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ABSTRACT
Secular post-modern Australian society is witnessing a
decline of the ‘church-in-power’ model. To suggest that the
church is in crisis in this era is an understatement, but this
crisis may offer new opportunities for understanding the
nature of people leaving church. This paper investigates
the phenomenon of Australian evangelical Christians
who are leaving the church, but generally retaining faith.
An exploration of the reframing of faith via the lens of
exilic theology is pertinent to this demographic and offers
insights for church leavers, their new communities and the
communities from which they have departed. Their voices
are worth paying attention to by the evangelical church.

INTRODUCTION

ZADOK PAPER S217

A portion of the population of Australian evangelical
Christians is increasingly leaving church whilst generally
retaining faith.1 They may be known as: ex-churched,
prodigals, lost-sheep, church-leavers, the churchless,
exiles, refugees,2 the Done (as in ‘done with church’, as
opposed to the None), the Dechurched. The process of
leaving may be referred to as ‘unchurching’.3 Metaphors
used to image the phenomenon of church-leaving include
exodus, exile or even notions of hemorrhaging faith and
actions aimed at ‘stemming the tide’.4 These descriptions
of the people and the phenomenon are generally framed
in negative imagery, depicting the church leaver in terms
of where they have left or what they are not, not who
they are becoming. The generalised terminology also
does not helpfully distinguish between those who are
leaving church whilst retaining faith and those who are
leaving church and faith. This binary in itself may not
be helpful at times for those who have left church and
are yet to determine the effect on their faith, but for the
purposes of this paper I am focusing on church leavers
who are retaining faith after departing from Evangelical,
Pentecostal and Charismatic (EPC) churches.5
Alan Jamieson’s important study, conducted as his
sociology PhD research, involved interviews with those
who had left EPC churches.6 The study examines key
aspects of the churches from which his interviewees were
leaving, with the predominant form being conservative
and influenced by fundamentalism.7 These churches are
generally characterised by a literal reading of the Bible,
a focus on evangelism that seeks conversions (expressed
via commitment to the church) rather than faith
development, and a minimal spotlight on social justice or
political action as an important aspect of faith. Along with

the strong communities that are developed, EPC churches
use contemporary worship styles with an emphasis on
personal experience. Authoritarian and charismatic
leadership styles, the church growth movement, and
business models of church structure that focus on
numbers (such as the mega-church model) all influence
governance in EPC churches. These features affect why
people leave EPC churches, but also the specific issues
that they may encounter in the leaving process.8
I am not principally going to examine the statistics
or the major causes of church leaving.9 I make the
assumption that it is happening, advocate for the value of
listening to the stories of those who leave and consider
the ongoing faith development of those outside of the
church. I also appropriate exile as a promising biblical
motif to describe the church leaver’s situation. Regardless
of the transitions the religious landscape is experiencing,
I note Bouma’s optimistic overview that ‘Australia’s
religious and spiritual life is alive and well: a substantial
majority of Australians continue to identify with a
religious group, and spirituality is on the rise ... Australia’s
religious and spiritual life is changing. It is becoming
more diverse, less tied to formal organisations'.10

THE EX-CHURCHED
In understanding the ex-churched, we need to confront
stereotypes of who they are and why they are leaving,
and assumptions about whether their faith continues
after they depart. Jamieson interviewed EPC church
leavers who ‘had on average been involved as adults in
their respective EPC churches for over 15 years’.11 He
then followed up on this study five years later.12 The
significance of Jamieson’s study is that he challenges
stereotypes that characterise church leavers as fringe
dwellers, low commitment and the young, and that the
church-leaving phenomenon was limited to the more
mainline traditions.13 Significantly, the study found that
those interviewed predominantly continued to express
a Christian faith; very few had chosen other options.
Many had previously held positions of leadership in their
church, and had been involved in Christian workplaces or
theological study environments.14 This suggests a mature
and experienced cohort of church participants and
leadership that is being lost from the church.
UK author Dave Tomlinson has described a kind
of disenfranchisement arising from problems within
evangelicalism itself, thus the name of his book, The
Post-Evangelical.15 Using M. Scott Peck’s framework, he
describes how people transition through normal faith
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stages, concluding that people either find alternative
forms of church or leave evangelical churches entirely
because the restrictive theology and morality of
those churches do not deal with their questions and
concerns.16 There is something about the way that many
contemporary EPC churches conduct their worship
practices, form their leadership structures, approach
Scripture, and pastor those who are going through normal
and maturing faith transitions that mean that people are
not finding it possible to always stay within the bounds of
their churches, even if they continue to have faith.17
The post-church person is not necessarily postfaith. This movement out of church is not limited to
evangelicalism and has been studied extensively in
other contexts, the insights of which are beneficial
to EPC churches. Taylor uses terms such as ‘believing
without belonging’ (coined by Grace Davie) or ‘diffusive
Christianity’ (coined by Jeffrey Cox) this phenomenon.18

IN SECULAR EXILE

EXILE
I have found the use of the term exile helpful to explain
the move away from institutional church; but the term
is also easily exploited, so I am careful how I use it. The
term is fluid, and exile can be understood in a variety
of ways - positively and negatively, with many biblical,
political and philosophical allusions attached.
There are two main ways in which exile has been
used in relation to contemporary Christian settings. The
first is the exile of Christianity in general in relation to
the wider society. The second is to describe Christians
leaving churches, and can encompass those who retain
or reject faith.
The concept of Christianity on the margins postChristendom, and therefore the appeal of the metaphor
of exile, has been explored by biblical scholars and
theologians. Walter Brueggemann’s contribution in this
area is prolific and particularly useful because of his
cross-disciplinary approach that is appreciative of the
nuances of biblical texts relating to exile.35 He gives
prominence to a prophetic voice that critiques the
oftentimes too comfortable relationship Christianity has
had with the surrounding culture. John Howard Yoder has
encouraged Christians to think in new ways about their
place in society and public life.36 Emphasising the idea of
‘not being in charge’ and highlighting the problems with
and seduction of power, Yoder advocates for a faith that
remains uncompromised by the state. Using the concept
of ‘galut (exile) as vocation’, Yoder advocates for an exilic
model of Christianity rather than the kingship model
of Constantinianism. This approach is sensitive to the
marginalised.37 Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon
have further explored the move away from a model of
the church in power, with works such as Resident Aliens
and the use of the Watership Down story as a metaphor
that appropriates exile as useful for the church.38 In
Australia, Michael Frost has used exile as the theme and
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Leaving the church is not a simple binary choice of people
leaving the holy cloisters of a faith environment for the
evils of the secular world - the so-called sacred/secular
divide. There are many aspects of church life influenced by
secularism that church leavers are rejecting, such as slick
mass marketing techniques, hierarchies and bureaucracy.19
On the other hand, if there is one thing that can be derived
from Charles Taylor’s work it is that the secular age does
not equate to a lack of spirituality or lack of interest
in practicing religion in society.20 However, increased
secularisation does mean that people have an option to
believe or not to believe - which is preferable over coercion,
but there are now more choices than just Christianity.21
Sociological theories of secularisation range from
classical views and modified theories to outright rejection
of secularisation entirely.22 Earlier theories based on
the contentions of Weber and Durkheim argued for a
connection between religious decline on the one hand,
and the growth of modernity and increased scientific
knowledge on the other.23 Stemming from Enlightenment
rationalism and individualism, this religious decline
is seen as the normative pattern in Western society,
exemplified in the decline of Christendom in Western
Europe.24 However, this presumption has consistently
been challenged on empirical grounds. Critics of
secularisation theories argue that the evidence beyond
Western Europe reveals a far more complex story, with
religious adherence exhibited in different ways in
other societies.25 José Casanova suggests that the term
secularisation encompasses at least another two theories
relating to differentiation and privatisation, arguing
for ‘better theories of the intermeshing of public and
private spheres’.26 These critiques highlight problems
with the direct association of modernity with religious
decline. Some scholars now argue for an adjustment
to the original secularisation theories, based on the
evidence of religious growth throughout the world, whilst
others have referred to desecularisation.27 Correctives in
secularisation theories have not overthrown the reality
of secularisation, but have brought necessary nuances
to the study of secularisation and its implications.28
For example, studies challenge the myth that the

direct cause of empty churches in the UK is increased
secularisation.29 Bouma suggests that, particularly in the
Australian context, regular churchgoing has never been a
characteristic feature of Australian Christianity,30 though
this does not imply that churchgoing is insignificant for
those who attend churches or that the personal impact is
diminished for those who leave churches.
The impact of secularisation on those leaving
church is unclear. For example, some would suggest
that the influence of secular business practices on
church governance, the so-called ‘corporatisation’ of the
church, may be something that post-church people are
reacting against as a matter of faith and that their leaving
constitutes a rejection of this trend.31 Alternatively, a
rejection of secularisation can lead to a heightened trend
towards fundamentalism, which some would categorise
as evidence of a shift towards post-secularism.32
However, I am interested that those who are leaving
the fastest-growing churches are not heading in the
direction of fundamentalism but away from it.33 Jamieson
observes that the people he interviewed did not match
secularisation theories in terms of the major causes for
their departure from church, as they were continuing in
their faith.34
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title of his book in relation to Christians on the fringe of
society.39 There’s also an earlier work by Michael Goonan
that is a very well considered literary study of Australian
spirituality, which uses exile as the framing reference.40
Biblical scholars such as Fernando Segovia have
further extended the incorporation of the idea of diaspora
generally into Christianity.41 Daniel Smith-Christopher has
examined the historical situation of the Babylonian exile
and incorporated contemporary social-scientific studies
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and refugees, to
bring a broader understanding of the phenomenon and
therefore of our reading of biblical texts that arise from
situations of exile.42 These approaches have encouraged a
re-engagement with the theme.
Turning to where a theology of exile can provide
potential resonance and be informative to the experience
of leaving church, the first space is in the story of the
Babylonian exile and forced displacements of this
era.43 The massive upheaval, the removal of traditional
structures and symbols so crucial to the faith (temple,
land), and the loss of traditional authority structures all
required new formulations of faith expression. Ancient
oracles, including the exilic and post-exilic prophets (such
as Isaiah 40-55), played an essential role in assisting
with the reframing of faith identity. It is very useful
that the biblical texts that emerged from this crisis are
still available to us today. Fresh readings of such texts
can highlight the trauma beneath the layers, such as in
the Zion personification or exploring what the anti-idol
polemics might speak to us in our contemporary contexts
of consumerism and allegiance to imperial militaryindustrial rule. Or reading Ezekiel, Daniel, Jeremiah. These
prophetic readings of exile produce different visions
about living out faith when the contexts have changed.
Exile is a useful term to describe church leaving,
due to its fluidity. In the biblical tradition, exile came
to mean more than geographical displacement and
therefore does not need to be limited to discussions
about land or nationality.44 Exile came to be understood
as a metaphor.45 The development in thinking about
exile as more than an event, expressing experiences of
alienation beyond forced displacement, is the focus of
Halvorson-Taylor’s extensive study on the formation of
the exilic motif.46 She demonstrates the extension of
the term to include all forms of distress.47 The wound
inflicted by exile was so deep, and the questions it raised
so big, that a mere return to land could not deal with the
theological havoc wrought by the exile.48 Exile came to be
associated in Judaism with ‘...death, sterility, bodily and
emotional pain, and servitude. Exile would thus come to
be understood as a paradigm for human suffering and a
separation from God’.49 It was the questions about these
key theological traumas with which many prophetic texts
sought to engage. These universal questions regarding
God’s presence in times of loss or change are particularly
resonant for ex-churched people, in some ways more
acutely than when a theological framework is black and
white. In fact, exile required a complete re-boot of the
theological framework.
Hopefully, with this brief overview, I have shown
that there has been sufficient theological and biblical
scholarship to lay the groundwork for reading exile in
contemporary settings. However, we need to be careful to
acknowledge where the theme does not correlate. I take

heed of the clear warnings provided by biblical scholars
such as Carolyn Sharp and Mark Brett against the blunt
appropriation of the theme without proper exegesis.50 A
straight analogical comparison may be misleading and
even damaging, and can lead us not only to misunderstand
exile and biblical texts related to exile, but also to apply
the concept inappropriately to contemporary situations.
Exile from church is not easily equated with situations of
political, geographical, economic or conflict-related exile.
Therefore, calling church leavers refugees in the current
climate seems to me to be particularly insensitive. As one
of the strongest critics of the romanticisation of exile,
Palestinian Edward Said writes that ‘Exile is strangely
compelling to think about but terrible to experience’.51
And so, in terms of post-church people, I do not think it is
helpful to depict exile as a cool, marginal place to exist
when we just have angst or want to tap into the antiinstitutional or anti-authoritarian inclinations of Australian
church goers, which may be better associated with
resistance movements or cultural change. My hesitation on
this front is because exile from church can be an extremely
painful experience that can include loss of one’s primary
community and place of work, and a re-adjustment of core
faith and theological positions previously held very close.
Being in ‘secular exile’ is not as bad as it sounds if
we can incorporate some of the thinking of those such
as Charles Taylor. Taylor is best known for his significant
contribution to our understanding of secularism; but he
also has some interesting things to say about exile. Taylor
uses the concept of 'fullness' to describe an experience
where life is deeper and more meaningful. The flipside
of this experience is a kind of exile, evoking images of
loss and captivity in the everyday struggle for fullness.52
He suggests that there is a third option of living in the
middle of fullness and exile, where people are able to
find meaning without the fullness, but keep the sense of
exile at a distance. These are lived conditions, not just
sets of beliefs.53 As Segovia suggests, ‘We are thus always
strangers or aliens, the permanent ‘others’ both where we
came from and where we find ourselves’.54

CHALLENGES AND POSSIBILITIES
I propose that the ex-churched who continue in faith face
some particular challenges and new possibilities:
•

What does community mean for a new diaspora?
Jamieson’s work on church leavers concludes with the
acknowledgement that groups remain important for
the faith development of the leavers.55 Understanding
concepts such as marginality or liminality may assist
in reformulating new communities.56 Liminal groups
offer new constructions of church communities.
Marginal groups are a possible locus for the
disenfranchised who need to 'grumble', express their
doubts and questions. Liminal groups look towards
the future whereas marginal groups identify with
the past. Both forms of groups may prove useful to a
church leaver. Church leavers also have the benefit of
flexibility to form new groups.

•

How does a church leaver find other ex-churched
people? In an era of social media there certainly seem
to be many places for connection, but how sustainable
are they?
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•

•

•

•

How does one reformulate leadership in a new
community? How do they regain trust in leadership
if poor examples have contributed to their departure
from church?
Where is the place of the Bible and the Sacraments
in this community?57 Questions raised may include:
How could the Lord’s Supper be celebrated with the
hungry? How may baptism be significant for those
who have had their identities threatened? Where is
the place for hospitality for those without a home?
What is the future of faith for the children of the exchurched? This is an area that begs more research over
a longitudinal study, as the transitionary movements
of the parental generation will not necessarily lead to
positive faith formation for younger generations.
Where is the potential for a public voice of the exchurched, without institutional backing? There is an
extent to which leaving an institution is liberating,
by no longer having to be associated with a sector of
society with negative public associations on matters
such as the sexual abuse crisis, same-sex marriage or
voting patterns. However, there may be lost positive
associations to the churches’ voice on asylum seekers
and welfare, or the financial and infrastructure
benefits that come with institutional alignment.
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