
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
DISCIPL INED AND SYSTEMATIC L ISTENING 
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Presentation Notes
I am a pastoral theologian.  I study the gap between what the Church says it is and what it actually is as measured in empirical research.  My work is primarily qualitative research, which I consider to be a form of careful, systematic listening.  My work has primarily looked at demographic change in Catholic parishes, especially parishes shared by multiple ethnic or racial groups.  I call these “shared parishes.”
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The big challenge I have discovered is how ethnic and racial groups in parishes operate in mutually unintelligible worlds.  They cannot understand one another’s lives.  In counseling psychology, they call this “cultural encapsulation.”  While many people attribute a certain encapsulation or separatism to immigrant groups, the term was actually invented to describe white therapists’ lack of understanding of the cultural worlds of their clients of color.  In other words, it is often more pronounced in dominant groups.



EXAMPLES OF CULTURAL 
ENCAPSULATION IN PARISH LIFE 

• Liturgy meeting controversy 
 

• The KKK and government funding 
 

• No involvement in the renovation of the church 
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A poorly attended liturgy meeting where African American leaders thought Latino parishioners had no interest or commitment to the liturgy (very important in African American contexts), but where Latino leaders did not want to be present since the pastor’s Spanish was insufficient and his translation work did not allow them to participation meaningfully.A Midwestern parish where Mexican immigrant parishioners mistakenly thought white parishioners were involved in the Ku Klux Klan and white parishioners erroneously assumed that the government finances the Church in Mexico.A parish where the English speaking community could not identify why the Spanish speaking community had not meaningfully participated in the renovation of the worship space.



FOR CATHOLIC INSTITUTIONS 

Theological problem 
• Barrier to communion 

(NT Greek: koinonia) 
• spiritual bonds  
• ecclesial relationships 
• Minimal or bad 

relationships 

Problem for integration 
• Barrier to bridging and 

linking social capital 



IGNORANCE OF THE LIVES 
OF THE UNDOCUMENTED 

B IGGEST  CASE  OF ENCAPSULAT ION 



RESEARCH AS “TESTIMONY” 
EVOKING THE  REAL  IN  L IGHT  OF  DEMANDS OF  FA I TH  



BRIDGING  
CULTURAL ENCAPSULATION 

1. In the research setting 
2. Via an academic audience 
3. Via a pastoral and advocacy 

audience 



TEMPTATIONS FOR RESEARCHERS 

1. Speaking for others (grandiosity) 
 

2. Skimp on accuracy, complexity, or 
ambiguity for sake of advocacy 
 

3. Offer answers we don’t have 
 

4. Underplay power dynamics 
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