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MILLIONS SKIPPED CHURCH DURING PANDEMIC.

WILL THEY
RETURN?

WALDOBORO, Maine – With millions of
people having stayed home from places of wor-
ship during the coronavirus pandemic, strug-
gling congregations have one key question:
How many of them will return?

As the pandemic recedes in the United
States and in-person services resume, worries
of a deepening slide in attendance are univer-
sal.

Some houses of worship won’t make it.
Smaller organizations with older congrega-

tions that struggled to adapt during the pan-
demic are in the greatest danger of a downward
spiral from which they can’t recover, said the
Rev. Gloria E. White-Hammond, lecturer at the
Harvard Divinity School and co-pastor of a
church in Boston.

On the Maine coast, the pandemic proved to
be the last straw for the 164-year-old Waldobo-
ro United Methodist Church.

Even before COVID-19 swept the world,
weekly attendance had dipped to 25 or 30 at the
white-clapboard New England church that
could hold several hundred worshippers. The

number further dwindled to five or six before
the final service was held Sunday, said the Rev.
Gregory Foster.

The remaining congregants realized they
couldn’t continue to maintain the structure,
and decided to fold the tent, Foster said.

“We can’t entirely blame everything on CO-
VID. But that was just the final blow. Some peo-
ple have not been back at all,” he said.

In Virginia, the Mount Clifton United Meth-
odist Church experienced a similar fate. The 
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You may have a similar experience—I read an arti-
cle, hear an interview, watch a film or have an engaging
conversation and my brain starts making connections
to ideas or words from various sources. It’s usually a
good indication I need to think more about a topic, ask
questions, and maybe write. 

In the Summer 2021 issue of “The Humanist,” I read
an article by Daniel Moran, one of the magazine’s edi-
tors: “Art and the Nature of Spirituality.” Readers and
students familiar with my suspicion of slippery spiri-
tual semantics and my peculiar personal secular view
of nature, won’t be surprised to hear I had a reaction.
As a humanist like me who does not hold theistic be-
liefs, the author seems to know what he’s doing. Yet
when the waters of religion are already so murky, I see
no reason to stir them and make them even muddier.

Moran suggests using the word “spirituality” does
not present a conflict for non-theists. In fact, he con-
tends it is “a necessary part of a full life.” His view is
that spirituality identifies the ways we connect with
the deepest parts of our humanity and “how we see
this connectedness to the wonders and mysteries of
the world around us.” The example he uses is love. “We
know what love is because it is part of our spirituality.”
He rightly traces the word spirituality to its original
meaning: to breathe (actually wind, breath), then pre-
sents what he thinks best expresses this breathing:
art. 

In art, particularly his sense of poetry, this author
finds beauty, meaning, fulfillment and wonder. This is
what it means to be human, he says, “in this universal
scheme of grandeur and mystery.” He concludes with a
kind of breathable benediction: “Breathe, and breathe
deeply.”

While I can appreciate where he’s coming from, I
find myself a little puzzled by this perspective. When I
hear a fellow freethinker defend this use of old lan-
guage I feel constrained to push back a bit. I know it’s
not necessarily a big deal when we turn to familiar
words to express ourselves, yet there is one point of
contention I would raise.

If we’re talking about taking a deep breath of appre-
ciation, gratitude … or air …, what is the purpose in
calling it something other than those things, especially
when there’s a long history with some words we use?
For most people acculturated in religious terminology,
faith-flavored terms evoke belief in the supernatural.
Yet, wonder is wonder, beauty is beauty, breathing is
breathing—all good (good is good, too). Why pull natu-
ral words out of a holy hat or a bag of beliefs labeled
“spirituality”? 

Boston doctor, Daniela Lamas, wrote about one of
her COVID patients who had a remarkable recovery
(“What Should Doctors Do When We Experience a
Miracle?,” NYT, July 2, 2021). “[That] night, my team
watched in amazement as his oxygen levels started to
rise, slowly at first and then steadily. Standing outside
his room, I found myself, somewhat uncomfortably,
thinking of miracles. As a critical-care doctor, I be-
come nervous at the very idea of miracles. I hear the
word and think of tense family meetings and impos-
sible hopes. I imagine loved ones at the bedside wait-
ing for improvement that will never come. Miracles are
often what patients’ families beg for, and they’re not

something that I can provide.”
The doctor is faced with a difficult question: "What

does it mean for a miracle to happen in the intensive
care unit?” She knows how intertwined the word mir-
acle is with religious faith, so she reasons: “I am not
invoking the spiritual or the supernatural. As doctors
in training, we attend entire lectures to help us navi-
gate conversations with families who are waiting for
divine intervention to bring their loved one back from
the brink. What I am interested in is how we deal with
the one-in-a-million outcomes, the patients who sur-
prise and humble us.”

With this particular patient, the doctor stays true to
her compassionate secular view. When another pa-
tient did not recover, the doctor was honest with the
family: “There would be no miracle, but perhaps there
would be peace. It was time to say goodbye.” The phy-
sician’s presence was a deep breath of human kind-
ness.

As humanist artist Daniel Moran sees it, we experi-
ence “grandeur and mystery” through our natural art-
istry. I would say this shows how intimately our nature
is integrated with Nature itself. It seems to me we can
enjoy the fulfillment of our humanity without resort-
ing to lighter-than-air words that only add more con-
fusion. 

We may be surprised and humbled to discover the
“miraculous and spiritual” is as natural as our own
breath and the thoughtful presence of another.

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis, live
in Asheville. His latest books are "Friendly Freethink-
er," "Broken Bridges" and "A Freethinker’s Gospel."
Learn more at chighland.com.

Wonder is wonder, breathing is breathing, presence is presence
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