
         THE SHRINKING CHURCHES  

 

 

Many areas in the country have witnessed a significant decline in the size of traditional 

churches over the past 20 years. Here in NH this trend has been clearly seen. In the 

Episcopal church at least 5 churches have closed their doors or combined with other 

congregations. 

Two recent examples of this are two Episcopal churches in central NH, St Marks Ashland 

and Church of the Holy Spirit in Plymouth. Both have seen significant decreases in the 

number of church members with decreasing pledges making supporting the church. In the 

Episcopal church of New Hampshire one event in recent church history, the elevation to 

Bishop of an openly gay priest caused a significant split within congregations and many 

parishioners left the church seeking more conservative communities of worship. It is 

estimated that at least 25% of Episcopalians in NH left the church over this issue.  

 

Of importance also is the aging of the church goers or more precisely the loss of young 

people coming into the church. The explanations for this are varied – busier lives and 

schedules making Sunday a day of rest/family day for working families; lack of interest 

in the older forms of worship which appear too rigid or out of date; distrust of authority 

in large organizations; lack of exposure to church attendance due to parents’ busy 

schedules; increased exposure to new philosophies of life from the larger world and many 

more. The loss of younger church goers has made future planning difficult. Older 

parishioners will be unable to do the many tasks required of a congregation from 

maintenance to outreach programs.  

 

There have been many attempts to attract the young back to the churches – special hours, 

combined play and religious meetings, more modern music and musical instruments, 

formation of youth groups around social issues. So far, these efforts have failed to stop 

the downward spiral of congregation size.  

 

The church hierarchies have been also attempting to bolster congregations in financial 

trouble with loans and forgiveness of debts but the dioceses also suffer from dwindling 

funds. In the Episcopal diocese in NH one of the principle costs is the hiring and support 

of a priest with a yearly cost of around $80,000.  More and more the church vesties have 

been unable to raise enough money to pay for a full time clergy. Sometimes the diocese 

has had to tell small churches that they can no longer afford a priest or maintain a church.  

 

There are also many other jobs in a church that parishioners must do, including the local 

governing body, the Vestry, with treasurer, Senior warden in charge of the pastoral care, 

the Junior warden in charge of the physical care of the church. This body decides on 

expenditures, fund raising, religious and social events. The vestry also has full 

responsibility for the financial balance of the church. Of course the congregation must 

also supply acolytes, secretaries, committee members, altar guild to maintain the objects 

involved in the services held. Many churches also have choirs and need an organist. In 

addition all churches try to support missionary work both locally and globally.  

 



When is a congregation too small to sustain the church? 

 Most functions within a church are done by volunteers so that the cost is only in time for 

the parishioners. Many churches do have mortgages to pay and there are always 

maintenance costs – heating, lighting organ maintenance. The chief expense in a church, 

however, is usually the cost of hiring and employing a priest.  This cost includes salary, 

health insurance, housing or housing allowance, travel reimbursement.  

. 

When does the diocese decide that a church is not viable? The answer is difficult to state 

simply because many factors are involved. The most important factor appears to be the 

inability to afford a priest. There are part time priests but even part time the priest’s pay is 

the a large part of any budget. This is not to say priests’ salaries are high but for a small 

church with fewer than 100 parishioners the cost per member would be higher than most 

could afford.  

 

How does the diocese let the church know that it is too small to succeed? There is clearly 

no set procedure. The diocese tries to assist congregations with loans, advice and ideas 

for expansion. But the diocese is made up of priests not bankers, lawyers or investment 

specialists and it may take some time to see that the wrong path is being followed. The 

diocese is hesitant to be too directive as the Vestry is in charge of the finances of the 

church and ultimately controls the financial decisions for the church. 

 

In the case of CHS the road to this point of financial uncertainty has been long and 

winding. The initial drop in membership several years ago came with the appointment of 

Bishop Robinson. Some more socially conservative members left the church. This did 

have an effect on overall size but did not destroy the church. Next we appointed a new, 

young priest, who was looking to modernize the church. There was an initial flurry of 

optimism even to the extent we began to plan for a new church building. The new 

building had been a goal of the church for over a decade.  The position of the Bishop was 

uncertain. He did voice some concerns for the expense but did not veto the efforts. There 

were significant pledges made for the construction of the new church building. 

 

  What began to occur at that point was a difficult interaction between the rector and 

many members of the congregation. Her leadership style was felt to be rigid and her ideas 

on adding new services to attract young people caused some to feel she was dividing the 

congregation up into factions. These conflicts lead to further loss of membership and 

fewer pledges.  

 

At this time, after all the planning, when the capital campaign appeared to be successful, 

an application for a loan to complete the building project was rejected by the diocese to 

the surprise of most parishioners, all of the vestry and the rector. There was again anger, 

frustration with the diocese and more members left. Subsequently our priest decided her 

best course was to leave the church.  

 

In the meantime, St Mark’s of Ashland was also having major membership and financial 

problems. Eventually the Bishop told that congregation that they could not afford a priest 

and it was recommended that they worship at CHS. Some of St Mark’s parishioners did 



subsequently attend services at CHS and there were a few reciprocal services at St 

Mark’s with CHS members attending.  

 

With the arrival of Reverend Randy Dales the number of attendees at church increased, 

including members from St Mark’s. A few parishioners did return for services. Pledges 

for this year appeared to be at goal but the actual number declined and income fell. There 

was a general feeling of relief in the congregation but the numbers still showed no change 

in the financial status of the church. 

 

It was at this point that the combined vestries of the St Mark’s and CHS were asked to 

meet with the bishop on April 13, 2016. At this meeting Bishop Rob told the CHS vestry 

for the first time that CHS was not financially viable. It would not be able to afford even 

a half-time priest when Rev Dales left in 6-12 months. He advised that the two 

congregations look at combining to see if there was enough support to continue as a 

combined church. If this union appeared viable it would be given a new name. He 

recommended that services be held at St Mark’s because the physical plant was in better 

shape with handicapped access and dedicated parking. He said he could not guaranty that 

the new combined church would be viable. He said the decisions about what to do would 

be in the hands of the congregations but there was no mention of financial support from 

the diocese. 

 

There are many reasons that parishioners are angry, surprised or discouraged but the 

strongest cause voiced by many is that we were blind-sided. Many thought that things 

were improving and that the diocese was with us on our planning.  The vestry did see 

shrinking income that was less than the pledges but nothing dramatic.  The statement of 

the Bishop to the combined vestries was a shock to all of us.  

 

We have been given little time to work out the best solution for the two congregations. I 

would point out several important considerations 

 

If CHS and St Mark’s do not join both churches may fail 

 

We are not certain that even the combined congregation would be big enough to succeed.  

 

There is a lingering distrust between the congregations that needs to be aired and put to 

rest. It is old news and built on ancient history. 

 

Alternatives to combining the congregations are few and chancy 

 

Joining with another congregation 

 Singly or as a group 

 Increased travel time  

 Loss of our local friends 

Making a fund drive to maintain our church as is  

 Would destroy St Mark’s  

 Unlikely to succeed  


