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                         Assessing and Reflecting on Parish Culture 
 
 
This packet includes a number of assessment forms and considerations related to parish culture.  
 
1) Please compete each form and make notes as needed. This can be a rather quick process. Top of 
the head will do. We want you get an a sense of some of the possible ways of looking at 
organizational culture.   
2) Then focus on one assessment that you find more interesting or useful. Give that a bit more 
thought. You’ll be asked to share some of your thinking in a small group. 
 
Many of the assessment forms provided in Shaping the Parish are intended for general parish use. 
That isn’t the case here. Some of what follows is best used for those in leadership positions with 
responsibilities of pastoral oversight and strategic direction.  
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Appreciative Exploration Process of the Parish 
 
PROCESS 
 
1. Interview one-on-one (5 min each) 
2. Share highlights and discuss interviews in groups of six (20 min) 
3. In whole group - Hear summaries from groups (themes -- on newsprint) (30 min) 
 
QUESTIONS – Work with just one or two that most interest you. 
 
1. What have been the high points in the life of the parish during the past two years? - - When 
people felt most alive, excited, energized, involved, committed, fulfilled, etc.? 
 
2. What has the parish done “really well” over a period of time? 
 
3. What factors (leadership approach, strategy, climate, values, processes, etc) in the parish have 
made significant contributions toward organizational excellence, health, effectiveness, or 
faithfulness? 
 
4. What possibilities exist within the parish for an even better life and ministry? Factors that already 
exist to some degree and could be built-on, expanded or renewed. 
 
5. Where is the parish strongest in spiritual practices (Eucharist, Daily Office, Community, 
Reflection, Service)? 
 
Robert A. Gallagher 2006, 2010 
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Troubled Organizational Cultures - Assessment 
                          Based on Deal and Kennedy 
 
 

1. An Inward Focus    Not paying attention to contextual trends and forces 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

2. Short Term Focus      Need adequate time on strategic issues 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

3. Morale Problems    People are chronically dissatisfied, feel like victims; high turnover 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

4. Fragmentation/Inconsistency   Different standards regarding dress, speech, work, etc. for groups of people. 
They do not come together when common effort is needed. 

I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 
organization 

 
5. Emotional Outbursts    Anger, a pattern of crisis – drinking, couple in trouble, health issues 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

 6. Subculture Issues 
 

a. Subcultures ingrown – the needed regular exchange across subcultures does not take place 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

b. Subcultures clashes surface – different subcultures try to “outdo” the others 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

c. Subcultures become exclusive 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 

d. Subcultures preempt shared organizational values 
I see a lot of this   1   2   3   4   5   6 I do not see this in the 

organization 
 
COMMENTS:                                                                       
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WORSHIP CATEGORIES: CONGREGATIONAL CULTURE 
 
 
These categories are based on those suggested in Episcopal Life, April 1999. 
 
TASK A: 
Review the categories below and fill in the chart. 
 

 
CATEGORY 

 
RANK ORDER THE 
DEGREE TO WHICH 
IT IS EXPRESSED IN 
YOUR 
CONGREGATION 
[6 is most present, 5 is 
next, etc. Give “0" to any 
that are not at all present] 

 
YOUR 
WILLINGNESS 
TO LEAD 
(clergy) OR 
PARTICIPATE IN 
(laity) ON A 
REGULAR 
BASIS 
WORSHIP IN 
THAT 
TRADITION 
[5 is high, 1 is low] 

 
YOUR 
COMPETENCE 
FOR LEADING 
(clergy) OR TO 
PARTICIPATE 
IN (laity) ON 
A REGULAR 
BASIS 
WORSHIP IN 
THAT 
TRADITION 
[5 is high, 1 is low] 

 
Prayer Book Catholic: “full, rich liturgy, good 
music, beautiful ceremonial, good use of 
building, nice visual stuff, icons” (Neil 
Alexander) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Broad Church: desire to be as comprehensive 
as possible; broad, liberal spirit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Anglo Catholic: sensual elements - incense, 
bells, images; sing the liturgy; attention to the 
beauty of the liturgy 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Evangelical: “Respectful treatment of scripture, 
sermon based bon the text for the day with 
some special invitation to change your life and 
the sense that Communion is more like supper 
with your friend than an audience with the king 
... minimal amount of ceremonial, maximum 
amount of quietness and dignity..won’t be 
entertainment” (Hugh Magers) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Charismatic: “may be prayers for healing... 
speaking in tongues .. Freer style of prayer.. 
Uplifted hands” (Ruth Meyers) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Innovative: Moving beyond the Prayer Book or 
adding to it. Reordered space, liturgies, elements 
borrowed from other denominations. 
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TASK B: The following are comments by people interviewed for the article that describe “bad” and 
“good” liturgy. How are they present in your parish? 
 

 
COMMENT -- description of “bad” or “good” 
liturgy 

 
HOW IS IT PRESENT IN YOUR PARISH? 

 
Sloppiness 

 
 

 
Inattention 

 
 

 
Anything that makes the congregation into an 
audience 

 
 

 
Just going through the motions... focused on 
the mechanics 

 
 

 
Lost of mystery 

 
 

 
Not plumping the depths of what is before us 
and we rush on to quickly to create something 
new 

 
 

 
Maintain recognizable pattern - a stability 
undergirding the variations (in any category)  

 
 

 
Transcendent and Immanent 

 
 

 
Worship that speaks of another age and 
connects us with the past, and worship that is 
immensely contemporary 

 
 

 
 
TASK C: What is your response to Bruce Jennecker’s statement below? Do you share it? How would 
you change it? Have you experienced it? 
 
“I pray earnestly for the time when we would not name our liturgical styles. Why should Anglo-
Catholics have all the pageantry and all the mystery? And why should the evangelicals have the quiet 
time and the focused response to the word? And why should the social gospel activists have all the 
good slogans and all the energy for changing the world? My hope is that we will have the potential for 
worship that is all of those things.” 
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Assessing Organizational Culture 
 
Assess your organizational culture according to these possible expressions. 
 

 
Sense of community 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Sense of being on my 
own 

 
Passive 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Active 

 
Open 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Closed 

 
Warm 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Cold 

 
Dependent 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Interdependent 

 
Erratic, shallow interests 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Deeper, stronger 
interests 

 
Flexible, adaptive 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Narrow response range 

 
Oddness, uniqueness 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Conformity 

 
Demanding work  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Easy work 

 
Easy pace 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Driven 

 
Open to examining the 
organizational culture 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Closed to examining 
the organizational 
culture 

 
Suspicious 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Trusting 

 
Responsive 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Unresponsive 

 
Authoritarian 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Democratic 

 
Vision focus 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Details focus 

 
Competitive 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Cooperative 

 
Not competent - 
therefore needs tight 
supervision or work that 
doesn’t matter 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Competent - 
individuals or teams 
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CONGREGATIONAL CULTURE: TENSIONS IN SOME CONGREGATIONS 
 
This tensions have been observed in congregations by participants in the Church Development Institute. 
 
 
A spirit of abundance &      Do with little, save, 
 generosity   <------------------------------------------------> the less expensive   
         way 
 
Hospitality   <------------------------------------------------> “Take care of me” 
 
 
Hospitality   <------------------------------------------------> Anger, rage toward 
                                                                                                                      each other, hostility 
 
 
Complex, rich culture         <------------------------------------------------>   Nothing that is     
   -smells, sound, silences,                    offensive 
     sights; beauty         
 
Adult - people make   <------------------------------------------------> People are 
 choices        protected from what   
                     makes them anxious 
 
Widely owned         <------------------------------------------------>   Turf 
 
Long term health  <------------------------------------------------> Short term    
         satisfaction 
 
 
 
 
Note: even the “healthier” cultural characteristics can become harmful if they do not continue to adapt over 
time. Therefore, it is important that adaptability and flexibility become characteristics of the culture. Otherwise 
this year’s “healthy” culture may become next year’s problem. 
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                THE CHURCH: ANALOGIES AND IMAGES  
 
People naturally make the analogy between the Church and other groups with which they are familiar: 
clubs, corporations, families and so on.  References to "organized religion" or "institutionalized 
religion" reveal the assumption that the Church is just one more form of human organization.  
 
While the process of making analogies with the club, corporation, etc., is inevitable, it creates serious 
problems for the proclamation of the Gospel. People liken the Church to "various associations which 
are consciously and voluntarily formed for the pursuit of common interests, ideals or goals. The idea is 
that a group of individuals band themselves together because they find they have convictions, needs or 
aims of a similar, if not identical, sort; and they are prepared to cooperate in the cultivation of their 
shared purposes." People come to the conclusion that the Church is a "society created by human 
enterprise and designed to serve particular human ends," that it is created by the "agreement of a 
number of individual persons who presumably define the terms of their association and its goals."  
 
The New Testament word for "Church" - ekklesia in Greek - conveys a different set of assumptions. It 
refers to a gathering of people who have been "called out," summoned, to be something and do 
something together. This is the term the ancient Greeks used to describe the calling of a "town 
meeting." The Greek version of the Old Testament used this term to refer to the "assembly" of Israel, 
summoned at God's command by a leader like Moses or Joshua. "Church means, not corporation and 
not club, but a collection of people who have been called out together by a voice or a word or a 
summons which comes to them from outside." (Last emphasis added).  
 
The Church is not a club-like-minded people who gather to pursue a common interest. It is not 
essentially a corporation (even though parishes may be legally incorporated) -a structure of human 
design which organizes labor and resources toward the end of producing a product and making a profit. 
It is not an agency -a human structure for identifying and meeting material and social needs. It is not a 
political movement -an association of persons who share a cause. It is not even a family, as attractive as 
that image may be -a group of people tied together by kinship, or adoption of one another, who sustain 
these relationships for their own sake. The Church shares elements in common with all of these groups, 
but if any of these images overshadows the understanding of "called community" in the ordinary 
language, methods and behavior of the parish, the Gospel is being negated.  
 
All quotations in this subsection are from Understanding the Faith of the Church, Seabury Press, NY, 1979, Chapter 
10.  
 
Alice B. Mann, Incorporation of New Members in the Episcopal Church, Ascension Press, Philadelphia, 1983 
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The Church: Analogies and Images 
 

      IMAGE MISSION/ 
PURPOSE 

ROLE OF PRIEST EVANGELIZATIO
N 

STEWARDSHIP WHAT HOLDS IT 
TOGETHER? 

 
CLUB 
 

     

 
FAMILY 
 

     

 
CORPORATION 
 

     

SOCIAL 
CHANGE 
MOVEMENT 
 

     

SOCIAL 
WELFARE 
AGENCY 
 

     

MENTAL 
HEALTH 
CENTER 
 

     

 
PEOPLE OF 
GOD 
 

     

 
BODY OF 
CHRIST 
 

     

 
People naturally make the analogy between the Church and other groups with which they are familiar: 
clubs, corporations, families and so on.  References to "organized religion" or "institutionalized 
religion" reveal the assumption that the Church is just one more form of human organization.  While 
the process of making analogies with the club, corporation, etc., is inevitable, it also creates a problem. 
"People come to the conclusion that the Church is a "society created by human enterprise and designed 
to serve particular human ends," that it is created by the "agreement of a number of individual persons 
who presumably define the terms of their association and its goals." …  "Church means, not 
corporation and not club, but a collection of people who have been called out together by a voice or a 
word or a summons which comes to them from outside." (Richard Norris, Understanding the Faith of the 
Church, Seabury Press, NY, 1979) 
 

 
From Fill All Things: The Dynamics of Spirituality in the Parish Church, Robert A Gallagher, Ascension Press, 
2008 
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Commitment  and Organizational Culture  
 
Model developed be John Meyer and Natalie Allen suggests that commitment is a mix of three 
elements 
 
1. Affective commitment – Emotional attachment to the organization 
2. Continuance commitment – Cost the member/employee associates with leaving 
3. Normative commitment – Feelings of obligation to remain 
 
Sugato Lahiry uses a model of culture to explore the relationship between culture and commitment. 
Findings are tentative. See Training & Development, April  1994 
 

Elements of 
   Commitment 
 
       Patterns of  
      Organizational 
      Culture 

 
 
 
 AFFECTIVE 
COMMITMENT 
 

 
 
 
 CONTINUANCE 
  COMMITMENT 

 
 
 
  NORMATIVE 
COMMITMENT 

 
Constructive 
Cultures 
Members encouraged to interact 
with others and approach tasks in a 
manner that meets higher order 
needs. Styles of achievement, self-
actualizing, encouraging, affiliative. 
 

 
 
The culture 
influences 
commitment if 
people believe that 
the work experience 
they are having is the 
result of 
management policies. 

  
 
No significant relationship 
 
Question – is this 
commitment more the 
result of family or societal 
culture  

 
Passive/Defensive 
Cultures 
Members believe they must protect 
their own security in interaction 
with others. 
Styles of approval, conventional, 
dependent, avoidance. 
 
 

  
High relationship 
between culture and this 
form of commitment. 
 
People are protecting 
their status and security. 
 
Stressful; may not 
produce high 
productivity. 

 
 
 
No significant relationship 

 
Aggressive/defensive 
Cultures 
Approach tasks in a forceful way 
so as to not threaten own security. 
Styles of oppositional, power, 
competitive, perfectionistic 
 

  
Some relationship 
between culture and this 
type of commitment 
 
Expected to act 
aggressively. 
 
Stressful 

 
 
No significant relationship 

 
1. Draw a circle. Make it into a pie chart by assigning each type of culture a segment. What percentage of your 

organizational culture is made up of each element? 
2. What is the impact on commitment in your organization? What do What do you experience? 
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 THREE MOVEMENTS OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 
 
This model is based on the work of Henri Nouwen in Reaching Out, Doubleday & Co., 1975 
 
Nouwen writes that “the spiritual life is that constant movement between the poles of loneliness and solitude, 
hostility and hospitality, illusion and prayer. The more we come to the painful confession of our loneliness, 
hostility and illusions, the more we are able to see solitude, hospitality and prayer as part of the vision of our 
life.” 
 
 REFLECTION ON THE PARISH 
 
This is an opportunity to contemplate your congregation by using the framework of “the three movements”.  
Circle phrases or add your own comments in the various categories.  Your objective is to see clearly.  Try to 
avoid getting into how to change things. 
 

         LONELINESS               
SOLITUDE 

 
§ Greedy, needy, clinging, 

exploitative, dependent, sentimental 
   § Mutual respect, consideration, for           

individuality, allows aloneness 
§ A place of rivals and competition    § Capacity to be still and silent 

         together 
§ Seem to be driven by a need for 

words and events that bring 
immediate satisfaction 

   § Capacity to listen uncomfortable 
words 

§ Seem to assume that togetherness is 
“the solution" 

   § Value those who listen to their  
inner voice 

 
§ See parish as a place to take away 

our loneliness 
    

§ Not OK to be “closed” for now,  
have difficulty honoring and 
projecting our own inner life 

    

 
 

        HOSTILITY 
 

           HOSPITALITY 
 

§ Impatient, frustrated, busy fearful, 
aggressive, passive 

   § Receptive, safe boundaries, 
question and experiment without 
fear; Invites openness while 
honoring uniqueness 

 
§ Parish life if crowded with things to 

do, events, expectations, pressure 
   § Touches pain and death with 

compassion 
§ Running from pain and death    § Sees the parish as a space in 

which people might be changed 



 12 

§ Sees new people as a danger to the 
way are; or to be used for parish 
needs 

   § Children are valued 

    § There is a “defined” culture, a 
sense of who we are as a 
community of faith; there are 
limits and  boundaries with 
flexibility 

    § Receptivity and challenge 
 
 
 

        ILLUSION             PRAYER 
§ Discussion and prayer seems trivial, 

full of platitudes 
   § Longing for “reality” 

§ Illusion of immortality; 
sentimentality, violence, overly 
serious 

   § Acceptance of our own and life’s 
complexities; humor, life as fragile 
gift 

§ Making idols of our dreams    § Community provides training and 
support for prayer and spiritual 
life 

§ Seeking quick healing; sense of 
desperation for fulfillment 

   § Patient, a waiting community, 
acceptance of God’s  presence 
and absence 

§ Illusion of control of self and 
others; church (parish) the result of 
human efforts 

   § Parish’s depth is by God’ 
          Initiative 

§ Prayer is an “add on” to our 
togetherness 

   § Prayer is at heart of parish life 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 


