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How many women are seeking purpose, asking, “Is this

all there is to life?” Reason to Return answers: “You were
made for so much more!” Ericka invites women to be who
God made us to be by living an abundant life in a church
community. Her words are refreshing and inspiring because
they encourage us to “rewrite our faith stories.” Ericka sees
women as vital to church life because it is in our DNA to
be life givers. And she encourages us to realize we have so
much to receive inside “God’s holy home on earth.”

LINDA ZNACHKO, author and founder of He Knows Your Name

In the evangelical Western church, we inadvertently
underestimate (and sometimes purposefully neglect) the
communal aspect of our Christian faith. When we do, we
miss out on meaningful community, embodied worship,
and a historic and beautiful ecclesiology. If you've walked
away from a church family or even the idea of church
because of pain, trauma, shame, or flat-out annoyance,
journalist Ericka Andersen is inviting you to reconsider
coming home. While acknowledging the heartache that the
Church has caused women, Reason to Return also reminds
women of the deeper theological reasons why the Church
desperately needs us—and why we still need the Church for
our flourishing, growth, and purposes in God’s Kingdom.

AUBREY SAMPSON, church planter and pastor at Renewal Church;

speaker; and author of Known, The Louder Song, and Overcomer



In Reason to Return, Ericka Andersen honestly and
delicately uncovers the spiritual woundings many of us
have experienced in the local church while beautifully
restoring the dignity of the Church at large. I especially
appreciate Ericka’s advocacy for the underserved in our
church communities, most notably single mothers, who
often feel unseen, unheard, and unwanted. For any woman
desiring to encounter God more fully, reengagement in
the local church is essential, and Ericka compassionately
offers both renewed hope and practical guidance for safely
navigating the experience.

MICHELLE DONNELLY, president and CEO of PlusONE Parents

and author of Szve Haven

Church is always and forever both highly personal

and highly communal. In this book, Andersen boldly
encourages us to keep asking Jesus for the right church
balance in our lives. I found her arguments for being in
church both convincing and encouraging.

TRACI RHOADES, author of Not All Who Wander (Spiritually) Are Lost
and Shaky Ground

If you're like me, one of your deepest longings is to taste
and see fresh evidence that we serve a living God—one
who is actively making all things new. In Reason to Return,
Ericka Andersen winsomely reminds us that the local
church is the best place to find God at work, even if He’s



presently called us to a season of patient endurance. Engage
with the local church, and you will find God on the move.
ANNA BROADWAY, author of Sexless in the City

In Reason to Return, Ericka casts a beautiful and compelling
vision for women’s commitment to a local body of
believers. She reminds us of how vital being a part of an
embodied community of Christians is, and she helps us
navigate barriers to knowing and loving the bride of Christ.

CHELSEA SOBOLIK, ERLC director of public policy and author of
Longing for Motherhood

Ministering to young, busy women in a post-Christian
culture is challenging enough, but inviting the ones who
have left back into a church community is downright
daunting and intimidating. Ericka Andersen welcomes
readers into her own spiritual journey—one of being raised
in the Church, questioning the Church’s methods, and
then returning to the body of Christ. With truth and love,
Andersen presents pragmatic, biblically based reasons why
life lived in church fellowship is beneficial for individuals
and the community. This book is a must-read for any
woman questioning whether she can ever find her place in
the Church again.

CHRISTINA CRENSHAW, PHD, associate researcher at the

Hendricks Center at Dallas Theological Seminary and visiting fellow

at Independent Women’s Forum



Women are an integral and influential part of the body
of Christ, necessary for the health of the Church. Ericka
provides helpful insights into the alarming rate of women
leaving the Church. She encourages women to consider
what the Church still has to offer them—and what they
can offer the Church. This is a necessary message for
women today.

LAUREN MCAFEE, Ministry Investment Coordinator at Hobby Lobby
Corporate and coauthor of Only One Life and Not What You Think

In our current culture, the Church is not known for its
virtues. When stories of corruption and scandal seem to
emerge every week, it’s no wonder people are staying away.
Thankfully, these stories of church failure are not the full
picture. In pockets of faithfulness all over the world, God’s
people are showing up to be Jesus’ hands and feet, and
Ericka is telling this story. While the Church is not perfect,
it is still a place of healing and calling, which is why I am
so grateful to Ericka for beckoning women home.

SHARON HODDE MILLER, author of The Cost of Control
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This book is dedicated to the churches, pastors,
ministry leaders, small groups, faithful
friends, mission-trip buddies, and mentors
who have helped me love God more through

their presence, patience, and prayers.
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Introduction

My first memories of church are perfumed by bleach and
rosewood and patchouli. They are set in bright lights, intense
overhead rectangles shining straight into corner cobwebs,
illuminating dirt, decay, and the thinly skinned veins of doz-
ens of octogenarians at a local nursing home. They sound like
a neglected piano and the soprano voice of an eighty-year-old
woman singing “His Eye Is on the Sparrow.” They feel like
cold, crepey fingers reaching to touch mine as I look to my
mom for reassurance to stay put. These memories echo as
the seeds of Jesus and His Church—serving and communing

among the vulnerable—planted in my mind. I didn’t know



REASON TO RETURN

then that I would forever be tugged back to these morn-
ings, the ones that first shaped my understanding of what
the Church is.

It began with my mom, who often packed up my sis-
ters and me on Sundays—wrinkled dresses, tangled hair—
depositing us in metal chairs next to people desperate for
human touch while she went about setting up chairs, wheel-
ing guests in from the hallway, and settling in our fellow
congregants, born generations before her.

My mom is key to my understanding of church. She
wasn't drawn to traditional services when I was young, but
she has always been attracted to helping others. When she
heard that the nursing home was looking for volunteers to
participate in their Sunday services, she didn't hesitate. Not
one for small talk, she wants a job to do in every situation,
and this filled that desire.

After drifting from her faith as an adolescent, my mom
searched to find her footing in faith again as a new mother.
She knew the place to find it was in a church, but not neces-
sarily the church of her youth. It had to be a church of her
choosing, one where she could serve and be served.

Unconventional as it may sound, this nursing-home
gathering was the church she needed at the time. She dis-
covered a place that filled her need for fellowship, spirituality,
and responsibility.

She found the opportunity to attend the nursing-home
church through a bulletin board posting at another church.
Something I will talk more extensively about later on in this
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book is how simply being in regular community at a church
of some kind often leads to philanthropy, volunteerism, and
generosity we might never encounter outside it. It’s astound-
ing how church attendance changes the trajectory of personal
altruism.

I see now how my mom’s intentional choice to seek out a
personalized church model influenced me—influenced the
subject matter of this book—so many years down the road.
Through the lens of my mom’s choice to participate in an
unorthodox faith community, I began to see the true mean-
ing of church. I recognized very early on that church didnt
have to be one thing—that we could customize our faith lives
to some extent. Mom didn’t feel boxed in by someone else’s
expectation of what churchgoing should be. She did her own
thing, as she always has, and it has profoundly influenced my
own faith journey, with the local church at the center of it.

These days, nearly forty years later, my mom still doesn’t
miss a Sunday at church. She’s religious about going, minus
the rote, emotionless sense that often accompanies that word.
It still fuels her action and fills her up, as it has since those
early mornings in the nursing home. This solid consistency
has contributed to a stronger faith for her—and fueled a life
shaped by her own brand of humanitarianism. Generosity
and volunteerism have defined my mom’s life, and it’s all
sprouted from a deep love for people, a love that God planted
in her through His Church.

While my mom’s example in my childhood left a last-

ing impression on me, someone else made an even bigger



REASON TO RETURN

imprint on how I would eventually view the Church and
those proximate to it. Prior to a few years ago, I never realized
that the local church was such a vital component of a rich
faith life. If you look at the life of Jesus, however, you can see
that it is. He was always with a group of people—whether
close friends, disciples, or curious bystanders.

He sat with strangers, dined with thieves, conversed with
murderers. Those same ragtag groups of people exist today.
They are me, they are you, they are our fellow churchgoers,
friends, and neighbors. We aren’t too good to dine with
them, love them, or (if need be) forgive them. And I hope
they think the same of us.

If imperfect communion with sinners and saints was
something Jesus pursued, it's most certainly something we
should echo. It’s also where we are needed. As members of the
body of Christ, we each have an indispensable role to play—
just as my mom did serving those in the nursing home.

If you've been absent from the Church—either physi-
cally or spiritually—an important piece of your faith life is
missing. Do you want to discover where you fit in, again
or for the first time? Do you want to bypass the obliga-
tions of religion and dive into a deeper, more satisfying life
in Jesus? That’s why I wrote this book. When I drifted, I
needed an anchor. When I desired a closer relationship with
God, I needed guidance. When I stepped away from my
church, I needed a reason to come back. That’s why I wrote

this—for you.
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The Reasons We ‘Leave







CHAPTER 1

Our ‘Desires

SEARCHING FOR MORE

It was 10:00 p.m., and my three-year-old wouldn’t go to
sleep. She'd already been read seven books, had two sips of
water, and switched pajamas twice. Her unicorn stuffie and
doll were tucked in beside her. Her rainbow-sparkled com-
forter was molded tightly around her tiny body just as she
liked, but her brain was spinning from the bowl of ice cream
she'd had two hours earlier. No matter how many steps we
took to prepare for it, she refused to move toward sleep.

As a tired mom wanting desperately to escape to my
room for a few minutes of reading, I began pleading with
her. These sleeping issues have been going on most of her
life. I know that when she pushes against sleep, it’s bad for
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her. She doesn’t understand this now, but as an adult who has
researched health data about children, I know that they need
a certain number of hours each night in order to function
well during the day. When kids are rested, they are happier,
learn more easily, and have fewer meltdowns.

I know I cant expect my toddler to understand this, but
even still, it’s maddening when she fights against it!

One day it became obvious to me that as Christians we
act toward our faith like my toddler does toward sleep. We
comprehend why we should take certain actions for our own
well-being and spiritual growth, but oftentimes it’s hard to
actually put these actions into practice.

Going to church, being part of a faith community, is
one of the actions that many adult Christians struggle to
accomplish. Many have given up entirely, despite knowing
that having a strong faith life is more difficult and lacking
without it. Women in particular have left the Church at high
rates, despite still considering themselves to be dedicated
Christians. At one point in my life, I was one of them.

Having grown up in Christian culture, I'm well versed
in the religious platitudes that come with this kind of
upbringing. For a long time, that’s all Christianity was to
me. But I reached a certain age where I knew there must be
a deeper, more significant faith life to be found beyond rules
of dos and don’ts. What was the secret? How could I find the
deeper spiritual fulfillment that eluded me—even though I'd
attended church most of my life?

For a while, that meant stepping away from church and
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reevaluating the point of it all. Why was I going? What was
it for? Was it really helping me grow as a Christian? Was it
worth the time and commitment I'd once put into it? This
book was part of my process of evaluating these questions
and finding answers I hadn’t been sure were available.

If you don't currently attend a church, you're likely still
one of millions of American women aspiring to deeper spiri-
tual fulfillment.

As a journalist covering issues of faith and culture, I
recently discovered some information about church and our
faith practices that I hadnt known before. I was shocked to
learn that twenty-six million American women who attended
church a decade ago no longer do.!

What happened? Why have so many women stopped
going to church? Research indicates that many of them still
consider themselves to be Christians, but a myriad of life
circumstances has launched a trend of declining attendance,
only now compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
first part of this book explores many of these circumstances—
the reasons women have left.

As 1 researched this phenomenon, I also uncovered
that there are massive benefits to being an active member
of a church. They are personal, practical, and spiritual in
nature—and you may be surprised at how they are mani-
fested, especially for women.

Research shows that people of faith—especially those who
attend church consistently—have the lowest rates of depres-

sion and highest rates of happiness in the nation.” So when
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Christian women aren't attending church, they’re missing out
on a tangible benefit that church community provides. It’s
crazy to think that this can make the difference that it does,
but it’s true.

Can going to church really change your life? Maybe
you've gone plenty of times before and are looking for
something more this time, something worth it. It can be
overwhelming—this intangible desire for something greater
that’s hard to explain or grasp. Understandably, you may not
be sure how or where to even begin, especially if your past
pursuits have failed.

You may have tried it all: different types of churches or
denominations, self-help books, prayer journals, meditation
practices. You may have seen it all: hypocrisy, legalism, lies.
You may have felt it all: doubt, disappointment, hopelessness.

Others seem to enjoy flourishing, confident faith lives,
but it’s hard to discern what provides their fulfillment. You're
not alone in wondering what’s missing or desiring a deeper
faith life, one that reflects a personal relationship with God.

For you, is it the Church itself that has lost its luster or
is it a “dead orthodoxy” or “worldly Christianity” that no
longer appeals to you?® Taking the time to really nail down
what’s turned you off in the past is important in this journey.

In their book Churchless, David Kinnaman and George
Barna report that half of people not currently attending
church in the US are “actively seeking something better
spiritually than they have experienced to date.” One-third
of those say that they are “completely open” to trying a new

10
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or atypical church structure or environment.”> Why 7oz try
something new? It’s the direction many people are headed
and something to consider for yourself.

Consideration and action, however, are two very different
things. Apprehension about trying a new church environ-
ment and taking regular action to deepen your faith could
be hindering the very growth you seek. So let’s talk about the
elephant in the room: What is church? What does the word
mean, and why can it be such a sensitive subject?

Let’s start with God’s Word. The Bible is packed with
tales of Jesus seeking out followers in both traditional and
nontraditional faith environments. Sometimes He consorted
with them in the Temple. Other times He just walked up
to where they already happened to be—working a boat or
mending some nets. Many of the disciples were fishing,
oblivious that their lives were about to be upended, when
He approached them. Mary’s everyday life was interrupted
by the angel Gabriel. Zacchaeus was in a tree with no idea
what was to come. Such encounters—in spaces and places as
conventional as a temple and untraditional as a tree—are the

nature of the Church still today.

What Is Church?

The word church may elicit many visions: A symmetrical
white structure crowned by a large cross. Light-up signage
displaying service times and a bad pun (“Our Sundays
are better than Dairy Queen’s”). Or maybe a tiny church
house surrounded by farm country with a gravel parking

!
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lot bordering a three-step jaunt to double doors. Perhaps a
megachurch island, stretching for three corners of a block
and requiring police presence to guide the legions of traffic
going in and out of the football stadium—sized parking lot
encasing it like a moat.

For traditionalists, it’s suits and hats. For millennials, it’s a
coffee bar and donuts. For fundamentalists, it’s fire and brim-
stone. For Gen Z, it’s livestreams and pajamas. But church is
so much more than all that.

Because I want to make sure we're on the same page
throughout our time together, let me set the parameters for
what I mean by church. The big-C Church is the global body
of believers, including millions of men and women scattered
around the world. This larger, symbolic body gathers in God’s
name and serves as our eternal shelter in a broken world. It’s
anywhere and everywhere believers reside, wherever “two or
three gather in [Jesus’] name” (Matthew 18:20). I'll refer to
this as “the Church.”

The second meaning I'll refer to, more frequently, is that
of the little-c church. This is what I'll call the local church
throughout the book. Here I'll be talking about one of many
particular church congregations of Christians who tradition-
ally gather each week. The little-c church is part of the big-C
Church and functions simultaneously as both. As Christians,
we can participate in both entities.

Both the Church and the local church are holy gatherings
of two or more people specifically meaning to glorify God—to
hear from Him, worship Him, and align their hearts with His.

12
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Historically speaking, one common use of the term church
is a translation mishap. This word was never meant to refer
to a building or place but rather a gathering of people. Its a
translation of the word ekklésia, which describes this specific
kind of gathering.

I love how Sam Allberry explains the church operating in
the earthly world:

The church functions like an embassy of this new
society that God is creating through Christ. Just as
the US embassy in London is considered a part of
US sovereign territory overseas in a foreign land, so
the local church is a small part of heavenly territory

in this world.”

It is holy ground. The Church and the local church are
not about a day of the week or a building to walk into but
about a people and a way of life. “People don't enter a church;
the church enters a building,” writes Allberry.®

This reality often gets fuzzy because of our tangible under-
standing of the Church as a specific gathering place. It is this,
in a sense, because we sometimes just need a practical place
to meet, but it’s critical that we comprehend the Church as
God originally intended if we are to know why it’s so essential
in our lives as Christians.

I recently saw a great visualization of this. It was a draw-
ing of a cross section of a downtown area with a few stores,

a couple of high-rise apartment buildings, a park bench,

13
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sidewalks, families, and shoppers. At the top, it read, “Where
the Church Is” and had arrows pointing at each person,
object, and building. We may have buildings to gather in,
but the heart of the Christian Church resides exclusively in
the fellowship of believers, wherever they are at any time.

Local church members” work among one another and in
their communities is often done outside the walls of church
buildings throughout the week as they come together as ser-
vants, friends, and community members. We must always
have the larger perspective of the Church in mind whenever
talking about individual churches.

When I was a kid, church was a building to me, as it may
have been to you. It was tights, hymnals, and flannel boards.
It wasn’t until years later that I learned the point of it all, the
actual definition and origins of this place, as we've just covered.

Now that we're straight on that, let’s talk about what
church could look like for you moving forward.

If you are feeling led to something new or called to revisit
a cornerstone of your past in a new light, that’s a great place
to be. It’s possible you've grown out of what you used to

know. Your past contours no longer fit here—and that’s okay.
In The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis writes,

If all experienced God in the same way and returned
Him an identical worship, the song of the Church
triumphant would have no symphony, it would be
like an orchestra in which all the instruments played

the same note.?

14
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Sometimes the symphony needs a fresh sound. And that
might be what you have to offer.

Maybe you'll relate to this: Twenty years ago, I was a
young adult with every dream and desire before me. Feeling
invincible, I did things during that time I can’t imagine doing
now: I flew to India on a whim, went skydiving after a night
of heavy drinking, and moved to a city I'd never been to
without a job in place—just for the fun of it. Now, as a mar-
ried, midcareer mom of two, my church and spiritual needs
are quite different from what they once were.

We can shift into new gears in our personal lives and
our faith lives. In fact, these two aspects of our lives can and
should ultimately merge together. As Christians, we want to
hold our jobs and hobbies and circumstances loosely, but it’s
possible to reconfigure the pieces to uphold what we value
most in a healthy way. Can you allow yourself the space
to shift in different life seasons? We're meant to find fresh
resources and rituals as time passes. We can’t blossom in old,
untilled soil—so let’s stop trying to! It’s time for some soil
rejuvenation or a new pot altogether.

So much can change over the course of our lives, but
one thing never does: God’s love and His call to fellowship.
We'll explore this unchanging truth further; it’s essential in
developing fruitful habits that lead to the spiritual fulfillment
you seek.

There may be baggage in your life. There may be fear,
doubt, confusion, or ambivalence. Perhaps there is regret,

harm, or sheer disinterest. You may not hold a lot of hope

15
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that going to church can make a drastic difference. We're
going to address all these things, friend. As someone who has
walked through this myself and stood beside others on the
journey, 'm honored to accompany you as you tread lightly

into this territory again.

Facing the Church: Reconsidering How It Fits

When it comes to your faith, what have you been putting
into practice? An online sermon on occasion? Attending
your old church on holidays? Keeping up with your favorite
Christian podcast? Praying—sometimes? Are these things
taking you to the place youd like to be? These can no doubt
be helpful and edifying tools to aid your spiritual life, but
I wonder if theyre enough for you. If not, can you make
the time to figure out what might be? (If you're reading this
book, you're doing just that.)

The hesitation is real, though—I get it. You dread the in-
evitable burst of new conversation that comes with entering
a new church or trying a new space week after week. You may
worry that church members will judge strangers and may
not be prepared to deal with emotionally stressful situations.
Maybe you consider the churches of your past and wonder
if another could ever be different. You may have believed so
deeply in God and His goodness that being treated badly in
a church made it feel like God was absent from that place.
If that was the case, leaving was probably the right choice!

This legitimate discomfort or hurt you fear encountering

again is Satan’s attempt to thwart God’s plan for you. I dont

16
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want Satan’s tactics to keep you from experiencing the won-
der, mercy, and solace of what God means for the Church to
be in your life.

God says in Jeremiah 7:11 (NL1): “Don’t you yourselves
admit that this Temple, which bears my name, has become a
den of thieves?” Even in the holiest places, sometimes sin cor-
rupts. And yet. As He always does, despite the tarnishing of
His own name and the betrayal of His people, God still calls
the Church His beloved. He is not bound by the walls of a
building, the reputation of any pastor, or the sins we commit.

Why let a tarnished definition of the Church limit our
vision of what it is and can be? What if the Church isn’t what
you've been thinking it is all these years? What if your history
with the Church is merely one example among many . . . and
it doesn’t represent the truth of who God is? By reading this
book, you've demonstrated a level of commitment to figur-
ing this out for yourself. What priorities may need to shift
for you to experience the Church as the more you've been

looking for?
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