
 WHY PEOPLE LEAVE THE CHURCH 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 One of the most frustrating, yet inevitable 
situations that leaders in the church face is when 
people leave the church.  Feelings are often hurt and 
attitudes develop as a result of somebody leaving the 
local congregation.  Often people drift out the back 
door of the church without making an announcement 
that they are leaving.  This raises even more questions. 
  
 
 How do we relate to people who leave the 
church?  And what are some of the reasons that cause 
people to leave?  Consider some of the following 
thoughts when you are faced with people that you 
know and care for and perhaps are ministering to, who 
leave the church. 
 
 Those who have done research in the field of 
church growth suggest at least seven reasons why 
people leave the church.    
 
 Age 
 
 Teenagers leave the church more frequently 
than any other age group.  This may be because the 
parents have less influence on the young person as 
they begin to grow older and the teenager begins to 
desire an independence.  It also may have to do with 
the fact that many teenagers do not perceive the church 
as having anything relevant to offer to them.  
Therefore, it is important to focus upon teenagers.   

 
 Other church growth statistics show us that the 
majority of people who come to Christ do so before the 
age of twenty-five.  This should suggest a strong 
priority for ministering to the young people of our 
congregation.  Our ministry should involve relevant 
opportunities for the young person to receive ministry 
from the Word of God, the church leaders, and 
involvement in areas of their interest. 
 
 Lifestyle Interruptions 
 
 Another interesting factor which influences 
whether a person will stay in the church or not has to 
do with lifestyle interruptions.  Lifestyle interruptions 
may include such things as moving from one home to 
another home.  This may involve moving from one city 
to another city, or simply from one area in a city to 
another area.  Illness, a change in work schedule, or 
problems with transportation are other lifestyle 
interruptions.   
 
 Hebrews 10:25 tells us that we should not 
forsake the assembling of ourselves together as is the 
habit of some.  Church attendance needs to become a 
habit in a person's life.  When an individual's lifestyle is 
interrupted by any of the above mentioned situations, 
it sometimes causes them to become out of sync with 
their normal behavior.   
 
 If they are moving, perhaps they will miss a 
Sunday or two.  Or the same is true for illness or work 
schedule or transportation problems.  Nobody gives 
them a call, or perhaps they become involved in some 
other area or some other interest, and they just don't 
get around to getting their schedule suited to regular 



church attendance.   
 
 Therefore, in our ministry to people, we need to 
be conscious of lifestyle interruptions that come into 
their lives, and make sure we are exhibiting pastoral 
care during these important times. 
 
 Marital Satisfaction 
 
 A third factor which influences inactivity in the 
church is marital dissatisfaction.  Andrew Greely 
makes this statement.  "Improve the quality of marital 
intimacy, and very likely the level of religious devotion 
will rise."   
 
 When things are not going well in the home, 
many times it discourages people to not continue their 
involvement in the local church.  They may feel 
condemned or guilty or hypocritical and so therefore 
they would simply rather not associate themselves 
with the house of God nor the people of God.  A wise 
Christian leader will address the issues of marital 
satisfaction and seek to provide counseling, classes, 
and other opportunities to help strengthen marriages 
in the local church. 
 
 Individualism 
 
 Another factor which influences a person's 
church involvement is individualism.  Individualism is 
simply the attitude that "I have no need of thee."   A 
person who has an attitude of individualism does not 
perceive the value in maintaining close relationships 
with the rest of the body of Christ.  They fail to 
understand the importance of congregating with the 
people of God in the local church setting. 

Individualism focuses upon self interests and the 
fulfillment of personal desires rather than devoting 
itself to the ministry and service of other believers.   
 
 In my opinion little can be done with the one 
who holds an attitude of individualism other than 
lovingly yet urgently pleading with the individual 
regarding their relationship to the rest of the body and 
attempting to help them understand the value of the 
corporate life of the church. 
 
 Anger/Anxiety Complex 
 
 A fifth factor which influences a person's 
involvement in church life is what is known as the 
anger/anxiety complex.  This may result from an 
offense which occurs with a member of their family, a 
church member, or even the pastor or one of the 
church leaders.   
 
 An offence occurs, an attitude is developed, and 
the anger or bitterness of the individual drives them 
away from congregational life.  The obvious result of 
this is that a root of bitterness arises in the heart of the 
individual which severs them from the life of God and 
the fellowship of the brethren.  
 The anger/anxiety complex may also arise from 
the individual feeling that he or she is being 
overworked.  In most churches a hand full of people in 
the congregation do most of the work that is done.  
Church leaders are often not as sensitive as they could 
be to the schedules of those who are serving in the 
church.   
 
 Most good hearted church members will 
continue to serve until they finally come to the end of 



themselves.  Then they drop out of the ministry they 
are involved with as well as the church.  This happens 
simply because they feel they need a rest.  It is 
important for the pastor and other church leaders to be 
aware of the hectic schedule that most people in our 
present society have, and not overload those who are 
willing to serve.   
 
 It is also important to be conscious of offenses 
that may occur and to preach and teach on the 
importance of resolving conflicts and differences. 
 
 Social Needs 
 
 Social needs are another factor which influence 
inactivity in the local church.  People may not feel they 
are loved, accepted, or wanted in the church, and 
therefore they will move on to find some place where 
they are appreciated.  They may come to these 
conclusions because they have no personal visits from 
the pastoral ministry of the church and they have 
developed few friends.   
 
 Win Arn says that friendship is the most 
important key in binding new members to each other 
and to the church.  The stronger and more meaningful 
these relationships become, the more likely these 
persons are to remain active and growing in the 
fellowship of that congregation.  Regular social time 
outside the context of the Sunday morning classroom is 
one of the best ways to help build these relational ties.   
 
 The wise pastor or church leader will develop a 
structure so that people who come into the church do 
not fall "between the cracks."  He will do his best to 
insure that pastoral care is exhibited toward those who 

are in his congregation as well as providing 
opportunities for his people to develop friends.   
 
 The best way to develop friendships is through 
the small group.  This may take place through the cell 
group ministry or other types of small groups which 
can be established in the church that give people the 
opportunity to meet face to face and one on one with 
other members with whom they may be able to 
establish lasting friendships.   
 
 Pastoral Ministry 
 
 A seventh reason that people give as to why 
they no longer attend church has to do with pastoral 
ministry.  This would include the quality of sermons 
being preached and the depth of pastoral care being 
shown.   
 
 Morton Endlin says he believes that "Many folk 
today who are quite content to stay in bed on a Sunday 
morning or to fill the hours with the leafing of the 
Sunday paper would be willing and even eager to go 
to a church where they would truly feel at home and 
where they might find fresh strength and insight for 
the problems they face and the tasks they must meet.  
In a word, let the preaching be directed to men of the 
present day and be couched in a style which is 
understandable and worth listening to and pews will 
gradually fill up again.  Preaching has not become 
outdated, it has simply become deadly dull." 
 
 Christian leaders must understand that the 
church is competing with secular society for the 
attention of its members.  If the church is not relevant, 
if current issues and needs in the lives of the 



congregation are not addressed, and if personal 
ministry does not take place, in the context of the local 
church, it is no wonder that people decide they would 
simply rather stay home.   
 
 Therefore, the pastor and Christian leader must 
prayerfully, yet aggressively insure that corporate 
gatherings and the activities that take place in the 
context of the local church are significant enough to 
warrant the attendance of the congregation. 
 
 The same is true for pastoral care.  Pastoral care 
should be aggressive in that we are actively attempting 
to reach out and touch the lives of the people who 
attend our church.  Many pastors are simply content to 
preach two or three times a week and to take care of 
office work.  But the true shepherd will aggressively 
reach out to the members of the congregation and 
attempt to touch their lives and minister to them.  If a 
person does not feel that the pastor or Christian leader 
has much interest in them, why should they attend?  
 
 People want to be cared for, and they want to 
know that the leaders of the church are interested in 
their lives.  If the pastoral ministry lacks, then it is very 
easy for the members of the congregation to drift into 
inactivity.    
 
Attitudes and Feelings  
 
 Not only should we be aware of the factors 
which influence whether or not a person will continue 
their involvement in the local church, but we also need 
to be aware of attitudes which exist between active 
members and inactive members.  For example, do a 
word association game with yourself.  When you think 

of the work "inactive church member" what comes to 
your mind?   
 
 Often words such as dropouts, lazy, delinquent, 
backsliders, complainers, excuse makers, lukewarm, 
and other such adjectives come to our mind.  This is 
typically the perception that an active person has of an 
inactive person.   
 
 Now imagine yourself as an inactive church 
member.  How do you suppose they might perceive 
the active church member?  Words such as hypocrites, 
nosey, fussy, nitpickers, self-righteous, judges, high 
and mighty, might describe the perception that the 
inactive member has of the active member.  You can 
see the potential conflict which exists if these two 
attitudes are maintained.   
 
 A further glimpse into the active church 
member and the inactive church member may help.  
For example, typically the active church member feels 
frustrated, anxious, worried, and puzzled as to how to 
deal with the inactive church member.  They're 
reluctant to make a phone call because they may be 
perceived as being nosey or overbearing.  Yet on the 
other hand they are genuinely concerned.  Inactive 
church members may feel condemned or guilty or 
forgotten, lonely, left out, or rejected.  They too are 
reluctant to respond to the active church member and 
become involved again because of how they feel the 
active members may perceive them.   
 
 It is important for us to understand these 
possible attitudes that may exist and to deal with them. 
 A genuine care and concern should be exhibited 
toward inactive church members.  This should be done 



without an air of criticism or being judgmental, nor 
looking down our noses at them.  We should share 
with them our genuine concern and love for them.  We 
should try to understand why they are inactive.   
 
 Perhaps one of the factors which we mentioned 
above may be influencing them.  Perhaps they 
genuinely do want to be a part of the local church but 
they have been offended, or they are having difficulties 
in their personal life, or they don't feel that their needs 
are being met.  We need to be sensitive to these issues 
and do our best to address them. 
 
 Pastors, Christian leaders, and active church 
members should be warned concerning the attitude 
they may develop toward inactive church members.  
We should be cautioned about the negative feelings we 
may develop and the self-righteous attitude that we 
may have toward them.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 As a leader in the local church, I am 
encouraging you to be conscious of the factors which 
influence inactivity.  During the course of your 
relationship with those in the church be sure to take 
note of any lifestyle interruptions which may occur.  Be 
aware of the marital relationship and the attitudes that 
may develop.  Be sensitive to any offense that may 
occur and do your best to see that social needs are met 
and that pastoral ministry is taking place.  Encourage 
the person and make them feel accepted and welcome 
with positive words of affirmation.   
 
 Jesus said that he lost only one of those who 
were entrusted to His care.  Let us have the same 

attitude.  God has given many people into our care.  
Let us do our best to insure that those He has given to 
us remain with us. 
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Close the Backdoor,  Alan F. Harre 
   Concordia Publishing 
 
Caring About Inactive  
Church Members, Omar Stuenkel 
   Augsburg Publishing 
 
Assimilating New 
Members,  Lyle E. Schaller 
   (Creative Leadership Series) 
   Abingdon Press 
 
Closing the Backdoor 
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(Seminar)   Church Growth, Inc. 
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