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With the emergence of the “omicron” variant and rising infection rates across the United States, the
pandemic is not over. After nearly two years of navigating public health guidelines, Zoom church, and intense socio-political conflict, it is becoming increasingly clear that congregational life is not what it once
was. As daunting as that statement may be for religious leaders and laity alike, it speaks to the resilience,
creativity, and convictions of congregations in the United States. Change is never easy. But change
allows religious communities to better address the needs of their local communities in times of suffering
and hardship. And congregations have done just that throughout the pandemic. The level of new and
intensified social outreach and community ministry undertaken by the nation’s churches is monumental.
This report, based on data from the second key-informant survey of the Exploring the Pandemic Impact
on Congregations: Innovation Amidst and Beyond Covid-19 project, includes an over-sampling of eight
denominational groups and a random sampling of congregations in other denominations for a total of
38 Christian denominational groups and 820 responses. This online survey was fielded throughout the
month of November 2021 and the resulting dataset was weighted to improve its national representativeness (see methodology section below).

Congregational Outreach Response
This survey focused on whether, and in what ways churches have changed their community outreach in
response to the pandemic. Congregations have long been active in their communities, and even more so
during times of crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic is no exception. Almost three-quarters (74%) of
churches reported offering some form of community service or ministry. Nearly two-thirds (61%) agree
that they have identified and embraced new ministry opportunities during this time. When asked
whether their church had “made permanent changes to its community outreach,” 45% of respondents
agreed they had. Whether these are truly permanent changes remains to be seen in future surveys
throughout our five-year project; however, it is clear that the additional outreach is evident at this
moment. In an open-ended response, one informant explained that they plan to permanently keep some
of their adaptations around social media and live-streamed worship because they “have regular
followers beyond [their] city and state.”
When asked if they started When asked if they started a new ministry or
a new ministry or expanded
expanded and increased an existing one, over half
and increased an existing
one, over half of congrega- of congregations (54%) said they had.
tions (54%) said they had.
On average, these churches had begun or expanded over three of their outreach ministries. Many
of these churches also did not feel constrained or limited by their resources to try something new,
with 46% of congregations responding that they felt they had the resources to pursue new ministry
opportunities.
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Overall, the surveyed congregations responded to the pandemic within familiar ministry categories. Efforts to address member connections, better use their building, distribute food and monetary resources
and engage in direct pandemic response dominated the list of new or expanded outreach methods (Figure 1). However, the 20 pages of open-ended responses described these outreach efforts as anything
but ordinary ministry efforts.
Figure 1

Churches started and expanded ministries of community support like elder care, shuttle services, and
phone trees often as outreach to their own members and others in the community. To combat social
isolation, for example, one congregation, “launched a Memory Café which provides a monthly social
opportunity for anyone with dementia and their care partners.” Roughly 28% of churches engaged these
types of ministries in new and expanded ways. Some had daily “phone tree” messages sent automatically
to members and friends with announcements, prayers, Scripture and encouragements. Other churches
became more intentional about their outreach to older members of the surrounding neighborhoods and
offered to do shopping for or with them, gave rides to medical appointments, and provided food and
technological support when needed.
The financial and monetary challenges that
many families experienced during the pandemic also inspired congregations to take action.
Twenty-one percent of congregations expanded
or started a ministry of financial assistance, relief funds, financial counseling, and job training.
One respondent explained that their church,
“gave emergency grants to partner charities in
the tens of thousands of dollars, most recently
partnering with a charity to help migrant workers testing positive for COVID-19.” Another
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church had a “utilities-help program” that expanded to assist with rent as well. A third provided, “rental
assistance for farm workers who were unable to make ends meet during the pandemic and fires in the
region.” One congregation helped fund a food truck that was donated to a school to provide a mobile
feeding center for a low-income community. Finally, another church gave out over $40,000 in restaurant
vouchers to assist both small businesses and those needing food.
While certainly, some
church buildings remained “We expanded our outdoor space to offer families
under-utilized during the
in the community an outdoor area to bring their
pandemic, not all did. About
children—a playground, walking trail, and little free
25% of congregations exlibrary, with plans to add a picnic shelter.”
panded their building use
for things like 12-step programs, the houseless, and additional childcare. Some even began using their space in new ways. One
informant explained, “We expanded our outdoor space to offer families in the community an outdoor
area to bring their children—a playground, walking trail, and little free library, with plans to add a picnic
shelter.” Another church augmented its relationship with a nonprofit that met in their building, helped
raise funds to expand the space, and eventually deeded the building to this organization. Finally, many
respondents described using their buildings as staging areas for food distribution, tutoring and other
activities.
Another 22% engaged in new and expanded food resource ministries such as food
banks, food distribution and community
gardens as need soared. Many churches
described their efforts in detail. One congregation located in a “food desert” created a community garden that, “became
an outside community hub between the
congregation and the community at large.”
The garden has now become a nonprofit,
“in order to allow it to scale beyond” the
church. Another congregation explained
that the need for one of their food ministries had increased 400% and they were,
“able to leverage [their] established
community partnerships to meet this need and have
continued to do so.” A congregation went from a monthly
sandwich-making ministry to feeding up to 1,200 people
per week, another became the third-largest food distribution center in the county, a third donated over 10,000
pounds of food and 400 pounds of clothing, and another
made over 120,000 meals in the past year.
On top of this, roughly 20% of churches engaged in pandemic-related ministries making masks, hosting vaccine
clinics, and offering support to medical workers. Churches hosted wellness checks, blood drives (one church hosted 22 in 2021), and hygiene assistance to the needy and
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homeless. Many had PPE drives, made prayer shawls and quilts and held celebrations of frontline workers. One church explained they had, “been sewing masks since the very beginning and distributing them
to shelters and senior centers.” Another organized a group of churches to assist with vaccine education
and helped individuals obtain vaccination appointments and transportation.
As many children have struggled to keep up
with schoolwork over the course of the pandemic, one church recently began a tutoring
program that already has a waiting list and
will expand as they find more adults to support the program. Many expanded their preschool or after-school care to include older
children who were doing remote learning.
Roughly 11% of congregations reached out
to children through mentoring, tutoring,
and other ministry programs.
As the pandemic has coincided with a
period of socio-political and racial unrest
in the country, 6% of congregations began
or expanded ministries of social action and advocacy, including ministries around anti-racism and voter
registration. One congregation reported their participation in a rally in front of their local courthouse to
end police brutality. Another 12% of churches increased attention to or started mental health ministries
and another 9% expanded their capacity in other ministries that did not fit any of our project’s categories, with events such as neighborhood walks, adult education classes, and refugee resettlement.
It was inspiring to see all the outreach and ministry
“We simply said yes to new
efforts undertaken by these congregations over the past
things and discontinued tired
months. One church’s comments sum up the attitudes
ministries based on guidance
expressed by many, “We simply said yes to new things
and discontinued tired ministries based on guidance from from the Holy Spirit.”
the Holy Spirit.” Of the congregations who started or expanded ministries so far during the pandemic, 76% reported that they were engaged in between one to
four ministries. However, nearly a quarter (24%) reported adding and expanding five or more ministries
to the life of their congregation. In total, if this data is representative of the roughly 320,000 Christian
congregations in the country, then nearly 175,000 churches contributed hundreds of thousands of new
and augmented ministries, funds and supplies in response to the pandemic over the past two years.

The State of Congregational Health
This survey found the median attendance in congregations has remained steady at 65 (with a median
attendance of 45 individuals in-person and 20 individuals virtually attending). This number is consistent
with data from the 2020 Faith Communities Today (FACT) survey and our project’s first report from the
summer of 2021. As with the two previous surveys, most congregations (69%) in this survey are small
with less than 100 members, and only 10% of congregations have over 250 attendees in worship on a
given Sunday morning.
In relation to the mode of gathering used by congregations, much like the summer 2021 survey, the
majority are employing a hybrid form of gathering with 85% using both in-person and virtual ways of
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worshipping. Fifteen percent of churches are gathering in-person only and just 3% of congregations are
meeting only virtually.
When measuring the rate of attendance change from 2019 to 2021, this survey found congregational
attendance was down 9%. While clearly attendance is still depressed, this figure is less than during the
summer when it was -12%. Likewise, the number of congregations reporting a severe decline of 25% or
more was 5% fewer than the summer, falling from 35.2% to 30.3%. Additionally, the number of congregations reporting growth of 5% or more grew from 28% in the summer to 37% in November.
As challenging as the pandemic is for congregations, this survey indicates several trends that seem to
imply positive changes in certain dynamics. When comparing congregational responses between the
2020 Faith Communities Today pre-pandemic survey, to the summer 2021 and this November survey,
the pandemic seems to have strengthened congregational willingness to address new challenges and
involvement in the local community. A greater percentage of churches agree their congregation is willing to change to meet new challenges and agree they are actively involved in the local community (see
Figure 2). Likewise, a larger percent of churches strongly agree with the statement that they are striving
to be diverse: 38% today compared to 28% in the summer, and just 26% pre-pandemic and before many
of the protests in the summer of 2020 following the murder of George Floyd.
Figure 2

Additionally, religious education for both children and adults has increased since the summer as have
fellowship events, but both still remain below pre-pandemic levels. These realities suggest that some
congregations are slowly developing better strategies to not merely weather the pandemic but forge
ahead through it. How the omicron variant and recent spike in cases will affect these patterns remains
to be seen.
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Challenges Remain
Despite these bright spots, survey
The pandemic continues to exacerbate
results also show that some congregations continue to struggle. As Americans existing inequalities in society, and
wrestle with the realities of inflation and congregations have not been immune
spend through the money they saved
to this reality.
while in lockdown, congregations also
seem to have taken a slight hit. Respondents reported that only 33% of churches had increased giving compared to 41% in the summer. While a greater percentage of congregations reported that their
financial health was excellent (28% up from 23%) the percentage of congregations reporting their fiscal
health was in serious difficulty also increased from 5% over the summer to 11% today. The pandemic
continues to exacerbate existing inequalities in society, and congregations have not been immune to this
reality.
The number of congregations worried about their continued existence increased to 23% up from 16%
in the summer survey. While only 13% of congregations worried that they might not emerge strongly
from the pandemic this summer, 26% are now worried their congregations might not emerge stronger.
A large percent of congregations (40%) continue to struggle to maintain contact with members.
Whereas many congregations had hoped the prevalence of vaccines would allow them to return to
pre-pandemic attendance and activities this fall, the continued spread of the virus and the emergence
of the omicron variant raise questions as to how much longer some congregations can continue to
endure the pandemic.

The Toll of COVID
As the United States faces the sobering reality of 800,000 lost lives because of the coronavirus, congregations are feeling this loss too. The percent of congregations reporting members testing positive
for the virus increased from 83% in the summer survey to 87% in this research. Likewise, churches with
staff testing positive rose from 37% to 40%. The percent of congregations reporting deaths among their
membership increased significantly from 17% to 28%. Among congregations that reported member
deaths, the average number of deaths was 2.3 per church.
Based on 28% of churches experiencing the number of COVID deaths indicated, our project estimates
that given roughly 320,000 Christian churches in the United States, then approximately 200,000 church
members have lost their lives because of the pandemic. This should not be a surprising number. Given
that one-quarter of the population regularly attends religious services, it makes sense that one-quarter
of the nation’s deaths would be within this population. However, given that many churchgoers tend to
be older and some congregations were quick to reconvene in-person meetings, we might expect this
number to be even higher.

Conclusion
After nearly two years of navigating the pandemic, during another wave of infections and with a new
variant circulating, churches are indeed adapting to a reality where viruses and public health are part of
their common daily concerns. For many churches, their situation will never be the same. They will never
be the same because of the loved ones and members that they have lost. They will never be the same
because of the ministries that they have started and expanded. Churches will never be the same because they are striving to faithfully change and meet new challenges and better address the suffering of
a changing world. As such, we will continue to document, measure, and highlight these changes over the
coming months and years.
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About This Study
The Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations study is generously funded by Lilly Endowment Inc.
and led by the Hartford Institute for Religion Research at Hartford International University for Religion
and Peace (formerly Hartford Seminary). We will continue to release targeted analyses of more specific
findings from our topical surveys breaking down how Mainline/Evangelical, multiracial, Black congregations, Latinx congregations, and churches of differing sizes are navigating the pandemic. Sign up to
receive our newsletter at www.covidreligionresearch.org and like and follow us on Facebook and
Twitter to make sure you receive our reports as soon as they are released.

Methodology
This Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations study is the result of a collaborative venture of
13 denominations from the Faith Communities Today (FACT) cooperative partnership and Hartford
Institute for Religion Research staff. Together a common core questionnaire of 32 questions was crafted
by this group. A copy of this questionnaire is available at www.covidreligionresearch.org and should be
consulted for the exact wording of items used in this report and the question’s general frequencies.
Using this common questionnaire, partner groups conducted an online survey of a representative,
random national sample of their congregations supported by Hartford Institute during the period of
early to late November 2021. The survey wording was customized slightly for individual faith groups.
A national sample of congregations from non-FACT partner denominations was drawn from a random
sample sourced from a national marketing company list.
This key informant questionnaire was completed by a congregation’s primary leader, staff, or lay leadership. For purposes of the overall national analysis, the seven sub-surveys were individually weighted by
region and attendance size for their faith group. Then responses from each partner denomination and
the random sample were combined into an aggregated dataset.
Through the use of statistical weights, this data was adjusted to be proportionate to a group’s representation in the total population of congregations in the United States as well as adjusted for size and
regional distribution using a combination of 2010 US Religion Census, the 2018/19 National Congregations Study, and the 2020 Faith Communities Today research.
The aggregated dataset includes responses from a total of 820 (764 usable surveys after
weighting) congregations from 38 denominations. The response rate and sampling error for a survey
using this method can be only roughly estimated. An estimate for the margin of error is +/- 4%
at the 95% confidence level.
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