Closing Congregations: A Social Scientific Working Group

In March 2022, a journalist writing for the Religious News Service wrote an article with
the headline, “Thousands of churches close every year. What will happen to their buildings?”
This question is on the minds of many as growing numbers of congregations are struggling and
closing in the United States. Many for-rent and for-sale-signs-dot properties, and non-profit
groups like Bricks and Mortals in New York City, have started to support the repurposing of
religious buildings. Case studies abound, but little is known about broader patterns in
congregational closures or whether these patterns vary across religious traditions, geographic
regions, or time periods. Buildings of now defunct congregations are being converted to high-
end condominiums, community centers, and affordable housing units. At the same time, scholars
have yet to understand the reasons for such different outcomes. While many people—religious
leaders, city officials, real estate professionals, and others—are negotiating transitions and
transactions of congregational spaces, we know little about their experiences or about the impact
these changes are having on local communities and the larger religious landscape.

Alongside changes in religious life is growing loneliness and isolation among many
people in the United States. In 2023, U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy drew new attention to
health impacts in a widely circulated Advisory Report, “Our Epidemic of Loneliness and
Isolation.” Calling loneliness and isolation an epidemic, the report mobilizes data to show how
they “increase the risk for individuals to develop mental health challenges in their lives, and...
can increase the risk for premature death to levels comparable to smoking daily.” He advocates
“attention to the critical role that social connection plays in individual and societal health and
well-being and offers a framework for how we can all contribute to advancing social
connection.” Religious organizations have long played key roles in cultivating social connection
throughout U.S. communities, but many are struggling to keep their doors open. Moreover, since
2008, the number of people who report no religious affiliation has increased steadily to 28% and
projections suggest that congregations will continue to close at historically high rates.

This working group brings social scientists conducting research about congregational
closures and broader changes in U.S. religious life into conversation about research findings,
methodologies, and how they can support religious and community leaders working at these
intersections. Conversations to date have largely been led by colleagues in real estate and policy
leaders, such as through the Fitzgerald Institute for Real Estate at the University of Notre Dame.
Social scientists have much to contribute, including support for best practices for closing and
repurposing congregations. We thus need to gather and organize ourselves so we can engage in
these important conversations.

This group will share our work in progress with one another, collaborate on new
approaches and projects, and help practitioners in the field engage with the downsizing taking
place across religious traditions from an empirical standpoint. Our collaborations will produce
the first edited social-science volume on this subject that will set the frame for future scholarship
and provide practical support for religious and community leaders involved in the transitions.

With the support of the Institute for Advanced Catholic Studies at USC, we will gather in
the winter of 2025 to bring together a group of 8-10 social scientists working on congregational
closings for two days of meetings. During these meetings, we will discuss different aspects of
congregational closures from a range of methodological perspectives and across various
geographic locales and timeframes. At the end of the meetings, we will outline and assign
specific chapters for the edited volume.




