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Would the last person turn out the lights? 
 

Kevin Ward, Candour, March 2011 
 
Almost ten years ago I wrote an article titled “Towards 2015: the future of mainline Protestantism in 

New Zealand.” At the time I was not part of the mainline church and it was based on my research into 

the findings of the first two New Zealand Church Life Surveys, carried out in 1997 and 2001, which 

indicated that the average age for this group of churches (Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist and 

Cooperating Parishes) was over 60 and increasing. If this was so then, if nothing changed, by 2015 it 

would be the equivalent of 75, except that a good number would by then be no longer members of the 

visible church. This trajectory being so I suggested the future of many local churches within these 

groups would obviously by that date be unsustainable and many would have ceased to exist. 

 

Not long after that I became Presbyterian and my concern became personal as I became involved in 

the development of leaders for this particular church and worked to help local churches, 

congregations, parishes toward a positive and viable future. Visits to these churches, as well as to 

Presbyteries, in the course of my work have simply put human faces to the data. I do need though to 

add one caveat to these generalisations, which is that the figures for Pacific Island and Asian 

Congregations are considerably different. This means that, firstly, the issue I am addressing here 

applies mainly to congregations that consist predominantly of European New Zealanders and, 

secondly, that if we take out of the figures Pacifica and Asian data, the picture for those congregations 

is likely to be even worse. 

 

The challenge we face is that for many of these churches the system which gave them birth and 

sustained them for years no longer exists and so, despite the hopes of some of the remaining remnant 

for revival or renewal, their ongoing existence is no longer viable. They were begun in a time when a 

significant proportion of the population were churchgoers, about 20% weekly and 40% monthly, and 

of those Presbyterians were the second largest group. In this world, when many people did not have a 

car and walked to church (as well as other activities) the parish system thrived. It was made up of the 

people in the local community who belonged to the local church, and so as children were born in that 

community they were baptised into the church and grew up through Sunday School and youth group 

to become adult church members. 

 

However from the 1960s on all that has changed. The percentage of the population attending church 

has halved (about 10% weekly and 20% monthly) and the proportion of these who are Presbyterian 

has fallen considerably, in the under 40 age group quite drastically. Young people no longer stayed to 

live their lives in the communities in which they were born but moved off elsewhere, particularly 

from rural communities. Almost everybody got a car, or second and third cars, and so were no longer 

constrained to shop local. All of these changes meant that many, many local parish churches, 

particularly in declining and aging communities where the younger people had moved out and there 

were not significant numbers of young families moving in, began a slow and relentless decline. Many 

have since closed and the reality is that many more will over the next few years. These are churches 

which are now beyond the reproductive cycle, the main means by which churches have sustained 

themselves or grown. In addition because they were located within walking distance for people many 

of these communities have too many in an age of greater mobility and declining church attendance. 

The questions we now face for many are not whether this will happen or not, but how can we do it 

well? How do we decide which should be closed? How do we ensure a healthy grieving process for 

those who will have a great sense of loss and pain as this happens? How can we do it in such a way 

that the resources they do have are carried over to the wider church to be used in its ongoing mission 

and life? 

 

One helpful way of understanding churches is through the application of life cycle theory from 

organisational studies to churches. This recognises that organisations go through a life cycle, similar 

in some ways to the human life cycle, from birth to death. It seems that if they continue doing 
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business as usual this process is 

inevitable, that peak performance does 

not continue forever. New life and 

energy needs to be introduced by doing 

something new or different, to continue 

the vitality of the organisation. It is also 

recognised that the best time to do this is 

when the organisation is at the top of the 

curve and the further down the decline 

side the more difficult it is to do so. The 

greater the energy that is required and 

the more significant the degree of 

change that needs to be introduced. 

 

 

Now while it is important to remember that the church is not just another human organisation, 

nevertheless it is that, and there is much that we can learn from looking at some of the findings from 

this area. I have found the life cycle material tremendously helpful in understanding church life. A 

major challenge that we face is that many of our churches have continued well down the decline side, 

continuing business as usual, often hoping for some miraculous salvation, either through a divine 

visitation or an omnicompetent new young minister.  

 

Alice Mann in a very helpful book, Can Our Church Live? applies the concept in looking at the 

options for congregations in decline. She suggests there are three different options for these 

congregations depending where they are on the curve. Notice the chart points back to the formation 

stage from three  different points in the life cycle This is the stage when the identity and beliefs of the 

church are formed, answering the question ‘what are we called to do?’.  

 Ongoing renewal. By looking at its 

fundamental questions of faith and 

practice again. In the evangelical 

tradition periodic revivals served this 

purpose to some extent.  In the church 

growth or health movements it is done 

through strategic planning. 

 Revitalisation. In the early stages of 

decline a church might be able to look 

hard at the facts, avoid blaming and 

engage in new learning that leads to 

some different ways of doing ministry. 

Revitalisation implies there is still substantial vitality present that can be refreshed and refocused. 

A dangerous assumption that can exist at this stage though is that a new minister will accomplish 

this work automatically. If the minister has the skills and understanding to raise the critical 

questions needing answered with the church, a new era of vitality might occur, but more often the 

forces driving decline continue to be ignored. In that case the new minister will experience (or 

often collude with) the church’s two most destructive illusions: the fantasy that growth can occur 

without change and that change can occur without conflict. 

 Redevelopment. The further you slip down the decline side of the curve the more capital it takes – 

spiritually, financially and politically – to create the possibility of a turn around. It is usually 

underestimated how much of these resources it takes and often the reality is that the community 

does not have sufficient. 

 

Many mainline protestant parishes are at the point where redevelopment is the only realistic option for 

them, or death will follow. They are too far down the decline cycle for revitalization or renewal to 

help (“If we keep on doing what we are already doing we will get what we already have”). My 
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concern in this article is not with those first two options, but rather this third option, as well as those 

which are even beyond the point where redevelopment is feasible and death is certain. Most of the 

material on change deals with the first two options, and the reality is that in effect much of the helpful 

missional church material is really talking about this third option.  

 

Mann says that redevelopment  involves: 

 Recognising the death of the congregation’s previous identity and purpose. 

 Reallocating the bulk of the congregation’s resources to discovering and living out a new identity 

and purpose. 

 Finding and empowering leaders who can start a new congregation, maybe on an existing site if that 

will serve the new purpose and identity, or if necessary elsewhere. 

 Caring for the remaining members of the previous congregation, sometimes by providing in effect a 

chaplaincy service, for as long as needed.  

 

While this is an option in some situations, for others there is insufficient capital, spiritual, financial 

and political, for this to be possible and the death of the church is certain. How do we decide if this is 

the case and so work toward a healthy ending rather than just letting it end messily and painfully as 

the remaining human resources dribble away. A few years ago I went to an Alban Institute seminar on 

change led by Gilbert Rendle, a long time consultant with the institute and author of another very 

helpful book Leading Congregational Change . He talked about churches which were below the 

threshold of survival, and identified the following signs 

 Where the age profile was excessively old or indeed these were the only people. 

 Where there was either no anxiety (people were unaware of the precariousness of their situation) 

or extremely high anxiety and fear which paralysed any constructive discussion. 

 Where the financial situation was such that there was not enough money available to do anything 

but survive and no way of getting it 

 Looking at the margin of life for people. How much discretionary life (time, money, energy) have 

the people after they have taken care of work and family. We need to be reminded that socially 

speaking church is a voluntary organisation and so where people do not have enough human 

resources to offer anything its survival is doomed.  

 Where the system is dominated by positional people (those who hold to a set position on issues 

and are unwilling to change or compromise) and there are extreme disagreements on these among 

members. 

 

What it is important to recognise in both of these cases is that a death is taking place – in one case of a 

long held identity and form of community and, in the second, of an actual community itself. Both this 

identity and the community has played a very significant part in the lives of perhaps many of those 

who remain and so its ending provokes a deep sense of loss. Since a death is occurring it is important 

to recognise that for those involved this is a very painful process and we can expect all the normal 

feelings and processes of grief to occur in many of the people. We simply cannot come to a decision 

that this place needs to close, even if what has been is to be replaced by something new to which they 

are invited to belong, and expect those who are part of that group to immediately, or even quickly, 

agree it is clear this needs to be done and so let’s get on with it. 

 

One of the leading writers on change, Ronald Heifitz, says:  

The aphorism that is commonly bandied about is ‘people resist change’ or ‘change frightens 

people.’ I think that is wrong… change is hard when it represents the possibility of loss. It’s the 

possibility of loss, and the apprehension, fear and anxiety associated with that possibility of loss 

that generates resistance. Those of us doing work on leadership and change frequently don’t 

appreciate sufficiently the sources of resistance. We frequently fail to have enough respect for 

the pain of the change that we’re asking people to sustain; we speak in fairly disrespectful terms 

about the resistor’s parochialism, narrowness, or short-sighted selfish political interests. That is 

one way to describe some human motives. But everyone is, within his own frame of mind and 
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within her own life, trying to hold on to what is conceived as precious. And who amongst us 

does not resist having something we consider precious taken out of our hands. 

 

Part of the problem is that we who are leaders are often ideas people, and we put our energies into trying 

to get people to understand the ideas we are coming up with about why we need to close down one form 

and put our energies into developing new forms. The trouble often is that the people we are trying to sell 

our ideas to are feeling so much pain and grief over what they are losing that they cannot hear the ideas 

we are endeavouring to communicate. 

 

It is so important in this process of significant change and realignment of resources that we must go 

through that we give adequate attention to the feelings people are coping with (which means sitting with 

and listening) and journey with them. Otherwise the fear and anxiety about these losses will lead to 

resistance and a paralysing inability to face the issues and changes. 

 

In another very helpful book on change in the church Ken McFayden, in Strategic Leadership for a 

Change, uses the significant work of John Bowlby in ‘attachment theory’ and applies it the church. This 

theory outlines how people develop significant attachments in life, to people, places and things that are 

meaningful to them and define them, and the more significant those attachments are the greater our 

degree of grief at the loss of them. Life is a process of making attachments and losing. For many people, 

especially those who have been attached to a particular church for a long time, with the people they have 

journeyed through life with, the place where significant events have occurred in their family, and where 

certain traditions and rituals have been important parts of their identity the possible loss of these is 

alarming. We also need to remember that this is happening at a time when these people have often lost, 

or are in the process of losing, other significant people, places, things they have been attached to. 

 

It is only as we as leaders are able to help people name these, to understand with them the sense of loss 

they evoke, to empathise and pastor them through this inevitable stage, that they may be able to move 

beyond the protest, despair and detachment that inevitably comes and begin to imagine and talk about a 

new alternative future. As we do this, and understand with them what it is they actually fear losing, we 

may be able to talk with them about how we can so shape this new future with them that possibly they 

will not lose as much as they fear. Perhaps they can take some of the people and things they are attached 

to into this new future, and some of that old identity can be carried with them on the journey. 

 

There is an increasing amount of helpful literature that is now available about the personal and 

emotional processes that people need to work through in the journey of change, particularly where this 

involves significant loss and change. I have highlighted some of these here. It is only as we as leaders 

understand these and are able to help the people involved in the journey that we will enable them to see 

that within the Christian tradition death is not the end, we always live in the hope of resurrection, and 

with that in mind enable them to hope for and participate in the new beginning that might lie the other 

side of the end of a current identity as church and recreation of a new identity as God’s people in this 

community.  

 

 

 


