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TAKEAWAY 1 - Scouts report on major trends
Throughout human history, scouts have had an important role ... to go out and see 
what’s happening outside the camp ... report back to people inside ... tell about 
observed threats and opportunities.

Today there are many kinds of scouts: Forward observers in the military ... intelligence 
agents in government ... market researchers in business ... sports scouts in athletics 
... Church Scouts in the Twin Cities.

This is a Briefing from Church Scouts (www.churchscouts.org), reporting on 
how the Nones (no religious affiliation) are squeezing evangelicals out of the 
Twin Cities population, causing major disruptions for our churches. Churches 
say it’s fault of the Nones. But maybe it’s fault of the churches.

This Briefings focuses specifically on the effect Nones are having on Evangelical 
churches, but the Nones are squeezing ALL churches. Actually, attendance is dropping 
even faster in Catholic and mainline churches than in Evangelical churches. 

The last two Church Scouts Briefings (#7 and #8) reported on church attendance, with 
this bottom-line summary: 

86% of Twin Cities churches are stalled or declining

WHY?? This Briefing explains the reasons, fueled now by seismic demographic shifts, 
examined here generation-by-generation. Demographics don’t cause changes in 
culture, they just accelerate them. The changes are caused by new societal mindsets, 
and church reactions, summarized in book excerpts on pages 10-14.

Future Briefings will turn the spotlight on things that growing churches in the Twin Cities 
are doing to reverse the trend – not just techniques, but ways of thinking and strategies.

The purpose of these Briefings is to keep Twin Cities pastors and boards informed 
about the profound changes happening around us, and to help churches transition into 
better communications and engagements with the new generations that have little if any 
Christian background. 

TAKEAWAY 2 - How to measure a critical mega-trend
It’s common knowledge that churches are in trouble, not only in the Twin Cities, but 
throughout the United States (but not throughout the entire world). Worship attendance 
is down, funding is down, participation is down.

Church Scouts is carefully monitoring this broad and powerful mega-trend in the Twin 
Cities and reporting new observations regularly to local pastors and church boards.

As much as possible, Church Scouts tries to avoid generalizations like some, many, 
large, small, few, most, apparently and instead uses quantitative measurement (actual 
numbers and percentages) to give greater precision. And, Church Scouts likes to 
present findings in the form of charts and graphs for easier comprehension.

‘Nones’ Gaining Fast in Twin Cities
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Meaningful measurement starts with the mission of the church: To make disciples, 
which is both qualitative and quantitative. We can’t measure qualitative directly, but with 
discipleship as Jesus taught it, qualitative breeds quantitative. 

Nor can we measure discipleship directly. However, we CAN measure church 
attendance, which is closely correlated to discipleship because disciples usually show 
up at church.

So for measurement, here’s what we have:
• We know population of the Twin Cities metro and number of people in each age 

group (generation).
• We know total Twin Cities church attendance by type of church. For over 20 years, 

City Vision and its founder, Rev. Dr. John A. Mayer, have been compiling data 
on local churches. Its database of 3,476 current Twin Cities churches is known in 
research circles as the best and most complete church reporting for any metro area 
in the world. City Vision also tracks numbers of Muslims and mosques.

Now, making calculations from these statistics, the attached TABLE 9.1 (Page 7) 
has been produced, and from it the attached CHART 9.2 (Page 8), showing the clear 
trajectory of the Evangelical church in the Twin Cities.

GENERATION >> GI Builder Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z (proj) ALL NOW

Base year 2018
Year of birth 1904-1924 1925-1945 1946-1964 1965-1979 1980-2000 2001-2016 112 years
Age of youngest 94 73 54 39 18 2
Age of oldest 114 93 72 53 38 17

Population U.S., end of period 114,000,000 140,000,000 192,000,000 225,000,000 282,000,000 323,000,000 323,000,000
Population Twin Cities 2018 3,500,000 3,500,000
Twin Cities as % of U.S. (2010 census) 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08%

U.S. fertility rate 3.3 2.3 3.2 1.8 1.9
Live births in U.S. during period 60,000,000 55,000,000 76,000,000 52,000,000 78,000,000 66,000,000 387,000,000
Twin Cities population before deaths 650,400 596,200 823,840 563,680 845,520 715,170 4,194,810
Population deceased by mid-point age 97% 65% 30% 10% 4% 1% 32%
Less: Twin Cities deaths 630,888 387,530 247,152 56,368 33,821 7,152 1,362,911
Add: Net migration and Immigration 10,000        25,000        70,000        120,000      190,000      180,000       595,000
Twin Cities population alive 2018 19,512 208,670 576,688 507,312 811,699 708,019 3,536,900

% Evangelical 29% 31% 27% 20% 15% 10% 15%
Evangelicals in Twin Cities 5,658 64,688 155,706 101,462 121,755 70,802 520,071
% Nones Agnostic 10% 12% 15% 19% 23% 27% 17%
Nones in Twin Cities – Agnostic 1,951 25,040 86,503 96,389 186,691 191,165 587,740
% Dones 3% 4% 5% 7% 9% 10% 6%
Nones' in Twin Cities – Dones 585 8,347 28,834 35,512 73,053 70,802 217,133
% Nones Atheist 3% 3% 4% 7% 8% 10% 6%
Nones' in Twin Cities – Atheists 585                    6,260                 23,068              35,512              64,936               70,802                201,163           
% Muslims 1% 2% 3% 5% 7% 8% 5%
Muslims in Twin Cities 195 4,173 17,301 25,366 56,819 56,642 160,495
% All Other 54% 48% 46% 42% 38% 35% 53%
All Other in Twin Cities 10,536 100,162 265,276 213,071 308,446 389,410 2,268,594

The numbers in TABLE 9.1 have been converted into graphics in CHART 9.2, a very 
troubling picture for church leaders that cannot be ignored. This chart is the core of this 
Briefing. Everything else here is just an elaboration of the chart.

TAKEAWAY 3 - Nones are squeezing out Evangelicals
The table and chart produce a clear picture: Nones are squeezing out Evangelicals in 
the Twin Cities population, and there is no end in sight. This has been a consistent 
trend for over 100 years but until now has been masked by population growth.

It’s like the frog-in-the-kettle. The heat is turned up a little each year. Until now most 

KEY CHART
CHART 9.2 (Page 8)
This is the graphic summary for this Briefing
Constructed from calculations in TABLE 9.1
Compare with national data on Page 10

KEY TABLE
TABLE 9.1 (Page 7)
This is the statistical table for this Briefing
Compilation of data from dozens of trusted sources
Closed system (everything must tie), for tracking and 
validation 
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churches haven’t been much aware of the degree-by-degree changes, at least not 
aware enough to adjust to new ways of thinking and to significantly update strategies 
and methods.

Evangelicals have slowly lost influence in education, government, business, media and 
practically every area of American life. The only religious group in America that has 
NOT developed a better reputation in recent years is evangelical Christians. Meanwhile, 
Atheists and Muslims, and all other religious groups, have improved their reputation 
(see survey on Page 9). 

The book The Great Evangelical Recession gives a sobering analysis of what 
has happened to the evangelical church in America (see Pages 10 and 11).

How churches respond to the Nones will determine size and influence of the future 
church. With their sheer numbers, new mindsets and brash inquiry, there’s no turning 
back to the passive ways churches operated in the past. Either the church learns to 
become relevant to the Nones or it continues its steady shrinkage.

TAKEAWAY 4 - Millennials are the swing generation
Most church attenders in the Twin Cities are age 38 or older and have not yet fully 
realized how they are being eclipsed in numbers and influence by a new generation we 
know as the millennials (age 17-37). 

Forty-three percent of the Twin Cities population is now millennials or 
children of millennials, and within a decade they will be the MAJORITY 
(see TABLE 9.1)

There is a higher percentage of Nones in the millennial generation than in the older 
generations. And they are having strong influence in drawing people from older 
generations into the Nones category. Millennial thinking is accelerating growth of the 
Nones.

Millennials are the swing generation. They will swing the church in one direction or 
another. They are aggressive and relational. Also, they are now in child-bearing age, and 
the training they give to their children will condition the spiritual soil of the Twin Cities 
for many decades to come.

Future Briefings will provide considerable information about the millennial 
generation and how growing churches are ministering to them. 

The next Briefing (#10) will give transcripts of recent random interviews with millennials 
on the streets of Minneapolis, to learn in their own words what they think about life 
and relationships in general, and about God and the church in particular. These are the 
people we must reach.

TAKEAWAY 5 - Three kinds of Nones: Atheist, Agnostic and Dones
For statistical purposes, populations can be sliced and diced in many different ways. 
Here are the categories and definitions used for this Briefing to show how Nones are 
squeezing out evangelicals in the Twin Cities:
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Nones: No affiliation with any religion or church, consisting of three sub-categories: 
Atheist, Agnostic and Done

Atheist: A category within Nones; do not believe in God; all atheists are Nones

Agnostic: A category within Nones; do not believe anyone can know for sure about 
salvation and after-life; religion is irrelevant to daily life; some people affiliated with 
church are agnostic, too, but not included in this non-affiliated category

Done: A category within Nones; done with the church but not with God; some 
Evangelicals are in this non-affiliated category

Evangelicals: People who say they are evangelical and/or believe the basic 
evangelical doctrines

Muslims: People who say they are Muslim; may or may not be practicing Muslims

All Other: Everyone not included in one of above groups; includes non-evangelical 
Catholics, many mainline Protestants, cultural-only Christians and other religions

The book Rise of the Nones explains why a new mentality and approach is needed 
to connect with the rising tide of Nones, not only to reach them for Christ but also 
to involve them in the life of the church (see excerpts on Page 12).

TAKEAWAY 6 - Though not religious, many Nones are spiritual
To say that Nones are not affiliated with a religion is not to say that they are not spiritual. 
It’s common for agnostic Nones to combine various threads of religious thought to 
create a spirituality of their own. And Dones (a category within the Nones) still hold to 
at least some degree of Christian faith even though they have left the church.

Overall, Americans are becoming less ‘religious’ but more ‘spiritual’ (see chart on 
Page 9).

TAKEAWAY 7 - Dones are biggest opportunity for church growth
The Dones (done with church but not with God) is a category within the Nones. The 
Dones outside of the church – and tens of thousands of pre-Dones inside the church – 
should be given close attention because they offer the biggest opportunity for fast and 
strong church growth.

Dones are particularly important for the future of the church for four reasons:

1  Large number. There are approximately 220,000 Dones in the Twin Cities metro 
(see TABLE 9.1). 

2  Source of trained leaders. For Dones, action is essential in their pursuit of God, 
the opposite of free riders who consume church resources but contribute little. 
When the Dones walked out of the church, they took with them many years of 
knowledge, training and experience ... all of their enormous energy and talents 
... all of their community and social connections. They were the doers in their 
congregations, but they left for reasons explained in Church Refugees (see 
excerpts on Page 13). Dones care passionately about the world around them and 
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want the church to be outward-looking and engaged in the local community. Dones 
were some of the best and brightest, the kind of people the church needs to lead it 
into the future. For those that can be brought back, many are trained leaders ready 
to go to work. 

3  Bridge to Agnostic Nones. The Dones understand the other Nones better than do 
the evangelicals who never left, and they are in the best position to communicate 
the Gospel and draw others into the church family.

4  Help stop losses.  As explained in Rise of the Dones (see excerpts on Page 14), 
an important strategy for stopping decline of the church is to keep people in the 
church from becoming Dones. The things a church must do to get Nones back are 
the same things that will keep others from leaving.

Typically, Dones and pre-Dones are bright, restless, persistent people who are 
determined to see an idea through to completion but are stymied by small thinking 
and bureaucracy. They long to engage in community building, meaningful ministry and 
conversations without judgment. They can get things done and boost energy level of 
the entire church, but they are also the people most at risk of being done.

And when they’re done, they don’t spend time looking for new churches or listening 
to people trying to recruit them to their churches. Most are so skeptical of organized 
religion that they aren’t even inclined to go to church with close friends and family 
members. Most get involved with small Bible study groups, personal ministries and 
para-church activities. Most won’t come back to the organized church, but those who 
do will be ready-trained leaders.

TAKEAWAY 8 - The optimistic view
The facts in this Briefing are alarming but need not be dispiriting. 

The American church is NOT the European type. The American church is 
characterized by adaptation and innovation, not stagnation. The church of 
the Twin Cities – the total of all congregations – will start growing again, 
hopefully soon.

The church of the next few decades will look much different than the church of the last 
few decades. It will be more mission oriented. It won’t focus just on proclamation and 
Bible training for its own people but will also engage vigorously and effectively with 
secular society. Much of the re-structuring will be from lessons learned from the Dones.

There will be a greater bond of community – active belonging and working, not 
just attending – which is fundamental to the Christian experience and for attracting 
outsiders. 

Increasingly, churches will realize that the major part of ministry is to empower people 
to do things on their own. There will be more creativity, more energy. In the new model, 
church staff will be more like coordinator rather than creator; instead of simply trying to 
plug people into existing programs, people will be supported with full resources of the 
church to help them express and act out their faith with others.

With these Briefings (www.churchscouts.org/briefings), Church Scouts will keep you 
informed of how this is happening in the Twin Cities.
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GENERATION >> GI Builder Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z (proj) ALL NOW

Base year 2018
Year of birth 1904-1924 1925-1945 1946-1964 1965-1979 1980-2000 2001-2016 112 years
Age of youngest 94 73 54 39 18 2
Age of oldest 114 93 72 53 38 17

Population U.S., end of period 114,000,000 140,000,000 192,000,000 225,000,000 282,000,000 323,000,000 323,000,000
Population Twin Cities 2018 3,500,000 3,500,000
Twin Cities as % of U.S. (2010 census) 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08%

U.S. fertility rate 3.3 2.3 3.2 1.8 1.9
Live births in U.S. during period 60,000,000 55,000,000 76,000,000 52,000,000 78,000,000 66,000,000 387,000,000
Twin Cities population before deaths 650,400 596,200 823,840 563,680 845,520 715,170 4,194,810
Population deceased by mid-point age 97% 65% 30% 10% 4% 1% 32%
Less: Twin Cities deaths 630,888 387,530 247,152 56,368 33,821 7,152 1,362,911
Add: Net migration and Immigration 10,000        25,000        70,000        120,000      190,000      180,000       595,000
Twin Cities population alive 2018 19,512 208,670 576,688 507,312 811,699 708,019 3,536,900

% Evangelical 29% 31% 27% 20% 15% 10% 15%
Evangelicals in Twin Cities 5,658 64,688 155,706 101,462 121,755 70,802 520,071
% Nones Agnostic 10% 12% 15% 19% 23% 27% 17%
Nones in Twin Cities – Agnostic 1,951 25,040 86,503 96,389 186,691 191,165 587,740
% Dones 3% 4% 5% 7% 9% 10% 6%
Nones' in Twin Cities – Dones 585 8,347 28,834 35,512 73,053 70,802 217,133
% Nones Atheist 3% 3% 4% 7% 8% 10% 6%
Nones' in Twin Cities – Atheists 585                    6,260                 23,068              35,512              64,936               70,802                201,163           
% Muslims 1% 2% 3% 5% 7% 8% 5%
Muslims in Twin Cities 195 4,173 17,301 25,366 56,819 56,642 160,495
% All Other 54% 48% 46% 42% 38% 35% 53%
All Other in Twin Cities 10,536 100,162 265,276 213,071 308,446 389,410 2,268,594

Twin Cities overall population growth during the past 
100 years has masked the critical generational trends ...
but now as older generations are dying off, 
                      the spiritual landscape is changing fast!

This table is summarized 
in CHART 9.2

3,500,000 people in Twin Cities metro

TABLE 9.1
Twin Cities Population 2018 by Generation 

Nones Squeezing Out Evangelicals
Data for construction of CHART 9.2
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CHART 9.2
Twin Cities Population 2018 by Generation 

Nones Squeezing Out Evangelicals
Constructed from Twin Cities data in TABLE 9.1 (see national data on Page 10)

Evangelicals (gold) means belief plus affiliated with a church

Three categories of Nones:
• Atheists (black): People who have no faith in God or any supernatural power
• Agnostics (dark red): People who left their faith and/or people raised without any church connections
• Dones (light red): People who left the church but not their Christian faith

All Others (grey): Includes many mainline Protestants, non-evangelical Catholics, cultural-only Christians and 
other religions

A critical chart for understanding what’s happening to churches in the Twin Cities

‘Nones’ (red and black) means no church affiliation 
‘Dones’ (category within ‘Nones’) means still Christian but done with the traditional church

3,500,000 people in Twin Cities metro

NONES
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Link to full survey Link to full survey

Survey 
Findings

2017
The Pew Research Center is a highly respected fact tank that informs the public about 
the issues, attitudes and trends shaping our country. It conducts public opinion polling, 
demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social science research. 

Americans warm up to every reli-
gious group except Evangelicals

The fastest-growing segment of Americans 
say they are spiritual but not religious

‘Evangelical Christians is the only religious 
group in the United States that has not 
developed a better reputation over the past 
few years. And Americans are less likely to 
know an evangelical – more so than any 
other faith tradition ... the two lowest-rated 
affiliations – atheists and Muslims – seeing 
some of the largest gains ... The ratings fall 
when responses from fellow evangelicals, who 
made up more than 1 in 4 respondents, are 
removed.’

‘About a quarter of U.S. adults (27%) now say they think of them-
selves as spiritual but not religious, up 8% in five years.
‘Looked at another way, only 54% of U.S. adults think of them-
selves as religious – down 11% since 2012 – while far more (75% 
say they are spiritual, a figure that has remained relatively steady 
in recent years.
‘The growth of spiritual but not religious Americans has come 
mainly at the expense of those who say they are religious and 
spiritual. The percentage of U.S. adults in this later group has 
fallen 11% between 2012 and 2017.’
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CHART 9.2 (Page8) shows how Nones are squeezing 
evangelicals out of the Twin Cities population. America’s 
Changing Religious Identify is a statistical study showing that 
this trend is occurring all across America. Here are two summary 
charts from the study report (percent of U.S. population):

THE NATIONAL SCENE
(evangelicals sinking, unaffiliated soaring)

Get PDF copy

Public Religion Research Institute 
(PRRI) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
organization dedicated to 
conducting independent research at 
the intersection of religion, culture, 
and public policy.

PRRI recently completed a major 
study of religion in America, funded 
by The Ford Foundation, the 
Carnegie Foundation and other 
major charitable donors.

A national cross-section of 101,438 
respondents were interviewed 
between January 6, 2016 and 
January 10, 2017.

The 46-page summary of findings 
is in the report named above, with 
download link for a PDF copy.

The precipitous drop in evangelical 
adherents and influence is not just a 
localized feeling – it is documented 
fact. The trend is accelerating as 
older generations are dying off.

These statistics should get the 
attention of every pastor and board 
member. Most churches have not 
learned how to engage with modern 
culture. It’s a crisis.

American Religious Landscape 2016

Religion Percent of Population
Simplification of Figure 2 in report
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As detailed in TABLE 9.1 (Page7), Church Scouts has concluded 
that, at the present time, approximately 15% of the Twin Cities 
population is evangelical and affiliated with a church, but the 
percentage is steadily falling. Many observers and researchers at 
the national level believe that evangelicals are now only 7-9% of 
the U.S. population, as explained and documented in The Great 
Evangelical Recession. Here are some excerpts from the book:

EVANGELICALS
(becoming a shrinking subculture)

– There are approximately 520,000 Evangelicals in the Twin Cities metro –

Link to Amazon Books

Many evangelicals live in a 
subculture world. Everywhere we 
look, we see believers – at home, 
in our social circles, possibly 
even at work. Our bookshelves 
and calendars are filled with 
evangelical material.

Our most strategic leaders are 
further insulated, spending their 
days in evangelical institutions. 

The problem is that insiders are 
often the ones least capable of 
seeing things from an outside 
perspective. 

It’s difficult to get outside of our 
own paradigms.

Groupthink and overexposure to 
our own movement can blind us 
to the reality of how we fit into the 
larger, rapidly changing culture.

So, with such an awareness of 
our own limitations, let’s pull off 
the wrappings and answer the 
question, Just how big is the 
evangelical church in the United 
States? 

RESEARCH. Now let’s look at four 
nationally recognized specialists, each 
with differing credentials, differing 
motivations, and differing research 
methodologies. 

Separately, all four researchers have found 
that evangelicals account for 7% to 9% of 
the United States population. That is, not 
even one in ten Americans.

• Dr. Chjristian Smith, Professor of 
Sociology at Notre Dame: 7%

• David T. Olson, American Church 
Research Project: 9%

• Barna Group, most experienced 
evangelical pollsters: 7%

• Christine Wicker, award-winning religion 
reporter: 7%

TRUTH. We evangelicals build our entire 
system on a belief in absolute truth. And 
yet, we often help God out by rounding 
up our weekly church attendance and, it 
seems, our national headcount, too. 

Our smaller size is slowly shrinking even 
more – because we’re losing our own kids 
and we’re failing to generate significant 
converts in the midst of rapid population 
boom. 

The United States is undergoing a culture 
shift, in the same trajectory as post-
Christian Europe

Our host culture is changing much 
faster than most churches can 
understand, causing a massive decrease 
in evangelical influence politically, 
economically, culturally and financially.

INFLUENCE. The culture is not just 
apathetically drifting from Christianity, 
as it did in the last 20th century. Now its 
leading edges are violently reacting to the 
grip that conservative Christianity and the 
religious right held for so many decades. 

Americans under 35 are four times 
more likely to be atheistic, agnostic or 
nonreligious. This reaction against 
conservative Christians continues to 
accelerate.

FUNDING. American evangelical 
donations are on course to drop by 
almost half in the next 14 years and 
by two-thirds in the next 30 years. The 
numbers on generational giving are 
stark. Each younger generation gives 
significantly less of its income to ministry.

LOSING OUR OWN. This may be the 
most disturbing of all the trends we must 
face – our failure to retain our own 
children as disciples. 

Simply holding our own kids would hold 
us steady with population growth. But we 
are not keeping our kids or holding our 
percentage in the population.

Studies by Josh McDowell, LifeWay 
Research, Barna Group, UCLA and other 
researchers show that of the 3.7 million 
U.S. evangelicals who are 18-25 years 
old, 2.6 million (70%) will leave the faith at 
some point between their 18th and 29th 
birthdays.

Based on current trends, only about 
900,000 (35%of those who leave) will 
return later in life. And they rarely jump 
back into a life of devotion, freedom, 
service or giving. 
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At summarized in CHART 9.2 (Page 8), the Nones are squeez-
ing out Evangelicals in the Twin Cities population. The Rise of the 
Nones explains who they are, how they think and why they have no 
interest in religion. Here are some excerpts from the book: 

NONES
(no religious affiliation)

Link to Amazon Books

–There are approximately 992,000 Nones in the Twin Cities metro –

THE NONES. These religiously 
unaffiliated people have always been with 
us, but their new classification and the 
vast numbers who have flocked to their 
non-label label in just a few short years 
have been breathtaking, and they have 
become the fastest-growing religious 
group in America.

A new mentality and approach is needed 
to connect with the Nones, to reach them 
for Christ and involve them in the life of 
the church.

NOT RETURNING. Nones are often 
former church attenders. A long-held view 
is that young people raised in the church 
may sow a few wild oats, drift away from 
the compulsory attendance inflicted by 
their parents, but then return once they 
marry and begin having children. 

That’s the way it used to work but not the 
way it’s working now. 

The new reality is that most don’t come 
back.

INDIFFERENT. The real mark of a None 
is not the rejection of God but the rejection 
of any specific religion. They’ve gone from 
‘I believe’ to ‘Maybe’ to ‘Who knows?’

The Nones are religiously indifferent. 
They don’t care to practice religion, nor 
oppose it. It just doesn’t matter to them. 

All things ‘seeker’ came onto the scene 
during the late seventies and were vibrant 
until the mid-nineties. 

Generally, the term seeker has become 
irrelevant at best and terribly misleading 
at worst. Dones are not thinking about 
religion and rejecting it; they’re not 
thinking about it at all.

The detrimental effect for the church 
could not be more complete. It’s akin to 
having a world full of people open and 
even interested in coffee, but purposefully 
driving past Starbucks with complete 
disinterest.

In our effort to be like them, we’ve 
become less of who we actually are. The 
middle-aged pastor trying to look like his 
twentysomething audience isn’t relevant.
Dress him up in skinny jeans and hand him 
a latte, it doesn’t matter. It’s not relevant, 
it’s comically cliche.

SPIRITUAL. When pressed about what 
they do hold to, they collectively answer, 
‘Nothing in particular.’ Simply put, they 
are spiritual but not religious.

Spirituality has become anything an 
individual desires it to be – a private 
affair to be developed as one sees fit. 

SYNCRETISM. Individuals are confronted 
with a staggering number of ideologies 
and faith options competing for their 
attention. It is precisely this context that 
has caused so many to move into the 
Nones.

The technical term is syncretism for 
the mix-and-match mentality of pulling 
together different threads in various 
religions in order to create a personal 
religion that suits our individual taste. 

Christianity becomes one of many 
competing boutique woldviews, no better 
or worse than another, that have set up 

shop in society’s mall for people to sample 
as a matter of personal preference.

SIN. Once you get rid of true and false, 
you also get rid of right and wrong.

The theological notion of sin became the 
legal idea of crime, and then slid further 
from its it’s true meaning and became 
nothing more than a psychological 
category of sickness.

Now it’s gone even further. We’re not 
sinners anymore [so who needs a 
savior?], we’re just mistakers.

And lately we don’t even want to call it 
a mistake. We want to turn everything 
we do into a virtue. So lust becomes 
sensuality, and anger means being honest 
with your emotions. Even when we 
apologize, we say things like, I’m sorry 
you were offended by what I said or did. 
No admitting that we did anything wrong 
– just sorry that the other person wasn’t 
mature enough to handle it.

Morals are seen as almost entirely relative. 
There are no absolutes when it comes to 
right or wrong. If it doesn’t hurt anybody 
else and it makes you happy, than it’s 
okay.

TRUTH. So while the definition of Nones 
is that they believe nothing in particular, 
in truth they believe something very 
particular. It isn’t a belief in truth. Instead it 
is belief in themselves.

MISSION. The mission of the church 
cannot be simply to keep Christians 
happy and growing. Nor can it be about 
attempting to lure believers from other 
churches by having glitzier services and 
better programs. 

The Nones will increasingly dominate the 
American religious landscape. 

Our mission will have to target the Nones.



Church Scouts Briefing #9 / ‘Nones’ squeezing out Evangelicals in Twin Cities Page 14

CHURCH SCOUTS tell what’s happening around you  /  www.churchscouts.org 

At summarized in CHART 9.2 (Page 8), the Dones are a sub-
category of the Nones. Church Refugees explains why this 
segment of the population is growing so fast and why it holds the 
greatest opportunity for strong and rapid church growth. Here are 
some excerpts from the book: 

DONES
(done with church but not done with God)

DECHURCHED / REFUGEES. These 
are people who’ve been forced from 
their homes – where they’d prefer to 
stay – for fear of persecution. That, in a 
nutshell,describes the dechurched. They 
remark time and again that they worked 
diligently for reform within the church but 
felt that the church was almost exclusively 
focused on its own survival and resistant 
to change. 

The story of the dechurched – the 
Dones –is the story of modern religious 
organizations and institutions stifling 
people’s ability to engage with each other 
and their communities.

The Dones are people who make 
explicit and intentional decisions to leave 
organized religion. 

They’re dissatisfied with the structure, 
social message and politics of the 
institutional church. They’ve decided that 
the church is no longer fulfilling or even 
sustaining, and that their spiritual lives are 
better lived outside of organized religion.

SOCIAL SHIFT. The church is being 
caught up in the larger social shift away 
from institutionally organized life. 

Dones believe the structure, not the 
people, is the problem.

Dones often use corporate comparisons; 
like the person who said: ‘It was like the 
senior pastor had 51% of the stock in the 
company. And nothing we wanted was 
really going to overrule what he wanted. 
So our only real choice was to either agree 
with him or disagree, but the same things 
were going to happen either way.’

They think pastors are mostly interested 
in their money and telling them what to 
do. They think pastors should be more 
involved in doing things with them, not 

simply proclaiming things. They view the 
church as defensive and inwardly focused 
and consumed by the politics of survival.

In general, the Dones are not angry. 
They’re just no longer interested. 
Leaving simply reflects firsthand 
experiences that led them to conclude 
churches are ill-equipped to support the 
flourishing life they hope for.

THE DOERS. The Dones were once 
among the most dedicated people in their 
congregations. They were the doers. They 
didn’t stop doing things to advance what 
they believed to be the work of God; they 
stopped doing things to advance the work 
of the church. 

Their substantial energies and skills 
are now poured into structures that 
happen completely outside the purview 
of organized religion. They’ve opted for 
relationship over structure, doing over 
dogma, and creating with rather than 
creating for. In short, they’ve created a 
new religious home.

They’re leaving to do more, not less, and 
they’re doing it within a broader and more 
diverse community.

BRIDGE. Dones can build strong bridges 
to the other Nones.

There’s good reason to believe that 
religious activity in the future will 
increasingly happen outside the bounds of 
the institutional church. 

Dones still have a strong desire for a 
church, but no longer a need a church. 

There’s no agency or body or organization 
that tracks the Dones, reaches out to 
them, convenes them, or supports them. 
Instead it’s a loose, informal network of 
people supporting each other.

– There are approximately 220,000 Dones in the Twin Cities metro –

• They wanted community ... 
and got judgment

• The wanted to affect the life of 
the church ... 

and got bureaucracy
• They wanted conversation ... 

and got doctrine
• They wanted meaningful 

engagement with the world ...
and got moral prescription

WHAT DONES WANT is a church 
home in the truest sense of the word: A 
place that’s safe, supportive, refreshing 
and challenging. An identifiable place, 
embedded into a larger community where 
they both know and are known by those 
around them and where they can work 
together to have a meaningful impact on 
the world.

They value community above all else in a 
church. They want a group of people with 
whom they can talk and exchange ideas, 
get together on a regular basis and do life 
together.  They dream of a church that 
organizes people to do things together 
that they can’t do alone.

People who are leaving say the thing 
they miss the most and have greatest 
difficulty re-creating when they leave is 
a sense of community.

Link to Amazon Books
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Link to Article in ChurchLeaders

JOHN (see left) is one in a growing 
multitude of ex-members. They’re 
sometimes called the dechurched. They 
have not abandoned their faith. They have 
not joined the also-growing legion of those 
with no religious affiliation—often called 
the Nones. Rather, John has joined the 
Dones.

Sociologist Josh Packard has done some 
groundbreaking research on the Dones. 
He explained these dechurched were 
among the most dedicated and active 
people in their congregations. To an 
increasing degree, the church is losing 
its best.

For the church, this phenomenon sets up 
a growing danger. The very people on 
whom a church relies for lay leadership, 
service and financial support are going 
away. And the problem is compounded 
by the fact that younger people in the next 
generation, the Millennials, are not lining 
up to refill the emptying pews.

Why are the Dones done? Packard 
describes several factors in his book 
Church Refugees. Among the reasons: 
After sitting through countless sermons 
and Bible studies, they feel they’ve heard 
it all. One of Packard’s interviewees said, 
“I’m tired of being lectured to. I’m just 
done with having some guy tell me what 
to do.”

The Dones are fatigued with the Sunday 
routine of plop, pray and pay. They want 
to play. They want to participate. But 
they feel spurned at every turn.

Will the Dones return? Not likely, 
according to the research. They’re done. 
Packard says it would be more fruitful if 
churches would focus on not losing these 
people in the first place. Preventing an 
exodus is far easier than attempting to 
convince refugees to return.

Pastors and other ministry leaders would 
benefit from asking and listening to these 
long-time members before they flee. This 
will require a change of habit. 

When it comes to listening, church leaders 
are too often in the habit of fawning over 
celebrity pastors for answers. 

It would be far more fruitful to take 
that time and spend it with real people 
nearby—existing members. Ask them 
some good questions, such as:

1. Why are you a part of this church?

2. What keeps you here?

3. Have you ever contemplated stepping 
away from church? Why or why not?

4. How would you describe your 
relationship with God right now?

5. How has your relationship with God 
changed over the past few years?

6. What effect, if any, has our church had 
on your relationship with God?

7. What would need to change here to 
help you grow more toward Jesus’ call 
to love God and love others?

It’s time to listen. Even as I’m writing 
this today, another high-capacity lay 
leader emailed me with his decision to 
leave his church. He’s done. Like many 
others I know, he’s also a nationally known 
Christian leader. But he’s done.

Your church, even if it’s one of the rare 
growing ones, is sitting on a ticking 
time bomb. 

The exodus of the Dones, the rise of 
the Nones and the disappearance of 
the Millennials do not look good for a 
church afraid to listen.

JOHN is one of the Dones 
even though he’s every pastor’s 
dream member. He’s a life-long 
believer, well-studied in the Bible, 
gives generously and leads others 
passionately.

But last year he dropped out of 
church. 

He didn’t switch to the other 
church down the road. He 
dropped out completely. 

His departure wasn’t the result 
of an ugly encounter with a staff 
person or another member. It 
wasn’t triggered by any single 
event.

John had come to a long-
considered, thoughtful decision.

He said, ‘I’m just done. I’m done 
with church.’

At summarized in CHART 9.2 (Page 8), the Dones are a sub-
category of the Nones. An important strategy for stopping decline 
of the church is to keep Evangelicals from becoming Dones, 
explained in this article from ChurchLeaders magazine: 

DONES
(done with church but not done with God)

– There are approximately 220,000 Dones in the Twin Cities metro –




