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The 9/11 Test
The Church Has Already Failed It Twice
The Doors That Opened Twice
Two Rivers Baptist Church in Nashville normally welcomed about 2,000 worshippers. The Sunday after September 11, 2001, 600 more walked through the doors, and national church attendance jumped by roughly 25% almost overnight. At Fellowship Church in Grapevine, Texas, senior pastor Ed Young looked out at a sanctuary suddenly holding thousands of unfamiliar faces and asked them, "Where have you guys been?"
Nineteen years later, it happened again in a different shape. Church buildings closed instead of filling, but the doors still opened wide - just onto a screen. By September 2020, roughly three in four churched adults had watched a service online during the pandemic, a jump from a church landscape where only about a third had ever offered a digital service before COVID hit.
Scripture calls this kind of moment a shaking, and warns that shaking has a purpose: “Now this, ‘Yet once more,’ indicates the removal of those things that are being shaken, as of things that are made, that the things which cannot be shaken may remain” (Hebrews 12:27). Both times, the American church got shaken hard enough to open its doors fast. The real question both times was what would still be standing once the shaking stopped.
The Sower's Pattern
George Barna's own research team delivered the verdict on 2001: the American church had succeeded at putting on "a friendly face", but failed to move most of the spiritually curious into anything deeper. Barna's later research into pastors themselves shows why: only 8% of senior pastors say their spiritual gift is evangelism, against two-thirds who point to teaching or preaching. Jesus described the resulting gap two thousand years earlier - seed that springs up fast on stony ground because it “has no root in itself, but endures only for a time” (Mark 4:17). Barna's five-year follow-up found all 19 spiritual indicators it tracked virtually unchanged from before the attacks - the seed had already withered.
COVID ran the identical experiment with the opposite starting point, and got the same ending. Even with the doors technically open online, one in three practicing Christians stopped attending church altogether, even digitally, within weeks of lockdown. Barna's researchers found those who stopped attending still want support from a church community - they just weren't getting it. The drop broke exactly backward from what anyone expected: half of Millennials went dark within a month, against just over a third of Gen X and roughly a quarter of Boomers - the generation everyone assumed would adapt best to digital church adapted the worst to staying connected through it. Virtual giving lagged the same way, dropping well below normal in the pandemic's first weeks, while nearly half of pastors were measuring their own success mainly by counting views.
By 2022, the fallout had settled into a permanent shape. Barna's own labels for it - "Holders," "Hoppers," and "Dropouts" - describe a church landscape where only about six in ten Christians stayed at the same church they attended before the pandemic. Two different crises, nineteen years apart, produced the same stony ground: a fast, real opening that never got followed by anything deep enough to hold it.
The Test That Never Stops Now
Both of those tests had a clear starting gun and, eventually, an ending. What's coming next doesn't work that way. There's no single September morning or single lockdown order to point to - just three fronts running at once, all the time, where the same question keeps getting asked without anyone deciding to ask it: how people first meet faith content on social media, whether an online-only service can actually be a church, and who - or what - people trust when they want spiritual guidance. Wait for a crisis to force the answer on any one of these, and the church will get the same result it got twice already.
Social Media
Here the news is genuinely more hopeful than the last two case studies - so far. Gen Z now attends church more than any other generation, nearly twice a month, up from about once a month in 2020, and church leaders are crediting part of that swing to social media itself - figures like the newly canonized digital influencer Carlo Acutis and popular preaching accounts appear to be funneling attention toward real Sunday attendance instead of replacing it. One youth ministry leader described the shift bluntly: "Faith is a hit among Gen Z" right now, credited in real part to what young people are seeing on their phones.
That's worth celebrating, and it's also exactly the kind of number that can flip without warning. The same algorithms currently rewarding faith content could just as easily starve it the moment engagement patterns shift, the way they've reshaped attention around a dozen other trends already. A church that assumes this one will keep trending up on its own is choosing to be reactive by default - waiting to find out, rather than building the in-person, real-community follow-through now, while the door is already open.
Online Churches
This is COVID's unfinished business, not a new problem. Streaming didn't go away when lockdowns ended - one in five churched adults now attends primarily online, and one in four splits time between online and in person. Barna's own researchers have raised the harder question underneath those numbers: physical church buildings are expensive to maintain for congregations that may only fill them a few hours a week, while an online option costs the viewer nothing and asks for no commitment in return.
The question COVID raised - does watching a service count as belonging to a body - never got answered. It just became normal to leave it open. Every fully online church, and every hybrid campus, is still running that same unanswered experiment today, quietly, without anyone treating it as the urgent question it actually is.
AI Churches
This is the newest front, and it's moving the fastest. Most pastors already use AI in ministry - only 13% say they don't use it at all, and sermon-writing with AI's help has nearly doubled since 2024. Barna's researchers frame that adoption charitably, describing a ministry culture willing to use new tools in the service of enduring purposes.
But the same research shows the line between tool and authority is already blurring on the other side of the pulpit. Nearly one in three U.S. adults - and two in five Gen Z and Millennials - now say spiritual advice from AI is as trustworthy as advice from a pastor. Pastors know it: most describe feeling cautious about AI, and a majority worry it could displace the very spiritual guidance they're ordained to give. Barna's own vice president of research put the needed response plainly - pastors have a role in helping people slow down, think critically, and engage wisely with a technology their congregations have already adopted faster than they have. That role only works if it starts before the trust has already shifted, not after.
Sound the Alarm Now
“A prudent man foresees evil and hides himself, but the simple pass on and are punished” (Proverbs 22:3). Two crises already told the church exactly what happens when it waits to see how a season plays out before deciding what to do with it. The seed sprang up fast and had no root, twice, in two completely different situations, for the same underlying reason. There's no reason to expect a third repeat to end differently unless something changes before it starts.
“of the sons of Issachar who had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do” (1 Chronicles 12:32) - that's the description Scripture gives of the leaders worth following in an unstable moment: not the ones reacting fastest once trouble arrives, but the ones who already understood what the moment required.
Here's the challenge: pick one of the three fronts above - social media, online church, or AI - and take one deliberate, proactive step on it this week, before anything forces your hand. Have the conversation with your teenager about where they're actually getting spiritual advice, before an app answers a question you never got asked. Ask your own church leadership what its plan is for someone who only ever shows up on a screen. Find out whether your pastor has a policy on AI in ministry, or is simply deciding one by default, one convenient shortcut at a time. The alarm this lesson is sounding isn't about a tragedy still to come. It's about making sure the church isn't standing in the same spot a third time, asking the same question it already knows the answer to.

All Scripture quotations are taken from the New King James Version (NKJV).
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