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Part 1 

Abstract 

The United Methodist Church’s Call to Action Steering Team Report (the ―Report‖) is an attempt 

to increase congregational vitality throughout the denomination.  The Report claims to be 

―predicated upon sound and accurate understandings.‖  In this series of blog posts, I argue that it 

displays basic problems in statistical analysis and interpretation.  These problems culminate with 

the Report’s ―vitality index‖ calculating that a predominantly white congregation is eight times 

more likely to be vital than a predominantly Hispanic congregation. 

I conclude with some more general observations. 

Introduction 

Early in the process there was strong agreement by the Steering Team that not only 

should eventual recommendations be rooted in the findings of the independent, outside 

organizational audit/assessment called for in the team’s charge from the [Council of 

Bishops], but that all considerations for reordering the life of the church should be 

predicated upon sound and accurate understandings about how to direct resources in 

order to foster vitality in congregations. 

Call to Action Steering Team Report, page 13 

Within the United States, the United Methodist Church (UMC) ―ranks as the largest Mainline 

denomination, the second largest Protestant church after the Southern Baptist Convention, and 

the third largest Christian denomination‖ (from Wikipedia).  The UMC Council of Bishops 

initiated a ―Call to Action‖ to confront declining attendance trends within the United States. The 

Call to Action Steering Team Report (the ―Report‖) is one result of this process. It aims to 

―increase the number of vital congregations.‖ 

My primary interest in the report is whether it’s ―predicated upon sound and accurate 

understandings‖ (as noted in the Report passage above). What helped prompt the following 

analysis is these words in the Report (from page 41): 

Why was so much money spent to find out results that are so patently obvious? 

The CTA mandate called for the use of an independent, qualified, outside expert to 

conduct the operational assessment of UMC structures and processes (districts, annual 

conferences, and the general church). The Steering Team decided early on that, given the 

primary role of congregations in the work of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the 

transformation of the world, a no less rigorous, independent, and objective approach 

should be used in determining best practices for building and sustaining congregational 

vitality and effectiveness. The existence of many competing views on the subject that are 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Methodist_Church
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expressed in books, theories taught by leaders, and in various programs reinforced the 

value of investing in unprecedented data-mining research—as contrasted with opinion 

gathering—that objectively and systematically uses massive amounts of data to determine 

cause and effect relationships. That the results are similar to some conventional wisdom 

and theories is the good news, as are the results that challenge some of our perceptions. 

This gives us opportunities to build on the practical learning of many across the Church. 

The added benefit is that we now have a presentation of complex data with informative 

findings that have been verified by a thoroughly independent and objective group of 

experts using state-of-the-art research tools. 

There are a number of things in this passage that I find confusing or troubling, but I want to 

focus on the claim that, basically, the Report ―objectively and systematically uses massive 

amounts of data to determine cause and effect relationships.‖ There’s a problem with this claim:  

It’s simply false to say a single statistical analysis can determine cause and effect.  It’s 

impossible to determine cause and effect solely using the statistical methods explicitly 

mentioned in the Report. 

Now it’s true that I haven’t taken any undergraduate statistics courses for a few years. It’s also 

true that the statistics courses I took were associated with medical biostatistics rather than a 

business program. So I didn’t learn statistics in the context of the life-and-death struggles to get a 

report onto an executive’s desk in time to make a few extra pennies per share. Instead, I had to 

learn statistics in a delicate academic environment where we had time to learn the basic concepts. 

Unlike the crises that business statisticians face, medical biostatisticians might have to deal with 

the embarrassment of an ineffective and dangerous treatment needlessly killing patients. 

I will be the first to admit that statistical interpretation isn’t easy. If the Report were limited to 

the absurd claim about cause and effect, I wouldn’t even bother to post. In further analyzing the 

Report, I’m of the opinion that it is a deeply flawed statistical analysis and interpretation. Since 

I’m currently between professional opportunities, I might as well take the time to make my 

concerns public. 

In writing this series of blog posts, I have two audiences in mind: 

1. All who are interested in seeing statistics used responsibly. This is a unique opportunity 

to see how statistical analysis occurs in business: these types of reports are almost always 

proprietary. In this case, the client publicly released the Report. (Due to the organization 

and structure of the UMC, this public accessibility should not be a surprise.) I hope this 

becomes in the best sense of the phrase a ―peer review,‖ devoted to illuminating a sound 

and accurate understanding of statistical methods. 

2. Those within the United Methodist Church who might be skeptical of the Report but also 

find it difficult to express this skepticism in the appropriate technical language. 

A quick overview of this series of blog posts: 
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The rest of this post, part 1, will indicate where the Report can be obtained online (as PDF files), 

then provide an overview of the statistical analysis I am criticizing. 

Part 2 takes a closer look at a basic truth: correlation by itself does not imply causation. 

Part 3 looks at some uncomfortable consequences regarding the Report’s vitality index. 

Part 4 takes a step back and looks at the big picture: does the Report satisfy its own objectives? I 

follow with a suggestion, then a summary of parts 1 through 4 (including another look at the 

―Examined Methodology‖ below). 

The Afterword acknowledges my personal interest in this Report. 

The Report’s Location 

Two parts of the Report are currently available here.  ―The Steering Team Report‖ (file name 

CTA_STEERING TEAM_ RPT_1-44.PDF) and ―Congregational Vitality | Towers Watson 

Report‖ (file name CTA_TOWERS WATSON_RPTS_45-126.PDF).  These two files contain 

almost all of my citations from the Report. 

Back in April 2011, the original web page hosting the Report also included the file 

CTA_APEXRPTS_127_248.PDF.  This included Appendixes 7, 8, and 9.  The file currently 

labeled ―Operational Assessment | Apex Report‖ (file name  

CTA_OpperationalAssessment_ RPT_1-44.pdf) only contains Appendix 8. I briefly cite from 

Appendix 7 and Appendix 9. 

The file ―Vitality Research Explained‖ (file name Vitality-Research-explained.pdf) duplicates 

slides and commentary from the Towers Watson Report above. 

Examined Methodology 

I am concentrating on the Towers Watson contribution to the analysis of vital congregations.  

Specifically, I am looking at the ―Data Analysis‖ section. (I’m not qualified to comment on the 

Survey work.)  (As stated on pages 13-14, this Report concentrates on congregations in the 

United States.)  Here is a summary of the Data Analysis (page numbers are citations from the 

Report): 

1. The Steering Team selected a group of measurements that would be used as ―proxies‖ to 

indicate vitality in a congregation. These proxy measurements are also called ―indicators 

of vitality‖ (page 63). 

2. Using the above measurements, Towers Watson (TW) created three groups of 

measurements, each of these groups known as a factor (page 64).  Each of these factors 

was used to assign a score to a congregation. Since there are three factors, each 

congregation received three scores (pages 64-65).  These three scores were used to create 

http://umccalltoaction.org/the-challenge
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a vitality index.  To get to the heart of the matter: in order for a congregation to get the 

label ―high vitality,‖ it had to rank in the top 25% for any of the two scores, and the top 

75% for the remaining third score (pages 66-67). 

3. TW calculated the vitality index for 32,228 UMC congregations.  This index classified 

4,961 UMC congregations as ―high vital‖ (page 68).  Page 69 suggests that ―high 

vitality‖ is a synonym for ―vital congregation.‖ 

4. TW used regression analysis to determine which of 127 measurements had the strongest 

positive relationship with the vitality index (pages 71, 106, 114, 121). Those 

measurements that had the strongest positive correlation with the vitality index were 

labeled ―vital drivers‖ (page 73). 

In part 2 I examine the issue of correlation and causation. 
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Part 2 

Correlation by itself does not imply causation 

(Wikipedia’s article on this subject.) 

For correlation, I’m going to use a description from John Allen Paulos: 

There are various kinds and various measures of statistical correlation, but all of them 

indicate that two or more quantities are related in some way and in some degree, not 

necessarily that one causes the other (Beyond Numeracy: John Allen Paulos; 

―Correlation, Intervals, and Testing‖). 

Paulos mentions that children with bigger feet spell better.  Based on a correlation between foot 

size and spelling ability, we can’t seriously conclude that foot size is a driver of spelling ability 

and start a vigorous foot-stretching campaign. What’s more likely is that older children have 

larger feet than younger children. Not as certainly, older children tend to spell better than 

younger children. 

For another example regarding correlation and causation, consider the following headline: 

Happiness wards off heart disease, study suggests 

(example taken from this page) 

The above headline suggests (to me, anyway) the following scenario: a gloomy patient is talking 

to the doctor. The doctor says, ―You’re suffering from heart disease. You’d better cheer up from 

now on!‖ So the patient cheers up. The patient’s change in mood all by itself causes the heart 

disease to go away, and the patient lives long and happily ever after. 

That absurd scenario is not what the study found.  The study found that there was a lower risk for 

developing heart disease among people who rated higher on the happiness scale.  There could be 

many subtleties in trying to interpret this finding.  To oversimplify: could good health cause 

general happiness, or general happiness cause good health, or maybe some other variable affect 

both health and happiness?  My point in bringing up this example is that even with a statistically 

significant correlation, there can still be disputes about how to interpret such a finding.  (The 

BBC News article linked above quotes three sources regarding what this particular study might 

mean.) 

To summarize: correlation by itself does not imply causation.  It’s easier to see this in the above 

examples, in part because in the examples we already have a sense of how things work.  But 

suppose we’re wandering into unfamiliar territory.  We need more to guide us than just 

correlations uncovered by a single study. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Correlation_does_not_imply_causation
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/8520549.stm
http://jfmueller.faculty.noctrl.edu/100/correlation_or_causation.htm
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What about data mining? 

The section I quoted in the previous post (from page 41 of the Report) suggested that the 

Report’s ―unprecedented data-mining research . . . objectively and systematically uses massive 

amounts of data to determine cause and effect relationships.‖  I suppose establishing cause-and-

effect through one data mining study is possible, but I have a difficult time understanding how 

Towers Watson (TW) has established this.  (TW does not appear to directly make this claim 

about cause and effect.) 

Perhaps an appropriate data mining algorithm could establish cause and effect.  Still, there are 

known ways of misusing data mining.  Michael Berry in 2004: 

In our consulting practice, we have seen how often data mining is misused: 

1. to learn things that aren’t true; or 

2. to learn things that are true, but not useful…. 

Finding data that is inaccurate is more dangerous than finding factual data that is not 

useful because important business decisions may be based on incorrect information. Data 

mining results often seem reliable because they are based on actual data derived in a 

seemingly scientific manner. This appearance of reliability can be deceiving. The data 

itself may be incorrect or not relevant to the question at hand. The patterns discovered 

may reflect past business decisions or nothing at all. Data transformations, within the 

system, such as summarization, may have destroyed or hidden important information. 

With that warning out of the way, what data mining technique did TW use?  From page 111: 

The data mining process used regression analysis, a long-established statistical technique 

used to identify the impact of multiple factors on a specific desired outcome. … 

Regression analysis is commonly used in consumer, employee and political research to 

help identify and prioritize actions that will have the greatest impact on a desired 

outcome. In the Vital Congregations research project, regression analysis was used to 

statistically identify the significant factors that impact the desired outcome – indicators of 

church vitality. 

It’s true that regression analysis is a ―long-established statistical technique‖ used to identify how 

different variables (such as X) correlate with a specific desired outcome (which we can call Y).  

It’s also true that, for decades, text books have including warnings such as the following 

regarding interpreting regression analysis: 

An observed correlation between Y and X should not be interpreted to mean a causal 

relationship between X and Y regardless of the magnitude of the correlation.  The 

correlation may be due to a causal effect of X on Y, of Y on X, or of other variables on 

http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/178
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both X and Y.  Causation should be inferred only after a careful examination of a variety 

of theoretical and experimental evidence, not merely from statistical studies based on 

correlation (Computer-Aided Multivariate Analysis, Fourth Edition: Abdelmonem A. 

Afifi, Virginia Clark, Susanne May; page 118).
1
 

Unless TW used a secret data mining algorithm that establishes cause-and-effect, TW has not 

established cause-and-effect here.  For the rest of this discussion, I will assume that a secret data 

mining algorithm was not used. 

Why say “impact” so much? 

Regression analysis uncovers correlations.  Regression analysis alone does not allow us to talk 

about causation.  So why would management consultants repeatedly use the word ―impact‖ to 

describe the relationship between the ―drivers of vitality‖ and the ―indicators of vitality‖ (pages 

49, 52, 70, 71, and 74 are some of many other examples)? 

I can think of a couple reasons having to do with ―consumer, employee and political research.‖ 

First, since these types of research are often concerned with identifying short-term opportunities 

(in the current marketplace, in the current technological workplace, until the next election), in 

these situations finding correlations might be good enough.  To use a mundane example: suppose 

we find a correlation between ―having a runny nose‖ and ―buying Brand-Z over-the-counter 

decongestant.‖  Surprisingly, this finding might not be a trivial result from a marketing 

perspective: it might tell us, for example, that the people more likely to purchase ―Brand-Z‖ are 

purchasing it for themselves and generally don’t plan ahead.  Informally, we can talk about 

―having a runny nose‖ ―impacting‖ the purchase of Brand-Z.  Strictly speaking, though, we’re 

better off thinking of this finding as being a ―snapshot‖ of a specific opportunity.  For example, 

if a competitor releases a cheaper ―Brand-ZZ‖ in six months, in six months this finding might be 

worthless.  This snapshot could still be a useful short-term opportunity in marketing. 

Second, the desired outcome in these research areas generally has a clear definition.  Some 

possible examples: in consumer research, consumers purchase the product; in employee research, 

the call time is reduced; in political research, voters vote for the desired outcome.  In each of 

these examples, we have a clear understanding of what the desired outcome is.  Let’s consider 

again the example of purchasing Brand-Z.  There might be some question about the details of 

what a purchase of Brand-Z consists of (for example, paying by cash or credit; web, mail order 

or in person), but ultimately there will an exchange of money for the product.  This clear 

understanding of the desired outcome makes it even easier to talk about ―having a runny nose‖ 

―impacting‖ the purchase of Brand-Z. 

                                                             
1 The cited passage is from section 6.13 in Chapter 6: Simple Regression and Correlation.  Page 158 in Chapter 7: 

Multiple Regression and Correlation states: ―The discussion and cautionary remarks given in Section 6.13 also apply 

to multiple regression analysis.‖ 
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The Report’s analysis differs from these scenarios.  The Report’s desired outcome is determined 

by the vitality index, an intricate calculation and ranking process instead of an easily understood 

outcome.  It is completely possible that the regression analysis has merely uncovered correlations 

between the ―drivers of vitality‖ and the way vitality is defined.  In other words, it’s not clear 

what these mathematical relationships mean beyond what’s inside the computer.  Furthermore, 

these could be just short-term correlations.  Without a deeper understanding, we don’t know how 

well these results might generalize several years into the future. 

None of the methods stated in the Report allow us to say cause-and-effect relationships have 

been established.  (Page 114 mentions analysis of variance, ANOVA.  ANOVA can tell us 

whether different sample means likely differ from each other more than due to chance. ANOVA 

does not tell us why they differ.)  To put the situation more bluntly: it’s possible that the UMC is 

about to start the equivalent of a multi-million dollar ―Cheer Up or Else!‖ campaign to fight heart 

disease.  Such an initiative cannot be justified by a single study alone. 

In part 3, I look at a specific problem possibly related to confusing correlation and causation: 

bias in the Report’s vitality index. 
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Part 3 

In this post, I examine the bias of the Report’s vitality index. Specifically, I’m looking at how 

often the vitality index finds congregations vital. (This assignment of vitality takes place prior to 

the analysis that discovers the ―drivers of vitality.‖)  The Report’s stated goal is to increase the 

number of vital congregations.  If we’re trying to increase the number of vital congregations, it’s 

only fair that we make sure everyone is starting in the same place.  If a clearly identifiable group 

is in fact starting out behind other groups, fairness requires us to deal with this imbalance before 

we start any great initiatives. 

What does the Report say about how often different kinds of churches are called vital? 

From page 24 (emphasis in original): 

The reliable statistical findings indicate that high-vitality churches come in all sizes, 

ethnic representations, church settings, and geographies, but they consistently share 

common factors that work together to influence congregational vitality. 

From page 73 (also on page 37 and 47): 

Based on vitality index, Towers Watson found that all kinds of UMC churches are vital – 

small, large, across different geographies, and church setting (e.g., urban, rural) 

From page 115 (emphasis in original): 

The analysis identified four areas described in more detail in the Steering Team report: 

Small Groups and Programs, Worship, Lay Leadership and Pastoral Leadership. These 

areas were not just related to the vitality of a single church or a handful of churches. 

These areas were found to have a strong, positive impact on the Indicators of 

Church Vitality across thousands of churches. There are examples of churches with 

high vitality that have been successful in each of these areas in every district in 

North America, in larger churches, in smaller churches, in predominantly minority 

churches in churches in urban communities and in churches in suburban or rural 

communities. 

One might conclude from the statements above (combined with the discussion on page 102) that, 

everything else being equal, 

 A small congregation has the same chance of being called vital as a large congregation; 

 A congregation in the Northeastern jurisdiction has the same chance of being called vital 

as a congregation in the South Central jurisdiction; 

 A predominantly Hispanic congregation has the same chance of being called vital as a 

predominantly white congregation. 
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In all three of the above cases, one would be wrong. 

Larger congregations are more likely to be vital 

We don’t have to look far in the Report regarding congregation size and vitality.  From page 69: 

While larger churches are more likely to be vital than smaller churches there are many 

high vital churches across all church sizes 

This could be an important finding: larger churches are more likely to be vital.  This result could 

have important operational implications: for example, it could make it easier to justify closing 

smaller congregations.  But after further reflection, I’m not sure what this finding (―larger 

churches are more likely to be vital than smaller churches‖) is actually telling us: 

 It’s possible to interpret this finding to mean that an essential thing called―vitality‖ is 

more likely to express itself in larger congregations. It’s also possible to interpret this 

finding to mean that larger congregations have an easier chance at meeting the Report’s 

definition of ―vitality.‖ There could be other possible interpretations. Without any 

research beyond one study showing a correlation, how can we choose between these 

competing interpretations? 

 We’re told that one of the ―key drivers of vitality‖ is ―Mix of traditional and 

contemporary worship services‖ (page 73).  I can’t help but read page 84 and think, ―This 

mix of services only helps churches with an average weekly attendance (AWA) of at least 

350.‖ 

 Another ―key driver of vitality‖ is the Number of Small Groups & Programs (page 73).  

Page 75 says, ―Regardless of size, more vital churches have more small groups.‖ On page 

75, I don’t see that big a difference in the number of small groups for churches with an 

AWA below 100. I don’t see much of a larger difference on page 76 and page 77 either.  

This brings to mind two issues: (a) statistical significance does not necessarily mean 

clinical importance (―statistical significance‖ only means that there’s a difference that’s 

likely greater than chance alone); and (b) I can’t help but wonder if the ecological fallacy 

is at work here in the Report. (From the Wikipedia link: ―An ecology fallacy is a logical 

fallacy in the interpretation of statistical data . . . whereby inferences about the nature of 

specific individuals are based solely upon aggregate statistics collected for the group to 

which those individuals belong.‖) 

 The previous two points about how smaller churches should implement the ―key drivers 

of vitality‖ are not trivial since they would affect many churches in the U.S.  In the U.S. 

in 2008, UMC churches with a membership below 100 accounted for 10% of church 

membership, but 47% of all churches (page 189).  Admittedly, church membership below 

100 is not the same measure as church AWA below 100; my point here is that there are 

many smaller churches in the U.S. 

http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page084.png
http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page076.png
http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page077.png
http://www.acponline.org/clinical_information/journals_publications/ecp/julaug01/primer.htm
http://www.acponline.org/clinical_information/journals_publications/ecp/julaug01/primer.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_fallacy
http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page189.png
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How much more likely is a larger congregation to be vital (compared to a smaller one)?  Page 69 

does not say.  But it does display a pie chart showing ―Percent of Total Vital Churches by 

Church Size.‖  (Incidentally, the total number of vital churches in this pie chart is 4,971.  This 

differs from the total of 4,961 vital churches given on pages 37, 68, and 111.) 

Next I want to take a closer look at the analysis on page 102.  I’m going to use a hypothetical 

example to help sort out the issues involved. 

(The next section might be difficult for someone who hasn’t worked with some of these concepts 

before.  That’s OK.  The most important point of the next section is that despite some vague 

reassurances, the Report does not analyze the question of vitality index bias.) 

An example 

Let’s imagine a company with 1000 employees: 500 of ethnic group 1, 500 of ethnic group 2.  

This company hires independent consultants to select employees as noteworthy employees, 

employees who will be studied for what they can teach everyone about being employees. 

In the first step of their analysis, the independent consultants choose 150 noteworthy employees: 

60 happen to be from group 1, and 90 happen to be from group 2.  We can summarize this in 

TABLE 1 below: 

Ethnic Group Noteworthy 

(By Ethnic Group) 

Total Employees 

(By Ethnic Group) 

Proportion of 

Noteworthy 

Employees 

Group 1 60 500 12% 

Group 2 90 500 18% 

TOTAL 150 1000 15% 

TABLE 1 (hypothetical example) 

The independent consultants are getting ready to move on to the next step in their analysis.  

Suppose we freeze the action right here and take a closer look at TABLE 1.  I can think of two 

possible reactions to the above table: 

 ―It looks like employees in each group are being called noteworthy at about the same 

rate.  After all, 12% and 18% are pretty similar numbers. This looks fair.‖ 

 ―Why are employees in Group 2 fifty percent more likely to be called noteworthy than 

employees in Group 1?  This isn’t fair!‖ 

We can think of the question here as, ―Are employees being selected for noteworthiness at the 

same rate for each group?‖  Now I’m not going to claim that statistics alone can resolve this 

question, but statistics can help clarify it.  If we think of this problem in terms of whether 

ethnicity and noteworthiness are independent of each other – the variable of ethnicity and the 

variable of noteworthiness – we can analyze this situation using a statistical test any first-year 

http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page069.png
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statistics student should have seen: the chi-squared test of independence.  In running this test, 

we’re checking for independence of the two variables.  If the two are independent, we can 

reasonably ignore any difference in noteworthiness as just a random difference.  If the two are 

not independent, we need to consider that the assignment of noteworthiness might not be ―co lor-

blind.‖ 

When we run the chi-squared test of independence, we get an associated p-value.  We can 

interpret this value as saying that, assuming the two variables are independent, what is the 

probability of getting this observed result? Typically a result that is less than 0.05 (5%) is 

considered statistically significant and we reject the assumption of independence.  If the p-value 

is less than 0.05, we conclude that the two measurements are not independent of each other.  If 

the p-value is at least 0.05, we can assume that the two measurement are independent of each 

other.  (Usually when analysts look at p-values, they want to find statistically significant results 

and reject the assumption of independence – to oversimplify, this could mean they’ve found 

something worth studying.  In this particular case, however, we don’t want to find a statistical 

significant result: we want to find a p-value equal to or greater than 0.05.  In order to assume that 

noteworthiness assignments are color-blind, we want to keep the assumption of independence.) 

If the independent consultants run the chi-squared test of independence, in this particular case the 

associated p-value is 0.010 (see Appendix C for details).  Since this value is less than 0.05, we 

should conclude that ethnicity and noteworthiness are not independent of each other (the 

assignment of noteworthiness might not be colorblind).  In other words, the difference in 

noteworthiness between group 1 and group 2 cannot be dismissed as simply due to chance alone.  

This test by itself does not tell us why there is a difference.  It only gives us evidence that a 

difference exists.  We need to investigate further. 

Now contrast the above discussion with the following responses: 

 The independent consultants could say, truthfully, ―Employees in ethnic group 1 and 

ethnic group 2 have been found to be noteworthy.‖  It is true that both ethnic groups are 

represented in the group of noteworthy employees.  This statement does not address how 

often employees in each ethnic group have been found noteworthy, which is the question. 

 The independent consultants could run regression analysis and say, truthfully, that 

(according to the regression analysis) ethnicity does not correlate significantly with 

noteworthiness.  (Page 102 of the Report basically does this.)  The regression analysis 

answers a different question: given that we know an employee’s ethnicity, can we use 

that alone to predict whether that employee has been labeled noteworthy?  And of course 

we shouldn’t be able to: the noteworthy designation isn’t common!  Only 15% of all 

employees have the noteworthy designation.  (Even the group with the most noteworthy 

employees, group 2, sees only 18% of its employees deemed noteworthy.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pearson%27s_chi-squared_test
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 The independent consultants could produce a chart like the one in Figure 1A and say, ―As 

you can see, the numbers in the chart are very similar.‖  This is also a true statement: all 

the numbers in the chart are Hindu-Arabic numerals. 

 
Ethnic Group 

% of Noteworthy 
Employees 

% of Not 
Noteworthy 
Employees 

% of All Employees 

Group 1 40 52 50 

Group 2 60 48 50 
Figure 1A 

With regards to the Report’s vitality index, in a couple of instances we can run the chi-squared 

test of independence for ourselves.  We can combine the data on page 68 with data from page 

102′s Figure 1 and take a closer look at jurisdiction and the vitality index (Appendix A), and 

predominant ethnicity and the vitality index (Appendix B).  We can then go ahead and run the 

chi-squared test of independence on these two data sets (Appendix C). 

Remember: in these cases, we want the associated p-value for each test to be at least 0.05.  (This 

is because we want jurisdiction or ethnicity to be independent of the vitality index.)  For each of 

these tests (according to the software package R) we get a p-value of  

less than 0.000 000 000 000 000 22.  This p-value is less than 0.05. 

Using the same format as TABLE 1, let’s take a look at these numbers. 

“Vitality” by Jurisdiction and “Vitality” by Predominant Ethnicity 

Jurisdiction Number of High 

Vitality Churches  

Total Number of 

Churches  

Proportion of High 

Vitality Churches  

North Central 1,091 6,768 16.1% 

Northeastern 595 6,768 8.8% 

South Central 992 5,479 18.1% 

Southeastern 2,034 11,280 18.0% 

Western 248 1,611 15.4% 

TOTAL 4,960 31,906 15.5% 

TABLE 5 (from Appendix A) 
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Ethnic Group Number of High 

Vitality Churches 

Total Number of 

Churches 

Proportion of High 

Vitality Churches 

Asian 15 355 4.2% 

Black 278 2,224 12.5% 

Hispanic 5 290 1.7% 

White 4,663 29,070 16.0% 

TOTAL 4,961 31,939 15.5% 

TABLE 8 (from Appendix B) 

I want to focus on TABLE 8. The Report’s stated goal is ―to increase the number of vital 

congregations.‖ We can think of TABLE 8 as the ―starting line.‖  Why is there such an obvious 

discrepancy among congregations with different predominant ethnicities?  (Even more 

important: why doesn’t the Report discuss this discrepancy?)  This is not in keeping with the 

stated Social Principles (PDF) of The United Methodist Church.  To quote two representative 

sentences from ¶162A) Rights of Racial and Ethnic Persons: 

We define racial discrimination as the disparate treatment and lack of full access to 

resources and opportunities in the church and in society based on race or ethnicity. 

We support affirmative action as one method of addressing the inequalities and 

discriminatory practices within our Church and society. 

Specifically, what are we to make of the Hispanic demographic being so poorly represented 

among ―vital‖ congregations? 

One might try to diminish the importance of this result by saying, ―We’re only discussing 290 

congregations here.‖  That’s true.  It’s also true that the ―vitality index‖ only identified about 5 of 

these congregations as ―vital.‖  If the ―vitality index‖ identified vitality for this demographic at 

the same rate it did for predominantly white congregations, it should have identified about 46 of 

these congregations as vital.  More importantly, however, we’re dealing with a demographic that 

is one of the fastest growing in the United States.  The Report claims that some of the factors it 

hopes to reverse are ―the four-decade decline in membership; an aging and predominantly Anglo 

constituency‖ (page 10).  If the Report systematically neglects this important demographic, I’m 

not sure where the Report’s value lies. 

One might complain about this being a ―fluke.‖  The Report repeatedly tells us that its results are 

reliable (pages 7, 24, 34, 38, 39, 40, 60, 107, 110, 111) and representative (pages 34, 38, 60).  In 

a discussion of results being representative and reliable we are explicitly told that ―Churches 

from ethnic minorities (Asian, Black, Hispanic) are represented‖ (page 60).  If in fact such 

churches are not properly represented in the Report, page 60 would have been an excellent 

opportunity to say so. 

One might wring one’s hands and protest, ―We have to follow the data wherever it leads us.‖  

This response ignores (1) one of the Guiding Principles was that of being inclusive (page 51); (2) 

http://www.umcsc.org/PDF/boards/SocialPrinciples.pdf
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/03/24/hispanics-account-for-more-than-half-of-nations-growth-in-past-decade/
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the Steering Team chose the definition of vitality themselves (page 63); (3) the Report provides 

no evidence of any checking for vitality index bias. 

One might try to argue, ―The vitality index isn’t meant to be the only definition of vitality.‖  The 

Report used this definition of vitality to allegedly undercover ―crystal clear findings that are 

actionable‖ (page 73). 

Finally, one might want to start talking about the good intentions and hard work of the authors of 

the Report.  All I can say to this is that the Report relies upon on a measurement that outputs 

biased results.  Being inclusive requires that this output be explained.  Page 4 of the Report calls 

for ―a much greater emphasis on outputs as contrasted with intentions and activities…‖  An 

investigation of this biased output would be a great place to start. 

What else is there? 

Towers Watson concludes one section of the Report by saying: 

Recognizing that there are many expressions of church vitality, some of which are not 

readily measurable, the research findings will serve as only one input to decisions taken 

by the project Steering Team in determining the implications and significance of the 

drivers of church vitality (page 107). 

In the next post, I take a look at this bigger picture. 
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Appendix A 

Number of High Vitality 

Churches (Total) 

Total Number of Churches High Vitality Churches 

Proportion 

4,961 32,228 15.4% 

TABLE 2 (values taken from page 68 of the Report) 

Jurisdiction Proportion of High Vitality 

Churches 

Proportion of UMCs in 

North America 

North Central 22% 21% 

Northeastern 12% 21% 

South Central 20% 17% 

Southeastern 41% 35% 

Western 5% 5% 

TOTAL 100% 99% 

TABLE 3 (values taken from page 102, Figure 1) 

I don’t know how to account for the TOTAL of 99% (rounding error?). 

 

Jurisdiction Number of High Vitality 

Churches (by Jurisdiction) 

Total Number of Churches 

in North America 

(by Jurisdiction) 

North Central 4,961 × 22% = 1,091 32,228 × 21% = 6,768 

Northeastern 4,961 × 12% = 595 32,228 × 21% = 6,768 

South Central 4,961 × 20% = 992 32,228 × 17% = 5,479 

Southeastern 4,961 × 41% = 2,034 32,228 × 35% = 11,280 

Western 4,961 × 5% = 248 32,228 × 5% = 1,611 

TABLE 4 (Raw counts computed by multiplying TABLE 2 and TABLE 3 values) 

I admit these values are too precise (in other words: I didn’t use significance arithmetic).  I 

figured the above would be more accessible to a wider audience. 

Jurisdiction Number of High 

Vitality Churches 

(by Jurisdiction) 

Total Number of 

Churches  

(by Jurisdiction) 

Proportion of High 

Vitality Churches by 

Jurisdiction 

North Central 1,091 6,768 16.1% 

Northeastern 595 6,768 8.8% 

South Central 992 5,479 18.1% 

Southeastern 2,034 11,280 18.0% 

Western 248 1,611 15.4% 

TOTAL 4,960 31,906 15.5% 

TABLE 5 (TABLE 4 values repeated, with proportion for each jurisdiction added.) 

The TOTAL for High Vitality Churches above is likely missing a church due to rounding. 
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Appendix B 

Number of High Vitality 

Churches (Total) 

Total Number of Churches High Vitality Churches 

Proportion 

4,961 32,228 15.4% 

TABLE 2 (values taken from page 68 of the Report) 

 

Ethnic Group Proportion of High Vitality 

Churches 

Proportion of UMCs in 

North America 

Asian 0.3% 1.1% 

Black 5.6% 6.9% 

Hispanic 0.1% 0.9% 

White 94.0% 90.2% 

TOTAL 100.0% 99.1% 

TABLE 6 (values taken from page 102, Figure 1) 

TABLE 6 suggests 0.9% of UMCs in North America are not included in this specific analysis 

(the total percentage for Proportion of UMCs in North America does not equal 100.0%).  My 

guess is that some records had missing or unknown values for Ethnic Group.  

Ethnic Group Number of High Vitality 

Churches (by Ethnic Group) 

Total Number of Churches 

in North America  

(by Ethnic Group) 

Asian 4,961 × 0.3% = 15 32,228 × 1.1% = 355 

Black 4,961 × 5.6% = 278 32,228 × 6.9% = 2,224 

Hispanic 4,961 × 0.1% = 5 32,228 × 0.9% = 290 

White 4,961 × 94.0% = 4,663 32,228 × 90.2% = 29,070 

TABLE 7 (Raw counts computed by multiplying TABLE 2 and TABLE 6 values) 

I admit these values are too precise (in other words: I didn’t use significance arithmetic).  I 

figured the above would be more accessible to a wider audience. 

Ethnic Group Number of High 

Vitality Churches 

(by Ethnic Group) 

Total Number of 

Churches (by Ethnic 

Group) 

Proportion of High 

Vitality Churches by 

Ethnic Group 

Asian 15 355 4.2% 

Black 278 2,224 12.5% 

Hispanic 5 290 1.7% 

White 4,663 29,070 16.0% 

TOTAL 4,961 31,939 15.5% 

TABLE 8 (TABLE 7 values repeated, with proportion for each ethnic group added) 
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Appendix C 

(I used R version 2.14.0 running on Win32) 

 Noteworthy Not Noteworthy TOTAL 

Group 1 60 440 500 

Group 2 90 410 500 

TOTAL 150 850 1000 

 

> group1 = c(60, 440) 

> group2 = c(90, 410) 

> chisq.test(data.frame(group1, group2)) 

        Pearson's Chi-squared test with Yates' continuity correction 

data:  data.frame(group1, group2)  

X-squared = 6.5961, df = 1, p-value = 0.01022 

From Appendix A: 

 High Vitality Not High Vitality TOTAL 

North Central 1,091 5,677 6,768 

Northeastern 595 6,173 6,768 

South Central 992 4,487 5,479 

Southeastern 2,034 9,246 11,280 

Western 248 1,363 1,611 

TOTAL 4,960 26,946 31,906 

 

> groupNC = c(1091, 5677) 

> groupNE = c(595, 6173) 

> groupSC = c(992, 4487) 

> groupSE = c(2034, 9246) 

> groupW = c(248, 1363) 

> tblNE = data.frame(groupNC, groupNE) 

> tblSC = data.frame(tblNE, groupSC) 

> tblSE = data.frame(tblSC, groupSE) 

> tblW = data.frame(tblSE, groupW) 

> chisq.test(tblW) 

        Pearson's Chi-squared test 

data:  tblW  

X-squared = 317.3571, df = 4, p-value < 2.2e-16 
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Appendix C (continued) 

From Appendix B: 

 High Vitality Not High Vitality TOTAL 

Asian 15 340 355 

Black 278 1,946 2,224 

Hispanic 5 285 290 

White 4,663 24,407 29,070 

TOTAL 4,961 26,978 31,939 

 

> groupA = c(15, 340) 

> groupB = c(278, 1946) 

> groupH = c(5, 285) 

> groupW = c(4663, 24407) 

> tblB = data.frame(groupA, groupB) 

> tblH = data.frame(tblB, groupH) 

> tblW = data.frame(tblH, groupW) 

> chisq.test(tblW) 

        Pearson's Chi-squared test 

data:  tblW  

X-squared = 98.0471, df = 3, p-value < 2.2e-16 
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Part 4 

In this post, I take a step back and look at the Report’s bigger picture. 

“Increase the number of vital congregations” 

The Report repeatedly emphasizes a quantifiable goal: to ―increase the number of vital 

congregations.‖  We see this goal stated on pages 14, 23, 26, and 29.  The last sentence on page 

23 indicates the urgency: 

Anticipated resources and the urgency to increase the number of vital congregations 

require a near-term reduction in scope and scale of general Church work to regain 

momentum. 

The current webpage (screenshot) containing parts of the Report has this introductory sentence 

(emphasis in original): 

Extensive research analyzed the factors that made our churches vital and vibrant. The 

biggest concern? There are so few vital churches. 

I think that, technically, this goal should be restated as ―increasing the percentage of 

congregations that are vital.‖  A congregation is either vital or not vital.  (We can’t speak about 

―average vitality‖ in this situation.)  Suppose we start out with 50 vital congregations out of 100 

total congregations (this is ―Before‖ in the chart below).  With this starting point, imagine there 

are three different scenarios that increase the number of vital congregations to 100, as shown 

below: 

 Number of Vital 

Congregations 

Total Congregations Proportion of 

Congregations That 

Are Vital 

Before 50 100 50% 

After (Scenario One) 100 1000 10% 

After (Scenario Two) 100 200 50% 

After (Scenario Three) 100 160 63% 

 

Strictly speaking, by the single measure of ―increasing the number of vital congregations,‖ all 

three of the above scenarios have succeeded equally.  Each scenario has ―increased the number 

of vital congregations‖ by the same amount: 50.  But that’s absurd: it’s not enough to increase 

the number of vital congregations.  We’d prefer to do so most efficiently (scenario three).  The 

―percentage of congregations that are vital‖ measure captures this intuition. 

If we think of our goal as ―increasing the percentage of congregations that are vital,‖ we need to 

take another look at the Report’s method of counting vital congregations: the vitality index.  

Specifically, we need to look at the definition of the vitality index. 

http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/part4cap.png
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A closer look at the vitality index’s definition 

Suppose someone came to us and said, ―We have a problem: less than half of our children are 

above average!  We need it so ALL of our children are above average!‖  Two thoughts: 

 It’s impossible for every member of a group to be ―above average.‖ 

 By itself, ―below average‖ is not an insult.  It’s just a statement saying how a 

measurement of one member in a group compares to that same measurement for 

everyone else in that group.  In and of itself, above or below average tells us nothing.  It’s 

completely possible for an above-average performance to be sub-par (in a group of 

unprofitable stores, an above-average store is one that loses money more slowly than 

others).  In a different situation, it’s possible for a below-average performance to be 

outstanding (among Hall of Fame players, a player with below-average statistics among 

Hall of Fame players could still have been welcome on many teams). 

Now let’s imagine a situation much closer to the vitality index in the Report. 

Imagine that we have a professional sports league that has been suffering declining attendance.  

Its commissioner decides to hire a management consultant to help turn around the problem.  The 

management consultant decides that the goal is to increase the over-all quality of play in the 

league, and to do so develops the following methodology: 

1. Identify player excellence by analyzing performance in three areas: Offense, Defense, 

and Leadership. 

2. Create a combined measure from the above factors in order to identify Really Good 

Players. ―Really Good Player‖ here has a technical definition, and it consists of saying 

(roughly) that a Really Good Player is one who is above average in at least two areas. 

(Note that a Really Good Player is, by definition, ―above average‖ in the sense of being 

above the league average. Further analysis shows that about 15% of the league’s players 

in any given year will turn out to be Really Good Players.) 

3. By using sophisticated statistical analysis, identify those traits that are associated with 

being a Really Good Players. 

4. Use those traits as the basis for more research on improving over-all quality of play in the 

league. 

The league commissioner might ask, ―What does all this have to do with improving league 

attendance?‖  Instead, the league commissioner takes one look at this report and exclaims, 

―Wow, this is great! You’re identified our problem: only 15% of our players are Really Good 

Players!‖  Two thoughts about how the commissioner’s response about the lack of Really Good 

Players completely misses the point: 

 The purpose of identifying Really Good Players is to specify role models in order to 

improve performance for the entire league.  It is not to grade good and bad players.  It is 
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not to identify players who can do no wrong – a Really Good Player cannot use that label 

to justify being paid 100 billion dollars. Failure to be a Really Good Player does not by 

itself mean a player should be released from a team – this should go without saying. 

 In any given year, about 15% of players (and only about 15% of players) will always be 

called Really Good Players. 

This hypothetical situation with the league commissioner is similar to the Report. 

 The Report states that the vitality index was not intended to be a grade of individual 

congregations (page 37, repeating what is on page 113). 

 The vitality index as used in the Report defines a congregation as ―vital‖ if that 

congregation is above average in at least two areas out of three (pages 66-67).  Based on 

how the vitality index is defined, I think that the vitality index will always identify 

roughly 15% of congregations as vital, give or take a couple of percentage points due to 

sampling differences.  (We can’t be sure of this: the Report fails to divulge the details of 

the factor analysis model.) 

Remember: our restated goal is ―to increase the percentage of congregations that are vital.‖  If 

the method of counting vitality always returns the same percentage, how can we talk about 

increasing this percentage? 

To summarize, I have no idea how the authors of the Report were planning to measure the 

increase in the number of vital congregations. 

Why is the United Methodist Church even doing this? 

Ultimately, I’m not clear on what this emphasis on ―vital congregations‖ is supposed to 

accomplish.  The closest the Report gets to stating ―what the problem is‖ would likely be the 

following paragraph: 

While the world-wide economic crisis was an important impetus in igniting the [Call to 

Action] effort, the sense of urgency that propelled the work was prompted by a much 

wider array of factors. These included the four-decade decline in membership; an aging 

and predominantly Anglo constituency; declines in worship attendance, professions of 

faith and baptisms; and other unfavorable trends related to clergy health and job 

satisfaction, decreases in giving, and concerns about the vitality of our engagement with 

and service to communities in the United States and Europe (pages 10-11). 

The Report talks about the need for quantifiable measures (e.g., page 34).  The paragraph quoted 

above provides some simple ones: membership; age and diversity of constituency; worship 

attendance; professions of faith and baptisms; monetary giving.  So what does the Report do?  It 

creates its own ―vitality index‖ and talks extensively about the apparent relationships between 

this vitality index and ―drivers of vitality.‖  The Report then fails to demonstate any relationship 
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between either the ―vitality index‖ or the ―drivers of vitality‖ with the denomination-wide 

measures mentioned above! 

For example, the Report neglects to show how these drivers of vitality will change the age 

distribution of the constituency.  Page 194 mentions that the United Methodist Church has 

―approximately half the US age representation in the age 18 to 44 generations.‖  Yet for all the 

Report’s talk of small groups, page 78 tells us that the ―Number of programs for young adults 

and adults‖ ―did NOT have a significant impact on vitality.‖  How well are 18 to 44-year-olds 

represented in the so-called vital congregations?  We don’t know.  It could be that these 

congregations are finding other ways of connecting with this demographic.  It could also be that 

these congregations are still failing to include this demographic but in a more lively manner.  I 

repeat: we don’t know. 

The Report fails to demonstrate how emphasis on ―vitality‖ will reverse the declines quoted 

above.  It’s true that ―Growth‖ is one of the factors constituting the vitality index, but it’s only 

one factor out of three (page 64).  We don’t know any of the factor loads, so we don’t know how 

much weight each indicator of vitality receives.  So what we have is an unclear and complicated 

relationship between ―vitality‖ and ―Growth.‖  On top of this, we have to assume (a) the 

membership and budget trends of the past five years and the trend in giving for the past three 

years will all continue indefinitely into the future; and (b) the growth of these ―vital‖ 

congregations will offset the total of losses throughout the denomination.  These assumptions 

sound more like wishful thinking instead of an analysis that’s been ―verified by a thoroughly 

independent and objective group of experts.‖ 

When business managers talk extensively about ―quantifiable measures,‖ to me it’s a polite way 

of saying, ―It’s about money.‖  I simply can’t find any clear statement in the entire Report 

regarding what the fiscal problem is.  The closest statement we get is probably this one on page 

132: 

The economic model of the Local Church(s) has not been managed to harmonize the 

expense structure with the volume (membership/attendance) trends. 

What might a ―harmonized expense structure‖ sound like?  I can’t find any sample chords in this 

Report.  It’s almost as if all that’s left is to make noises in the name of ―vitality.‖ 

A simple suggestion 

For all the talk of quantitative measures, I don’t see why the denomination can’t just talk about 

money.  Money is a problem that organizations have been dealing with for centuries.  Income has 

to at least match expenses: many people can understand this. 

This fiscal concern is an objective measure, yet at the same time it manifests itself differently in 

specific congregations.  A growing suburban congregation will not have all of the same concerns 

http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page132.png
http://thesunroseclear.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/page132.png
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as an urban congregation in a transitioning neighborhood with a transitional population.  A rural 

congregation with an older population will have different concerns as well.  Each of these 

congregations would have different concerns regarding prudent planning and sustainable 

stewardship.  It would be more helpful to explore commonalities among these unique 

experiences rather than take a high-altitude approach that pretends all congregations have the 

same problems. 

There’s also a moral dimension to openly talking about money.  For example, more complicated 

measures of success can hide injustice.  Two ―indicators of vitality‖ are ―Annual giving per 

attendee‖ and ―Change in annual giving per attendee over three years.‖  These measures do not 

appear to be offset by expenses.  In addition, a congregation in a wealthy prosperous community 

will have an easier time excelling at these measures than a congregation in a poorer community.  

This ―objective‖ ―vitality index‖ as defined appears to set rich against impoverished, a peculiar 

way of engaging in ministry with the poor. 

If an organization can’t talk about its money problems openly and honestly, I think this makes it 

more difficult for donors to trust it with money.  The United Methodist Church is not alone in 

dealing with fiscal problems. 

Summary 

It’s difficult to know Towers Watson’s role without seeing the relevant engagement letter 

(perhaps that engagement letter will be released to the entire denomination soon).  Here’s my 

current attempt to summarize the above: 

The Steering Team states that it began with an ―unflinching recognition of decades of decline in 

membership and attendance, less engagement and influence in communities than desired, aging 

constituencies and leaders, and financial strains‖ (page 6).  It also claims that it began with a 

―commitment to work from a foundation of facts rather than opinions by commissioning research 

based on extensive data-mining and objective methods for identifying relevant trends, behaviors, 

and issues‖ (page 7). 

The Report seems to think that ―objective‖ generally means: 

 Not subject to peer review; 

 No need to disclose how a factor analysis model was created or the factor loadings of the 

finished model; 

 Refusing to divulge the results of the model in particular cases (page 37). 

The original Call to Action group affirmed this work should start ―with no preconceived ideas of 

what will continue, be changed, or be ended‖ (page 11).   I’m not impressed that a group 

consisting of several managers (pages 12-13) imagined that ―no preconceived ideas‖ meant 

hiring management consultants. 
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Anyway, let’s revisit the ―Examined Methodology‖ section from part 1: 

1. The Steering Team selected a group of measurements that would be used as ―proxies‖ to 

indicate vitality in a congregation.  These proxy measurements are also called ―indicators 

of vitality‖.   (As mentioned here in part 4, note that two of these indicators appear to 

measure income without deducting expenses.) 

2. Using the above measurements, Towers Watson (TW) created three groups of 

measurements, each of these groups known as a factor.  Each of these factors was used to 

assign a score to a congregation. Since there are three factors, each congregation received 

three scores.  These three scores were used to create a vitality index.  To get to the heart 

of the matter: in order for a congregation to get the label ―high vitality,‖ it had to rank in 

the top 25% for any of the two scores, and the top 75% for the remaining third score.  (As 

mentioned here in part 4, it appears that the vitality index’s primary task is identifying 

congregations that are ―above average.‖) 

3. TW calculated the vitality index for 32,228 UMC congregations.  This index classified 

4,961 UMC congregations as ―high vital.‖  Page 69 suggests that ―high vitality‖ is a 

synonym for ―vital congregation.‖  (As noted in part 3, the designation ―vital 

congregation‖ is not shared at the same rate by congregations of different predominant 

ethnicities.  Failure to address this bias violates the Social Principles of the United 

Methodist Church.) 

4. TW used regression analysis to determine which of 127 measurements had the strongest 

positive relationship with the vitality index.  Those measurements that had the strongest 

positive correlation with the vitality index were labeled ―vital drivers.‖  (Part 2 points out 

that all we can reasonably conclude based on one study is that the ―vital drivers‖ correlate 

with the Report’s definition of vitality.  Part 3 raises some additional questions regarding 

how useful these ―vital drivers‖ actually are.) 

The original Call to Action group ―emphasized that organizational change is essential but that 

before redesigning existing structures, we must assess the operation, structures, and relationships 

of the entire system, including general agencies, the Council of Bishops, and the Annual 

Conferences.  The group urged the use of an outside, independent consultant to objectively guide 

that process‖ (page 12). 

It’s not clear to me whether any independent consultant guided the next two points: 

 The Report’s rousing call to ―increase the number of vital congregations‖ could be 

nothing more than a call to ―increase the number of above-average congregations‖ (this is 

discussed above in part 4). 

 The Report fails to show how its methodology will impact the denomination-wide trends 

it’s meant to address (this is also discussed above in part 4). 

The Afterword concludes this series. 
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Afterword 

As an infant, I was baptized in a United Methodist congregation.  I left the denomination when I 

was old enough to decide for myself where to spend Sunday mornings.  The past few years have 

seen me returning to church.  This returning is very much a story-in-progress, and in any event is 

best left for another time and perhaps another place. 

The Call to Action Steering Team Report claims to be something new under the sun.  This Report 

reminds me of some of the reasons why I left the church for the first time.  Here are two of them. 

Patterns of leadership 

I don’t want to say that all leaders are like this, but there are often a select few who self-select 

themselves into leadership positions.  These select few often have an influence beyond their 

numbers due to their style: they often dominate discussions and come off as experts on every 

subject.  They have no time for questions or for doubts, whether from themselves or from others: 

the meek and the gentle need not serve with them.  The passage from the Report’s page 41 which 

was quoted in part 1 (about ―cause and effect relationships‖) is one passage in the Report that 

reminds me of this style of leadership.  It is a leadership style of which I am not particularly 

fond. 

Page 19 calls for leaders 

to forge strong coalitions, joining with willing partners who agree to disagree about lesser 

matters and setting aside many passionate causes in order to focus instead on overarching 

goals for the greater good. Choosing to continue behaviors that arise from narrow 

interests and subordinate objectives will lead to increased divisiveness and accelerate the 

current disintegration. 

The above is a perfectly noble sentiment in the abstract, yet who decides what are ―lesser 

matters‖ or ―narrow interests‖ or ―subordinate objectives‖?  Will these priorities be determined 

by a process closer to broadly inclusive deliberation or closer to American managerial 

groupthink? 

The future could be about creating numerous and diverse places to scatter seed, sustainably, year 

in and year out.  Or it could be about which low-level manager can take credit for most birds 

nesting during the previous quarter. 

Role of Interpretation 

The Report states over and over and over again about the importance of objective measures.  But 

being objective does not automatically make something meaningful.  Take the numeral 8: it is an 

objective concept, but its objectivity by itself does not mean that every use of the numeral is 

meaningful.  A concrete example, adapted from John Allen Paulos’ book Innumeracy: ―4+4=8‖ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-selection_bias
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Groupthink
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is an objective, true statement of arithmetic.  It does not follow from this statement that 4 cups of 

water plus 4 cups of popcorn equals 8 cups of soggy popcorn.  This claim about soggy popcorn 

is an objective statement, yet it does not represent a meaningful application of arithmetic.  In 

order to apply mathematical statements in a meaningful way, we have to interpret them. 

I’m not certain about interpretation in mathematics.  I don’t know what academic study these 

practical considerations fall under.  I have an undergraduate degree in math, but interpretation 

itself only came up occasionally and informally.  I hope it’s OK to point out that mathematical 

interpretation involves tradition, reason, and experience.  (These three elements aren’t isolated; 

they overlap and interfuse one another.)  Tradition gives us basic notation (Hindu-Arabic 

numerals such as ―1‖ and ―3‖ indicate the numbers ―one‖ and ―three‖), basic ideas (perhaps we 

can―zero‖ as ―nothing standing for something‖), and more recent concepts.  Reason includes not 

only the basic steps of calculation, but it can also involve larger questions of coherence with our 

goals.  Experience consists of not only how each of us learned the rudiments of counting, but 

also helps us find our goals.  Again, these aren’t isolated from each other.  For example, 

experience draws on traditional notation in order to express itself.  Reason can draw on 

experience to find new proofs of familiar truths.  Tradition can draw on reason to persuade rather 

than rely on the weight of custom. 

Interpretation also involves acknowledging our limitations.  No one should think of me as an 

authority on statistics.  Trust, but verify.  Similarly, acknowledging our limitations opens us up 

to what others contribute. 

The Report’s vision of applied mathematics assumes an analysis that mechanically outputs a 

single unambiguous authoritative conclusion.  This isn’t a harmless difference of opinion.  The 

Report’s vision threatens to cut off needed discussions before they start, all in the name of a 

pseudoscientific objectivity. 

Cargo cult science 

During his commencement speech at California Institute of Technology in 1974, Richard 

Feynman spoke (PDF) about what he called ―cargo cult science‖ (since these remarks were made 

in 1974, they don’t necessarily capture current practice in the South Seas; this date would also 

account for his mention of ―the other fellow‖): 

In the South Seas there is a cargo cult of people. During the war they saw airplanes land 

with lots of good materials, and they want the same thing to happen now. So they’ve 

arranged to imitate things like runways, to put fires along the sides of the runways, to 

make a wooden hut for a man to sit in, with two wooden pieces on his head like 

headphones and bars of bamboo sticking out like antennas—he’s the controller—and 

they wait for the airplanes to land. They’re doing everything right. The form is perfect. It 

looks exactly the way it looked before. But it doesn’t work. No airplanes land. So I call 

these things cargo cult science, because they follow all the apparent precepts and forms 

http://calteches.library.caltech.edu/51/02/CargoCult.pdf
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of scientific investigation, but they’re missing something essential, because the planes 

don’t land. 

Now it behooves me, of course, to tell you what they’re missing. But it would be just 

about as difficult to explain to the South Sea Islanders how they have to arrange things so 

that they get some wealth in their system. It is not something simple like telling them 

how to improve the shapes of the earphones. But there is one feature I notice that is 

generally missing in cargo cult science. That is the idea that we all hope you have learned 

in studying science in school—we never explicitly say what this is, but just hope that you 

catch on by all the examples of scientific investigation. It is interesting, therefore, to 

bring it out now and speak of it explicitly. It’s a kind of scientific integrity, a principle of 

scientific thought that corresponds to a kind of utter honesty—a kind of leaning over 

backwards. For example, if you’re doing an experiment, you should report everything 

that you think might make it invalid—not only what you think is right about it: other 

causes that could possibly explain your results; and things you thought of that you’ve 

eliminated by some other experiment, and how they worked—to make sure the other 

fellow can tell they have been eliminated. 

Details that could throw doubt on your interpretation must be given, if you know them. 

You must do the best you can—if you know anything at all wrong, or possibly wrong—to 

explain it. If you make a theory, for example, and advertise it, or put it out, then you must 

also put down all the facts that disagree with it, as well as those that agree with it. There 

is also a more subtle problem. When you have put a lot of ideas together to make an 

elaborate theory, you want to make sure, when explaining what it fits, that those things it 

fits are not just the things that gave you the idea for the theory; but that the finished 

theory makes something else come out right, in addition. 

In summary, the idea is to try to give all of the information to help others to judge the 

value of your contribution; not just the information that leads to judgment in one 

particular direction or another. 

Others have used this metaphor in different contexts.  In The Trouble With Nigeria, Chinua 

Achebe criticized Nigerian leaders for displaying a ―cargo cult mentality.‖ 

As we begin 2012, it’s an open question whether the United Methodist Church will fully 

embrace a cargo cult methodology. 

S. B. Wiegner 
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