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Thank you David, for your presentation. My response is offered from the perspective a 

Christian educator and church mission consultant.  

 

I begin by noting your real ambition as being for the church that is not yet, living for a 

future that has not yet been born. My understanding is that many of us here today share 

your ambition and hope, as well as your concern and misgivings.  

 

Authors such as Jack Spong, Marcus Borg, and John Crossan have offered Christians 

fresh ways of thinking, new or revitalized ways of understanding Christianity from 

within. There is a transformation happening to Christianity, It comes from both the 

outside, impacting inward, as the long list of reasons for leaving or not joining a 

traditional religion indicates. But the transformation is also inwards impacting outwards, 

as the work of some significant contemporary theologians begins to repackage traditional 

theologies. 

 

I have three points by way of way of response. 

First, Churches are shrinking and will continue to do so. I consider David’s 

description of traditional churches taking defensive approach to both leavers and on-

joiners to be accurate. That stated, churches futures are very much in their own hands. 

 

Second, there is a revival of interest in and exploration of Christian spirituality. 
However this revival is not yet felt in or sufficiently translated into the core definition 

and practice in Australian churches. This movement – the Christian practices movement 

– is already making an impact on traditional and unconventional Christian communities. 

 

Third, despite becoming increasingly irrelevant, there is hope of churches. 
Traditional religious organizations - in particular Christian churches – have made 

themselves difficult if not incapable of being joined. Even though it will take a death for 

the resurrection, there are ways to the church to reinvent itself. David’s hope is not in 

vain. The church does have a future. But exactly what that future might look like remains 

unclear. 

 

First then, Churches are shrinking and will continue to do so. 

Recently, the Australian Catholic Bishop’s Conference instructed its Research Unit to 

conduct research into why mature age, long attending Catholics stopped attending Mass. 

Weekly attendance of The Mass is mandatory for Catholics. It is evidence of sustained 

discipleship. The detailed ethnographic study of 41 ex-attenders identified twelve major 

reasons for stopping attendance of the Mass. These were divided into 2 categories. The 

first were Church centered reasons, and included: 

• The irrelevance of church to life today 

• Misuse of power and authority in the church 

• Problems with the priest in the parish 

• Lack of intellectual stimulation 

• Concerns related to the parish as community 

• A sense of being excluded by church rules 

• Structural factors such as congregational or parish amalgamation. 
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The second category of person-centred reasons included: 

• Family and or household centered reasons 

• Crisis of faith 

• Attending The Mass had ceased to be a priority. 

 

These factors are all included in the long list of reasons for not joining or leaving a 

traditional religion David has recited. 

 

The Catholic Bishop’s Pastoral response assumed that both the people and the Church 

practice are at fault, and that priests ministry practice has been faulty. The response will 

be based on 

• Increased attention to Dogmatic theology about Holy Communion,  

• Reinforced teaching programs, 

• Greater attention to pastoral visitation ministry 

with the goal of correcting Catholics’ behavior. 

To the extent that the response fails to engage the primary understandings of how we 

might ‘be’ the people of God, we can sense in the response to this research the ‘religious 

sin’ Paul Tillich writes about. 

 

If David is right in his identification of obstacles that prevent the modern and more 

critically the post modern mind from embracing traditional religion, none of the planned 

responses will make a significant difference, and the Catholic Church will continue to 

experience a Mass exodus. As I read the research report, David’s point:  

 

“…The human spirit can find no bridge between its longings and the traditions that are 

supposed to contain and express those longings”. Unquote. 

 

was reinforced. 

 

Dr Alan Jamieson, a New Zealand religious researcher and author of A Churchless Faith 

and Called Again, applied James Fowlers’ stage of Faith as a criteria against which to 

assess growth in faith, Jamieson notes that a significant number of people who have left 

churches report continued, even accelerated growth in spiritual practice and even in 

Christian religious faith. This growth occurs after persons have left churches, and is 

sustained irrespective of connection to a traditional church. There are at least three 

significant factors to this growth. First, each person has a personal disposition to engage 

with spirituality regularly and frequently. Second, person had some prior experience of 

spirituality so that there is both an awareness of and some foundational spiritual practice. 

Third, companionship with others, sharing the meaning making such experience requires 

contributes to sustained growth in spirituality and faith. These preconditions to growth in 

spirituality suggest that there is a place for churches, but it is not grounded in doctrine or 

institutionally defined structures. Alan comments, 

 

“for people comfortable in postmodernist society churches appear to put limits on faith. 

Churches need to create space for people’s questions, doubts and experiences of life that do not 

fit neatly into their faith doctrines.” 

 

Second, there is a revival of interest in and exploration of Christian spirituality. Last 

week I attended an international conference of Christian researchers. The research 

presentations that attracted my attention were those that explored spirituality. Peter 

Kaldor and Philip Hughes, under the auspices of Edith Cowan University, have been 

exploring spirituality with respect to its contribution to community life. The final report 
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is not yet complete. Having established a typology of spirituality, and having applied this 

to a detailed survey of 1500 people, the research data points to significant differences 

that spirituality contributes to individuals and groups. Importantly, the research points to 

a very strong connection between spirituality and values, and spirituality and well-being.   

 

This research, and that of the NCLS, CRA and similar organizations together with 

Universities in Australia and the UK, is supportive of directions in which David in 

presenting.  

 

The Lily foundation, a very large philanthropic organization in the United Sates of 

America, has had a major focus on revival of the practices of Christian spirituality. Lily 

has funded several research projects, established publication projects and funded 

innovative spirituality projects in Seminaries and Universities such as Valparaiso and 

Princeton. Among mainline Christian traditions this effort is beginning to bear some 

success. You can find one example on the website www.practicingourfaith.org . Dianna 

Butler Bass’s recent book, Christianity for the Rest of Us, provides stories of churches 

shifting towards engaging spirituality through the practices of Christianity, through 

relationships and community, rather than through formulations of belief to which one 

might gives one assent.  

 

Then, more recently the Search Institute in St Paul Minneapolis initiated a worldwide 

project into the spiritual development of young people. This research and is focused on 

what a community can contribute to healthy development of thriving young people with 

particular reference to spirituality. The impact of the project has been to highlight the 

contribution of spirituality, in considerations of community development   

 

In fact, interest in the revival of Christian spirituality through attention to the practices 

and their contribution to Christian faith and religious communities has become a major 

new trend in western mainline churches.  

 

According to research organizations such as the Alban Institute and the Hartley Research 

Institute in the USA with respect to mainline Christian traditions, it is likely to be the 

Christian churches that adopt the practices approach to spirituality, together with an 

emerging ‘progressive theological stance, which experience growth by people joining. 

Joiners are not limited to those who switch from another church or tradition. There is 

some evidence that the majority of joiners are new the church. They join because of the 

experiences of spirituality that are offered, and the relationships that support and nurture 

that experience. 

 

Perhaps the difficulty for traditional religions is that their institutions have become 

moribund. Focused increasingly on their own survival, entrenched in their peculiar 

worldviews, unrealistic and exaggerated in their self-assessment, traditional religions 

seem to have taken their own life. 

 

Third, despite becoming increasingly irrelevant, there is hope of churches. 
With respect to David’ outline of the critical interior and contemporary dimensions of the 

spirituality, I found the points made congruent with my reading and research from 

various sources.  

 

Dr Peter Brierley, a respected Christian Religious Researcher from the UK suggested that 

studies made since 1978 to 2005 show one cohort generation is no longer as active or 

confident in sharing their faith stories with the next.  The data shows a drop of 
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confidence in faith sharing well in excess of 50% over the period. Within Gen X and Gen 

Y, while there is little sharing of faith as a system of belief across the generational divide, 

there is a major trend to share experiences of spirituality with peers. Brierely’s 

observation might not be the only perspective on passing on faith. 

 

A conversation with the researchers suggests that we are at a unique place in human 

history. Dr Philip Hughes, reflecting on the Australian Youth Spirituality Study as well 

as the Edith Cowan Spirituality beyond the Churches project, comments: 

 

“We might be at that point when a previous generation can not effectively pass on the 

faith to the next.” 

 

Hughes’ observation was not limited to Christianity. He was reflecting the data that 

reveals the huge differences between cohort generations. Dr Ruth Powell, of NCLS refers 

to the cohort generations as: 

• The builder generation, - born prior to 1942 

• The boomer generation – born 1943 to 1961 

• Gen X – born 1963 to 1976 

• Gen Y – born 1977 to 1991. 

Even among the Gen X and Gen Y people who have joined Christian churches, there is a 

huge difference between their self-perception as spiritual beings, and of what they expect 

of their churches to that of the other two cohort generations. 

 

Hughes and Powell point out that in traditional churches it is the boomer and builder 

generations who continue to hold sufficient power to determine: 

• Doctrine 

• Terms and conditions of membership 

• Styles and approaches to ministry and mission 

• Control of the resources of churches. 

 

UK research conducted the CRA UK complements that of the NCLS and CRA in 

Australia. Where new innovative Christian communities develop they reflect the values 

and worldviews of the cohort generation founding them. The church I work for allocates 

almost all of its resources on the builder and boomer generations. We have very few 

innovative community projects based on providing connections with the flow and 

development of spirituality in the wider community.  I wonder what might happen if, in 

this denomination we acted to allocated 70 % of the resources to Gen X and Gen Y and 

focused that allocation on community development projects that explored how to connect 

with the spiritually rather than perpetuate the institutional? (NOTE: 70% is chosen 

because it is the inverse of the population of the Uniting Church with respect to cohort 

generation demography of the Church.) 

 

Collectively there is now a body of international research spanning the western world 

that point to many factors that will contribute to the make-up and character of the church 

of the future. The common element to all of the research reports is the centrality of 

spirituality. Perhaps the traditional church had long ago forgotten its primary reason for 

being: to provide for encounters between the divine Spirit and human spirit.  

 

David, thank you again for your informative, challenging and enlightening presentation. 


