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It’s a Sunday afternoon in Fort Worth,
Texas, and a flock of young people wan-
der into a bar to kick back a few beers,
sway to live music and mingle.

And then, they recite the Lord’s Pray-
er. 

It’s quite a departure from traditional
services, which have driven so many
away from church in recent years.
There’s no confession, no fire and brim-
stone, and nobody’s wearing their Sun-
day best.

“It’s casual and non-threatening,”
said the Rev. Kristin Klade, the 33-year-
old pastor of the Kyrie Pub Church. 

The Lutheran congregation has met
weekly in various bars for the past
12 years, most recently at Shaw’s Patio
Bar & Grill. 

The out-of-the-box style aims to en-
gage a generation that doesn’t subscribe
to the same religious conventions as
their parents, many of whom spent their
weekend mornings on wooden pews. 

“We like the idea that a person walk-
ing down Magnolia Avenue might hear
the music and walk into our service.
Even the bar owner and some of the bar-

tenders listen in and take Communion,”
Klade said.

As a growing number of Americans
leave organized religion, clergy are try-
ing an assortment of tricks and tactics to
lure them back, even mixing booze and
the Bible.

The Nones – demographer-speak for
those who describe their religious iden-
tification as “nothing” or “none” – are
among the fastest-growing elements in

America’s religious firmament. Nearly
one in four identified as Nones (pro-
nounced “Nones”) in a landmark study
published this summer by the nonprofit
Public Religion Research Institute.

That matches the findings of numer-
ous other public opinion surveys over
the years, including a Gallup poll in
March that found that fewer than half of
American adults belonged to a house of
worship, compared with 70% in 1999. 

Leaders across regions and faiths are
searching for a counter-strategy. In
many ways, the future of American reli-
gion, set amid a secular culture that
tends to marginalize worship, depends
on their success. 

Studies show the greatest erosion has
been among younger generations, so
clergy are increasingly seeking to con-
nect with potential parishioners through
unconventional means.

They’re offering a worship more casu-
al, more inclusive and less doctrinaire.
They’re seeking to tend to the more
mundane needs of followers, offering job
fairs, happy hours and volunteer oppor-
tunities designed to engage in a new
way.

Deena Yellin
NorthJersey.com
USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY
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THE EXODUS
Religious leaders look past old ways to reach the Nones

Rev. Preston Thompson Jr. at Ebenezer
Baptist Church on July 24. Thompson is
reaching out to young people and
trying to bring them back to religion.
MICHAEL KARAS/NORTHJERSEY.COM
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I was born, raised and graduated
from college in Seattle, Washington. We
were taught a certain amount of North-
west history from elementary through
high school, but I’m not sure I ever fully
absorbed how much of the region was
saturated with the living stories of First
Nations People. I don’t think I compre-
hended that the city of my birth was
named for a great chief of the Duwamish
and that my family lived on the ances-
tral land of the Snohomish.

As presented by his tribe, the story of
Chief Si’ahl (anglicized “Seattle,” who
lived from 1780-1866) is both beautiful
and tragic. “This we know, the earth
does not belong to man; man belongs to
the earth. This we know, all things are
connected like the blood which unites
one family. All things are connected.”
The tribal website tells the history of the
disunity and disconnect brought by
early explorers: “As a boy, Si'ahl saw
British Captain George Vancouver's
ships passing through the Khwulch (Pu-
get Sound) in 1792. Vancouver anchored
the ships HMS Discovery and HMS
Chatham at the Suquamish summer vil-

lage at Restoration Point, near the
southeast corner of Bainbridge Island.
Si'ahl and his father Shweabe saw the
British visitors to Puget Sound. In the
late 1700s and early 1800s, Si'ahl wit-
nessed epidemics of new diseases in-
troduced by British and American trad-
ers, decimating Puget Sound’s Native
population. Experts estimate that
12,000 Puget Sound Salish – more than
30% of the Native population – died
from smallpox, measles, influenza and
other diseases introduced by Europeans
during the first 80 years of contact.” (du-
wamishtribe.org).

In the concluding chapter of his book
on world religions, Philip Novak in-
cludes a speech by Chief Si’ahl to the Pa-
cific Northwest territorial governor in
1854: “Every part of this country is sa-
cred to my people. Every hillside, every
valley, every plain and grove, has been
hallowed by some fond memory or some
sad experience of my tribe. Even the
rocks that seem to lie dumb … along the
seashore [hold] memories of past
events … the very dust under your feet …
the soil is rich with the life of our kin-
dred.” 

The eloquent Chief ends with a
promise (a warning?) that even if the
“red man” disappears, in the silence of
the forests, in the still darkness of the
night, his people will still move, “still
love this beautiful land.”

Paul was a young Native American
man who appeared in the doorway of
our chaplaincy center one afternoon.
Quiet and reserved, Paul soon became a
regular though he wasn’t much for con-
versation. We learned he was an artist
who could draw and paint. A church vol-
unteer donated art materials that in-
cluded paper, brushes, paints and pens.
Paul found a spot in the back of our
space and it became a small studio
where he would sit for hours working on
colorful creations. His most vibrant art-
work depicted eagles and other natural
scenes, all the more meaningful since
Paul was one of hundreds living outside
in a primarily urban environment. I
think he had a tent in thick brush on a
nearby hillside, but like so many, his
“home” was the street. Once in a while
we’d see Paul in a corner strumming a
guitar. He didn’t actually play the in-
strument or sing, but it seemed relaxing
for him. 

An Episcopal church in a very exclu-
sive neighborhood offered us space to
display artwork from our “EartheArt
Studio” (Earth + Heart + Art), and Paul
helped carefully tack and tape pieces on
the walls created by various artists who
shared the space. When someone
bought his eagle painting, a big smile
emerged from his long black hair and
mustache.

The last time I saw Paul he was

standing at an intersection outside a
busy shopping mall. I couldn’t stop to
say hello, but I sent a hopeful thought
his way. As Chief Si’ahl said: “Every hill-
side, every valley, every plain and grove,
has been hallowed by some fond memo-
ry or some sad experience of my tribe.”
How true this is for those who live on the
edges, hidden on hillsides, behind
bushes, beneath freeways. If we lose the
memory of living close to the earth we
will overlook those who live there now,
and those ancestral people who inhabit
the shadows in the stillness.

On a recent visit to Charleston, I
learned a little about the Kiawah, Stono,
Wando, Edisto and other indigenous
tribes who inhabited those coastal
lands in the 17th Century when the first
Europeans arrived. Now, the names of
islands and rivers remind us to listen
more closely, to be mindful that the
rocks, sand, soil, trees, hold the memo-
ry, the story, of the First People who re-
main with us today.

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 Freethinker," "Broken Bridges"
and "A Freethinker’s Gospel." Learn
more at chighland.com.

Even the rocks remember, the soil rich with life

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist


