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What do we know and what still needs to be learned?



Overview

• A five-year study of Christian Churches across the nation.
• Generous grant from Lilly Endowment.
• Multi-faceted, collaborative, mixed methods study to explore the 

impact of COVID-19 on congregational life.
• Faith communities tracked across time to understand and 

document the changing and long-lasting effects of the pandemic 
on religious community practices and health. 

• This is a moving target! It is ever-evolving.



Three primary questions guide our work

• How did congregations respond to the COVID-19 pandemic? 
• What does congregational life look like now?
• What are, and will be, the long-term consequences of COVID on 

congregational life in the US? 

Three subsidiary questions of primary importance: 
• How is congregational leadership coping with such drastic and sudden 

changes? 
• What unique challenges has the pandemic put upon congregations of 

color? 
• How is technology changing congregational life in the United States? 





“
Research efforts so far:



FINDINGS





Increased demand on congregations



Increased response to that need



With far fewer volunteers & staff

15% of 
churches had 
to make 
staffing 
changes –
decreasing 
hours, cutting 
personnel, or 
shift from full 
to part time.



And a mixed financial picture



“
A tale of differing pandemic perceptions

.

.



Held different ideas about vaccination



Perceived the pandemic as a threat



“
A tale of congregational size

Budget woes



Disruptions in religious education
. .



Capacity for continued outreach



“
An Optimistic Outlook makes a big 
difference

“Always look on the bright side of life”
Monty Python, Life of Brian

Another definition of the Gospel –
"the permission and commandment to enter difficulty with hope.“
Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall



Which comes first, 
Flourishing or Optimism?

Optimistic Outlook Scale
ØOur congregation is willing to change to meet new challenges.
ØThis church will emerge from the pandemic stronger than before.
ØAs a result of the pandemic, we are thinking in new ways about 

our future mission and direction.
ØThis church has identified and embraced new opportunities for 

ministry since the pandemic.



Congregational Optimism



Optimistic outlook by Tradition



Larger equals a more positive outlook



IMPLICATIONS



Likely Challenges



Positive Opportunities & Silver Linings



Resources:



THANK YOU



Is a major clergy defection on the horizon?



Some congregations never closed


