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SPIRITUAL HOMES
B

rad Ruggles had already begun wrestling with his evangelical faith when he was called to launch a small church in a

north Indianapolis suburb. As he pastored over his 200-member congregation, he found himself struggling with mem-

bers’ resistance to issues of LGBTQ inclusion or questions raised by the murder of George Floyd. h Eventually, in 2021,

he stepped down and away from his faith – but ultimately craved the brotherhood he’d enjoyed as part of a congrega-

tion. Then he found C3, an inclusive Sunday collective in west Michigan that had undergone its own transformation and now

describes itself not as a church but a home for the spiritually homeless, dedicated to pondering existential questions and living

out shared values. h “This place is such a unicorn,” said Ruggles, now lead teacher at C3, whose name is a nod to its previous

existence as Christ Community Church. “These are some of the most open-minded people I’ve ever met.”

S
TA

C
Y

 J
A

C
K

S
O

N
/U

S
A

 T
O

D
A

Y
 N

E
T

W
O

R
K

/G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

MILLIONS OF AMERICANS 
WITH NO RELIGION SEEK

Marc Ramirez USA TODAY

See SPIRITUAL, Page 2C
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LIVING

The morning sun caught it through
the summer fog. Glistening in the spot-
light, suspended in air between a tall
sycamore and dewy bushes below, the
web was magnificent. Not a perfect cir-
cle, yet it appeared as perfection incar-
nate. My eyes traced the threads form-
ing the gossamer net. As I sipped hot
tea, the steam drifted up, disappearing
as I re-focused on the delicate creation
still and silent in the mountain morning.

It’s easy to be poetic at these mo-
ments. Words dissipate like steam, then
I’m compelled to fumble for words to ex-
press the inexpressible beauty before
my eyes. We’ve all seen beautiful things.
If we care to look, to pay attention, we
see them every day; wonders that catch
our attention, if only in a brief breath of

awe. 
Have you ever paused to consider,

perhaps no one else has seen that same
thing, that no one may ever see what
you are seeing in that moment? What if
no one, nobody, had ever witnessed
what you have witnessed? Whatever it
is — a web perhaps — has never been
seen, or will never be seen again just the
way you perceive it. A humbling
thought, don’t you think? (shouldn’t hu-
man beings be the most humble crea-
tures on the planet? After all, we are
aware of our fragility and mortality in
the face of Nature’s immense, over-
whelming power).

We may not be aware, but we all view
things no one else views. In the right
place at the right time, anyone could see
what we see, whatever is visible, possi-
ble to be viewed by others, if they were
present, if they noticed or you pointed it
out, whatever it was. I’ve never been too
impressed by those who claim they see
what no one else can see, even if anoth-
er person was present, things that rea-
son tells us simply can’t be seen. These

may include extraordinary claims of the
super-natural, the invisible (to anyone
but the one insisting they see it), the
non-sensical (beyond the senses). May-
be they have such a deep desire to per-
ceive something beyond the natural
world, imagination takes them the next
step, over the line, through the thresh-
old of belief. If that desire is so strong,
and the imagination so intense, I won-
der why the natural world, with its end-
lessly wondrous creations, its amazing,
incredible and beyond-all-superlatives
daily surprises, isn’t enough. Why isn’t
the wonder of a web shining in the
morning light, sufficient for a secular
experience of “sacredness,” perhaps
even embodying wise instruction on in-
terconnection and interrelationship?

I wouldn’t be too bothered if you
questioned whether I saw that morning
web. I’m fairly sure if you were present, I
could have pointed to it and you would
see it too, at a different angle perhaps, or
with a different focus of the eyes. But we
would both see the web. Chances are
you wouldn’t doubt my story because

you’ve seen webs too, maybe similar
ones where you live. Yet, if I claimed
there was a fairy caught in the web, or
the spider spoke to me (Charlotte’s
Web-like), you would be right to ques-
tion this unlikely claim. If I said: “You
just had to be here; you would have seen
it too!” That wouldn’t be good enough,
would it? 

It seems fairly clear to me: the natural
world teaches us everything we need to
know about everything, including faith
and religion. That’s because the materi-
al world gives us everything we have,
everything we experience with our
senses. This “secular” world is all we
have, all we ever will have; it’s all we get.
The question then becomes: now what?
We become students of beauty, even
impermanent beauty. As we are transi-
tory, so is all Nature; yet Nature is eter-
nal, and we are too (atomically if not an-
atomically). While our own human web
lasts, we can weave the good, the wise
and the beautiful. 

Wisdom from the wonders of a web
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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There is an old saying, “Do as I say,
not as I do.” What I believe this saying is
telling us is that sometimes we verbalize
the right behavior and speech, but do
not carry it out in practice. “We talk the
talk, but fail to walk the walk.”

In the new member class material en-
titled A Disciple’s Path, written by
James Harnish, there is a theme that
seems to wind its way throughout the
six-week class. That theme is “Belief
and action produce transformation.”
Belief is not all there is. Belief in God and
the revelation of Jesus in our personal
lives are only the beginning. That belief,
as it grows in a follower of Jesus, will
produce action, the kind of action that
reflects loving God and our brothers and
sisters. Both the combination and
growth of belief and action will result in
transformation, not only in our own

lives but in those we touch. 
We should be so thankful for the an-

cient creeds given to us by the early fa-
thers to guide us in our faith walk. The
Nicene, Apostles’ and the Athanasian
Creeds are for us to read, believe and
live. However, if we say that we believe
those creeds of our church, believe the
scriptures as truth, and believe the
teachings of Jesus no matter how hard
they seem — yet we live a different way
— we are sending mixed signals and the
wrong message to those who are looking
to us and the church as an example of
transformation. It also brings into ques-
tion our personal discipleship.

A story comes to mind that clearly il-
lustrates this concept of how important
our commitment as followers of Jesus is
in our daily walk. Our everyday living
should reflect his spirit in all we do.
What is it that we do so loudly that no
one can hear what we are saying? 

“A woman approached an intersec-
tion as the traffic light was turning am-
ber. The car in front of her slowed and
stopped just as the light turned red.”

“She immediately began to flash her

lights, blow her horn, and make obscene
gestures while screaming profanity.
She, obviously, felt that if the car in front
of her had gone on through the amber
light, she would have had a chance to
beat the red light also.”

“As she continued her tirade toward
the driver of the car, she heard a tap on
her windshield. Looking up, she saw a
policeman standing next to her car. He
asked her to pull over to the curb and
step out of the car. The woman was
handcuffed, her belongings taken, and
her car was towed. At the station, she
was searched, fingerprinted and placed
in a cell.”

“Sometime later the woman was tak-
en out of the cell, her personal effects re-
turned, and she was taken to her car.
There the policeman apologized to her
saying, ‘I was behind your car when the
light turned red. I heard the profanity,
saw the gestures, and the demonstra-
tion of anger toward the driver in front
of you. Then I saw your bumper sticker
which read, ‘Follow Me to Sunday
School,’ and the gold-plated fish em-
blem, and another sticker which said,

‘Honk If You Love Jesus.’ By then I was
positive that you had stolen the car.’”

Actions can speak louder than
words. What kind of message do our
lives give others? Talk is cheap and mis-
leading when our actions do not reflect
what we say we believe, when they are
not the actions of a surrendered follow-
er of Jesus. We must become the mes-
sage, and then the world will want to
hear what we have to say.

Oswald Chambers writes these
words in his book, "My Utmost for His
Highest," “The only thing that exceeds
right doing is right being.” The sanctify-
ing grace of God can work in our lives so
that our right beliefs can grow into the
fruit of the Spirit. This same Spirit of Je-
sus can so transform our way of being,
that we can become the message of
hope, salvation and transformation to
others.

This column is the opinion of 
the Rev. Tim McConnell, retired 
Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

For believers in Christ, our lives should
be a reflection of how Jesus lived

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@
citizentimes.com.
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Ethical Humanist Society of Ashe-

ville: 2:30 p.m. via Zoom. Ron Katz pre-
sents “Make a Difference – Leverage
Your Voting Knowledge.” For more infor-
mation, call (828) 687-7759 or visit
http://EHSAsheville.org.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube
and live.biltmorechurch.com. The Es-
pañol Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the

Hendersonville Campus. For more in-
formation visit
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa.

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on www.allsoulscath-

edral.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9
Swan St., Biltmore Village in Asheville.
Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online
service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895
Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.
208 Academy St. Also on Facebook, 
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Communities like C3 show how, de-
spite Americans’ ongoing abandonment
of traditional organized religion, many
longing to maintain some sense of spiri-
tuality and community in their lives are
finding it in places both religious and
nonreligious.

Their sanctuaries come in many
forms. Sometimes their meeting places
are in a building, other times online,
other times just in the camaraderie with
other people who have similar beliefs.

The exodus from mainstream reli-
gious paths has taken place over the
past several decades: In the early 1990s,
9 in 10 Americans identified as Chris-
tian; by last year that figure had dropped
to 63%. More recently the shift has been
driven by young women, reversing pat-
terns of generations past.

The decline has occurred largely
among Protestants, 60% of whom are
evangelicals. Meanwhile, the portion of
Americans describing themselves as
agnostic, atheist or “nothing in partic-
ular” – the “nones” – has risen to nearly
3 in 10.

Eight in 10 adults say religion’s role in
American life is diminishing, according
to a 2024 Pew Research Center survey,
an all-time high. Their actions show it,
too: The Southern Baptist Convention
has lost more than 2 million members
since 2006, and a 2019 Pew study esti-
mated 10 million Christians had left the
church in the previous decade.

In all, about 40 million American
adults have stopped attending church in
the past 25 years, according to research-
ers Jim Davis and Michael Graham, au-
thors of “The Great Dechurching: Who’s
Leaving, Why Are They Going and What
Will It Take to Bring Them Back?”

The reasons people leave the church
vary. Some were never close to their
faith and find other priorities when they
move away from home. Others find fault
with the pomp of razzle-dazzle services
they see as performative or struggle to
reconcile church teachings with per-
sonal beliefs about issues such as repro-
ductive rights or LGBTQ inclusion.

Some can’t imagine walking into a
church again. Such was the case with
Ruggles, who still hasn’t. While some
might find refuge in other Christian de-

nominations or more progressive forms
of their own faith, others seek to rede-
fine their Christianity in places where
they can voice doubts without judg-
ment. 

For instance, the Post Evangelical
Collective, with branches in 14 U.S. cit-
ies, features church leaders, artists and
others “who find ourselves estranged
from the dominant expressions of
American Christianity.” 

Or there’s Current Collective, a com-
munity in Carlsbad, California, that de-
scribes itself as “rooted in the mystic
Christian tradition” with a dogma-free
theology. “We ultimately believe that
our living and being is far more impor-
tant than our statements of belief,” its
website reads.

Some seek religion-free
community

Others look to shed religion altogeth-
er but still hope to find a community to
help them navigate life’s challenges.

“People do indeed still need places to
gather, and their communities need
them to have places where volunteer en-
ergy gets mobilized and inspired,” said
Nancy Ammerman, professor emerita
of religious sociology at Boston Univer-
sity. “There is no particular reason that
spiritual, nonreligious practices should
prevent them from doing so.”

Some gravitate to groups like Sunday
Assembly USA, a London-based secular
network with branches in 13 American
cities. The life-celebrating movement
initially rode atheism’s growing waves
but welcomes a wide range of beliefs,
said Ross Llewallyn of Sunday Assem-
bly Atlanta.

“A steady stream of folks constantly
give us a try because we’re offering
something novel that many have lost,”
Llewallyn said. The number of inquiries
from people looking to start new chap-
ters has doubled in recent years, he add-
ed.

The number of such communities is
difficult to track because their identities
vary and they have few organized net-
works.

“The post-religious organizational
field is highly diverse and fluid,” said
Christian Smith, a professor of sociolo-
gy at the University of Notre Dame who
is writing a book about younger genera-
tions’ diminishing devotion to tradition-
al religion.

The patchwork existence of such
churches means these communities
provide their own oversight; their ad-
herence to no doctrine leaves teachings
open to constant shift. For now, that’s
how they like it.

But such groups, Smith said, hold
promise, especially following the isola-
tion of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Communities where the
unmoored are finding a home

At Houston’s Awakenings, many
members arrive questioning the brand
of Christianity they grew up with, their
social justice ideals at odds with the
theology they’ve been prescribed.

“They’re maybe two verses away
from throwing out the baby with the
bathwater,” said Tia Norman, the
group’s pastor. “They have often experi-
enced burnout and have a sense that
there’s something more, but they’re not
quite sure what it is.”

When people hear the word “church,”
they usually visualize dogma and orga-
nized religion, said Jake Haber. At Aldea
Spiritual Community in Tucson, where
he’s lead pastor, he’s trying to achieve
just the opposite.

“We have no set of beliefs anyone has
to adhere to in order to belong in our
community,” he said. “Desire for com-
munity is a human one that transcends
culture and religion, and we’re trying to
get back to the simplicity of that. We all
want to have people to walk alongside
when we’re celebrating or when we’re
grieving.”

Danny Prada wants people to ask the
big questions. 

“I tell folks, this is how I see it but
you’ve got to work this out for yourself,”
said Prada, founder of Heartway Church
in Davie, Florida, 24 miles north of Mi-
ami. “I don’t offer any sort of certainty; if
anything, it’s like, let’s get comfortable
with uncertainty.”

Cody Deese is the lead pastor at Vin-

ings Lake Church in Mableton, Georgia,
which describes itself as “an ever-evolv-
ing spiritual collective waking up to
beauty, truth and goodness wherever
it’s found.”

The community, northwest of Atlan-
ta, is composed of nones, agnostics and
disillusioned former members of mega-
churches. Members don’t meet every
Sunday, but a gathering might include
meditation and breathing exercises,
music and a singer; someone will read
scripture or ancient wisdom teachings
or leading-edge voices in spirituality.

“We do our best to be nonpartisan,”
Deese said. “The difference between us
and fundamentalism is one phrase: We
might be wrong. They were always so
damn certain about everything.”

In Grand Haven, Michigan, west of
Grand Rapids on the shores of Lake
Michigan, C3 “feels like an ongoing ex-
periment,” said lead teacher Ruggles.

The community began as a Reformed
Church in America, part of a network of
mainline Reformed Protestant
churches. Its separation from the RCA
began in the 1990s after the church let a
gay organization conduct meetings in a
church office.

The community now revolves around
what executive director Shannon
McMaster calls 2024 kinds of values,
not rooted in dogma or scripture; while
its curriculum draws much of its inspi-
ration from Christian teachings, speak-
ers represent multiple faith traditions.

“What makes C3 itself is the way the
Sunday gathering happens, forming
this spiritual community around the
idea that each individual uncovers their
spiritual life for themselves, but they
don’t have to do by themselves,” he said.

C3 isn’t a church, Ruggles said,
though members meet on Sunday
mornings, hear music and do other
church-type things. At the same time,
he said, speakers don’t face resistance
over something they said because it
doesn’t jibe with scripture.

“People are really fed up with what
Christianity, especially evangelical
Christianity, has aligned itself with,”
Ruggles said. “C3 is not something I feel
embarrassed to talk about, whereas as a
pastor I always felt some kind of cha-
grin. ... This is the future of spirituality
in our country – communities finding
creative ways of leaving behind stodgy
practices that no longer serve a society
moving into a better place.”

Spiritual
Continued from Page 1C

“People do indeed still need places to
gather, and their communities need
them to have places where volunteer
energy gets mobilized and inspired.”

Nancy Ammerman
professor emerita of religious
sociology at Boston University

Later in the afternoon, when the sun
was high and the fog had lifted, it was
gone — no trace of the exquisite web re-

mained. Did a bird fly through it, or the
wind take it down? Did a branch break
the strands to make the natural artwork
drift to the ground? Since I don’t know
what happened, chances are no one
knows, or will ever know. I suspect the
spider-creator knows. It doesn’t have to
dream or believe a web exists. The web

is within. Time to work again. Another
day, another opportunity to bring out
“what lies within,” to create something
new, something beautiful once again. It
may take all night, last for a morning,
and be gone by the afternoon. But it is a
practical creation — a catcher of flying
food — an essential for life. What could

we capture in our web of wisdom? 
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).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C


