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Abstract:  The growth of independent or non-denominational churches has been one of the more dramatic recent developments in American religion, but little research has been devoted to this population.  One reason for this is the perception that independent churches lack the coherency of denominational populations, which creates methodological and theoretical challenges.  We explore this assumption by examining the social and symbolic networks of a sample of independent congregations.  Using the outgoing links from congregational websites, we find that there is more overlap than one might expect.  This raises questions about how truly “independent” the independent population is.  

The Ties that Bind: Network Overlap among Independent Congregations


One of the most significant yet underappreciated developments in the religious landscape of the United States has been the rise of a trans-denominational or non-denominational Christianity (Swatos 1980; Wuthnow 1988).
  This is reflected in the increase in non-denominational congregations and the corresponding increase in individuals claiming non-denominational or “just Christian” affiliations.  According to the General Social Survey, the percent of Protestants claiming “no denomination or non-denominational” has gone from about four percent in the early 1970s to fifteen percent in 2006.
  The 1998 National Congregations Study estimated that non-denominational churches represent 19% of all congregations and contain 11% of all attendees (Chaves, Knoieczny, Beyerlein and Barman 1999).  As a collective this group would represent one of the largest denominations in the United States.    

Despite their large and growing presence, we do not know much about these non-denominational or independent congregations (Thumma 1999; Sargeant 2000).  To some extent this is a methodological problem.  It is difficult to locate and sample congregations when they are not listed on a denominational directory.  Probably more importantly, there are also theoretical barriers.  Denominational labels provide a sense of cohesiveness.  We assume that these labels represent congregations and individuals that have similar beliefs, traditions, and behaviors, 
 and we often utilize them as a proxy for ‘denominational effects’ unaccounted for by other measures in statistical models.  On the other hand, when these labels are absent we are left without a clear guide.  How do we categorize something that actively rejects categorizations?  

Methodologically, the world of independent congregations are a potpourri “other” category.  Theoretically, they are something like the Wild West of organized religion.  But all of this assumes that independent congregations are truly independent.  What if the randomness of the unaffiliated category is only a perception?  This is the question of interest in this research.  We aim to examine the extent and nature of the overlap in networks of non-denominational congregations.  
Denominational Networks


There has been a growing interest in the relationships formed between congregations and other actors in the environment.  The motivation for this interest is the realization that congregations are not social isolates.  As Nancy Ammerman points out (2005:69):
When congregations gather to worship and educate each other in the faith, they draw on ideas and materials beyond what they themselves produce.  Even when they gather for fellowship and care for each other in times of need, their efforts are shaped by cultural and organizational resources that stretch far beyond their four walls.
To some extent this interest is a delayed response to a larger movement in organizational research to treat organizations as “open” systems that interact with and are influenced by their environment (Scott 2003).  


In Ammerman’s research on the congregational “partners,” she found that denominationally affiliated congregations rely heavily on their denominations for worship resources, educational materials, and other material and immaterial support.
  With this in mind, the pattern among independent churches differs drastically.  The largest category of exchange partners among denominationally-affiliated congregations is simply absent among the independent population.  Of course, by definition “denominational resources” are inapplicable to non-denominational churches, but it naturally raises the question of where those resources are shifted.  Just because a congregation is unaffiliated with a denomination does not magically free them from needing the goods and services typically obtained from denominational structures.  Independent congregations still need worship supplies, church and leadership consulting, ministry education and training, missions support, and so on.  And this does not mention the more intangible resources provided by denominations, such as theological and social identities.  Just because a congregation is independent from a denominational structure does not mitigate the need to create a cultural identity.

Other research presents similar questions.  By examining the outgoing links from congregational websites, Scheitle (2005) was able to measure the social and symbolic boundaries of churches.  For instance, Figure 1 (below) presents the most common shared links among forty-three United Methodist congregations.  

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The number on each path represents the number of congregations linking to that site.  It is clear that denominational ministries and resources play a large role in the creation of these boundaries as eight of the twelve most common links are official denominational sites. 
But what happens when a congregation does not have these clear denominational boundaries?  It is unlikely that they simply do not have any social or symbolic networks. Previous research has provided strong reasons to believe that independent congregations have similar networks.  Thumma (1999; 2001) has argued that there are really three types of independent congregations. 
  “Networked” independent congregations actually belong to some national fellowship or association of other independent congregations, or a “quasi-denomination.”  Another segment of the independent population had strong ties to the Baptist tradition.  The final segment, which he labeled “non-denominational” were those that claimed to have no external affiliations.  In short, only half of the so-called independent congregations in Thumma’s research were truly independent from obvious symbolic and\or material affiliations.  This provides evidence to believe that networked and Baptist independent congregations have their own web of ties, such as those shown in Figure 1 for United Methodists.  But even among the non-denominational or ‘truly independent’ congregations, there are theoretical reasons to believe that a network would exist or develop over time.  
Independence and Isomorphism

Let us assume that there is a segment of the independent population that truly begins as entirely free from all external ties of any nature.  There are reasons to believe that their isolation and independence would decline over time.  In their foundational article, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) asked a simple question about organizations:  Why do so many look and act alike, especially within any particular population of organizations?  They argued that even when organizations start out as different and innovative, they slowly tend to become similar to each other in a process called isomorphism.  This homogenization of organizational populations occurs, DiMaggio and Powell argue, because all organizations are faced with uncertainty and all of them are constrained by needs which can never be fully satisfied internally.  Both of these realities lead to behaviors that produce isomorphism.


Consider the uncertainty factor.  When a new independent congregation appears, questions are immediately going to be raised about how things should be done.  Where should the congregation purchase needed supplies such as Bibles and hymnals?  Where does the organization find its leadership?  More abstractly, what does it mean to be an ‘independent congregation’?  These are all issues of unclear issues facing a new congregation.  One easy solution is to learn what other congregations are doing and mimic them.  If you do not know where to get supplies, or how to find a leader, or how to describe your identity, one can find out how other independent congregations do these things.  As a consequence, behaviors, relationships, and identities are copied from one organization to the next.  Much like we find similarities within denominations due to their shared affiliation, similarities may spread across the independent population through imitation.  

This pattern of imitation is not simply a matter of convenience or logistical issues.  Mimetic isomorphism is just as much about legitimacy as it is solving the material uncertainties faced by an organization (Meyer and Rowan 1977).  If a certain behavior, style, or identity comes to be seen as representative of ‘independent churches,’ then any church claiming to fall into that tradition will feel pressure to copy those behaviors lest they be seen as an inferior or ‘fake’ independent church.  The irony, of course, is that by seeking legitimacy from external definitions churches that normally strive to be unique end up being homogenous.  The tragic element of this irony is that legitimacy is almost always externally defined, so organizations often have little choice but to copy the prevailing norms.


Other less intentional mechanisms can also lead to isomorphism.  While organizations may desire independence and isolation, their need for tangible and intangible goods usually prevents this from fully occurring.  As they go into the market to acquire these goods, further isomorphism and network overlap is likely to occur as congregations interact with the same actors in the market.  They purchase worship materials from the same vendor, they hire staff from the same seminaries (Finke and Dougherty 2002), they send members and leaders to the same seminars, receive advice from the same church consultants, and so on.  


Clearly denominations are the major exchange partner for affiliated congregations.  But independent churches must look elsewhere.  We have some idea from research where unaffiliated churches go for resources and relationships in the absence of a denomination.  Ammerman (2005) found that non-denominational churches rely on a variety of independent publishers, parachurch ministries, and other non-denominational organizations to fill their needs.  In other words, despite claims of “radical independence,” few non-denominational churches are truly independent (Ammerman 2005: 91-92).  Others have found similar patterns.  In interviews with seventy-three independent churches, Thumma (1999) found that non-denominational churches rely on the parachurch sector to “strengthen the nondenominational identity much like an established denomination's resources, programs, publications and seminaries reinforce a denominational culture.”  This seems to suggest that there is a “non-denominational denomination” made up of these direct and indirect ties between churches and external actors, such as those in the parachurch sector.  While the current study does not examine the same congregations as either Ammerman or Thumma, it will allows us to examine a similar group of churches that are denominationally unaffiliated and see the ways in which they connect through the internet.
Web Links and Social Networks


Scheitle (2005) utilized outgoing links from church websites to examine who or what churches include within their boundaries.  This method had unique theoretical advantages (2005: 8): 

…boundaries are both symbolic and social.  Boundaries can include both actual and potential interactions between social actors.  A congregation may include another entity, such as a parachurch organization or religious media outlet, within its boundaries even if there is no explicit relationship between the two…


Hence, to properly measure religious boundaries, we need a measure of not only social ties, but also symbolic ties.

Specifically, Scheitle (2005) argued that website links were a reasonable means by which to measure the social and symbolic dimensions of social networks.  Indeed, the examination of web links lends itself quite well to the topic being discussed here.  As discussed above, there are reasons to believe that independent congregations are led, whether they are aware of it or not, to draw upon similar cultural and material resources through isomorphic processes.  If we can examine the networks of independent congregations we can see how much overlap actually exists in these networks and the content of that overlap.  

However, we do refine the methods used by Scheitle that allow us to better measure the more indirect connections that can occur in networks.  We describe these methods and data in detail below.

There are very few other studies that use website links as a means of researching organizations.  One exception is what Bainbridge (2007) refers to as website link analysis.  However, Bainbridge uses this tool to examine what sites are linking to a particular site, rather than from it.  Thus, in effect our goal is to accomplish the opposite and find shared links from a site rather than to a site.
Sampling Indendent Churches

To examine web linking amongst independent churches we first had to develop a sample of congregations to analyze.  Our project is similar in its sampling design to that utilized by the National Congregations Study (Chaves et al. 1999).  The NCS gathered a random sample of congregations in the United States using items on the 1998 General Social Survey that asked respondents to provide the name and location of their place of worship.  Since the General Social Survey is, itself, a national random sample of the U.S. population, Chaves et al. (1999) argue that the congregations provided by its respondents constitute, in essence, a random sample of U.S. congregations.  
We utilized a similar method to produce our sample of non-denominational churches with websites.  Our respondents are from Wave 1 of the Baylor Religion Survey (2005).  Developed by the Department of Sociology and the Institute for the Study of Religion (ISR) at Baylor University the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) contains questions on a variety of topics ranging from civic engagement to political tolerance, but the majority of its fixed content is related to religion.  The BRS was administered and collected in the fall of 2005 by the Gallup Organization using a mixed-mode method.  A national, random sample was solicited through random digit dialing.  Of the 3,702 contacted, 2,603 agreed to fill out the questionnaire and return it.  Those that agreed to participate were mailed the survey.  The final sample size was 1,721.  Overall, there was a 24% response rate to the survey.  For further detail about the methodology behind the survey and how it compares to other national surveys, see Bader, Mencken, and Froese (2007).

As did the 1998 GSS, the BRS asked respondents to provide the full name of their current place of worship.  In addition, if they had a place of worship respondents were asked for the address including the street, city, state and ZIP code.  Of the 1,721 respondents 511(30%) did not provide any information about the location of their place of worship, leaving 1,210 who gave at least one piece of information.  Of these 1,210 respondents, 874 (72%) gave the name of their place of worship, 1,000 (83%) gave the ZIP code, 970 (80%) gave some information about the street address, 1,187 (98%) gave the city, and 1,190 (98%) gave the state.
  

Over the summer of 2006 an effort was made to definitively locate the particular churches that respondents provided, as well as determine whether the church had a website and its denominational affiliation, if it had one.  The primary tool in the search for churches was a variety of websites.  Because many denominations include directories on their website, each church name that indicated a particular denominational or religious affiliation was first sought out on the appropriate denominational website.  These included the Southern Baptist Convention (sbc.org), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) (pcusa.org), Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (elca.org), and many others.  If this was unsuccessful, either because no affiliation was directly indicated or this initial search did not turn up any results a general search engine was employed.  Initially each church was sought out on Google’s map search engine (maps.google.com), then Google’s general search engine (google.com) to locate any reference to the church and finally on Yahoo’s general search engine (yahoo.com).  Once the place of worship was located an effort was made to ascertain whether the church had a website.  If we could not locate the church website we called the congregation, if a phone number was available.  Finally, an effort was made to determine whether each place of worship was denominationally affiliated.  This was often provided on the website, or if the church had originally been located through a denominational directory that was taken as evidence of affiliation.  In cases where denominational affiliation was unclear a phone call was made to inquire about affiliation.

Of the 1,210 respondents who provided at least one piece of information about the location of their place of worship it was possible to determine the exact place of worship and complete address information for 878 (73%) of the cases.  A primary reason for being unable to locate the remaining places of worship was insufficient or inaccurate information from the respondent.  Of the respondents who gave at least one piece of information only 711 (59%) gave both a name and a street address.  Inaccurate information was also present, with 100 respondents providing ZIP codes that were eventually determined to be inaccurate.

Among the 878 places of worship that were located, denominational affiliation was determined for 814 (93%), and a website for 542 (62%).  Using this combination of data we found 49 non-denominational churches with websites.  These churches were nearly evenly split in terms of their size with 22.7% having under 100 members, 28.2% having between 100 and 299 members, about a fourth (25.2%) having between 300 and 799 members and nearly twenty-four percent (23.8%) have more than 800 members.  The majority of these non-denominational churches with websites were located in the South (39.1%) and the smallest percentage on the east coast (11.4%), with the remaining split between the west coast (23.3%) and Midwest (26.2%).
Gathering Links

Having gathered a sample of non-denominational church websites, we proceeded to analyze their external links.  We used a Windows-based program named Web Link Validator to search websites for external links.  Produced by REL Software, Web Link Validator is designed for use by webmasters to detect broken links on their own site.  The software begins with the homepage of a provided website address and proceeds to scan every page of the site, checking the validity of any internal or external links it finds.   The program will then produce a variety of reports, including a list of all external links on the site.  We ran an external link report for all 49 non-denominational church websites and then imported the resulting data into Microsoft Access.
  The forty-nine web sites had nearly four thousand (3,946) external links to 1,131 unique websites.


We did not expect to find many direct links between these non-denominational churches, e.g. one of the churches linking directly to another (see Figure 2).  But we were curious whether these non-denominational churches would be indirectly connected to one another.  In other words, there may be certain "key" religious sites that provide information used by a variety of other religious sites.  If this is the case then non-denominational websites may be connected to each other through a network of shared virtual resources
.  To search for such a hidden network, we also examined each of the 1,131 web sites to which the non-denominational churches linked and gathered their external links.    
[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]


Naturally, these non-denominational churches linked to some popular, non-religious sites such as Yahoo, Google and PayPal.  We did not wish to draw conclusions about shared links between websites based on connections to such sites.  So before examining shared links further we first removed links to websites that are non-religious in nature.  This reduced the number of unique external links to 1,002.  Using Web Link Validator we found that these 1,002 websites linked to an additional 100,027 sites.

Finding Connections

Having gathered over 100,000 links we proceeded to search for connections between the forty-nine church websites.  We used a custom-developed Visual Basic program to run a series of queries for each of the 49 non-denominational churches.  We first collected all of the external links for each church.  Then we gathered all of the sites linked to by those external sites.  Each link was assigned a code indicating whether it was directly linked from the church website, or indirectly linked (in essence an external link of an external link).  Having gathered this collection of links for each site in the sample, we then ran an additional set of queries to determine which of those links were shared between the 49 church websites.  We found these church websites to be connected in 102,679 different ways through 17,910 distinct websites.

Once again, to ensure that we did not draw conclusions about the interconnectedness of non-denominational websites based on links to non-religious sites such as Yahoo, we visited each of these 17,910 websites over the course of several months.  The front page of each website was examined and each website assigned additional codes for whether or not they were religious in nature and whether or not they are functional.  This allowed us to restrict our final analyses to currently active, religious websites as necessary.  Through this combination of coding and examinations of these websites we are able to present a detailed portrait of the virtual connections between these churches.
Findings
Types of Connections


As noted above, it is conceivable that these non-denominational churches might directly link to one another.  However we found no such cases.


Even if they do not link to one another directly, two church websites may be connected through their shared links to other sites.  This can occur in a variety of ways.  For example, we call the connection between two church websites semi-direct when both link to the same third-party website (see Figure 3).  For example, a non-denominational church based in Norwich, New York and another in Berkeley, California both link to http://bible.gospelcom.net/, a website that allows users to look up Bible passages.
[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]

A less direct connection exists when two church websites link to two different third-party websites that link to one another.  We call this type of connect semi-indirect (see Figure 4).  For example, a non-denominational church in Helena, Montana links to http://alphacourse.org/, a site that offers courses on "addressing key issues relating to the Christian faith."  Another non-denominational church in Terra Haute, Indiana links to http://www.off-the-map.org/, a site that provides tips on Evangelism.  This site, in turn, links to http://alphacourse.org/.  Clearly alphacourse.org and off-the-map.org see enough similarity in their missions as to link to one another.  The two churches in our sample are linked into these sites with a shared vision, even if not directly.
[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]


The final type of relationship we can address with these data is indirect.  An indirect relationship exists when the connection between two church websites is not apparent until examining the connection between their external links (see Figure 5).  For example, a non-denominational church in Plano, Texas and another in South Barrington, Illinois have an indirect connection to a Christian charity site aimed at stopping world hunger (http://www.bread.org/).  Neither church website links directly to one another or to this site.  But the Plano, Texas church links to a resource site for missionaries (http://www.peopleteams.org/) that links to www.bread.org.  The South Barrington non-denominational church links to http://www.worldvision.org/ a Christian humanitarian organization that also links to www.bread.org.  Thus these two churches, while not directly connected through their websites, are embedded in a network of shared online resources about mission and charity work.

[FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE]


For simplicity of presentation in our figures and discussion, we have talked about only singular links between sites.  In many cases, the web of connections between sites is much more complex.  For example, the Plano, Texas non-denominational church website also links to another mission-related site, www.imb.org, that in turn links to www.bread.org.  The South Barrington, Illinois non-denominational church is connected to www.bread.org through three external links.  In other words, the web of connections between these “independent” churches is often more complex than we can fully present.
Numbers of Connections

Having established the different types of possible connections between church websites, we were able to determine the nature and extent of shared links.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]


As noted throughout, these church websites do not directly exchange information on the web. We found no cases in which one of our 49 non-denominational churches linked directly to another via its website.  But clearly the assumption that the churches are entirely independent would be incorrect for there is a great amount of interconnectedness occurring on a more indirect level.  For example, there were 185 incidences of two of the church websites linking to the same external site.  More common, with 2,941 incidences, was a semi-indirect relationship (as presented in figure 4) where two church websites linked to sites that linked to one another.  Further, there were nearly 100,000 (99,553) indirect connections between these 49 non-denominational church websites, in which the external links of churches linked to a third common site (see Figure 5).

Of course, we would expect to find many shared links between websites given the ubiquity of some non-religious sites as Yahoo and Google and news sites such as cnn.com and usatoday.com.  As Table 2 demonstrates, however, the sharing of online resources amongst our 49 churches is not limited to such secular resources.  Table 2 presents the top thirty websites in terms of how often they were involved in connections between the church websites.  Twelve of the top thirty sites are religious in their focus.  Furthermore, the religious content tends to be of an evangelical nature.  For example, the top site in terms of linkages was Goseplcom.net (http://www.gospelcom.net/) a site with news and blogs geared towards evangelical Christians.   This site was either directly or indirectly linked to be thirty of our forty-nine (61%) non-denominational churches.  Indeed, gospelcom.net is such a popular site that its presence alone significantly increases the number of indirect connections between all groups.  Other religious sites commonly linked to by our forty-nine non-denominational churches included sites that allow searching for and translating Bible verses (www.ibs.com, www.biblegateway.com), sites that sell or publish Christian books and media (www.zondervan.com, www.christianbook.com, www.ccel.org), websites that offer news stories, blogs and commentaries from a primarily evangelical Christian perspective (www.christianitytoday.com, www.backtothebible.com, www.studylight.com), a site related to creationism (www.answersingenesis.com) and finally an evangelical site that promotes Christian charity and giving (www.ecfa.org).  
[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]


While Table 2 provides insight into which sites are most popular amongst our sample of non-denominational churches, it does not tell us the extent to which any given church is tied into this virtual network.  In other words, it is possible that all of our shared links are between a subset of our church websites and that others are "virtually" isolated from the others.  As our next step we examined the external links of each church website individually, in order to find out how many are tied into this network.  It is doubtful that any churches are completely isolated from others if we consider a shared link to Yahoo to be a connection.  Since we were most concerned about the sharing of virtual resources related to religion we restricted the following analyses to websites that are explicitly religious in their content.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]


Again, as confirmed by Table 3, not one of these self-identified independent churches links directly to another in our sample.  However, there is substantial cross-linking at a deeper level.  Forty-five percent (22) of the church websites in our sample were semi-directly connected to at least one other church website in our sample.  In other words, while not linking directly to one another, 45% of the church websites linked to the same third-party religious site such as www.biblegateway.com or www.answersingenesis.com.  An additional 39% (19) of our church websites were connected to others at the semi-indirect level, wherein two churches link to separate sites that link to the same third party.  If we abstract even further to a truly indirect connection wherein sites linked from two church websites are themselves connected by an external link, we find an additional six percent of the church websites are connected.  Only five of our independent churches were truly “virtually” independent – sharing no linked resources with other churches in the sample.  While independent in identity, the churches in our random sample were strongly connected to one another through a network of shared virtual resources related to religion.
Conclusion: The Content of Connections


As we have argued here and as others have argued previously (Scheitle 2005), web links can represent both symbolic and social ties for the congregations creating them.  Whether or not a formal relationship exists between the congregation and the actor being linked to, the link itself represents a statement about the identity and interests of the congregation.  What can the links we have found among independent congregations tell us about the congregations themselves?  

Many of the links represent worship and study resources, such as online bibles, study guides, commentaries and devotionals (e.g. www.studylight.org, www.biblegateway.com, www.backtothebible.org).  The centrality of scriptural resources would seem to speak to the theologically conservative nature of independent congregations and the desire for the Bible to be central to its and its members’ lives.  Ammerman (2005: 214) found that many independent congregations would highlight their denominational independence, while emphasizing that it was strongly “fundamentalist” or “Bible-believing.”  It might also speak to the need for such resources in the absence of denominational materials for worship and study.  The same can be said for the prominence of links to sites where one can purchase print resources (e.g. www.zondervan.com).   

It is somewhat surprising that there were not more explicit links to nonprofits or ‘parachurch’ organizations, although there were a few such links (e.g. www.ibs.org, www.backtothebible.org, www.answersingenesis.org).  Previous research has highlighted the parachurch sector in supporting independent congregations (Thumma 1999).  These organizations provide both material resources to independent congregations and share a common identity as organizations operating outside of denominational structures.  However, we did find two links to clearinghouses for parachurch ministries to be popular among independent congregations (www.ecfa.org, www.gospelcom.net). It is possible that it is just more efficient for congregations to provide a link to a single gateway for these organizations than to link to them each directly.  

We are somewhat limited in making too many conclusions about the motivation behind different types of links.  In some cases the congregations may have a purely practical and  reason for creating a link.  For instance, they might want their members to use a particular resource online in support of worship activities.  In some cases the links might represent who or what the congregation supports theologically.  In other cases these motivations might blend together, as a link might be provided to tell members that they should support one resource or organization and not another.  Future research should look into the reasoning behind these links and their intended audiences.
 

Further we hope that future research can address key limitations of the current study.  First and foremost, our data do not include information on the demographic makeup of the congregations themselves.  Therefore, we cannot compare the demographic characteristics of non-denominational churches with websites to those that do not have websites.  Nor can we be certain that our sample is significantly similar or different from the, unfortunately, few other attempts to study this population (cf: Chaves 1999, Thumma 1999).  Nevertheless, we can reach some preliminary conclusions.  

By examining the website links of 49 randomly selected non-denominational congregations we found that the vast majority were at least indirectly connected to each other and tended to rely upon the same internet resources.  Thus, while in general there may be claims of independence and uniqueness among these congregations, the trend is toward organizational isomorphism. Not only do these shared websites show that independent churches are using the same resources, but also that they are using the same types of resources.  For example, the majority of religious websites that are commonly linked to tend to be providing evangelical Christian assets related to the practice of faith (i.e. biblegateway.com, gospelcom.net) and the maintenance of a nondenominational organization (i.e. ecfa.org, studylight.org).  Even more importantly, as Ammerman (2005) has suggested, these groups appear to not rely upon the resources of any particular denomination.  None of the fifty most common websites are denominationally affiliated, and in fact many of them note their independent status.  Thus, nondenominational churches appear to be relying upon a network of parachurch internet resources which is independent of the established Protestant denominations. 
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Figure 1: Shared Links amongst Forty-Three United Methodist Congregations
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Figure 2:  A Direct Link between the Websites of Church A and Church B
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Figure 3:  A Semi-Direct Link between the Websites of Church A and Church B
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Figure 4:  A Semi-Indirect Link between the Websites of Church A and Church B


[image: image4]
Figure 5:  An Indirect Link between the Websites of Church A and Church B


[image: image5]
Table 1: 
Shared Web Links Between the Web Sites of a Random Sample of


Forty-Nine Independent Churches
	Direct links between church websites
	0

	Semi-direct links between church websites
	185

	Semi-indirect links between church websites
	2,941

	Indirect links between church websites
	99,553

	Total Shared Links:
	102,679


Table 2: 
Thirty Most Common Shared External Links from the Web Sites of a


Random Sample of Forty-Nine Independent Churches (Religious Links


Highlighted)
	External Link
	# of Church Websites

	http://www.gospelcom.net/
	30

	http://www.real.com/
	29

	http://www.macromedia.com/
	29

	http://www.biblegateway.com/
	28

	http://en.wikipedia.org/
	28

	http://www.ibs.org/
	27

	http://www.christianitytoday.com/
	26

	http://www.weblinkvalidator.com/
	24

	http://www.w3.org/
	24

	http://www.msnbc.msn.com/
	24

	http://feeds.feedburner.com/
	23

	http://www.answersingenesis.org/
	23

	http://www.mozilla.org/
	23

	http://www.usatoday.com/
	23

	http://www.zondervan.com/
	23

	http://www.cnn.com/
	22

	http://news.yahoo.com/
	22

	http://www.cdc.gov/
	22

	http://www.nytimes.com/
	22

	http://www.washingtonpost.com/
	22

	http://hometown.aol.com/
	21

	http://www.foxnews.com/
	21

	http://www.backtothebible.org/
	21

	http://media.gospelcom.net/
	21

	http://www.winzip.com/
	21

	http://www.studylight.org/
	21

	http://www.ecfa.org/
	20

	http://groups.google.com/
	20

	http://www.ccel.org/
	20

	http://www.christianbook.com/
	20


Table 3: 
Percent of Non-Denominational Church Websites Connected to Others Through


Shared Religious Links
	Type of Relationship
	Percent (n=49)

	Link Directly to at least one other church website in sample
	
0% (0)

	Link Semi-Directly to at least one other church website in our sample
	
45% (22)

	Link Semi-Indirectly to at least one other church website in our sample
	
39% (19)

	Link Indirectly to at least one other church website in our sample
	
6% (3)

	Are completely isolated from other church websites in our sample
	
10% (5)
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� However, the ‘decline of denominationalism’ has been overstated at times, as they are still quite salient for understanding many outcomes and processes (e.g. Sherkat 2001).


� This is likely an underestimate since it does not count the individuals in various independent Baptist churches that are included in the individual claiming an “other” or “don’t know” Baptist affiliation.  


� Clearly whether this is always true is a different matter and differs by denomination.  Some denominations are likely much more demographically and\or theologically homogenous than others.


� Although there are differences in the extent of reliance across faith traditions


� Ammerman (2005: 214-218) discovered similar sub-categories within the independent population. 


� It is important to note that some of this information was by no means complete.  For example, when providing the street address a respondent might simply put East Street, or for the church name a response of "Baptist Church" was not uncommon.





� Unfortunately, reports produced by Web Link Validator are in HTML format and cannot be directly imported into Access.  The first author developed a Visual Basic program that read the HTML files and stripped the external links.


� Given that many websites now have thousands or even millions of pages of content, we stripped a website address down to the main url.  For example, a link to a specific topic on Wikipedia (e.g. � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non_denominational" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non_denominational�) was written to our database as a link to http://en.wikipedia.org.


� It is important to note these are virtual resources, rather than physical resources, such as worship materials.  This is a significant distinction because our current study is only examining website links and while these suggest cultural similarities they do not give evidence of real world connections.


� In theory we could have continued this process indefinitely by gathering the external links on these 100,027 sites and so on.  


� A study by Thumma (2000) of congregational webmasters reported that half of the websites were reported to be equally for internal and external audiences, while a little over forty percent of the websites were reported to be mostly to external audiences.  This would suggest that many links are intended as a symbol that displays the theological identity of the congregation for any outsiders viewing the site.  





PAGE  
1

