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Faith leaders in California are confronting a bitter truth: Even though their congregations are sizable, the pews are filled

with retirees and older congregants, while younger people are largely not in attendance. h As young people with fam-

ilies are shifting away from institutional religion and prefer personalized spirituality, houses of worship are searching

for new ways to connect with youth and families. The challenges are not only with scripture or core values, but an older

demographic, the high cost of families pricing families out of the area and younger people looking to associate with their

age group in less traditional settings. 
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Faith leaders seek new ways to engage young people, families
Brian Blueskye Palm Springs Desert Sun | USA TODAY NETWORK

See YOUTH, Page 3C

Each of us wants to believe our views
and opinions, our beliefs and perspec-
tives, are correct. No one wants to be
wrong, to have our facts incorrect, or to
discover our worldview just doesn’t hold
up under honest scrutiny. If I think I’m
right, it doesn’t have to mean your opin-
ions are wrong. We like to feel we’re
standing on solid ground and know
what’s right and wrong, good and bad.
However, just a tad bit of humility might
cause us to “hold a self-evident truth”:
that each person is responsible for their
belief choices, and ought to keep in
mind there are many diverse view-

points. Maybe several different views
are partially correct and together they
are at least more right, more true. On the
subject of religious beliefs, this can get
tricky, but not unmanageable. For in-
stance, a person of faith may be com-
mitted to assisting those in need, and
they find out the person next to them,
their colleague in that service work, has
a different faith, or no faith at all. In that
case, perhaps it’s “right” to do the right
thing, rather than believe the same.
Each of these co-workers agree it is right
and good to help others. Unfortunately,
there are those who can’t let go of their
“rightness” or righteousness. 

Think about it. One person chooses a
faith. They may get very excited to share
that faith with others. Do they wish
(pray) for everyone to believe exactly as
they do? They are convinced their en-
thusiastic convictions will be convinc-
ing. Yet, even within Christianity, there

are thousands of different beliefs. Do
they all count as true, right and Chris-
tian? Who decides?

As a freethinking person who thinks
freedom of thought and conscience is
central and essential, I defend your right
to believe your religion is right, true, the
best. But that doesn’t mean you can
push it on me, my family, my school dis-
trict, my legislature, my government. If
you don’t think I have the same right to
choose my views, and freely practice
what I believe, we have a problem. I re-
fuse to follow laws based solely on your
beliefs. My country is not your church;
your Bible is not my Constitution; and
most fundamentally, your God isn’t
(necessarily) my God. 

April Ajoy is a Christian who was
raised as an Evangelical Pentecostal (I
share a little of her faith journey). Her
father was an evangelist and she sang
with the family all over the world. April

wrote the book “Star Spangled Jesus,”
telling her story of emerging from a nar-
row belief that was actually proud of be-
ing narrow: “We knew we were right.” It
wasn’t until she got to college and be-
came friends with other Christians who
believed some unfamiliar things, that
she began to learn she could change
some beliefs and still be a follower of Je-
sus. 

Let’s put this in perspective. Ninety-
nine point nine percent of the universe
goes about its business without me (let
me add another couple nines to that).
Look up at the moon, the stars, the
nothingness of space and you become
next to nothing — we’re surrounded by
nothing, swimming in an endless pool
of (mostly) nothing. Is that thought de-
pressing? It shouldn’t be. Why? Because
it’s the way it is, the way the cosmos is. 

When you believe your religion is the right one

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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The Rev. Jane Voigts, pastor of the
United Methodist Church in Palm
Springs, said since arriving in 2018, she
discovered video footage from the early
2000s in the church’s video archive that
showed young families and children in
contrast to her current congregation of
250 that includes mostly older and
LGTBQ members. When she’s asked by
new congregants at the church where
the young families are, her reply is often
“They’re not in our neighborhood.”

“Almost all of the folks in our church
now have moved here from elsewhere,
and (we have a) few that have grown up
in the community,” Voigts said. “By the
time I got there, we would do some al-
ternative ministry stuff with kids and
there were only two or three families
and they didn’t even live nearby. They
would drive in from the high desert be-
cause they liked our church. It’s hard
when you don’t have a critical mass to
try and create ministry.”

The Rev. Kephyan Sheppard, pastor
of Word of Life Fellowship Center in
Desert Hot Springs, said many young
people often don’t go to church because
their parents didn’t take them, they
don’t feel welcome or they hold negative
views towards religion. He spoke of his
own experiences growing up in the ’80s
raised by his grandparents in the Black
community.

“You just knew you were going to
church every Sunday, and the genera-
tion that came after me, church became
optional, and now the church is nonex-
istent to this current generation. One of
the hindrances we face is the stigma
that the church won’t receive you as you
are. Some kids are dealing with issues of
sexuality, self-acceptance, and feelings
like whether they have a purpose and
self-worth. And finally, the stigma that
there’s nothing at church and it’s just for
old people,” Sheppard said. 

Even though St. Margaret’s Episco-
pal Church in Palm Desert has a congre-
gation of 350 to 400 members every
Sunday, the Rev. Andrew Butler III said
the parish is entirely retirement-age,
and the younger demographic of the
church is two members in their 30s. Like
United Methodist Church in Palm
Springs, the parish did have a younger
demographic and Butler said those kids

have gotten older, moved away or don’t
go to church anymore. 

“As a society, we’re becoming more
secular, and there used to be something
called a ‘civic religion’ where you went to
church and it’s just what you did. I think
it still exists in the South for the most
part, but it’s just not here,” Butler said.

Rabbi Steven Rosenberg of Temple
Isaiah in Palm Springs said that the
temple’s membership has grown lately
rather than shrunk.

Reasons for this growth include Jew-
ish families relocating to the desert
away from Los Angeles, as well as a re-
newed interest in connecting with the
Jewish faith in defiance of increased an-
tisemitism across the U.S. amid the Is-
raeli-Palestinian conflict.

In a congregation that had zero kids
coming out of the pandemic, there are
now 10. Some study privately over Zoom
with Rosenberg ahead of their bar/bat
mitzvahs.

“All these kids that have been coming
into our temple over the past year have
had some incident happen at school.
We’re talking kids in junior high school.
Several generations ago, that was rare,
but we also have families that are Jews
of color, traditional and non-traditional
families,” Rosenberg said.

Many churches are founded on tradi-
tional views of scripture that define
their core values, and denominational
churches extend that to their services
through liturgical calendars, sacra-
ments, symbols, hymns sung by a choir
and more. These practices aim to in-

spire congregants to develop values and
understanding. However, they can also
influence beliefs in ways that lead to so-
cial and political divisions.

Sheppard said young people asso-
ciate these traditions with religion,
which many see as the cause of hurt,
frustration and anxiety in society.

“I take nothing from traditions,”
Sheppard said. “The Late Myles Munroe
wrote that ‘tradition is nothing more
than frozen success.’ In the church, we
try to thaw out of a successful period to
make it relevant to this period. Over the
past few years at Word of Life, it’s been
about forming and forging new tradi-
tions.” 

Rosenberg noticed that younger indi-
viduals prefer interactive and engaging
religious experiences over traditional
services. They seek communities that
resonate with their age and interests.
Similar to some non-denominational
Christians, younger Jews are meeting in
living rooms or in other non-traditional
settings.

“My oldest son is 28, lives with his
wife in Florida and for them, the tradi-
tional synagogue isn’t there. They want
to be in a place where they can have a
Rosh Hashanah dinner with friends and
where they have community,” Rosen-
berg said. “The other big game changer
to all this is the internet. I can sit in the
comfort of my house and look at several
different Shabbat services around the
country, same with Christian and
Catholic services. But the one thing the
internet can’t provide is face-to-face

community. People still need to come
together for building community.”

Aside from traditions, many young
families often feel disconnected from
the older demographics that make up
local congregations. 

Rosenberg said older congregants,
which included Holocaust survivors,
were a resource for younger generations
in synagogues and now younger mem-
bers tell him they want to find common-
alities among their peers who are also
raising children.

“I think the older generation has a lot
to teach the younger generation, but as
far as attracting younger people to a
synagogue, you have to have programs
that focus on the lives of younger peo-
ple. Especially now when I talk about
the Jewish community, rising antisem-
itism and how you deal with that, espe-
cially in the workplace or at school,” Ro-
senberg said.

Sheppard said attracting young peo-
ple to church starts with being “relat-
able” by immersing himself into youth
culture and finding ways to communi-
cate with them, which is easy for him as
a campus minister in local high schools.
He estimates Word of Life Fellowship
Center’s 18-40 demographic to be
around 30% and quoted Matthew 4:19
when Jesus meets Peter and Andrew
telling them, “Follow me, and I will make
you fishers of men.”

“Anybody who has ever been fishing
understands fish will take different
kinds of bait, so it’s learning the bait and
what grabs young people’s attention,
and knowing their characteristics and
temperaments. Their attention span
may be shorter and if you’re going to
speak to them, those 65-minute ser-
mons may not be the best idea. It’s
learning how to cater to them, not
changing the message,” Sheppard said. 

As younger people spend more time
online and younger families often face
challenges with balancing work sched-
ules and family time on Sundays, which
can sometimes take precedence over at-
tending church, Voigts emphasized the
importance of engaging with them. 

Voigts is currently working on creat-
ing positions known as “bridge build-
ers” to engage with younger people in
the community to identify their needs. 

“We can create a ministry that fits
(those) needs instead of asking ‘Why
don’t you come and do that thing we like
to do?’ Because if that worked, they
would already be coming,” Voigts said.

Youth 
Continued from Page 1C

Olivia Sheppard, 12, right, and young children hang out at Word of Life
Fellowship Center in Desert Hot Springs on Dec. 15. TAYA GRAY/THE DESERT SUN

My beliefs, your beliefs, anyone’s be-
liefs, can’t possibly comprehend, let
alone encompass the vastness, the im-
mensity, of the All-ness. This is the nat-
ural context for a profound moment of
understanding: we don’t know much, so
we shouldn’t think we have the corner
on truth. “Yes, but my ancient scriptures
say….” or “My God told me...” Sorry, but
that simply won’t cut it. Your concept of
God may not be big enough. We are one
of billions upon billions of creatures on
this small spinning planet, and we know
very little about it, about all other life,
about ourselves. There’s that humility
thing again. You may be right, believing
your faith is right, that your God is God,
and that anyone like me who doesn’t see
things as you do is wrong. Then again,

who knows?
April Ajoy writes of her early experi-

ence: “I started to realize many years
ago that my passion to take America
back for Christ was often at odds with
the teachings of Jesus. I could only carry
that cognitive dissonance for so long.
Because Jesus didn’t say, “Blessed are
those who believe all the exact, right
things.” He said blessed are the poor in
spirit, those who mourn, the meek, the
merciful, the pure in heart, the peace-
makers.” She concludes with a newer
kind of “good news”: “To follow these
teachings, I had to lay down my need to
be right.”

Wise words for the upright.
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 
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At the beginning of each year, our
church congregation renews our cove-
nantal vows to God using the form given
to us by John Wesley. Our service is
adapted from that same form made
available through Seedbed Publishing
and the Global Methodist Church.

We wanted to make portions of this
covenant available to each of you ahead
of this coming Sunday. The covenant, in
its entirety, can be found in our church
hymnal, "Our Great Redeemer’s Praise."
Our devotion next week will continue
and complete the covenant service.

Almighty God, You search our hearts
and you see every part of us. All our de-
sires are known to You, and from you no
secrets are hidden. By the inspiration of
Your Holy Spirit, cleanse our hearts so
we may perfectly love you and glorify
Your holy name. We pray this through
Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

Father, We shamefully confess that
we have been slow to learn of Him and
have been reluctant to follow Him. You
have spoken and called to us but we

have not listened. You have revealed
Your beauty to us, but we have been
blind. You have stretched out Your
hands to us through our friends, but we
have passed by them. We have accepted
Your gifts and offered little thanks. We
are unworthy of Your unchanging love.
We now confess to you our sins.

Please forgive us for the poverty of
our worship… 

for the selfishness of our prayers… 
for our inconsistency and unbelief… 
for the ways we neglect fellowship

and Your grace… 
for our hesitation to tell others about

Christ…. 
for the ways we deceive others…
Forgive us for when we waste time

and when we misuse the gifts you have
given us. Forgive us for when we have
made excuses for the wrong things we
have done and when we have purpose-
fully avoided responsibility. Forgive us
that we have been unwilling to over-
come evil with good and that we have
not been ready to carry our cross. For-
give us that we have not allowed Your
love to work through us to help others
and that we have not made their suffer-
ing our own. Forgive us for those times
when instead of working for unity we
made it hard for others to live with us
because of our lack of forgiveness, in-

considerate judgment and quick criti-
cism. Forgive us for when we have not
tried to reconcile with others and when
we have been slow to seek redemption.

Forgive us for these sins that we si-
lently confess to you now.

God, the Father of all mercies, is
faithful to cleanse us from our sins and
restore us to Christ’s image. Praise and
glory be to God through Jesus Christ our
Lord! Amen.

Let us gathered here before the Lord
now in covenant commit ourselves to
Christ as his servants. Let us give our-
selves to Him so that we may fully be-
long to Him. Jesus Christ has left us
with many services to be done. Some of
these services are easy and honorable,
but some are difficult and disgraceful.
Some line up with our desires and inter-
ests; others are contrary to both. In
some we please both Christ and our-
selves, but then there are other works
where we cannot please Christ except
by denying ourselves.

Jesus Christ, we offer You this prayer:
Let me be Your servant. Let me follow

your commands. I will no longer follow
my own desires. I give myself complete-
ly to your will. The power and strength
to live as true servants is given to us in
Christ. We accept the place and work
that He gives us, acknowledging that He

alone will be our reward. I am not my
own. I am Yours alone. Make me into
what You will. Rank me with those You
will. Put me to use for You. Put me to suf-
fering for You. Let me be employed for
You. Let me be laid aside for You. Let me
be lifted high for You. Let me be brought
low for You. Let me be full or let me be
empty. Let me have all things or let me
have nothing. With a willing heart, I
freely give everything to Your pleasure
and disposal.

Christ is Savior to those who are His
true servants. He is the source of all sal-
vation to those who obey. To be His ser-
vant is to consent fully to His will. Christ
accepts nothing less. Christ will be all in
all, or he will be nothing.

Blessing 
May our God, who establishes cove-

nant relationship with those who seek
to enter the Kingdom, be with you al-
ways. May Jesus Christ, who seals the
new covenant with his blood on the
cross, bring you peace. May the Holy
Spirit guide your life both now and for-
ever. Go in peace to serve the Lord.
Amen.

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

Renewing covenant with God at the start of a new year

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

teaching 7 p.m. Small groups 8 p.m.
Dessert fellowship 9 p.m. Contact
Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jeanie at
828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tues-
day-Thursday, Mills River Presbyteri-
an Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Church Chat “Don’t Get
Scammed”: 7 p.m., Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Captain Darrin
Whitaker and Captain Scott Galloway
of the Henderson County Sheriff’s
Office will speak. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Jan. 19

Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. Jan. 19-25,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Stop by any time to help piece together
“Noah's Ark” puzzle. Bring puzzles to
swap. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Jan. 27

Justice and Advocacy Film Series:
Noon-2 p.m., Grace Lutheran Church,
1245 Sixth Ave. W., Hendersonville. -
First session in four-part series. We
will watch 2017 movie, “All Saints,”
based on true story of a struggling
church in Tennessee and a group of
Burmese refugees, and briefly discuss
it. Rated PG. Sign up at the church or
call (828) 693-4890.

Calendar
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