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The Crisis in American Churches


The church in North American is in crisis and Christian leaders are no longer able to deny these harsh realities. Certainly, there are many good things happening in some churches. But in reality most churches have been declining in attendance and converts for decades.  Many books and studies are now appearing that validate this undeniable truth. George Barna’s Revolution. Mike Regele’s The Death of the Church and a recent study which I will summarize here www.theamericanchurch.org.  This study is the lead article in May/June 2006 edition of Outreach magazine www.outreachmagazine.com.  Let me simply overview some of the major findings of this article for deacons to consider…


Rebecca Barnes and lindy Lowry’s “The American Church in Crisis: 7 Startling Facts” declares: (Subscribe to FREE newsletter http://theamericanchurch.org/Subscribe.htm )
· Less than 20% of Americans regularly attend church – half of what the pollsters report. Most of the mainline denominations report a net loss over the past 30 years. It is increasingly clear that there is a ‘halo effect’ in past research.  That is, there’s a difference between what people tell pollsters and what people actually do.

· American church attendance is steadily declining. While church attendance has remained about the same from 1990 to 2004, the U.S. population has grown by 18.1% - more than 48 million people. Thom Rainer’s research reveals that only 6% of our churches are growing (keeping up with their communities population growth). That means, 94% of our churches are losing ground in the communities they serve. Ed Setzer, missiologist, reveals that 24% of Americans now say their primary form of spiritual nourishment is meeting with a small group of 20 or less.  That is about 6 million people a week.

· Only one state is outpacing its population growth. Hawaii where 13.8% of the state’s population regularly attend church.

· Mid-sized churches are shrinking; the smallest and largest churches are growing.

· Established churches (40 to 190 years old) are on average declining in attendance.

· The increase in churches is only ¼ of what is needed to keep up with the population growth.  Between 2000 and 2004, the net gain (the number of new churches minus the closed churches) in the number of evangelical churches was 5,452, but mainline and Catholic churches closed more than they started for a net loss of 2,200, leaving an overall net gain of 3,252 for all Orthodox Christian churches. In this decade, approximately 3,000 churches closed every year. Net gain of churches is 800 per year.

· In 2050, the percentage of the U.S. population attending church will be almost half of what is was in 1990.  The research projects for the years leading up to 2050 are less than encouraging. He estimates a drop to 16.6% in 2010 and 15.4% in 2020. 

(In this same study and edition of Outreach Magazine you will find “Generation Lost” study results for your consideration and review)

Some will say ‘why review such depressing realities of the church when so many good things are happening in some church?”  That is the point. God is doing some super things but only in a few churches.  God always works through the people of God and the churches of God.  Unfortunately many of our congregations have evolved into more of a country club than a community of faith. This trend has been going on for decades and now the world, our families, our churches and our communities are showing the fruit of our apathy and indifference.


So what’s a deacon body, pastor and church leadership team to do with these realities?  Here are some ideas to consider…choose a few ideas and act NOW.

1. Face realities about your church.  Gather your data and look at your trends. What will happen to your church 5 to 10 years from now if you continue in your current patterns?

2. Get your leaders reading and talking with each other. Educate yourself.  All of my books (www.transformingsolutions.org) speak to these realities and provide practical guidance for moving forward in effectiveness.  Also check out, Culture Shift by Lewis and Corderio or The Present Future by Reggie McNeal.  

3. Consider a consultant or coach to help your congregation and leaders face realities and learning curves. Denial and avoidance will not move you forward. Consider your local denomination or judicatory leaders.  See other possibilities on the link section of my personal website.

4. Get clear about what is working and what is not working about your church’s ministry style.
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