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The pandemic changed many aspects of life – including work, education, play, shopping, faith, and well-being. Life was stripped back to essentials, and we had to adapt. People had to think about what ‘essential’ meant in their context and learn to live in a different way. We now need to understand what has changed as a result, and the impact on the future of church.
Responding to the challenge of the pandemic was not as simple as switching church services from buildings to online. Similarly, the challenges faced now are not as simple as deciding whether to continue online or not.
For churches, the change brought both opportunity and risk. There were opportunities for growth in numbers of worshippers; engagement with church and faith; relationship building; and growth in faith. Through this research we heard many stories of people and churches that responded well to the changes and are now in a good position to flourish.  
We also heard from people who struggled with their faith, and those who drifted away from church. This research helped us to identify seven factors that were most influential in determining whether a person was more likely to struggle or more likely to thrive. Using this research, we are better able to understand how to build a stronger church for the future. 
The seven most influential factors for churchgoers were these: Balance of  
On-site Worship
Personal Discipleship
Engagement Preference
Attitudes to Technology
Belonging
Faith Networks
Faith

Qualitative research was conducted using an asynchronous online platform. Questions and discussion topics were posted daily for seven days. Each person responded independently in advance of the group discussion. The conversations generated over 147,000 words. The people taking part belonged to one or more of the following groups:
[bookmark: _Toc80190949][bookmark: _Toc80862552][bookmark: _Toc81439658]Joiners – those who became regular churchgoers during the pandemic.
Hybrids – those keen to maintain the options of remote and on-site worship.
[bookmark: _Toc80190954]Leavers – those who were regular churchgoers but left during the pandemic.

[bookmark: _Appendix_A_–][bookmark: _Toc80862559][bookmark: _Toc81439665][bookmark: _Toc80191000]The increasing ‘fuzzy edge’
Most churches are a mix of ‘core’ church members – those with a sense of belonging – and those on the ‘fuzzy edge’, which is expected to grow. Core church members
The ‘fuzzy edge’ (people coming 
and going)
Core church members








Reasons for the growth of the fuzzy edge include:
· Online church has made it easier for people to Visit individual churches by removing barriers
· Visitors may be:
· exploring out of curiosity or for a specific event
· experienced churchgoers looking to find a new church to belong to
· inquisitive potential Joiners
· The pandemic broke any inertia associated with regular churchgoing. This, combined with the ease of finding alternative options, has caused some to drift away from the ‘committed core’.
· Those on the fuzzy edge will include people who are actively looking to develop and strengthen their faith and discipleship. 
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]In some ways remote church suits us - we have more anonymity than normal "drop in" visitors would get. And we appreciate that - and perhaps that's an unforeseen benefit of online, allowing the stranger at the gate to look in and settle without feeling pressured in any way … Church was such a big part of our lives that we feel the loss. But, and it's a big but, while we had been invited to attend the "post church zoom" we are extremely nervous of any such attendance by zoom, being seen as us "joining" that church, as we are not anywhere near that stage yet.
A journey through the pandemic
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] I feel like I have come full circle.  I have felt at times isolated from my church community. I fell back on more solitary spiritual practices, but fundamentally still believe that some form of community with other Christians is important. I feel more connected to the Church as a body that spans throughout history and throughout the world, and using prayers from communities and liturgies where our words are shared, even though not said together, has been helpful to me. I now feel a deeper appreciation for the individuals that I have in my church community than I did before. 
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