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100,000 ChurchesCould Close OverNext Decade
The Wired Word for the Week ofOctober 25, 2026
In the News
Two summers ago, the Rev. MelissaWagner stood in the pulpit of her 120-year-old United Methodist Church inBelding, Michigan, and delivered aeulogy. Her message was not about adeceased person, but about hercongregation. Sitting in front of herwere about 12 elderly members in asanctuary built for a thousandpeople. 
With tears in her eyes, Wagnerannounced that the church wouldclose because of dwindlingmembership. "You are still thechurch," Wagner said. "And whilewhere you worship will change, theone you worship does not."
Wagner's congregation is not alone.Experts project that about 100,000churches in the United States willshut down or be repurposed over thenext decade in a "tsunami" ofclosings. "Every year the pews aregetting emptier and the collectionplates getting lighter," one pastortold CNN.
Belding United Methodist Church isone of the congregations featured inthe PBS documentary series

"Christianity at a Crossroads." Theseries explores the ways in whichchurch closings will hurtcommunities across America,including people who are not part oforganized religion. "In so manyneighborhoods, the church is thefood pantry, the immigration station,"said the Rev. Jacqueline J. Lewis.The series argues that mostAmerican churches are "engines ofsocial good."
Lifeway Research estimates that4,000 Protestant churches wereclosed in the United States in 2024,while 3,800 new churches wereestablished. This is based onanalysis of information provided by35 denominations or faith groups,representing 58% of all Protestantchurches. Ten years ago, there were3,700 closures and 4,000 openings.
According to experts, churchclosures are happening most often inolder communities across theNortheast and Midwest. In Michigan,Pennsylvania, New York and parts ofNew England, many small townshave aging congregations and feweryoung families attending services. Inaddition to Protestant congregations,many Catholic churches are closingbecause of declining Massattendance, a shortage of priests andthe cost of aging buildings.
Despite these struggles, Christianityremains the dominant faith in theUnited States. About 62% of adultsidentify as Christian, and anestimated 30% of Americans (about100 million people) still go to church
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every week. "Given recent declines inAmericans identifying as Christians,"said Scott McConnell, executivedirector of Lifeway Research,"churches show a remarkable abilityto remain open, even with fewerattendees on average."
Decades of decline in churchattendance may have leveled off,according to a new study from theHartford Institute for ReligionResearch. The study revealed thatthe number of people attending in-person worship in the United Stateshas recently increased, for the firsttime in 25 years.
Although this is encouraging news,Americans are not returning to thepattern of the mid-20th century, whenalmost half of the populationattended a church, synagogue ormosque. Beginning in the 1960s,worship attendance began to decline,often driven by a loss of trust ininstitutions, clergy sex-abusescandals and the rise of "nones" --people who describe their religiousbeliefs as "nothing in particular."
Christ Congregational Church inSilver Spring, Maryland, found itselffacing difficult choices at the end ofthis period of decline. Membershipfell below 100 people, while thesanctuary cost about $400,000 a yearto maintain. "Every year was sostressful because we were alwayscutting corners in every budget topay for the building," said seniorpastor Matt Braddock to CNN.
His church, which is featured in the

PBS series, made the decision toclose its building. But thecongregation continued to worship inthe basement of another church,where it experienced revival.Braddock discovered that he likedthe intimacy of worship in a smallerspace. The church saved enoughmoney to hire staff. Membershipstabilized, and pledges are nowstrong. Braddock said the experiencehas made him and his congregationrethink how "church" should bedefined -- the church "isn't a building,and it never was." 
The series shows that growingchurches tend to have accessibleparking, lively music, inspiringpreaching and hospitality towardvisitors. But some churches gofarther, such as the Church of theNativity in suburban Baltimore,Maryland, which makes church funfor young people. This congregationdiscovered that if children come, theybring their parents. The result is thatthey have about 800 kids and youthsat their Sunday services.
But church vitality can also be foundin smaller gatherings. The ChurchProject in Texas has returned to thepractices of early Christianity, with afocus on meeting in small groups inmembers' homes. The first followersof Christ did not define the church asa building, but instead as a body ofbelievers. As the Rev. Braddock said,church is "the gathering of God'speople. Where we are gathering,God's always with us, wherever thatis."
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More on this story can be found atthese links:
A 'Tsunami' of Church Closings IsPoised to Remake America. CNN
Lifeway Research Finds ChurchClosures Eclipse Openings in theUnited States. Lifeway Research
The Churches Disappearing FastestAren't Where Many AmericansExpect. Cleveland.com
Applying the News Story 
TWW Team Member Stan Purdumrecalls that author Eugene Petersondescribed the Christian life as "a longobedience in the same direction."Many of the churches that will closein America have congregations thatare faithful but shrinking frommember illnesses and deaths. But thefaithful continued to gather andworship and do good deeds. Reflecton how you are practicing a longobedience in the same direction.Discuss the challenges of ministry,and what you are doing to keep yourcongregation healthy. Talk about howyou would grieve the death of yourchurch, if such a loss occurred, whilealso celebrating its contributions tothe lives of members and others.
The Big Questions
1. What are the biggest threats to thesurvival of churches today? If yourchurch were to close, how would yourespond? 
2. What can be done to grieve theclosing of a church, while alsocelebrating the good that it has

done?
3. How does your church serve thewider community as an "engine ofsocial good"? What would happen toyour neighborhood if your churchclosed? Be specific.
4. What is your congregation doing toremain healthy and to maintain itsvitality? How is it attracting newmembers, if at all?
5. How do you understand the word"church" as a gathering instead of asa building? Why is this an importantdistinction?
Confronting the News With Scriptureand HopeHere are some Bible verses to guideyour discussion:
Psalm 137:1By the rivers of Babylon -- there wesat down, and there we wept whenwe remembered Zion. (For context,read Psalm 137:1-6.)
Psalm 137 is a song of lament overthe destruction of Jerusalem, writtenby the Israelites in exile. The psalmbegins with a description of thesetting: The people are next to "therivers of Babylon," probably a systemof channels that brought water fromthe Tigris and Euphrates Rivers tothe city of Babylon. The people weptas they remembered their belovedcity of Zion, now destroyed. Makingtheir anguish worse was the mockingof their captors, "Sing us one of thesongs of Zion!" (v. 3). 
In response, the people askedthemselves the question, "How could

https://t.e2ma.net/click/157nhw/tnw8s3pf/trnkbbg
https://t.e2ma.net/click/157nhw/tnw8s3pf/trnkbbg
https://t.e2ma.net/click/157nhw/tnw8s3pf/trnkbbg
https://news.lifeway.com/2026/01/13/lifeway-research-finds-church-closures-eclipse-openings-in-the-u-s/
https://news.lifeway.com/2026/01/13/lifeway-research-finds-church-closures-eclipse-openings-in-the-u-s/
https://news.lifeway.com/2026/01/13/lifeway-research-finds-church-closures-eclipse-openings-in-the-u-s/
https://news.lifeway.com/2026/01/13/lifeway-research-finds-church-closures-eclipse-openings-in-the-u-s/
https://www.cleveland.com/news/2026/10/the-churches-disappearing-fastest-arent-where-many-americans-expect.html?outputType=amp
https://www.cleveland.com/news/2026/10/the-churches-disappearing-fastest-arent-where-many-americans-expect.html?outputType=amp
https://www.cleveland.com/news/2026/10/the-churches-disappearing-fastest-arent-where-many-americans-expect.html?outputType=amp
https://www.cleveland.com/news/2026/10/the-churches-disappearing-fastest-arent-where-many-americans-expect.html?outputType=amp
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=psalm%20137%3A1-6&version=NRSVUE


4

we sing the LORD's song in a foreignland?" (v. 4). This is a verse oflament, expressing grief, sorrow anddeep mourning. The psalm-writeranswers the question by pledging toremember Jerusalem and set it"above my highest joy" (v. 6).
Questions: What is the value of anhonest expression of grief, sorrowand deep mourning? In a time ofloss, what good comes fromremembering? When a church isclosed, what should its membersremember, and what should be theirfocus in the future?
Matthew 28:19-20Go therefore and make disciples ofall nations, baptizing them in thename of the Father and of the Sonand of the Holy Spirit and teachingthem to obey everything that I havecommanded you. And remember, Iam with you always, to the end of theage. (For context, read Matthew28:16-20.)
In his great commission at the end ofthe gospel of Matthew, Jesus sendshis disciples on a mission to theworld. The word "commission"means having the power to perform aparticular function, duty or act. WhenJesus gives his great commission, heis giving his disciples the power andauthority to perform a number of verypositive functions, duties and acts.
The passage begins after Jesus hasbeen raised from the dead. He is nowfull of resurrection life, and he wantsto point his disciples to the future --he wants them to carry the power of

the Resurrection forward. Matthewtells us that "the eleven discipleswent to Galilee, to the mountain towhich Jesus had directed them" (v.16). There are only eleven disciples atthis point, since Judas is dead andhas not yet been replaced.  
When the disciples saw Jesus "theyworshiped him, but they doubted" (v.17). Even though Jesus had beenraised, the scars of pre-resurrectionlife were still being felt. Resurrectionlife is powerful, but it is not a magicpotion that eliminates all doubt andmakes everything perfect.  Even afterJesus himself was raised, he still hadthe scars of the Crucifixion on hishands. In addition, the loss of Judasmay have made the eleven feelincomplete.
Jesus knew that the disciples wouldnot be complete until they had amission. So, Jesus gives themauthority and power to performcertain duties. His commissioning isnot based on wishful thinking, but onthe fact that all authority in heavenand on earth has been given toJesus. In this passage, he shares hisauthority with his disciples, and helays out their mission in two shortverses. They are told to makedisciples of all nations, all ethnicgroups, not just the people closest tothem in the house of Israel. They areto baptize, to bring people intocommunity with Jesus and with hisfollowers. And they are to teach -- toteach people to follow Jesus.
Questions: Make disciples, baptize,teach -- how do you perform these
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duties in your congregation? Why arethey central to ministry and mission?How could a renewed focus on theGreat Commission, along with thepresence of Jesus, bring renewed lifeto your congregation?
Acts 11:26 So it was that for an entire year[Barnabas and Saul] met with thechurch and taught a great manypeople, and it was in Antioch that thedisciples were first called"Christians." (For context, read Acts11:19-26.)
In the early days of the church, thefollowers of Jesus were fleeingJerusalem because of thepersecution of Stephen. Theyscattered throughout theMediterranean region, and someended up in Antioch, which is inmodern-day Turkey. Initially, therefugees from Jerusalem gatheredonly with Hebrew-speaking Jews. Butthere were also some followers ofJesus who had their roots in Cyprusand Cyrene. When they came toAntioch, they talked with the Greek-speaking Jews called Hellenists, andthey proclaimed "the Lord Jesus" (v.20).
Reports on what was happening inAntioch "came to the ears of thechurch in Jerusalem, and they sentBarnabas to Antioch" (v. 22). WhenBarnabas came and saw the grace ofGod at work, he rejoiced andencouraged them to remain faithful tothe Lord. Then, Barnabas went toTarsus to look for Saul, later knownas the apostle Paul. When he found

him, he brought him to Antioch, andfor a year "they met with the church"and taught a large number of people,and it was in Antioch that thedisciples were first called"Christians."
The word "church" is important inthis passage because it means"assembly" or "gathering." When yousay you are going to church, you arereally saying that you are going to anassembly, a gathering, a meeting.Acts says that Barnabas and Saul"met with the church," a phrase thatcould also be translated as "theyassembled with the assembly," or"they gathered with the gathering" or"they met with the meeting." Theheart of the life of the church isgathering.
Questions: What gatherings in the lifeof your church are most important toyou? How does the size of themeeting matter to the quality of theexperience, if at all? What kinds ofassemblies would enable your faithto be sustained, if you no longer hada church building?
Romans 16:7Greet Andronicus and Junia, myfellow Israelites who were in prisonwith me; they are prominent amongthe apostles, and they were in Christbefore I was. (For context, read Romans 16:1-16.)
Paul ends his letter to the Romanswith a set of greetings and a farewell.He first introduces the Romans to"our sister Phoebe, a deacon" (16:1) -- she traveled to Rome with Paul's
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letter and was a significant leaderamong the followers of Christ atCenchreae, the port city of Corinth.He stresses that "she has been abenefactor of many and of myself aswell" (v. 2).
Paul goes on to name members ofthe community in Rome, listing 27people -- nine of whom are women.Prisca and Aquila are described as"my coworkers in Christ Jesus" (v. 3).In the book of Acts, Prisca goes bythe name Priscilla, and she isdescribed as the wife of Aquila. Paulstayed with them in Corinth, and thethree of them worked together astentmakers (18:1-3). In Romans, Paulsends greetings to "the church intheir house" (v. 5).
After naming Epaenetus and Mary,Paul greets "Andronicus and Junia."Some versions of the Bible list thesecond name as Julia (female) orJunias (male), even though there isno evidence for the name Junias inthe Roman world. The two had beenin prison with Paul, and he says they"are prominent among the apostles."Junia and Andronicus becamefollowers of Christ before Paul, andJunia was likely the wife ofAndronicus or one of his relatives.
Junia was an apostle and "perhapshead of a house church," says TWWTeam Member Frank Ramirez."Women were leaders in these proto-churches, as seen in early Christianart where the women areadministering the Love Feast(Communion). Today, now thatchurches are smaller and the pay is

less, we are seeing the rise of morewomen pastors, so in a way we'regetting back to the original church,like it or not."
Questions: Where do you makeconnections between women inministry today and the life of the first-century Christian community? If yourchurch does not ordain women, whatare the biblical roles that women playin the life of your congregation?Where do you see important linksbetween Christian gatherings todayand the house churches of Paul'sday?
For Further Discussion
1. "Christianity at a Crossroads"profiles Alfred Street Baptist Churchin Alexandria, Virginia, a 10,000-member congregation that has madethe church an attractive destinationfor people outside their walls. "Theystill have a packed house but nowalso have about 15,000 people whoview them online," filmmaker MartinDoblmeier told CNN. "It's no longeran in-person church with an onlineoption. It's an online church with anin-person option. That's quiteintentional, and a sign of the future."What changes are being made byyour church, if any, as it looksforward? What are the risks ofinnovation, as well as theconsequences of not changing? 
2. "I'm not saying it's a greatdevelopment that churches areshrinking," says TWW Team MemberFrank Ramirez, "but it's a sign thatwe no longer have the reign of civil
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religion, where it's impossible to dobusiness without belonging to achurch, and there are no civilpenalties for skipping church. So theones coming to church arebelievers." Respond. 
3. Since Most Holy RedeemerCatholic Church stopped holdingweekly Mass over a year ago, someof its most devoted parishionershave continued to pray in front of itslocked gates. The New York Timesreports that Irene Sysak, who hasattended services at the church formore than two decades, called it asecond home. "Or really, the firsthome," she said, "our spiritualhome." How is your church a spiritualhome for you? If you lost this home,how would you find another? Whatqualities are most important to you?
4. In first-century Antioch, the "handof the Lord was with them, and agreat number became believers andturned to the Lord" (Acts 11:21).Where do you see the hand of theLord in your congregation? Who isturning to faith in Christ, and why?What can you do to assist them? 
Responding to the News
In the next week, make an effort toimprove the health of your churchthrough investment of your time,talents and treasures in ministry andmission. Focus on the variousopportunities to gather as followersof Christ, knowing how central this isto the vitality of the church. Practice"a long obedience in the samedirection." 

Prayer
We thank you, Lord,for inviting us to meettogether as thechurch, the body ofChrist. Help us togrow as disciples, andto build communitiesof faith that are truespiritual homes, aswell as engines ofgood for this worldthat you love somuch. In Jesus' name.Amen.

https://www.nytimes.com/2026/10/11/nyregion/lower-east-side-parishioners-mourn-loss-of-spiritual-home.html

