
Growing In A Post-Pandemic World 
Introduction. There has been a massive shift in the last ten years. It has left me 

with a growing realization: People are learning to live comfortably without God.

Rather than being met with a wall of hostility, Christians are mostly being met 

with a wall of indifference and perceived irrelevance. And this means a massive shift in 
attitude and approach for those of us in local churches.


Much of the church’s outreach over the last 60 years has been based on a few 
assumptions that are less and less true every year: Young adults will return to church 
when they have kids; people will turn to God when they hit a crisis; most people will 
come back to what they left when they were young; and, when people have spiritual 
needs, they will look to the church to fulfill them.


So how do we reach a growing number of people who are learning to live 
comfortably without God — especially now that we are moving toward a post-
pandemic era? Effective churches have a white-hot sense of the mission Jesus gave to 
His disciples (Matthew 28:19-20). It lives daily in the soul of countless people in the 
congregation. It motivates the action in the church. It consumes people. But how can 
churches grow in a post-pandemic society?


There’s a tendency you and I have as human beings. Our natural drift is to focus 
on ourselves — not on Christ and not on others. The gravitational pull of any church is 
toward insiders, not outsiders. This being said, let’s see why people are attending less 
and then three steps to help people become disciples of Christ.


I. Why People Are Attending Less 
A. Greater affluence.


1. Money gives people options. Technology options. Travel options. Options for 
their kids. And, arguably, that affluence may be one of the factors moving 
them further away from a committed engagement to the mission of the local 
church. It’s perhaps fueling some of the reasons outlined below.


2. There are simply more affluent people than there were decades ago, which 
may in part explain why so many “average” people indulge in things like 
granite countertops, designer homes, and decent cars, even without being 
mega-wealthy.


B. Higher focus on kids’ activities.

1. A growing number of kids are playing sports, and a growing number of kids 

are playing on teams that require travel. 

2. Many of those sports happen on weekends, and affluent parents are 

choosing sports over attending worship. It’s as simple as that.

C. More travel.


1. Despite environmental concerns, travel is on the rise, and most people are 
taking far more than the old standard of one vacation a year.


2. More and more families of various ages travel for leisure, even if it’s just out 
of town to go camping or to a friend’s place for the weekend or a weekend 
at the lake. When people are out of town, they tend to not worship God.


 of 1 4



D. Blended and single parent families.

1. Fortunately, more and more blended families and single parent families are 

finding a home in various congregations. So how does this translate into 
attendance patterns?


2. Church members need to remember that when custody is shared in a family 
situation, “perfect” attendance for a kid or teen might be 26 Sundays a year.


3. Similarly, while the affluent might not be in worship because of access to 
reliable transportation, single parents (who, not always, but often, struggle 
more financially) might not attend worship because they lack access to 
reliable transportation. Sadly, people who want to be here simply can’t.


E. Online options.

1. With the rise of online church, social media, and ubiquitous technology, there 

have never been more opportunities for people to access spirituality without 
being there.


2. But whether or not our congregation has online options doesn’t make the 
issue go away. Anyone who attends our congregation has free access to any 
online ministry of any church. Online options are here to stay, whether you 
participate or not.


F. The cultural disappearance of guilt.

1. The number of people who feel guilty about not being going to worship on 

Sunday shrinks daily.

2. If we’re relying on guilt as a motivator to get people to attend, we need a 

new strategy.

G. Self-directed spirituality.


1. People are looking less to churches and leaders to help them grow 
spiritually, and more to other options.

a) We live in an era in which no parent makes a visit to a doctor’s office 

without having first googled the symptoms of a child’s illness and a 
recommended course of treatment. Just ask any family physician. It 
drives them nuts.


b) Similarly, when was the last time you bought a car without completely 
researching it online?


2. In an age where we have access to everything, more and more people are 
self-directing their spirituality — for better or for worse.


3. Similarly, another characteristic of the post-modern mind is a declining trust 
of and reliance on institutions. Many churches behave like an institution, and 
the post-modern mind instinctively moves away from it as a result.


H. Failure to see a direct benefit.

1. People always make time for the things they value most. If they’re not 

making time for worship, that tells us something.

2. Even among people who say they love the congregation they attend, if 

declining attendance is an issue, chances are it’s because they don’t see a 
direct benefit. They don’t see the value in being there week after week.


3. That could be because there isn’t much value. Or it could be because there 
is value that they simply don’t see. Either way, failure to see a direct benefit 
always results in declining engagement.
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I. Valuing attendance over engagement.

1. When someone merely attends a worship assembly, the likelihood of 

showing up regularly or even engaging decreases over time. In fact, the 
more casual the attendance, in all likelihood, the more casual the devotion.


2. Attendance does not equal engagement, but engagement almost always 
involves attendance. Therefore, our most engaged people — people who 
serve, give, invite, and who are a part of the group — are our most frequent 
attenders. This means that the future belongs to engaged attendees.


3. Ironically, if you value attendance over engagement, you will see declining 
attendance. We need to value engagement over attendance.


J. A massive culture shift.

1. All of these trends witness to something deeper. Our culture is seismically 

shifting. And that can be very scary.

2. Fundamentally, the pandemic has changed society. Permanently? Who only 

knows? But there are four changes that are relatively easy to see:

a) Mental health has reached crisis levels.

b) The problem of loneliness is growing.

c) Relationships are straining under new pressures.

d) Addictions have deepened.


3. Church leaders who fail to recognize this will miss some great opportunities 
to respond to these societal shifts.


II. How To Reach Unchurched People 
A. Build relationships.


1. Jesus was deeply relational, and it seems He liked relationships with people 
outside of traditional Judaism more than He liked hanging around people on 
the inside (John 4:5-28, 46-54; 11:20-44; 12:20-36).


2. One of the best ways to build relationships with unchurched people is to not 
have something going in the congregation every night of the week. That way, 
you can get involved in your child’s schools, play sports in a community 
league, and get to know your neighbors.


3. Salt only realizes its purpose if it gets out of the box and into the food it 
needs to season (Matthew 5:13-16; Philippians 2:14-16). You can’t influence 
people you don’t know.


B. Speak to success, not just failure.

1. I really need to take this to heart. Because if in my preaching and in your 

conversations, if we’re only prepared to speak to people in their moments of 
weakness and despair, we’re going to miss a big chunk of our city.


2. If every example we share is of someone in a crisis or who has deep 
problems, we’ll never connect with people who like their lives or who have 
decent marriages, even without God.


3. The following are some ideas about what we can say:

a) Talk about success, but ask questions about its emptiness. Most 

successful people I know are always on a quest for more. Success 
promises, but never (quite) fully delivers (Ecclesiastes 5:10-12). Speak to 
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that. Ask questions like “Do you ever wonder if there’s more?” Or “Do 
you ever wonder what that gnawing desire is really all about?”


b) Assume people are trying their best. The derogatory and condescending 
caricatures of unchurched people by some Christians are insulting. Most 
people are really trying their best. If you start with acknowledging that 
and empathizing with them, they will accept your challenge at the end, 
perhaps even value it (Acts 18:24-26; 19:1-7).


c) Respect their intelligence. Most people have done some homework, 
often quite extensive. They believe what they believe or don’t believe for 
what they see as good reasons. When you respect them, they are more 
likely to respect you and your views (Acts 24:25-26; 26:24-28).


C. Value the good you see.

1. The “everything secular is evil” attitude of a lot of religious people is not only 

off-base biblically, it’s also ineffective. Grace is still at work in the world (John 
1:17; Colossians 4:6).


2. If you read Acts 10:1-2, God appears to have valued people like Cornelius 
for his prayers and his gifts to the poor, even before his conversion.


3. Jesus never started a conversation with an outsider by condemning them 
(that’s actually how He started His conversation with insiders, Matthew 
23:1-3), even if He finished it with a challenge (“go and sin no more” in John 
8:11). Maybe that’s because Jesus really loves unchurched people.


Conclusion. Our resilience is being tested like no other time in our lives. It’s 
going to take a lot of us rethinking our cultural assumptions as we navigate this new 
era. But if we’re willing to do that and act on what we’re observing, our congregation 
can grow and our God can be glorified.


I am deeply indebted to Carey Nieuwhof for the use of his material.
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