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Introduction 
Thank you for being part of our initial Church Next consultation. Your input is crucial as together 

we explore our cultural context and what it means to be a missional community that embodies 

the values of God’s kingdom in secular, post-Christian Australia. 

 

What is Church Next? 

The Church Next consultation is a combined initiative of the Australian Union Conference (AUC) 

Ministerial Association and the Global Mission Centre for Secular and Post-Christian Mission 

(CSPM), with funding from the South Pacific Division (SPD). It is the start of a process designed 

to engage our Conference leadership teams, along with other thought leaders and ministry 

specialists, in conversations that will address the challenges and explore innovative solutions 

for our church to be a thriving disciple-making movement in the cultural context of Australia.  

The consultation will explore the reality that 84% of Australians are not engaged in a faith 

community (NCLS, 2023). It will provide an overview of the context of Christianity in Australia, 

particularly the implications for Adventism. We will then focus on putting in place steps we can 

take to connect and minister effectively within secular, post-Christian Australia. 

Church Next will include: 

• Times of prayer, seeking God’s leading. 

• Presentations on key research and hearing from practitioners, from Australian and 

European contexts, to inform our thinking.  

• Activities that focus our thinking on the challenges and opportunities.  

• Case studies that provide insights. 

• Discussion time in our Conference groups and by ministry role where key issues are 

explored, obstacles identified, and outcomes shaped.  

• Networking with other leaders who are working on the same challenges. 

• Commitments to ensure innovative ideas are not simply part of a ‘talk fest’ but inform 

and shape a more missional way forward for the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 

Australia. 

This consultation is the start of a process. Achieving outcomes will require all of us to engage 

further within our spheres of influence, continually inviting a wider group into the conversations 

and, more importantly, into a missional life that embraces biblical community. Follow up will 

include resourcing, establishing support networks, and working with each Conference on their 

next steps. 

 

The Pre-Reading 

This pre-reading guide introduces and summarises background research and ideas pertinent to 

our conversations. It includes a lot of graphics and figures, so there is not as much reading as it 

initially looks. The consultation will work from this assumed knowledge. As you read through 

the document and ideas and implications come to mind, write them down. Together we can 

form a better understanding of the context we live in and explore missional ways forward. You 

don’t have to agree with all of the implications outlined in the pre-reading. However, please be 

aware of the perspectives so that our consultation moves predominantly toward outcomes 

rather simply defining the cultural reality. 
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This document does not pretend to explore all or even most of the dynamics at play in 

Australian culture and our church. Whole volumes explore areas this reading only alludes to or 

doesn’t acknowledge at all. For example, for the most part, this paper does not explore aspects 

of Seventh-day Adventist theology that can negate or enhance mission. This paper simply brings 

together the various research reports that have implications for mission and provides an overall 

summary.  

The pre-reading has four main sections: 

Chapter One provides an overview of the general context for mission in Australia today. It 

provides an analysis of key societal trends and helps us understand the 84% who currently 

don’t connect with a faith community. The pre-reading presents the Australia-wide data. 

Conference and local church contexts will be different. Take note of what might be pertinent for 

your context.  

Chapter Two focuses on the Australian spiritual context, particularly the Christian church 

within Australia. It outlines the context and challenges for the wider Christian church which we 

share as Seventh-day Adventists. 

Chapter Three explores more closely the context of Australian Adventism along with 

implications. 

Chapter Four outlines our journey to this point, maps out implications, explores possible 

obstacles, and begins to identify the factors that will need to be considered as we shape a more 

missional approach to ministry within secular, post-Christian Australia. 

As we explore these cultural challenges and implications, we may be overwhelmed and wonder 

if we really can make a difference. However, we are the group called to lead our church in 

Australia at this point in history. Together, seeking God’s leading, we can chart a more 

missional way forward.  

 

If not us, then who? If not now, then when? 

 

We’re looking forward to our Church Next consultation and working on the challenges with you. 

 

 

Brendan Pratt                        Lyndelle Peterson 

Centre for Secular Post-Christian Mission               AUC Ministerial 
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84% 
 

The people in your street, the person who serves you at the café, parents at the school drop-off, 

your doctor, mechanic, and perhaps even your children.  

The reality is: 

84% of Australians do not engage with a church congregation. Only 7% 

of Australians attend a religious service in an average week (NCLS, 2023). 

Church Next is focused on the 84%. 

Does it matter? 

Yes, if we believe… 

…we are here to show Australia a beautiful picture of God. 

...the Gospel, including that Jesus is the way to Salvation. 

…growing relationships with God and one another matter for eternity. 

…that life at its best is lived in a community of faith. 

…we have a compelling message of the ‘everlasting gospel’ that points to an eternal community 

that we want as many Australians as possible to belong to. 

…we are to take the teachings of Jesus seriously and ‘go, make disciples’. 

…that a thriving disciple-making movement can be increasingly a reality. 

…if the Kingdom of God matters. 

The 84% is not about a particular demographic or cultural group. It includes all sorts of 

backgrounds that shape our multi-cultural Australia. When we talk about connecting with the 

‘majority culture’, it’s the 84%. 

The 84% have been shaped by secular, post-Christian thinking. They perhaps have been given a 

bad picture of God, been hurt by the ‘church’ or likely know very little about the church at all 

(McCrindle, 2025). 

The 84%, regardless of ethnic background, have been shaped by consumer thinking to put their 

hopes and dreams in the material. They have grown up in a world where faith communities have 

been increasingly diminished due to the culturally defined standards that measure what a 

‘good life’ is.  

The 84% is the majority of Australia — we’re called to love them, serve them, connect with 

them, and point them to Jesus and life in His kingdom.   

Let’s talk about the 84%. 

 



 8 

1. Australia: The Social Context 
 

 

 

What does it mean to be Australian? As a nation, what are our collective hopes and fears? How 

do we relate to one another and the world beyond? Where might God already be at work in 

Australia and what are the implications for being the Seventh-day Adventist church in this 

country? 

 

Secular post-Christian Australia 

Australia is described as a secular, post-Christian culture (culturalatlas.sbs.com.au). While 

many Australians have a Christian background, they have increasingly disengaged from being 

part of faith communities and, for most Australians, religion does not play an important role in 

their everyday lives (World Values Survey, 2022). Australia has shifted toward a more secular 

and diverse religious landscape where the Christian expressions of faith have been increasingly 

replaced by the individualised, deregulated secular expressions of advanced consumerism. 

However, Australia is an interesting secularism. Whereas earlier constructs of secularism 

outlined a cultural move away from the ‘spiritual’ that instead prioritized reason, science, and 

human autonomy, Australia is increasingly ‘spiritual’ — just not ‘religious’. Australians, 

especially the younger generations, are increasingly open to the ‘spiritual’. However, an 

individualised, commodified version that is mostly not connected to a faith community. 

Australian Cultural Commentator, Mark Sayers, identifies this individualised spiritual quest as 

part of ‘second wave secularism’: “The second secularism is when life is turned into 

commodities to buy and sell. Parts of life that were once beyond the reach of market forces 

lose their sacredness as a price tag is placed on everything” (Sayers, 2025). The person 

becomes the commodity in an individualised pursuit of self-mediated meaning. 

This process of de-Christianisation or secularisation has been the subject of much study and 

debate. Secularisation is not a single process. Charles Taylor in A Secular Age, outlined a 

foundational construct of secularisation shaped by three modes: 

1. The secularisation of public spaces where religious belief is confined to the private 

sphere. 

2. The decline of religious belief and practice where fewer and fewer people say they 

believe in God and/or attend a church service on a regular basis. 
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3. Changes in the culture so that unbelief is seen as a viable option: that is, “a move from a 

society where belief in God is unchallenged and, indeed, unproblematic, to one in 

which it is understood to be one option among others, and frequently not the easiest to 

embrace” (Secular Age, 60). 

Slowly but surely, the idea that life can be lived without reference to God has taken root in the 

Australian mind.  

 

Religion and Everyday Life 

The majority of Australians do not see religion as an important aspect of their lives (see World 

Values Survey, 2022 below. Note: we are the sixth country from the bottom. At our Church Next 

consultation, one of our case studies is in Prague, at the very bottom). 

 

 

FIG 1.1 – MOST AND LEAST RELIGIOUS COUNTRIES (WORLD VALUES SURVEY, 2022) 

RELIGION = NOT IMPORTANT – VERY IMPORTANT 
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Demographics 

What we know about Australians from the 2021 Census. 

         

FIG 1.2 POPULATION BY STATE    FIG 1.3 POPULATION BY CITY/REGION/REMOTE 

Where we Live (ABS, 2021, Census) 

 

66.9% of Australians live within our Greater Capital Cities. 

The median age of all Australians is 38 years. Males make up 49.3% of the population with a 

median age of 37 years. Females make up 50.7% with a median age of 39 years. 

812,728 people identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander in the 2021 census. This is 

an increase of 25.2% since 2016 and represents 3.2% of the Australian population (ABS). 

How about Seventh day Adventists? 

 

FIG 1.4 SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTIST POPULATION AS A PERCENTAGE OF STATE/TERRITORY POPULATION. 

(CRA HUGHES, 2022 – RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA) 
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Hughes (2022) identifies First Nations work as a strength of Adventism that is shaping the higher 

Northern Territory percentage.  

The strength in Queensland is identified by Hughes as being partly due to the Pacific Island 

communities who have settled there. 

 

FIG 1.5 AUSTRALIA BY AGE (ABS, 2023). 

 

 

FIG 1.6 AUSTRALIA BY GENERATIONS (ABS, 2021 CENSUS, SNAPSHOTS). 

 

Every organization, brand, product or company, including the church, is just one generation 

away from irrelevancy. 

Australia is undergoing a significant generational shift. Baby Boomers and Millennials each 

have over 5.4 million people. 
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FIG 1.7 AGE PROFILE OF SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTISTS COMPARED WITH POPULATION. 

CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA 

 

We match the wider population remarkably well and, where most denominations are 

significantly older in their demographic profile, we have children as part of our congregations.  

Immigration has contributed to our relatively young age profile. A large number of migrants 

arrive in their twenties and have children in their thirties (Hughes, 2022). 

The dip in the 25 to 34 age group suggests that we lose some young adults as they become 

independent of their families, which would explain why numbers of Seventh-day Adventists are 

static despite receiving many immigrants (Hughes, 2024). This is the same age group who are 

most open to invitations to be part of a faith community (NCLS, 2021), but also the most likely 

to change their religious opinions and attachments (McCrindle, 2025). The same dip is reflected 

in our AUC attendance survey data. Figure 1.9 Indicates that this age group dip is greater for 

males than females. 

 

 

FIG 1.8 AUC ADVENTIST ATTENDANCE SURVEY DATA BY AGE  

NOTE: THE FIRST THREE BARS ARE INCREMENTS OF 5 – THE REMAINING BARS ARE INCREMENTS OF 10. 
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FIG 1.9 ATTENDANCE SURVEY DATA BY AGE AND FEMALE/MALE 

NOTE: THE FIRST THREE BARS ARE INCREMENTS OF 5 – THE REMAINING BARS ARE INCREMENTS OF 10 

 

 

Multi-Culturalism 

Australia is seen as a model for multi-cultural integration. We have been shaped by successive 

waves of migration, building on the foundation of our First Nations culture.  

The number of people living in Australia who were born overseas is continuing to increase.                                 

 

 

FIG 1.10 COUNTRY BY BIRTH (ABS 2021 CENSUS). 

 

Following supressed population growth during the COVID-19 period, Australia’s population 

growth exceeded pre-covid levels in 2023. While there are many economic benefits of 

population growth, challenges include the impact on housing affordability and infrastructure. 
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FIG 1.11 COMPONENTS OF POPULATION CHANGE: 1992 - 2023 

 

 

FIG 1.12 NUMBER OF FOREIGN-BORN AUSTRALIANS BY COUNTRY OF BIRTH 2023 – ABS CENSUS FIGURES 2021 

 

The proportion of Australian residents that are born overseas (first generation) or have a parent 

born overseas (second generation) has moved above 50% (ABS, 2023). 
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FIG 1.13 IMMIGRATION BY FIRST, SECOND, AND THIRD GENERATIONS (ABS, SNAPSHOTS, CENSUS 2021). 

Note: first generation refers to people living in Australia who were born overseas. Second 

generation refers to people living in Australia who were Australian born with one or both parents 

born overseas. Third+ generation refers to people living in Australia who were Australian born 

with both parents born in Australia. 

By the second and third generation, children with parents and grandparents born overseas are 

generally representative of the wider Australian culture, even if reflected and expressed within 

and through the tokens and forms of their parents/grandparent’s culture (MacKay, 2018) 

ABS projections anticipate declining immigration over the next ten years. 

 

 

FIG 1.14 PROJECTED POPULATION GROWTH (ABS) 
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Home and Family 

 

 

FIG 1.15 HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE (ABS, SNAPSHOTS, CENSUS 2021). 

 

The 2021 Census reflects that Australian families come in many shapes and forms. We have: 

• 5.5 million (5,552,973) couple families, of which 53% have children living with them. 

• 2.5 million (2,550,284) families with children under the age of 15 years 

• There are more than a million one parent families (1,068,268). As a proportion of 

families this is increasing slowly. 

 

Political Context 

Australia has been mostly centrist in its politics with both major parties avoiding the extremes 

of the political spectrum. However, there appears to be a widening gap globally between right 

and left political perspectives. The extremes of right-wing nationalism or left-wing ‘progressive’ 

liberalism can both be seen to undermine Christian values and conscience. The divide between 

the left and right is exacerbated by oversimplifications, lack of nuance and self-affirming 

feedback algorithms shaped by social media. Will Australia become increasingly divided along 

similar lines? 

The USA government’s increasingly nationalistic focus on ‘America First’ and a shift in 

approach to foreign affairs, including relationships with its allies, has increased global volatility 

and anxiety. There is an uneasiness about what the global order looks like into the future. 

A resurgent nationalism, that is increasingly being expressed globally, is in some parts of the 

world shaping Christian nationalism. In the USA and across Europe, populist nationalism is 

being presented as defending traditional culture, Christian heritage and values in the face of 

liberal social values, multiculturalism, or Islam. Some evangelicals have aligned with 

nationalists and far-right political parties for this very reason (Memory, 2021). Will the same 

factors become more evident in Australia? 
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Sayers (2019) comments: 

When systems do change, they tend to do so relatively rapidly and often quite 

drastically. If you put a system under enough pressure for long enough, it can suddenly 

collapse. With such pressures building up in the Western system, tribalism has 

returned across our culture both in the identity politics of the left and the return to 

nationalism on the right.  

This dynamic only makes our cultural crisis worse, creating constant frictions, outrages, 

and clashes in our culture, pushing us further into isolation or digital silos of like-

minded people. The reactivity has reached fever pitch. Social media, smartphones, and 

wearable technology immerse us in emotional reactivity… News media revolves around 

emotional reactivity… Colleges, companies, and churches rightly attempt to create 

warm, welcoming, and inclusive environments, yet can find themselves held hostage by 

the most emotionally dysfunctional members of their social system. Social media has 

created a digital megaphone for the venting of negative emotional and toxic reactions 

that have changed our political and social landscape. 

While some parts of our culture are becoming more politically engaged, other parts – 

particularly those in younger generations – are not engaging or disengaging from the political 

process. They are often disillusioned with political leadership (McCrindle, 2024). 

 

Social Context 

As measures of advanced consumerism increase, genuine community decreases (James, 

2007). Mackay (2014) identifies an increasingly prevalent loneliness that was exacerbated 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. McCrindle (2023) states: “There is a growing group of people 

that feel a sense of isolation. Our research has found that 59% of people often or sometimes 

feel lonely.” Gen Z are most likely to feel lonely with 71% reporting they often or sometimes feel 

lonely. This is followed by Gen Y (69%), Gen X (58%) and Baby Boomers (40%) (McCrindle, 

2024). 

At the same time, as more life is lived online, people are finding new ways to meet the need for 

human connection. Micro-communities are emerging digitally and physically as people seek 

out connection and community. 

A growing concern for the environment is reflected in environmental commitments. When 

asked about the importance of various issues, 76% of Australians said that health of waterways 

and oceans is extremely or very important, followed by extinction or endangerment of animals 

(72%) and air pollution (72%). The broad label of climate change was (65%) (McCrindle 2024). 

Australia continues to be a sporting nation with high engagement in both playing and watching 

sports. More recent immigration waves have seen a growth in soccer along with a resurgence in 

support for cricket. Sport is a significant context for creating and being community for 

Australians (McCrindle, 2024). 

The integration of AI is becoming an indispensable part of life. Although it creates opportunities, 

innovations, and efficiencies, there are concerns about lack of regulation, ethics, human 

displacement, and the commodification of the creative process. 57% of Australians have 

concerns about a lack of governance and regulation around AI, 56% about privacy, and 55% 

about losing skills and independence because of an over-reliance on AI. Uniquely human skills 

will become increasingly important (McCrindle, 2024). The question marks around the tech-
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utopianism that dominated the 2000s and 2010s that has been replaced by a growing 

scepticism and dystopianism among Gen Z (McCrindle, 2025). 

The COVID-19 pandemic for many is now an intriguing memory and, despite resolutions 

otherwise, Australia has largely moved back to pre-pandemic life. However, the pandemic was 

the closest thing to an existential threat that most Australians have experienced in their 

lifetimes. Not since the Second World War has something so profoundly and simultaneously 

affected the lives of all Australians (Memory, 2021). While initially, there was a reliance on 

‘science’ to ‘find the way out’, this reliance became confused and conflicted to the point that 

that for many the answer of ‘science’, an undergirding of first wave secularism, was 

undermined creating more room for the ‘spiritual’. 

For the first time, in 2021, the Census collected information on ten common long-term health 

conditions in Australia. Over eight million people reported they had been diagnosed with a long-

term health condition in the 2021 Census (ABS, 2022). The most commonly reported long-term 

health conditions were mental health related. 

 

Economic Context 

Cost-of-living challenges dominate current economic discussions and pose challenges for 

many people. There is an increasing sense of economic powerlessness, especially among 

young adults, and more Australians are relying on social services. 

The promises of ‘hustle’ culture and the glorification of work are seen as less enticing. Gen Zs 

look at their older peers, the Millennials, and their Gen X parents, who are overworked and 

overstressed, and respond by ‘quiet quitting’ (McCrindle, 2025). 

Younger generations are feeling locked out of the property market, the traditional realm of the 

‘Australian dream’ (Fig 1.16 indicates the increase in the level of income required to buy a 

home). Government policy that favours home ownership, along with immigration and planning 

policies, are seen as older generations building their ‘empires’ over the common good. The 

Baby Boomers (although not exempt) have in many ways benefited from early investments and 

the current economic climate. Baby Boomers comprise a fifth of Australia’s population, yet own 

half of the nation’s private wealth.  

 

 

FIG 1.16 THE RISING COST OF HOUSE PRICES AS A FUNCTION OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME. 
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Gen Z are also six times more likely to have received financial support from their grandparents 

to buy a home than the Baby Boomers did. Today, 20% of Gen Z say they have lived with their 

grandparents for free or for reduced rent, compared to just 5% of Baby Boomers. Giving up on 

home ownership, while also often carrying large student debt, younger generations are looking 

toward more experiential aspirations over the traditional accumulation goals (McCrindle, 2022). 

McCrindle identifies a lack of trust in large corporations as an Australian social factor. At the 

same time, there is a rising generation with entrepreneurial ambition. The small business 

economy is becoming increasingly important. An incredible 88% of Australian businesses 

employ four people or fewer. The entrepreneurial spirit is strong among the emerging 

generations, with 86% of Gen Z wanting to work in something they have started themselves.  

The younger entrepreneurial spirit includes a challenge to the ‘modern’ institutional structure. 

‘Leadership responsibilities of our existing structures are simply not that attractive to the next 

generation’ (McCrindle, 2022). Yet, if we can harness their entrepreneurial potential for 

mission, it could become a powerful springboard for ministry projects that connect with the 

84% majority culture. 

 

Cultural Dynamics 

Every country develops its unique social context including how to relate to authority, the role of 

the individual, and how goals are measured and obtained. These factors shape the cultural 

dynamics. This is important for us to understand as it informs how we go about being the 

church ‘system’ within our highly individualised culture. It is also valuable to gain an 

understanding of how our immigrant groups relate to each other and the church ‘system’. 

The cultural dynamic dimensions explored here, grow out of the work of sociologist Geert 

Hofstede, the ‘father’ of intercultural research. Hofstede conducted one of the most 

comprehensive studies of how values, particularly in organisations, are influenced by culture. 

In Hofstede’s work, culture is the collective mental programming distinguishing one group of 

people from another. This programming influences patterns of thinking which are reflected in 

the meaning people attach to various aspects of life and which become crystallised in the 

institutions of a society (Minkov and Kaasa, 2022).  

Culture does not imply that everyone in a given society is programmed in the same way. 

Differences among the values of individuals in one country tend to be bigger than the value 

differences between countries. Nevertheless, we can still use country scores based on the 

large sample size and the fact that most people are strongly influenced by social control. 
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Cultural Dynamics Country Comparisons for the Six Cultural Dimensions Model 

 

FIG 1.17 CULTURAL DYNAMICS 6 – D MODEL© 

 

Australia is in orange for the first graph. If we explore the Australian culture through the lens of 

the 6-D Model, we get a good overview of the drivers of Australian culture relative to other world 

cultures 

Provided here is the data as updated in October 2023. The explanations for each dimension are 

below the graphs provided. Keep in mind that arriving cultures will initially reflect more of the 

country they have immigrated from. However over 2-3 generations they reflect the wider culture 

(Minkov & Kaasa, 2022). 

Unfortunately, not all countries are part of the study, especially the pacific islands who shape 

significant aspects of Seventh-day Adventist culture in Australia. However, as far as informing 

an overall view of Australian culture, the dimensions are useful. Various countries have been 

selected for this report so that meaningful comparisons can be made.  

If you would like to explore the tool further in regard to validity, more detailed explanations or 

viewing more countries, visit: https://www.theculturefactor.com/ 
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For additional reference to provide context for cultural dynamics of first-generation immigration 

into Australia. 

 

Selected Europe 

 

Selected Asia 

 

Selected Africa 
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Australian Cultural Dynamic Scores and Comments 

Power Distance - 38 

• ‘Power Distance’ is defined as the extent to which the less powerful members of 

institutions and organisations within a country expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally and how they then relate to control or hierarchy. What regard is 

given to the ‘system’? 

• Australia scores low on this dimension (38). Within Australian organizations, hierarchy 

is established for convenience, superiors are always accessible, and managers rely on 

individual employees and teams for their expertise. Both managers and employees 

expect to be consulted, and information is shared frequently. At the same time, 

communication is informal, direct and participative. 

Individualism - 73 

• This dimension is the degree of interdependence a society maintains among its 

members. It has to do with whether people's self-image is defined in terms of ‘I’ or ‘We’. 

In Individualist societies, people are supposed to look after themselves and their direct 

family only. In Collectivist societies, people belong to 'in groups' that take care of them 

in exchange for loyalty. 

• Australia, with a score of 73 on this dimension, is a highly Individualist culture. This 

translates into a loosely knit society in which the expectation is that people look after 

themselves and their immediate families. In the business world, employees are 

expected to be self-reliant and display initiative.  

Motivation Toward Achievement and Success - 61 

• A high score on this dimension indicates that the society will be driven by competition, 

achievement and success, with success being defined by the winner / best in field - a 

value system that starts in school and continues throughout organisational life. A low 

score on the dimension means that the dominant values in society are caring for others 

and quality of life. A Consensus-oriented society is one where quality of life is the sign of 

success and standing out from the crowd is not admirable.  

• Australia scores 61 on Motivation toward Achievement and Success and is considered a 

‘Decisive’ society. Behaviour in school, work, and play are based on the shared values 

that people should ‘strive to be the best they can be’ and that ‘the winner takes all’. 

Australians are proud of their successes and achievements in life. 

Uncertainty Avoidance - 51 

• The dimension ‘Uncertainty Avoidance’ has to do with the way that a society deals with 

the future. Should we try to control the future or just let it happen? The extent to which 

the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations and have 

created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these is reflected in the score on 

‘Uncertainty Avoidance’.  

• Australia scores an intermediate 51 on this dimension. 

Long Term Orientation - 56 

• This dimension describes how every society has to maintain some links with its own 

past while dealing with the challenges of the present and future, and societies prioritise 

these two existential goals differently. Normative societies. which score low on this 

dimension, for example, prefer to maintain time-honoured traditions and norms while 
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viewing societal change with suspicion. Those with a culture which scores high, on the 

other hand, take a more pragmatic approach.  

• Australia scores 56 on this dimension and therefore has a pragmatic culture. In 

societies with a pragmatic orientation, people believe that truth depends very much on 

the situation, context, and time. They show an ability to easily adapt traditions to 

changed conditions. 

Indulgence - 71 

• This dimension is the extent to which people try to control their desires and impulses, 

based on the way they were raised. Relatively weak control is called ‘indulgence’ and 

relatively strong control is called ‘restraint’. Cultures can, therefore, be described as 

Indulgent or Restrained. 

• With a high score of 71, Australia is an Indulgent country. People in societies classified 

by a high score in Indulgence generally exhibit a willingness to realise their impulses and 

desires with regard to enjoying life and having fun. They possess a positive attitude and 

have a tendency towards optimism. In addition, they place a higher degree of 

importance on leisure time and act as they please. 
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Solid – Liquid – Gas 

 

 

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman provides a useful metaphor for thinking through the changes in 

cultural dynamics in his ‘Liquid Modernity’ construct.  

For Bauman, modernism represented a solid society where institutional structures were 

regarded and respected. This included the institution of the church and denominations. A 

‘solid’ culture shared a common narrative, and identity was a consistent life project.   

Rather than see the deconstructionism of post-modernism as a reaction to modernism, 

Bouman chooses the term ‘Liquid Modernity’ where the substance of modernism is simply 

heated up to become a liquid. For Bauman, the consumerism generated by modernism’s 

industrial revolution and its impetus toward individual focused ‘therapeutic’ advertising is what 

generated the ‘social heat’ to move a culture from solid to liquid. In this liquid modernity, 

structures, including the church were treated as more fluid and the individual more able to 

choose their engagement and identity within society.  

With the continual focus on the individual, especially through social media where the individual 

becomes the commodity, Bauman identified a shift to a ‘gaseous’ society. In this social context 

of advanced consumerism, identity is free floating. The fixities of culture, including even 

biological factors of age and sex, are pushed back against. Fluid identities can be shaped in 

various contexts using brands and social symbols that can be simultaneous and easily moved 

within. This includes a ‘branded’ form of fluid spirituality where one can create a ‘spiritual’ 

identity that can be easily put on, taken off, and adapted.  

The church is always called to minister within a ‘conforming’ culture. What does it look like to 

be a ‘transforming’ community? 

 

Do not be conformed to the pattern of this word, 

but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. 

Romans 12:2 
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Think Though 

 

• Why do you think Australians have largely disconnected from the ‘organised’ Christian 

church and do not see ‘religion’ as important to their lives? 

• Why do you think our church has high levels of children (that match the wider 

population) when most denominations do not? 

• Why do you think we see a dip in our age profile among our 25-34 year olds and what are 

the implications of this disconnection? 

• What do you see as the implications for the shift from Baby Boomers to Millennials for 

our church? 

• What do you see as the implications of declining immigration numbers for our church? 

• What do you think the uncertain global political environment means for our church? 

• How do you think the increasingly global divide between right and left political 

perspectives, with an increasing nationalism, will play out in Australia and what are the 

implications for our church? 

• What do you see as the implications of digital media for our church? 

• How do you think the widening gap between Australia’s ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ will impact our 

church? 

• How to you think the growing lack of trust in organisations and leadership will impact 

our church? 

• Why do you think Australians score so highly on individualism and what do you think are 

the implications for church leadership and mission? 
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2. Australia’s Religious Landscape 
 

 

 

The place of religion in Australia is unique. Institutionally, it has been shaped through its convict 

heritage, coloured by waves of migration and, more recently, by an emerging awareness of its 

Asian proximity. Hundreds of different religious groups form a rich tapestry of faith inside a 

country that officially calls itself secular. However, despite this diversity “Australians believe 

that people should keep their religious belief to themselves” (Clark, 2019).   

 

 

FIG 2.1 POPULATION AND NUMBERS OF CHRISTIANS AND OTHER RELIGIONS 1911-2021 

(CRA - 2022 – AUSTRALIAN RELIGIOUS AND NON-RELIGIOUS PROFILES – ANALYSIS OF 2021 CENSUS DATA) 
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The Religious Tapestry of Australia 

Christianity arrived in Australia with the British establishment of the convict colony. Indigenous 

spirituality was largely ignored during British colonisation. While it did remain present and 

active, it has only relatively recently been more widely embraced in the construct of the 

‘spiritual’.   

Organized religion was largely equated with its punitive expression and control within the 

convict colony. Religion was a tool to make people ‘good’. The church was engaged with as a 

social obligation and often to the minimum extent possible. At the same time, schools, 

hospitals and social services provided by the churches were positively regarded and seen to be 

making a social contribution.  

This institutional engagement with religion was then overlaid with the diversity of religious 

expressions that came to Australia in the context of the Gold Rush (Bouma, 1996). This period 

included the arrival of Seventh-day Adventist missionaries including Haskell, Corliss, Israel and 

Arnold. The new ‘yankee’ religious expression was a challenge to the established churches and 

not initially well received. However, their breakfast cereal and peanut butter was popular and 

met the need for a fast, healthy breakfast in an industrialising country. 

Following the World Wars, waves of European migration brought further flavours of faith 

expressions. Of more recent decades, Australia’s growing identification with its Asian 

neighbours has strengthened the Eastern religious influence while more recent migration from 

the Middle East has significantly broadened the Islamic expressions. Most religious groups 

present in Australia are here as a result of some form of migration (Bouma and Halafoff, 2017).  

 

The Marginalisation of Religion in Australia 

Religion in Australia is expressed within well-defined groups with an underlying social 

understanding that it does not need to flow beyond its ethnic or cultural grouping. Bouma 

describes Australia as having “an allergy to organised religion”. For Bouma, “Australia has a low 

temperature expectation of religion — don’t get too excited about it — and those who do get 

very excited about it or get more serious about it are viewed with a little bit of suspicion.” 

While the education, health and welfare institutions are still seen as positive there is an implicit 

expectation that these agencies will serve without an overt religious zeal. There is a willingness 

to let religion be, as long as it does not impact ‘me’ and ‘I’ do not have to respond to it.  

Hughes (2010) identifies a “shy hope in the heart” for about half of all Australians but for the 

other half, it is so weak as to suggest that it is not present at all. He outlines how most younger 

Australians approach religion with a pragmatic ‘whateverism’- “whatever works for you is fine”. 

Hughes (2022) describes how the churches no longer contribute to the nature of community, 

especially in the cities, as they did just 30-40 years ago - apart from niche ethic communities. 

As a nation, however, Australians are really not too sure what will work for the long term. 

“Mostly, they focus on the immediate future and the immediate contexts of family and friends 

and enjoying life as much as possible.” 

Hughes explains the disengagement from religion as being shaped by changes in personal and 

social values, particularly in relation to sexuality, within a changing social context. Scientific 

views of the world, medical and technological advances, the growth of welfare systems and 

economic independence of individuals, have radically changed Western Societies and the 

place of religion within them (Hughes, 2025). 
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Mackay exposes the deep vein of ambivalence about religion that runs through our society: “We 

may not actively worship, but we still like to see local churches operating in our midst, and we 

use 'our' church to marry, christen our babies, educate our children and commemorate our 

dead.” He points out our tendency to call on God only in a crisis, and unpacks our human need 

for 'answers', even when science can't find them. Mackay endorses the Christian ideal of the 

good life – a life lived for others – but acknowledges that there are many pathways to that same 

goal, not all of them religious (MacKay, 2016). 

 

 

FIG 2.2 ROLES OF RELIGIONS ORGANISATIONS AS DESCRIBED BY AUSTRALIANS 

 

The move away from religion is also highlighted by the rise in civil celebrant marriages instead of 

religious ceremonies, with the vast majority of marriages now performed by a civil celebrant. 

 

 

FIG 2.3 MARRIAGE CELEBRANT – CIVIL V RELIGIOUS 
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McCrindle (2011) identifies a relocation of meaning-making in Australian society when he 

outlines how the spiritual search for Australians often does not include the church or traditional 

religion in its gamut. “Indeed, there is a perception from many that organised religion is one of 

the last places they would expect to find meaning in their spiritual search”.  

For McCrindle (2011) a significant factor in this shift is Australia’s growing consumer focus and 

how it has created a culture ‘without awe’. Consequently, the transcendent claims of 

traditional religion no longer engender wonder. “This most educated, entertained and endowed 

generation have experienced so much, so young, that they aren’t amazed anymore”.  

In place of traditional religious answers, consumerism offers itself as the solution to the 

existential problems and the location of wonderment, most times through the spectacle of 

entertainment. Moreover, consumerism brings with it a supposed freedom of expression that is 

seen as the opposite to the perceived controls of institutional religion. 

 

Religious Affiliation 

The proportion of Australians attending a church service, at least monthly, has declined from 

36% in 1972 to 16% in 2022. 7% of Australians attend a religious service in an average week 

(NCLS, 2023). 

Christianity remains the most common religion with 43.9% of the population identifying as 

Christian, a decrease from 52.1% in the 2016 Census. 

 

Religion in Australia (2021 census) 

• Christianity (43.9%) 

• No religion (38.9%) 

• Islam (3.2%) 

• Hinduism (2.7%) 

• Buddhism (2.4%) 

• Sikhism (0.8%) 

• Other faiths (0.9%) 

• Unanswered (7.2%) 

 

The 38.9% reporting No Religion is up from 30.1% in the 2016 census. Younger age groups in 

Australia are more likely to have no religious affiliation or hold other spiritual or secular beliefs.  
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FIG 2.4 – AUSTRALIA BY RELIGION 

 

FIG 2.5 CHRISTIANS IN 2016 AND 2021 BY AGE GROUP 

PUBLISHED BY STATISTA RESEARCH DEPARTMENT, SEP 5, 2024. 
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FIG 2.6 RELIGIOUS GROUP AFFILIATION BY AGE (HTTPS://WWW.STATISTA.COM/STATISTICS/1359012/AUSTRALIA-

RELIGIOUS-GROUP-AFFILIATION-BY-AGE/). MCCRINDLE RESEARCH REPORTS SIMILAR DATA. 

 

Spirituality in Australia 

When people indicate on the Census that they have No Religion, it does not mean that they 

reject the idea of God. 

 

FIG 2.7 BELIEF IN GOD – NCLS, 2018 AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

 

Responses can be divided into the following groups: 

• Believers: In 2018, 56%, or a slim majority, of Australians believed in God (26%) or a 

spirit or life force (30%), 

• Agnostic: Some 20% held an agnostic position, indicating “I don’t really know what to 

think”, and 

• Atheist: Some 23% of Australians indicated they were atheist, selecting “I don’t really 

think there is any sort of spirit, God or life force”. 
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• 30% of Australians pray or meditate at least once a week. 18% reported praying or 

meditating most days or more often, with a further 12% doing so at least once a week or 

a few times a week. Another 28% reported praying or meditating occasionally (NCLS, 

2018).   

 

 

FIG 2.8 SPIRITUAL PRACTICES THAT MOST APPEAL TO AUSTRALIANS 

 

More than half of Australians (55%) talk about spirituality or religion (often or occasionally) 

when they gather with friends. Generation Z is the most comfortable of all generations talking 

(often/occasionally) about spirituality or religion (65%). Baby Boomers, on the other hand, are 

the most uncomfortable, with half (51%) never talking about religion or spirituality with friends 

(McCrindle, 2022). 

 

The Spiritual but not Religious 

Hughes identifies the two biggest challenges in the religious profile of Australia over the past 

fifty years as: 

1. The movement of people into the “no religion” category; and  

2. The growth of people who describe themselves as “spiritual but not religious” (Hughes, 

2019).  

Although it is difficult to establish the boundaries around the terms ‘spiritual’ and ‘religious’, in 

cultural parlance, the terms are treated as separate even though they are not necessarily in 

tension. The ‘spiritual’, in marketing terms, refers to an experiential journey of encounter and 

relationship with otherness including powers, forces and beings beyond the scope of everyday 

life. This idea of spirituality brings with it a notion of freedom along with the rejection of what is 

seen as control by traditional religion. While religion still encompasses the spiritual, the term 

‘religion’ is associated with formal, structurally organised ways of being spiritual and often has 

negative connotations.  
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Hughes identifies the spiritual but not religious dichotomy as a function of the rejection of 

traditions, including those of religion, and sees it as a particular Western and Anglophile 

phenomenon. The rejection of religion has occurred more strongly among those whose first 

language is English (Hughes, 2019). The explanation Hughes gives for this rejection of 

institutional religion is the particular form that individualism has taken in Western societies 

where consumerism disconnects from wider stories of culture, religion and tradition and 

creates a withdrawal from community that might be somewhat checked in other cultures.  

McCrindle (2022) describes how in focus groups ‘Gen Y-ers’, while not identifying as religious, 

“are quick to embrace the idea of being spiritual”. Spirituality is celebrated by those who are 

disillusioned by traditional institutional religions and seen as a force for wholeness, healing, 

and inner transformation. In this sense, spirituality is taken to denote the positive aspects of the 

ancient religious traditions, unencumbered by the restrictions of the traditional church.  

 

 

FIG 2.9 WHAT DO SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS, AND NO-RELIGION BELIEVE? 

MCCRINDLE THE CHANGING FAITH LANDSCAPE OF AUSTRALIA 2022 

 

The growing ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’ group provide a particular challenge to traditional 

denominational religious expressions. Hughes (2019) outlines how most people who are 

‘spiritual but not religious’ are not interested in any form of organisational structure, especially 

those that may seek to confine their behaviour by expecting attendance at regular gatherings or 

by requiring adherence to a set of rules or beliefs. The ‘spiritual’ are eclectically willing to 
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abstract from the traditional religions; but for a personal synthesis that creates a self-regulated 

system of spirituality, that can be held together in fresh combinations and beliefs once thought 

of as unlikely companions.  

The same people who are largely indifferent to traditional religious doctrine and discipline are 

demonstrating an attraction to astrology, the occult, and modern forms of Gnosticism (Hugues, 

2019). Spirituality is then moving back into the public space somewhat, just a reworked 

consumable version of it.   

 

Homogenised Spirituality 

In a culture where a consumer-centric spirituality is privatised, individualised and deregulated, 

it could be expected that religion would be fragmented and heterogeneous. However, 

consumer culture generates its own homogenisation of the religious where the complexities of 

theology are downplayed and, in its place, a more abstracted idea of what it is to be ‘spiritual’ is 

marketed. 

As Guthier and Martikainen (2013) observe, “If the contents of belief appear to be diverse and 

heterogeneous, the modes of religious belief and practice have, as a consumer product, never 

been so homogeneous.” While the individual is free to participatively choose in the deregulated 

spiritual market that choice is shaped by homogenised offerings that are able to signal 

acceptable lifestyle choices or the appropriate faith brand.  

The homogenised spiritual offers a non-offensive, easy to engage ‘belief’ system over the more 

complex doctrines and practices of the Christian tradition and particularly unique 

denominational understandings and expressions. 

Bouma (2006) finds evidence for this homogenised shift in the erosion of denominational loyalty 

in Australia as points of difference, apart from those that are particularly marketable, are 

downplayed in favour of the generic. The increase of church attending Australians who fluidly 

move between denominations is, for Bouma, evidence of a Christianity that is more experiential 

and less doctrinally focused.  

Those who choose to participate in a Christian religious group are increasingly likely to choose 

a local worshipping community on some basis other than denominational loyalties or doctrinal 

statement. The result, according to Bouma, can be an individualised, privatised expression of 

spirituality that, somewhat ironically, is fed back into the denominational structure and shapes 

a homogenised expression. Religions then become differentiated brands, but essentially the 

same commodity. Beliefs and practices that once were sealed with an institutional form now 

flow freely over formerly policed boundaries.  

 

The Deregulation of the Spiritual 

Bouma (2006), while noting that Australians are disengaging from traditional expressions of 

religion, challenges the notion that religion in Australia is in decline. Rather than a religious 

decline, Bouma identities a shift in the zone of religious production along with its consumption.  

Bouma views the changes in the religious landscape as merely reflecting the wider cultural 

trend toward the authority of ‘the self’ with an emphasis on feelings and experience. 

“Australians are quite ready to do for themselves what some had previously sought from 

mainstream providers of religious goods and services” (Bouma, 2006). Bouma outlines how 

health industries and other service economies are likewise being deregulated by ‘do-it-yourself’ 
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approaches. The religious shift then is simply reflective of the same movement away from 

institutions to personal agency. The individualised spiritualities are a turning away from one 

form of organisation of the religious market, dominated by religious professionals and 

hierarchy, to a deregulated freedom of religious expressions.  

This relocation of religion, for Bouma, is not inherently negative but simply a reworking of what it 

means to be religious; that includes new opportunities for religious engagement and 

expression. In this context of self-reliance, Bouma identifies a religion and spirituality that is 

thriving, “having seeped out of the monopolistic control of formal organisations like churches” 

(Bouma, 2006).  

For Bouma, candles and incense have ‘escaped’ the sanctuaries of churches and are found in 

homes, offices, celebrations, and private inner sanctums. Bouma sees the personal growth 

programmes and events, offers for meditation, inner growth, and the spiritual themes of 

movies, as expressions of a thriving, deregulated religiosity that is private, individual, and 

mostly removed from the public space yet still an expression of religion. This ‘unshackling’ of 

the religious from traditional institutions has fostered a vastly increased diversity of both 

organised religion and private spiritualties. Bouma would contend, Australia has grown more 

secular and more religious in the last 30 years. “It all depends on where you look.” 

Bouma (2006) makes the point that this trend toward self-reliance and increasing wariness of 

professionals has implications for clergy who are no longer valued or respected for their 

position alone.  

The deregulation of institutional religion is somewhat celebrated in the missional movement. 

Michael Frost views the cultural disengagement from traditional institutional Christianity as a 

positive for the future of Christianity in Australia: 

The death of Christendom removes the final props that have supported the culturally 

respectable, mainstream, suburban version of Christianity… This version of Christianity 

is a façade, a method for practitioners to appear like fine, upstanding citizens without 

allowing the claims and teaching of Jesus to bite very hard in everyday life. With the 

death of Christendom, the game is up (Frost, 2011). 

Frost expresses his hope “that the end of this epoch actually spells the beginning of a new 

flowering of Christianity”.  

 

The Deregulation of the Denomination 

The deregulation process changes the mode with which the individual relates to the 

denomination and what is expected of it. The modernist hierarchical order in which 

denominations delivered their values and ‘substance’ is diminishing in the challenge of 

deregulated individualism and privatisation. If the denomination does not deliver in view of 

consumer culture ascribed expectations, then the ‘customer’ is reflexively taught to simply 

seek out another product/s for the construction of their spiritual bricolage or faith brand.   

Reinder Bruinsma warns that in a culture where personal tastes and preferences become the 

only valid moral standard and where church members oppose the styles of worship and any 

global consensus or tradition that no longer ‘suits’ them, religious systems that seek a common 

belief and authority are under threat. “It is not difficult to see how this anti-institutional, 

individualistic tendency has laid a powerful time bomb under the traditional ecclesiastical 

structures” (Bruinsma, 2009).  
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Lyon (2008) traces the movement of the Christian church in western culture from institution to 

cultural resource. He identifies the shift as being a product of the church losing its ‘grip’ over 

the transcendent factors of space and time. The resulting deregulation brings with it the 

remobilisation of religious resources for educational or welfare purposes but not necessarily as 

a place for connecting to the divine. Religion, in this context, becomes a cultural resource to be 

used in the category of social services often overshadowing the more essential substance of 

the church. 

Lyon (2008) further outlines how the anti-institutional sentiment that matches a self-directed 

consumer quest brings the very structure of a denomination into question. Members apply the 

same user-oriented logic from their daily work and consumer experience to the church 

experience and in so doing reject the denominational notion of seemingly hierarchical 

authority.  

The control systems that the modernist institution once had are lost in the fluid expressions of 

individualism where denominational statements and policies are simply viewed as product 

descriptions that can be chosen to the extent they work within the individual faith brand. At its 

homogenised extreme, denominational claims are simply one expression among many 

seemingly equally valid faith claims.   

In an effort to remain relevant, the institutional church can become increasingly service 

oriented. Often it is as a service agency, including care for the at risk, education institutions and 

health care, that the institutional church is still finding a connection point within consumer 

culture. These services require organisation and compliance which are areas of strength for a 

denominational organisation. In providing services, institutions can find a cultural space that 

provides denominational identity and where individualised spiritualities cannot so easily 

compete. In addition, the Biblical mandate of service allows the denomination to justify the 

cultural resource emphasis. Consequently, it is toward this ‘success’ that denominational 

systems increasingly gravitate.   

For Harvey Cox (2003), “The danger is that religion could become no more than a service sector 

to the global civilization, no longer shaping its values but merely repairing the spiritual damage 

it inflicts.” When a church becomes an organisation whose most significant engagement with 

culture is as a social service, the next question is whether it should accept this cultural space 

and increasingly redirect resources towards funding these user attracting social service 

activities look toward a more substantial missional re-engagement? The answer will include 

aspects of both as the denomination seeks relevance as a cultural resource however maintains 

its essential substance as a missional movement. The tension is in determining and guarding 

these spheres of denominational expression. 

  

Australian Faith Communities 

There are more than 10,500 Christian congregations across Australia, plus congregations of 

other religions (Powell, 2025). 

Congregations act as sources of social capital, and compared to all Australians: 

People of faith experience higher levels of social cohesion. 

The Scanlon Foundation has invested in tracking social cohesion in Australia over many years. 

There are five domains of social cohesion in their framework: belonging, social inclusion and 

justice, participation, acceptance and rejection, and worth 

(https://scanloninstitute.org.au/mapping-socialcohesion-2024). 
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In an analysis which compared church attenders with all Australians, NCLS (2021) found that 

church attendance was significantly positively related to higher social cohesion across all five 

domains: belonging, worth, participation, social justice/equity and acceptance. 

People of faith are more likely to have higher civic engagement. 

Church attenders are more likely than all Australians to be volunteers through formal 

organisations. They are also more engaged on an informal level. Using both NCLS and ACS 

results, Powell (2025) overviews how church attenders were significantly likely to offer informal 

help to others, compared to all Australians. This includes donating money to charities, lending 

or giving money or possessions outside the family, helping someone in crisis, helping the sick, 

and also advocacy, such as contacting a politician about a public issue. 

People of faith have higher levels of wellbeing. 

Powell (2025) outlines that the ACS study supports the findings from many other studies. 

Australians who identify as Christian or “Religious and Spiritual” have higher levels of life 

satisfaction on average, than other Australians. Christians who attend church had the highest 

average scores.  

More research work needs to be done to disentangle what factors might drive these differences.  

 

Australian Perceptions of Christians 

Perceptions of Christians and Christianity are negatively influenced by the actions and 

behaviours of Christians in society. Perceptions of church abuse are the greatest negative 

influence (73% say this is massive/significant). Two thirds (65%) say they are negatively 

influenced by hypocrisy (McCrindle, 2022). 

While there are negative associations with the organised Christian ‘church’, the words used to 

describe Christians are positive. For those who know at least one Christian, the top words used 

to describe Christians are:  

1. Caring (41%)  

2. Loving (35%)  

3. Kind (35%)  

Four in five Australians (79%) know two or more Christians. Nearly 1.5 million Australian adults, 

however, do not know any Christians at all (8%).  
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FIG 2.10 MOST ATTRACTIVE FEATURES OF CHRISTIANITY FOR NON-CHRISTIANS (MCCRINDLE, 2025).  

 

Relationships remain central to Australians engaging with a faith community.   

A key factor which encourages people to accept an invitation to engage with a congregation is if 

it is seen as important to their friend or relative.  

 

 

FIG 2.11 FACTORS THAT ENCOURAGE ACCEPTANCE OF INVITATIONS CHURCH SERVICES (NCLS, 2021). 

 

Conversations with people are the biggest prompt for Australians to think about spiritual or 

religious things (31%) (NCLS, 2021). 

12% of all Australians indicate they are very interested or quite open to changing their current 

religious views. 40% are open, to some extent, to changing their religious views given the right 

circumstances and evidence.  

Younger generations are more likely than older generations to be open to changing their current 

religious views (20% Gen Z, 19% Gen Y, 12% Gen X, 4% Baby Boomers, and 6% Builders say 

they are extremely/significantly open).  
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The greatest attraction to investigating spirituality and religion is experiencing a personal 

trauma or significant life change (66%). Second (64%) is observing people who live out a 

genuine faith.  

 

 

FIG 2.12 TOP ATTRACTORS TO RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY (MCCRINDLE, 2022) 

 

Warm to Cold – Attitudes toward Christianity 

McCrindle’s revised Engle Scale provides a useful, although generalised, way to classify 

Australian’s view of and relationship with Christianity. 30% of Australians consider themselves 

‘Christian’. A further 27% are ‘warm’ towards Christianity with 14% ‘neutral’ towards it. The 

remaining 28% of Australians are ‘cool’ (negative) towards Christianity.  
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FIG 2.13 ATTITUDES TOWARD CHRISTIANITY (MCCRINDLE, 2025) 

 

More than 56% of Australians indicate they are familiar with the Christian faith, 44% have 

limited, little or no familiarity (NCLS, 2021). 

Generation Y are the most likely to suggest they know little or nothing at all about the Church in 

Australia (52% cf. Builders 34%) (NCLS, 2021). 

 

FIG 2.14 FAMILIARITY WITH THE TEACHINGS AND VALUES OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITH. 
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FIG 2.15 AUSTRALIANS AND JESUS 

 

 

FIG 2.16 DIVINITY AND RESURRECTION 

 

One in two Australians (53%) consider Jesus’ life to be extremely or very important in the history 

and culture of the world. Only one in three (31%), however, consider Jesus’ life to be extremely 

or very important to them personally. The top three attributes of Jesus that Australians connect 

with in a positive way are:  

1. Love (50%)  

2. Hope (39%)  

3. Care (34%) 

 

The ‘Undercurrent’ Toward Christianity. 

Dusting, Wherrett and McCrindle (2025) identify an undercurrent in Australian culture toward 

Christianity. While the number of people identifying as Christian in the census is decreasing. 

McCrindle research identifies that there are other groups going against the ‘headlines’ and 

becoming, or reengaging back into, an active Christian faith.  
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FIG 2.17 AUSTRALIANS MOVING FROM NO RELIGION TO CHRISTIANITY (MCCRINDLE, UNDERCURRENT OF FAITH, 2025) 

 

See Fig 2.18 below for full infographic. 

 

Re-Birth of Belief in God? 

British social commentator and cultural analyst Justin Brierly identifies what he terms ‘a 

surprising re-birth of belief in God’ developing within post-Christian culture. For Brierly the tide 

has gone out on belief in God, it has now turned and culturally coming back in. The challenge is 

what and who will shape a healthy picture of God in this return? 

Brierly’s outline is: 

• The New Atheists of the early 2000s – led by Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Christopher 

Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett – predicted a utopia founded upon science and reason 

once we had abandoned religion.  

• However, all that our post-Christian society has delivered so far is confusion, a mental 

health crisis in the young and the culture wars. It’s not surprising then that a movement 

of New Theists has sprung up. 

• Influencers such as Joe Rogan and Douglas Murray are increasingly talking about the 

value of Christian faith and the dangers of casting it off. Former new atheist Ayaan Hirsi 

Ali has been praising the virtues of our Judeo-Christian heritage, after becoming 

convinced that secular humanism cannot save the West. 

 

Christianity has died many times and risen again; 

for it had a God who knew the way out of the grave. 

 

G.K. Chesterton 
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FIG 2.18 UNDERCURRENTS OF CHRISTIANITY INFOGRAPHIC 
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Interesting insights from the 18-34 Age Group. 

The age group that our AUC data indicates a ‘drop off’ for makes for a fascinating case study 

across different data sets. They are the most likely to attend church, but also the most likely to 

leave Christianity.  

This age group embodies the ‘church next’ challenge where they are spiritually open – but open 

to all sorts of other spiritualities as well. 

 

 

FIG 2.19 – YOUNGER GENERATIONS OPENNESS TO SPIRITUAL CONVERSATIONS 

The 18-34 group are also more likely to try a ‘Christian church.’ 

 

 

FIG 2.20 AUSTRALIANS WHO TRIED ‘CHURCH’ IN THE LAST 5 YEARS. 

The 15–24-year age group are the more likely to move away from Christianity.  
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FIG 2.21 YOUNG PEOPLE ARE THE MOST LIKELY TO MOVE AWAY FROM CHRISTIANITY. 

 

 

FIG 2.22 TOP 5 REASONS GEN Z MOVE AWAY. 

 

However, young Australian Christians are much more likely to be regular attenders. 

 

 

FIG 2.23 ATTENDANCE BY GENERATION  
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ABC News – 6/12/2024 
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Source: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-12-06/gen-z-religion/104690496 

 

 

 

Many young people leave their faith not because there is a compelling reason to leave, but 

because there is no compelling reason to stay. 

 

McCrindle, 2025 
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Think Through 

 

• Why do you think Australians value religious institutions including schools, aged care 

and social services yet do not value being part of a congregation? 

• What do you think comes to mind when Australians think of the ‘church’? 

• Why do you think so many Australians are choosing civil over religious celebrants? 

• What do you see as the factors that shape the increasing ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’ 

group in Australia and why do you think they embrace spirituality but not organised 

religion? 

• What do you think the role of a ‘denomination’ is for a culture this is increasingly wary of 

organisation? 

• Do you agree with Brierly that the tide is turning back toward belief in God? If so, what 

do you think this shift might mean for Adventism? 

• What are the implications for Adventism for the spiritual openness of Gen X? 

• Why do you think Gen Z Christians are moving away from Christianity while other Gen 

Z’s, particularly male, are moving toward Chrisitainity? 
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3. The Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia 
 

 

 

Ellen White’s the ‘Angel said Australia’ vision empowered the first Adventist group who arrived 

in Australia in 1885. While Australians had little time for this ‘new’ religion, and while often 

discouraged, the team persevered. Today we can celebrate God’s leading and blessing.  

We can be thankful for: 

• Over 66,000 members across the country who make up over 600 congregations. 

• The excellence of Adventist Schools Australia, with over 17,000 students. Our education 

system provides a thriving cultural interface within a culture that is otherwise 

disconnecting from the Christian ‘church’. 

• Our institutions including Aged Care and Sanitarium are highly regarded and once again 

provide a cultural interface between Adventism and Australians. 

• Our high number of children and youth, relative to other denominations, which gives us 

a new generation to disciple and shape for kingdom impact. 

 

Growth 

 

 

FIG 3.1 THE GROWTH OF ADVENTISM AS A PERCENTAGE OF AUSTRALIA’S POPULATION. 

(CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA) 
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FIG 3.4 PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN DENOMINATIONS 2016-2021. 

(CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA) 
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Fig 3.3 Seventh-day Adventist 

Membership as a Percentage of 

Australia's Population 2014 - 2024

AUC 

Year M/ship AUS Pop % Year M/ship AUS Pop % 

2015 59,725  23,820,236  0.250732 2020 63,112  25,670,051  0.245858 

2016 60,368  24,195,701  0.249499 2021 63,512  25,921,089  0.245021 

2017 61,197  24,590,334  0.248866 2022 64,113  26,177,413  0.244917 

2018 61,979  24,979,230  0.248122 2023 65,086  26,439,111  0.246173 

2019 62,838  25,357,170  0.247812 2024 66,215  26,699,482  0.248001 
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We can also be thankful for the directions our church has taken that have meant that in the face 

of wide denominational decline, we are one of the few religious groups to at least see minimal 

growth between 2011 and 2021.  

However, as a percentage of the population, we reached our peak in 1981 when we were 0.33% 

of the population. 

 

 

FIG 3.5 FAMILY 

CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA. 

 

The proportion of women aged between 15 and 49 who have three or more children (20.8%) is 

higher than in most other denominations, as well as being much higher than the average for the 

population. 

Seventh-day Adventists are more highly educated than people identifying with most other 

denominations. The 2021 Census found that 23% had a university degree.  

In the ‘Contributing to Society Survey’ (Hughes, 2016), Seventh-day Adventists indicated high 

levels of involvement with 58% attending a worship service monthly or more often. The survey 

found that women were much more likely to attend than men, and older people were a little 

more likely to attend than younger people. Our attendance survey found a similar relationship 

(59%) between worship service attendance and membership align with similar male/female 

ratios.  
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FIG 3.6 IMMIGRATION 

(CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA) 

 

The maintenance of numbers, rather than the decline experienced in many other 

denominations, is identified by Hughes as being partly a result of continuing immigration of 

Seventh-day Adventists.  

Almost 40% of Seventh-day Adventists were born overseas, a higher proportion than almost any 

other denomination apart from the Oriental Orthodox. Many have come from New Zealand and 

the Pacific Islands.  
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FIG 3.7 CRA - HUGHES, 2022 –RELIGIOUS PROFILES USING 2021 CENSUS DATA. 

 

Other immigrants have come from various parts of Africa: Zimbabwe, South Africa, Kenya, 

Ethiopia, Zambia, Mauritius, and Burundi. There is also an increasing representation of Asian 

Seventh-day Adventists from across the Asian region along with groups from North and South 

America. Between 2017 and 2021, 3,700 immigrants arrived in Australia who identified as 

Seventh-day Adventists in the 2021 Census (Hughes, 2022). 

 

Diaspora Churches 

The term ‘diaspora churches’ describes the complex phenomena of churches that have 

resulted from the migration of Adventists from other locations, whether in this generation or 

generations past. A diaspora is, strictly speaking, a population that has been dispersed but that 

retains linguistic, cultural, and other connections with its homeland. Some prefer to speak of 

‘ethnic churches’ or ‘migrant churches’. However, where meaningful cultural differences exist, 

the term ‘diaspora church’ recognises the essential distinctions of the ‘place of origin’. 

Religious groups help immigrants to maintain their sense of identity and give them a sense of 

belonging in their new land. They help them to preserve their language, culture, and values 

(Bouma, 1996).  

Diaspora churches are not new in Australia. The Australian Seventh-day Adventist Church, 

being part of a worldwide movement, has been blessed by the various waves of immigration. 

Whether it be more historically European, Chinese and Polynesian groups or more recently, 

various Asian, African and South American groups. The diversity, enthusiasm and sense of 

community have added to what it means to be a multi-cultural church in a multi-cultural 

Australia. Many towns and cities across Australia have substantial diaspora communities and 

historic diaspora churches. It also means we have case studies of what it means to be diaspora 

churches across generations. 

The waves of immigration can bring fresh perspectives and vitality to congregational life. On 

average, immigrants are more religiously active than people born in Australia (Hughes, 2022). 

They not only identify with religious groups strongly, but they are also more involved in them.  

At the same time, when an immigration wave becomes dominant in a non-diaspora church and 

then recreates the cultural expressions from their home country, they can move that 

congregation to a church culture that is less likely to engage the wider secular, post-Christian 

Australia. In some cases, a whole regional town shifts toward an immigration culture which 

means the church matches the demographics of the surrounding culture.  

In our previous waves of immigration, we can see that at least by the third generation, and 

usually the second, the cultural group is facing the same challenges that the wider church 

faces in relationship to secular post-Christian culture. 
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Generally, in the wider Christian churches of Australia, mono-cultural diaspora congregations 

have been very successful in connecting with people from the same ethnicity as the sense of 

community can be very compelling. However, only a very small portion have made any inroads 

into connecting with their third generation or the wider Australian culture. It can become 

uncomfortable and a threat to ‘community’ and ‘culture’ to make the changes that would 

embrace a wider group. Keep in mind, many non-diaspora churches are stuck on the downward 

side of the life cycle for similar reasons where congregational comfort makes them unlikely to 

re-focus missionally.  

To this point, a strength of Adventist diaspora churches has been in how the second and third 

generation diaspora Adventists come into leadership and increasingly seek to establish 

intercultural churches which can more easily connect with the multi-cultural 84% Australia. 

 

 

  

Currently, Adventists from the Global South bring gifts with them to share in Australia including 

a vibrant spirituality, evangelistic zeal, and an unshakeable confidence in God. They also 

embrace a theology that recognises the reality of spiritual forces which often have a minimal 

place in Western thought. However, the approach to organization, hierarchy, and formality can 

limit their ability to connect beyond their own culture.  

As second-generation immigrants become adults, they tend to have similar patterns of 

involvement to most Australians and move away from the previous generation’s faith 

community. The continued strength of religious groups may not be maintained over generations 

unless it continues to be strengthened by the arrival of new immigrants. 

The future of Adventism in Australia is to some extent connected to how well we can foster 

intercultural expressions of Adventism that connect well within multi-cultural Australia.  
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Church Life 

 

 

 

FIG 3.8 ATTENDANCE SURVEY: MY RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS IS… 

 The growing in connection with Jesus could indicate a positive journey of discipleship which 

should generate a missional focus. 

 

 

FIG 3.9 ATTENDANCE SURVEY: I AM ACTIVELY INVOLVED IN SHARING JESUS WITH OTHERS 

SCALE: 1 – 10 WITH 1 BEING NO INVOLVEMENT AND 10 BEING FULLY INVOLVED 

Our biggest group indicates a neutral response when asked if they are sharing Jesus with 

others. Where conversations are what connect most non-religious Australians to a faith 

community having the ‘5’ group have these ‘everyday’ conversations offers untapped potential 

if we can inspire and generate the right conversations.  

 

 

FIG 3.10 ATTENDANCE SURVEY: MY OVERALL SATISFACTION WITH CHURCH LIFE IS… 

Most Australian Seventh-day Adventists are at the positive end of the ‘Satisfaction with Church 

Life’ question. This may be a consumer mediated satisfaction that does not drive missional 

engagement, or it could be a leverage point to share their positive experience. Either way, we 

have a positive base to work with.  
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Missional Adventism 

The ‘Engaged’ yet ‘Counter-Cultural’ Community. 

In a culture that scores high on individualism, yet has a longing for connection, what might it 

look like for the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia to be missional communities? What 

communities might engage the 84% of Australians who are not part of a faith community? In a 

culture that is increasingly anxious, what might it look like to be a non-anxious presence that 

models the values of God’s Kingdom? 

• A loving trinitarian God, compels us to shape loving, outward focused communities. 

• A creative God compels us to be part of the recreation of loving community. 

• Adventism has within its theological developments shared imaginations, doctrines and 

understandings that can be leveraged, to provide tools that inform its expression within 

advanced consumer culture.  

• Laura Hartman (2011, Christian Consumer) particularly identifies Sabbath-keeping, 

creation-based eschatology, and the promotion of a healthy wholistic lifestyle as key 

components of Adventism that have potential to inform and challenge behaviour within 

advanced consumer culture.  

• The Seventh-day Adventist movement is called to be a counter-cultural remnant that 

remains engaged within culture yet provides a counter-cultural community to 

relationally inform it with a greater imagination of what it is to be human.   

• The themes of the Great Controversy, including being the counter-cultural remnant, 

come together in the celebration of the Sabbath. The Sabbath brings together 

meanings, beliefs, symbols, and activities in a celebration of a better humanity that 

challenges the consumer promises. It provides a foundational practice for identity 

construction beyond consumer narratives, 

• The Adventist impetus that grows out of the three angels of Revelation 14 further calls 

for a culturally engaged yet counter-cultural community. The remnant construct 

provides a powerful metaphor for living the tension of a counter-cultural community, 

whose mission compels it to remain engaged within culture yet, create a counter 

cultural community that embeds people into the divine narrative of relational 

community.  

• Rather than consumer measurements and ‘my needs’ based interactions, the counter-

cultural missional community focuses on the restoration of relationships, justice and 

beauty. Each of these themes can capture the imagination for a different world and way 

of being human.  

• The mission of the ‘remnant’ then is to live out community in the face of ‘Babylon’ while 

inviting people to ‘come out’ of the ‘empire’ and experience the new community.   

• Our advanced consumerism culture, rather than simplifying and hollowing out 

Adventism, could, somewhat ironically, be the impetus for its missional re-engagement. 

 

  

  



 57 

Think Through 

 

• What would you say are the top three strengths of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 

Australia and how can we leverage those strengths for greater missional effectiveness? 

• Is our denomination structure a help or hindrance to mission?  

• What do you see as the implications for immigration shaping the growth of our church? 

• Why do you think a large group of our members are not involved in sharing Jesus with 

others? 

• What Adventist congregations do you see effectively connecting with post-Christian 

Australia and what do you think we can learn from these congregations? 

• Why do you think the Anglicans, Salvation Army, Presbyterian, and Uniting Churches 

experienced such significant decline over the period 2016-2021? 

• Why do you think parents in our church have more children than in other denominations 

and what are the implications for ministry? 

• What do you think are the implications for the high-level of education in our church? 
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4. Implications, Innovation, and Obstacles 
 

 

 

“Means will be devised to reach hearts. Some of the methods used in this work will be different 

from the methods used in the work in the past; but let no one, because of this, block the way by 

criticism.” Ellen White, Review and Herald, September 30, 1902.  

“There must be no fixed rules; our work is a progressive work, and there must be room left for 

methods to be improved upon. But under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, unity must and will be 

preserved.” Ellen White, The Review and Herald, July 23, 1895.  

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Missional Journey in Australia: 

Then to Now 

After a seemingly slow and at times disheartening start, the Seventh-day Adventist pioneers to 

Australia found ways to connect. Public evangelism and personal Bible Studies were combined 

with print resources and tenacity. Adventist congregations were spreading across the country. 

Our focus on papers, tracts and books connected well in a print-oriented culture. Sanitarium 

Health Foods was a tremendous success and enabled the church to extend mission into the 

South Pacific. The church we see today is testimony to God’s leading, ingenuity and a heart to 

impact Australia. 

• The tent mission approach with its evangelistic series connected well with a truth-

oriented culture. It resonated with an Australia where people largely had a degree of 

biblical literacy based upon a culturally encouraged Sunday School attendance for 

children. 

• However, the challenge of a changing culture, especially since the 1960s, has meant 

Australians have continued to move more to the left on the ‘discipleship continuum’. 

Whereas once we used to move people from -2 to 0 or shift people on the right of the 

cross, today most Australians are closer to the -10 end of the continuum.  
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FIG 4.1 COMING TO AND GROWING IN FAITH CONTINUUM 

  

Public evangelism, in its various iterations, still connects with some sections of our community 

and acts as a harvest point in an evangelism process. In an anxious culture, there is room for 

public presentations that provide hope and purpose (for example, the impact of Faith FM). 

There is a place for the wide scale public projects that make broad connections. However, 

simply setting up a ‘preaching tent’ no longer connects as it once did. Each step of the journey 

on the left of the cross takes just as much connection and movement as the decisions from -1 

to 0 that we celebrate. However, the number of steps makes the journey to the cross a much 

slower process. 

In a culture that values relationship over truth, evangelism is more about: 

• Dialogue over Monologue, 

• Compelling Story over Compelling Proof, 

• Conversations over Presentations, 

• Fellow Travellers over Us/Them, 

• Swimming with the fish over fishing from the bank, 

• Belonging before believing over Believe to belong, 

• Context driven over Event driven 

• Go and be over Come and see                        

 

The Church Growth Movement 

By the 1980s, the Christian church could be seen to be already disconnecting from what used 

to be a pro-Christian culture.  

The most clearly articulated attempt to have the church connect with the increasingly driven 

consumer culture was the ‘church growth movement’.  

The church growth movement was foundationally a mission-focused approach to position the 

church as relevant, credible and engaging in a culture that was increasingly becoming 

‘unchurched’ (Keller, 2012). In seeing Western culture as a ‘new mission field’, church growth 

essentially related the contextualisation strategies shaping foreign mission to the disengaging 

western context.  

The task for the church growth strategist was to discern the culture and express or ‘package’ 

Christianity in ways that were more relevant and engaging. This focus often included an 

emphasis on “self-fulfilment and the practical benefits of faith to individuals.” (Keller, 2002).   

Ed Stetzer (2005) observes that the original church growth emphasis was missional, however, 

became “lost in its Americanized forms” that were already deeply coloured by consumerism. 
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Worship styles, facilities, structures, and ministry programs were shaped with a view to 

relevance and attracting growth. Attendance became the practical measure of this growth.  

The result was that people engaged with the church expecting variety, their needs to be met 

and, as simply attenders, to measure the worship service in relation to their expectations and 

perceived needs.  

The Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia, in a quest for relevance, engaged in the church 

growth movement and many leaders embraced its principles. With good missional intentions, 

the Institute of Church Ministry was formed and encouraged the church growth inspired 

approaches. 

However, the enthusiasm was moderated by a lack of ‘success’ when compared to North 

American models. While there were some examples of church growth ‘success’ and a focus on 

the ‘unchurched’ led to outward focused conversations and strategies, overall, the North 

American church growth success was not replicated in Australian.  

Factors identified as limitations included a centralised structure that made it difficult to 

emulate the congregational church growth models and a prescriptive church manual that was 

used to negate local church restructuring (Salom, 1992). 

 

Church Health 

A more wholistic, less branded approach to church growth was seen in the church health 

movement. The church health focus was primarily experienced in Australia, and particularly in 

Adventism, through the work of Christian Schwarz and the Natural Church Development (NCD) 

process. NCD, while still focusing the church on intentional mission and reaching the 

community with ‘needs oriented evangelism’, moved beyond a simple metric of attendance to 

include ‘passionate spirituality’, albeit the definition of what constitutes the spiritual is very 

fluid.  

The internally focused, needs oriented, emphasis of the NCD process can engender a 

pragmatic, customer centric response that once again reinforces the independence of the 

individual. While a customer focus is not inherently negative, NCD, if not challenged and 

shaped by a more missional foundational ecclesiology, can simply encourage the church, in a 

quest for internal approval, to become even more convenient and entertaining.  

At the same time, NCD asks questions and gives measurement on ‘core qualities’ including 

‘loving relationships’ and ‘wholistic small groups’ which are factors of church life that 

consumer culture plays a large part in negating and which Seventh-day Adventist congregations 

in Australia often have among their lowest factors. The conversations NCD can generate then, 

while perhaps beginning with a user-focus, can actually engage the church leadership in a 

discussion of how the congregation is being shaped and then chart ways forward to address the 

challenges.   

 

Digital Discipleship 

A recent iteration of reapplied church growth thinking is expressed in the ‘digital discipleship 

movement’. The blogs of the digital discipleship influencers revolve around target audience, 

church branding, market strategy and customer experience. The concepts expressed reflect a 

digitised re-application of the same market theory that informed the church growth movement.   
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Once again, the intent is mission focused. However, the unquestioned assumption that church 

is a ‘brand’ requiring a ‘marketing strategy’ and that people are ‘customers’ who require a ‘user 

experience’ presents the church in commodified terms.  However, in place of attendance, 

success is measured in digital followers, likes, views and shares.  

This is not to imply that digital engagement is not a positive step – it is essential if we are to 

connect with younger generations who are digital natives. As missionaries, we must discern 

what is missing from each culture that Jesus seeks to restore and renew. For Gen Z and Gen 

Alpha, authentic community and physical connections are increasingly crucial due to their lived 

experiences in a digital world.  

The challenge is to move beyond the initial consumer mediated engagement to a substance 

that informs that very consumerism. The church needs to present as a consumable to engender 

cultural engagement – but then it needs to grow a community that imagines life beyond 

consumerism and in which the substance of Adventism (God) grows people beyond the 

consumer focus that initially facilitated the engagement. The goal is not simply the first 

environment.  

 

FIG 4.2 – SAYERS MODEL OF MINISTRY ENVIRONMENTS – THE FIRST ENVIRONMENT IS ONLY PART OF THE STRATEGY 

(SAYERS, 2019) 

Mission requires effective communication and cultural engagement. In consumer culture, this 

recognition is inherently mediated in commodified terms. Growth strategies, including digital 

discipleship, work mostly as the commodifiable, marketable forms. The limitation is if the 

packaging is the total extent of engagement or if the container holds little substance beyond the 

consumables.   

Adventist understandings of the Sabbath, wholistic health and creation can all be presented in 

ways that offer a ‘commodity’ to the consumer. Yet, within those very doctrines are aspects 

that can grow beyond the initial consumer engagement. That growth happens in the context of 

relationship. 

The opposite to consumerism is biblical community. 
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The Missional Church Response: The Culturally Engaging Yet Counter 

Cultural Community 

As somewhat of a reaction to modernism’s instrumental view of the church, the missional 

expression is foundationally premised on Missio Dei with an emphasis on what it means to be 

‘sent’ into the world to join God’s work in culture. 

 “The Missional focus is a changed relationship between the church and its local context, one 

that calls for a renewed understanding of the church’s identity in God” (Van Gelder and 

Zscheile, 2011). 

The missional church is an approach rather than a model of church. Frost describes the 

missional church emphasis as “very unconcerned” over new models of doing church but rather 

takes a variety of church expressions, including traditional evangelical ecclesiology and even 

megachurches, and asks: “What does it look like for mission?” (Frost 2006). 

Van Gelder and Zscheile (2011) outline how for the missional church, the ‘world’ rather than 

church is the primary locus of God’s mission. The focus then shifts from mission being defined 

primarily in terms of the ‘mission of the church’ to understanding that the church’s mission 

instead is derived within the ‘mission of God’. 

God is already at work in Australian culture and the church is sent to join that work and so be an 

active agent in addressing the challenges of culture for the sake of God’s Kingdom. 

The missional focus includes a tension between joining God, who is already at work in culture, 

yet at the same time seeing the church as a ‘contrast society’. The ‘world’ can be seen as 

something ‘out there’ into which the church is being ‘sent’ rather than the church itself already 

being embedded within culture.  

The church as the ‘contrast society’ that recognises its engagement with culture yet provides an 

expression of a different way of relational life within the construct of that society. The missional 

church defines itself as a counter-culture and so confronts the ‘idols’ of the culture while set 

within and serving its cultural surroundings (Keller, 2012). Keller outlines how “A missional 

church must understand itself as a servant community – a counter-culture for the common 

good.”   

 

Church Planting in Australia 

All of our 648 congregations started out as church plants, mostly for healthy reasons. However, 

like any organisation, the natural drift is toward an inward focus where the needs of the growing 

organisation can overshadow the outward focus that engendered the earlier phases of the 

growing organisation. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Context 

As a denomination in Australia, we have recognised the necessity of church planting and, over 

the last thirty years, have explored different strategies and iterations of what it means to focus 

on and support church planting. 

The SPD have a church planting focus as part of the Adventist Mission role and in various ways 

have continued to retain a church planting focus amongst the various resourcing and ministry 
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focus changes that have been made. The SPD has facilitated various church planting initiatives 

and continues to do so. 

In our Conferences, church planting has gone through various seasons. In early 2005-2015, WA 

was intently focused on a church planting strategy. At various points, GSC and NNSW have 

employed a church planting coordinator. Currently, VIC has a specific church planting role 

while other Conferences have made it a function of Adventist Mission. 

All of our Conferences can point to church planting as part of their strategy for mission. 

The Adventist Mission/Global Mission initiatives have been funded, and we can look back at an 

extensive list of church plants that have been developed through the Adventist Mission process. 

Some of these projects are now established churches who have planted more churches. The 

projects that have worked best (by metrics of attendance/membership/giving), for the most 

part, have been focused on ethnic groups.  

While we can point to some excellent success stories, we have not been good at working out 

why so many of our planting strategies and plants have not achieved the outcomes we would 

have initially intended – especially those who were focused on the secular, post-Christian 

context. 

  

The Wider Christian Context for Church Planting in Australia 

This section summarises the research by Stetzer (2016), Lifeway, for Reach Australia (Baptist). 

46% of people attending new churches have come from another church, 14% were 

unchurched, and a further 19% had been de-churched long-term. 

New Australian churches that have supportive systems, experienced leaders, and intentional 

support ministries are more likely to have higher weekly worship attendance, higher annual 

commitments to Christ, be a quarter or more unchurched congregation and be financially self-

sufficient. 

The recommendations: 

• If the future of the church relies on a church planting culture across Australia and more 

intentionality with evangelism and discipleship, the Australian church is going to require 

many ministry-focused leaders in the future. It will also need to implement a fit-for-

purpose leadership development pathway, with support systems for church planters.  

• Bible colleges are well-regarded but need to think through what it looks like to offer the 

flexibility and efficiencies that many church leaders increasingly seek and especially in 

the context of church planting. Apprenticeship or internship models are one strategy 

churches are trialling to practically equip the next generation of leaders.  

• Create opportunities for a diverse range of people to become leaders. Raising and 

releasing diverse leaders can help churches to extend their reach into new spaces. 

 

  



 64 

Exponential  

Exponential Australia (an inter-denominational church planting support and resourcing 

network) explored the context of church planting across the Australian Christian church. The 

Survey indicated that the responding denominations were planting 153 new churches in 2024, 

up 21% from the 126 churches planted in 2023. This was a significant increase in church 

planting activity 

Denominational leaders were asked to identify the obstacles to church planting and what help 

they would need to increase their church planting focus:  

 

FIG 4.3 OBSTACLES AND IDENTIFIED HELP 

COLLATED FROM EXPONENTIAL AUSTRALIA DENOMINATIONAL SURVEYS (SEP 2024) 
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FIG 4.4 EXPONENTIAL CHURCH PLANTING IN AUSTRALIA OVERVIEW SLIDES 



 66 

A recent article by Tim O Neill, the leader of Exponential in Australia, provides an overview of 

the challenges growing out of the NCLS/Exponential Research. Tim will be with us for the 

opening afternoon of Church Next. 

___________________________ 

 

 

 

We Need More Church Planters - A Shift in Focus Is Required 

Tim O’Neill, Exec. Chair, Exponential Australia. 

 

Recent trends in relation to the future of the church in Australia are far from positive with 

National Christian Life Survey (NCLS) reporting that an increasing number of churches in 

Australia are in decline. The research commissioned by Exponential Australia also informs that 

the number of churches planting new churches has halved in recent times. 

That’s not enough to turn the prospects of the church in Australia around. In fact, it’s far from it. 

So, what’s the solution? 

We Need to See More Churches Planted 

The obvious answer is that we need to plant new churches. Tim Keller in an essay entitled “Why 

Plant Churches” (January 11, 2002) wrote that: 

“The vigorous, continual planting of new congregations is the single most crucial 

strategy for (1) the numerical growth of the body of Christ in a city and (2) the continual 

corporate renewal and revival of the existing churches in a city. Nothing else—not 

crusades, outreach programs, parachurch ministries, growing megachurches, 

congregational consulting, nor church renewal processes—will have the consistent 

impact of dynamic, extensive church planting. This is an eyebrow- raising statement, 

but to those who have done any study at all, it is not even controversial.” 

New churches are needed to reach people who aren’t part of existing churches; people who 

have different ethnic backgrounds, social statuses and live in different parts of our nation. In 

fact, new churches are much more likely to reach the people that existing churches can’t reach. 

Keller went on to state: 
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“Dozens of denominational studies have confirmed that the average new church gains 

most of its new members (60–80 percent) from the ranks of people who are not 

attending any worshiping body, while churches over ten to fifteen years of age gain 80–

90 percent of new members by transfer from other congregations. This means the 

average new congregation will bring six to eight times more new people into the life of 

the body of Christ than an older congregation of the same size.” 

Many great steps have taken place to stimulate church planting in Australia; church planting 

ministries are available to help, funding sources are available to financially support, and many 

denominations and networks have set objectives in relation to church planting and allocated 

resources and designed processes accordingly. 

We Need More Church Planters! 

But I think there is one critical shift that must take place. We must shift our focus to prioritise 

the raising of church planters. To put it simply, church planters plant churches. And if we don’t 

have enough church planters, we won’t have enough churches being planted. 

I first realised this twenty or so years ago through involvement in a vibrant church planting 

movement in another country. We realised that the more church planters that could be trained 

and sent out, the more churches would be planted. 

Raising church planters is the key driver to planting more churches. If instead the focus is on 

planting churches, we miss this critical step. Jesus made it clear in Luke 10:2 that the issue 

wasn’t in the harvest; it was in seeing workers deployed into the harvest. 

Exponential Australia has a vision goal of seeing 1,000 churches a year being planted in 

Australia by 2032. To see that goal established we believe that 10,000 church planters will need 

to be raised, resourced and released by that time. 

Following are some critical shifts I believe we must make if we are to see this vision goal 

achieved. 

1. We must – Celebrate and Applaud Church Planters 

Church planters are modern day missionaries in our own nation. However, unlike missionaries 

they frequently don’t have a wage provided or other forms of support that missionaries have. 

Church Planters need to be celebrated and applauded. The future of the church in our nation 

rests largely with them. Too often they feel alone, unseen and disconnected. By hi-lighting and 

celebrating their stories we will be valuing the important work that they are doing as well as 

making this work more broadly known so that others might catch the vision of also becoming 

church planters. 

2. We must – Cast the vision for different church planting models 

Most people will have a concept of what church is like gleaned from the church they attend. In 

some cases that may be off-putting for them. Perhaps they couldn’t imagine leading a church 

like that or even wanting to do so. Likewise, they mightn’t want to leave their careers to be full 

time in the ministry. But perhaps their perceptions aren’t correct and there may be different 

models of what church might look like. And perhaps they mightn’t need to leave their career but 

could be bi-vocational or co-vocational as church planters and leaders. 

There is a great opportunity to cast a vision for being a church planter with stories from different 

planters in different scenarios that can be seen by many men and women across our nation. 
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3. We must – See the number of church multiplication ministries increased 

Church multiplication ministries play a critical role in creating the capacity to assess, train and 

coach church planters, and I’m thankful that they exist in Australia. There are parts of the 

Australian church though that are largely untouched by these ministries. I recall a conversation 

with a successful female church planter recently. She described how when she felt a call to 

plant, she couldn’t find a ministry that would help her because she was a woman and belonged 

to a Pentecostal denomination. I’m sure that there would have been solutions available to this 

lady who has gone on to plant a number of churches, but the right solutions weren’t easy 

enough for her to find. 

We need to see more multiplication ministries with different flavours in our nation. We also 

need to see their profile lifted so that they are easier to find and so that church planters can 

benefit from journeying with them. 

4. We must – Encourage the development of leadership pipelines to raise church planters 

Every denomination and church developing a church planting ministry needs to have a 

leadership pipeline in place to raise church planters. This could be an internal pipeline, or one 

offered by a multiplication or other ministry. Without a pipeline in place, the desire to plant 

more churches will be wishful thinking without strategy. Sadly, there are few leadership 

pipelines in our nation at present that are aimed at raising church planters. 

In the church planting movement in another country mentioned above, we realised that the key 

to planting more churches was in establishing more training centres to train more church 

planters. The more people that enter an effective training program and graduate from it, the 

more churches will be planted. 

5. We must – Work to ensure finances are directed to the raising of church planters 

We are thankful that the prospect of financial assistance for planting is a reality in our country. 

However as has been said, churches get planted by church planters, so if we really want to see 

planting accelerated, we need to see more planters raised. 

Financial assistance to enable prospective church planters to be assessed, trained, and 

coached will be valued as will internships and mechanisms to raise planters and allow 

churches to plant pregnant. 

6. We must – See the success goal posts changed from growth to multiplication 

When the major goal of a church is growth of the congregation, that’s where prayer and 

resources; both people and financial get directed. Young and emerging leaders will be directed 

into ministries both existing and new that serve the growth of the church. 

But what if the church’s main goal wasn’t increasing its seating capacity, but rather it’s sending 

capacity? What if success was defined by the number of church planters sent and the number 

of congregations planted? It would be revolutionary! 

Until churches value multiplication as much as or more than growth, the ministries of the 

church rather than the prospect of church planting will be where young, and emerging leaders 

will be drawn to. 

7. We must – Stimulate prayer for workers for the harvest. 

Jesus called us to ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into the harvest field (Luke 

10:2). He made it clear that the problem wasn’t in the harvest itself, but in seeing workers raised 



 69 

and sent into the harvest field. That’s what church planters are; workers who venture into the 

harvest field to bring in the harvest. 

So, what are we to do? Pray, asking the Lord of the harvest to send more out. And playing our 

part whether it be as church planters or those who will play critical roles in raising them, 

assessing them, training them, releasing them, coaching them, financially assisting them, and 

of course praying for them. 

I pray that the Lord of the harvest will raise and release into the harvest field 10,000 church 

planters between now and 2032. 

___________________________ 

  

Innovation 

As we explore fresh expressions of what it is to be a missional church community in Australia, 

we will need innovative thinking that embraces fresh challenges, identifies cultural openings 

where God might already be at work, and leverages resources to shape new expressions of 

what Adventist communities can look like in Australia.  

While we are not all innovators (if we fit organisational theory, only 2-5% are), we can all be part 

of creating and supporting an environment that fosters, protects and supports innovative 

thinking.  

 

 

FIG 4.5 CHANGE ADAPTABILITY 

  

However, many innovative ideas do not work, and organisations are designed to protect the 

institution, particularly non-profit organisations. Consequently, innovation is seen as a threat or 

an option if there are resources available that can be ‘lost’. 

However, companies who have profit as a driver must innovate to pioneer new markets, meet 

changing demands and remain competitive. 

Powell and Pepper (2024) explored innovation in the Australian Christian Church. They identify 

a willingness and desire to innovate however a lack of process, support, capacity and 

understanding can make innovation difficult. Powell and Pepper used Schein’s model of 

organisational culture to analyse the likelihood for innovation in a church setting.  
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In Schein’s model of organisational culture 

• Artifacts are the visible structures processes and behaviours – this is the sphere where 

innovation is most likely to occur however still difficult. 

• Values are the strategies, goals and aspirations of the organisation.  If innovation 

challenges values, then anxiety increases in the organisation. 

• Underlying assumptions are the unconscious beliefs people hold to be true – they are 

difficult to articulate and difficult to change.  

At each of the organisational levels, innovation, although desired and encouraged, is 

increasingly blocked. 

Over time organisations solidify factors in each level that make innovation difficult and often 

the organisation needs to foster an innovation environment beside the established levels, 

without the encumberments of fixed culture, that can then freely risk and safely model and then 

feed back into the wider organisation after the risk/safely level has been established. 

 

 

FIG 4.6 SCHEIN’S MODEL OF ORGANISATION CULTURE 
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The Sanitarium Example 

We can be very proud of our Health Food Company. God’s blessing is evident and seen through 

clever, innovative leadership. 

Sanitarium provides a model of innovation where new products are continually developed and 

trialled. However, for various reasons, not all of the new products work when it comes to the 

market. What does Sanitarium learn from those products that don’t work so well? 

In addition, other products, even if they have an established market, are deleted if there are 

opportunities that these products are taking resources away from. 

A product that has worked well is ‘The Alternative Dairy Company’ range of barista milks. 

Intriguingly, the Alternative Dairy products do not carry the Sanitarium logo as, for instance, So 

Good does. It aims at a more alternative, less corporate, café niche and so is not made 

available in supermarkets next to So Good. 

While church is not a business, and discipleship will grow people beyond being consumers of 

the church product, there is a lot we can learn about innovation from our Sanitarium team who 

are ‘reaching’ Australians extremely well. 
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Think Through 

 

• What do you see as the biggest obstacles to a more missional Adventist church in 

Australia? 

• How well do you think we have adapted to ministry within the changing cultural context 

of post-Christian Australia? 

• How do you think we are placed to connect with the increasingly ‘spiritual’ but not 

‘religious’ group of Australians? 

• What lessons do you think we should be learning from the church growth movement? 

• What do you see as the role of the denomination in church planting? 

• What would you say are the obstacles to effective missional church planting in your 

Conference? 

• Do you think churches can be moved from inward to an outward focus and what steps 

can a conference take to encourage that re-focus? 

• What do you think it would take to encourage a greater level if innovation in your 

Conference? 

• If Jesus doesn’t come back first, where do you see the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

ten years from now? 

• What are the most important steps you believe we need to take now to move toward a 

more missional Adventist church in Australia? 

• If you could implement one strategy that would move the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

in Australia toward a more missional focus, and you knew it wouldn’t fail, what would it 

be. 

• What factors do you think stop us from being more of a ‘learning’ organization that 

analyses what did and did not work to shape future directions? 
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Do you feel like this pre-reading offered lots of questions without solutions? If so, then great!  

Mapping out solutions is what we will be doing together on 7-9 May. That’s our job together. If 

there were easy answers, we would likely have already found them. However, ‘church as usual’ 

is also not the answer. We can too quickly see where the graphs are going and, while we might 

celebrate wins in our own ministry areas, together we need to address the bigger picture of 

what it means to be a missional church in our secular, post-Chrisian cultural context. 

Keep in mind, we are only starting the Church Next process in May. It is the first step in a journey 

towards creating a new culture that innovates and refocuses on the Mission of God.  

Between now and our Church Next consultation, please be praying through the challenges 

outlined, the conversations that we will be having, and seeking God’s leading. It is His church. 

He promised that He will build it (Matthew 16:18) and guide it. 

The next chapter of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, as it impacts secular, post-Christian 

Australia, is being written by us. Where is God in this chapter? Where is our passion for God’s 

Kingdom? Where will we join God in His mission? What part are you playing in this chapter? 

Jesus is the Great Hope for the church in Australia, a hope that the trends and statistics don’t 

show. It is Jesus who invites us to join Him in the Great Commission of Matt 28:19, 20 and the 

Great Commitment of John 17:18-20 

The Parable of the Sower (Matthew 13; Mark 4; Luke 8) points to the importance of the soil for 

the reception of the gospel message and the growth of the Kingdom of God. The parable 

highlights the power of the gospel in the receptive heart. The following parables of the growing 

seed make the point that though almost invisible at first, the Kingdom grows irresistibly.  

Our motivation is our love for God and His children. Our field is Australia.  

 

Let us not become weary in doing good, 

for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 

 

Galatians 6:9 
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