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eligion is likely to play a big role in voters’ choices in the 2024 presidential election – much as it did in

previous years. Despite an overall shift away from participation in organized religion in the U.S. populace,

religious rhetoric in the political arena has intensified. h In the 2016 race, evangelical voters contributed, in

part, to Republican nominee Donald Trump’s victory. Those Americans who identified as “weekly churchgo-

ers” not only showed up at the polls in large numbers, but more than 55% of them supported Trump. His capture of 66%

of the white evangelical vote also tipped the scales in his favor against his Democratic rival, Hillary Clinton. h Evangeli-

cal support for Trump continued to be strong in the 2020 presidential election. However, Joe Biden drew fellow Catho-

lics to his camp and convinced some evangelicals, as well, to vote in his favor. Biden received public endorsement from

1,600 Catholic, mainline Protestant and evangelical faith leaders. h I’m a historian and a religious studies scholar who

recently published a book exploring the role of religion in political movements such as anti-abortion campaigns. His-

torical evidence can help identify trends that will likely influence the mix of religion and politics in the year ahead.
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I’ve often said that I have saltwater
flowing through my veins, since I grew
up in the Pacific Northwest where cold,
clear rivers meet the salty sound and
sea. My family had a small cabin in the
Cascade Mountains a short walk from
the Skykomish River. It’s icy flow from
the snowcapped peaks was perfect for
wading, tubing and fishing. On the
weekends when we skipped church be-
cause we were up at the river cabin, I
would wake up early to smell fresh for-
est air, and hear the sound of waking
birds and a crackling fire. Later in the
day, we’d be back at the smoky firepit to
roast trout, gifted from the bounty of the
river. That immersion in wild mountain
beauty filled my senses so much more
than Sunday morning services (I could
spend a whole Sunday in cut-off jeans
and a t-shirt!). I have no doubt there
were times, dressed up and sitting in a
carpeted sanctuary, surrounded by col-
ored glass obscuring the outdoors, my
mind wandered away, up to the high for-

est and river — the natural church. 
A series of dams are being removed

from the Klamath River in California
and Oregon. This follows the removal of
a dam on the Elwha River on Washing-
ton’s Olympic Peninsula. I have been to
both streams and felt their power and
beauty. Native tribes have depended on
the Klamath and its sacred salmon for
centuries, but the damming of the river
has caused destruction not only to the
environment but to culture and religion.
As one tribal leader explains: “To the
Natives, the church is our river, and the
cross on top is our spring salmon, and
that is the pedestal of our religion…The
salmon is not just something we eat, not
just something from the river; it’s a way
of life.” (“Nature Undammed,” Washing-
ton Post, Dec. 14, 2023). My boyish heart
feels a connection to this way of think-
ing and believing. 

I would suggest there are some dams
to remove in our thinking and believing
too. And it may begin with a more natu-
ral understanding of religion as a way of
life in relation to the earth. Damnably
difficult, I know. Consider these words
from another Native elder: “It’s like
you’re removing a clot — we’ve got four
clots in our artery…and now we’re get-
ting surgery done.”

Nature is an open sanctuary for those

who believe in other worlds, and for
those who believe this world is enough.
If we honor and respect, even reverence,
the world as we know it, we can have
more curiosity and humility — there’s so
much more to know, to learn, to experi-
ence. Could we take a cue from indige-
nous people and welcome the salmon to
be our teachers, even our preachers?
What if we sought wisdom and “spiritu-
al guidance” from the non-human
world, the wild things including trees,
rivers and all wild things? This isn’t
about becoming naturalists or even en-
vironmentalists; it’s about understand-
ing our small place in the puzzle of the
living world to which we belong. Believ-
ing we are dominant and superior only
exposes our hubris and ignorance. Con-
sider the ancient words from the Book
of Job (12): “Ask the animals, and they
will teach you, or the birds in the sky,
and they will tell you; or speak to the
earth, and it will teach you, or let the fish
in the sea inform you.” Scriptures point
to the divine. Yet they also hint at be-
coming more naturally human, and hu-
mane.

Dad took me deep sea fishing once. I
was about 10 and quickly found the roll-
ing motion of the ocean too much for my
sensitive stomach. Dad helped me keep
my line in the water and somehow I

caught the largest salmon of the day.
Not surprising, I never went ocean fish-
ing again, but I never lost my taste for
the silvery salmon from the sea. If these
amazing creatures disappear because of
over-fishing, pollution or dammed
streams, I would feel the loss. I think the
Earth would too. Certainly those who
depend on the health of the sea and
streams, who enjoy a symbiotic relation
with the waters and wildlife, would suf-
fer, if not disappear themselves. 

In my mind, any spiritual beliefs
“worth their salt” ought to care about
the streams, the sea and the salmon —
all life on earth. Any religion that has its
head in the heavens without a commit-
ment to preserving a “heaven on earth”
— a home in the here and now that must
be shared — is not only a distraction
from what truly matters, but a danger to
all. A “secular church” is not disrespect-
ful to super-natural congregations, it
merely reminds us: Nature, as any re-
spectable deity, requires a free-flowing
channel, like an undammed river. 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).
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