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March 13, 2009 Presentation to the House of Bishops by Bill Bishop 
 
In 2004, Bob Cushing and I published a graph and maps in the Austin newspaper 
showing US counties becoming more politically homogenous. We could see the 
red and blue state maps were misleading. The real differences could be found at 
the level of the community. 
 
We proposed that places were becoming more politically likeminded because 
parties were aligning with lifestyle and because people were moving to be 
around others like themselves. You could see this in the data. Counties would tip 
Republican or Democratic. And then they’d keep tipping.   
 
SLIDE  So, here’s the vote in Los Angeles, getting more Democratic over the 
years.  
 
SLIDE And here’s Tom Green County. Getting more Republican. (I think that 
dip in Republican vote in 92 is because of Ross Perot.) 
 
That’s our nation.  
 
It’s true that people have always clustered when they could. It makes perfect 
sense for people to live around others like themselves. Birds flock. But what 
caught our attention was that the flocks were increasing. Most of the country 
looked like either Los Angeles or Tom Green. 
 
SLIDE   76 – a quarter 
SLIDE   2004 – a half.  
 
And in 2008. No change. Still about a half of all voters lived in a landslide 
county.  
 
There was a lot of talk about the 2008 election being transformative. We can’t 
find that in the numbers. Political differences from county to county increased. 
By every measure, political segregation increased in 2008 over 2004. 
 
Anyway, there was an immediate objection to what we were saying. How in the 
world, could people know the political climate of a community before they lived 
there? One person asked me if I thought people were looking up county voting 
records before they moved? 
 
After all, how else could you tell whether a place was Republican or Democratic? 
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Good point. After all, when I moved to Austin, my wife and I didn’t check voting 
records. Yet we moved into one of the most Democratic neighborhoods in town. 
So we began to wonder if you really could tell a neighborhood’s politics by the 
way it looked. 
 
DOG POLL STORY 
 
There are all sorts of ways of knowing the politics of a place. One of my favorites 
is the Dog Poll. It goes like this: 
 
When my wife and I went to vote in 06, we took a camera. We wanted to take a 
picture of our polling place for a web site that was collecting photos of the vote. I 
snapped a few shots of a smiling brown lab standing in line. SLIDE I asked the 
owner the dog’s name. And she said, Che. 
 
It’s not a scientific poll, but if a dog picked at random at a polling place is named 
for a South American revolutionary, the odds are your neighborhood steers to 
the left…… Now, this dog poll was conducted just a few days after some people 
in the neighborhood did a rice blessing and smudging in the principal’s office at 
the local junior high. It was part of a general feng shuing of the school. Oh, and at 
the elementary school in the next neighborhood over the official school color 
is....tie die. 
 
Most of us have a certain kind of cultural literacy that tells us if we’re with our 
group, our cultural and political tribe. I was on a talk show in Minneapolis 
and three callers said they could tell they were living in the wrong 
neighborhood because their neighbors used lawn chemicals and they did not. 
 
YOU CAN TELL BY LOOKING. 
 
Here’s a little test of your cultural literacy. Can you tell just by looking whether a 
place is R or D?? 
 
SLIDE: Okay, this one is easy. 
 
SLIDE: Liberals and yard art 
 
SLIDE: How about this one, R or D? Is this a Democratic precinct in Austin or a 
Republican precinct in exurban Minneapolis? 
 
SLIDE: This is an interesting one. It’s a sign by Harrison Mayes and is in Harlan 
County, Kentucky. Any of you all who drove around the South have seen his Get 
Right With God signs made out of concrete. Mayes lived in Middlesboro and his 
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first sign was painted on the side of a pig. It was a small pig, so he could only 
write “Sin Not” and then release the pig on the streets of town. 
 
When this sign went up, it was a Democratic county. Now, as culture is more 
important than economics, this is a Republican County. However, if you saw this 
as a picture on somebody’s wall as a piece of folk art, it would be a tip off you 
were in a liberal house.  Weird, right? 
 
Slide: One block from where Molly Ivins lived. 
 
SLIDE: A church in exurban Minnesota. 60% Republican 
 
SLIDE: Don’t need too much guessing for this. One of my favorite places, Fayette 
County, Texas. 75% Republican in 2004, 
 
SLIDE: Think people don’t know the politics of their neighborhood. Think again. 
 
** 
 
Bob and I didn’t go looking for political division. We began research in 2002 into 
why some cities were doing so much better than others economically. Why some 
places were producing loads of technology and patents while others seemed to 
stagnate. And what we found was The Big Sort. We found that while the country 
was busy converging after World War II, beginning in the 1970s, it began to 
diverge. 
 
One example is education. SLIDE  
 
In 1970, people with BA degrees were fairly evenly distributed around the 
country. (Describe: The orange here is at about the national average of Bas per 
capita. Dark red is above average.)  
 
SLIDE By 2000, however, you could see that people with education had clustered 
in some cities and had left others. A lot less orange.  And what we found was 
that just as educated people began to cluster, the economic returns to education 
increased. This has had all kinds of regional consequences. The tech cities 
boomed. The Cleveland paper, meanwhile, wrote about a “quiet crisis” in its city.  
The paper in Baton Rouge published a series called Leaving Louisiana. While 
incomes in Austin rose, parts of my Kentucky became wastelands of prescription 
drug abuse. 
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SLIDE We also looked at the cultures that were developing in these two groups 
of cities — high tech and low tech. They were different. Here are the attributes 
that were more evident in high tech cities. 
 
SLIDE. And in low tech cities. 
 
 
We checked to see if these cultural differences were also political. Bob took the 21 
cities that produced the most technology and most patents. These were the tech 
cities — Austin, Portland, LA, New York, Atlanta, Boise, Seattle, Denver. He 
compared the vote in these cities with the 130 cities with the least tech and the 
fewest patents. 
 
What Bob found was a shift over two decades. In 1980, the tech cities voted about 
the way the nation as a whole voted. By 2000, they were voting 17 percent more 
Democratic than the national average. We could see that an increasing number of 
people in tech cities described themselves as liberal or Democratic. In low tech 
and rural areas, more people were saying they were conservative. 
 
In 2000, Al Gore carried these high tech cities and their adjacent metro areas by 
5.3 million votes. John Kerry’s margin in these tech cities was also more than 5 
million.  
 
 
SLIDE By 2008, the higher the percentage of people with BA degrees, the higher 
the Democratic vote. 
 
We found these kinds of correlations everywhere.  
 
Republican counties collected a higher percentage of the nation’s white 
population and church goers. The more Republican the county, the greater the 
percentage of people who joined bible study groups. The more democratic, the 
more people felt that homosexuality should be tolerated.  
 
Evangelicals living in very blue counties opposed the war in 2004. Evangelicals 
in red counties supported the war three to one. 
 
The differences in American politics were cultural, economic, educational. The 
divisions weren’t at the level of the state, but in communities and 
neighborhoods. And these places had been separating for the last generation 
as people migrated.  
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None of this is political in the way most of us talk about politics. People aren’t 
moving to live next to those who think the same way about single payer health 
insurance. 
 
We are moving to be around others who live like we do. And these days, that’s 
political. 
 
There’s no better example of that than... 
 
SLIDE..spanking.  
 
Let me explain: 
 
Marc Hetherington at Vanderbilt gathered polling that showed differences in 
parenting styles. Some parents spanked. Others didn’t. 
 
It turned out that spankers lived in some states and non-spankers lived in other 
states. 
 
And this difference SLIDE showed up in election results. The states that voted 
most heavily for John Kerry had the lowest percentage of people who favor 
corporal punishment. The states there at the top of the graph both voted most 
heavily for Bush and had the highest percentage of people who were willing to 
spank. 
 
There are all sorts of examples of this relationship between lifestyle and politics. 
Party choice now aligns with family formation. A demographer found that one 
of the best ways to predict how a state would vote in 2004 was to count the 
percentage of couples that have lived together without being married. A high 
shacking rate correlated with a high Democratic vote. The more family formation 
is like that of Denmark, the bluer the state.  
 
So we’ve divided physically into neighborhoods not necessarily where we look 
alike, but where we think alike, live alike. Spank alike. Shack alike. Vote alike. 
 
 And these homogenous communities are being recreated and reinforced in 
churches, markets and, finally, in political campaigns. 
 
SLIDE  Diana Mutz has been really good at ferreting out the places in American 
society that have become more politically homogenous. At the top of her list is 
the individual church. 
 
 “Overwhelmingly,” she told me, “people said the people they met in church 
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were extremely homogenous with them politically.” There is political discussion 
in churches, lots of it, but it takes place among like-minded people. Churches 
congregations now show “strong, extreme homogeneity,” Mutz says.  
 
How’d that happen? A good part appears to be intentional, as churches have 
been designed and pastored for particular groups of people. And that gets us to 
our friend here, Rick Warren. 
 
Warren was in seminary at a time when mainline churches had begun to lose 
members. The turning point in mainline church growth was 1965 when, for the 
first time in the history of the country, denominations began losing members. 
This was the world Warren faced as a student in 1974, a time of shrinking 
congregations. As he tells it in his book, A Purpose Driven Church, he was on a 
mission in Japan when he picked up an old Christian student magazine and 
began reading.... 
 
“As I thumbed through its pages, a picture of a fascinating older man with a 
goatee and sparkling eyes caught my attention. SLIDE The article’s subtitle said 
something like, ‘Why Is This Man Dangerous?” As I sat there and read the article 
on Donald McGavran, I had no idea that it would dramatically impact the 
direction of my ministry....The article described how McGavran, a missionary 
born in India, had spent his ministry studying what makes churches grow. His 
years of research ultimately led him to write The Bridges of God in 1955 and a 
dozen more books on growing churches...God used the writings of Donald 
McGavran to sharpen my focus from pastoring an already established church to 
planting the church that I would pastor...” 
 
That’s what he did. And Warren’s success has been copied both by independent 
churches and by those in the mainlines.  
 
But what did McGavran say? 
 
Warren was right about McGavran. He was a missionary who studied how 
churches grew. He traveled the world looking for the key to church growth. And 
what he found was that good works -- hospitals, schools -- didn’t bring people to 
Christ. A church grows, McGavran wrote, when it is based within a 
“homogenous unit” of people. People live in groups. They “think of themselves 
as a separate tribe, caste or class.” McGavran believed that any church that asked 
people to abandon their tribe, caste or class would fail. 
 
He wrote in Bridges of God: 
 
 “Men do not join churches where services are conducted in a language they do 
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not understand, or where members have a noticeably higher degree of education, 
wear better clothes, and are obviously of a different sort.” 
 
 McGavran told generations of preachers about his “homogenous unit principle” 
of church growth. He would say over and again, “Men like to become Christians 
without crossing racial, linguistic or class barriers.” 
 
Now, what happened when principles McGavran deveoped for villages and 
castes in India were applied to the American suburb? 
 
SLIDE: You get Saddleback Sam, the prototype member of Pastor Warren’s 
church.  
 
 Saddleback Sam is self satisfied. He doesn’t like big institutional religion. 
(Which is why you have to search long and hard to see that Saddleback is 
affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention.) He likes casual clothes, which is 
why Rick Warren always dresses like a cruise ship activities director. It’s why 
John McCain and Barack Obama both came to Saddleback tieless. 
 
Parking. Day care. Kicking sound system. 
 
So that’s what Warren provides. The megachurch is built so that people won’t 
have to cross any boundaries, confront any differences in their church life. The 
church caters to a lifestyle. 
 
SLIDE And even within the church, the congregation is broken down into 
smaller homogenous units. Settings are honed to appeal to particular niche 
markets. Here we can see that Saddleback is divided into smaller congregations 
based on lifestyle. There is a service for Singles. And here’s one for “island style 
worship.” What’s Your Style?? 
 
Warren built a church to attract a certain kind of person, which is why he figures 
85% of his congregation voted Republican. 
 
Like does attracts like. It works. 
 
And it’s not just the evangelical church that is building churches along the 
homogenous unit principle. Here is a thriving Methodist church in Austin. The 
Methodist part is irrelevant. It’s the subtitle here that tells all. Rick Warren 
figured 85% of his church voted Republican. At this church, I would be surprised 
to find any Republican voters. 
 
SLIDE: People like to see themselves. When Billy Graham would have his alter 
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call at the end of his services, he made sure that those coming to be saved would 
be met by people who looked like them. Young women would be met by young 
women. Your first vision in your new life would be someone who looked like 
you. 
 
This was basic salesmanship. In fact, in the early 1960s, a study found that tall, 
college educated male insurance agents had higher rates of sales when their 
clients were tall, college educated males. The highest rate of sales took place 
between members of the same political party. 
 
Finally, these techniques — known to evangelists and insurance salesmen for 
decades — were brought fully into politics in 2004. SLIDE 
 
The Bush campaign in 2002 had experimented with different techniques to 
increase voter turnout, from door-to-door canvassers to the noxious (and utterly 
ineffective) robo-calls. Their tests found that personal contact with a voter was 
good, but that an appeal coming from a friend or neighbor worked best. If voters 
could see that the canvasser came from the same social hive, turnout jumped.  
 
The strategy was to reflect voters’ beliefs and ways of life back on to themselves, 
so that the 2004 campaign wasn’t as much about the re-election of a president 
and his policies as it was an affirmation of a local way of life. 
 
Obama in 2008 copied these techniques exactly.  
 
Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill told a group of people being trained to work for 
Obama: “The message you’ve got to send, more than any other message, is that 
Barack Obama is just like us.” 
 
And that sounds remarkably like Donald McGavran, who said people would 
come to Christ when they saw that “the messenger of the Christian religion is 
one of my own family, my own people, one of us.” 
 
** 
 
So why does it matter that people gather in these like-minded communities?  
 
As people congregate in more likeminded groups they tend to become more 
extreme in the way they are likeminded. Hundreds of experiments in the law of 
group polarization. One comes from Colorado: 
 
Cass Sunstein decided to find out what would transpire if neighbors got together 
to talk about issues in politically segregated America. He gathered people from 
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liberal Boulder and those from conservative Colorado Springs and he had them 
discuss issues like global warming and gay marriage. He found that the liberals 
grew more liberal and the folks from Colorado Springs grew more conservative. 
AND he found that differences within the groups had diminished. Two hours of 
discussion among likeminded people had made the group both more extreme 
and more homogenous. 
 
Diane Mutz tells us that people discuss politics in their churches. But since 
churches are places of extreme homogeneity, the predicted result is that each 
church will grow more extreme in the way it’s likeminded. 
 
The converse of this is true. Mixed company moderates. That’s why stable 
societies find a way to force people to mingle. The anthropologist Max Gluckman 
found in studying tribal relations in Africa that the most peaceful societies 
instituted cross-cutting relations. Societies that controlled disputes, Gluckman 
wrote, “are so organized into a series of groups and relationships, that people 
who are friends on one basis are enemies on another.” 
 
One tribe would not allow people to marry within the tribe. They were required 
to find partners from neighboring tribes. 
 
The tribes had a saying: “They are our enemies. We marry them.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
We’ve stopped marrying our enemies in this country. Politically, this means the 
middle has dropped out of our politics. If this chart was extended through 2008, 
these lines would continue to plunge.  
 
 
*** 
 
SLIDE   
 
Democracy is about meeting and coming to terms with people who look, talk, 
believe and think differently from ourselves.  
 
But that’s not what we do these days. We congregate in communities and 
churches of like mind. Manuel Castells says that “When people find themselves 
unable to control the world, they simply shrink the world to the size of their 
community.” That’s what we’ve done. We’ve created a country where there are 
greater differences nationally from place to place to place — but fewer 
differences within the smaller groups where we live. We will have both more 
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diversity in the country…AND more conformity. 
 
But missing will be any sense of the whole. 
 
I normally stop on that uplifting note, but I wanted to read two quotes that have 
special application for this gathering. Both concern the growing homogenation of 
individual churches. The first comes from Jim Gimpel, a conservative political 
scientist: 
“I find very little evidence that churches are really transforming their 
congregations,” Gimpel told me. “It’s rather quite the reverse. Ministers depend 
on pleasing a particular congregation for their longevity. The last thing they 
want to do is offend those people or try to transform their viewpoint. It’s 
conformity all the way.” 
 
I also talked to Eddie Gibbs, the Donald McGavran professor of church growth at 
Fuller Theological. I asked him what he thought of the homogenous unit 
principle being used within the U.S. He told me, 
 
“The church needed to be birthed within indigenous cultures and take on that 
indigenous expression. It was a missional principle, and when it came to the U.S., 
it became a marketing principle: how to gather more people like us. Churches 
picked up the tactical parts but I’m not too sure they understood the deeper 
mission implications. And they didn’t really address the cultural implications, 
because mission morphed into marketing.” 
 
 
 
 
 


