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Before I launch into this topic, I would like to post a few statistics on church growth, or rather 
for the most part, church reduction (these have been assembled from various sources). I’m not so 
much interested in numbers. In fact I really don’t care how many people go to church in various 
places around the world. I care about what is happening to the big picture. I care about the overall 
decline in the church. I care about the damage inflicted on thousands of Christians. And 
what I really care about is what the church is doing to itself. 

 

Assembled Research 
Christian Research (United Kingdom) has been plotting the trends in church involvement in the 
United Kingdom. The basis of their work is a two-page questionnaire sent to each church - rather 
than questionnaires for each attendee as has been done by the NCLS and CCLS in Australia.  

 Church attendance in the United 
Kingdom is in rapid decline in 
actual numbers: 

 In 1979, 5.4 million people attend 
church on a typical Sunday, 

 In 1989, 4.7 million people 
attended, 

 In 1998, 3.7 million attended. 
 During that same period, the 

population increased from 46 
million people to 50 million.  

This means that the proportion of the 
population attending on a typical Sunday 
has reduced from 10.9 per cent in 1979 to 7.4 per cent in 1998. Peter Brierley, the author of The 
Tide is Running Out, points out that if this rate of decline continued, less than 1 per cent of the 
population would be attending church on a typical Sunday in 2016.  

The picture varies considerably from one denomination to another. Attendances in the major 
denominations, Catholics, Anglicans and Methodists have dropped by around 40 per cent in 19 
years. Attendances of some small denominations such as the Salvation Army, Lutherans, 
Churches of Christ and the Christian Brethren have also fallen in numbers. Baptist attendances 
have dropped a little and Pentecostal attendances have in general increased.  

 
                Graph of UK Attendance Changes   
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It would appear from the best estimates that the drop in attendance in Australia has been 
considerably less than the drop in England. While Brierley estimates that 7.4 per cent of the 
population attended church on a typical Sunday in England in 1998, the NCLS estimated that 
10.4 per cent of Australians, including children, did so in 1996 (Kaldor, 1999, p.15).  

Change in Church Attendance in UK and Australia 
Country Attendance Attendance Change % 

 1979/82 1998 (Numbers)  
Australia 2,252,000 1,980,000 -272,000 - 12 % 
England 4,025,000 2,997,600 -1,027,400 - 26 % 

Note: Attendance on a typical Sunday, of adults 15 years or more, based on sample surveys. 

There are some similarities in the patterns of growth and decline in the various denominations in 
England and Australia. The mainstream Anglican, Uniting and Catholic churches have declined in 
attendance, while groups such as the Baptists have maintained their numbers. In Australia, 
Pentecostal denominations have grown significantly, while they appear not to have done so in 
England. Only a few of the New Churches which have grown in England have major 
representation in Australia (Kaldor, 1999, p.24). It is interesting to note that attendance in the 
Salvation Army has grown in Australia while it has declined in England.  

Brierley also examined the trends by the theological position of the congregation as stated by the 
leader or person completing the survey. Those which described themselves as 'Catholic' 
(sometimes referring to being part of the Roman Catholic Church, sometimes referring to being 
Catholic in a more general sense) have declined most, followed by the Broad churches and 
Liberal Churches. The Low, Evangelical and Anglo-Catholic had changed little. Evangelicals are 
the largest group representing one third of all attendees on a typical Sunday (Brierley, 2000, 
p.52).  

The decline in attendance has been greatest in the north of England, with comparatively little 
change in attendance in London and the South-east.  

Brierley argues that the decline has occurred not just because people have dropped out of church 
life altogether. One third of the decline in the 1990s can be attributed to changes in the frequency 
of attendance. People who attended weekly are now attending occasionally, perhaps only the 
major festivals. Brierley estimates that 10 per cent of the adult population attend a church at least 
once a month, and another 16 per cent attend once a year (Brierley, 2000, p.90).  

Excluding children from the statistics because of the lack of Australian data, the following 
comparisons can be made of those attending church 20 years of age and over in 1998. The age 
profiles in England and Australia appear very similar.  

Age Profile of Attendees, by Percentage (in 2000) 
Age Group Australia % England % 
20 to 29 year olds 11.8 11.7 
30 to 44 year olds 24.4 23.2 
45 to 64 year olds 32.6 31.8 
65 year olds 31.2 33.3 

Another trend is in the variety of forms of involvement. Increasingly people are attending services 
mid-week, in many cases, instead of Sunday. Brierley estimates that 0.7% of the population, or 
335,000 people attend a mid-week service, and among those perhaps as many as 75% or 
250,000 do not attend a service on Sunday. A similar number of people attended an Alpha course 
in 1999. Altogether, Brierley says, perhaps as many as 1,200,000 people or 2.4% of the 
population were involved in mid-week church activities, but did not attend a church on Sundays 
(Brierley, 2000, p.175).  

Comparisons between attendance in England and Australia suggest that similar trends are 
occurring. In both countries, there has been substantial decline in church-going. In both, church 
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congregations are aging rapidly and are likely to see further substantial declines in the near 
future.  

 There were significant internal differences within the Anglican Church that 
point to a similar pattern. An overall decline of 2% in the Anglican Church 
masks significant falls in attendance in most rural dioceses. Metropolitan 
dioceses tended to be stable. The exception was the strongly evangelical 
Sydney Diocese, which grew by 9% over that period.   

 

So Much for the Depressing Story of Decline 
Before you decide to give up and throw in the towel, thinking that the task is hopeless, just have a 
look at this interesting Australian Census graph on religious belief on the street. 

Apart from the Catholic Church that still benefits from people freely stating they are Catholic even 
though they rarely if even go to church, all of the other denominations have very little of that 
nominal support anymore. These days, people are very happy tick the “No Religion” column if 
they do not believe. I’m not sure what it’s like in your part of the world, but these days it is not a 
popular thing in Australia to admit you are a Christian. Yet here we have about 64% of Australia 
freely admitting to their Christian belief (Buddhists’, Muslims and others are in the “Other 
Religion” category). It would seem that the 30% of the population that are non-believers are 
causing double their percentage of stress, and skewing the public debate quite successfully. 

 

Some Good News 
The odd thing about these graphs and figures is that it’s not all bad news. As far as I can see 
there a number of positive factors. 

1. One third of the decline in church numbers is due to a reduced frequency of 
attendance. 

Some of this reduction is due to a large increase in part time work and shift work. These days 
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in large population centres about half the workers are on some type of shift work. However 
the church has still not caught up with this. The preoccupation with the Sunday service is 
already about 20 years out of date. Even though churches think they are doing their best, 
there is far too much of the same (with small variations) being offered. There are just not 
enough real alternatives being offered.  

Even worse is the participation rate of shift workers; they are simply being overlooked by 
most leaders. There is a huge opportunity in these areas. There are excellent leaders 
and pastors out there doing next to nothing because they are shift workers and are not 
asked to pitch in. It is no surprise that when you leave shift workers out of leadership they 
get the message and don’t attend that much. They are used to managing their time off like 
everyone else. They can see what goes on, even if the full time day workers are blind to it. 
There needs to be more Monday night or midweek services – there will not be huge 
attendances but it opens the door for the large percentage of shift workers to participate in 
leadership and attend when they can not be there on Sunday. Don’t leave all the midweek 
stuff for cell groups! 

2. The Anglican evangelical Sydney Diocese grew by 9% between 1982 -1998. 

There is nothing like a city wide opposite result to point out that the impossible is very 
possible. This is not just a pipe dream, it is a challenge – stop offering more of the same stuff 
that is not working and find some real alternatives that work in your city!  

Please Note: I don’t even want to ask the question, “what are they doing right?” The chances 
are it will not work for me or you! Ask God what will work in your city and start doing it! 

3. The Census says there are 5 times as many Christians that do not attend church. 

I know church leaders are fairly critical about these Census figures, but I consider that to be a 
truck load of “sour grapes.” They don’t believe the figures are real because they don’t see 
these people in church. However, this is ridiculous, I’m sure that historically some people 
have just tick the box because their parents were Anglicans or whatever, but I also suspect 
that that is a significant reason why the Anglican figure in Australia has fallen so dramatically 
in the last 40 years. These days few people would do that. What we have now is much closer 
to Christian reality. 

At the very least these census results mean that half the population will be sympathetic if you 
can really get your act together. The real point is that the church has to stop complaining and 
do something, and that something is not “more of the same.” As the years roll on, the thing 
that rarely happens is something different. In fact the closest thing to something new is often 
doing the same thing in another place (i.e. a service in a shopping centre). This approach 
may work, but it does not qualify as a new direction. 

However, for all those churches out there that are able to be flexible and try something new, 
there is the possibility of tapping into at least thirty percent of the population that is 
sympathetic to Christianity – what an amazing and wonderful opportunity. 

 

The Worthless Shepherd  
(from Zechariah 11:15-17) 

(Zech 11:15) Then the LORD said to me, "Take once more the implements of a worthless 
shepherd. (11:16) For lo, I am raising up in the land a shepherd who does not care for the 
perishing, or seek the wandering, or heal the maimed, or nourish the sound, but devours the flesh 
of the fat ones, tearing off even their hoofs. (11:17) Woe to my worthless shepherd, who deserts 
the flock! May the sword smite his arm and his right eye! Let his arm be wholly withered, his right 
eye utterly blinded!" 
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I Am Raising Up a Shepherd 

Having read a few commentaries about this, I note that the old bogy of the Antichrist is being 
used by some to interpret the passage. This is a traditional interpretation; however it is not the 
only possibility. There is also a more immediate and ongoing historical application. 

If we look at the language, the meaning becomes clearer. The worthless shepherd does not visit 
or seek or heal the broken, or even bother to feed the healthy. Apparently he eats or tears the 
flesh. There is some similar language applied to the unfaithful shepherds of Israel in Ezekiel 34:2-
4. This implies, they shall be paid in kind. Such a shepherd in the worst type, they have been 
allowed to 'tear' or feed off the sheep.  

Zechariah is describing all the characteristics of human neglect and self interest. We do not need 
to imagine any special evil enemy; us humans can achieve all these failed goals with ease.  

If we follow that with a reading from John where Jesus says, (Jn 10:14) I am the good shepherd... 
(10:15) ... and I lay down my life for the sheep. The implications should become obvious. The 
worthless shepherd is one that has no intention of laying his life down for the sheep. 

However we should not lose sight of the fact that Jesus spoke these words to his disciples. Apart 
from anything else he was referring to the simple need for pastoral care. He was laying down an 
example for his followers. He wanted them to have same passion and care for people. He wanted 
them to have the same passion and care for the word of God. He wanted them to have the same 
passion and care for the purposes and plans of God. 

Jesus is contrasting the worthless shepherd that fails to deliver with his own example as one that 
would prefer to offend the authorities and his congregation rather than skimp on the basic tenants 
of pastoral care, etc. 

 
A shepherd who does not care for…  

I note that this passage is all about the worthless shepherd, not the evil shepherd. 

We should not get too carried away with the language. Zechariah is making a collection of short 
descriptive statements. It does not need to mean that he does not care at all. If we are referring to 
human failings, then it is equally possible that Zechariah is referring to priests; people stuck in 
middle of the all or nothing scale, those with flawed characters that do care. They would like to 
care more than they do, but are not capable of succeeding in the job, and will fail more than they 
succeed, or simply make too many mistakes so they become ineffectual. The point is that even if 
they want to care, history will say that they failed to care.  

We can read Bible prophesy in many ways. One of my own favorites is the “how does he do it” 
approach. People often focus on what God is doing or condemning, and make spiritual reflections 
on that. However I find it far more interesting to work out how God is at work to influence history. 
How is God achieving these prophetic announcements? If we can discover these gems of 
interest, we may even learn to recognize the hand of God, and the action as it is happening in the 
church and the world.  

Unfortunately when people try to push the church in their own direction, or fail to represent God 
over a long period of time, there is no easy way for God to correct this. We tend to blame the 
pastors and priests when things go wrong on a wide scale, but we need to recognize that priests 
do not appoint themselves (unless it’s a new denomination). They are appointed by 
denominations. Zechariah reveals that one of the few methods God can use is to raise up people 
not capable of discerning what is required. This takes God many years, but in the end these 
failings can become self perpetuating.  

This sounds like a very hard word for us, but tell me – if we are not listening, how else can God 
get our attention? If people prefer their own plans, God will create other choices. A friend of mine 
called this God’s process of consolation and desolation.  
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As you can imagine, it is not the perfect plan, it is a plan of last resort. The main problem is that 
most of these semi-blind shepherds want to do the right thing. They want to work for God and 
bless people, but it seems that they are not capable of caring for the people without causing 
some pain and losing more people than they gain in the process (– is this starting to sound 
familiar?). 

 
His Arm  

The traditional meaning of references to “arm” in the Bible:  

(Ps 10:15) Break thou the arm of the wicked and evildoer... 
(Eze 30:21) "Son of man, I have broken the arm of Pharaoh king of Egypt... 
(Jer 48:25) The horn of Moab is cut off, and his arm is broken, says the LORD 

The “arm” is all about power and might. If God is going to break the power of the worthless 
shepherd, the most effective way is to use their own shortcomings to reduce the number of 
people they can rely on. This works at all levels. Those making appointments end up with less 
strength, because many of their appointees leave the ministry, and the appointees come to 
realize the disappointment of maintaining a shrinking flock. It is interesting how God arranges 
such natural and straightforward processes to defeat opposition and achieve divine purpose.  

 
His Right Eye 

The eye has many meanings in Scripture. It can be good or bad and the meaning is normally 
determined by the context. In this case the prophet wishes "...his right eye utterly blinded!" 
Perhaps the 'right eye' should be blinded, because like David he should have kept watch over the 
sheep (Jn 10:12,13).  

Worthless shepherds are by nature blind shepherds. In fact you could say they are worse than 
blind, because even the worst of us has an opinion. If we maintain that we can see what the 
future requires, when in fact often what they we have little idea and our ideas are normally 
ineffectual, we are blind indeed. There are no doubt thousands of examples we could use here. 
One I heard of was a pastor that insisted on moving the church meeting place to a large 
impersonal hall because “we are preparing for growth,” and in the process accelerated the death 
of the church. No doubt he had a ”vision!” Blindness like this can truly take your breath away. It 
does so much damage to genuine trusting people. 

 

Not a Hireling but a Shepherd 
Here we should note a subtle change of meaning. We are used to assuming that the 'hireling' (as 
referred to by Jesus) was someone who was deliberately allowing the sheep to be killed.  

Zechariah, says the Lord raised this shepherd, so he is not exactly a hireling. He has been 
raised and chosen to be the real deal. The Lord has called many, but one of the interesting 
problems in the church is that the right ones are not always chosen.  

A possible modern day description of this hireling, would be that when the committee considered 
the candidates, they paid too much attention to the administrative skills or other talents, and so 
failed to notice the hidden flaws in their character, etc. Some are chosen with an eye on their 
management experience in business, but these people soon realize that being in charge of 
volunteers is completely different, and required different gifts. This is why the pastoral care gift 
can not be overlooked. Many of those that are chosen, are not willing to die for the sheep, they 
just put in for a transfer or promotion instead as if it is all business. Perhaps the need for some of 
these people need to satisfy their ambition was a hidden reason why went for the job in the first 
place.  

The people that should have been chosen, i.e. Those with a strong pastoral heart for the flock 
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and the calling of God that goes with it, wander through dry places when they are overlooked. 
They feel the pain of God because like God, they see sheep being ignored and abused by other 
appointed leaders. They cry for the church as it loses more ground and becomes less relevant in 
the world. Eventually the pain and frustration becomes too much, so many of them leave the 
church and begin a journey to find another way to serve God and care for the out of church 
dispersed ones. 

 

Conclusions 
I believe at this point we can identify a number of points, though I don’t believe there is a 
preacher anywhere apart from myself willing to preach them as sermon points – go on, I dare 
you, be brave enough to prove me wrong! 

 As I have stated in other articles, the only conclusion one can come to is that there are 
more Christians out of church than in church. If you accept the Census results as 
reasonable, there are not just more, there are more than double and perhaps even triple 
the number of genuine believing Christians out of church rather than in church.  

 That despite all the insulting statements the church makes about these out of church 
people. In spite of the pain caused by the church in general when pastoral care should 
have been flowing instead, these people still consider themselves as Christians. They are 
still loyal to God because they refuse to tick the “no religion” or “other religion” box. 

 Zechariah by prophetic insight has revealed that “the worthless shepherd” is not just a 
prophetic end time statement; it also reveals one of the main mechanisms God uses to 
weed out those not working according to divine purposes. 

 God has set this process in motion as a simple combined test and judgment. If we are 
paying attention we do not fail the test and bring on the judgment. 

 Therefore, we did it to ourselves – God has brought this to pass through a natural 
process, so it is the fault of the church (we did it). If we were as smart as we think we are, 
we would have not brought this calamity on ourselves. We would have seen what we 
were doing, repented and sought the will of God rather than keep doing ever more of the 
same stuff. 

 The Hireling or worthless shepherd (in this setting) is not evil by nature. They are a group 
of humans with failings that want to work for God, but have failed to find or enable the 
true will of God that can liberate a church, town or city. 

 All is not lost! At any point, we can still repent, change course and find what God really 
wants us to do with the church in any given area (See “God’s Good Ideas” for a few of 
those good ideas). 

 There is at least 20 to 30% of the population that is still sympathetic to the church. If only 
the church can get itself out of the deep trench it has dug for itself and see the sunrise as 
it really is.  

 Lastly, if the church is willing to stop doing more of the same or at least fully support 
alternative streams of action there is the possibility of huge benefits further down the 
track. It’s time to rock the boat, so join me and become unpopular, and by speaking out 
we may save some from drowning. Who knows, we may even save the church! 
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