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Single People’s Experience of Church

Introduction

This paper presents the results of some primary research into single people’s experience of church at the beginning of the 21st Century.  The prime motivation for this is my experience as a ‘never married’ single person as an ordinary church member and subsequently during training for ordained ministry.

After outlining the aims and objectives, background information is provided indicating the approximate UK-wide situation regarding numbers of single people in the church and in society as a whole.  The overall findings of a detailed literature review are presented before a description of the methods used for my primary research.  The findings of the primary research are central to this paper; a number of conclusions and areas for potential further work are identified.  Since this project is also a learning exercise, a brief discussion of this aspect is also included.

The report is arranged with the tables towards the back of the report, in the order to which they are referred in the text.  Additional detailed information is provided in the Appendices.

Aims and Objectives

The aim of this dissertation is to explore single people’s experience of church at the beginning of the 21st century.  An extensive literature review has been undertaken to establish a ‘map’ of the current work in this area.  The primary research involved using questionnaires and interviews, involving both single people and church leaders, to answer questions about single people’s experience of church life.

Background

According to HMSO statistics, in 1992 approximately 36% of people aged over 16 living in the UK were single [1].  Although the figures from the 2001 census are not yet available, it is evident that the prediction [2] that by 2020 one in three people will live alone is well on the way to being realised (e.g. a BBC news report on11 January 2002 [3]
).  Within my own tradition, it has been observed that ‘within most Baptist churches, singles are a significant group’ [4].   Yet, even here, the perception is that ‘single people are generally in a minority in our churches’ [5].  As long ago as 1993, the Evangelical Alliance (EA) ‘Singularly Significant’ project, discovered that, out of nearly 300 churches surveyed, almost 35% of people over eighteen years of age were single [6]. 

As part of the Level 1 module CS1a, I undertook a theological reflection focussing on single people in the church.  This included an informal assessment of the makeup of my home church.  Of forty adult members there were 4 never-married, 3 divorced/separated and 3 widows – i.e. 25%.  Whilst this is a minority, it remains a significant proportion of the church.  My impression of the congregations at my placement churches is that the proportion of single people is similar but usually unrecognised.  Ten years after the EA project, the situation seems, broadly, unchanged.  Whether 25-35% is seen as ‘a minority’ or as a ‘significant group,’ it remains a fact that many churches are either ignorant of, or choose to ignore, this part of their membership.  

The title ‘single’ is ambiguous and can be used to describe anyone not currently involved in a relationship: never-married, separated, divorced, widowed, etc.  Whilst my interest in undertaking this research stems from to my own ‘never-married’ status, similar issues affect are likely to affect other lone adults, be they divorced, separated or widowed.  Furthermore, the term ‘never-married’ is not entirely helpful, since people who fit this definition may be in long-term heterosexual or same sex relationships, either of which may include children.  Beyond any of these definitions are those who come to church alone, sometimes referred to as ‘Sunday Singles.’

The primary focus of my research is people who are currently living a single life – i.e. lone adults.  Much of the literature appears to be aimed at younger adults who see their status as temporary (i.e. until a partner arrives) and focuses on relationships and ‘everyday’ life.  In this project, I deliberately focussed on the less frequently explored field of church life.

Literature Review

I have undertaken a broad survey of available literature on singleness, including Christian and secular authors and both fiction and non-fiction.  To find material I ‘cast the net’ widely including areas of relationships, ethics, spirituality, preaching and pastoral care.  To complete the literature search before beginning the primary research, only books published to the end of 2001 were included.  However, in March 2002, a further significant document, Kristin Aune’s Single Women, Challenge to the Church? was published.  This overlaps significantly with my research, though focuses mainly on younger women (aged under 30) and only evangelical churches.  

Keyword searches were used in various libraries, directories and Amazon books to discover literature available in this field (see Table 1).  Despite the apparently large number of books and papers identified by keyword searches, closer inspection revealed many duplicates, and that a considerable proportion were irrelevant, e.g. because ‘single’ referred to a ‘single market economy.’  However, as evidenced by the bibliography, I have reviewed a large range of material available in this field.

The discussion of literature reviewed uses a number of categories: -

(i) denominational publications

(ii) general Christian literature

(iii) secular work

(iv) fiction

Inevitably there is some overlap between material reviewed under the various headings, however, it is useful to indicate the range included.

Denominational Publications

The review of denominational material is not exhaustive, being limited to that identified from keyword searches or of which I was already aware.  Despite its limited scope, a fairly consistent picture emerges.

Baptist Union (BU)

Belonging: A Resource for the Christian Family published in 1994 presents a fairly honest picture of a church that is ‘in danger of marginalising this growing section of society’ [7].  Drawing on the work of the EA Consultation on Singleness, it presents statistical data and suggests ways in which the church could be more welcoming to all categories of lone adults.  In common with the majority of literature reviewed, there is a significant emphasis on sexuality and ethics, evidenced by the case studies provided for discussion.

The ethical aspects of sexuality are further considered in Making Moral Choices [8].  Two case studies are provided giving a negative portrayal of single people, either as desperate to be married or ‘cynical’ about marriage.  Notably in this book ‘single’ is identified with ‘never married’; a separate chapter considers the ethics of divorce (as distinct from issues relating to people who have been divorced).

Methodist Conference

In 1989, the Methodist Conference debated a document entitled A Christian Understanding of Family Life, the Single Person and Marriage of which clauses II27 – II36 related to single people [9].  Here, singleness is seen to provide the individual with great ‘freedom’ without the constraints of family life.  Again, there is a significant focus on sexual ethics and the focus is ‘never married’ persons.
By 1992 the document had been extensively discussed, and the statement finally adopted by Conference shows considerable revision to the discussion on single people [10], which now accounted for almost a quarter of the document.  Whilst retaining a significant statement on sexual ethics, it noted the need of a broad range of single people within the church to be given support and opportunities for growth.

Roman Catholic

The Catechism of the Catholic Church includes in the section on the sacrament of marriage the following:

‘We must also remember the great number of single persons who, because of the particular circumstances in which they have to live – often not of their choosing – are especially close to Jesus’ heart and therefore deserve the special affection and active solicitude of the Church, especially of pastors.  Many remain without a human family, often due to conditions of poverty…’ [11] (Italics in the original)

Whilst undoubtedly well intentioned, and being unusual in noting that singleness may not be chosen, this makes rather patronising reading.  As noted by Walsh [12] it is clear that single people are ‘an afterthought to the marital paradigm.’

Overall

It is encouraging that at least three major Christian denominations have recognised the need to explore the concept of ‘singleness’ in relationship to church life, ethics and pastoral support.  However, the material reviewed can appear patronising and sex-obsessed; for the ‘never-married’ person past the age of around 30 or for people who are ‘single again’ they offer very little.
Christian Literature

The majority of material reviewed originated from Christian sources, and is too extensive to discuss in detail here. Brief discussions of each item are given in the annotated bibliography, Appendix 1.  Most of this material came from publishing houses associated with the more ‘evangelical’ and/or ‘conservative’ parts of the Christian church.  Much is written by and for women, generally in their twenties, with the focus usually being relationships and sex (or, more accurately, how to avoid it unless/until marriage occurs)
.  Some authors seem to feel that single women need special advice on practical matters such as money management, house and car purchase, nutrition and even choosing clothes!

Even where the provenance of the works is more ‘liberal’ Christianity, the focus remains largely in the same areas; whilst a more tolerant view may be afforded to pre-marital sex and same-sex relationships, the underlying message remains the same: single is bad, in romantic-relationship is good.

This denigration of the single person is echoed in Israel’s assessment of pastoral care for single people: -

‘The pastoral care of the single person is determined primarily by the cause of the situation.  Those who are physically ill need specialised medical attention, and those with mental disease require all the help that modern psychiatric practice can offer.  Nevertheless, devoted pastoral care can complement the prescribed therapy with concern and moral support.’ [13] 

The article continues in the same vein, implying that single people are inadequate; the biggest issue, he perceives, is loneliness, which can be alleviated by ‘suitable hobbies.’

With the exception of works on ethics and theological dictionaries, few of the works reviewed attempt much ‘serious’ theology.  Probably the most thorough attempt at a theology of singleness is presented by Hsu [14] who outlines the historical perception of the church which has moved from advocating celibacy (anticipating an early parousia) to the present position of suspicion and even overt hostility.  It is against this background of negativity that the single person seeks to be part of the local church, a church which, if Tomlinson [15] is correct, is obsessed with the cult of the nuclear family.

A useful counter to this negativity is the attempt by a relatively small number of writers to develop theologies of friendship.  Notable are the work of Hunt [16,17] and Gustafson [18] which, though from a different background, seem to me to develop ideas promulgated by Lewis [19] and White [20, on ethics] around 30 years earlier. Recognising the value of friendship, and its firm spiritual and Biblical basis, may encourage the church to move forward.  However, this would necessitate taking risks in supporting relationships between single persons and those of either sex or with couples, in keeping with (locally?) defined moral codes. 

Out of more than eighty books and papers reviewed, fewer than one in ten attempted to address the issues surrounding single people’s participation on the local church.  Those that did were, without exception, produced by evangelical parts of the church, notably the Evangelical Alliance (EA) and the Church Pastoral Aid Society (CPAS).  Produced in the early 1990’s the work carried out by the EA ‘Singularly Significant’ initiative, led to the production of 20 recommendations for churches to be more inclusive of, and welcoming to, single people [21].  As part of this, workshops were run in conjunction with CPAS, who produced supporting study material [22] for use by individual churches.  

A final comment on the response  - or lack of it – of churches to literature in the area of single people in the local church can be made by reference to two Grove booklets [23, 24].  Produced almost twenty years apart, it is discouraging to note the similarities in the issues raised.

Secular Work

Whilst the main focus of the literature survey was Christian publications, additional insights were gained from a small number of secular works, mainly in the fields of sociology and psychology.  A small amount of material has also been obtained from Internet sources.

On 11 January 2002 the BBC Six O’clock News headlined a report that more people now live alone than in ‘traditional’ families.  This was supported by articles on the BBC website, indicating that this was mainly viewed negatively [25, 26, 27].

There are secular works that mirror the Christian books aimed at women living alone [28,29].  Whilst the moral code may differ, the emphasis on healthy living, financial advice and DIY tips remain!

The work on singleness in the areas of psychology and sociology explores the possible relationships between marital status and physical/mental health.  In general they conclude that single women live longer and enjoy better health than their married counterparts, whilst the converse is true for men.  Although various hypotheses are offered for these findings, none is conclusive
.

Two works were of potential relevance to this study.  O’Connor [30] explores the concept of friendship, partly in relation to the experience of single women – not unlike the work of Hunt or Gustafson noted above.  New insights are provided by Cline [31] who explores celibacy as a source of liberation and power.  She identifies a societal hierarchy whereby ‘best’ is heterosexual activity with the begetting of children, next heterosexual activity without children, then homosexual activity and ‘worst’ is celibacy.  Whilst at times aggressive, she offers an apologetic for passionate celibacy worthy of consideration within Christian traditions.

Fiction

The keyword searches identified a small number of works of fiction in which single women were major characters.  Whilst not a significant input to my work, they provide an insight into the way single women are portrayed and/or perceived.  

Perhaps the best known recent work in this area is Bridget Jones’s Diary [32]– a comedy diary charting the life and loves of a thirty-something, single woman in middle-England.  Whilst including some incisive comments on singleness, the book concludes with the heroine getting her man.  A contrasting perspective is provided by Misadventures [33] cited as the antithesis to Bridget Jones – an older single woman reflects on various encounters during her life.

More serious works are those of Anita Brookner whose heroines are older, never married women.  Brookner explores issues facing such single women – the death of a dependent parent [34] and of realising that fulfilment may not be achieved through marriage [35].
 

I found one Christian work of fiction from the perspective of a single woman [36].  This collection of ‘letters’ and poems explores with tremendous honesty some of the joys and sorrows of living a single life in suburbia.  It does not seek to pass judgement on the ‘rights’ or ‘wrongs’ of being single, rather it is an expression of one woman’s experience.

My experience of the portrayal of single women in fiction is not without precedent.  Notably, one work produced in the 1950’s presented the findings of doctoral research into the portrayal of single women in fiction.  The opening page of the book includes some telling remarks.  When approaching the professor about her proposed research, the author was asked ‘what is it you want to do – write a guidebook for the old maid?’ [37].  Her work ends with the following:

‘The final conclusion one must inevitably reach, therefore, is that the social attitude toward the woman who remains single, as expressed by the novelist in America, is far more derogatory than otherwise.  She is at best, as the novelist sees her, an unfortunate member of society.  She may be useful in her small sphere, but in a humble way.  She may be loved and respected, but she is likewise pitied and ridiculed.’ [38].

It is a sad reflection on the state of both literature and the world in which we live that so little has changed in the half-century since these words were written.

Findings

The review of available literature presents a discouraging picture of the way in which singleness is perceived and approached.  On the whole, single people – a third of the population of Great Britain – are seen as inadequate, unfulfilled, having an unattractive life and worthy, perhaps, of pity; certainly it is not a lifestyle to be recommended.  The biggest issues for churches of various traditions and theological standpoints appear to be the safeguarding of the ‘traditional’ family and the sexual ethics of those who are not married.  Although some parts of the church invested considerable time and energy into addressing the needs of single people during the early 1990’s, this work, which focussed on younger single people, is largely seen as being complete [39, 40].  The recommendations of the EA (see Appendix 2) have gone largely unnoticed, with few churches aware of their existence, evidenced by a recent letter to the EA magazine [41].  Whilst recent publications (e.g. [42] [43]) indicate that there remains interest in this field, there is little evidence to indicate that significant progress is being made in moving beyond literature and into practice.

Having completed my review of available literature, I am saddened that much good work appears to have gone unheeded.  That single people continue to be seen as a problem to be solved - preferably by marrying them off, if only to save them from sexual frustration or sin – is abhorrent.  No part of society – secular or the sacred – and no part of the church – liberal, evangelical, conservative or radical – is innocent of demeaning a third of the adult population of this country.  The literature suggests that, as noted by some of the authors reviewed, were Jesus to live in Britain today, he would be regarded with suspicion and hostility and probably allowed only a marginal role within the church.

Research Method

The tools used for the primary research undertaken for this paper are two-fold: firstly a broad-brush approach using a self-completion questionnaire and secondly a focussed, more detailed approach using structured interviews.  Each of these is discussed in this section, along with details of the coding system used.  Ethical considerations are described in the following section.

Self Completion Questionnaire

The self-completion questionnaire is reproduced as Appendices 3 and 4.  Separate, but similar, questionnaires were used to ascertain the views of both church members and church leaders (generally, but not exclusively, clergy).  The questionnaire was designed with speed and ease of completion in mind, using simple tick-box questions where the respondent simply indicated a degree of agreement with a number of statements based on his/her experience.  Completed forms were placed in sealed envelopes and returned anonymously.  Demographic information was also collected.  For church members this related to age, gender and status; church leaders were asked to the numerical size of the church and the approximate number of ‘single’ people (by category) in the church.  In addition to the data collected from churches, I approached a number of single ‘professional Christians’ for their perspectives; these are included as ‘members’ of a designated group in the results.

Once data had been collected, a simple database was used to analyse the results.  The number of churches participating and respondents returning forms means that the results have no statistical merit but indicate some general trends, which may be observable in a larger sample.

Structured Interviews

Having completed the first stage of the analysis, a structured interview technique was employed to obtain more detailed responses from a small sub-set of the original respondents.  The questions used are reproduced in Appendices 5 and 6.  The interview questions initially postulated were reviewed in the light of the results of the self-completion questionnaire.  This led to the addition of specific questions relating to language usage.  Again slightly different questions were used in interviewing church members and church leaders.

All replies were anonymous, although permission was sought to quote information under a pseudonym and in a way that would not be traceable (see ethical considerations, below).  A standard form was used for each interview to ensure identical questions were asked.  For the church members, the initial questions repeated the demographic information from the original questionnaire to assist in interpreting the detailed results; no cross-reference to the original questionnaires was undertaken.  No demographic information was collected for church leaders, although codes were added to identify each church.

Coding

A coding system was employed to assist in interpreting the results obtained. This was kept simple but was employed to allow results to be grouped and compared without compromising confidentiality.  The taxonomy used for the questionnaires was as follows:

· Each church was allocated a letter (A – G), ‘professional Christians’, X 

· Each reply was coded as member (M) or leader (L)

· Each reply was allocated a unique, two-digit, number

Thus, for example AM05 would be the fifth reply from a member of church A, whilst DL01 would be from a leader in church D.  Using this taxonomy facilitated rapid identification of results whilst protecting the identities of those who had replied.

For the structured interview, with a far smaller number of replies, it was inappropriate to identify which church a respondent came from, not least because the church leaders had selected them.  Pseudonyms were used when quoting the individual responses of either leaders or members.

Interpretation and Presentation of Results

Once all the data had been collected, it was carefully examined to ascertain what it might indicate, noting that the sample size is not statistically significant.  The results of the research, which were reviewed from various perspectives, in the light of the findings from the literature review previously described, are discussed in detail below.

Ethical Considerations

A number of ethical considerations needed to be addressed in carrying out the research for this dissertation.  These related both to an awareness of my interests in carrying out the work and to those of the contributors – particularly those who provided the primary data.

Confidentiality

Key to the success of this research has been the co-operation, honesty, openness and vulnerability of those who provided the primary data.  It is therefore imperative that they were adequately protected and accurately reported.  This entailed a number of practical considerations.  As described above, a coding system was used to identify all written records, allowing them to be related to a specific church without disclosing the identity of the individual or church concerned.  This was essential given the small sample size and relative ease of identifying individuals from the demographic data.  For the structured interviews, permission was formally sought to quote or paraphrase responses, using a pseudonym and without identification of the church concerned.  In recording the interviews, care was taken to ensure that replies were accurately recorded, however, it was considered inappropriate to use audio-recording given the potentially sensitive nature of the discussions.

Some of the results obtained showed distinct bias in the replies from specific churches; to allow this to be fed back, each church has been offered a personalised overview report, giving the overall picture and their own findings.  No individual responses, from either questionnaires or interviews, have been given to the originating church.

To ensure confidentiality is maintained, on completion of the project all hard copy data has been destroyed and the computerised data deleted.

Bias

A major factor in any research exercise is the motivation of the person who carries it out.  This motivation can, if given free reign, lead to biased results being reported which support the researcher’s hypothesis and omit anything to contradict it.  In carrying out this research, I have endeavoured to allow the results to speak for themselves, even where they may not support my views.  Despite this, the questionnaires were developed with a specific aim in mind and this inevitably influenced the results obtained.

A further area of bias relates to the churches selected to take part in this research.  My initial intention was to include churches from a range of denominations, representing different ecclessiologies and theological perspectives.  In practice, with two exceptions, one Methodist and one Anglican, only Baptist churches were able to contribute, although some individuals from other traditions completed questionnaires.  This small sample cannot be said to be representative of Baptist churches as a whole, neither can it reflect the more general experience of single people in churches.  At best, it is indicative of experience in Baptist churches in a small part of the North West of England.  It is important that this is considered in interpreting the results obtained.

Honesty and Openness

If I am to engage seriously with the issues of single people in church life, I have to be open to hearing/reading viewpoints that challenge my own.  In the range of material used for this project I have endeavoured to do precisely that: some of the items have been difficult to work with, irrespective of their provenance.  That this may not be immediately evident from the literature review reflects an attempt to receive from these writers.

Integrity

A final consideration is integrity: I have a duty to preserve my integrity and that of those I represent.  Inevitably this causes some tension in selecting what to include and exclude from a work of limited length.  Where there has been any doubt over the inclusion of material on grounds of confidentiality, bias or potential damage to the ‘cause’ of enhancing single people’s experience of church life, I have erred on the side of caution.  Whilst this may diminish the final work, it is consistent with maintaining my integrity as a Christian first and a researcher second.

Results of Primary Research

This section of the report describes and evaluates the results obtained from both the self-completion questionnaire and the structured interviews.  Detailed numerical results have been tabulated with only qualitative material being included in the text.

Questionnaire Return Rate

It is difficult to estimate the return rate for the questionnaires, since each church was free to administer them as it saw fit.  However, of seven churches, five leaders completed forms; one of the two who did not was a newly appointed minister who did not feel able to comment on her church.

Each church was supplied with sufficient questionnaires for approximately one-third of its nominal membership - the proportion the literature suggested would be appropriate - with the offer of further copies if required.  I have estimated the return rate simply by calculating the ratio of the number of replies received to the leaders’ estimates of single people in their churches.  Overall the return rate was very encouraging at around 30%; individual churches ranged from around 5% to 55% (Tables 2 and 3).

Demographic Information

As part of the self-completion questionnaires for church leaders, I collected demographic information on the make-up of the churches, in terms of the numbers of regular attendees in five categories: never married, separated, divorced, widowed and lone parents, see Tables 2 to 4.  Note that in estimating the number of single people in each church I have simply totalled the numbers from each category; this may lead to some double-accounting since, for example, a single parent may also be included under another total.  The literature (e.g. [44] and [45]) suggests that the proportion of single people (all categories) in churches is somewhere between 25% and 33 %.  The results provided by church leaders support this with an overall 33% proportion; the highest proportion was 63% (church D) and the lowest 21% (church A).  It is reasonable to infer from this that the literature provides a low estimate but is ten years old and the proportion of single people in society as a whole has risen in that time (e.g. [46]).

In replies to individual questionnaires, two sub-groups emerged as dominant, namely ‘never married’ (28 replies) and ‘widowed’ (20 replies).   There were smaller numbers in the categories of ‘separated’, ‘divorced’ and ‘lone parent’, although it was encouraging that around a fifth of the respondents were in these groups.   By comparison, in the statistics provided by church leaders, ‘widowed’ people usually accounted for almost half of the single people with a correspondingly smaller proportion of ‘never married’ people.

By far the majority of single people who completed the questionnaire live alone (forty replies).  Although eight lived with relatives, this may be artificially high since, with one exception, they were under 25 and lived with parents (stated on the forms).  Four lived with friends, the remainder lived with dependent relatives (parents or children).

I was encouraged by the spread of ages of those who replied to the questionnaire – no one age group dominates and the proportions in each band are broadly similar.  There is a slight skewing towards the older age range with 15 replies coming from people aged over 75.

In terms of gender, replies were received from roughly three times as many women as men.  Although this is a bias, I was encouraged at the relatively high number of male respondents.  Five people did not state their gender.

Comments Added to Questionnaires

Many people took advantage of the invitation to add comments to the questionnaire.  These ranged from brief messages of encouragement to detailed, carefully thought through views on some of the issues raised.  They have proved invaluable in providing extra insight to the views expressed and complement the limited additional data obtained from interviews. The comments, careful edited to protect the identities of individuals and churches or to extract only the salient material, are included in Appendix 7.

Interpretation of Results from Questionnaires

As I began to receive replies to the self-completion questionnaire, and read the comments added by some respondents, it became abundantly clear that I would need to be careful in interpreting the results, particularly in defining what constituted a ‘positive’ answer to each question posed.  The following discussion outlines my justification for the definitions used, both in what constitutes a ‘positive’ response and the levels of positive response received.  In both cases the judgement is subjective, perhaps to an extent where others would disagree with my definitions: part of the learning from this exercise has been in the area of setting questions and interpreting the replies.

Definition of ‘Positive’ Response

In constructing the questionnaires, I was conscious of both the issues raised in the various literature reviewed and my own interests; this inevitably shaped the wording of questions.  Thus, whilst most questions were stated in a positive sense, e.g. ‘I feel valued by the church’, some were deliberately stated in a negative sense, e.g. ‘I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive.’  In posing these questions I had in mind, a specific view of what would be a ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ answer.  

For other questions, I realised that interpretation was not simple, for example ‘the church allows me to develop my gifts and talents.’  The response to this question may not simply reflect attitudes towards people of a specific marital status, other factors including age, gender or race may be equally important.  This was evidenced by respondent FM18, in the ‘over 75’ age-band, who expressed a wish for older people to be given more opportunities in her church.  

Since the scale of this research does not allow a ‘control’ group (e.g. one of the churches in its entirety) to be used for these more general questions, I elected to interpret as a ‘positive’ response that which I would anticipate receiving from such a group.  Such a response does not necessarily indicate that all is well in the church, rather that it seems likely that the experience of single people is no worse than that of any other group.  This approach is not entirely satisfactory, but is a pragmatic means of interpreting those results where wider issues are likely to be at work.  Table 3 contains the definitions of ‘positive’ response adopted for each question, along with a brief statement of justification.

Definition of Response Bands (Level of Response) 

In analysing the responses to questionnaires, it was necessary to develop a method of interpreting the findings.  To do this is inevitably imprecise and subjective.  After careful consideration, I elected to use a ‘traffic light’ system to band the response rate in the positive categories identified in Table 3.  This is a fairly crude approach, whereby response rates are defined according to the proportion of replies in the specified bands.  I elected to use four bands of ‘good’, ‘fair’, ‘poor’ and ‘very poor’ each of equal ‘band-width.’  These bands were defined as follows: -

· Good (identified as a ‘green light’) - 75% or more of replies were ‘positive’

· Fair (identified as an ‘amber light’) – between 50% and 75% positive replies

· Poor (identified as a ‘red light’) – between 25% and 50% positive replies

· Very poor (identified as ‘blue’) – less than 25% of replies were positive

Since the sample sizes are small, I ‘rounded down’ to the nearest whole number in allocating responses to these bands – this maximises the degree of positive bias in the results obtained
.  It should be noted that, at church level, some samples were too small to allow any meaningful interpretation to be carried out using this technique.  However, in these cases, the responses seemed to be less variable than in larger samples
.

Interpretation of Results: Overall Members’ Views

The results from the questionnaire were collated and compared in a number of ways using the technique outlined above.  Table 6 gives the overall picture of the single people’s views along with the church level picture.  For simplicity, numerical data has only been included at the overall level.  The purpose of showing the church level results is to illustrate the variation in experience between the different churches taking part in the project.  Whilst this comparison was initially undertaken to uncover the potential for bias in the churches with more respondents (notably Church F) it actually revealed high levels of similarity for many questions.

The findings at the overall level (i.e. for all respondents) are discussed below: -

· ‘Green Light’ – at least 75% gave ‘positive answer’

· I feel part of the church (85%)

· I feel valued by the church (75%)

· I feel included in worship (82%)

· The church allows me to achieve my potential (77%)

· The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents (82%)

· The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people (75%)

These results are encouraging – the majority of single people who completed questionnaires find church a positive place to be. They feel part of the church, included in worship, able to develop their gifts and talents and are given appropriate pastoral support.  However, the results reveal that despite this high level of response, between a quarter and a fifth of single people do not feel this to be the case.  There is no room for complacency: none of the questions produced a unanimous ‘green light’ and three were towards the lower end of the band.  It seems likely that most people who replied will be well motivated and probably quite enthusiastic about church (if their experience was really bad, presumably they would no longer be in the church), yet a significant number are not reporting a positive view of church in these areas.

· ‘Amber Light’ – between 50% and 75% positive replies

· I find Mothers’/Fathers’ Day services difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive (61% do not)

· I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive (67% do not)

· Single people’s needs are included in prayer (67%)

· Services address my need as a single person (51%)

· Single people are involved in church government (56%)

· Single people are involved in worship reparation and leadership (56%)

· The church considers the needs of single people in social activities (54%)

In my view, these ‘amber light’ categories are in many ways encouraging for the church.  Although many of them are toward the bottom end of the band, they are more positive than I would have anticipated from either the literature or my own experience.

The results show that around two-thirds of single people do not find the special services for parents, babies and marriage to be uncomfortable experiences.  I have not sought to explore more deeply why this is so, however I offer the following observations.  In recent years, ministers have generally become more aware of the potential for Mothers’ day in particular to be a difficult service for many people
 and have sought to provide a more accessible format – this may in part explain the positive result.  In my experience, single people are not usually ‘anti-family’ or ‘anti-marriage’ so would value and appreciate services to celebrate these aspects of life, even though they may sometimes serve as reminders of what ‘they are not.’  Notwithstanding this, there remain significant numbers of single people, myself included, who at least sometimes find such services difficult or uncomfortable.  There is still considerable scope for improvement when around a third of single people can find such services a negative experience.

The response rate for single people being involved in church government and worship leadership indicates a more favourable view that that derived from the literature (e.g. [47], [48], [49]) all of which suggests that single people are not well represented – or even allowed to be – in these roles.  The literature refers mainly to evangelical churches, and extensively (though not exclusively) to those with episcopal or connexional structures.  Both factors will affect the opportunities for any lay involvement in leadership roles; they may also result in a gender bias against women in leadership roles.  The churches involved in my research covered a broad theological spectrum but, as noted earlier, were mainly Baptist churches.  Their congregational ecclesiology may be an important factor, since lay participation in all roles is more typical in churches of this type.  Whilst a response rate of just over half giving a positive answer shows there is still considerable scope for improvement, I am encouraged that these churches appear to value to some extent the contribution of single people to leadership in the local church.

Not evident from any literature is the issue of the relevance of worship services to single people.  I was particularly encouraged that 67% of respondents felt that single people’s needs were addressed in prayers – this countered my experience and expectation that a very low number would reply positively.  In posing the question, I was aware that I have only three times heard prayers specifically offered for single people – and one of those was a direct response to this project.  Respondent AM04, who saw herself as a ‘person’ first and ‘single’ second, offers one possible explanation – the majority of prayers would be as relevant to her as to anyone else.  Even so, a third of those who replied did not feel that their needs were included in prayer at least sometimes.

Social activities are an area where my experience is that churches often seem to focus on the (nuclear) family – in both the nature and timing of events.  The responses to the questionnaire show that just over half of the single people who replied felt their needs were considered at least usually.  Age is another factor relevant here, as noted by respondent AM07, only activities suitable for singles under 18 or over 60 were provided by her church.  Although this is an ‘amber light,’ it is verging on ‘red’: churches may need to think quite seriously about who their social activities are aimed at and what could or should be done to address those not adequately included.

· ‘Red Light’ – between 25% and 50% positive replies

· Services focus on the nuclear family (30%)

· Language is sensitive to single people (28%)

· The church affirms the single status (33%)

· The church celebrates the single status (30%)

Of these four questions, the first has the most subjective definition of a positive response (‘sometimes’).  The basis for this definition is that if the (nuclear) family is seen as good in its own right, it follows that sometimes services should focus on this group, just as it would be good sometimes to focus on other groups.  In trying to explore the response to this question, the ‘raw’ data may be helpful.  To the question ‘I feel that services focus on the nuclear family’ the responses were: -

Always
6 replies

Usually
11 replies

Sometimes
18 replies

Rarely

13 replies

Never

5 replies

No answer
8 replies

There is no clear majority view, indeed the spread approximates to the ‘normal distribution’ which would indicate a purely random reply.  More useful, perhaps, is that the range of views suggests around a third of respondents fall into each of three main groups (i) ‘always’ or ‘usually’ (ii) ‘sometimes’ and (iii) ‘rarely’ or never.’  Even within specific churches this same spread of views occurs.  Whilst I have allocated this response to the ‘red light’ band, I concede that it is particularly difficult to interpret with any confidence
.  This question would need considerably more exploration than is possible within the constraints of the current project if its meaning and significance were to be determined.

A greater concern, since the results are clearer to interpret, is in the area of language, where just over a quarter of replies stated that it was always or usually sensitive to single people. My own experience has been broadly positive, although I am aware that sermon illustrations often draw on family life and I have been guilty of treating ‘nuclear family as normative’ in my preaching.  Respondent XM03 noted that the church is often referred to as ‘God’s Family’ and the Lord’s Prayer as the ‘Family Prayer’ – allusions she finds unhelpful.  Although I sought to explore this more in the interviews (see below) I was unable to determine what it is about language that is not sensitive.  This area, which seems to have bypassed the literature, would merit further detailed study beyond this project.

That the response rates for ‘the church affirms the single status’ and ‘the church celebrates the single status’ fall into the ‘red light’ came as no surprise and is in line with all the literature reviewed.  Although I had this in mind when conducting the interviews, I have not been able to ascertain the extent to which individuals would like the church to celebrate their status as single (e.g. by specific rites).  It is clear from the questionnaires that relatively few even feel that their status is affirmed (i.e. seen as of worth) by the church.

It is of major concern that the positive response rate to all of these questions was in the lower part of the ‘red light’ band.  It is reasonable to say that these are areas where the church is failing its single members and urgent action is needed to explore and resolve precise concerns. 

· Blue – less than 25% positive response

· There is preaching/teaching on singleness (20%)

· Biblical perspectives of singleness are explored (23%)

For both of these questions, a level of ‘sometimes’ was judged to be a positive response.  Although towards the upper end of the blue band, these are particularly poor results, especially as the majority of replies were ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ to both questions.  The literature indicates that churches of all traditions and theologies expect their single people to adopt a celibate lifestyle and that penalties for failure are often severe.   In reviewing the responses to this question, I was drawn to the comment of respondent FM07 who wrote ‘these questions aren’t relevant to me, I am a widow.’  Biblical perspectives on issues such as widowhood, marriage and friendship would complement any explorations on singleness – and indeed provide a far more coherent whole.  The closest attempt to this I have found in the literature is the BU publication Belonging [50] which, whilst far from perfect, provides a starting point for such explorations.  For specific Bible studies relating to single people, the two works Famous Singles of the Bible [51] and A Single Journey: Biblical Sketches for Life on Your Own [52], whilst not scholarly, at least provide an indication of the breadth of single experience found in the Bible. 

Interpretation of Results: Subgroups of Members’ Views

In addition to the overall results, I have collated the results for significant sub-groups.  Table 6 includes the church-level overall results, whilst Table 7 takes account of marital status and Table 8 takes broad account of age-groups.

The church level results in Table 6 generally reflect the overall findings, although there are some clear variations in the responses for individual churches.  In many cases the sample sizes are too small for any meaningful interpretation to be drawn from them (groups with significantly less than ten respondents) however, the degree of agreement within categories is often more marked than for the overall results.  Since each church is to be offered a summary report, it is important that they can identify their own strengths and weaknesses where these may differ from the overall view.  Church A, for example, emerges as having a worse result than the overall picture whilst Church D is often better.  Whilst it is important to recognise that factors other than marital status will affect the results obtained (e.g. Church A is currently in a state of major transition), it may help each church to see its own picture as well as the overall result.  Notably, whilst generally conforming to the overall picture, Group X often presents a more negative view than any individual church.  It may be that its members are more conscious of the issues or that, having generally experienced more individual churches, they are more critical of the church as a whole.

Table 7 provides an important insight into the impact of status on perception. People who are widowed seem, generally, to have a more positive experience of church life than the other groups.  Notably, they are less likely to find Mothers’/Fathers’ Day services and services celebrating childbirth or marriage difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive.  Similarly, they are more likely to feel that their needs are included in prayer.  The only area where they report noticeably worse experience is in relationship to involvement in worship leadership and preparation.  However, drawing on comments added to questionnaires, e.g. FM18, suggests that this may be age-related rather than status related.

Those who are divorced, separated or lone parents report the least positive experience.  This is most clearly indicated by the response to the question ‘I feel valued by the church’; an overall green light, it becomes red for this sub-group.  Pastoral care and social activity provision is also perceived to be poor by this group who are less likely than others to feel included in all forms of leadership in the church.  Only in the area of frequency of focus on the nuclear family does this group provide a ‘better’ picture; however, the uncertainty in responses to this question is again noted.

From these results, there seems to be an emerging hierarchy of ‘single’ people in the church: best is to be widowed, then never married and worst to be separated, divorced or a single parent.  There seems to be some similarity with the views of Cline [31], the difference being the ethical codes underlying church and societal views.  This apparent hierarchy, based solely on the responses of a relatively small sample of single people to some focussed questions, cannot be proved here.  However, given the widespread societal and church view of marriage as normative (e.g. as expressed by the Catholic Church [53]), that widowhood must inevitably be the natural extension of this and that most widow(er)s will also be parents, this ‘natural state’ is likely to fit better into church life than the other groups.  Of the not married people, those who have never married are probably more acceptable because they may yet marry whilst those who are literally ‘un-married’ may prove an embarrassment in terms of ethics and perceived failure.  Our experience of church is almost undoubtedly coloured by our perception of the church’s view of us.

Table 8 sought to ascertain whether there were any age-related factors affecting the replies received.  Although nothing conclusive could be determined, it appears that pastoral support is probably better for older people than younger people (‘green light’ for over 65’s; ‘red light’ for under 65’s).  Similarly, they more often feel valued by the church, that their needs are included in prayer and are more comfortable with marriage or childbirth services  (‘green light’) than younger people (‘amber light’).  Conversely, older people are less likely to feel that the church allows them to develop gifts and talents (‘amber light’) than younger people (‘green light’). In the areas of preaching and teaching on singleness, Biblical perspectives, use of language and celebration of the single status, there is variation in views but neither group suggests that this is ‘good’ or ‘fair.’

It seems likely that age is a factor worth considering in its own right. Whilst pastoral support is generally seen as very good, the results suggest that some older people feel they have more to offer the church than opportunity to achieve it.  Respondent FM14 speaks of regular visits, transport to the doctors, shopping being done and the whole church praying for her.  By contrast, in the same church, respondent FM18 lamented that lack of opportunity for older people to play an active role in worship leadership.

Interpretation of Results: Comparison of Members’ and Leaders’ Views

Table 9 presents a comparison the findings produced from questionnaires completed by both members and leaders of churches.  Only 5 church leaders returned questionnaires, so caution is needed in interpreting the results and allocating them to response bands.  Rather than examining the results of the leaders in isolation, it is pertinent to compare the findings with those of the members and to explore the differences observed.

· Areas of Overall Agreement – ‘Green Light’

· Single people are valued by the church

· Single people are included in worship

· The church allows single people to achieve their potential

· The church allows single people to develop their gifts and talents

· The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people

These results are a sign of encouragement to the church and its single members – they are areas where leaders feel the church is succeeding and the majority of single people report a good experience.  However, these results need to take account of the observations noted above: in no category is the ‘green light’ unanimous and both age and marital status affect perception.  Further, these views were not always unanimously held by the church leaders – as indicated in Table 9 - a recognition that there is not room for complacency.

· Areas of Overall Agreement – ‘Amber Light’

· Services address single people’s needs

· Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership

In these two areas, perception is that the church could do better but both leaders and members have a similar view of how it is performing.  Although there is clear scope for improvement, it is encouraging to see the level of agreement between leaders and members.  With both parties indicating these as areas with scope for improvement, there is potential for them to work together to improve the situation.  However, it is not clear whether there is an awareness of this within specific churches; without awareness, there is no possibility of improving the situation.

· Areas of Disagreement by One Band – Leaders ‘Green Light,’ Members’ ‘Amber Light’

· Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive

· Services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive

· Single peoples’ needs included in prayer

· Single people involved in church government

· The church considers single peoples in social activities

Although these results suggest that the leaders’ view is more positive than that of the members, the very small sample of leaders means that the ‘Green Light’ for three of these questions is only marginal.  The results suggest that there is clear scope for improvement in these areas to bring the views of single people into the ‘Green Light’ band.  

It is possible that attention to the language issues identified previously would result in single people feeling themselves more included in - or at least less excluded from – prayers or special services.  Recent years have seen significant changes in the approach to such services, if such trends continue, this mismatch may be removed.

Involvement in leadership and social activities was explored in the interviews. No significant insights were gained, though it was commented that very few single people are involved in church government.

· Areas of Disagreement by One Band – Leaders ‘Amber Light,’ Members’ ‘Red Light’

· Services focus on the nuclear family

· The church celebrates the single status

As already noted, the question relating to the focus on the nuclear family has been particularly difficult to interpret.  Even the leaders show an apparently random range of views (1 ‘usually’, 2 ‘sometimes’, 1 ‘rarely’, 1 ‘never’) suggesting variation in experience.  Whilst the question and responses are difficult to analyse, it appears that the perception of single people is less favourable, if only marginally so, than that of leaders.

The question of celebration of single status is also a difficult one to analyse, again showing some divergence in views.  However, once again it appears that leaders feel the situation is slightly better than do single people.

· Areas of Disagreement by One Band – Leaders ‘Red Light,’ Members’ ‘Blue’

· Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored

Here again, the small sample size may be the cause of the difference.  Four of the leaders stated that rarely or never were Biblical perspectives on singleness explored.  This ought to be shocking, were it not for experiences of single people.  I am left wondering what right the church has to criticise those of its single people who ‘fail’ when the Bible’s views have not been explored.  Also as previously noted, there is potential for a Biblical perspectives wider range of relationship and life-cycle issues to be explored.

· Areas of Disagreement by Two Bands – Leaders ‘Green Light,’ Members’ ‘Red Light’

· Language used in worship is sensitive to single people

· The church affirms the single status

All five church leaders felt that language used in worship was always or usually sensitive to single people.  By comparison, only 17 single people felt this to be the case.  The whole area of language in worship is growing in importance in church life.  Whilst considerable progress has been made in the areas of race and gender, little seems to have been made in the areas of marital status.  That church leaders feel they are routinely sensitive whilst members do not, suggests the need for some form of dialogue to establish what can be done to address this mismatch.  Although this issue was pursued in the interviews, no significant additional insights were discovered.

It is good that church leaders perceive the single status to be affirmed by the church; the results of the questionnaire indicate that many members do not feel this to be the case. It is beyond the scope of this project to explore in detail why there is this mismatch, however, I feel it may be linked to the issues of language, preaching and Biblical perspectives which appear to be areas of major concern.

· Areas of Disagreement by Two Bands – Leaders ‘Amber Light,’ Members’ ‘Blue’

· There is preaching/teaching on singleness

Rarely or never do many preachers address the issue of singleness (or marriage, widowhood, friendship, parenthood, etc.).  Only two of the church leaders replied that there would ‘sometimes’ be teaching or preaching on singleness.  Most of the single people who replied will never hear a sermon or take part in a Bible study on being single (or any other status/relationship).  This is a sad indictment on a faith community of which anything up to a half may be single.

Overall View from Questionnaires

The findings from the questionnaires indicate a picture of experience of church life which is, in my view, more positive than might have been expected as a result of the literature survey.  However, there is still a lot of progress to be made particularly in the areas of status-inclusive language and the exploration of Biblical perspectives or provision of teaching and preaching.

There was considerable variation between churches in the responses to some questions but I feel more significant factors may be those relating to age and marital status; such exploration is beyond the scope of this project.

Structured Interviews

In choosing to carry out structured interviews, I anticipated being able to speak to one leader and at least one member from each church participating in my research which would have given a reasonable, if small, range of input.  In practice this proved impossible for a number of reasons and I was limited to two leaders and three members, representing three Baptist churches.  For this reason, it is not pertinent to place much emphasis on the results of the interviews, although they were a valuable exercise in their own right, enabling the individuals to consider and express their views more fully.  Appendix 8 contains a description of the findings of the structured interviews and an initial interpretation of the findings, however, this is not a full critical evaluation since the interviews failed to uncover any significant insights relating the findings of the questionnaires. 

Scope for Further Work

This project sought to explore a number of questions relating to single people’s experience of church.  Of necessity, it was restricted to a small number of, predominantly Baptist, churches mainly in the Manchester area.  Despite this, more than sixty people completed questionnaires indicating their views on a large range of topics relating to church life, from which it has been possible to identify some trends and identify scope for further work to be carried out.  Whilst some of this potential work is in the area of single people, some is not, indicating the wide range of interesting avenues opened up by this project.  This section identifies, in bullet point form, areas where further work could be carried out at a later date and is drawn from both the questionnaire results in the main text and the interviews in Appendix 8.  I have made no attempt to prioritise these issues.  No consideration is given to the breadth or depth of the issues raised, nor to the practicability of undertaking work in the areas identified.

To provide greater confidence in the findings of the work presented here

· Use of control groups to sharpen definitions of ‘positive’ responses and provide a base-line to compare single people’s views within a specific church

· More interviews with a wider range of interviewees, to further explore the existing questions

· Second interviews to explore in greater depth issues arising from the data already collected

Key findings from the work already carried out

· Language issues – mismatch between interview and questionnaire findings; what can be done to make it more inclusive of single people

· Biblical perspectives, teaching and preaching – there appears to be little if any exploration of Biblical perspectives.  What, if any, scholarly work has been done in this area?  What other resources are available to churches?

Issues relating specifically to single people’s experience of church

· Attitude of the church towards singleness both affirming and celebrating it.  It would be interesting to interview people for whom a celebration would be desirable. 

· Focus of services – on which group(s) (if any) and at what frequency

· Separated, divorced and single parents seem to report worse experience of church life and may be under-represented.  Their experience merits an investigation in its own right.

· Although single people are involved in church government and worship leadership, the level of involvement has not been explored.  Both the literature and the interviews suggest a low level of involvement. 

· Social and pastoral provision, especially in relation to the needs of other groups during school holidays was identified as of concern for some. 

· Factors of age and gender – these may have significance both in their own right and in relationship to being single.

Wider issues emerging from the research presented here (main text and Appendix 8)

· Influence of factors such as ecclesiology, theological position and church size on experience of church life (singles and other groups).

· Why do ‘professional Christians’ seem to report worse experience than others?

· Preaching and teaching on all aspects of relationships and lifecycle issues – there seems to be little work on marriage, family, parenthood, widowhood, etc.  What have scholars done in this area and what resources are available to the churches?

· In the area of rites and special services, what do people value and want?  Is there scope for additional or different services?

This is an extensive list covering a broad range of topics and indicates both the preliminary nature of the work undertaken and the complexity of the issues it has uncovered.  Further exploration in any of these areas would provide an interesting project and new insights into how the church is serving its members at the beginning of the twenty first century. 

Learning Points

I undertook this project with the aim of exploring single people’s experience of church at the beginning of the 21st century.  Having completed the project, I feel I have learned more both in my chosen field of research and about the research process itself.

In general terms, I have discovered that single people in the church have a range of experiences, dependent on the aspect of church life being considered, their age and status and possibly also the ecclesiology, theology and size of the church to which they belong.  Whilst there is much that is good in their experience, there is also considerable room for improvement.  An extensive list of areas for potential further work was identified from the project.

In terms of the research process, I discovered the need for a clearly defined, and fairly narrow, research question if there is to be any meaningful outcome.  I believed I had narrowed my field considerably from my initial ideas but still discovered that it resulted in far too much material for a project of this size.  With hindsight, it would have been useful to use a control group of a whole church to explore some of the questions, such as ‘the church allows me to achieve my potential’ in order to establish a baseline for interpreting the results obtained from single people.

The context of the research has proved significant.  As seen in the church level results, and from the comments identified in Appendix 7, the situation in a given church can severely affect the results obtained.  Only because I was able to ascertain something of the situation in each church could I take this into account – in a wider survey this would not have been possible.

In addition to the context, an important factor to be borne in mind is who is and who is not taking part in the project.  The majority of those who completed questionnaires seem to have at least some good experience of church life.  How representative is this?  Who is not taking part and why?  Although I have not been able to address these questions, part of my learning from this exercise is the need to keep them in mind when interpreting the results I obtain.

Finally, from a practical point of view, despite a carefully worked out research plan, including significant ‘spare time’ to allow for delays, I was not able to achieve all that I had hoped in terms of interviews.  Whilst recognising that there is always a balance to be struck between the ideal and the practical, I had not anticipated it being so difficult to secure interviews.  This will need to be considered in any future project, either by allowing more time or by using alternative methods (such as detailed questionnaires).

Overall, my experience of undertaking this project has been positive.  I feel I have a good view of the literature available in this field and several possible avenues for further work.  I feel that the insights I have gained will be valuable both to any further research I undertake and to my future role as a pastor. 

Conclusions from Research

Single people’s experience of church is an area in which there has been comparatively little research.  Whilst there is extensive Christian literature in the area of singleness, most focuses on relationships, ethics or health and life-style issues.  A small amount of denominational material is available.  In the secular field, there is a similar spread of material on relationships, health and life-style issues.  Secular fiction presents a broadly negative view of singleness.

The number of single people in Britain is growing and now accounts for anything up to half of households.  This situation seems to be reflected in the makeup of churches, notwithstanding that in churches there may be less young, never married people and more older, widowed people.  Given the significant numbers of lone adults (typically a third of members in the churches involved in this project) how is the church performing?

The findings of this research project show that whilst there is no room for complacency, there are areas where the experience of church is generally good. The results are summarised as follows:

Green light (>75% positive response) – the church is doing well.  Single people feel part of and valued by the church, are included in worship, allowed to achieve their potential, develop their gifts and talents and are provided with appropriate pastoral support.

Amber light (>50% but <75% positive response) – the church is doing fairly well but could do better.  Special services (Mothers’ Day, dedication, weddings, etc.) are not uncomfortable for two-thirds of respondents.  Over half of the relies suggested that single people’s needs are addressed by services and included in prayers, that single people are involved in church government and worship leadership and that social activities consider the needs of single people.

Red light (>25% but <50% positive response) – the church has poor performance and should improve.  Only one third of replies indicated that people felt the church either affirmed or celebrated their status, that language was sensitive to single people or that the frequency of focus on the nuclear family was appropriate (which I defined as ‘sometimes’).  These areas are of concern and were explored further in the interviews.  However, the interview results did not further illuminate the issues identified and further work would be needed to resolve this.

Blue (<25% positive response) – the church has very poor performance.  Two allied areas were identified, namely preaching and teaching on singleness and Biblical perspectives on singleness.  These issues were not pursued in the interviews.

Overall, the picture emerging from the members of churches is reflected by the views of their leaders.  However, in some cases, the leaders have a significantly more positive view than their members.  Particular areas of mismatch relate to sensitive language, affirmation of single status and preaching/teaching on singleness, where leaders perceive a ‘better’ situation than do members. 

The research undertaken has identified that whilst there is much that is good, there some key areas of concern in single people’s experience of church, namely language, service focus, attitude towards singleness and teaching/preaching on and Biblical exploration of the single status.  These areas need to be addressed by the churches if they wish to take seriously their ongoing role in supporting these members of the body of Christ. 

Theological Reflection

This project has allowed me to explore a range of literature in the area of singleness and to discover something of single people’s experience of church life.  Having completed the project it is important to allow insights from the Bible and Christian Tradition to speak to what I have learned, in order to respond appropriately.

The Bible is peppered with stories of single people: widows (e.g. Ruth), single parents (e.g. Hagar), divorcees (e.g. Vashti) and ‘never married’ (e.g. Jeremiah).  Prophet/esses (e.g. Anna) and prostitutes (e.g. Rahab), young (e.g. Miriam) and old (e.g. Naomi), happy endings (widows whose sons were raised) and tragedies (Paul’s death in prison), they reflect the diverse experience of single people in churches today.

Galatians 3:28 and Colossians 3:11 speak of the church as a place where status – race, gender and class – disappears.  Within the church, members are interdependent: Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 use the image of the human body to express this.  The body is composed of diverse parts of equal worth, each being important for it to function.  Taken together, these passages affirm the single person within the ‘body of Christ’ that is the church.  Made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27) they are of equal worth to those who are married.  1 Corinthians 12:26 states that if one part of the body suffers, it all suffers.  If single people suffer, e.g. through careless use of language or lack of teaching, so do the married people in the church – the whole suffers.

Christian history shows that attitudes towards singleness (in all forms) have changed over time, swinging from one extreme to the other.  Never is there a balanced view with marriage and celibacy as complementary alternatives, each with scriptural warrant (e.g. Genesis 2:24 and 1 Corinthians 7).  The Bible shows that God has called into service single and married people, suggesting that, whilst circumstances may make one or other more appropriate, neither is superior.

The gospels show among Jesus’ followers people who were married (e.g. Peter) and those who most probably weren’t (e.g. Mary, Martha and Lazarus).  Whilst taking a stern line on divorce and sexual ethics (e.g. Matthew 5:27-32), Jesus’ attitude to family life appears ambivalent (c.f. Matthew 13:46-50 and John 19:26-27).  Nowhere does he compare the merits of marriage and celibacy; what he does do is to advocate love for God, for neighbour and, implicitly, for oneself (e.g. Luke 10:26-28).  Single people must love and value themselves in order to be able to love their non-single ‘brothers and sisters’ (and vice versa).  For this to happen, the church needs to become aware of, and respond to, issues explored in this project.

The ecumenical movement often speaks of ‘unity in diversity’ to describe the situation where denominations acknowledge both what they share and how they differ in a spirit of love and respect.  This expression seems a fitting aim for the church in its constituents of single and married people.  We must listen to, and learn from, each other, respecting the insights each brings, in order to create a church where all are valued as of equal worth. 
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Table 1 : Keyword Search for Literature Review

Source Used
Keyword(s) used
Number of Entries

Luther King House Library
Bachelor
12


Celibacy
5


Celibate
4


Single
17


Single man
0


Single men
0


Single people
2


Single person
2


Single woman
2


Single women
0


Singles
0


Solitude
2


Spinster
0


Unmarried
1

Manchester University, John Rylands Library
Bachelor
59


Celibacy
31


Celibate
4


Single
714


Single man
8


Single men
9


Single people
29


Single person
9


Single woman
8


Single women
43


Singles
0


Solitude
142


Spinster
6


Unmarried
38

Queen Mary and Westfield College Library (University of London)
Single man
2


Single men
0


Single people
5


Single persons
1


Single woman
1


Single women
5

University of London Senate Library, includes Heythrop and SSEES
Single man
13


Single men
20


Single people
30


Single persons
0


Single woman
2


Single women
37

Religious Book in Print 1999
Section P6 ‘Church and Pastoral Care’
8 possible titles

Religions Index – Year 1979
Single
3

Religions Index – Year 1980
Single
3

Religions Index – Year 1981
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1982
Single
2

Religions Index – Year 1983
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1984
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1985
Single
4

Religions Index – Year 1986
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1987
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1988
Single
4

Religions Index – Year 1989
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1990
Single
2

Religions Index – Year 1991
Single
0

Religions Index – Year 1992
Single
0

Religions Index – Year 1993
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1994
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1995
Single
0

Religions Index – Year 1996
Single
1

Religions Index – Year 1997
Single
4

Religions Index – Year 1998
Single
1

Amazon.com
Christian Single
137


Biblical Single
218

Table 2: Demographic Data Derived from Church Leaders’ Questionnaires

Church
Number Members
Never Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone Parent
Total Single People
Percentage of Single People

A
117
4
1
3
13
4
25
21%

B
80
15
0
4
10
5
34
43%

C
60
4
0
3
22
0
29
48%

D
35
10
1
3
5
3
22
63%

E*
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-

F
130
11
1
3
14
4
33
25%

G**
50
5
0
2
1
6
14
28%

* No data supplied, new minister

** Estimated from church address list, no reply received. 

Table 3: Demographic Data Derived from Single Peoples’ Questionnaires

Church
Total from  Table 2
Never Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone Parent
Total  Replying
Percentage Replying

A
25
1
1
3
2
0
7
28%

B
34
1
0
1
0
0
2
6%

C
29
4
0
1
6
0
11
38%

D
22
5
0
0
3
0
8
36%

E*
-
4
0
0
0
0
4
-

F
33
5
0
2
9
2
18
55%

G*
14
1
0
0
0
0
1
7%

X**
20
7
1
2
0
0
10
50%

* Targeted respondents identified by leader

** Targeted group of ‘professional Christians’ (ministers, religious sisters, theological students) 

Table 4: Overall Demographic Data for Single People

Marital Status

Never Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone Parent
Other

28
2
9
20
2
0

Living Arrangements

Live alone
Live with friend(s)
Live with relative(s)
Live with dependent children
Live with adult dependants
Other

40
4
8
6
2
1

Age-group

18-25
26-35
36-45
46-55
56-65
66-75
Over 75

7
4
12
6
6
11
15

Gender

Male
13
Female
43
Not Stated
5

Table 5 : Definition of ‘Positive’ Responses to Questionnaire

QUESTION
DEFINITION OF ‘POSITIVE’ RESPONSE (CATEGORIES)
JUSTIFICATION

I feel part of the church
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY
Whilst there may be occasions when individuals don’t feel part of the church, these should be the exception.

I feel valued by the church
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY
Whilst there may be occasions when individuals don’t feel valued by the church, these should be the exception

I feel included in worship
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY
Whilst there may be occasions when individuals don’t feel included in worship, these should be the exception.

The church allows me to achieve my potential
ALWAYS, USUALLY AND SOMETIMES
I anticipate that a control group would reveal many who answer ‘sometimes’ to this question.  On this basis I have allocated a minimum frequency of ‘sometimes’ as the lower end of a positive response.

The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents
ALWAYS, USUALLY AND SOMETIMES 
I anticipate that a control group would reveal many who answer ‘sometimes’ to this question.  On this basis I have allocated a minimum frequency of ‘sometimes’ as the lower end of a positive response.



I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 
RARELY AND NEVER
For this question, lower frequencies constitute a more positive response.  Whilst any person may find a service difficult, uncomfortable or exclusive, this should be a rare experience.

I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive
RARELY OR NEVER
For this question, lower frequencies constitute a more positive response.  Whilst any person may find a service difficult, uncomfortable or exclusive, this should be a rare experience.

I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family
SOMETIMES
Instinctively, I feel that, if single people wish to be affirmed and celebrated, then so must other groups including nuclear families.  I have therefore concluded that ‘sometimes’ is a positive reply.  I concede that this is a particularly subjective view.

Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers
ALWAYS, USUALLY AND SOMETIMES
Since many of people’s needs are independent of marital status, I seek a high level of response to this question.  However, since the question is ambiguous and could be read ‘are single people ever explicitly mentioned in prayer’ then a level of ‘sometimes’ is also appropriate.



There is preaching/teaching on singleness
SOMETIMES
In asking this question, I sought to ascertain if there was ever any preaching or teaching in this area.  Prompted by one (young) respondent who commented that she wouldn’t want it all the time as ‘it would be boring,’ I concluded that ‘sometimes’ would be a positive answer.

Services address my needs as a single person
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
As noted above, many needs of single people are no different from those of others, be they temporal or spiritual.  Some respondents noted that they were people first and single second and had answered in this spirit.  For this reason, ‘always’ and ‘usually’ have been selected as positive replies.

Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored
SOMETIMES
See comments on preaching/teaching above.

Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
The church has begun to address issues of language in many areas, notably in terms of race and gender.  However, it is less clear that marital status is considered.  An inclusive church will ‘always’ or ‘usually’ be sensitive to single people in its use of language.



Single people are involved in church government
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
Since these roles are not (except in RC priesthood) defined by status, this should not be an issue and single people should be involved as a norm. 

Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
Since these roles are not (except in RC priesthood) defined by status, this should not be an issue and single people should be involved as a norm.

The church affirms the single status
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
Since ‘single’ is how we enter life and most people will be ‘single’ for at least some part of their adult life, the church should affirm it as a valid status.

The church celebrates the single status
SOMETIMES OR MORE
In posing this question, I was conscious of my own ambivalence in this area.  The RC church celebrate singleness in the context of priesthood and religious orders whilst the protestant church largely ignores it.  It seems right- and with scriptural support- that at least sometimes there should be opportunity to celebrate this status alongside (and not over against) that of marriage. 

The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
Provision of appropriate pastoral support should be independent of marital status, hence ‘always’ and ‘usually’ constitute positive responses



The church considers the needs of single people in social activities
ALWAYS AND USUALLY
In posing this question I was conscious of my own experience of church socials being either ‘youth’ or ‘family’ focussed.  A positive response would be that the norm is for single people to feel their needs are considered.

Table 6: Results from Single People at Church Level


ALL CHURCHES
CHURCH A
CHURCH B
CHURCH C
CHURCH D
CHURCH E
CHURCH F
CHURCH G
GROUP X
DEFINITION OF POSITIVE RESPONSE (CATEGORIES)

Number in Sample:

(For individual questions,  number replying positively)
61
7
2
11
8
4
18
1
10


I feel part of the church
52








ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel valued by the church
45








ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel included in worship
50








ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

The church allows me to achieve my potential
47








SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents
50








SOMETIMES OR MORE

I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 
37








NO MORE THAN RARELY

I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive
41








NO MORE THAN RARELY

I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family
18








SOMETIMES

Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers
41








SOMETIMES OR MORE

There is preaching/teaching on singleness
12








SOMETIMES

Services address my needs as a single person
31








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored
14








SOMETIMES

Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 
17








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in church government
34








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership
34








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church affirms the single status
20








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church celebrates the single status
18








SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people
45








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church considers the needs of single people in social activities
33








ALWAYS AND USUALLY

KEY


> 75% replies positive

50% - 75% replies positive

25% - 50% replies positive

<25% replies positive

Insufficient data

Table 7: Results from Single People Taking Account of Marital Status


ALL REPLIES
WIDOWED
NOT WIDOWED

NEVER MARRIED
DIVORCED/SEPARATED/LONE PARENT
DEFINITION OF POSITIVE RESPONSE (CATEGORIES)

Number in Sample:

(For individual questions,  number replying positively)
61
20
41

25
13


I feel part of the church
52





ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel valued by the church
45





ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel included in worship
50





ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

The church allows me to achieve my potential
47





SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents
50





SOMETIMES OR MORE

I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 
37





NO MORE THAN RARELY

I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive
41





NO MORE THAN RARELY

I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family
18





SOMETIMES

Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers
41





SOMETIMES OR MORE

There is preaching/teaching on singleness
12





SOMETIMES

Services address my needs as a single person
31





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored
14





SOMETIMES

Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 
17





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in church government
34





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership
34





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church affirms the single status
20





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church celebrates the single status
18





SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people
45





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church considers the needs of single people in social activities
33





ALWAYS AND USUALLY

KEY


> 75% replies positive

50% - 75% replies positive

25% - 50% replies positive

<25% replies positive

Table 8: Results from Single People Taking Account of Age


ALL AGES
UNDER 65
OVER 65
DEFINITION OF POSITIVE RESPONSE (CATEGORIES)

Number in Sample:

(For individual questions,  number replying positively)
61
35
26


I feel part of the church
52


ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel valued by the church
45


ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel included in worship
50


ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

The church allows me to achieve my potential
47


SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents
50


SOMETIMES OR MORE

I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 
37


NO MORE THAN RARELY

I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive
41


NO MORE THAN RARELY

I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family
18


SOMETIMES

Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers
41


SOMETIMES OR MORE

There is preaching/teaching on singleness
12


SOMETIMES

Services address my needs as a single person
31


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored
14


SOMETIMES

Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 
17


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in church government
34


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership
34


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church affirms the single status
20


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church celebrates the single status
18


SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people
45


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church considers the needs of single people in social activities
33


ALWAYS AND USUALLY

KEY


> 75% replies positive

50% - 75% replies positive

25% - 50% replies positive

<25% replies positive

Table 9: Comparison of Leader’s and Single People’s Views (Overall)


SINGLE PEOPLE
LEADERS
DEFINITION OF POSITIVE RESPONSE (CATEGORIES)

Number in Sample:

(For individual questions,  number replying positively)
61
5


I feel part of the church
52
N/A
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel valued by the church
45
5
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

I feel included in worship
50
4
ALWAYS AND  USUALLY

The church allows me to achieve my potential
47
5
SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents
50
5
SOMETIMES OR MORE

I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 
37
3
NO MORE THAN RARELY

I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive
41
3
NO MORE THAN RARELY

I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family
18
2
SOMETIMES

Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers
41
4
SOMETIMES OR MORE

There is preaching/teaching on singleness
12
2
SOMETIMES

Services address my needs as a single person
31
2
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored
14
1
SOMETIMES

Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 
17
5
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in church government
34
4
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership
34
2
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church affirms the single status
20
3
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church celebrates the single status
18
2
SOMETIMES OR MORE

The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people
45
4
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

The church considers the needs of single people in social activities
33
3
ALWAYS AND USUALLY

KEY


> 75% replies positive

50% - 75% replies positive

25% - 50% replies positive

<25% replies positive

Appendix 1: Annotated Bibliography

No.
Author, Title and Review

1
‘Celibacy,’ The Way (Supplement), London, Heythrop College, 1993/77 

This slim volume contains a number of essays written, with one exception, by Roman Catholics discussing their experiences of, mainly, compulsory celibacy.  Understandings of celibacy as ‘charism’ are explored.



2
Andrews, G., Your Half of the Apple - God and the Single Girl, Bromley, Kent, STL Books 1973, reprinted 1979

Written in a very chatty and American style, this book is aimed at the single woman who’d really rather be married.  Quite strongly rooted in biblical material, it is conservative but reasonably realistic. Almost quarter of century old, it cannot be entirely relevant to today’s women.



3
Baptist Union of Great Britain, Belonging: A Resource for the Christian Family, Oxford, Baptist Union, 1994

Chapter 6 refers to singleness and cites some government statistics and views on marriage.  It acknowledges the failure of the church to affirm single people and includes the recommendations of the Evangelical Alliance Consultation on Singleness.  My main criticism is the case studies which again are rather stereotyped and that two out of five are homosexual.  Further resources are identified at the end of the book.



4
Baptist Union of Great Britain, Making Moral Choices, Oxford, Baptist Union, 2000

Study 3 refers specifically to singleness in the context of sexuality.  I found the case studies unhelpful stereotypes – a woman desperate to be married and a man who is cynical about marriage.  Some potentially useful discussion questions are offered.  Two books for further reading are recommended.



5
BBC News Living Alone is the Norm [online] (URL http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/newsid_1754000/1754824.stm) [accessed 11th January 2002]

This news article reported the results of research commissioned by one of the major building societies – presumably allied to borrowing patterns.  It includes statistics that support those elsewhere, namely that single person households are increasingly common and that this has implications for society.



6
BBC News Solo Living – a Worrying trend? [online] (URL http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/newsid_1755000/1755062.stm) [accessed 11th January 2002]

A feedback page where individuals had responded to the findings of the above article.  The focus was mainly the failure of the government to provide the support needed for people to start families.  A variety of views was expressed both positive and negative.



7
BBC News Britain Singled out as Lonely Nation [online] (URL http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/newsid_692000/692150.stm) [accessed 11th January 2002]

This article, posted originally posted in March 2000 noted a decline in marriage rates and increase in divorces.  It includes feedback responses – the assumption that ‘single = lonely’ is challenged by many. 



8
Benton, P., ‘Singled out by God for Good’ in Regeneration Quarterly 1997 Issue 3 pages 20-21

Very glib piece of writing by someone who would rather be married but thinks that singleness can be an excuse for self-centredness.  She says that a lot has been written about single people in the church (but not where).



9
Britton, M., The Single Woman in the Family of God, London, Epworth, 1982

This book is rather dated but represents a fairly significant step in work in the area of singleness.  It critiques quite sharply both Who Walk Alone and The Art of Being a Single Woman and provides a less conservative approach in the areas sex and sexuality.  



10
Brookner, A., Bay of Angels, London, Viking, 2001

A novel telling the story of a single woman born in the 1950’s (?) whose mother is widowed early, re-marries and is widowed again before dying slowly in an OAP home in France.  Final chapter includes some perceptive comments on single women.



11
Brookner, A., Hotel du Lac, London, Penguin, 1993

This Booker prize winning novel explores one woman’s recovery from jilting a husband ‘at the altar’ (registry office) and an affair with a married man.  Coming within a hair’s breadth of marrying another man she realises that she has recovered from the first affair and doesn’t want to marry.

The back cover speaks of ‘her chance to escape from a life of humiliating spinsterhood is renewed…’ Why must spinsterhood be negative?  Has the critic/reviewer missed the point?



12
Brown, S R., ‘Pastoral Care of Single Persons’ in Journal of Pastoral Care, 42 p97-98 Summer 1988

Editorial noting the lack of material on single people and seeking papers on this topic.  Recognises the difference that age can make.  



13
Brown, S., The Art of Being a Single Woman, Eastbourne, Kingsway, 1989

Written in a chatty, American style, this book is aimed at the young woman who still expects a knight in shining gospel armour to appear in her life.  In its favour, it does attempt a theology of singleness. Dated and conservative, it is still commonly found in Christian bookshops and on church book tables.



14
Cartledge, M. ‘Charismatic Women and Prophetic Activity’ to be published in ‘The Spirit and Church’, used with author’s permission

The major focus of this paper is the role of women in charismatic churches, and opportunities afforded by dint of the husband’s role.  It gives brief consideration to the impact of widowhood and singleness on such opportunities.



15
Cartledge, S. and Ryan, J., Sex and Love, London, The Women’s Press, 1993

Chapter 10 by Tricia Bickerton on the ‘woman alone’.  Covers standard topics, emphasises the importance of choice.



16
Castelli, E., ‘Virginity and its Meaning for Women’s Sexuality in early Christianity’ in Journal of Feminist Studies of Religion, Volume 2, Number 1, 1986, pages 61-68

Sees celibacy/virginity as an attractive option for women in early Christianity but one which fitted with societal norms of the time.



17
Catechism of the Catholic Church, London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1994, page 371

The section on the sacrament of marriage includes a statement on single people.  From a protestant perspective, it feels rather patronising and implies that singleness is somehow second best.



18
Chilcraft, S., Gillies S. and Keegan, R., Single Issues: A Whole Church Approach to Singleness , Warwick, CPAS, 1997

A study guide evolved from the EA work on singleness, which ended in 1996.  Including some personal stories, it is divided in to 6 sessions: -

1) Identity – Who am I?

2) Relationships – right relating

3) Sexuality – thanks for the gift?

4) Society – what’s the world coming to?

5) Church – have we got it together?

6) Service – His Majesty’s Single Service



19
Chilcraft, S., One of Us – Single people as Part of the Church, Milton Keynes, Word Books, 1993

This book was produced under the auspices of the Evangelical Alliance ‘Singularly Significant’ project.  It is well researched and includes significant numerical data relating to the situation in British churches at around 1990.  My biggest sadness is that almost ten years later I have yet to discover a church that has heard of, never mind taken account of this piece of work.



20
Christian Connection http://www.christianconnection.co.uk [accessed 2nd December 2001]

This is a UK website which has various functions.  It acts as an internet introduction agency and as a forum where issues can be ‘discussed’ via bulletin boards.  Although it is a membership organisation, the bulletin boards are available publicly and include one on ‘singleness and the church’.  A variety of views are expressed, sadly many of them negative.



21
Clarkson, M., ‘Singleness: His Share for Me’ in Christianity Today 23, page 14-15, Feb 16 1979

One woman’s perspective on singleness.  She sees singleness as being one of the consequences of the fall (Adam and Eve being complementary partners in Eden).  Churches are, in her opinion, simultaneously concerned about homosexuality and ignorant of their single members. 

22
Cline, S., Women , Celibacy and Passion , London, Optima, 1993

I found this book to be quite aggressive at times and it took determination to plough through it.  A few interesting ideas including three groups of celibates: (i) Ascetic (ii) Sensual and (iii) Passionate.  Also identifies ‘transitional’ and ‘permanent/purposeful’ virginity.  Sees celibacy as power. 



23
Crawford, C. A.  ‘Ministry from a Single Perspective: Assets and Liabilities’  Journal of Pastoral Care, 42, p117-123, Summer 1988

Fairly standard material on the claims on the time of a single person and the need for support networks, risks of overwork and the need for space and relaxation.  Reflects the author’s experience.



24
Crouch, A., Extended Family Values from Re:Generation Online [online] (URL http://www.regenerator.com/3.3/value.html ) [accessed 7th August 2001]

Offers an alternative life style whereby single people and married couples share a home.  Written from the perspective of a young married man – not a long term experience so need to treat with much caution.



25
Deegan, D. Y., The Stereotype of the Single Woman in American Novels, New York, Kings Crown Press, 1951

Literature as a source of stereotyping.  Two good quotes: -

Page (ix) in foreword, attitude of one professor to this research ‘what is it you want to do – write a guidebook for the old maid?’

Page 185-5 ‘The final conclusion one must inevitably reach, therefore, is that the social attitude toward the woman who remains single, as expressed by the novelist in America, is far more derogatory than otherwise.  She is at best, as the novelist sees her, an unfortunate member of society.  She may be useful in her small sphere, but in a humble way.  She may be loved and respected, but she is likewise pitied and ridiculed.’

She concludes ‘where is there one [i.e. single woman] a young girl would want to emulate?’

I ask myself, what has changed in 50 years?

26
Dell, M. L., ‘Will My Time Ever Come? On Being Single’ in Steven-Moessner,, J., In her Own Time, Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2000

Some reflections on being single – its pluses and minuses – written by someone about to marry. 



27
Deshpande, L. Singled Out or One in the Body?  An Exploration of Singleness in the Church Today, Cambridge, Grove Book, 2001

I discovered this book fairly late on – it was published in the latter part of 2001.  There is little in it that cannot be deduced form the various other sources, however it provides a concise summary for church leaders – its main audience.  The biggest sadness is that this is the second Grove Book on this subject and indicates not improvement from the first (Gillett et al 1987) 



28
Dobson, M. M. and Williams, T. L., Latte for One and Loving It,  Colorado, Cook Communications, 2000

Up to date in style, this very American book focuses in five areas: dating, relationships, wellness, finances and pursuits.  Each chapter ends with a series of questions and usually a list of further resources.  Much of the information isn’t particularly ‘single’ orientated (why is buying a car or eating a healthy diet different?).   Interesting as a recent perspective.



29
Evening, M., Who Walk Alone, Sevenoaks, Kent, Hodder Christian Paperbacks 1974

Conservative and rather dated, this well researched book remains an important part of my own story as it was the first book I discovered in the area of singleness and was, at the time very helpful.  Perhaps it is sad that more recent publications are, in essence, covering the same ground.



30
Farrington, D.,  One Like Jesus, Norwich, Canterbury Press, 1999

This is a pocket sized devotional book aimed at single people.  Very short passages of scripture are followed by a page-long ‘thought for the day’.  Although not particularly profound, they form a useful resource for people wanting something aimed at the ‘single.’



31
Fielding. H., ‘Bridget Jones’ Diary’ London, Picador, 1996

Fictional diary of a late 20’s early 30’s single woman.  Comedy with inevitable hints of truth and tragedy.  In the end she gets her man in true storybook tradition.



32
First Baptist Church Atlanta http://www.fba.org/FBA/singles/index-singles.html
Liberty Christian Church: Singles Ministry http://www.libertycc.org/singles.html
Mission Valley Christian Fellowship http://www.mvcf.com/church/ministries/singles
[all accessed April 12 2001]

Web searches under the category ‘single ministry’ identified these US churches who have specific Bible studies and/or fellowship groups for single people.  There seem to be no equivalent UK sites. 



33
Flynn, E., ‘Solo: A Positive Guide to Living Alone’ London, Triangle, 1987

Attempts to combine biographies with information.  Some is practical (if very basic).  The rest is about relationships.



34
Forbes, C., ‘Let’s Not Shackle the Single Life’ in Christianity Today 23, page 16-19, Feb 16 1979

An attempt to offer a positive perspective on singleness from a woman’s perspective.  Emphasis is on the freedom being single affords to work for God.



35
Foster, R.,  Omnibus Edition, London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1985

Money, Sex, Power chapter 7 (page 514) on sexuality and singleness is fairly standard 

Celebration of Discipline chapter 7 (page 245) addresses the discipline of solitude 



36
Furlong, M., ‘Sex before Marriage’ in Nelson et al (eds.) Sexuality and the Sacred , London, Mowbray 1994 pages 262-3

Identifies some pros and cons of pre-marital celibacy.  Some insights into the potential for sex(uality) to be exploitative.



37
Gage, M. J. Woman, Church and State, Massachusetts, Persephone Press, 1980 (original 1893)

Possibly the first ‘modern’ feminist theologian.  Chapter 2 is entitled celibacy but is mainly about the suffering of women as a result of the move of the church to priestly celibacy (pretty awful quite frankly).  However, page 34 has a good quote ‘the subject of celibacy … (has)… agitated the church from its foundations.’

 

38
Gardner, F. A., ‘Marriage, Parenting and the Church’ in Theology Today 42, pages 72-77 April 1985

Primarily on family life, includes some consideration of singleness.

 

39
Gillett, D. Long, A. and Fowke, R., A Place in the Family: the Single Person in the Local Church, Bramcote, Nottinghamshire, Grove Books, second edition 1987

An attempt at recognising the situation of single people in the church in the early 1980’s, slightly revised and reprinted in 1987.

 

40
Goldman, N., ‘The Perils of the Single Life in Contemporary Japan’, in Journal of Marriage and Family, 55 pages 191 – 204 February 1993

Sociological work concluding that Japanese single males have poorer health and lower life expectancy than their married counterparts.  Cannot offer a conclusive reason for this – they may be less concerned with their health and wellbeing or they may be people with poorer health anyway.



41
Gregory, I. S., ‘No Sex Please We’re Single’, Eastbourne, Kingsway, 1997

Written in a very chatty style, this book attempts to address the desires of many Christian singles to meet someone to marry that shares their (evangelical) outlook.  It is one of the few books written by men.  Whilst I am impressed by the author’s commitment to acting on what he feels, I am concerned that he advocates excluding the ‘socially inept’.  The ‘yuppie’ approach reflects much of secular culture and seems somewhat arrogant.

42
Grenz, S. J. Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective, Louisville, Kentucky, John Knox press, 1990

Part 3 Singleness as an Expression of Human Sexuality pp 181 – 122.  Identifies celibacy as a chosen commitment whereas singleness is non-chosen.  Has quite an extensive bibliography. 

43
Gustafson, J., ‘Celibate Passion’ in Nelson et al (eds.) Sexuality and the Sacred , London, Mowbray 1994 pages 277-281

Intimacy need not be sexual.  Celibacy should be passionate and passion celibate.  Concept of leisurely and non goal-centred love.  Seems to echo people like John White (Eros Defiled) and C S Lewis (the Four Loves) although defining Eros more like Lewis’ Philadelphia.

44
Haley, W R L , Thriving Single a sermon accessed online (URL http://www.thefallschurch.org/SERMONS/1999sermons/990418bh.htm ) Accessed 7th August 2001

A fairly weak sermon on singleness!  Probably OK if you aren’t doing any research and at least it addresses the issue.

45
Harbour, B. L., Famous Singles of the Bible, Nashville, Tennessee, Broadman Press, 1980

This book was written as a companion to Famous Couples of the Bible which the sleeve notes assure you is a must!  The theology is very conservative.  Although much of it is quite trite, it is useful as a reminder of the significant roles played by single people in the faith story.  (See also McNutt below)



46
Harding, L., Better than or Equal to?  A look at Singleness, Milton Keynes, Word Books 1993

A somewhat superficial treatment of the issues perceived by the churches from an evangelical perspective.  Poor bibliography and no references.  Nothing explicitly relating to either spirituality or theology of singleness.



47
Horsford, E-A., Complete as One, London, Hodder Christian Paperbacks, 1987

This book is concerned with important issues of self worth.  It gives the single Christian woman permission to look good and feel good about herself! It is refreshing to have a book not preoccupied with sex (it gets about a page)!



48
Hsu, A., The Single Issue, Leicester, IVP, 1997

This book combines statistical information with an attempt at developing a theology of singleness and tries to offer practical ways forward for the local church.  The history of Christian attitudes to singleness is well presented.  Less helpful is the tacit implication that single people disappear in to thin air at the age of 35.  Published in the USA as Singles at the Crossroads 



49
Hunt, M. E., ‘Lovingly Lesbian: Toward a Feminist Theology of Friendship’ in Nelson et al (eds.) ‘Sexuality and the Sacred’ , London, Mowbray 1994 pages 169-182

After justifying her title of lesbian, feminist, she moves on to speak about aspects of friendship.  She identifies ‘classical male’ (sic) qualities as including care, responsibility, respect and knowledge.  She says women add mutuality, community (networks), honesty (about sexuality), non-exclusivity, flexibility and other-directedness (i.e. beyond themselves).   I’d disagree with some of these based on my experience and draw parallels with C S Lewis’ view of friendship in others. Proposes a theology of God as friend on this model but (p180) claims this is different from the understanding in pietist hymns such as ‘What a friend we have in Jesus.’



50
Hunt, M. E., Fierce Tenderness: A Feminist Theology of Friendship’, New York, Crossroads, 1992

Hunt is clear that she is interested in women-women friendships and offers a model for friendship involving four aspects: love, power, embodiment and spirituality.  She is open about the fact that she writes from a US, RC, white, educated, lesbian perspective – this comes through quite strongly.



51
Israel, M., Living Alone: the Inward Journey to Fellowship London, SPCK, 1982 

More a book on ‘aloneness’ than single life, it focuses on the inner journey.  It chooses to hang this on the peg of living alone.  The book is ‘dedicated to those many people who, perhaps because of some physical impediment or social misfortune, are obliged to live alone’



52
Johnson, M. J., ‘Single People: the Church’s New Disenfranchised?’, in Theology, 44, p439-445 November 1981

As is evident from the title, this brief article is concerned with the way that the church responds (or fails to respond) to single people.



53
Jones, R. G., Groundwork of Christian Ethics, Peterborough, Epworth, 1984

Chapter 6 (pp 113-134) on sexuality and marriage includes a summary of early church teaching on celibacy and marriage.



54
Keay, K. ed.,  Men, Women and God, Basingstoke, Marshall Pickering 1987

The Single Person and the Kingdom of God p221-240 by Kathy Keay

Attitudes to singleness – unnatural, a threat/escape, a curse/calling/course

Childlessness (esp. women)

Practical and ethical issues

Page 236 the church and single people – language, sermon illustrations, stereotypes, casts-offs

55
Keay, K., Letters from a Solo Survivor, London, Hodder and Stoughton 1991

Fictional, this book combines letters and poems expressing some of the cries of the heart of the single woman in the 25-40 age bracket.  Although some of the topics are somewhat dated, there is still much which resonates and some of the poems may be helpful in meditation/prayer. 

56
Keay, K., Women Alone, London, Bible Society, 1990

A series of six Bible studies for women’s groups covering

· Identity

· Vocation and work

· Relationships

· Loneliness and sexuality

· Responsibility and choice

· Ages and stages of life



57
Kissling, F., ‘Blessed Singleness – A Journey in Uncharted Waters’, in Milhaven, A. L. ed. ,Sermons Seldom Heard, New York, Crossroads, 1991

US RC perspective.  Notes the lack of rituals for single people.  In her autobiographical bit observes that even in ‘women-church’ single people are invisible.  Notes lack of literature (recommends one book which surveyed 50 retired women: Barbara Levy Simon Never Married Women Philadelphia, Temple University Press 1987)



58
Kness, L A., ‘Confessions of a Single Pastor’ in Christian Ministry 17, No 1 pages 8-10 January 1986

One American woman pastor’s experience of a two year pastorate.



59
Langley, M., Equal Woman, Basingstoke, Marshall’s Paperbacks, 1983

Ch 9 The chosen Few: Women and the Single Life pages 160 – 171

Single and married as two valid Christian callings Matt. 22, 1 Cor. 7.  Much standard ethics etc.



60
Lebacqz, K., ‘Appropriate Vulnerability’ in Nelson et al (eds.) Sexuality and the Sacred, London, Mowbray 1994 pages 256-61

Considers vulnerability as an aspect of human relationships.  Fights shy of defining what might be appropriate for single people.



61
Lewis, C. S. The Four Loves, London, Fontana, 1963

A rather old book, considers different types of love – romantic, friendship, fraternal and divine.  Some of the more recent work, notably Hunt and Gustafson, show echoes of Lewis’ ideas.



62
Llewelyn, S., and Osborne, K. Women’s Lives, London, Routledge, 1990

Secular work on psychology/sociology.  Chapter 8 p 189 – 206 covers the issue of women alone.

Some useful quotations and the concept of ‘psychologically androgynous’ – led me to idea of ‘androgynous autonomy’ of single people which is threatening to all who aren’t.



63
MacQuarrie, J., and Childress, J., eds., A New Dictionary of Christian Ethics, London, SCM, 1986

Articles as follows:

· Page 80 – celibacy, E. R. Hardy

· Page 44 – asceticism, E. R. Hardy

· Page 648 – virginity, E. R. Hardy

· Page 366 – marriage, H. Oppenheimer

· Page 579 – sexual ethics, L. Sowle Cahill

· Page 240 – friendship, G. Meilaender

· Page 229 – feminist ethics, M. A. Farley



64
MacQuarrie, J., ed., A Dictionary of Christian Ethics, London, SCM, 1967

Articles as follows:

· Page 49 – celibacy, E. R. Hardy

· Page 354 – virginity, E. R. Hardy

· Page 20 – asceticism, E. R. Hardy

· Page 360, women (status of), J. K. Mott



65
McNeill Taylor, L., Living Alone – A Woman’s Guide, London, Sheldon Press, 1987

Secular work covering standard stuff on health, money, relationships, etc.



66
McNutt, J. A., Single Journey: Biblical Sketches for Life on Your Own, Michigan, Vine Books, 1998

Thirteen biblical characters are the basis for this book which explores a variety of ideas including stress (Joseph), friendship (Mary and Martha) and success at work (Lydia).  Each chapter is a study with questions to prompt further thought.  Only 3 of the same people as in Famous Singles of the Bible.

67
O’Brien, M. and Christie, C., eds. Single Women: Affirming our Spiritual Journeys, Westport, Connecticut, Bergin and Garvey, 1993

This book is a collection of essays (and a few poems) by women with varying experience of singleness and theological perspectives.  Although much of the material is testimonial/story telling, later chapters refer more specifically to spirituality and an extensive bibliography is included.   However, the references (identified in the text by bracketed numbers) are conspicuously absent.

 

68
O’Connor, P.,  Friendship Between Women: A Critical review, Hemel Hempstead, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992

Chapter 4 pages entitled ‘friendship: a refuge for the single woman’.  Notes that women tend to be more ‘emotionally vulnerable’ in same sex relationships than are men.  Little specifically related to being single or female.  No conclusions drawn.



69
Parks, J. Single but not Sorry, Greenville, South California, Bob Jones University Press, Revised Edition 1985

Fairly run of the mill single Christianity book.  Includes a short annotated bibliography of resources.



70
Peacock, A., ‘A Singular Vision’ in Significant Others, Birmingham, SCM, 1995

This is a personal story which forms part of a resource book for discussion of different types of significant human relationship aimed at young adults.



71
Piper, J. and Gruden, W., Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: a Response to Evangelical Feminism [online] (URL http://www.leaderu.com/orgs/cbmw/rbmw/froewrod.html ) [accessed 7th August 2001]

Foreword is titled ‘for single men and women (and the rest of us)’ and is a standard married pontification on how single people should behave.



72
Poulter, M., Single People are the Scum of Western Society [online] (URL http://mail.bris.ac.uk/~plmlp/stuff/single.html) [accessed April 12 2001]

I encountered this item during an internet search for ‘single people’ and felt compelled to view it!  I’m not sure whether it is intended as tongue in cheek or to provoke debate.  It certainly provides a provocative view of the single state.



73
Richardson, A. and Bowden, J., eds., A New Dictionary of Christian Theology, London, SCM, 1983

Articles as follows:

· Page 88 – celibacy, J. M. Ford

· Page 598 – virginity, R. Davies

· Page 92 – chastity, J. M. Ford

· Page 210 – feminist theology, R. R. Ruether

· Page 346 – marriage, H. Oppenheimer



74
Robinson-Joyce, J. Tape of Spring Harvest seminar on singleness, 1990

Focus is primarily on relationships.  Includes a Veronica Zundel poem on clichés of singleness based on Thesaurus entries.



75
Sala. H.J., Joyfully Single in a Couples’ World, Pennsylvania, Horizon Books, 1998

Using modern goal setting techniques and transactional analysis, this conservative book aims to move people on form being miserable singles to being fulfilled.  Unusually, it concludes with a chapter aimed at those who cease to be single including advice on building relationships with the in-laws.



76
Selby M. et al ‘Being Single’ in Graham. E. and Halsey, M., Life Cycles: Women and Pastoral Care’ London, SPCK, 1993 pages 29-42

This article is a series of letters exchanged by three single women from different cultural backgrounds over a period of six months and seeks to illustrate how it is possible for singleness to become ‘life enhancing’ for another/others.

 

77
Shapiro, J., On Your Own, London, Pandora Press, 1995

Secular work for women following divorce or widowhood.  Covers much of the same ground as for singles e.g. relationships, sex, money, housing, DIY, car maintenance, etc.



78
Sheridan, J., The Unwilling Celibates: a Spirituality for Single Adults, Bayard, Twenty-third Publications, 2000

Written by an American, Roman catholic divorcee, it draws exclusively on Roman Catholic sources for spirituality (Benedict, Theresa of Avila and Thomas Merton), assumes minimal homiletics in church or personal Bible reading.  It provides good basic guidelines for establishing a form of spiritual discipline but it is debatable whether this is ‘single’ orientated.  Includes an extensive, thematic bibliography. 



79
Smith, H. I., Holy! Me? The Single Adult’s Guide to the Spiritual Journey, Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1997

Presented in the form of a workbook, this is a useful tool for those who want to take some time out to focus on specific areas of spiritual life, e.g. prayer or Bible study.  It contains little specifically ‘single’ material and could almost omit the words ‘single adult’ from its title.  Most of the techniques are well known and fairly ‘basic’. 



80
Smith, H. I., Singles Ask: Answers to Questions about Relationships and Sexuality, London, Fortress, 1998

Glad I didn’t pay money for this one!  Saw it in Wesley Owen – basically it is an all you  (n)ever wanted to know about sex book – chapter titles like ‘oral and anal sex’ are presumably designed to draw you in – I wasn’t drawn!



81
Smith, S. Misadventures, Edinburgh, Canongate, 2001

Autobiographical by a single woman (b. 1945).  Supposed to be amusing but I didn’t find it so.  Described as the ‘antithesis of every Bridget Jones clone to have emerged in recent years.’



82
Taylor, R., Every Single Blessing, Eastbourne, Kingsway, 1984

Written in a conversational style, this book draws on the author’s life experience to build up a case for singleness being a gift of God.  It speaks more to the ‘acceptant’ single person than to one wishing to be married, suggesting that this is a status to be enjoyed rather than endured.



83
Thatcher, A., Liberating Sex, London, SPCK 1993

Ch 12 is on sex and solitude.  Basically tries to establish a new justification for celibacy (rather than negative ones of history), sees masturbation as good, fantasies as OK within reason and pornography as wrong.



84
The Methodist Church Division of Social Responsibility, Statement on A Christian Understanding of Family Life, the Single Person and Marriage, London, Methodist Publishing House 1992

A document accepted by Methodist Conference after extensive discussion and rework of an earlier paper (see below).  Almost a quarter of the document is devoted to a range of single states.  Like most documents sexual ethics is a dominant theme.



85
The Methodist Church, A Christian Understanding of Family Life, the Single Person and Marriage, London, DSR Book shop, 1989, pages 13 – 15

A discussion document produced by Methodist Conference which includes some discussion on single people.  The main themes I drew from it is that singleness = freedom and that single people’s sexual morals are of concern.  See also the later document, above.



86
Tovey, P., ‘An Unwanted Gift’ in Theology 93, pages 294 – 297 July-Aug 1990

Syrian insights on singleness.



87
Turner, P., Sex and the Single Life [online] (URL http://www.firstthings.com/ftissues/ft9305/articles/turner/html ) [accessed 7th August 2001]

Primarily about ethics.  Sees holiness as more relevant than conservative/liberal contests over sexual ethics.

88
Vardy P., The Puzzle of Sex, London, Fount 1997

Includes a summary of the churches’ views on sex/marriage and hence celibacy throughout history.  Also a brief discussion on friendship.



89
Wakefield, G. S.,  ed., A Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, London, SCM, 1983

Articles as follows:

· Page 165 – friendship, M. J. Langford

· Page 82 – celibacy, D. Goergen

· Page 353 – sexuality, D. Didomizio

· Page 148 – feminine, N. C. Ring



90
Walsh, M. J. ed. Commentary on the Catechism of the Catholic Church,  London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1994

In discussing the section on the sacrament of marriage, it is observed that the reference to single people is of a status inferior to the normal marriage paradigm.



91
Williams, E. and P., letter to ‘Idea’ magazine July/August 2001

A letter explaining why two ‘twenty-something’ women stopped going to church citing one reason as their single status.



92
Winner, L. F., Solitary Refinement from Christianity Today  [online] (URL http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2001/008/1.30.html ) [accessed 7th August 2001]

Notes the tension of singles ministry as combining both ‘will one day marry’ and ‘will never marry’.  Looks for a theology of sex.  Raises questions about the nature and role of singles ministry.  Is the ‘gift of celibacy’ in need of consideration?



93
Woods, D., Single or Married, Which One is Better? [online] (URL http://www.drwoods.demon.co.uk/singlemarried.html) [accessed April 12 2001]

A non-academic site which provides a list of standard pros and cons of the single life.  It is intended to be interactive with readers adding their own views.



94
Wraight, H., Single- the Jesus Model, Leicester, Crossway Books, 1995

Essentially a study-guide for use by either couples or singles, this book draws on the life of Jesus to explore the standard issues of marriage, sex, family, etc as well as aloneness and bereavement.  Conservative theologically, it does provide some interesting questions for groups or individuals to consider. 

No notes, references or bibliography.



95
Yoder, B. and Yoder, I. J. eds., Single Voices, Scottdale, Pennsylvania, Herald, 1982

Seven chapters written from personal experience, mainly by Mennonite authors:

1) Singleness and Relationships

2) Singleness and Professionalism

3) Single in a Married Society

4) Singleness and Scripture

5) Singleness and Sexuality

6) Singleness and the Church

7) Singleness and Spirituality

Appendix 2 : Recommendations from Evangelical Alliance Consultation on Singleness

1. The church needs to develop a theology of singleness within the context of a biblical understanding of relationships within the Kingdom.

2. We need to recognise the calling of single people to take their equal place within local and national church leadership

3. By teaching, example and support, those working with youth should present celibacy as a positive and fulfilling way of life.

4. We need to recover a biblical emphasis on the gift of celibacy and find positive ways of presenting this to the church and the world.

5. Opportunities for exploring alternatives models of community living should be provided.  Economic pressure acting against this, particularly for younger single people must be tackled, e.g. through new methods of housing provision.

6. Churches should aim to foster a depth of relationship amongst their members and avoid either isolating single people or pressurising them into marriage.  This may include what some understand as ‘covenant’ commitment.

7. Churches should be encouraged to give a greater level of practical pastoral support to single people going through major changes in their lives, and those caring for adult dependants.

8. There is a need for retirement preparation appropriate for single people and positive channelling of their gifts into a continuing ministry.

9. Churches should recognise and involve themselves in the housing needs of the elderly.

10. Churches should actively seek to integrate single parents, divorced and widowed people into the church community, e.g. through hospitality, corporate social activities, shared discipleship groups.

11. Churches should take every opportunity to grow in awareness of the practical needs of single parents and their children and to give appropriate support, e.g. childcare, house maintenance, family link schemes.

12. Churches should seek to provide for emotional healing, through prayer and counselling for those whose identity and relationships have suffered damage.

13. Churches should establish relevant evangelistic structures directed towards the needs of single people and give active support to those engaged in evangelism and care amongst them. 

14. Forums within churches should be created for single and married people together to discuss personal issues of sexuality.

15. Radical rethinking is required of the concept and practice of family services.

16. Preachers should remember that their congregations include people leading single lifestyles.

17. In church decision-making and government, greater consideration should be given to the perspective of the whole range of single members of the congregation.

18. Increased efforts should be made to recognise, develop and direct the gifts of all single people.

19. Shared holidays between married couples and single people should be encouraged.

20. Existing pastoral structures should be assessed and restructured as necessary in the light of the needs of single people.

Appendix 3 : Self-Completion Questionnaire for Church Members

Research into Single People and the Church

As part of my training for the ministry, I am carrying out some research to explore the views of single people on their experiences of church life.  This questionnaire is intended to provide an overview of this experience.  Thank you in advance for your help with this project.

Please note that all replies to this questionnaire are confidential and should be returned in the envelope provided.

Background Information

Please tick one box for each of the following questions designed to give a picture of who has replied.

What is your current status?

Never Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone Parent
Other*








*If ‘other’ please give details:

Who do you live with?

Live alone
Live with friend(s)
Live with relative(s)
Live with dependent children
Live with adult dependants
Other*








*If ‘other’ please give details:

What is your age range?

18-25
26-35
36-45
46-55
56-65
66-75
Over 75









Are you male or female?  (Deleted as appropriate)

Male/Female

Questions about Church Life

For the following statements, please tick the column that closest matches your views.


ALWAYS
USUALLY
SOMETIMES
RARELY
NEVER

I feel part of the church






I feel valued by the church






I feel included in worship






The church allows me to achieve my potential






The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents






I find Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive. 






I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive






I feel that services focus on the (nuclear) family






Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers






There is preaching/teaching on singleness






Services address my needs as a single person






Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored






Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 






Single people are involved in church government






Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership






The church affirms the single status






The church celebrates the single status






The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people






The church considers the needs of single people in social activities






Please feel free to add any comments relating to the questions above.

Appendix 4 : Self-Completion Questionnaire for Church Leaders

Research into Single People and the Church

As part of my training for the ministry, I am carrying out some research to explore the views of single people on their experiences of church life.  This questionnaire is intended to provide an overview of this experience.  Thank you in advance for your help with this project.

Please note that all replies to this questionnaire are confidential and should be returned in the envelope provided.

Background Information

Approximately what is the adult (18+) membership (including adherents) of your church?

Approximately how many of these are:

Never-married

Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone parents

Questions about Church Life

For the following statements, please tick the column that closest matches your view of your church. Please feel free to add any comments relating to the questions.


ALWAYS
USUALLY
SOMETIMES
RARELY
NEVER

Single people are valued by the church






Single people are included in worship






The church allows single people to achieve their potential






The church allows single people to use and develop gifts and talents






Mothers’ or Fathers’ day services are difficult/uncomfortable for, or exclusive of, single people. 






Services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable for, or exclusive of, single people






Services focus on the (nuclear) family






Single people’s needs are included (positively) in prayers






There is preaching/teaching on singleness






Services address the needs of single people






Biblical perspectives on singleness are explored






Language used in worship is sensitive to single people 






Single people are involved in church government






Single people are involved in worship preparation and leadership






The church affirms the single status






The church celebrates the single status






The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people






The church considers the needs of single people in social activities






Appendix 5 : Structured Interview Questions for Church Members

Structured Interview – Single People

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this part of my research.  Please be assured that anything you tell me will remain confidential unless I have your permission to quote it.  Even if you do give permission, your identity will be disguised so that material cannot be traced back to you.

· Do you give permission for me to quote parts of this discussion if they are particularly significant in my research?


YES/NO

Most of the questions are designed to invite you to express more fully your views in the key areas of my research.  If you do not wish to answer any of the questions, please say so and we can move on.

· Do you want to ask me anything before we carry on?

In order to interpret the results I get, I need to begin by confirming some details about who you are:

· What is your current status?

Never Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Lone Parent
Other*








· Who do you live with?

Live alone
Live with friend(s)
Live with relative(s)
Live with dependent children
Live with adult dependants
Other*








· What is your age range

18-25
26-35
36-45
46-55
56-65
66-75
Over 75









· Are you Male/Female

Contd.…

1. In what ways could the church do more to make worship inclusive of single people?

· Probe in areas of language if not volunteered

2. Does the church provide any special services, celebrations or rites of passage that you value?

· What else could the church provide that you would value?

· What could it provide specifically for you as a single person?

3. What opportunities does your church provide for single people to take on positions of responsibility such as leadership or church government?

· What other opportunities could it provide?

· Can you identify any reasons why these opportunities aren’t provided?

4. What opportunities does your church provide for single people to participate in preparing or leading worship?

· What other opportunities could it provide?

· Can you identify any reasons why these opportunities aren’t provided?

5. What form of single people’s networks (social, spiritual, pastoral etc.) exist in your church?

· What else would you like to see?

6. What form of pastoral support do you receive from your local church?

· What would you value from your local church as a single person?

Thank you very much for your help.  Is there anything you would like to add or that you want to ask me?

Appendix 6 : Structured Interview Questions for Church Leaders

Structured Interviews – Church Leaders

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this part of my research.  Please be assured that anything you tell me will remain confidential unless I have your permission to quote it.  Even if you do give permission, your identity will be disguised so that material cannot be traced back to you.

· Do you give permission for me to quote parts of this discussion if they are particularly significant in my research?


YES/NO

Most of the questions are designed to invite you to express more fully your views in the key areas of my research.  If you do not wish to answer any of the questions, please say so and we can move on.

· Do you want to ask me anything before we carry on?

1. In what ways could the church do more to make worship inclusive of single people? 

· Probe in areas of language if not volunteered

2. Please describe any special services, celebrations or rites of passage your church provides

· What else could be provided?

· What could be provided specifically for single people? 

3. What opportunities does your church provide for single people to take on positions of responsibility such as leadership or church government?

· What other opportunities could it provide?

· Can you identify any reasons why these opportunities aren’t provided?

4. What opportunities does your church provide for single people to participate in preparing or leading worship?

· What other opportunities could it provide?

· Can you identify any reasons why these opportunities aren’t provided?

5. What form of single people’s networks (social, spiritual, pastoral etc.) exist in your church?

· What else would you like to see?

6. What form of pastoral support does your church provide?

· What else could be provided for single people?

Thank you very much for your help.  Is there anything you would like to add or that you want to ask me?
Appendix 7 : Comments Added to Self Completion Questionnaires

CODE
COMMENT

AM01
I have been part of [Church A] (where we got married) – my ex-husband and I were members for about 6 years having attended prior to that.  We were active and involved…[details regarding marriage breakdown]… With few exceptions, I have felt judged, condemned, excluded and ignored by the church congregation who I thought were my friends.  People have said that they don’t know what to say but they don’t realise their silence and stares are worse.  My non-Christian friends have supported me better and I felt that when I needed the church it wasn’t there for me.

AM02
I sometimes feel I wouldn’t want to look for a new church, as it would take longer to settle.  It would be interesting to know how this survey goes!

AM04
In most instances I think of myself as a ‘person’ rather than a ‘single person.’

AM06
I have found that some of these things change with time and the longer I live on my own some of these things get easier to live with.  They say the first two years [of widowhood] are the hardest and I got no support from the church.

AM07
There are groups for singles but they tend to be for the young (under 18) and the old (over 60) nothing in between.



DM01
A single person’s experiences of church life can vary as to the church they visit, large or small congregation – and worship group

DM07
There are a majority of single people in my church so I have very little problem.  However, I know form past experience of other churches that being single can be lonely.

DM09
There are only six married couples in my church, the rest of us are widowed or never married.  Single people have more time to give to work in the church and can be a great blessing to any fellowship.

EM03
As far as I am aware there are no barriers between single and married.

FM02
I was single until I was 41 years old and was then widowed again after 14 years of marriage.  I can honestly say that I have never felt uncomfortable or isolated in the various churches I have attended over the years.  I think the attitude of the single person is often the key – if you expect to feel alienated and unloved, then you will certainly feel that way!  Having said that, some churches are better than others at looking after their single folk, but these tend to be the same ones that are warm and welcoming to all, whether single or otherwise. 

FM07
[Church F] has a warm, happy, family atmosphere, where I feel very welcome and never fell alone.



FM12
Some of my views may be skewed by the fact that, as a VIth former, I am still included in Youth Group activities and children’s groups are very much included in the life of the church.  I believe, however, that my answers are accurate in any case.

FM14
I’m ‘bordering’ on 80 … [some health details]… the minister is a regular visitor, all the church friends are praying for me and visit and take me to the surgery and hospital… and shop for me or do anything that is needed.  I’m not lonely, everyone makes sure of that!

FM18
I find my church a loving and caring one, but as an older person I would like to contribute more to the different events and certain kinds of services held with the older members included more.

XM02
[Extensive comments offered, of which I judge the following extracts to be salient]

[Some questions unanswered because they] would be linked up with opportunities for lay ministry within the RC church and not with singleness…

I think issues of singleness are a red herring.  If there are issues of inclusivity I think they are around having children.



XM03
[Extensive comments offered, of which I judge the following extracts to be salient]

Questions answered from a general, rather than specific church, experience.

Even when leading worship, I believe there are problems when trying to relate to single people because of what the congregation expects – particularly Mothers’/Fathers’ day and child blessing/baptism services.

… gender bias in that a ‘single’ man will often be bettered catered for than a ‘single’ woman – especially in terms of pastoral care.

… language.. is often family… often the vision of all being part of God’s Family and.. join in the ‘Family Prayer.’

It is as if we all have to belong to someone and some unit which in itself discourages the idea of singleness – how can single people help the ongoing growth of families?  Family is then the watchword rather than the community which might be more inclusive and might allow for more diversity, including singleness.

XM04
Does being a member of a [RC] religious community mean I am not single?



XM05
Inner city, small membership church, mostly single people attend or come without partners.  Some of these are therefore not issues because families are scarce.

XM07
I don’t think that my church has even thought that single people have different needs/wants. They just provide/do what they do or always have done and you either like/accept it or not.

XM08
[Extensive comments offered, the following extracts judged to be salient]

I found the church was supportive of me when I offered and trained for ministry but I’m not convinced that some people in my congregations know what to with me and my superintendent struggles to relate to me – he assumes a ‘fatherly’ role, often fails to take me seriously and overlooks me for many tasks.   Occasionally he asks personal questions about my private life which I’m sure he wouldn’t do with married or more experienced colleagues.

One or two people in my congregations have talked to me about singleness and I think my status has helped them to open up.

Some married people assume I’m itching to get married, and I’ve heard comments about how they’ve seen me doing baptisms and funerals but what they really want is my wedding.  Sometimes my male friends spark speculation... I had to announce he was not my boyfriend! 

Appendix 8: Discussion of Findings from Structured interviews

Response Rate

In choosing to carry out structured interviews, I anticipated being able to speak to one leader and at least one member from each church participating in my research which would have given a reasonable, if small, range of input.  In practice this proved impossible for a number of reasons and I was limited to two leaders and three members, representing three different churches, all Baptist.  For this reason, it is not possible to place much emphasis on the results of the interviews, although they were a valuable exercise in their own right, enabling the individuals to consider and express their views more fully.

Demographics of those Interviewed

Three interviews were carried out with church members who had been specially identified by their leaders.  All three were female, two were never married in the age group 18-25 and the third was separated and in the age range 46-55.  Of the two never-married women, one lived with her parents and the other with friends; the separated woman lived with dependent children.

Without devaluing the input of these women, from a demographic viewpoint, they are not representative of the wider sample responding to the questionnaire.  Thus, caution may be needed in interpreting their responses.  Further, since all had agreed to be interviewed, it is likely that they were well motivated, reasonable confident and likely to have generally positive experience of church.

The leaders interviewed were both male and working in large semi-rural or sub-urban Baptist churches.  Again, this will influence the results obtained since issues may be different in small churches in different geographical and socio-economic settings. 

Response to Specific Questions

In this section, the responses of the members are compared with those of the leaders.  Pseudonyms have been used throughout.  The six basic questions, with prompts where necessary, can be found in Appendices 5 and 6.

In what ways could the church do more to be inclusive of single people?

Both church leaders provided detailed responses to this question, observing that attempts at being inclusive can be difficult.  They recognised the issue of language as being relevant but I felt they were not too sure how approach this.

David felt that being inclusive meant trying to avoid homing in on any one group within the congregation.  However, in his church around two-thirds were couples in the 25-45 age range with young families.  He was wary of focusing on any part of the congregation, noting ‘it is difficult to home in on one group, for example when children are present; you tend to get criticised whatever you do.’  He recognised that Mothers’ Day and Dedication services can be difficult for childless people.

John observed that taking part in this project had alerted him to an issue he had never before considered.  He had ‘learned to be conscious of the word ‘family’ which is used a lot since family is ‘good’ whereas in fact it is a small part of anybody’s life.’  In his church value had been placed on children and parenthood to the exclusion of all other groups.  Language is a difficult area but he felt that maybe ‘partner’ was a more inclusive term than husband or wife but that he needed to consider other words such as ‘parent’, ‘child’ and ‘friend.’

 All of the three women reported similar, positive views on the inclusiveness of worship for single people.  Gemma said that ‘there is no real difference’ in terms of status whilst Sally was ‘not sure what a non-inclusive service would be.’  Interestingly, Kathryn observed that she would wish ‘to be treated the same as other people – no different from the ill or the deaf.’  Whilst this statement could be interpreted as seeing her own status as ‘damaged,’ I think that she meant she would not want to be ‘singled out’ for special treatment.

None of the women mentioned language in their initial responses but when probed identified frequent use of ‘family’ language in sermons and illustrations.  Generally this was not seen as a problem, with Sally observing that she felt the church was her ‘extended family’ anyway.  Interestingly Kathryn said that when singleness was specifically mentioned in worship she found it uncomfortable, though did not say how or why.

These limited interviews suggest worship is generally felt to be inclusive, supporting the findings of the questionnaires.  Notably, language is not seen as an issue by the women interviewed which is in stark contrast to the results of the questionnaire where this was a ‘red light.’  Both ministers seemed to be aware of language issues and this may in part explain the positive views expressed here.  However, in both of their churches were members who did not often find language sensitive.  I feel that the interviews carried out have not addressed this issue adequately and that further work would be needed to identify the causes of the trend observed in the questionnaire.

Does the church provide any special services, celebrations or rites of passage that you value?

Both church leaders identified a similar range of services provided by their churches – infant dedication/blessing, baptism, marriage, funerals, church membership and re-affirmation of marriage vows.  Within ‘ordinary’ services there could be commissioning of missionaries and office bearers; one church had a monthly ‘birthday slot.’  Special services included Christmas and Easter.

When asked what else could be provided David was wary, observing ‘if you asked, you’d get as many suggestions as people.’  Whilst he would not envisage organising special services, he would be happy to include mention of special occasions e.g. retirement, special anniversaries and birthdays, etc. in regular worship.  John described a special service he had conducted to mark the closure of one church building and the opening of a new one; this had inspired him to consider a rite of ‘moving on’ which could include situations such as leaving home, retirement, letting go, etc.  Both were wary of introducing too many rites or of fixing anything too rigid.  Neither identified anything specifically for single people, though infant dedication would be available to single parents.  John wondered whether there might be a role for a ‘church friend’ for a single person.

The range of special services identified by the single women was similar to that of the ministers.  Sally added the Church Anniversary but added a note of caution: ‘there’s a danger that every Sunday is a special Sunday for someone or something and it stops being special.’  Only Sally identified further services that she would value, youth or children’s group led services, affirming the worth of the under 18’s and specific prayer/praise services.  Kathryn noted that during holiday periods it can be lonely for the elderly and those who live alone and she would value more services or activities in those periods.  Importantly, none of the women wanted special services for single people, notably Sally who observed the ‘cringe factor’ and risk of match-making; she felt mixed services were more healthy.  None of the women would object to other singles having a special ‘covenant service’ (e.g. that developed by Nicola Slee [54], quoted with permission in Appendix 9) if they so wished, but it wouldn’t suit them.

From these interviews, I conclude that the churches involved in this project already provide many special services and rites of passage that are valued by their members.  The leaders are sensitive to the wishes of their members to celebrate in church special events in their lives but are reluctant to develop special services for every occasion – as noted by Sally, to do so is to devalue the celebrations you do have.  Like myself, the women interviewed would not wish to formally ‘covenant’ their single status, but recognise that it might be important to others and would not seek to deny them such opportunity within a church setting.

What opportunities does your church provide for single people to take on positions of responsibility such as leadership or church government?

All those interviewed were in full agreement that the opportunities for single people were exactly the same as for other members of the church.  In two of the three churches there were currently single people on the Diaconate, although not in the same proportion as members (one Deacon in each church).  No specific reasons for this were identifiable: single people are approached for such positions if it is deemed that they have the necessary qualities.  I did not pursue with the interviewees what qualities they thought appropriate, since this was not the focus of the question; it would be interesting to ascertain what they are, since in some churches being married might be seen as essential (e.g. based on 1Timothy 3 ‘deacons must have one wife’!).  It is encouraging that in these three churches marital status is not seen as a factor in selecting leaders.

What opportunities does your church provide for single people to participate in preparing or leading worship?

As with the question about leadership, this question elicited a unanimous response that opportunities are exactly the same as for other people.  In David’s church, there is a worship team which includes single members whilst in John’s intercessions are led by the Deacons (currently one single Deacon); both churches involve church members in readings.  John conceded that in his church, women are slightly under-represented in worship leading because of the other roles they fulfil (Sunday School, crèche, tea-making).  

All three women were positive in their view that the opportunities were the same as for other people, with Kathryn adding more roles – leading Bible studies, Children’s groups, an art group and a lunch club.  The general view of all interviewed was ‘that if people want to be involved they can be.’

What form of single people’s networks (social, spiritual, pastoral etc.) exist in your church?

Both church leaders were able to identify some groups, primarily working with elderly single people –and often initiated by them – to meet social needs.  In David’s church a ‘lady with a heart for elderly singles’ has begun an open house for elderly singles and occasionally takes a small group out for a meal.  Similarly, in John’s church, a group of widows meets once a month for a bring and share lunch following the morning service.  In both areas there are lunch clubs for elderly people with church involvement.

In response to the same question, the three women interviewed were unanimous that there were no such networks.  Kathryn believed that someone in her church was trying to set something up for social activities, however this was very much by singles, for singles.  She felt there was a need for trust to be established for such a group to work.  She, like Sally and Gemma would also value mixed groups for social activities, which seemed to be absent from all their churches.  Gemma felt that in her church there were good networks of friends, crossing any boundaries of status, and that her nominated Deacon was a great support.  Sally’s church is much smaller than the other two and she felt there was a good level of general support.

From these interviews, it appears that social provision by the church focuses mainly on elderly people who happen to be single and is usually initiated by the single people themselves.  The results from the questionnaire showed that single people are not automatically considered by the church in its social activities; whilst they may not want single-only clubs, it seems that single people do want to be part of the wider social network of the church.  Kathryn’s response particularly indicates the need for the church to think seriously about social activities for its ‘mid-years’ members.

What form of pastoral support do you receive from your church?

David reported that his church operates a flexible, multi-faceted model in which everyone is involved.  Each Deacon has a specialist role in terms of pastoral care, which is supplemented by a small team of pastoral workers.  They meet on a monthly basis with the minister to review needs, etc.  In addition, each member and adherent is allocated (nominally at least) to one of the house-groups who have further responsibility for support and care.  By contrast, John’s church has no formal pastoral care system.  A small team visits frail elderly people; otherwise it is left to informal groups and networks to provide support; John undertakes crisis visits
.

These different approaches are reflected in the views of the members.  Kathryn identified house-group leaders and the prayer-chain as primary means of pastoral support, noting that there is always someone to talk to in times of need.  

Gemma noted that in times of crisis support is there; she has received occasional invitations for meals but ‘only by a few and not by the obvious ones.’  Sally’s smaller church means that ‘everyone knows everyone’ so that people look after each other.  Her minister and Deacons keep an eye out and check up when appropriate.   None of the women felt there was anything else they would value as a single person.

Pastoral care is one of the areas in which many churches struggle.  Both David’s and John’s churches treat all members the same, irrespective of marital status.  The positives and negatives reported probably mirror what would be found from other church members.  The findings of the questionnaire are largely supported by the interview results.

Is there anything you want to add?

In response to this question, three people chose to add further thoughts or questions for their own further consideration.

John, who would describe himself as ‘liberal’ and faith as worked out ‘in community’ wondered about opportunities to relate to God as ‘one’ and the sense that, ultimately we are all ‘ones’ (a view I would not anticipate finding from an ‘evangelical’ position).  He also wondered at what age or stage a person qualified for an entry in the church directory in their own right – thinking specifically of a 20+ adherent and a 15 year-old member, both living with parents, neither of which has their own entry at present.   There was tendency to think of such people ‘only’ in relation to their parents.

Gemma noted that as a single person she would be very reluctant to move to a new church, indeed when her parents moved she tried going to the local church but was unable to settle there and now travels some distance to her ‘old’ church.  She feels that it is easier for a family who can make links through children’s work, for example.

Kathryn observed that all church activities are restricted to school terms and that these are not relevant to many single people.  Particularly over Christmas and the summer it would be good for things to remain open.  From a purely personal view, she would also like the church building to be open during the day for quiet reflection and prayer.

These additional comments have provided me with further insights into the views of these people and indicate the level to which they have engaged with the issues raised by this project.  John’s insights from a ‘liberal’ perspective provided an interesting contrast to the ‘evangelical’ views derived from my own experience and the majority of the literature reviewed.  Although evangelical Christianity tends to focus on ‘me and God,’ the literature suggests it is no better on singleness issues than any other theological standpoint.

Whilst I have always had the confidence to go along to new churches no my own, it is good to be reminded that other single people do not. Important questions are raised about the openness of churches to new members, which need to be addressed outside this project.  Similarly, as someone often heavily involved in children’s work, I have been glad of the break afforded by school holidays and had not considered the views of those for whom such holidays are not relevant. The tensions between the needs of group leaders to have a break and group members for whom this may be a key part of their social life need to be considered carefully and the consequences of any decision understood.

Appendix 9: Covenant Commitment to the Single Life

A COVENANT COMMITMENT TO THE SINGLE LIFE 
Single Person’s Commitment 
Today, in the presence of God 

and all those gathered here,

I, N, make my solemn commitment 

to the single life to which I am called,

in which I have proved and tested my calling,

and which I joyfully and freely embrace. 

I commit myself 

to sharing generously with others the spaciousness in my life

and to guarding and cherishing the solitude which is its core. 

I commit myself 

to serious work, undertaken wholeheartedly, with singleness of purpose

and to the making of merriment, joy and celebration.   

I commit myself 

to a freedom of heart which is open to the stranger, the little ones, the outsider,

and to a steadfastness of heart which keeps faithfulness with my chosen friends.

I commit myself 

to the joy and labour of prayer and contemplation

and to the drudgery and delight of housework and menial tasks.   

I commit myself 

to a freedom of spirit which is ready to explore, travel and journey wherever the Spirit is leading

and to a stability of life which knows itself deeply rooted and centred in God. 

I commit myself 

to living singly

    and seriously 

    and passionately 

    and simply 

    and wholeheartedly

    and freely

    and generously 

    and faithfully 

    and joyfully

within the limits and the loveliness

of this single state I have chosen.

I call on all here present 

to witness and affirm this calling,

to honour its capacity for human becoming and divine glory,

to hold me in my commitment to it

and to help me realise its gift and potential. 

I make this commitment 

this Nth day of the Nth month 

in the presence of those I have gathered as friends, companions and supporters,

and in the presence of God my Companion, my Guide and my Goal

whose strength I call upon,

whose grace I plead

and whose faithfulness I trust 

this day and forever.    

Amen. 

Congregational Commitment 
We witness and we celebrate your commitment.

We affirm your chosen calling

and we believe in its beauty, its holiness and its dignity.

We will stand by you in your singleness.

We will offer our friendship, our love and our solidarity.

We will seek to be faithful in supporting you

and to be sensitive in caring for you.   

We will pray for you, work with you and learn from you.

We will give to you and receive from you. 

We will respect the way that you have chosen,

and we will delight in the fullness of life into which we all have been invited,

single and partnered,

childless and child-bearing,

living alone or living with others,

knowing ourselves all to be God’s children and God’s chosen.    

N, this day we make our pledge to you,

and we call on the grace and goodness of God 

to sustain us in our promise.  

Amen.   

Blessing

May the God of all life and all love,

who delights in the variety of our patterns of living and loving, 

sustain and support us each in our common and distinctive callings.

Amen.   

17.ii.98
( Nicola Slee

� A more rigorous review of recent statistical data can be found in Kristin Aune’s book Single Women, Challenge to the Church? published by Paternoster Press in March 2002, after I had completed the literature review for this project.  This confirms the views expressed in the cited works.


� In the majority of the ‘popular’ works, discussion of sex and sexuality forms the bulk of the material.


� E.g. do single men fare worse because they don’t look after themselves or do less healthy males fail to find partners?  Do the risks of childbirth and the stresses of family life have a detrimental effect on women’s wellbeing or are those who stay single simply less vulnerable to physical/mental illnesses?


� Interestingly the cover notes include ‘her chance to escape from a life of humiliating spinsterhood is renewed…’ Has the critic missed the point of this novel?


� The author, Kathy Keay, lived the majority of her life as a single woman, latterly as a single parent.


� Arriving too late for inclusion were the results of a small sample of University students (aged under 25). This would have provided an interesting comparison with both the church-based results and Aune’s work.


� In practice, although some churches had multiple leaders, only one leader per church returned a questionnaire making the numerical part of this redundant 


� For example, for sample size of 61 replies, 15 replies is defined as the lower end of the 25% - 50% band, 30 for the 50% to 75% band and 45 for the over 75% band.  The precise quartiles are 15.25, 30.5 and 45.75 respectively.  To have rounded up would give a slightly more ‘negative’ interpretation of results, especially where response rates lie on the borderline of two bands.


� For example, in Church B with only two respondents, they agreed on 17 out of 19 questions whereas in Church F (18 forms returned) there were always at least four different responses to any question.


� For example, childless couples, parents whose children have died or been removed from their care, etc.


� No other question yielded results which I found so difficult to interpret.  Although some others showed considerable spread in results, there was usually a ‘skew’ to one end or the other of the frequency range.  In the few cases where the results were more like a ‘normal distribution’ the ‘positive’ answer tended to be a wider range of response, offsetting the significance of this effect. 


� Since the interview was carried out, John’s church has begun to review its pastoral care provision and each Deacon has a nominated list of members/adherents.





3 of 71

