Correlation is Not Causation: Why Theology is Not What Makes Churches Grow
In this article, I will seek to answer whether theological conservatism and strictness play
a vital role in denominational switching, as well as what factors cause churches to grow
numerically. In the end, the idea that liberal theologies cause a deterioration in mainline
Protestantism, while conservative theologies produce growth, is an oversimplification of the
relevant factors that account for congregational development. Though theological conservatism
tends to correlate with numerical expansion, it does not do so consistently and in all cases.
Nonetheless, correlation does not equate to causation. Conservatism and strictness are merely
two among a myriad of other influences that are present among growing churches, including
(most notably) higher birth rates, higher youth retention, and a focus on evangelistic efforts.

Is Theology & Strictness the Principal Factor?
To begin, there is no question that in North America, mainline Protestant denominations
have declined numerically while conservative evangelical churches have steadily increased since
the 1960s.1 However, it is not immediately apparent why this trend would be the case. According
to one prominent theory, articulated here by Rodney Stark, “Americans mostly change churches
in search of a deeper, more compelling faith,” implying that stricter evangelical denominations
are more spiritually vigorous than the ineffective traditions of mainline liberalism.2 There
appears to be support for this speculation. A small group of researchers in Canada found that
theological conservatism, oftentimes associated with greater moral strictness, was a significant
element in predicting church growth, whereas theological liberalism was associated with
churches in decline.3 Roger Finke and Rodney Stark discovered the same thing when they found
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that even theologically conservative churches associated with mainline denominations grew
while their liberal counterparts from the same denomination weakened.4
One of the most common theories to explain this phenomenon is known as the “strictness
thesis,” which first appeared in the 1972 book, Why Conservative Churches are Growing: A
Study in Sociology of Religion. Here, Dean Kelley argued that stricter churches, a consequence
of their conservative theology, accounted for the numerical growth of evangelical
congregations.5 Laurence Iannaccone later supported this thesis when he argued that stricter
congregations eliminate the more noncommittal members in favor of those attendees who can
produce the greatest remunerations for the overall group.6 There seems to be support for this
thesis, as well. For many evangelical churches, behaviors such as viewing pornography,
abortion, homosexuality, premarital cohabitation and sexual relations, gambling, and immodest
apparel are either forbidden or highly discouraged. Liberal churches, on the other hand, tend not
to be as austere. Conservative churches also expect greater participation, creating a culture that
dejects, marginalizes, stigmatizes, or suppresses those members who lack the same kind of
ardent investment.7
Not surprisingly, theorists have argued that conservative theologies are intricately linked
to stricter (“high tension”) churches, oftentimes being the underlying cause for other growthrelated factors, including a congregation’s sense of absolutism and missionary zeal.
Consequently, committed religionists tend to desire conservative theologies because, among
other things, it promotes stricter adherence to the religion and provides a more satisfying,
convictional, and self-assured message that abounds in feelings of security.8 According to one
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study, congregants were attracted to certain churches specifically because the pastors expressed
certainty about the absolute truthfulness of their preaching message. 9 This confidence in the
rightness of a particular belief system is especially related to proselytizing behaviors, which is a
significant factor in church growth. Conservative churches, rather than conservative theologies,
are simply the most conducive environments in promoting higher rates of evangelism because of
a larger and more explicit sense of mission and purpose toward the external world. Liberal
churches, on the other hand, tend to prioritize internal discipleship over evangelism, thereby
contributing to stagnant growth rates.10 Surveys confirm these speculations. Of those polled,
44% of conservative Protestants claim to have shared their faith with strangers in the past month
whereas only 19% of liberal Protestants claim the same thing, signifying that conservative
denominations may work harder at inviting and retaining membership.11
The overall implication of this “[conservative] strictness thesis” is that a church’s
“market value” on absolute truth claims, likely the motivating cause for ascetic and moral
strictness, has a higher cost-to-benefit ratio. In other words, congregants may come to suppose a
church’s religious beliefs are true simply because the theology is more conservatively strict and,
thus, exhibits greater certainty in its theological and behavioral dictates.12 The potential for
eternal benefits outweighs the temporary costs of piety, causing believers to seek out churches
that can secure eternal rewards better than others.13 William Hendricks’ book, Exit Interviews,
concludes that people leave the church because their longing for certainty and genuineness,
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coupled with a desire to escape boring worship services, ultimately forces them to search for
meaning elsewhere. Nonetheless, theology was still important to the people leaving church.14 As
Stark concludes about theology’s relationship to liberal decline, “The strict churches—those that
demand much of their members—are the ones that are flourishing, while the more permissive
and accommodating churches are falling by the wayside….strict churches grow because they
give greater satisfaction to their members.”15

Data on Denominational Switching
Interestingly enough, “denominational switching” is actually quite common in the United
States.16 During the 2007 Pew Forum survey, 44% of American Christians switched from one
religious tradition to another. More precisely, 11% of current Catholics switched to Catholicism
from a different tradition (or no affiliation at all), and the same was true for 23% of Orthodox
believers and 90% of other Christian groups (not including Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses).
Overall, 29% of Protestants switched from one Protestant tradition to a different Protestant
denomination.17 Similarly, in a 2016 Pew Forum survey, almost half (49%) of American adults
“have looked for a new church” at some point in their life. Among those who claim to attend
church regularly, roughly 30% searched for a new church in the last five years.18 Nonetheless, as
indicated from the 2007 poll, the majority of those raised conservative merely switched to
another evangelical tradition. Liberal Christians, on the other hand, were more evenly split where
approximately the same number of those raised in a mainline tradition retained their liberal
affiliation as those who switched to a conservative tradition.19
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Especially noteworthy is the 2007 data that suggests only 2.4% of American adults
converted to the Methodist denomination (a traditionally liberal affiliation) whereas almost twice
as many (4.5%) had converted to the Baptist denomination (a traditionally conservative
institution). Of all the evangelical groupings, Baptists saw the most significant increase in
transfers to their conservatism, followed by nondenominational (3.9%) and Pentecostal (2.6%)
assemblages (also traditionally conservative), while other Protestant groupings had only
marginal conversions from other affiliations.20 Thus, there appears to be support for the notion
that conservative conventions have a greater appeal than liberal connections since conservatives
rarely switch to the liberal side, but liberals oftentimes (though not always) switch to the
conservative side. Hence, in 2014, only the evangelical tradition had a positive gain (1.5%) of
adherents from other traditions (or no affiliation at all). The liberal groupings of Protestants, on
the other hand, experienced significant losses (-4.3%) with no overall positive increase in
followers. Generally, both Catholics and Mainline Christians have lost more of their members
due to religious switching than they have gained through conversion, but conservative
evangelicalism is just the opposite (gaining more through religious switching than losing).21 In
connection with the “strictness thesis,” the question becomes: does evangelicalism flourish
because liberals are switching to conservatism?

Are Liberals Turning to Evangelicalism? Not Really.
In 2007, the relocation rates between liberal and conservative denominations were almost
identical. 31% of current evangelicals had converted from a non-conservative Protestant
denomination, and 30% of current mainline Christians had converted from a non-liberal
Protestant tradition.22 The most recent statistics, however, now seem to indicate that more
evangelicals are switching to mainline Protestantism than the reverse. As discussed in the
previous blog, most mainline Christians (26%) who deconvert away from liberalism abandon
their religious affiliation altogether. Only 19% switch to an evangelical tradition while almost
half (45%) of those raised in the liberal tradition retain their mainline identity. Evangelicals are
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quite similar. 65% raised evangelical retain their conservative heritage. Of those evangelicals
who switch to another religious tradition, 12% become mainline Protestants while 15% become
unaffiliated with any religious tradition. Currently, only 14% of those now professing to be
evangelical say they were once raised liberal whereas 20% of current liberals say they were once
raised conservative, indicating a potential shift in how American Christians associate with
evangelicalism.23 Likewise, 39% of evangelicals and 26% of mainline Protestants said they
searched for a new church within the last five years. Of those who did search for a new church at
some point in their life, both evangelicals and mainline Protestants were evenly divided about
whether they considered a tradition outside their current denomination. 47% of evangelicals and
52% of mainline Christians contemplated switching while 49% of evangelicals and 45% of
mainline only considered churches within the same tradition.24
The data from these national polls depict a different understanding of denominational
switching than the presumed belief about conservative dominance: liberal Christians are not
deconverting to evangelical churches any more than conservative Christians are converting to
mainline denominations. Attempts to switch denominations on either side are infrequent and are
equally divided between those who switch traditions and those who retain the same
denomination. Thus, the idea that evangelicalism grows because there is a mass exodus of
disillusioned liberals is simply an over exaggeration of the actual data. In reality, many (if not
most) conservative-leaning members of liberal churches tend to remain inside mainline traditions
in an effort to transform the denomination from within their own ranks rather than switch
churches or splinter into rival denominations.25 In fact, according to Mark Chavez, the surge of
liberal Protestants switching to conservative churches started to decelerate precisely when
conservative churches began to grow. Barely 10% of mainline Christians born after 1970 switch
to an evangelical congregation.26
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Hence, of the 61% of mainline Protestants who have searched for a new congregation,
45% did so simply because they moved while 13% cited interpersonal conflicts within the
congregation. Contrary to the standard narrative, evangelicals actually have the largest
proportion of their congregations (67%) leave for a new church, but the majority of them (49%)
cited moving as the reason why. 18% of evangelicals left their previous church because of
interpersonal problems while 26% cited other reasons, which may have included other forms of
internal conflict, personal reasons, social or practical issues, and doctrinal beliefs (though it is
unclear how much doctrinal beliefs affected their decision to leave).27

Why Theology is Not the Main Reason for Church Growth
Though theology and theology-related characteristics enjoy widespread attention,
national polling data seems to suggest that theology is not as important of a factor as some
theorists would like to believe. For example, of the 49% of American adults who actively looked
for a new church, the vast majority (34%) said they did so simply because they had moved.
Among evangelicals and mainline Protestants, almost half (49% and 45% respectively) said they
looked for a new church for the same reason. Interestingly, 11% said they looked for a new
church because they disagreed with the clergy, 7% cited other problems with their old church,
and 5% claimed they had a change in their beliefs. Only 3% cited problems with their old
church’s theology as the reason for looking elsewhere. 3% were just dissatisfied with their old
church more generally, and 1% had issues with the leadership. Likewise, 3% said they were
exploring new beliefs, 1% stated their beliefs had evolved, and 1% cited an actual change in their
religion or denomination. Just as many people searched for a new place of worship for social
(3%) or practical reasons (3%).28 In other words, the reasons why people leave their church
almost never have anything to do with theology or doctrine. They have to do with more practical
and interpersonal concerns of a social nature.
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Religious Principles, Practices, and Priorities of Most Christians
There’s no clearer indication that theology has little to do with church growth than the
actual principles, practices, and priorities of Christians themselves. According to a recent Barna
poll, “only 17 percent of Christians who consider their faith important and attend church
regularly actually have a biblical worldview.” In fact, many of the beliefs that practicing
Christians hold “about the way the world is and how it ought to be” are unique to nonbiblical
“worldviews” (though it is questionable whether some of these beliefs are entirely antithetical to
Christianity). For instance, 38% of active Christians identified with explicitly Muslim teachings,
61% with “New Spirituality,” 36% with Marxism, and 29% with secularist ideas. Not
surprisingly, those Christians exposed to more cultural and religious diversity, such as citydwellers and younger generations, were less likely to maintain a strictly “biblical” worldview.29
For instance, 28% of Christians surveyed agree that “all people pray to the same god or spirit, no
matter what name they use for that spiritual being,” and 20% agree that “meaning and purpose
comes from working hard to earn as much as possible so you can make the most of life.” 23%
strongly agree with the statement, “What is morally right or wrong depends on what an
individual believes.”30
Regardless of these particular ideas (or the validity of Barna’s methodology and
conclusions), the behavioral patterns of Christians do not suggest theology is a major priority. It
is interesting that eight out of ten Christian believers cite non-religious and non-spiritual goals,
such as family happiness, financial security, and successful careers, as the single most important
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thing they would like to accomplish in life. Of those who listed some type of spiritual growth as
a high priority (20%), half cited mundane objectives, such as maintaining faith in God or
knowing that they are “saved.”31 Even Stark cited a 2007 Gallup poll, which concluded that 84%
of American adults, both liberal and conservatives, believe their life already has real purpose
regardless of their denominational affiliation. In fact, Stark admits, “In that sense, everyone’s
current denomination seems to be a satisfactory ‘fit.’”32 As George Barna remarks, “Three of
every five adult Christians we surveyed told us they want to have a deep commitment to the
Christian faith, but they are not involved in any intentional effort to grow spiritually.”33 This lack
of intentionality for a richer faith or greater spiritual commitment conflicts with the idea that
Christians deliberately change churches for the purpose of joining a more theologically
conservative denomination. These statistics alone suggest that “a deeper, more compelling faith”
is not really a high priority for many Christians.
Similarly, yearning for a stricter spiritual life appears inconsistent with the low number of
Christians who actually take measurable steps to increase their spiritual development. While
68% claim to participate in a small group, only 24% participate in Sunday schools, 15% have a
spiritual mentor, and 11% attend classes designed to enhance spiritual maturity. When asked to
identify personal spiritual goals, the majority of Christians (60%) were unable to do so. Of the
40% who identified a spiritual ambition, only 20% of believers could provide a specific goal they
would like to achieve, whereas the other 20% simply offered vague concepts and ideas (e.g. “to
become a better Christian;” “to grow spiritually”). 30% of Christians confessed to having no plan
or process in place to achieve their spiritual goals. Very few of the respondents were able or
willing to offer more than one spiritual goal, and less than one out of five Christians were able to
define “spiritual success” beyond a solitary component of personal maturation. Ultimately, less
than 18% of Christians stated that growing spiritually was their biggest ambition in life.34 If
theology, strictness, or a deeper faith were truly the cause for liberal decline, surely more
Christians would claim to prioritize these objectives in their spiritual lives.
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What Christians Actually Prioritize in Church
In actuality, when asked what characteristics they looked for in a new church, the vast
majority (83%) of Christians cited the quality of the preaching as an important determiner in
suitability, as well as feeling welcomed by church leadership (79%). Similarly, 74% said the
style of services and 70% said the church’s location were high priorities. There was no
statistically significant mention of anything to do with theology, doctrines, or beliefs. In fact, of
the 71% who said finding a new church was easy, only 5% said it was easy because they agreed
with the church’s theology, the rest cited elements relating to convenience and a sense of
community as the reason why they chose their new church. Correspondingly, of the 49% of
Americans who searched for a different church, only 7% cited their disagreement with theology
as the reason why it was difficult to find a new congregation. The majority of those who found it
difficult again cited problems relating to convenience and a sense of community, not theology.35
These findings conflict with Thom Rainer’s research, which indicates that 89% of those
who transferred churches said that conservative, evangelical doctrines were an important factor
in joining a church. The majority of respondents embraced certainty in religion and adamantly
opposed churches that lacked conviction or compromised in orthodox teachings.36 The problem
with this study is its limited sample size and anecdotal nature. Instead of drawing conclusions
from national polls and surveys, Rainer simply makes generalizations based on personal
interviews with already-devoted, already-indoctrinated evangelicals. His conclusions derive from
unrepresentative and biased data, selecting only the most committed Christians to survey, instead
of proportionate and relevant demographics across multiple subclasses.
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Other Factors Play a Role in Church Growth
According to the national polls above, the majority of people who left one church for
another did so because they moved, and they chose their new church simply because it was the
most convenient option. Theology played little to no role in these decisions. Therefore, when
taking data samples from the top mainline denominations in the United States, one survey found
that a congregation’s beliefs and attitude did not substantially influence a particular church’s
growth or decline when other growth-related factors were considered, such as having an external
orientation (e.g. evangelism), superior programming, and a climate that fostered thoughtfulness.
Because these factors are equally possible in both conservative and liberal assemblies, both types
of churches are just as likely to grow numerically regardless of their doctrinal stances.37
Moreover, several studies have demonstrated that a church’s level of strictness or conservatism,
though positively correlated to membership commitment levels, may actually be illegitimate as
an explanation for congregational devotion since a variety of churches share the same crossdenominational variables and characteristics. In fact, some have argued that the congregations
which grew the fastest in the 1990s were not strict at all, though their theology was
conservative.38 Surveys appear to demonstrate the same thing when 36% of liberal Protestants
claim to attend church weekly compared to 54% of their conservative counterparts, revealing that
the level of commitment between the two is not as great a difference as expected with current
membership enrollments.39
Likewise, in a sampling of “Middletown” congregations, ascetic strictness positively
correlated to growth only among lower-class members, but it negatively correlated amongst the
more affluent congregants. The authors concluded that strictness may not even be a leading
element to church growth at all.40 Rather, an embrace of ascetic virtues and a strict rejection of
37
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worldly vices may be the working-class’ renouncement of upper-class privilege as a way to
explain and cope with their lower socio-economic status.41 Even Stark and Finke admit that what
each churchgoer considers “strict” is dependent upon a multitude of influences, including socioeconomic factors, culture, gender, and ethnicity.42 Would not the same be true of each
congregant’s concept of “conservative theology”?

Not All “Conservative” Churches are Actually Conservative
While articles such as “Theology Matters” argue that conservative doctrines are strong
factors in predicting church growth, the actual results of the surveys reveal that what constitutes
a “conservative” or “liberal” congregation is quite subjective. Many of the churches deemed
“liberal” held conservative viewpoints, and many of the “conservative” churches held less than
evangelical dogmas. For example, growing churches were almost evenly divided over whether
“all major religions are equally good and true.” Only 52% of growing churches took the
conservative position while 43% took a more liberal stance. Additionally, 34% of growing
churches disagreed with the notion that “only those who believe in and follow Jesus Christ will
receive eternal life” while 59% said they moderately or strongly agreed. Also among growing
churches, 30% of congregants and 23% of clergy agreed with the liberal statement, “The Bible is
the product of human thinking about God, so some of its teachings are wrong or misguided.”
53% of clergy moderately or strongly disagreed with the statement, “The Bible is the actual word
of God and is to be taken literally.” In other words, the results from “Theology Matters” indicate
that a significant number of congregants and clergy in so-called theologically “conservative”
growing churches do not actually hold “conservative” beliefs in every area of doctrine. In many
cases, upwards of one-half to two-fifths of a “conservative” church held liberal beliefs.43 The
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reality is that growing churches are much more diverse theologically, possessing a mixture of
both conservative and liberal doctrines by both congregants and clergy.
The idea that evangelical churches grow because of their conservative beliefs, while
mainline denominations wane because of their liberalism, is likely an oversimplification of a
much more complex discussion. It is hard to imagine that multitudes of Americans congregate
weekly in evangelical churches predominantly for their conservative doctrines, especially when
realizing that a 2017 Gallup poll revealed only 24% of American adults believe the Bible is “the
actual word of God, and is to be taken literally, word for word,” which is the hallmark of
conservative theology. 47% understand the Bible to be divinely inspired but should not be taken
literally, a distinctly ambiguous belief applicable to both liberals and conservatives. 26% of
Americans, on the other hand, regard the Bible as little more than a book of fables, legends, and
secular history.44

The Real Reason(s) for Church Growth
The reality is that some theologically conservative churches do, in fact, decline
numerically with increasingly lower membership and attendance rates.45 As one example, the
Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) reported that it lost 204,409 members in 2015 and another
236,467 in 2014, resulting in over one million fewer members in the Convention since 2006.
Likewise, the SBC reported that it continues to experience steep drops in the number of baptisms
performed each year.46 At the same time, some liberal churches continue to thrive
congregationally, which indicates that there are other factors influencing growth rates apart from
mere theological divides over liberalism and conservatism.47 The truth is that the decline of
44
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liberal mainline Protestantism is an historical phenomenon much like it was for liberalism’s
incredible growth during the second-half of the nineteenth century.48 Its historical demise is most
likely a collective reaction against liberal societal changes and influences from the 1960s,
coupled with the fact that conservative churches have had higher birth rates and better
membership retention than their liberal counterparts.49 The actual factors that cause a particular
church or whole denomination to grow (or decline) are, in reality, a complex system of
interrelated congregational personalities and characteristics. For instance, strictness and
conservatism are really only two features that often materialize alongside other dynamic
influences that affect growth, such as the ability to retain a strong youth membership, innovative
and joyful services, a robust focus on evangelism and charity, support for interreligious dialogue,
and the belief that God is active in the life of the congregation.50 In fact, one study reveals that
conservative denominations tend to have higher birth rates, exposing that their female
congregants produced more children at younger ages, which accounted for the vast majority of
evangelical memberships. The same study shows that other factors play a role, such as the fact
that conservative conversions to mainline groups have diminished while apostasy rates have
increased among liberals. Remarkably, this study also demonstrates that the rate of mainline
Protestants converting to conservative churches has had no significant effect on the overall
numerical success of evangelical congregations.51
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Hadaway (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1993), 87-111; and Norman M. Green and Paul W. Light, “Growth and
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Ultimately, congregations that grow numerically display stronger institutional allegiances
and emphasize mutual responsibility of evangelistic efforts among their members. They tend to
avoid, or at least quickly resolve, internal conflict among its members, and have an overall
fervent determination to flourish as a church. Likewise, older congregations fail to assimilate
new members into their established systems, making younger churches more likely to grow than
their older equivalents. Nonetheless, a congregation’s eventual growth depends significantly, if
not almost entirely, on the socio-economic demographics of its surrounding environment, as well
as its outward focus toward the community.52 Theology almost never plays as important a role as
some theorists speculate. Even the article, “Theology Matters,” concludes that a myriad of
factors is present in growing churches, not just theological conservatism:
Growing church congregants are more likely to agree that their congregation has a clear
mission and purpose, and to identify evangelism as that purpose. Growing churches are
more likely to emphasize youth programs and to use contemporary worship styles. They
also tend to be younger, and to have younger congregants and slightly younger
clergy….the age of clergy, the age of the church, the presence of past conflict in the
church, and the age of congregants each had a significant negative effect on
growth….We found a number of noteworthy demographic differences between growing
and declining churches in our sample, namely that the declining churches tended to be
older, and to have older clergy and congregants.53
In the end, theological conservatism has little to no influence on denominational switching, and
those who isolate this one cause suspiciously ignore the fact that highly conservative
denominations are just as unstable as liberal ones. Geographical and sociopolitical isolation are
potential factors that impact a church’s numerical growth, in addition to people desiring the right
religious fit for their desired commitment levels. Conservative churches will, by their nature,
attract more dedicated members who attend more and help maintain denominational stability
largely because of other factors, such as their attitude and relationship to society, evangelistic
methods, and internal communal monitoring.54 Psychologically, the socially conservative are
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predisposed to pursue church membership whereas the socially liberal exhibit a consumeristic
disposition that does not expect or demand total allegiance to any religious affiliation.55
The most predominant factor for predicting church growth is not theology but
socioeconomic advantages and outreach. With access to higher education, reproductive choices
and family planning, career opportunities, cost of living increases, and lifestyle choices comes
the inevitable drop in birth rates among developed nations. Liberal denominations suffered the
biggest drop in birth rates largely due to their members’ educational and social achievements. At
the same time, conservative churches have done a better job of “training” (i.e. indoctrinating)
their children to follow the same religious tradition even into adulthood, as well as “training”
their congregants to proselytize more.56 As C. Kirk Hadaway and Penny Marler conclude,
Birth rates fell for mainline Protestants and conservatives, but remained higher for
conservatives….The net result was ever-increasing average age and ever-decreasing
numbers of children to pass on the tradition. The issue of retention is more likely related
to a decline in religious socialization or a weakening of mainline acculturation than to the
particular theological content of their tradition.57

Conclusion
The simple truth is that American Christians, and likely most Christians globally, are just
not theologically-minded enough to base their church attendance on anything more than external
concerns, such as convenience, location, and social connectedness. The problem with many
interpretations of the congregational demographic data is that researchers appear to confuse
correlation with causation. While it is true that conservative churches, at this point in history,
tend to outpace liberal ones, this fact reveals only a cursory correlation between beliefs and
expansion, especially when researchers recognize that liberal decline is a social phenomenon
imbedded in the contexts of the 1960s.58 But correlation is not causation, and oversimplified
explanations rarely enjoy universal application. There is no real evidence to suggest that
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conservative beliefs actually cause numerical growth or congregational commitment, especially
when there is strong evidence to suggest that self-reported survey data may not accurately reflect
the actual status of church attendance and membership records in the United States.59
The situation is far more complex than some researchers acknowledge, naïvely ignoring
the data that reveals how little theology plays a significant role in American religious priorities.
Ultimately, there are numerous factors that correlate with church growth; the principal among
them being birth rates (a factor of socio-economic demographics), youth retention, and
evangelistic efforts. While some will eventually blame the breakdown of American Christianity
on so-called “liberal” or “postmodern” theology, the truth is that conservative denominations are
already suffering from a decline likely because they are beginning to experience a drop in the
same three principal factors that traditionally help other churches grow. In the end, as
geographical, cultural, sociopolitical, economic, educational, and religious isolation erodes in all
parts of the United States, so will the stability and growth of conservative evangelicalism
alongside their liberal counterparts, further confirming the findings of Howard’s “Religion
Singularity.” Institutional Christianity, in all its varied forms, is destabilizing and will likely
disappear by the end of the twenty-first century if patterns of decline and fragmentation persist.60
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