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 THEOLOGY ESSAY – ‘CAN CHRISTIANITY SURVIVE WITHOUT CHURCHES?’

'Can Christianity survive without churches?'

The early forms of Christian religion spread around the middle east, following Jesus Christ’s crucifixion in 33AD, through the oral tradition and work of the primary followers of Jesus. The disciples including St. Peter, preached to numerous small communities around the Roman Empire, covertly but gradually increasing numbers of followers formed local churches. The first Christian churches did not arise until the middle 3rd century A.D., with the conversion of houses in Syria, such as the Dura-Europos (domus ecclesiae) ‘church’[footnoteRef:1]. Purpose built churches became a widespread feature of Christianity under Emporer Constantine, as he ordered the building of Basilicas in the early 4th century. Therefore, in one sense, Christianity did survive and develop without organised religion in church buildings in its first few centuries. [1:  Kristina Sessa, (2009), Domus Ecclesiae: Rethinking a Category of Ante-Pacem Christian space, the Journal of Theological Studies, Oxford, pp.90-108] 

[bookmark: _Int_PaYqaS91]Yet in modern Christianity, the institutional and visible gathered body remains vital for its authority and guidance (typically under bishops) as well as its public theological presence. While personal faith can persist in isolation, the survival of Christianity as a transformative, disciplined, and public force is inextricably linked to the survival of churches, especially in sacraments in some denominations such as Catholicism. Therefore, while churches are not inherent to the existence of Christian belief, they provide vital sustinance for its practices and tradition. The question of whether Christianity can survive without churches requires a careful distinction between the ‘church’ as a house of worship under the authorative guidance of priests, vicars or other ministers and the ‘Church’ as a community Christians.
The early Christian Church originated in Jerusalem. It grew directly out of Jewish tradition, as the essential Christian teachings and histories were documented in scriptures, eventually collated in the Bible. As evident in the Old Testament prophecies in Isaiah[footnoteRef:2] and emphasized with the discovery of the dead sea scrolls[footnoteRef:3], the person of Jesus - a messiah - was explicitly prophecised in the Pentateuch[footnoteRef:4]. Jesus and his first disciples were Jews, so continued to meet in local synagogues rather than establishing separate buildings, which is pertinant as it shows that at its core, the Christian tradition is centred on the teachings and actions taught by Christ, as not in organised houses of assembly. As the faith spread through the Roman Empire via leaders like St. Paul, the primary venue for worship shifted to public spaces, private homes, and eventually purpose-built places of worship from the 4th century onwards. The growing number of Christians demanded the guidance and authority that churches could provide, which was an essential development of Christianity, especially as a minority were literate, and so the oral tradition risked the misinterpretation or manipulation of the gospel[footnoteRef:5] – the teachings of Jesus and the inspired word of God. For nearly 300 years, Christians lacked the legal status to build grand structures and were often forced to meet in secret due to periodic waves of Roman persecution. Basilicas were only built through imperial patronage after the Edict of Milan[footnoteRef:6] in 313 A.D, when Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity. This history proves that Christianity can and did survive without physical church buildings, as its initial survival occurred under conditions of illegality where the ‘church’ was defined strictly as the Christian community. [2:  The Bible, Isaiah 7:14, Catholic Bible Press, Nashville, pp.788]  [3:  Carsten Peter Thiede, (2001), The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Jewish Origins of Christianity, Sandy Lane West, Oxford, pp.196]  [4:  John Barton, (2019), A History of the Bible: The Book and Its Faiths, Penguin Books Ltd., London, pp.1-15]  [5:  Ibid, Barton, pp. 206-209.]  [6:  Francis S. Betten, (1922), Vol 8, The Milan Decree of A.D. 313: Translation and comment, The Catholic Historical Review, America, pp. 191-197] 

Despite the lack of purpose-built physical buildings in its beginnings, some scholars argue that Christianity requires a visible church community to provide authority and heteronomous guidance[footnoteRef:7]. Modern trends often champion a spiritual but not overtly religious mindset, as Bonhoeffer called 'Religionless Christianity’[footnoteRef:8], where individuals claim to belong to an immaterial universal church, while eschewing local membership. While the creation of a physical Christian community proved effective at the time, in the modern era, it can be argued that organised churches limit the practices of Christianity. For example, Bonhoeffer argued that churches of 20th century Germany had become too corrupt and manipulated by the religious authorities and Nazi government to the extent that Christian teachings had mutated into something else entirely. He provided a very compelling solution; to refocus Christianity on ethical action and discipleship[footnoteRef:9], following exclusively the teachings of Jesus Christ, as a personal front independent from churches, since the heteronomous ethics provided by priests can be distorted from the meaning of the scripture. This is a notable commentary on modern churches as repositories of theology, as the distortion of religion by churches can be seen throughout history, resulting in a corruption and negative perception of the Christian faith. [7:  https://corechristianity.com/resources/top-questions/do-i-have-to-attend-church-to-be-a-christian ]  [8:  Matthew D. Kirkpatrick, (2011), Attacks on Christendom in a World Come of Age: Kierkegaard, Bonhoeffer and the Question of Religionless Christianity, Pickwick Publications, USA, pp.186]  [9:  Deitrich Bonhoeffer, (1959), The Cost of Discipleship, Simon & Schuester, New York, pp.41-94] 

However, political theologians suggest that this ‘unhinged’ spirituality often lacks the discipline necessary for true discipleship[footnoteRef:10]. This argument for the necessity of organized churches and authority can be seen as crucial in a modern context, as the politicised theology of Christianity, without rooting in tradition, can be used as a tool of manipulation by world leaders. Donald Trump, president of the USA, created AI generated images comparing himself and his policies to the direct word/ actions of Jesus, demonstrating the danger of Christianity outside of the safe interpretation and guidance of churches[footnoteRef:11], with established and rigorous theologies, with structures of accountability and magisterial teachings. Therefore, it is convincing to argue that the authority and tradition that organized churches provide is vital for Christianity, as it protects the religion from the misinterpretations and misrepresentations of the individual. [10:  Graham Ward, (2003), True Religion, Blackwell Publishing, London, pp.109]  [11:  https://www.facebook.com/Timesnow/posts/president-donald-trump-sparked-controversy-after-sharing-an-ai-generated-image-d/1449771570527434/ , 13th April 2026] 

Catholics would argue that the local churches are the primary vehicle through which the Holy Spirit works, specifically through the general revelation of preaching the gospel, administering sacraments like baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and maintaining godly discipline. Heteronomous guidance is depicted as a biblical mandate. Believers are frequently likened to "sheep" who require a "shepherd" - Jesus[footnoteRef:12] to lead them and teach them sound doctrine. The New Testament calls for believers to "obey your leaders and submit to them,"[footnoteRef:13] noting that these leaders keep watch over souls and must give an account for them. Without the institutional church (for Catholics, the Magisterium embodied by its bishops), true membership is lost, instantiated in the sacrament of baptism. Membership provides a structure for accountability in the modern age. Furthermore, while salvation, a core Christian teaching, is achievable by grace through faith alone, the visible church provides a normative, God ordained structure for discipleship, suggesting that while the faith might exist in an individual, its maturity and longevity depend on the oversight of elders and the collective wisdom of the body[footnoteRef:14]. [12:  Ibid, Matthew 25:31-46, pp.1101]  [13:  Ibid, Hebrews 13:17-19, pp.1392]  [14:  Ibid, Acts 2:42] 

The survival of Christianity also hinges on its role in the public sphere; a concept explored through the lens of Public Theology. Wolfhart Pannenberg, a prominent theologian, understood ‘public’ as a realm where everything is potentially a theology. Pannenberg’s universal public theology[footnoteRef:15] argues that the purpose of Christianity is not to coerce a religious agenda onto the public, but to engage in dialogue with various spheres, including the political, economic, familial, and cultural ones. This assumes a "Christianity outside the church" yet considers the church as a base of intellectual and moral engagement. Public theology suggests that the church should serve as a window into a larger reality, showing that God is in Heaven and owns all things, rather than a mirror that merely reflects society’s secular values back to it. When the Church ceases to gather or advocate for its essential nature, it risks being seen by the secular sphere as a mere club equivalent to a hobby group or secular charity rather than a critical spiritual leader in times of crisis[footnoteRef:16]. For Christianity to survive as a relevant public force, therefore, it must maintain a physical presence that facilitates corporate worship and public witness.  [15:  Wolfhart Pannenberg, (1968), Jesus, The Westminster Press, London, pp.256-304]  [16:  Bloomsbury.com/us/Christianity-outside-the-church-9781978715905/?__cf_chl_f_tk=uwaZEdoEZSPIVnX6SGvbR85Y0uz8XQMCDwXBnWUBGtE-1782849123-1.0.1.1-Nd_yeaUSmRDLQ30OdOYplXcmuiyPdmS4PvYx84u6.tA ] 

While Pannenberg advocates for the necessity of the church, it should be acknowledged that corrupt institutions can hinder true worship. In the modern secular age, there is a rising cohort of "churchless Christians" - estimated at 10% of the U.S. population - who claim to "love Jesus but not the church"[footnoteRef:17]. The primary reason for this exodus is the feeling that the institutional church has lost its "monopoly on the practice of the Christian faith"[footnoteRef:18], therefore postulating that churches are no longer vital to Christianity. [17:  Dan Foster, (2025), The Rise of the Churchless Christians, Backyard Church]  [18:  Ibid, Foster] 

In a modern secular context, the physical church building serves as a pillar of community service that a purely spiritual Christianity cannot replicate. Churches provide vital functions such as food banks, housing for the homeless, youth groups, and community meeting places[footnoteRef:19]. These actions are viewed by believers as a moral duty help others as Jesus taught in Matthew 25[footnoteRef:20]. Furthermore, the church acts as a ‘stabilizing force’ for good in an increasingly secular world, fostering community cohesion and peace in multicultural societies. The sustenance that churches offer in the perception of Christianity as a benevolent and beneficial organization are essential in the increasingly secular world. Without the positive community alms and cohesion provided in churches, Christianity, and organised religion would not prove as popular in a scientifically advancing age. While charity is universal, it is a core pillar of Christianity, and many global charities, like OXFAM and CAFOD, are Christian. Furthermore, the longevity of religion and churches act as a defence of Christianity, as the tradition they provide make it harder for science to eradicate religion. [19:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zvgp47h/hevision/1 ]  [20:  Ibid, Matthew 25:31, pp.1101] 

The debate over the essential nature of churches was highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many argued that the government's classification of churches as "non-essential "￼was a failure to recognize the monumental importance that faith brings. For the believer, gathering to worship is seen as essential for the mental and spiritual health of millions and essential for the glory and worship of God. The Bible’s command to "not forsake the assembling of ourselves together"[footnoteRef:21] suggests that the risk of spiritual harm from isolation outweighs many external risks. Therefore, the gathering of churches is not just about the building but about practicing the key sacraments and pillars of Christian thinking, which is commanded by God and therefore crucial to the faith.  [21:  Ibid, Hebrews 10:24-25, pp.1388] 

In Catholic and Anglican traditions, the church building facilitates the People of God[footnoteRef:22] gathering for the sacraments, while Protestant churches prioritize the ‘ordinary means’ of preaching the Word to foster communal discipleship. The Eucharist distinguishes the role of physical churches by serving as an ordinary means through which the Holy Spirit works to build the body of Christ, a function that necessitates a visible, gathered assembly. While personal faith can exist in isolation, the administration of the sacraments, including the Lord’s Supper, is a central purpose for which church buildings are specifically designed. Analytically, the church provides the normal God ordained structure for spiritual maturity through accountability and godly discipline[footnoteRef:23]. Without the visible church, Christianity risks losing its transformative power to act as a "window" into a larger reality, devolving into a private club for only those who study Christianity, rather than a public Christian community[footnoteRef:24]. Thus, while not inherent to the internal existence of belief, churches provide the vital sustenance required to preserve Christian practice and tradition. [22:  Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 1964]  [23:  Ibid, Ephesians 4:4-16]  [24:  Andrea Williams, 2020, ‘Is the Church non-essential?’ , Christian Concern] 

So, can Christianity survive without churches? If "church" refers to a stone building, with a dome, altar and built in cruciform, the answer is yes; the faith survived and flourished for the early centuries in public gatherings, homes and catacombs before the first basilica was built. However, if "church" refers to the institutional authority and community of gathered assembly, Christianity cannot survive in its full, healthy, and intended form without it.
In this sense, churches provide the heteronomous guidance and authority necessary to prevents Christianity from devolving into a self-centered and anarchic version of religion. It provides the public theology needed to engage with the world as a window into a higher reality rather than a mirror of secularism. While corruption and institutional stagnation can hinder worship and drive people away from Christianity practiced in organised churches, they remain a pillar of both spiritual and community life. Ultimately, the church is seen as vital to Christianity because God mandated the gathering of His people for the sake of their spiritual guidance and understanding of His own glory. Christianity may survive as a private belief without the church, but it survives as a transformative mission only through the gathered body of churches.
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