
Regenerating Places of Faith Conference  2019 

Spirituality, ageing, churches 



Outline 

 
Background 

 The ageing population 

 Ageing as a problem? 

The returnees project 

 Quantitative  (NCLS – data) 

 Qualitative  (UniSA – interviews) 

So what? 

Into the future… 

 



Background 



Australians are living longer… 

 

AIHW…..) 



Life expectancy changes 

 

www.aihw.gov.au/reports/life-expectancy-death/deaths-in-

australia/contents/life-expectancy 
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In summary 

 • Reduced child mortality (19th > Mid 20th 

Century) 

• Extended ageing (mid 20th Century to 

now) 

 

• = More people living to be old 

• More people living to be old old eg 

centegenarians 

 

https://visual.ly/community/infographic/health/aged-care-puzzle 
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MORE third and fourth age people 

http://www.thethirdact.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/WHAT-IS-THE-THIRD-ACT_.pdf 

Ages 60-79 

Ages 80+ 

OR last 5-

10 yrs of life  



However… 

 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departme

nts/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook43p/ageingpopulation 

https://ministers.education.gov.au/tehan/supporting-our-ageing-population 

https://ama.com.a

u/media/ageing-

population-will-

need-more-

medical-support 
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The ageing church problem? (NCLS & ABS) 

 

Third and 

Fourth ages 



Our (pilot) study 



The impetus… 

My friend A – who after 50 years of non-engagement in churches has become a regular 

and vital part of my little church’s community… 

 

Chatting to people around churches – there are other Anitas… 

 

NCLS contact (should have done this sooner) 

“1. Around 6% of all people in church in Australia in any given week are newcomers to church life. 

2. Around 8% of that group are over 70 years of age. 

3. Given at least 1.5 million people attend church in a given week, that’s a lot of people.” (email 

communication 29/11/18) 

 



The Returnees Project 

Partnership – University of South Australia (UniSA) and National Church Life Survey 

(NCLS) 

– UniSA – Qualitative  (cobbled together Professional devt funds) 

– NCLS – Quantitative 

 

Project reference group – Anglican, Uniting, Catholic representation (looking for other 

“aged churches” connections) 

 

South Australia focus: 

– Ageing profile - second highest median population age at 40 (national average = 37) 

– Qualitative research team is based at UniSA 

– Research unfunded (NCLS partic issue) 

 

 

 



Qualitative 
Purpose – to explore the reasons and experiences given by older people for re-engaging with 

faith communities (Christian churches) after many years absence. 

 

 c25 Participants - mix of Christian denominations (Anglican, Uniting, Catholic to begin) 

metropolitan and rural, mixed sizes of churches (less than 50, 50-100, 100+) 

 Recruiting via church networks (pew sheet notices & word of mouth) 

 

 Criteria  

– beginning/returning to church less than 5 years ago;  

– regular engagement ie at least monthly since then,  

– non-attendance for 10+ years prior to this time 

– aged 60+.  

 

 



Interview questions: 

 
Why they (older people) left (or did not engage with) churches when 

younger. 

Why they have returned (spiritual, community or ?? drivers) 

What keeps them engaged when they return 

What is different now (compared to when they left/did not engage) 

What could churches do to attract more people like them? 

 



Quantitative (NCLS data) 

Purpose – to investigate the characteristics of older church-attending returnees and the 

characteristics of their congregations across denominations who took part in the 2016 National 

Church Life Survey.  

 

1.How do older returnees differ from other older churchgoers in terms of demographics (eg 

marital status, education, ethnicity?). 

2.Other differing qualities between older returnees and older church-goers (current church 

involvement, faith journey, attitudes to worship, leadership, involvement in non-church groups?). 

3.Do certain denominations have more success in attracting older returnees?  

4.Are there other features of churches more successful in attracting older returnees (urban? 

size? highly community-involved?).  

5.Do older returnees differ from younger returnees across a range of characteristics? 

 



Status… 



National Church Life Survey data 

National Church Life Survey – an opportunity for 
an quantitative study of older returnees.  

• 240,000 church attenders took part  

• More than 3,100 local churches 

• Around 20 denominations (Catholic, 
mainstream Protestant, evangelical/other 
Protestant, Pentecostal).  

What is an ‘older returnee’? 
Older = church attenders aged over 60 years 
Returnee = a person who indicated they had 
returned to church life in  last ten years after not 
attending church for several years. 



First results: older vs younger returnees 

RQ1: Do older returnees differ from younger returnees across a 
range of characteristics? 

Older Younger 

Female  

Separated, divorced, or 
widowed 

 
 

Children at church  

Growing in faith   

Practice private devotions  

 Older Returnees = Aged over 60 and have returned to church life in last 10 years. 

 Younger Returnees  = Aged 50 and under and have returned to church in last 10 

years. 



First results: older vs younger returnees 

Older Younger 

Have a role or want to be more involved  

Sense of belonging   

Involved in social groups   

Involved in small faith/fellowship groups  

Re worship: Positive about experiencing 
inspiration, growth in understanding, 
challenged to action, preaching  

 
 

Re leadership and vision: view as 
innovative, committed to the vision of 
the church; confident about the church 

 
 

Priority is promoting belonging, 
including new people. 

 
 



Qualitative  

 
 Quantitative data informed the choice of age 60+ 

 

 RA employed – Rev Margaret Holt – great skills and networks 

 

 Response from clergy and other key people has been very positive (recognise a need for this 

project & able to respond to the findings) 

 

 

 

 



Qualitative data to date: 

 

 

 5 interviews; all female; Anglicans and Catholic (more men?) 

 4 returned to the same church tradition of their childhood... 

 All attended as children with parents or grandparents, left the church as young adults 

 Most had 'issues' with the church as young people eg women's role in church, but left more 

because they moved away from home, married, started working and they just stopped going 

 Some had their children baptised 

 3 returned to church after death of spouse or significant person... 

 Reasons for returning and remaining  - spiritual comfort, social and community engagement, 

desire for the Eucharist 

 

 

 



So what…. 



Third and fourth ages/acts of ageing 

http://www.thethirdact.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/WHAT-IS-THE-THIRD-ACT_.pdf 

Ages 60-79 

Ages 80+ 

OR last 5-

10 yrs of life  



The ageing church problem opportunity? (NCLS & ABS) 

 

Third and 

Fourth ages 



An aged church…continuers AND returnees 

Returnees unnoticed to now 

 

But, still enough of them to show in NCLS data 

 

The BIG question? 

What might happen if we actively “pursued”, responded, “targeted” these third agers…? 

 



UK Anglican 

responses… 

Ageing as a time of 

spiritual renewal, growth 

& progression 

 

Churches as resource in 

combating the 

“loneliness crisis” 



Asking different questions… 

 

 

Are some churches – a special space for older people?  

 



Where do people complain: “where are the young ones?” 

Historical societies? 

https://www.roverp4dgsurrey.org.uk/s/cc_images/cache_10972060.jpg?t=1531850449 

https://i0.wp.com/portadelaide.org/wp-content/uploads/1257_image_original.png?resize=750%2C295 

Classic car clubs?  

Photo – Janette Young – North Allerton 

&…Churches… 



Churches may be a third age special resource 

 
Thinking beyond just “aged visiting” 

Recognising we offer opportunities for cross-generational engagement 

(collectively eg cross denominations?) 

Recognising ageing as a unique era of spiritual growth and learning 

 

Recognising that older people support older people very actively (internal 

auditing/reflecting) 

Recognising ageism? (Our own – the youth focus; and older people’s 

ageism to ageing) 

 



Churches – a resource as we (all) age…? 

Helen Reddy (1941) 77 

Mick Jagger (1943) 75 

Julia Gillard(1961) 57 

Barack Obama (1961) 

Elon Musk (1971) 48 
Bill Gates (1955) 63 30 somethings – 

not quite ruling our 

lives yet! 
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Where and what next? 



Research is ongoing: 

 Interviews – need more interviewees from other denominations; more men  

 Data analysis – more funds – applying for grants plus some donations received 

 

Future post pilot research 

 Larger survey? Include question in NCLS next time? 

 Active exploring and responding to findings – workshop in early 2020? 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zqfFrCUrEbY 
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