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Background.

It is widely accepted that UK churches are losing around 1500 members per week.  This has caused anxiety among some church leaders, but has also [image: image2.jpg]


given rise to much creative thought.  

Two popular paperbacks were published in 1993, both attempting to explain why people were leaving churches.  In the USA, Exit Interviews (William Hendricks, Moody Press) was the result of about 24 interviews with church leavers, while in the UK, The Sheep that Got Away (Michael Fanstone, Monarch Press) was a larger-scale analysis of over 500 leavers.

The following year, Religion in Britain since 1945; Believing without Belonging (Grace Davie and David Martin, Blackwell) charted a longer-term trend, and suggested that indicators of religious belief had remained high in the UK, whilst traditional expressions of belief (including church attendance) had been [image: image3.png]NLILOID ENDRIS



in decline since the end of World War 2.

Callum Brown’s The Death of Christian Britain (Routledge, 2000). is essentially sociological analysis, based not on statistics, but on cultural and anecdotal evidence; he sees secularisation as a relatively recent phenomenon, beginning in the 1960’s, developing rapidly, and leading inexorably to the death of religion as we have known it.
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Returning to the more popular market, Gone but not Forgotten (Philip Richter and Leslie Francis, 1998, DLT) was a mixture of qualitative research (27 in-depth interviews) and quantitative methods (over 400 questionnaires).  Their criterion for measuring commitment was fairly modest (attending church six times a year, apart from special occasions), but they did establish that church-leaving was not a ‘monochrome’ phenomenon, and that some categories of leaver were more [image: image5.jpg]


likely to return than others.

Whilst not strictly about church-leaving, David Tomlinson’s The Post-Evangelical (Triangle, 1995) has provoked much thought about people’s faith journeys within evangelicalism, and the tensions people feel between their inner journeys and the church frameworks within which they try to survive and prosper.  Interestingly, Amazon are currently offering A Churchless Faith and The Post-Evangelical as a pair to buy together.

Gone but not Forgotten and The Post-Evangelical both draw insights from the theory of faith development, proposed by James Fowler in the USA, and modified by Jeff Astley in the UK.  Similarly, A Churchless Faith, which is the result of Alan Jamieson’s Ph.D. research, published in a popular format, draws on the work of Prof. Fowler, who also wrote the foreword.

Alan Jamieson.
  At the time of writing his book, Dr [image: image6.jpg]


Jamieson had been involved in evangelical, Pentecostal and charismatic (“EPC”) churches for over 20 years, the last 12 in full-time ministry.  He is currently co-pastor of Central Baptist Church in Wellington, New Zealand.  His research was conducted over six years, based in the Sociology department at Canterbury University, and was centred on in-depth taped interviews with 104 church-leavers and 52 church leaders, mainly in New Zealand.  It is therefore a qualitative study.

Unlike Richter and Francis, Dr. Jamieson chose to focus entirely on people leaving EPC churches, where the level of commitment is typically very high.  In fact, all the church leavers he interviewed had been committed adult members of such churches, for an average of 15.8 years.  Most had been in positions of significant responsibility in their churches; many had undertaken theological training and/or had been in full-time ministry.

What he found was that the reasons these church leavers gave for their decision to leave their churches was not the same as most church leaders assumed.  Many of them were on a faith journey which they felt unable to pursue within the church.  Dr. Jamieson now runs a weekly gathering, called Spirited Exchanges, at which people on such faith journeys can interact and support one another.

1.  Face to face with those who leave.

Evangelical, Pentecostal and Charismatic churches account for the majority of church growth throughout the world.  At the same time, many EPC churches, particularly in the West, have a wide-open back door through which people leave.  EPC pastors often assume that leaving is an expression of ‘backsliding’ – either loss of faith, or lack of seriousness about discipleship.  But Jamieson found that the cause of leaving, at least for his sample, was rooted in the nature of the churches (structure, beliefs and practices), in changes in Western society (particularly the transition from modernity to post-modernity), and in the faith development of individual leavers themselves, all of which interacted to make leaving seem more compatible with discipleship than staying.

Through the book, we are introduced to real people (though their names, and the towns are changed for the sake of confidentiality), who share their own perceptions of their journeys, and how they see the future.  

Although previous research suggests that having children is a strong incentive to involvement in church, the majority of leavers in Jamieson’s research were aged 30-45, and 80% had dependent children, but had no intention of returning to church in the near future.

2.  EPC Churches.

Jamieson quotes David Bebbington’s characterisation of Evangelicalism as conversionist, activist, biblicist, and crucicentric.  He also cites McGrath’s six ‘controlling convictions’ which would be embraced (perhaps more gladly) by most evangelicals today.  They concern

· The authority of scripture

· The place of Christ

· The lordship of the Holy Spirit

· The need for personal conversion

· The priority of evangelism

· The importance of the Christian community.

Although the term ‘fundamentalist’ is sometimes considered uncomplimentary, in practice Jamieson sees many evangelicals holding theological positions identical to fundamentalism.  Critical approaches to the bible are often seen as destructive, and are dismissed without serious consideration.  Similarly, ‘the world’ is often seen as a threat to be avoided, rather than the arena of God’s activity.

Pentecostals and charismatics are seen by Jamieson as similar in experience but different in churchmanship.  Increasingly, evangelicalism has been influenced by the charismatic movement in terms of spiritual experience and style of worship, while all 3 share similar doctrinal characteristics; hence the grouping of EPC churches together.

Other features, particularly of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity, which Jamieson identifies are a sense of family, a strong leadership style, and, in many cases, an embracing of church growth ideas as propagated by such writers as Donald McGavran.

3.  The Leaving Process.

Most people Jamieson interviewed took months or years to go through the leaving process – typically 2 years, though chapter 3 begins with the story of Jane, who took 10 years to disengage completely.  Her story was complicated by the fact that her husband was employed by the church as an assistant pastor, but in other ways her story was typical.

Her ‘journey out’ centred on the tension between the compliance that was expected of her, and her own convictions about what was right.  This tension covered theology and behaviour (e.g. children wearing jeans to church).  Two of the features of EPC churches listed above – aversion to critical scholarship, and strong (authoritarian) leadership – made it difficult for Jane to conform, though she did try.  But, as with many leavers in this study, the price of violating her own integrity became too high.

Jamieson makes use of Helen Ebaugh’s analysis of ‘leaving important commitments’ as a grid to make sense of the leaving process.  Ebaugh, a sociologist and ex-nun, sees 4 discernible phases:

1. Initial doubts

2. Weighing alternatives

3. Negotiating turning points

4. Developing a new sense of identity.

Jamieson was able to trace the first 3 stages of this paradigm shift in many of his interviewees.  Their initial doubts were not about the Christian faith, but about the particular way in which faith was expressed – theologically and/or practically – in their churches.  What had once gripped them no longer seemed relevant to their own growth-edges, or even to the modern world.

Chapter 3 concludes with the views of some pastors, who typically understood the events that precipitated the final decision to leave – ‘the last straw’ – but had little appreciation of the process of re-evaluation and exploring alternatives that made up the ‘bale’.  The exceptions to this were pastors who were also theology lecturers or Christian counsellors, whose life outside the narrow confines of the local church gave them a broader perspective.

Jamieson’s Model.

In the next 4 chapters, 4 types of ‘EPC church leaver’ are described, along with their post-church journeys.

4.  Disillusioned Followers.

18% of interviewees left church because they were angry or hurt because of the direction of the church, or a controlling style of leadership.  Typically, their belief-system remained essentially fundamentalist; in this sense they differed from most other leavers.  They depended on external sources, such as tapes and Christian radio, to sustain them in this faith, which remained unexamined.  They are typically bold in prayer and witness, confident that they were right to leave the church.  Those who are ‘angry’ see future church involvement as less likely than those who are ‘hurt’. 

5.  Reflective exiles.

Unlike the disillusioned followers, who have ‘specific church grumbles’, Jamieson describes the concerns of the next 3 groups as ‘meta-grumbles’.  Reflective exiles (30% of interviewees) question the whole basis of ‘EPC faith’.  Their journey is a quest (sometimes half-hearted) for existential authenticity, so they are reluctant to depend on external sources.  They continue to reflect on faith issues, but are often hesitant to make truth-claims.

6.  Transitional Explorers.

Whilst some reflective exiles settle in that ‘deconstructive’ state, others pass on into building a self-owned faith, incorporating some elements of ‘EPC faith’, but rejecting others as unreasonable.  Jamieson sees the ‘reflective exile’ phase as pivotal, an essential pre-cursor to constructing a personal faith, and compares it to Joshua’s placing of the 12 stones at Gilgal prior to entering Canaan, or (following Grainger) death prior to resurrection.  Some in this category are more hopeful than reflective exiles of re-engagement with church, but not at the expense of surrendering their integrity.  Others have abandoned most of their EPC faith, and are transitioning to another faith – New Age or (strong) agnostic.

7.  Integrated Wayfinders.

Jamieson classified 27% of his interviewees as ‘integrated wayfinders’ – ‘integrated’ because the construction process of the ‘transitional explorers’ has been largely completed; ‘wayfinders’ because they have found a way forward in their faith journeys.  These are the people most able to help the ‘reflective exiles’ and ‘transitional explorers’ because they have travelled the journey.  Their faith is strong and autonomous, open to insights from any source (whether Christian or not), and integrated into the whole of life.

All such people in Jamieson’s sample had made some connection with others in a similar position.  They are aware of the inability of most EPC churches to understand or value them, and many would see a return to such churches as a recipe for frustration.

8.  Bringing it all together – where’s the map?
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Up to this point, Jamieson’s work has been mainly descriptive.  The similarities in people’s experiences suggest that there is some common, underlying basis for their journeys.  In order to understand this more fully, Jamieson now draws on James Fowler’s Stages of Faith Development.  

Even the metaphor of ‘journey’ fits more easily with the Catholic spiritual classics, or with post-modernity, than it does with evangelicalism, which emphasises the crisis of conversion more than the process of faith-development.

Fowler sees these 2 movements – radical conversion and gradual maturation – as necessary ingredients of a single ‘dance’.  He breaks maturation down into 6 stages, which Jamieson calls

1. Innocent 

2. Literalist

3. Loyalist

4. Critic

5. Seer

6. Saint

Stages 1 and 2 are primarily found in children, though Scott Peck suggests that 20% of adults are at Stage 2.  Stage 3 is characterised by conformity and appeal to external authority (e.g. the Bible); many adults in churches are at stage 3.  This is particularly true of EPC churches.

‘The transition to the fourth stage of faith is probably the most difficult to traverse and involves the greatest dismantling of what was learnt and experienced in the previous stage.’ (Jamieson, 116).  This transition demands the courage to take responsibility for one’s own actions, beliefs and values, and the objectivity to evaluate the belief and value system inherited from others.  If the church values conformity (stage 3), it becomes increasingly difficult for a person in this transition to feel supported in the journey.

Stage 5 is characterised by an awareness of paradox and mystery, openness to truth from traditions other than one’s own, and an aversion to reductionism.  People moving into this stage often experience it as a ‘second naïvetée’.

Combining his interviews with Fowler’s theory, Jamieson comes up with the following match:
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Fowler’s Stages of Faith

Fowler suggests that three things encourage a person to progress through the stages of faith – suffering, education, and exposure to an environment that encourages the transition.  Jamieson found that his interviewees experienced tension when their internal journey and wider cultural context were supporting a transition (particularly from stage 3 to stage 4), whereas the church was constraining it.  For some, this leads to their leaving the church for the sake of their own spiritual progress.

Jamieson continues:

‘As the influence of the postmodernist culture takes a stronger and stronger hold, such leave-taking can only increase.  This implies that for a growing number of people who are comfortable in an increasingly postmodernist society, many EPC churches are going to be seen as personally faith-limiting environments.’  (p 122).

9.  Jumping ship – making your own way.

Chapter 9 begins with an analogy; a traveller on a liner gets bored with life on the cruise ship, dreams of sailing his own yacht, and jump ship at a port.  Other travellers on the liner cannot see the attraction of forsaking the comfort and convenience of a cruise ship for the danger and hardship of sailing. 

The prospective sailor is a reflective exile.  Unpacking the baggage is vital if the next journey is to take place; he needs a much smaller boat, with no space for clutter.  If he gets too attached to the port, or preoccupied with unpacking his baggage, his journey stops.  Almost half the reflective exiles interviewed had been in that position for over 5 years.

This chapter is practical advice for ‘ship-jumpers’ who are afraid of the unknown.  It is full of wisdom for people at different stages.  

10.  Leaver-sensitive churches.

When businesses lose customers, they try to discover why; this is valuable information.  Jamieson encourages churches to do the same.  If leavers’ stories were understood, churches would find themselves challenged to change.  Jamieson encourages church leaders to provide a theology of journey, and support people in transition.  This can only be done by people who have walked that path themselves – they are a great resource.
11.  Searching for a place to belong.

Leavers often find other leavers, and travel together.  Jamieson has found 2 types of group.  ‘Marginal groups’ are essentially backward-looking, and focus on where the people have been.  ‘Liminal groups’ are forward-looking, which is more helpful.  Jamieson concludes by encouraging dialogue between EPC churches and liminal groups, for the benefit of both.

Evaluation.

As a piece of writing, Dr Jamieson’s book is clear and penetrating.  He has a good grasp of the journey which some EPC Christians are called to travel, and the difficulties some face in undertaking this journey in their churches, though he himself has managed to do it without having to leave.  This puts him in a very strong position to advise ‘travellers’ and pastors; he has no axe to grind.  

The theoretical under-girding of the book is James Fowler’s work, which has been widely received, and has been used by other researchers in the field of church-leaving.  The metaphor of ‘journey’ is not widely understood in EPC churches, but is clearly a major motif in the emerging post-modern culture in which Western Christians live.  This is bound to give rise to further church-leaving unless church leaders can rise to the challenge Jamieson presents.

There are other models of church, which Jamieson does not address.  He sees ‘charismatic churches’ as main-line denominational churches, which have embraced renewal.  In the UK, most towns now have at least one ‘new church’ – sometimes called ‘community churches’; these are not main-line churches, but are either independent, or linked to a network such as NFI or Pioneer.  These do not figure in his research – perhaps because they are less common in New Zealand – but they would easily fit in his EPC classification.

The other phenomenon is the collection of ‘emerging churches’.  These are post-modern expressions of faith, usually small and ‘traveller-friendly’.  If EPC churches do not adapt, these emerging groups may well prove to be new homes for many gifted, creative thinkers who find church repressive.     (2766)
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