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Introduction 

 

The congregational studies summarised here are part of a research project looking at how 

social and cultural changes in New Zealand from 1960 onwards have impacted on Protestant churches 

and how they have responded to these changes.
1
 Research in societies similar to New Zealand, Britain, 

the United States, Canada and Australia establishes a clear pattern of overall decline in church 

participation. It further indicates the most significant cause of this decline has been the impact of the 

rapid social and cultural changes that have occurred since the 1960s. These strongly influenced the 

generation born after World War II, the baby boomers, to disengage with institutional religion in 

significant numbers. The research also indicates decline has not been the universal experience of 

churches and that there have also been cases of churches experiencing significant growth.  

 Reflecting on the research and my own journey as a church leader over this period suggested 

the ability of a church to adapt to these changes in its context was critical to its success. Donald Miller, 

in a study of churches such as Vineyard and Calvary Chapel, “new paradigm churches, which had 

thrived in the USA while mainline Protestant churches had declined, claimed: 
If Christianity is going to survive it must continually reinvent itself, adapting its message to the members of each 

generation, along with their culture and the geographical setting… Churches that do not constantly ‘resymbolise’ 

their message eventually die; in contrast groups that have the foresight to encapsulate their message in 

contemporary symbols and form not only have the potential to survive, but sometimes grow at remarkable rates.
2
 

As the research developed, though, it became clear that an equally important factor, alongside social 

and cultural adaptation, was commitment to a strongly “orthodox” theological position Miller claims  
those attending new paradigm churches want to anchor their understanding of themselves and their 

world in an authoritative framework of meaning – and seemingly the Bible provides them the narrative 

for doing this.
3
  

In developing a framework for assessing commitment too orthodox Christian belief, four indicators 

were used: the uniqueness of Christ in mediating salvation; the authority of Scripture; a personal God 

who acts; the need for conversion in the sense of life change. 

These two parameters, then, of strong commitment to the historic orthodox beliefs of the 

Christian faith and the ability to adapt their life to a changing social and cultural context, identified 

four different kinds of congregations for the study. The congregation that exhibited both of them 

would obviously illustrate the argument being advanced.  

 

Congregational Studies 

 

The material for the case studies was obtained from two main sources: the first written and the 

second oral. For the written material all of the congregations gave access to a wide range of archival 

material. This consisted of church histories and annual reports, minutes of vestry, session, board or 

deacons meetings, as well as church meeting reports and in some cases letters. Church magazines were 

provided where those had been produced and kept. Strategic planning reports and individual church 

surveys were also provided, as well as in three cases the Church Life Survey New Zealand (CLSNZ) 

data was provided. Finally, there was material the churches had produced, setting out their vision or 

mission as well as describing their ministries and programmes.  
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The oral sources consisted in the first instance of personal interviews. In each case the the 

senior minister of the church was interviewed first. The nature of the research was explained, 

including the framework that was being used. Their permission and cooperation was obtained and a 

general picture of their perception of the church was recorded. An outline as to why their particular 

church was chosen for study, and where it was felt the church fitted on the four sector framework. 

They were asked if they thought that was a fair assessment. Their help was solicited to select and set 

up a group of between six and twelve current members, from whom a general timeline for the church 

over the period could be constructed. From this meeting other individuals who it would be helpful to 

interview personally were also identified. At the end of each personal interview the interviewee was 

asked if there were any other persons, either current or former members of the congregation, who they 

felt it would be particularly helpful to interview.  

Formal interviews were carried out with between ten and twenty individuals
4
 from each of the 

congregations. The interviews were ‘unstructured, ethnographic interviews’, although there were some 

basic areas it was planned to cover in the interview. The interviews were of between one and a half 

and two hours in length, although they occasionally ran over that. Besides the formal interviews, there 

were of course countless conversations in hallways, before and after meetings or over cups of coffee. 

Because the nature of the research elicited widespread interest, conversations with people about both 

the wider findings and also the specific congregations involved also provided valuable insights.  

After each case study was completed it was given to two members of the church to read, one a 

lay person and the other someone who had been on the pastoral staff of the church. In each case they 

were completely happy with the accuracy of the account of the church’s life over the period, although 

two of the individuals, from different churches, did not agree fully with all of the interpretations made 

about the church at the end of the study.  

When conclusions were drawn from the case studies and were related to the wider New 

Zealand scene, it became necessary to read widely in international research that had been done on 

effective or growing churches in similar kinds of societies, in order to provide some comparative 

material. As this was done significant common features which emerged in the research were identified. 

The New Zealand case studies were then analysed in the light of these wider findings.  

 

Four congregations: an overview 

 

The four congregations studied were all located in the city of Christchurch
5
.  

 Spreydon Baptist Church. an evangelical/charismatic church which has constantly changed to 

adapt to contemporary culture 

 Opawa Baptist Church, a conservative and traditional evangelical church 

 St. Ninian’s Presbyterian Church, a self identified liberal mainline church which has constantly 

changed to relate to contemporary culture 

 St. Nicholas’ Anglican Church, a middle of the road mainline church which has kept to fairly 

traditional forms of life. 

 

 

Spreydon Baptist Church – orthodox and contemporary 

In 1960 Spreydon Baptist had a weekly attendance of 92, membership of 60 and saw 3 people 

baptised. It remained in much the same state till a new minister arrived in 1968, Murray Robertson, 

who remains the minister of the church. Beginning slowly at first, from the mid 1970s to the mid 

1980s Spreydon saw fairly spectacular growth so that by 1985 it had about 1215 in attendance weekly, 

a membership of 654 and most years saw between 60 and 80 people baptised. From then growth 

                                                      
4
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slowed and was more spasmodic so by 1999 it had 1387 in attendance, 809 members and was seeing 

between 30 and 40 people baptised. 

 

 

Spreydon Baptist Church
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 [Figures are taken from Spreydon Baptist Church records and from the Baptist Union and Missionary Society of 

New Zealand Year Books, 1960 to 1999.] 

 

Opawa Baptist Church – orthodox and traditional 

In 1960 Opawa Baptist had 265 in attendance weekly, 190 members and saw 17 people 

baptised. Between then and 1975 it saw steady and, for a period, rapid growth so that by 1975 it had 

650 in attendance, 425 members and almost 50 people baptised. Since then it has suffered steady 

attrition so by 1999 attendance was down to 245, membership to 228 and usually less than 10 baptised 

annually. 
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 [Figures are taken from Opawa Baptist Church Annual Reports and Baptist Union and Missionary Society of 

New Zealand Yearbooks, 1960 to 1999.] 

 

St. Ninian’s Presbyterian Church – non-orthodox and contemporary 
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In 1960 Sunday attendance at St. Ninian’s Presbyterian was 636 with 477 members, 26 

baptisms and 246 in the Sunday School. By 1980 this had declined to 250 in attendance, 345 members, 

11 baptisms and 88 in the Sunday School. Further erosion meant that by 1999 there were only 69 in 

attendance, membership was down to 166, there was 1 baptism and the Sunday School no longer 

existed. 
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[Figures are taken from the Year Book and Proceedings of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of 

New Zealand, 1960 to 1999.] 

 

St. Nicholas’ Anglican Church – non-orthodox and traditional  

St. Nicholas’ Anglican peaked in 1963 with an average of 133 in attendance weekly (on 

special days over 300), 280 in the Sunday School and over 50 baptisms. By 1980 attendance was 

down to 54, there were only 20 in Sunday School and 13 baptisms. Since then the church has shown 

some improvement in several areas (partly as a result of amalgamation with another parish) so by 1999 

there were 82 in attendance, but only 2 baptisms and still 20 in the Sunday School. 
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[Figures were taken from St. Nicholas’ Church records and from the Christchurch Diocesan Year Books, 1960 to 

1999.] 

 

What are effective congregations? 
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To analyse these studies I used international research on effective and/or growing churches. 

First of all it was necessary to define what is meant by effective churches. Obviously numerical 

growth is often an indicator, but is not the sole factor. I found the most helpful material on this was the 

National Church Life Survey material, from Australia. The authors helpfully summarise the purpose of 

a congregation or local church as being:   
…to assist people from within and beyond the congregation to worship God, respond to the Christian 

faith and to explore its implications in everyday life. Christians understand themselves to be called into a 

relationship with God, with others in the congregation and with those in the wider community. They are 

called to be bearers of the Good News, to be signposts to God’s kingdom in word and deed.
6
 

On the basis of this view of the church, they defined three fundamental dimensions of congregational 

life. An attractional dimension: drawing people into congregational life. An incarnational dimension: 

encouraging engagement in the wider community. A faith exploration dimension: encouraging 

attenders in their faith. A number of indicators were then developed to measure effectiveness in these 

dimensions and a range of questions developed to assess each. I used these indicators as a base for 

developing my own measures. Use was also made of material from the Institute for Church 

Development by Christian Schwarz
7
 and research by sociologist Kirk Hadaway

8
 on separating fact 

from fiction in church growth material. I refined these to produce the following criteria for my 

analysis.  

1) An outward focus among leaders and members expressed in both a concern for evangelism 

and for wider social engagement in the community. 

2) High levels of participation, as shown by worship attendance, small group commitment and 

involvement in leadership and ministry. 

3) A strong sense of belonging as shown by high levels of satisfaction among members, a 

growing sense of commitment, healthy relationships and low levels of conflict. 

4) A clear sense of direction. Members regard their congregation as having a sense of direction 

and purpose. Leadership has a strong sense of vision for the growth of the congregation, both 

numerically and in other dimensions, to which the members are committed and willing to 

change to accomplish. 

5) Effective leadership which is inspiring and directive, but listens to members and empowers 

them to use their gifts and skills. 

6) A lively faith with individuals growing in faith, experiencing moments of conversion or 

commitment, and high levels of devotional activity. 

7) Inspiring and engaging worship services, that provide a sense of transcendence for those who 

attend and that are expressed in appropriate cultural forms that enable them to engage with it. 

8) A younger age profile as a result of successful retention of young adults and attraction of 

newcomers. 

Of course it was important to ask where the two major parameters I was testing of orthodox beliefs 

and social and cultural relevance fitted. Looking at the first, orthodox beliefs, a number of the 

characteristics identified would be difficult to achieve in a church that was not marked by strongly 

held orthodox beliefs. The most obvious is a concern for mission or evangelism. Without strong and 

certain convictions the motivation for evangelism diminishes. In addition a lively or passionate faith, 

high levels of involvement and inspiring worship are much less likely where there is no clear set of 

strongly held beliefs. In line with this the NCLS researchers note that  
Every aspect of congregational vitality, except for involvement in the wider community, is positively related 

to a conservative orientation to the Bible… apart from providing a more clear-cut message, conservative 

beliefs may tend to generate vitality by encouraging an outward focus and higher levels of commitment 

among attenders.
9
   

When it comes to the second parameter, social and cultural relevance, again a number of these 

factors would be difficult without a commitment to achieving this. An outward focus, if it is to connect 

                                                      
6
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7
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Stream: Church Smart Resources, 1996. Paradigm Shift in the Church, Carol Stream: Church Smart Resources, 

1999.  
8
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9
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with people outside of the church, needs to be relevant to the context in which they live. To engage 

with and be meaningful for those attending, worship needs to be expressed in forms that are relevant to 

people, especially if people from outside the existing church community are going to be attracted. 

Effective leadership and a sense of direction often come out of seeking to make the faith relevant to a 

changing culture. Schwarz finds in his research “an extremely negative relationship between 

traditionalism and both growth and quality within the church.”
10

 Likewise more traditional church 

structures and forms tend to mitigate against high participation in church life and keep ministry 

contained within closely maintained bounds. 

Further support for these two key parameters, as well as some of the eight factors identified, is 

provided by a widely reported research project in Canada
11

. This found that effective churches were 

identified primarily by four basic strengths. 

1) Orthodoxy – in touch with truth. 

2) Relevance – in touch with the times. 

3) Community – in touch with personal needs. 

4) Outreach – in touch with the needs of others. 

As well as identifying the two key parameters of orthodoxy and relevance, the Canadian study 

confirms the importance of an outward focus, or concern for outreach, as well as a strong sense of 

community, or of belonging, identified as important in all of the research we have examined. 

 

Analysing the congregational studies 

 

Spreydon Baptist Church 

 

Spreydon Baptist clearly met both dimensions of the central proposition argued, for orthodoxy 

and relevance. It is a church that has maintained a very strong commitment to the core tenets of 

orthodox Christian belief over this period and this has been particularly expressed through the biblical 

preaching, so central to the church’s life. In the 1997 CLSNZ  90.6% viewed scripture as the “Word of 

God”, compared with 64.3% for all congregations and 83% saw the most important aspect of 

communion as recalling “that Jesus died for us” compared with 48% nationally. Alongside this 

commitment to orthodoxy it has shown a considerable ability to adapt its message and life into forms 

that many New Zealanders in the rapidly changing social and cultural environment of this period have 

been able to identify with. This has meant significant change at several points in its story. In particular 

Spreydon early on embraced the charismatic movement and I have argued that the significant strength 

of this in New Zealand church life over this period can be explained, at least partially, as an adaptation 

to the more ‘expressive’ culture that emerged out of the 1960s counter culture and was embraced by so 

many of the baby boom generation.
12

 

For most of the period Spreydon scored strongly on all of the other indicators identified.  

1. An outward focus was a consistent theme that emerged in the study of the church and Robertson 

constantly put a strong emphasis on involvement in both evangelism to the local community and a 

wider social engagement. Both of these emphases also featured in a strong emphasis on mission 

overseas. 

2. High levels of participation. The church has always had figures of attendance at worship 

considerably higher than its membership and a significant proportion have been involved in small 

groups since the mid 1970s. It has a high percentage involved in its many ministries and the style of 

worship has encouraged high levels of participation and involvement. 

3. A strong sense of belonging. It was clear from the interviews as well as observing involvement in 

services and ministries that people had a very strong sense of belonging. One factor that helps develop 

a sense of belonging is low levels of conflict, and while there were some periods of conflict it usually 

involved only a small percentage of the congregation and was for limited periods of time, usually 

when significant change was taking place. 

                                                      
10
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4. A clear sense of direction. Robertson has provided a very visionary style of leadership and never 

allowed the church to merely drift along, but has been always ready to point in new directions. The 

church membership has also been highly committed to the focus on mission he has provided. 

5. Effective leadership. By any criteria Robertson has provided effective leadership over a long period. 

Not only has it been inspiring and directive, but he has been able to provide encouragement to many 

others to develop their own leadership and put into action their gifts and skills. 

6. A lively faith. There were many indications of this. The high number of baptisms, the biblical 

preaching that many spoke of as being important in their spiritual growth and for many in their faith 

journey the importance of involvement in house groups. High numbers of church attenders have 

become involved in ministry and mission. 

7. Inspiring and engaging worship. An important dimension of the Spreydon story has been the 

changing styles of worship to keep it fresh and engaged with the changes in its cultural context. This 

dimension has been indicated by the continued high attendance at worship.  

8. A younger age profile. From the beginning of his ministry Robertson attracted in a younger age 

group to the church and this has continued. In the CLSNZ 31% of attenders were age 15 to 29, 

considerably higher than the average for all churches of 12% or of the population at 26%. Likewise 

those 30 to 49 were 45% compared with 29% for all churches and 39% of the population. 45% of the 

congregation had come to the church in the past 5 years compared with 29% for all churches. 

 As a case study then, Spreydon illustrates the profile of effective churches we have suggested, 

with a strong commitment to orthodox beliefs and adapting its life to contemporary culture. It also 

scored highly on the eight criteria we identified as being characteristic of these churches. 

 

Opawa Baptist Church 

 

Opawa was identified as a church that combined a strong commitment to orthodox beliefs 

with a traditional approach to church life and was, therefore, unlikely to have experienced and 

maintained growth over this period. Its commitment to a conservative evangelical outlook has been 

maintained through the nature of its preaching, the influence of American evangelicalism in the 

church, as well as input from a variety of conservative evangelical parachurch organisations such as 

Navigators and overseas mission agencies.  It was well contextualised into the largely conservative 

churched culture that still existed in New Zealand throughout the 1960s and under the leadership of 

Gordon Coombs thrived in this early part of the period. However, unlike Spreydon, it has since then 

failed to adapt its beliefs and practices into the rapidly changing culture that has followed, and has 

endeavoured to stay with traditional forms and styles of church life and ministry. In particular, it failed 

to embrace the charismatic movement, indeed, there was a conscious decision to reject the charismatic 

dimension in 1975, and the ministers they called in the ensuing period, indicated the church was 

making a commitment to traditional forms and styles of ministry.  

Analysing the church on the indicators we suggested it scores well on many of them in the 

early period but does not do so well from the mid 1970s on. 

1. An outward focus. The church has had a strong commitment to evangelism over all of this period, 

however through keeping to traditional forms this has become increasingly less effective. It has not 

had a high commitment to social engagement. 

2. High levels of participation. In early years there was a considerable involvement of high numbers of 

key people with excellent leadership gifts as well as high participation in worship. In the second half 

of the period these levels declined markedly and considerable concern over this is repeatedly 

expressed in its documents. 

3. A strong sense of belonging. Again this was a characteristic of the church in the early years but from 

the mid 70s became greatly diminished. People did not speak of a sense of being loved and cared for 

which lead to many leaving. There were high levels of mistrust and a reluctance to talk about the past 

indicating dysfunctional, rather than healthy, relationships. Since then there has been high levels of 

conflict in the church around a number of different issues. 

4. A clear sense of direction. In the early years there was a common consensus about this and Coombs 

was able to promote this. When the charismatic ‘split’ arose Coombs failed to give a sense of 

direction, feeling obligated to be neutral and follow the direction the church chose. After he left the 

ministers who followed have not been able to provide a sense of direction and were at times heavily 
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criticised for having no real vision or direction. Increasingly it became a church which harped back to 

a glorious past rather than anticipating a positive future. 

5. Effective leadership. Clearly Coombs provided this in the early years, especially with the ability to 

inspire people, but when it came to the critical point in the congregations journey he abdicated 

leadership, and those who followed have been quite unable to inspire people by their leadership. 

6. A lively faith. The early story of the church provided plenty of evidence of a lively faith and 

passionate spirituality. Many were coming to faith, being baptised, becoming involved in ministry and 

mission. However later one got the clear sense that people’s faith was ossifying. They kept looking 

back to the way things were rather than growing in their faith and finding new commitments. Numbers 

being baptised were small. 

7. Inspiring and engaging worship. Again this was clearly evident in the stories of the early period. It 

appears that by refusing to embrace the charismatic dimension that enabled a more expressive and 

culturally relevant style its traditional format become uninspiring to many and has failed to attract  

new comers. 

8. A younger age profile. In the early years it attracted large numbers of young people and young 

families. It was many of these who left over the charismatic issue and since then it has been marked by 

an increasingly aging profile. Although not participating in the CLSNZ survey the church directory 

indicated 60% were above 50, higher than the average for New Zealand congregations. 

The well used argument that conservative churches grow (the “Kelly thesis
13

) has been found 

to be more true of the 1960s and 1970s than later. Thus its conservative beliefs may account to a 

significant extent for Opawa’s growth over the first period of this research, but as the period went on 

this became insufficient to sustain vitality and its failure to adapt to the emerging culture lead to slow 

and steady decline.  

 

St Ninian’s Presbyterian Church 

 

St. Ninian’s was identified as a church that had moved to a position of non-orthodox, or weak, 

beliefs and had endeavoured to express these in contemporary forms. While at the commencement of 

the period it was solidly orthodox in its beliefs, from the end of the 1960s, it gradually drifted away 

into, what those in the church were happy to define as, a liberal position. More than just being a non-

orthodox position, by the 1990s the  stance the church took at times denigrated those who still held to 

orthodoxy as being out of touch with contemporary thought and social realities. While not explaining 

everything in St. Ninian’s decline over the period, it does seem difficult to find churches that have 

maintained a healthy vitality and been effective in a broad sense, that have not held a strong 

commitment to orthodox beliefs. As the NCLS research shows an orthodox faith stance impacts 

positively on every measure of vitality.  

At the same time St. Ninian’s has endeavoured to also express its faith in forms that are 

contemporary. Thus a willingness to embrace change in its forms and structures and to engage with 

contemporary social issues was found. There is a strong commitment from the 1970s to be relevant to 

the kind of society people saw as emerging. Indeed the departure from orthodoxy was part of the 

attempt to be contemporary, because orthodox beliefs were thought to be unacceptable to ‘modern’ 

people. Unfortunately, however, hindsight has shown that, rather than pointing in the direction of the 

future, the culture this kind of liberalism endeavoured to be relevant to was in fact to be the last period 

of dominance for enlightenment rationalism and, what is often termed, ‘modern’ culture. It was itself 

rendered increasingly less influential by the emergence of the new and different social and cultural 

realities that have emerged since
14

.
 
 

Analysed on the eight indicators it was found the St. Ninian’s did not score very well. 

                                                      
13

 Dean Kelly, in Why Conservative Churches are Growing, New York: Harper & Row, 1972, demonstrated that 

the  further one moved to liberal end of spectrum the more rapid rate of decline for churches became and the 

further one moved to the conservative end of spectrum more rapid the rate of growth. He argued that people are 

attracted to religious groups because they want compelling clear cut answers to questions about the meaning of 

human existence. His argument was picked up by conservative churches and the church growth movement.  
14

 Often called postmodernity, a somewhat problematic term. 
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1. An outward focus. In the early 1960s it had a strong commitment to evangelism but even by the end 

of the 1960s this was significantly diminished, and consequently it had seen few younger people 

coming into its life. It had a very strong focus on social concern and justice issues.  

2. High levels of participation. There were very high levels of participation in worship services and the 

traditional church organisations through the first part of the 1960s but the story since then has been 

one of declining participation in every area. Financial giving of members is a form and indicator of 

participation and since the mid 1980s a lack of income has been an ongoing problem. 

3. A strong sense of belonging. From the mid 1960s the church has recorded a steady and consistent 

loss of people, indicating low levels of satisfaction and belonging. While there was no open conflict 

there was an undercurrent of dissatisfaction, first with the academic liberalism of the ministry and in 

the later period over the affirmative stance of the leadership on homosexuality, particularly as 

concerns the issue of ordination of gay and lesbian persons for ministry
15

. 

4. A clear sense of direction. The church scored very well on this and the church has always been 

willing to make changes to move in the agreed upon direction. However the direction desired did not 

at any point give priority to evangelism or numerical growth, illustrating the necessity of a church to 

have some concern for these issues to remain effective.  

5. Effective leadership. The ministers of St. Ninian’s all appear competent leaders, and were generally 

well liked and respected. In much church growth literature the role of the pastor as leader is rated the 

number one factor for effective churches. The St. Ninian’s story would indicate this can be overrated, 

and does not lead to growth, if other important factors are not also in place.  

6. A lively faith. There are not strong indications of this. People did not speak easily of their faith or 

spirituality, and when asked about it usually spoke about values. In the CLSNZ material only 3.9% 

could identify a decisive moment of faith commitment during the past 5 years, compared with a 

national figure of 16.4%. Numbers of baptisms and confirmations steadily declined to very low levels. 

Only 11% were involved in small groups compared with 21% nationally.  

7. Inspiring and engaging worship. The church had made strong endeavours to adapt its forms of 

worship to cultural changes. However, while there was an attempt to be relevant it does not appear that 

the worship inspired people and provided a sense of transcendence. This seems related to a context 

where a loss of orthodoxy has weakened the sense of transcendence in favour of immanence. Only 

30% indicate they mostly had a sense of God’s closeness in services compared with 55% nationally. 

8. A younger age profile. It has become an aging congregation. 54% were over 60 compared with 38% 

for all congregations and only 6% between 15 and 29, compared with 12%. The CLSNZ data also 

shows that only 8% had arrived in the past 5 years compared with 29% nationally. 

With a strong orthodox faith being significantly linked to a number of these indicators it 

would appear that its movement to a weak, or non-orthodox faith, is a significant explanatory factor in 

accounting for its decline. It has been a church that has endeavoured to change in response to the 

changing cultural and social context in order to make itself more relevant. However, because the 

church regarded the nature of the beliefs themselves as part of what needed to be changed, it has led to 

accommodation rather than adaptation, and seems to confirm the argument that, without a strong 

commitment to orthodoxy, it is difficult for churches to remain either effective or to grow. St. Ninian’s 

seems a clear illustration of the problem that a strongly liberal stance created for many churches 

 

St Nicholas’ Anglican Church 

 

St. Nicholas’ was identified as a church that combined a weak commitment to orthodox 

beliefs with a traditional approach to church life. While beginning the period broadly orthodox in its 

beliefs it had soon drifted away from a strong commitment to these beliefs and, at times, embraced 

clearly non-orthodox views This was clearly a factor at some points in people looking to other 

churches that were strongly committed to orthodox beliefs, in order to have their faith strengthened 

and to be spiritually nurtured. At the same time a constant theme in reading the case study documents 

was a desire to stick to traditional forms and styles of church life and a reluctance to change these to 

make the church more relevant to contemporary culture. This was particularly clear during the critical 

                                                      
15

 This has been a very divisive and hotly debated issue in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand 

since 1986. 
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decade of the 1970s. There was a strong concern to ensure that things were done in an ‘Anglican way’. 

By the end of the 1980s it appeared as a small and aging remnant of a style of Christianity and church 

(the current minister described it to me as “Christendom churchianity”) that had lost touch in 

significant ways with the culture around it and whose faith had become so weak it had little to offer 

the wider community anyway. 

When evaluated in the light of the eight factors it did probably the most poorly of any of the 

churches. 

1. An outward focus. This is a dimension that seemed to be completely lacking in all of the reading of 

documents and did not feature as an important issue in interviews, either in terms of evangelism or 

social concern until the 1990s.  

2. High levels of participation. In the most obvious dimension of worship attendance the constant 

decline from the mid 1960s indicates a lack of participation by increasing numbers. Again both 

ongoing financial problems and low levels of involvement in small groups were further indicators. In 

fact there was strong resistance for long periods to even the idea of small groups. It appeared to be 

increasingly difficult to find people willing to participate in leadership. 

3. A strong sense of belonging. When I first met with a group from the church it struck me that they 

did not have a strong sense of relational connection. People did not have high levels of satisfaction as 

they talked about their experience of the church and there was a constant complaint about a lack of 

pastoral care. In the CLSNZ data only 41% felt a strong sense of belonging compared with 50% 

nationally. For much of the period there was underlying conflict in the church.  

4. A clear sense of direction. In the 1960s there was a widespread consensus about the place and role 

the church should have, but it was a ‘chaplaincy’ understanding of the place of the church in society. 

There was no vision about growth or mission and as the older understanding broke down there was no 

new direction that developed. 

5. Effective leadership. The first vicar of this period provided inspiring and visionary leadership but 

since then none of the vicars was able to provide the needed leadership. Either they just fulfilled a 

maintenance role or if they did want to push in new directions did not have the skills or personality to 

take others with them or empower them for leadership.  

6. A lively faith. Again I was struck by a reticence to talk about faith or spirituality. The CLSNZ data 

indicated 33% found it hard to express their faith compared with 20% nationally and only 9% could 

indicate a specific moment of faith commitment compared with 16.4% nationally, and none of these 

were in the past 5 years. The low number of baptisms and confirmations indicate the aging 

congregation.   

7. Inspiring and engaging worship. Once again declining levels of worship attendance indicate people 

did not find them inspiring or engaging. In interviews people did not talk appreciatively of the services 

or how they have found them inspiring or helpful. Because of their commitment to worship in a 

traditional Anglican way they have found it difficult to change to adapt to the changing culture. There 

has been continued and strong opposition to the presence of children in worship. 

8. A younger age profile. The church’s records indicate a realisation that by the end of the 1980s they 

were faced with the problem of an aging congregation. Since the mid 1960s it has failed to retain the 

children of members as they became young adults. Only 15% had joined the church in the past 5 years, 

compared with 29% nationally. Even after a merger with a younger parish, 51% were over 60 

compared with a national average of 38%, and only 7% between the ages of 15 and 29 compared with 

12% nationally. 

St. Nicholas’ then can be seen to score rather poorly on all of our indicators of an effective 

church. Again, as with St. Ninian’s, the weakening of its commitment to orthodox beliefs can be seen 

to be a significant factor, as strongly held orthodox beliefs are clearly tied to a number of these. In 

addition to being what we have described as non-orthodox in its beliefs, St. Nicholas’ has been 

determined to keep to traditional forms and styles of church life and has resisted, often quite strongly, 

attempts to bring about change that would help it relate more effectively into the contemporary social 

and cultural context. It thus provides a good illustration of the issues that have confronted many 

mainline Protestant churches which have moved down a somewhat liberal approach to belief, while 

simply continuing to organise their life and worship in traditional forms and styles.  
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Conclusions 

 

The four case studies then clearly illustrate, in the first instance, the argument being advanced 

in this work. This is that the churches which have thrived in this period are likely to have combined a 

strong adherence to the basic tenets of orthodox Christian belief with an ability to adapt their life and 

message to forms that relate effectively to the rapidly changing social and cultural context in which 

they have found themselves. This is also the conclusion of the NCLS researchers. “The NCLS 

results… suggest the importance of maintaining strength in commitment and meaning systems, yet 

expressing them in non-alienating cultural forms.”
16

 In addition, the studies of these churches also 

serve to illustrate the significance of those indicators we have found identified in wider research on the 

church as features of effective churches. In a number of cases these indicators are significantly related 

to the two primary factors. 

The findings of these studies were then interpreted into the wider church scene in New 

Zealand over this period. If one moves across the theological spectrum from the ‘conservative’ (or 

strongly orthodox) end to the ‘liberal’ (or weakly orthodox) end, those at the more liberal end, 

Anglican, Presbyterian and Methodist showed considerable decline. Of these the Methodists, as the 

most liberal, showed the greatest decline. Baptists, perhaps described as moderately conservative, 

showed steady growth through until the early 1990s and then plateaued, while Pentecostals, very 

conservative, showed strong growth through until the late 1990s, when they also plateaued. That this is 

not a complete explanation is indicated by the fact that the Salvation Army, Brethren and Church of 

Christ, all of which sit at the conservative end, showed similar rates of decline to the mainline 

churches. 

This brings in the other major factor of cultural and social adaptation. Here, as was indicated 

in the congregational studies, the charismatic/Pentecostal movement seemed to have been a major 

factor in helping churches adapt to the significant cultural changes that began in New Zealand in the 

mid 1960s. The ‘expressive’ revolution. The widespread embracing of this by Baptist churches 

enabled them to adapt to these changes and the Pentecostal churches emerged out of that culture in 

1960s New Zealand.
17

 Of the conservative churches the Salvation Army, Brethren and Church of 

Christ on the whole resisted the charismatic movement, and this made it more difficult for them to 

adapt. When we look at the mainline churches, there was some significant degree of acceptance by a 

considerable number of Anglican and Presbyterian churches, and comparative studies within those 

denominations suggested that congregations which embraced it were more likely to have experienced 

growth. The Methodist church showed significantly less influence and this also is likely to have 

increased their rate of decline. A related factor is that the more independent and autonomous nature of 

congregational life in Baptist and Pentecostal churches may have made it easier for them to adapt to 

new forms than churches which were much more nationally controlled, such as the Anglicans, 

Presbyterians, Methodists and Salvation Army. 

So the wider patterns of church life in New Zealand seems to confirm the basic hypothesis 

illustrated in the congregational studies that churches which thrived over this period are likely to have 

combined a strong adherence to orthodoxy with an ability to adapt their life and message to the rapidly 

changing social and cultural context. 

There is however one significant qualification to this finding, which will be explored further 

in later chapters. As Spreydon was the congregatonal study being used to illustrate churches that had 

thrived and grown over this period, it was felt necessary to do some quantitative research to discover 

where its growth had come from. This was done by surveying the Sunday worshipping congregation, 

asking attenders about their church background before coming to Spreydon. The research was carried 

out during the service, with time being allowed to explain its nature and purpose, and the questionnaire 

was collected before attenders left. This survey identified a surprisingly low percentage of attenders 

(3.9%) as having no previous church background, with the largest group coming from mainline 

Protestant churches. Research in three other churches which had grown over this period indicated 

similar results.  

                                                      
16

 Kaldor, Shaping a Future, 216. 
17

 Pentecostalism arrived in New Zealand in 1926, but by 1961 only numbered 3000. By 1976 this had increased 

to 13,000. 
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This pattern clearly indicated that the growth of these kinds of churches has largely occurred through 

people moving to them from mainline Protestant churches and to a lesser extent older conservative 

churches. Given these sources of growth we would expect to see a slowing down of the growth of 

these kind of churches as the pool of New Zealanders raised in mainline Protestant and older 

conservative churches, began to age and diminish. Trends in the wider church scene in the 1990s seem 

to indicate this.   

This research then, on both local congregations and the broader church trends in New Zealand, 

demonstrated the general validity of the argument. It is a combination of a strong adherence to the 

basic tenets of orthodox Christian belief with an ability to adapt their life and message to forms that 

relate effectively to their social and cultural context that has enabled some churches, such as Spreydon 

Baptist Church, to be effective over this period. This is likely to continue to be so. However, while 

these churches did this for the kind of society and culture that emerged from the mid 1960s through to 

the late 1980s, especially with baby boomers, the changes that have developed so rapidly since the 

1990s, with the growing dominance of a post-traditional society and the increasingly post-Christian 

culture of post boomer generations, means the forms and styles which they developed have become 

increasingly less effective. Since these churches have largely drawn in those socialised in the churches 

and Christian faith, the increasingly smaller percentage of succeeding generations in that category 

indicates an increasingly shrinking market. The challenge confronting them is once again to make the 

changes needed to adapt their life and message into a changing social and cultural context, one much 

more distant from the heritage of faith they present. This, it would appear, is an even more demanding 

task than that which they have faced in the late 1960s and 1970s.  

 

 

 


