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Marks of Growing New Zealand Churches 
 

Kevin Ward 
 

[This was written as a chapter for NewVision New Zealand 2014, a book which was never published. It had been 

through the editorial process] 

 

Christianity in retreat 
The results of the 2013 Census NZ were awaited with particular interest because it covered a seven 

year period, rather than the usual five years, as a result of the Christchurch earthquake. As a 

consequence the results are being released rather piecemeal, and unfortunately are not all available in 

time for this publication. Nevertheless there is enough to identify overall patterns. Some analysis in 

the mainstream media has been inaccurate on some points, but the main trend is clear; the overall 

decline in Christian affiliation or identity is continuing and, as one headline put it, the “Census shows 

Christians are no longer a majority in New Zealand.” In 1961 Christians made up almost 90% of the 

population; by the end of the century it was down to about 60% and by 2013, 48%. The biggest 

increase was in those stating “no religion” which made up less than 1% in 1961 and in 2013 reached 

39%, an increase of 26% since 2006. It seems inevitable that by the next census it will be a greater 

proportion of the population than those who call themselves Christian.  

 

The trends in this census are largely a continuation of those that began in the 1960s. There is however 

one significant change. The figures indicate that, as a report on the most recent data in the US 

subtitled it, “the decline narrative reaches evangelicals.” In NZ all branches of the church declined 

between 2006 and 2013. Pentecostals who had increased rapidly since the 1960s showed decline; 

Baptists who overall had experienced moderate increases declined; and Catholics who had bucked 

their overall decline through the latter part of the previous century with increases in the 2001 and 

2006 returns also declined. The main heading for the US report, “Negative Numbers”, could also be 

used here.  

 

Of course the decline narrative has been widely reported for some time and in NZ has often 

dominated media comment. Until very recently the prevailing voice has been Lloyd Geering, who at 

one point speculated the demise of the church by the end of last century. This was not only a NZ 

phenomenon, as secularization theorists saw this demise as the inevitable consequence of the process 

of modernization in which, to them, the sure and certain findings of reason and science put an end to 

the superstition and myth that constituted religion. This was first occurring in western societies but 

would spread elsewhere as modernization gradually happened everywhere. This was something to be 

celebrated. 

 

Patterns in a more complex picture 
However, much to the frustration of many, religion has proved to be rather more resilient or stubborn 

than was imagined. Increasingly in the 1990s sociologists abandoned this grand narrative of decline as 

they realized many different things were happening at the same time, and no one theory explained 

everything. This was the point at which I decided to begin a doctoral research project to try and make 

some sense of what had been happening in NZ.
1
 First, there had been obvious overall decline. Why 

had that happened? Second, there were many instances of churches that were growing, both at a 

denominational level (eg. Pentecostals) and also at local church or congregational level (eg. Spreydon 

Baptist Church in Christchurch). Were there any common factors that explained the growth? 

 

Behind this was also a desire to test a particular explanation that was common in the evangelical 

circles of my church experience. This came out of research in the US by Dean Kelley, which basically 

argued that conservative churches had been growing and liberal churches declining.
2
 I set a time 
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frame of 1960 to 2000 for my research. On the surface this argument certainly appeared to have 

support here. Examining population census data, churches which could be identified as “liberal” 

theologically, such as the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Methodists, had declined, while others which 

could be identified as conservative, such as Pentecostals and Baptists, had increased.  

 Anglicans, Presbyterians and Methodists in 1961 totalled 1.5 million which was 64% of the 

population. By 2001 they had declined to 1.1 million and made 31% of the population. By 2013 

they were down to 890,000 and only 22% of the population.  

 Pentecostals were a mere 3,000 in 1961, 0.1% of the population. By 2001 they had increased to 

67,000, making up 1.9%. In 2013 they had increased slightly to number 75,000,  but had fallen to 

be 1.7% of the population. 

 Baptists had numbered 40,000 in 1961, 1.7% of the population. By 2001 they had increased to 

51,000, but as a percentage were down to 1.5%, In 2013 they were 53,000, but as a proportion of 

the population had declined further to be 1.3%. 

 

Church attendance figures tell a similar story to census data, although these are more difficult to find. 

For Presbyterians in 1961 there were 119,000 attending weekly which by 2005 had declined to 

34,000. Anglicans in 1986 had 47,500 at worship on Sunday which by 2006 had declined to 32,000. 

On the other hand Baptist attendance of 18,000 in 1976 had increased to 36,000 by 2006. Pentecostal 

figures are even more difficult to find, but to take the Apostolic Church as an example attendance had 

increased from 3,500 in 1981 to 12,000 in 2000.  

 

On the surface then there is support for Kelley’s argument. However I noticed that if you took a group 

of conservative churches, the Brethren, Salvation Army and Churches of Christ, their rate of decline 

had been similar to the mainline. In 1961 they numbered 51,000 (2.1%) and by 2001 were down to 

36,000 (1%), a similar rate of decline to the mainline. This decline has continued and they are now 

16,000 (0.5%). Clearly something other than just beliefs or theology was at work. Liberal theology 

could not be blamed for everything.  

 

Kelly’s research was motivated by awareness of the decline that had begun in mainline churches in 

the 1960s and which continued into the 1970s. This decline also motivated the church growth 

movement which basically looked at churches which were growing, endeavoured to find factors 

which explained this, and then encouraged churches elsewhere to follow those same principles, 

confident that they also would then grow. The Kelley thesis and the church growth movement led to a 

plethora of research in the US testing the arguments of both. The findings overall temper the 

arguments of both. 

 

In regard to church growth arguments it was found that little account was given by this school to the 

particular context in which churches found themselves. All of the statistical data shows a significant 

relationship between the context in which a church is located and the likelihood that it will have been 

experiencing growth, or not. Research in the US, for example, shows that megachurches almost 

invariably exist in upwardly mobile relatively homogeneous areas. For a church, an area with young 

families moving into it is a very different context from an aging older suburb which is losing industry, 

commercial and retail facilities and schools. Likewise the decline and changing nature of rural 

populations needs to be taken into account. In NZ, for example, in 1970 the Presbyterian and Brethren 

churches were by far the most rural, and the rural decline of the 70s and 80s along with the shift from 

sheep to dairy farming in many places has had a significant impact on them. 

 

In regard to Kelley this wider research did provide some support, although in general it tended to help 

explain why liberal churches were declining, rather than why conservative churches were growing. 

Later research also found that his thesis had less merit from the 1980s on than it did in the 1960s and 

70s. Kelley argued that conservative churches combined conservative beliefs with social strictness 

and it was this which made them “strong”. Liberal churches on the other hand were so concerned to 

be relevant to the culture they became almost indistinguishable from it and so were “weak”, making 

no demands and offering no convincing reasons for people to belong. Later research however found 
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that older conservative and strict churches such as the Southern Baptists and Assemblies of God 

which had thrived in the earlier period had slowed from the 1980s and it was newer forms of church 

such as Vineyard and Calvary Chapel, which combined theologically strong beliefs with a liberal 

social and cultural attitude that had grown most rapidly.
3
 This had allowed them to adapt their form 

and message to the rapidly changing culture that had emerged from the 60s on. Mark Shibley referred 

to the argument of Ernst Troeltsch, one the earliest church theologians to use the new discipline of 

sociology, that “religious relevance is a function of achieving in each new historical epoch a 

compromise between the radical teachings of primitive Christianity and the culture in which the 

religion is being practised. Religious institutions that do not change inevitably decline: churches that 

survive and grow will adapt to their culture.”
4
  

 

This American research, along with my own analysis of the trends indicated by a variety of data in 

NZ, Australia, Canada and the UK, as well as observations on church life in NZ (I had been a church 

pastor from the mid 1970s and Bible College lecturer from 1990) led me to formulate the following 

thesis for testing: “The churches which are most likely to have experienced growth in New Zealand 

between 1960 and 1999 are those which 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 existed.” 

 

Church growth and decline in New Zealand 
We are all aware that in NZ, as in the US and in every western society, the 60s and the decades 

following have seen massive social and cultural changes. As I write this, the arrival of the Beatles in 

the US and their appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show 50 years ago is being celebrated with a 

television special labelled, “The Night that Changed America.” In June the 50
th
 anniversary of their 

tour of NZ is also being commemorated and a similar label could be used. This has meant that all 

kinds of institutions, including churches, have needed to make bold and creative attempts to utilise 

cultural and social forms that are relevant and meaningful to their new context. For the church it has 

also meant it has been essential to ensure that the authenticity of the Christian faith and life are not so 

compromised as to lose what is essential and unique to it. This requires a careful distinction between 

content and form, a distinction that is not always easy to make, as content always exists in some 

particular form. It means that a simple division of churches into two groups, conservative and liberal, 

is no longer adequate in examining factors that make for effective churches. It is possible for churches 

to be, in effect, conservative in terms of belief and liberal in terms of forms, or to hold to what may be 

defined as liberal beliefs but stick to conservative forms of church life. In fact there are four different 

variables possible from these two dimensions. 

 Orthodox beliefs expressed in contemporary forms 

 Orthodox beliefs expressed in traditional forms 

 Non-orthodox beliefs expressed in traditional forms 

 Non-orthodox beliefs expressed in contemporary forms 

 

I used this framework for my research and in order to ground it in local church life (where trends are 

actually worked out rather than in denominational agencies or polities), I identified one congregation 

which seemed representative of each type. I then did an in-depth study of the trends and story of each. 

The four congregations were all located in established inner suburbs of Christchurch. 

 

1 Spreydon Baptist Church – Orthodox and Contemporary 

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

baptized. It remained in much the same state until Murray Robertson’s appointment as the minister in 

1968, a position he held for the next 40 years. Beginning slowly at first, from the mid-1970s to the 

mid-1980s Spreydon saw fairly spectacular growth, so that by 1985 it had 1,215 in attendance weekly, 
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a membership of about 654, and in most years saw between 60 and 80 people baptized. From then 

growth slowed and was more spasmodic, so that by 2000 it had 1,387 in attendance, 809 members, 

and between 30 and 40 baptisms annually. 

 

2 Opawa Baptist Church – Orthodox and Traditional 

In 1960 Opawa Baptist Church had 265 in attendance weekly, 190 members, and 17 baptisms. 

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 baptized. Since then it suffered steady attrition, such 

that by 2000 attendance was down to 245, membership to 230, and usually fewer than 10 baptized 

annually. 

 

3 St. Ninian's Presbyterian Church – Non-Orthodox and Contemporary 

In 1960 Sunday attendance at St. Ninian’s Presbyterian Church, Riccarton, 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 2000 there 

were only 69 in attendance, membership was down to 166, there was 1 baptism, and the Sunday 

School no longer existed. 

 

4 St Nicholas’ Anglican Church – Non-Orthodox and Traditional  

St. Nicholas’ Anglican Church, Spreydon, 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 that by 2000 there were 82 in attendance, but only 2 baptisms, and still 20 in the Sunday 

School. 

 

The figures speak for themselves. As well as analysing data I researched written archival material and 

did a number of interviews with leaders and ordinary church members to give depth to the studies. 

The studies were then read by some members of the church to get feedback on how well they felt I 

had told the church’s story. 

 

Does it matter what we believe? 

In order to determine whether the church was orthodox or not, I identified four core beliefs. 

 

1 About Jesus Christ. Within two decades of his death the early Christians came to see Jesus as 

God, often expressed in the phrase ‘Son of God,’ and proclaimed that  

salvation could be found in no other. By the time the earliest creeds were formed this was a central 

part of Christian orthodoxy. Interestingly a team of researchers studying the faith journeys of baby 

boomers brought up Presbyterian found the strongest indicator of whether they stayed in church or 

joined the exodus was “the Christ only index”, the belief that Jesus is God’s only Son and that 

salvation is available only through him.
5
 While there may be a variety of ways in which the divinity of 

Jesus can be explained and a number of interpretations of how salvation is gained through him, these 

are not optional beliefs for orthodoxy.  

 

2 About God. A number of sociologists talk about the quest for “transcendence”, or the 

“numinous”, as being central to what people are looking for from religion. A number of American 

researchers claimed that many of the mainline churches in their quest to adapt to contemporary 

secular understandings have “lost a sense of the numinous, the supernatural dimension of religion. 

They under-emphasize God in the course of trying to speak to life”.  

It seems then that how we view God is critical. Is God understood in orthodox terms, as a personal 

being other than oneself, who is active in the world and who can be personally encountered in some 

way, or is God defined more in terms of a force or something you encounter by your own inward 
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journey of self-discovery? With the centrality of Christ and recognition of the activity of the Spirit, a 

Trinitarian understanding of God has again been reinforced as central to orthodox belief. 

 

3 About Scripture. Sociologists see the purpose of religion in many ways as being to give 

meaning and purpose to life, to answer the ultimate questions. Research indicates that these questions 

are still being asked, that there still is a quest for meaning, and people turn to religion to provide this. 

Obviously for Scripture to do this, there needs to be a view of it that holds it in some way to be 

uniquely authoritative in providing answers on these ultimate questions. This is also related to the first 

point in providing some objective truth claims about the nature of Jesus and of salvation. The Bible 

has an authority in providing answers to the ultimate questions of life that no other source of 

information has. Orthodoxy has always maintained the uniqueness of Scripture in this regard, over 

against other approaches to Christian belief that have placed other sources as being equally 

authoritative. While it is important to recognise that there are a variety of ways in which Scripture 

might be read and interpreted, we need to be reminded that it has a unique place as a source of 

meaning and guidance for the Christian community. 

 

4 About Conversion. Again many of the researchers on what is happening in contemporary 

religion identify that what many people are looking for from religion is something that will change 

their life – for the better. Thus a belief system that maintains that being a Christian is about life 

transformation, about giving up some old ways of behaving and embracing some new and different 

ways, rather than just “blessing” whatever your current lifestyle is, seems important.  Again, 

orthodoxy with its emphasis on repentance and discipleship has embraced this dimension and, as with 

the other three beliefs, it is found in the early creeds.  

 

The data provided by the NZ Church Life Survey on each of these churches was helpful in identifying 

where they sat in terms of their beliefs. It was also helpful in identifying the other major factor, 

whether they preferred a more traditional approach to church life or were willing to adapt and change 

to pick up contemporary forms.  

 

Marks of growing churches 
Obviously these two dimensions did not account for everything that determined whether a church was 

likely to grow or not, and as always there are exceptions to the rule – but exceptions not patterns. In 

the decade since I did the research, I have used this framework in many different contexts, both 

through writing and speaking, and have found very few who do not basically agree with it, either here 

in NZ or overseas. But there are also other factors which are important. 

 

Looking at a variety of studies in the US, UK and Australia in particular, that sought to identify marks 

of effective or growing churches.
6
. I identified eight core factors that seemed to be found in most. 

These were: 

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, whereby members regard their congregation as having a sense 

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

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

they are willing to make changes in order to accomplish the vision. 
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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 demonstrating high levels of devotional activity. 

7 Inspiring and engaging worship services which provide a sense of transcendence for 

those who attend and which are expressed in appropriate cultural forms that enable 

personal engagement. 

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

newcomers. 

 

When I used these to assess my congregational studies, Spreydon Baptist scored well on all eight 

factors. The other thee congregations were weak on a number of them. Again I have used these in a 

wide variety of contexts and they have received general support. It seems fairly clear that there is a 

relationship between the two core dimensions I identified and these eight factors. Without a high 

commitment to strong beliefs as well as to adapting to social and cultural changes many of these 

factors would be weakened. The Church Life Survey data found that, “Every aspect of congregational 

vitality, except for involvement in the wider community, is positively related to a conservative 

orientation to the Bible,”
7
 while Natural Church Development found “an extremely negative 

relationship between traditionalism and both growth and quality of church life.”
8
 As I am working on 

this material, a significant report from the Church of England on church growth found similar factors 

to those identified here to be at work where churches were growing, and identified one of these as 

“willingness to self-reflect and change and adapt according to context.”
9
  

 

It is important when looking at issues of church growth or effectiveness not to make the assumption 

that because, for example, the Anglican Church or Brethren Church overall has suffered significant 

decline, that therefore all Anglican or Brethren Churches are declining. In NZ over the past fifty years 

there have been, and still are, a good number of Anglican and Presbyterian Churches that are effective 

and have grown. In looking at denominational data it is quite clear that those local churches or 

parishes which have grown have overwhelmingly shown the characteristics identified so far. Research 

I did on St. Christopher’s Anglican Church and Hornby Presbyterian Church clearly showed that they 

were such cases. Again local characteristics rather than denominational features or polity are critical. 

 

Charismatic/Pentecostal influences then and now 

In NZ over this period one factor which had significant influence was the charismatic movement. This 

seems to have had more impact here than in other western societies. The Operation World Handbook 

in 1978 claimed that “nearly every denomination has been affected. The impact has been greater than 

any other English speaking nation.”
10

 A recent book on global evangelicalism in the second half of the 

20
th
 century noted that in NZ “renewal rapidly established a following among Christian Brethren, with 

significant support from Anglicans, Presbyterians and Baptists.”
11

 The latter were particularly 

influenced and a doctoral research project identified that by 1989 nearly 70% of Baptist churches 

identified with the charismatic movement. This research also found that charismatic churches were 

more likely to have grown, a finding which confirmed an earlier study of Baptist churches which 

found the best combination for growth was “conservative, evangelical and charismatic”. Two study 

leave reports on Presbyterian churches also found that churches which were growing identified 

themselves in similar terms. Jim Veitch, in his chapter on the history of the Presbyterian Church in 
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NZ, noted that “charismatic and evangelical orientation seemed to be the stimulant in the majority of 

growing churches”.
12

 There is no research within the Anglican Church to support this case, but 

observation seems to indicate the same trends existed. Some support for this claim, of a correlation 

between the charismatic movement and growth in churches, can also be found in the decline of the 

Brethren and Church of Christ, both of which while being conservative theologically explicitly 

rejected the influence of the charismatic movement.
13

 

 

The influence of the charismatic movement seems to have been a positive force in relation to both of 

the major factors identified as helpful to growth. First of all it reinforced strong orthodox or 

conservative beliefs, a point noted by Veitch.
14

 Looking from the other side the relatively negligible 

influence of the movement in the Methodist church may have been a factor in its becoming the church 

most influenced by liberal beliefs and also suffering the greatest decline of the mainline churches. In 

addition it is clear the movement also helped churches adapt to the more expressive, informal, 

relational culture that emerged from the 1960s on, particularly among baby boomers. Much of the 

growth of churches in this period can be accounted for by people who moved into charismatic (and 

Pentecostal) churches from churches that identified with liberal theology or remained wedded to 

traditional forms of church life. My own research on four churches in Christchurch which grew during 

this period indicated that the vast majority of those attending (over 75%) came from other churches, 

albeit sometimes with a period of non-attendance between.  

 

However the influence of this began to wane in the 1990s. Most of the baby boomers who were going 

to move from other churches had done so, and both Baptist and Pentecostal growth began to slow at 

first, then plateau and finally, as we have noted from the latest census, decline. As the 1990s 

progressed it became clear that the children of baby boomers were socially and culturally different in 

many ways from their parents. The term “Generation X” began to be found in much literature. At the 

same time the cultural trends that began with the counter culture of the 1960s became mainstream and 

the terms “postmodern” or “postmodernity” began to be used with increasing frequency. There needs 

to be some caution about using these terms as if they explain everything, but what is clear as we 

moved into the 21
st
 century is that it is socially and culturally a very different world than that which 

existed in the 1970s and 1980s. As a consequence the “post boomer” generations have not identified 

with the kind of churches that were formed through adaptation to the culture that emerged with baby 

boomers in the 1970s and with which the charismatic movement and Pentecostalism fitted so well. As 

a consequence many of the large charismatic churches from that era which have remained wedded to 

forms that developed then, as well as many of the older Pentecostal churches, are now declining older 

congregations, much like many mainline church were two or three decades ago. Graham Cray, a key 

leader of charismatic renewal in the Church of England commented a decade or so ago that the 

movement ran the risk of being “trapped in a charismatic culture that is no longer appropriate” and 

that these may “simply become an ecclesiastical cultural relic”. Many churches that grew over the 

period from the late 1960s into the 1990s did so because they retained a strong commitment to 

orthodox beliefs while at the same time changing their forms to adapt to the rapidly changing cultural 

context. However, as we moved into the 21
st
 century the culture has changed even more radically as 

we have become truly post-Christian and the culture of post-modernity has taken hold. This has meant 

that, while the factors identified are still central for church growth, the challenge of adapting to our 

context means even more radical change is required than that which occurred in the earlier era. It is 

interesting that the more recent Church Life Survey research in Australia has added a further core 

quality to its list: “imaginative and flexible innovation,” particularly the willingness to start something 

new.      
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Immigration and cultural diversity 
As well as generational and cultural change another factor that has impacted significantly on churches 

is the changing pattern of immigration into NZ and as a consequence the ethnic composition of the 

population. While in its foundational understanding NZ is a bicultural society, it is increasingly one of 

the most multicultural societies in the world. Settlement of NZ by people other than Maori began in 

the early 1800s and for the first 150 years the vast majority came from Europe, indeed even more 

specifically from Britain, so that by 1961 NZ’s population was 92% European and 7% Maori. All that 

began to change in the 1970s and particularly after the Immigration Act was changed in 1987. In 2013 

NZ had the highest percentage of its population born overseas of any country in the world (25%). The 

population was 67% European, 14% Maori, 12% Asian and 7% Pacifica. In Auckland 40% were born 

overseas and only 56% of the population were European. In a series of articles in the NZ Herald on 

Auckland’s ethnic diversity, Peter Lineham claimed that “any religion that did not engage wider than 

the rich white middle-class will certainly not be growing.”  

 

Looking at the issue of immigration into countries which are largely European and have been seen as 

Christian societies, a surprising fact which is often ignored is that globally there are more Christians 

migrating than any other group. UN figures indicated that in 2012 49% of those who migrated 

globally were Christians. Often migration is seen by conservatives as a threat to the Christian heritage 

of the country with new immigrants bringing other religions with them but, as one US historian told 

me, it is actually immigration that is keeping the US Christian. Certainly in NZ church decline would 

have been considerably greater if it had not been for new immigrants especially from the Pacific 

Islands, the Philippines, Korea and South Africa, as much of the recent church growth has come from 

these immigrants. Pacifica people have the highest rates of Christian identity in NZ at 76% and a 

considerably higher proportion of these, as well as Koreans, Filipinos, and South Africans, attend 

church than do European New Zealanders. Particular churches have benefitted from different ethnic 

immigrants: Roman Catholics from Filipinos; Presbyterians from Pacifica and Koreans; Baptists from 

Chinese and South Africans; Pentecostals from Pacifica especially, but also Asians; Methodists from 

Pacifica.  

 

The impact of this immigration into New Zealand from what might be regarded as the “new Christian 

heartlands” is similar to that identified by Jehu Hanciles for America.
15

 This multicultural influx is 

changing the face of New Zealand Christianity by de-Europeanizing it. Immigrant congregations are 

the fastest growing segment across all traditions, and represent forms and expressions of faith that 

may seem as foreign to Pakeha/Palangi Christians as other religions. This immigration of non-

Western Christians represents a new missionary opportunity and challenge for NZ.  

 

The role that religion and religious communities play in the settlement experience of migrants is well 

covered in the literature. Helen Ebaugh, comparing early patterns of immigrant religion with that of 

the “new immigrants” (the term employed in light of the new patterns which emerged from the mid-

1960s on) found that, “Then as now, ethnic places of worship served the dual purpose of reproducing 

the group’s cultural and religious heritage, while assisting immigrants in the process of adapting to the 

new society.”
16

 As a consequence of this immigrants tend to stick with their own ethnic groups. A 

recently completed doctoral research project found that within the Presbyterian Church 83% of 

churches or congregations are ethnically homogeneous, defining ethnicity in the Pacifica context as 

being a separate ethnicity for each island group. It is estimated that in Auckland perhaps 45% of 

churches are ethnic communities. As a consequence some see this as an excellent church growth 

strategy and, picking up on Donald McGavran’s controversial “homogeneous unit” principle, have 

deliberately targeted the planting of such churches. 
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However it is highly questionable whether such a strategy will lead to the long term turnaround of 

church statistics in NZ. When I was visiting the UK in 2000, Peter Brierley, Director of Christian 

Research, told me that he could describe where the church was growing in one word: “black.” He 

noted that as one traced changes in the level of church attendance in those counties where it was 

increasing, this was where there was the greatest increase in the percentage of immigrants. Whereas in 

the 1970s and 1980s in the UK this was with those from the Caribbean, in the 1990s and into the 21
st
 

century, as those communities moved into the second generation, the greatest growth came from new 

immigrants from Africa. Now over 50% of church attenders in London are of either Caribbean or 

African ethnicity.  

 

The point Brierley was making is well identified in sociological studies, that as the community moves 

through the generations in the new land, so people become more like the host community, especially 

the young people.
17

 In the UK, as in NZ, regular church involvement is not one of their 

characteristics. This shows up in statistics on church involvement among young Pacifica people raised 

in NZ (the 1.5 generation) and increasingly those born here. This was discovered in a study by 

Jemaima Tiatia
18

 and a further study of Cook Islands churches
19

 found that a significant proportion 

had left those churches for similar reasons to those identified in Alan Jamieson’s research on 

European church-leavers in NZ.
20

 Cluny MacPherson’s study of Samoan adolescents and young 

adults found that they became increasingly impatient with “the adherence to traditional forms and 

styles of worship and a gerontocratic principle of leadership that denied them a voice in the church’s 

decision making process.”
21

  

  

As well as those who left the church altogether, it is also evident that many others who have left 

Pacifica churches have moved to multi-ethnic churches, particularly Pentecostal and charismatic 

churches. Yannick Fer, a French sociologist, has been researching religious change among young 

Pacifica people for over a decade, and has found that in NZ many had moved to Pentecostal churches, 

which provided a way for them to remain within their traditional faith (Christianity) and yet express 

that in cultural forms appropriate to their belonging within a contemporary western society.
22

  

 

Adding further to this question is interesting research in the UK which indicates that churches with an 

ethnic mix are more likely to grow than those of one ethnicity, and that the richer the ethnic mix the 

more likely they are to grow.
23

 A report on church growth in the US claims that one of the major 

characteristics of the fastest growing churches is that they are multiracial.
24

 Similarly, research among 

Baptist Churches in New Zealand found that the most rapid rate of decline was among ethnic-specific 

churches, and the least decline was among multicultural churches.
25

  

 

All of this indicates that how we adapt to the great challenges and opportunities presented by the 

increasingly diverse ethnicities and cultures of NZ society will be a significant factor in determining 

where and if growth occurs in the church. It will be a key element in the need for “imaginative and 

flexible innovation” identified earlier. In addition to these practical missiological factors there is, I 

believe, an important gospel imperative found in such texts as Ephesians 2:11-22 and Galatians 3:28, 
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that at the heart of the gospel is God’s desire to form a new community in which all of the human 

factors which divide and separate us are no longer significant and we live out in practice the reality of 

our oneness in Christ. The seer in the book of Revelation imagines the church at the end of time 

gathered together before the Lamb made up of a multitude of people from “all tribes and peoples and 

languages” (Revelation 7:9). 

 

Loosening of the ties that bind 
I believe it is important to consider one further factor in regard to the question of church growth (or 

decline). Overall weekly church attendance in NZ has declined from about 20% in 1960 to 10% today 

(the decline has stopped and it appears to have plateaued at that since 2000). It seems monthly or 

“regular” attendance has likewise halved from about 40% in 1960 to something a bit below 20% 

today (most polls put it somewhere in the high teens), again appearing to remain reasonably stable 

over the past decade and a half. On top of that reasonably regular attendance, which is still about one 

in five New Zealanders, there a number of other indicators of considerable occasional attendance and 

still widespread religious believing.  

 Polls regularly indicate that slightly above 30% attend at Easter and Christmas.  

 Three different polls done about 5 years ago indicate somewhere around 45% attended church at 

least once a year, other than for funerals or weddings.  

 If we look outside of church attendance the number of New Zealanders who indicate they believe 

in God has remained consistently at about 70%, which is interesting with almost 40% saying they 

have no religion. 

 About 60% say they pray (half that number several times a week) and numbers believing in life 

after death have remained fairly consistent.  

 As we have seen almost 50% still identify as Christian.  

It is clear then that in NZ, as with all other western societies, religion is considerably more important 

than people thought it was two decades or so ago, and there are many indications that it may even be 

increasing in importance. 

 

I identified a number of ways in which religion played a continuing and seemingly increasing role in 

many aspects of public and private lives in a book published at the end of last year, which I called 

Losing Our Religion?
26

 One of the themes in my earlier work has been that of believing without 

belonging, which some have called churchless faith. There is certainly a lot of religious believing and 

activity going on outside of churches. In its broadest parameters this can be seen by comparing the 

figure of around 20% regular church attendance with the 60% praying and 70% believing in God, the 

latter figures considerably higher than the 39% who say they have no religion. Indeed research in the 

US and Canada has shown that many of those who identify as having no religion in fact hold beliefs 

and personal practices that are thoroughly Christian. Religion is now seen by many as meaning you 

belong to a religious organisation, which is viewed negatively, and so prefer the term “spiritual” 

which they see as being religious in the true sense of the word. 

 

Given these factors I have tended more recently to talk about many having loose attachments to 

church rather than believing without belonging. Of course this has happened in all kinds of areas of 

life, including sports and clubs. People prefer to be involved in activities without “joining” an 

organization and “paying” to belong. They do make occasional use of the organizations to fund or 

help their activities. So who do we count as belonging to the church in NZ from the above figures? 

10%? 20%? 30%? 48%? Well, as evangelicals of course we say only God knows who really belongs 

to the true church, which is invisible. It is true that, with a highly mobile population and multiple 

forms of communication, networking and creating communities, solid institutions such as churches 

are much less necessary or less desirable for the daily lives of many people. 
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All of this creates both challenges and opportunities for churches. It does provide challenges for 

maintaining or growing the churches inherited from Christendom and modernity for whom “being 

there” and “paying up” are critical to their survival. An inward looking preoccupation with these 

issues of survival rather than a focus on engagement in God’s mission in the world has been self-

defeating and over the next few years many of these will disappear, as indeed they are now. However 

with all of this believing and spirituality still going on, there is a great opportunity for new forms of 

being church to emerge and develop. 

 

Much of my work has been done using the discipline of sociology, which believes that faith is both 

communally transmitted and communally maintained. Research consistently indicates that the further 

faith moves from institutional connection, the further it drifts from Christian orthodoxy, until it comes 

to the point where it becomes impossible to really claim it is Christian, however generous and 

inclusive one may wish to be.  

 

Looking to the future 
Here then is what I see as the great opportunity and challenge the church in NZ faces in looking for 

future growth. How do we  develop the new forms of communities (churches or congregations) which 

are able to incarnate the gospel in the kind of culture and society that has emerged with the under-50s 

in the 21
st
 century? If these are to be lasting and effective then it is important they hold on to the 

goods of the gospel, expressed in historic orthodox beliefs, but be innovative in allowing new 

imaginative forms and expressions to emerge. From what I observe it seems that these things are 

achieved best when they are connected in some way to expressions of church that are themselves 

connected to the historic continuation of the “one, holy, catholic, apostolic church.” For me one of the 

most encouraging signs of recent years is the number of churches which have been renewed and seen 

growth and vitality by being innovative and imaginative while continuing on with more traditional 

expressions of church, and have allowed and often fostered new expressions of church to develop 

either within or alongside them. Frameworks and resources from Fresh Expressions and the Missional 

Church Network have been helpful in this process. Two examples of these are churches I have had 

some involvement with over a long period, South West Baptist (formerly Spreydon) and Hope 

Presbyterian (formerly Hornby) in Christchurch. The name changes indicate part of their willingness 

to be innovative and to change as they have moved beyond what served them well in the latter part of 

the 20
th
 and early 21

st
 century in “adapting to their context.”  

 

It is easy when one looks at data, such as the latest census returns, to paint a picture of despair about 

the future of church in NZ, and there are plenty of doom merchants, particularly in the media and 

academia, only too ready to do so. Where growth is occurring, others would argue, it is just a result of 

musical chairs, as a declining percentage of the population who do go to church shift from one sinking 

boat to another that they hope will stay afloat for a bit longer. However while many existing churches 

will disappear, an issue which many denominations are currently having to deal with, I see significant 

signs of hope. Some of this can be found in parts of the historic churches, such as Roman Catholics, 

Anglicans and Presbyterians (all of which many thought would disappear), as they have embraced a 

more strongly orthodox faith and allowed new forms to develop and grow. At the same time there are 

many Baptist and Pentecostal churches as well as new and more independent churches which, by 

holding to the same principles, are seeing growth and vitality. Then there are the many ethnic 

churches that have sprung up as new immigrants form churches through which their faith can be 

sustained in a new land. It is encouraging to see them wrestling with how they need to adapt to their 

new culturally diverse context and the needs of the generations who grow up here. For all of these 

kinds of churches, they still need to have good leadership, a clear sense of direction, a concern for 

mission (looking beyond themselves), high levels of involvement, a strong sense of community, 

people growing in their faith, inspiring and engaging worship, and connection with the rapidly 

changing world of younger generations. 
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