church.  My brothers and 

sisters in Christ are as much my family as anyone related to me.  Serving in 

the church (committees, fundraising projects, youth activities) is an 

important way for me to show that I appreciate what God has done for me 

and this congregation. 
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In the area of worship activities, Thompson and McRae also found evidence supporting 

the second theme of positive shared affect: “In the context of worship, there was a sense of a 

joyful experience as very much a group event, not so much contemplative and inward, but rather 

in the moment, immersed, concrete, and outwardly expressed” (Thompson & McRae 2001, p. 

47).  I observed similar phenomena in both of the services at the Third Baptist Church.  In the 

traditional service, there is an allotted time at the beginning of the service for congregants to 

“welcome and greet” one another.  During this time everyone in the sanctuary turns to 

neighboring pews to shake hands, hug, and exchange greetings.  In the contemporary service, 

there is not a set time for the greeting activity, but many members can be seen socializing in the 

pews before, during, and after the service. These are clear example of activities that foster the 

sense of belonging and reflect Thomson and McRae‟s second theme of positive shared affect.   

 The researcher‟s third theme of the “church as a place for thinking about the self in 

relation to others” was observed in the development of cognitive patterns that supported caring 

and concern for a relationship with others.  These ideals were taught and nurtured though 

sermons, songs, prayer, and modeling behavior by leaders.  The Sunday morning service was 

observed to be a primary activity for the fostering of belongingness ideals (Thompson & McRae, 

2001).  Again, my research at the Third Baptist Church mirrors the findings of Thomson and 

McRae‟s study.  On one particular Sunday, I observed a group of four men shaking hands and 

talking before the service had started.  After a bit, the men moved to a more secluded corner of 

the sanctuary and three of them proceeded to “lay hands” on one individual and pray, I assume, 

for that individual.   

On Sunday mornings, it is a common occurrence for church members to ask each other 

about personal, sometimes intimate events in their lives in order to sympathize or show support 

for one another.  In my childhood church I experienced the church as a place for thinking about 

“self in relation to others.” Many times congregation members that were not necessarily close to 

me or my family outside of the church would show concern and offer thoughtful conversation on 

Sunday mornings.  Thomson and McRae‟s study also found that church activities encourage a 

sense of identity through interaction and belonging; “…expressions such as „The church helps 

you maintain your identity' and „we can identify with each other‟ show the relationship between 

belonging and identity” (Thompson & McRae 2001, p. 47). 



35 

 

 It is within the concept of collective identity that Thompson and McRae observe the 

fourth theme of goals and goal-directed activity through the church.  Collective action such as 

community projects, teaching Bible studies, and political activism are all manifestations of the 

sense of belonging fostered by membership in the church.  The activities also serve a function of 

creating and strengthening interpersonal bonds.  This group maintenance was observed to be a 

primary reason for collective action and serves as strong evidence for the importance of 

belonging.  At the Third Baptist Church, activities like youth group, Wednesday night suppers, 

bible study groups, and Sunday school are all examples of activities that promote a sense of 

belonging and allow relationships to form and grow between church members. 

It is clear in the literature that the innate human need for belonging can be satisfied 

through membership in a church congregation.  While it is likely not the sole purpose for joining 

a church group, the need to belong is a primary factor in the decision making process for 

potential congregants.  Churches have recognized this need and leaders are concerned with 

providing an atmosphere that promotes belongingness in their churches.  The Sunday morning 

worship service is a primary resource and activity in which churches can foster the feeling of 

belonging.  

When considering the similarities and differences between the traditional and 

contemporary services at the Third Baptist Church with regards to the formation and 

maintenance of a sense of belonging, many of the same distinctions I explored in previous 

chapters arise again.   The overall atmosphere of each service plays a role in determining some of 

the ways in which a sense of belonging is fostered.  The outwardly expressive style of the 

contemporary service seems to elicit a more raucous an energetic approach to socialization and 

communication between congregants.   Laughter, joking, smiling, and hearty handshakes abound 

between congregants at the contemporary service, which reflects many of the concepts outlined 

by Thompson and McRae, primarily in the context of shared positive affect. 

In the traditional service, a sense of belonging is fostered in a less outward and verbal 

manner.  For these congregants, belonging can be closely tied to consistency, longevity, and 

tradition.  Many congregants that attend the traditional service sit in the exact same pew every 

Sunday and expect that their sanctuary “neighbors” will remain consistent.  A congregant talked 

about this in an interview: 
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You know it‟s really funny, my wife and our family sit in just about the 

same spot every Sunday.  I think you just settle in and get used to being in a 

certain part of the sanctuary for the service.  I guess you could say it‟s like 

your favorite spot on the couch in the TV room, you just naturally sit in that 

spot every time. 

This desire for consistency reflects the overall attitude of congregants that attend the traditional 

service. It should be noted that both the congregants of the traditional and contemporary services 

pursue feelings of belonging and collective identity, however due to differences in preference of 

worship styles the pursuit is manifested differently. 

 Interestingly, many similarities existed between the two services with regard to the ways 

in which the church works to cultivate a sense of belonging.  At the start of both services, the 

senior pastor extends a welcome to all the congregants and makes special mention of visiting 

individuals.  He will then ask that the visitors, if they so chose, fill out an information sheet that 

is attached to the bulletin to be turned in through the offering plate.  These sheets provide the 

church with contact information in case the visiting individual has questions or is interested in 

becoming a member of the church.  Also in both services is a period of time set aside for 

announcing church activities that are taking place throughout the week.  Potluck dinners, 

camping trips, Bible study in members‟ homes, and other various activities are advertised to the 

congregation during a portion of the service.  These activities and the time set aside to announce 

them are ways in which the church is promoting togetherness and belonging.  It should be 

mentioned that some of the announcements are not consistent between the two services.  Many 

of the youth activities are only announcing in the contemporary service.  This is most likely due 

to the demographic difference between the services and is also evidence of the split between the 

two congregation of the Third Baptist Church.  

 The divergence between the congregations of each service in regards to belonging leads 

to an important discussion on the relationships between congregants that attend different 

services.  With the two service system, it is not uncommon for churches to experience a split in 

the members of the church (Shultze, 2004).  The introduction of the contemporary worship style 

service can cause the integrity of the overall church family to weaken.  When congregants 

faithfully attend either the traditional or contemporary services, it is not impossible to have little 

or no contact with members that attend the opposite service.  In my interview with the Senior 
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Pastor of the Third Baptist Church, we talked about this issue as well as some of the reasons 

certain people may chose one service over another. 

The demand for media and contemporary worship among younger people 

far outweighs the demand for media among the older generations.  Those 

that attend the contemporary service expect media incorporation and if they 

don‟t get it, they will find another place that does have it. That‟s not to say 

that we don‟t have crossovers.  There are people over 50 [years old] that 

attend the contemporary service, and there are people under 50 that attend 

the traditional. 

Regarding relationships between members, the Pastor had some interesting remarks as well: 

Surveys show that in a church you can know 75 to 100 people.  In a church 

our size [3600 members], it is impossible to know everyone.  Having two 

types of services definitely affects the relationship between members.  In the 

past, our two services were back to back with no break in between. Now, we 

have separated the services and put a small-group Bible study hour in 

between.  This has helped us a lot.  Before we did that, there were 

comments and complaints among members that they were losing touch with 

friends that attended the opposite service from them. 

The gap between members of opposite services served as a catalyst for change in the Third 

Baptist Church due to the innate importance of preserving the sense of belonging that the church 

works to provide.  The pastor explained to me the benefits of the Bible study hour, an hour in 

which congregants are broken into groups to discuss scripture, and how it has affected the 

relationships between members. 

In many ways, we do have two churches in one.  I feel that the Bible study 

hour has drastically improved the communication and relationships 

between members that attend opposite services.  The schedule allows for 

everyone to socialize and run into each other between the worship services. 

During my observation period at the church I witnessed much of what the pastor is expressing 

above.  The hour between services did indeed serve as a time for members to socialize and 

fellowship with one another.  It should be noted, however, that the majority of the Bible study 

groups are divided by age group.  Because of this, many of the members of the small groups are 
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also people that attend the same service.  It would seem that if one of the goals of the Bible study 

hour is to foster inter-congregational relationships, more emphasis would be put on making sure 

the small groups are mixed with both traditional and contemporary members. According to the 

senior pastor, regardless of the age distinctions for the small groups, the Bible study hour has led 

to improvement in intertwining the members of both services. 

 At this point in this discussion, I believe that it would be beneficial to revisit the story in 

the opening chapter regarding my parent‟s decision to leave the very tradition Presbyterian 

church that I grew up attending.  The concept of inter-congregational relationships as well as the 

emergence of contemporary worship and its affect on perceptions and feelings of belonging is a 

key point in the story of my childhood church‟s struggle with change.  The smallish group of 

individuals, including my parents, which banded together to attempt to introduce contemporary 

worship activities into the Presbyterian Church, was met with strong opposition from powerful 

forces within the congregation.  While the contemporary group fought for compromise, the final 

decision of the leadership of the church was to continue worshiping in the traditional manner on 

Sunday mornings.  However, the church bent a bit by offering a Wednesday night meeting that 

incorporated some elements of contemporary worship. 

 These Wednesday night meetings were not held in the sanctuary, but rather in a 

“fellowship hall.”  In this meeting space, there was a small sound system, a stage, and a small 

projection screen.  Following dinner, an associate pastor with the ability to sing and play guitar 

would get on stage and lead an informal contemporary-influenced worship session.  These 

Wednesday night meetings were not particularly well-attended and were mostly made-up of 

members with middle school-aged children that were attending youth group at the same time as 

the fellowship hall meeting.  Pressure and conflict began to build between members in the church 

that desired more contemporary elements and those that wanted to stay the traditional course. 

 In some cases, families and married couples that were friends began to experience 

hostility.  My father, an elder on the leadership committee at the time, found himself to be “on 

the outs” with many members that he considered friends.  The group fighting for the 

incorporation of contemporary worship found themselves being left out of activities, talked down 

upon, and in many ways secluded from the greater church family.  This resulted in many of these 

individuals leaving the Presbyterian Church.  Some of whom had spent well over a decade 

serving and attending the church.  The sense of belonging for these members had faded and, in 
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some cases, disappeared.  All four themes outlined by Thompson and McRae were no longer 

being fulfilled by the Presbyterian Church for the group campaigning for contemporary worship.  

 Perhaps the large presence of the younger generation at the Third Baptist Church, as well 

as the insightful and fair leadership in the church has lead to a more successful incorporation of 

contemporary worship.  While the two service system at the Third Baptist Church is not flawless, 

the leadership and members continue to work towards the maintenance of belonging, friendship, 

and strong relationships.  It is clear through the interviews, observations, and literature that the 

Third Baptist Church has put an enormous about of resources into the maintenance of inter-

congregational relationships and an overall sense of belonging.  The incorporation of media and 

contemporary worship has directly changed the ways in which churches must think about 

relationships and, in the case of the Third Baptist Church, has directly changed the schedules and 

activities of the church as a whole. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND FURTHER INQUIRY 

As I have discussed throughout this project, the evangelical church has been a pervasive 

factor in my life beginning in early childhood.  My experience with the church has been the 

catalyst for many of the research inquiries I have pursued during my academic career.  In this 

project, I had the opportunity to be involved with an evangelical church that provided large 

amounts of interesting data regarding the feelings, opinions, and perceptions of its congregants.  

The emergence of the contemporary worship style and the church‟s incorporation of media 

elements has led to many changes in the way modern evangelical Christianity is experienced and 

practiced.  This study aimed to take a closer look at how these changes are affecting modern 

evangelical Christians.  We looked at ways in which secular elements are both combining and 

conflicting with traditionally “sacred” elements.  I have also discussed the differences and 

similarities in how traditional and contemporary congregants experience the Sunday morning 

worship service emotionally.  Finally, I looked at how the incorporation of contemporary 

worship affects feelings of belonging and the inter-congregational relationships within the 

church. 

 This study utilized elements of grounded theory, auto ethnography, interviewing, and 

participant observation to gather data with the goal of increasing understanding of the 

perceptions of today‟s evangelicals regarding the emergence and incorporation of contemporary 

worship.  From the data gathered in this study, it is clear that the ways in which faith and 

togetherness are communicated are changing in the modern church.  The evolving elements of 

visual and aural communication within church services are directly impacting the religious lives 

of church congregants.  In this final chapter I will discuss conclusions that cut across all three 

chapter themes in the body of the paper and have emerged from the data gathered and the 

analysis achieved through the triangulation of interview data, observation, and literature.  Also in 

this chapter, I will take a look at some of the limitations of this project. Finally, I will discuss 

some concepts and possible future research inquiries that emerged through the conclusions of 

this study. 

Conclusion 1: Two churches in one 

 Early in the data collection process, one of the most obvious themes that emerged was a 

dynamic that arose from the two-service system being employed by the First Baptist Church in 

the study.  Essentially, I noticed that the church seemed to be made up of two distinct 
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congregations both demographically and experientially.  The Third Baptist Church was really 

two churches in one. 

 During my initial interview with the senior pastor of the church, he made mention of this 

phenomenon during a discussion about demographics.  However, I found through the data that 

demographic differences were only surface level observations in regards to distinctions between 

the congregations.  In Chapter Three, these distinctions arise from the congregants ideas about 

sacred elements.  I found that the contemporary congregants were assigning sacredness to the 

media elements and contemporary musical elements, while the traditional congregants remained 

consistent in observing long-established objects and service procedures as sacred.  Ideas about 

what is secular were also shown to be quite divergent between congregations.   

In interviews, traditional congregants often mentioned the projection screen and the fact 

that, in the Third Baptist Church‟s sanctuary, it covers the large wooden cross. Contemporary 

congregants did not mention this in any of our interviews.  In his guidebook for churches that 

intend to incorporate media, Shultze tells an anecdote that mirrors my observation regarding the 

cross in the sanctuary.  He mentions that when asked about the covering of the cross, a 

contemporary advocate once told him, “Oh that‟s ok, we just project a picture of the cross at the 

bottom center of each slide” (p. 22).  That quote is representative of the theme I discussed in 

Chapter Three regarding the changing ideas about sacredness and the incorporation of media 

technology. 

In the literature used for analysis in Chapter Three, we can find links to this overarching 

theme of two churches in one.  In the chapter, I made mention of media richness theory (MRT) 

as well as an interesting study by Carlson and Davis regarding perceptions of richness.  It is in 

the perceptions of congregants that we continue to see divergence between the congregations of 

the Third Baptist Church.  Attendees of the contemporary service were shown to be more likely 

to have more experience with secular media elements, thus their perceptions of media use in the 

church service are much different than those that attend the traditional service.  Carlson and 

Davis explain that if an individual perceives a certain medium to be rich, he or she will 

experience it as rich, with the opposite being true for those that do not perceive the medium to be 

rich.  This may help to explain why many of the congregants that chose to attend the traditional 

service do not desire or appreciate the inclusion of media elements into the worship service.  The 

perspective also strengthens my argument regarding the two churches in one phenomenon. 
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The theme of two churches in one is also visible in Chapter Four within the discussion on 

the differences between how congregants experience the Sunday morning worship service.  This 

chapter explained that contemporary congregants attend worship services with the expectation of 

expending emotional energy while traditional attendees expect to experience a service that 

allows them to invest emotional energy.  The data showed that this difference between the 

congregants can also be observed in the way they experience and communicate the evangelical 

faith.  Observation on Sunday mornings allowed me to watch as the contemporary congregants 

passionately emoted during the worship service, expending emotionally energy with fervent 

enthusiasm.  I was also able to witness the reverent and reflective tone of the traditional service 

as congregants quietly prayed, sang hymns, and participated in time-honored Baptist liturgies. 

Chapter Four shows us that the expectations and goals of the congregants that attend each 

service are different.  The engaging and outwardly powerful nature of the contemporary service 

represents the expectations and goals of the congregants that attend it.  The same is true for the 

traditional service.  This realization provides further support for the theme of two churches in 

one. 

In Chapter Five, I discussed feelings of belonging and the relationships between 

congregants of the Third Baptist Church.  In this chapter, we see some similarities in the goals of 

the church as a whole in regards to fostering a strong sense of comfort and belonging.  

Regardless of the divergence in the ways it is communicated, both services intend to provide 

attendees with an experience that will encourage them to attend regularly and build lasting 

relationship within the church family.  The theme of two churches in one is still apparent within 

this chapter, however. 

Chapter Five included some discussion on conflict and negative effects on interpersonal 

relationships due to the contemporary worship emergence.  While this was not expressly 

observed in the services of the Third Baptist Church or interviews, my personal history with the 

evangelical church provided some perspective as well as evidence regarding the possibilities for 

less than amicable relations between church members.  Evidence to support the theme of two 

churches in one can be found when we look at the ways in which the Third Baptist Church has 

attempted to deal with the problem of a split church.   

In interviews with the senior pastor, it was explained to me that attempts at a blended-

style worship service had failed miserably.  Shultze echoes this in his book when he outlines the 
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disadvantages of blended worship.  The senior pastor offered a somewhat humorous take on 

blended worship, calling it “schizophrenic worship” and also mentioning that a blended service 

“makes everyone equally unhappy.”  After abandoning blended services, the Third Baptist 

Church decided to employ the two service system with an hour of Bible study groups situated 

between the services.  The idea of this hour was to allow an opportunity for congregants from 

both services to intermingle with one another.  In the data I collected, it was clear that while 

some congregants thought the Bible study hour was effective for initiating communication 

between the congregants, others explained that the  study groups were often broken up by age.  

This resulted in less interaction between younger contemporary congregants and older traditional 

congregants. 

The literature utilized in Chapter Five provided support for the conclusion that both 

services carried intentions of promoting feelings of belonging.  Though this chapter served to 

shed light on some continuity between the two services, divergence remained observable through 

the apparent necessity for the church to address the congregational split with the Bible study 

hour. 

It is clear through all three chapters of this study that a theme of two churches in one 

emerged.  Differences in ideas about sacredness, experiences in worship, and attempted solutions 

to a congregational split all served as evidence for this theme.  Also providing support for this 

conclusion was literature from Shultze as well as studies regarding media richness theory and 

finally, belonging. 

Conclusion 2: Religious expression and the goals of the modern evangelical church are changing 

 In my observation at the Third Baptist Church as well as in the interviews I conducted 

with congregants, a theme began to emerge regarding the ways in which modern evangelical 

Christianity is being expressed as well as ostensible changes in the goals of the church.  As the 

Senior Pastor of Third Baptist pointed out in our original interview, the Christian church has 

utilized media elements since the early days of the faith.  Before television screens and computer 

software there were monuments, stained glass artwork, paintings, and numerous other media that 

were intended to communicate the Christian faith.  Cathedrals and temples are among some of 

the most ornate buildings on earth, which is a clear sign that the early church was aware of the 

power of media communication.  As time went on and technology changed, the church continued 

to follow the trends in incorporating media elements to aid in the communication of the religion. 
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 Chapter Three‟s discussion on sacred and secular elements addresses this incorporation. 

The dawn of television, and eventually computers, forced the church to take a look at ways in 

which it may utilize modern mass media to further its work.  In today‟s society, media 

technology is incredibly pervasive and influential, so it is not surprising that its power has been 

noticed by the church.  It can be argued that the ever-increasing presence of media in the lives of 

people has led to changes in expectations, perceptions, and attention.  It is not uncommon in 

today‟s world to see monitors displaying advertisements, entertainment, or various other media 

in locations that were at one time not media saturated.  Gas stations, classrooms, restaurants, and 

other public places have become vessels for mass media communication. Due to the frequency of 

people‟s exposure to media, it seems natural that these elements would make their way into the 

religious lives of the faithful. 

 It is important to realize that the presence of mass media technology in the church has not 

only changed the structural set-up of churches; it has made an impact in the way congregants 

express and experience the religion.  Chapter Four‟s discussion on emotional investment and 

expenditure sheds light on emerging changes in the way the evangelical faith is both experienced 

and communicated.  The sensationalism that is capable of being achieved with modern media 

technology is having an effect on the church service as a whole.  The ways that the sermon is 

taught, the music is performed, and the overall experience of going to a Sunday morning service 

is being altered. 

 The combination of media technology like lighting effects, presentation software, and 

sophisticated audio equipment with contemporary worship trends in music and performance is 

producing a new kind of religious expression for today‟s evangelicals.  Concepts like reverence 

and sacredness are being redefined to fit the expectations and perceptions of contemporary 

congregants.  Louder, more boisterous services are common in evangelical services, going hand-

in-hand with a more outwardly expressive version of evangelical Christianity.  Today‟s church-

goers are expecting Sunday morning services to utilize a more produced, performance-oriented 

style.   

 In order to meet expectations, the goals of evangelical churches are undergoing change as 

well.  By definition, evangelical Christianity has a goal of “spreading the Gospel,” or 

evangelizing for the faith.  The goal of bringing more people to a faith in Jesus Christ and 

Christianity as well as increasing church membership is one that will never change.  However, 
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with the emergence of media technology and contemporary worship, churches must consider 

ways in which it can continue to progress to keep up with the secular world and the expectations 

of both current members and potential new congregants.  A goal of “keeping up with the curve” 

is one that many pastors would likely not admit to, but is certainly a factor in leadership and 

directional decisions. 

 Obtaining and retaining youthful members in a church congregation is an important aim 

for any church as it is one of the most important ways to secure the future.  As I pointed out 

earlier, the expectations of today‟s young people in regards to technology and sensationalism is 

an important factor for church leaders to consider.  Another thing to consider is the importance 

of involving congregants in church activities, including the worship service, with the use of their 

talents and interests.  As the generations of church members continue to become more and more 

media-savvy, churches must find ways to incorporate the skills of these individuals.  Many of 

today‟s contemporary evangelicals possess musical talents, media skills, and performance 

talents.  It is important for churches to provide avenues for these members to communicate their 

faith through the use of these talents and skills. 

 Evidence for changes in religious expression and church goals are addressed in chapters 

three through five.  Changes in perceptions regarding sacredness and the influence of the secular 

world are examples of this.  The emergence of contemporary music and worship that has allowed 

an outwardly emotional service-style to flourish is also leading to changes in the way the 

evangelical faith is being communicated.  Finally, while fostering a sense of belonging and 

family will remain a pervasive goal of the church, changes in the ways churches must think 

about attracting new members and practice evangelism are examples of newer goals rising from 

the incorporation of media and contemporary worship. 

Limitations 

 Inherent in any scholarly study are short-comings and limitations.  As a qualitative piece 

that combined elements of auto-ethnography, grounded theory, interviewing, participant 

observation, and textual analysis, the limitations of this study are consistent with the usual 

weaknesses of qualitative projects.  The first, and most obvious limitation is found when 

considering the sample and span of the project.  Utilizing only one evangelical church limits the 

scope of the study to the phenomena present in the Third Baptist Church alone.  This church was 

chosen due to its use of both a traditional and contemporary service, allowing consistency in the 
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setting.  However, many other evangelical churches have stronger examples of use of media 

technology and the incorporation of contemporary worship.  As evangelical churches go, the 

Third Baptist Church in the study can be said to still be on the traditional side of the scale as a 

whole.  Perhaps an expansion of this project would include several churches, and an emphasis on 

using churches that embody a more extreme example of both contemporary and traditional 

services. 

 Another limitation is shown in the amount of time spent collecting data.  Attending five 

Sundays of church services and conducting ten interviews provided ample data for the purposes 

of this project, but an expansion of that time frame would likely yield much more phenomena to 

analyze.  A traditional ethnographic study would most certainly be conducted over a longer 

period of time, allowing the researcher to become more deeply entrenched in the lives and 

practices of the church members.  Conducting more interviews with congregants, and perhaps a 

larger number of follow-up interviews with church leadership would add more credibility to the 

span of the conclusions found through this study. 

 Inherent in participant observation and interviewing is the limitation of the researcher‟s 

effect on the subjects of the study.  Discussing difficult and often personal subjects such as 

negative effects on relationships or deeply personal religious information is a trying task.  I do 

not doubt that some of my subject‟s unfamiliarity with me affected the level of candidness they 

were willing to exhibit in our interviews.  While I do not believe my observation and note-taking 

activities were seen as conspicuous in the church services, it is not impossible that my data 

collection on Sunday mornings may have had some effect on the actions of congregants that 

noticed me. 

 Personal bias and experience is another contributing factor to possible limitations in this 

study.  My admittance early in the project that I would be including my personal experience and 

knowledge of the evangelical faith in the analysis of themes is consistent with an auto-

ethnographical style.  However, it is impossible to completely remove my bias in regards to the 

type of worship I prefer in my personal life.  Throughout the project, I remained vigilant of my 

personal preferences and attempted to allow all types of worship to be observed and reported in a 

fair manner. 

 The following portion of this chapter will outline concepts that arose during my analysis 

of the conclusions that were shown across the three thematic chapters of this study.  The 
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upcoming portion will also outline some possible directions for future inquiry within the context 

of evangelicalism.  

Changes in the roles of leadership and the layout of church sanctuaries 

Another concept that emerged during my research is how the incorporation of media 

technology and contemporary worship is changing the roles of church leaders as well as the 

buildings that house worship services.  While the church that was chosen for this study meets in 

a traditional sanctuary, it is important to realize how the emergence of technology has forced 

changes in the layout of the building.  Mentioned many times in the study is the incorporation of 

a projection screen in the sanctuary of the Third Baptist Church.  In this particular case, the 

screen has vastly changed the aesthetics of the sanctuary by covering a large wooden cross that is 

mounted on the wall behind the screen.  The main stage area at the front of the sanctuary has 

undergone changes in order to better suit the full band that plays for the contemporary service.   

In my observations on Sunday morning, I noticed that the equipment required for the 

band has a strong effect on the overall look of the front of the church.  When performing the 

traditional service, the stage is adorned with traditional elements such as an organ, an alter, large 

wooden chairs for the ministers, and a communion table.  These elements add to the  reverent 

tone of the service.  Naturally, the subtraction of many of these elements in order to make room 

for the technological equipment required for the contemporary service has a major impact on the 

feelings and tone of the sanctuary itself.  Another change in aesthetic to consider is the 

placement of lighting equipment, a projector, and a large production area that includes the sound 

board, computers, and other technological tools.  The addition of these elements proclaims the 

significance of the contemporary worship movement in that resources must be allocated to obtain 

and maintain their existence. 

Along with changes in the sanctuary come adjustments in the leadership roles of the 

church.  Even though in many cases congregants volunteer to operate and manage the 

technological equipment required to perform a contemporary worship service, churches, 

including the Third Baptist Church, are now searching for and hiring full-time employees for the 

job.  An interview with a congregant that helps with the production of the contemporary service 

shed light on this development: 

“The work that is required to make this (contemporary) service happen is 

getting more and more involved.  I mean, I am pretty good with computers 
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and sound equipment but it is becoming a little more than I can handle by 

myself.  I know that the church is currently interviewing candidates for 

Minister of Media.  It will be great to have a professional in here to work 

all this stuff and I think it will really add to the value of the service.” 

The formation of the position of Media Minister is clear evidence of change in the roles of 

church leadership due to the incorporation of media and contemporary worship.  This large 

allocation of resources is evidence of the church‟s realization of the importance of utilizing 

media technology. 

 Another change in leadership roles that I observed while gathering data affects the 

preaching minister of the church.  Due to the incorporation of media technology, it is now 

increasingly important for the senior pastor to have some knowledge of methods for 

incorporating the technology.  Presentational software has made its way into the sermon and it is 

vital that the minister can not only produce a presentation, but also employ it effectively during 

the service.  Splicing video clips and various other media elements into the sermon is now a 

commonplace occurrence in contemporary worship services and the minister must be able to 

adjust accordingly in order to remain effective. 

 Along with the practical knowledge of using media technology, I observed that the 

contemporary worship emergence is initiating changes in delivery and performance style.  The 

outwardly expressive and charismatic style that defines contemporary worship is not confined to 

the music of the service.  Contemporary congregants expect that the energy of the service, 

including the sermon, will remain consistent with the passionate musical portions of worship.  

This means that ministers may find it necessary to adjust the style of delivery that is utilized for 

the teaching segment of the Sunday morning service.  At the Third Baptist Church, the senior 

pastor did not change the contents of the message between the traditional and contemporary 

service, but a shift in style could be observed.  I observed that the pastor utilized more movement 

around the stage, spoke in louder and more passionate tones, and was a more engaging speaker 

overall in the contemporary service.  

 While the two themes discussed above involve mostly outward changes that have 

emerged from the incorporation of media and contemporary worship, the final theme I will 

discuss addresses inward changes that I feel are involved with the contemporary emergence. 
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Inclusion of secular elements and changes in theology 

 First, I would like to clarify that this final conceptual theme is more of a conjecture than 

an observed phenomenon through this study.  This project never aimed to elucidate theological 

issues within the evangelical faith but rather investigate how media technology is affecting the 

expectations, perceptions, and opinions of today‟s evangelicals.  However, as I look back at the 

data collected and the analysis done with the literature I began to wonder what effects, if any, has 

the contemporary emergence had on the theology of the modern evangelical Church. 

 Attempting to define theological consistencies throughout the multitude of evangelical 

denominations is a difficult task.  Perhaps the only issues that remain absolute are the infallibility 

of the Bible, the necessity of recognizing the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as Savior, 

and the universal responsibility of all evangelicals to share their faith with others in order to win 

more members for the Church (Eskridge, 1995).  However, I speculate that the increasing 

inclusion of secular elements, like media technology, along with the younger generation that 

contemporary worship attracts will have effects on church theology regarding fringe issues such 

as the environment, acceptance of homosexuality, and church leadership roles for women. 

Perhaps issues surrounding sustainability, global warming, and our responsibility as 

stewards of the earth are the most observable issues beginning to leak into the consciousness of 

today‟s evangelicals.  While this may not be a direct result of the contemporary emergence, one 

may be able to draw a line connecting the church‟s increased flexibility regarding secular 

performance technology and possible flexibility regarding these issues. 

   Evidence of environmentalism as an issue for the evangelical church can be found by 

looking at recent cooperation between the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) and a 

group of over 80 prominent evangelicals called the Evangelical Climate Initiative (ECI) (Climate 

Change…2006).  The ECI consists of powerful evangelical leaders such as author and mega-

church pastor Rick Warren, CEO of the Salvation Army Todd Bassett, and Richard Stearns of 

the missionary group World Vision.  The goal of the group is to bring about awareness and 

support among evangelicals regarding the issue of climate change.  The ECI supports the 

findings of Sir John Houghton and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change regarding the 

conclusion that “human-induced climate change is real” (Climate Change…2006). 

 This support of scientific findings regarding climate change is a massively progressive 

step for evangelicals away from traditional beliefs in the church surrounding environmental 



50 

 

issues.  While support for the ECI is still not recognized in every evangelical church, the 

existence of the group alone is strong evidence for shifts in the theology and practices of the 

evangelical Church. 

 Expanding research into the evolving theological practices of the evangelical church and 

its connection to a progressive movement in the church that can arguably include the 

contemporary worship emergence would provide increased understanding of the direction of the 

evangelical faith as a whole.  If the evangelical faith is indeed taking a turn towards the inclusion 

of secular ideals regarding the environment, perhaps issues of sexuality or women in leadership 

roles are soon to follow.  Future research to more fully grasp this change could shed light on 

ways that the secular world can cooperate and connect with the Church in order to promote good 

on a greater scale for all individuals, both church members and non-believers. 

 As it is likely that evangelical Christianity will remain a powerful and important force in 

the culture of the Western world for the foreseeable future, understanding the communicative 

practices and beliefs of this faith will also continue to be an important goal for those that seek to 

work toward the greater good.  Aside from the interesting communication phenomena that can be 

studied and observed within the church, the political and social power of this religion cannot be 

ignored and is an equally compelling reason for continued research and furthered understanding 

of the faith.  
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APPENDIX A: MY PERSONAL CHURCH HISTORY 

 

Evangelical Christianity and Sunday morning worship services have been pervasive 

fixtures in my life as far back as I can remember.  Both sets of grandparents on either side of my 

family tree raised their children in the Evangelical church, and thus both of my parents were 

active in church from an early age.  My faith and church life are to be counted among the most 

important aspects of the makeup of my person.  For this reason, inquiries into the intricacies of 

the Evangelical faith and the Church overall have built upon themselves within me for the 

entirety of my thinking life.  As I began my collegiate coursework, my choice of topics for 

projects, papers, and research ventures bore a consistent thread of examination of various 

phenomena within the Evangelical church.  When the course of my academic career arrived at 

the graduate stage, I began to combine what I had learned about communication theory and 

phenomena with my interest in the Evangelical faith. 

Before beginning the story of my family‟s history in the evangelical church it is 

important to outline the purpose of including this information. The purpose of this appendix is 

two-fold.  First, knowledge of my history and experiences with the evangelical faith will serve as 

an argument for the credibility of my analysis of the phenomena observed in this study.  The 

story of my history in the church demonstrates the intimacy of my experience with the effects of 

the contemporary emergence in the evangelical church.  The second major purpose for the 

inclusion of this story is to provide an example and context for how the incorporation of 

contemporary style worship in the church has and is affecting the communication and lives of 

its‟ members.  The effects that my family and I experienced served as a starting point for many 

of the questions of this study, and for that reason it is important to include the story.   

 Throughout my 24 years of experience with the evangelical church I have had the 

opportunity to be exposed to several styles of worship.  The majority of my childhood was spent 

attending a very traditional Presbyterian church, however due to my involvement in youth 

programs and communitywide inter-church camps I was exposed to contemporary worship as 

well.  The youth group program at the Presbyterian Church was essentially the only component 

of the church that incorporated contemporary worship.  At our meetings on Sunday nights, a 

“praise and worship band” would lead the youth group in a number of contemporary worship 

songs while utilizing presentational software and, on occasion, video clips.  My peers and I 
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relished the opportunity to worship in this way, often admitting to one another our dissatisfaction 

with the traditional Sunday morning service. 

Another opportunity that I had to take part in the contemporary emergence came during 

week-long summer camps.  Every summer, I was involved in two to three different Christian 

camps that served as a way for churches to bring youth together for a fun and enriching 

experience.  The purpose of the camps ranged from community service to a sort of revival-

themed camp in which guest musicians and speakers would attempt to increase the depth of our 

faith in God and the church.  All of the camps utilized contemporary worship and incorporated 

many secular elements into both the musical portions of the services as well as the sermons and 

Bible-study sessions.  References and clips from popular culture were commonly used in 

illustrations and comedy skits, making the camp experience a truly unique event, especially 

compared to the traditional Sunday morning services I would attend at the Presbyterian Church.  

In Chapter Three, I will discuss in more detail this inclusion of secular elements in a chapter on 

the concepts of “the sacred” and “the secular.” 

My complaints about the monotony of the Sunday morning service made it home in talks 

I would have with my parents and eventually, the truth about their feelings regarding traditional 

worship surfaced.  I learned that they too harbored a desire to abandon the traditional style of 

worship as they confessed that the Sunday morning service “did not meet their spiritual needs.”  

I gathered that the needs they were referring to could be described as feelings of engagement and 

communion with both fellow congregants and God.  The traditional service had become 

repetitive and tedious, with each of my parents admitting to feelings of boredom.  When I 

inquired about why these feelings had emerged I learned that my parents had attended churches 

during their youth that were on the cutting edge of the contemporary emergence.  In Chapter # 

we will look more closely at how these feelings differ among congregants that attend traditional 

services and those that attend contemporary services in a discussion on emotional investment 

versus emotional expenditure. 

The late 1960‟s brought about a shift in the worship practices of many evangelical 

churches.  This manifested itself in the inclusion of a new contemporary style of music, an 

abandonment of many liturgies and rituals (responsive readings, the Doxology, recitation of 

creeds), and an overall shift in the attitudes of the congregation members regarding how the 

worship service was to be experienced and performed (Eskridge 1995).  My parents were very 
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much a part of this shift which resulted in their becoming accustomed to the contemporary style 

of worship.  Their decision to join the traditional Presbyterian church when they moved to my 

hometown to start a family came as a result of knowing few people in the community.  The 

friends that they did have were members of the Presbyterian Church, so my parents made the 

decision to join them. 

During my high school years, the activities of the youth group and the growing popularity 

of contemporary worship spurred many conversations between my parents and their peers within 

the Presbyterian Church.  My parents learned that a number of their friends felt similarly to 

themselves regarding their desire to incorporate a more contemporary style in the Sunday 

morning services.  This realization brought about the development of a group within the 

Presbyterian congregation that aimed to make a case with the church leadership regarding the 

incorporation of a more contemporary style.  Ideas ranged from the utilization of two distinct 

services to an adoption of a blended service that would incorporate both traditional and 

contemporary practices.  The group pushing for contemporary worship consisted mostly of 

young couples in their 20‟s and 30‟s along with a few members, like my parents, in their 40‟s. 

The formal and informal leadership of the Presbyterian Church was made up of mostly 

older men and women, along with two or three large and powerful (in our community) families.  

This leadership contingent felt strongly about retaining the traditional style of worship, 

criticizing the contemporary style for its “irreverence.”  The clash in opinions resulted in a split 

among the congregation of the church.  Communication among friends and members in the 

church became strained in many cases and the deterioration of relationships was the result.  

Many members in the progressive group left to seek out churches that incorporated 

contemporary worship.  My parents were among the members that decided to leave after 18 

years of faithful membership and service. 

The emotional strain caused by the loss of friends and the dramatic change in my 

family‟s church life invigorated my desire to study the phenomenon of the contemporary 

emergence.  Due to the amount of personal experience I have had with the emergence, I feel that 

relating my own understanding to the analysis of my collected data will contribute greatly to the 

findings of this project. 
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APPENDIX B: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 . FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 1/16/2008 

 

To: Trevor Williams 

 

Address: 120 Westridge Dr. Tallahassee, FL 32304 

Dept.: COMMUNICATION 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

New Media and the Evangelical Church 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the proposal 

referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of the Human 

Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and has been 

approved by an expedited review process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to weigh the 

risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk and benefit. This 

approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form is 

attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in recruiting 

research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 1/13/2009 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your expiration 

date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your 

approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the 

Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, federal 

regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any unanticipated problems 

or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded that 

he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in the 

department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted 

in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The Assurance 

Number is IRB00000446.Cc: Stephen McDowell, Chair 

HSC No. 2007.955 
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM 

 

THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

Department of Communication 

Researcher: Trevor C. Williams 

Professor Oversight: Dr. Stephen McDowell 

 

New Media and The Evangelical Church 

 

Dear participant, 

 

The purpose of this research project is to investigate the incorporation of new media into the 

church services of the modern evangelical church.  New media includes PowerPoint, video clips, 

audio clips, internet, and other media.  The research is intended to explore what effects new 

media may have on interpersonal communication, collective identity, and church demographics.  

During the months of January and February 2008, I will be observing the services of the church 

as well as conducting interviews with ministers and congregation members.  The observation of 

the services will not involve the participation of individuals, but rather be focused on the 

phenomena occurring in the service.  These services will not be videotaped or audio-recorded.  

The interviews, however, will be audio-recorded and these audio recordings will be stored 

securely with me for five years.  These records can be accessed by contacting me at any time.   

 

Your participation in interviews is voluntary.  Interviews will last no longer than 30 minutes and 

will take place in a location that is most convenient to the interviewee.  If you choose to 

withdraw from the study at any time, you may do so with out penalty and all information 

gathered from you will be omitted and destroyed.  The findings of this research may be 

published or presented at a conference, but any personal information obtained during the course 

of the study will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law (barring your consent to use 

personal information; see below). 

 

No foreseeable risks or discomforts are associated with this study.  Although you may see no 

direct benefit from participation in this study, you information will further our understanding of 

new media and its affect on the Evangelical Church. 

If you have any questions regarding this research study, contact me at 863-289-7222 or 

tcw02c@fsu.edu. You may also contact my guiding professor, Dr. Stephen McDowell by 

telephone at 850-644-8642 or smcdowel@fsu.edu.  The Institutional Review Board for research 

at FSU may be contacted at 109 Westcott Building Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL 

32306-1330, Telephone: (850) 644-9694, Fax: (850) 645-0108 

Thank you for your participation. 

 

mailto:tcw02c@fsu.edu
mailto:smcdowel@fsu.edu
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I give my consent to participate in this study. Furthermore, my signature certifies that I am at 

least 18 years of age. 

 

----------------------------------------                            ---------------------- 

            Printed Name                                                          Date 

 

----------------------------------------                            

               Signature 

 

               

Check the above box if you wish to consent to your real name and information to be included in 

the study.  If you wish to remain anonymous, leave the box unchecked. 
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