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[s the church a club or community?

BY CHRIS HIGHLAND

A friend wrote in response
to an article we both read on
returning to faith communi-
ties in the midst of religious
conflicts (“We need a truce in
our wars over religion. Here’s a
glimmer of hope,” E.J. Dionne,
Washington Post, Sept. 11,
2023).

My friend was troubled by a
nagging question: “What’s the
difference between the church
and the Kiwanis club?” My ini-
tial response was trying to be
funny: “Maybe the best way
to frame it is: ?Do-you-wanna-
club?” Growing more serious, I
continued: “If people are seek-
ing a community, with mean-
ing and purpose, social engage-
ment, intellectual growth, etc,
maybe 1t doesn’t matter what
it’s called?

Is the “God part” essential?
Dionne seems to suggest that’s
not the point, it's about con-
nection.” Yet, I agree with my
friend; it can be uncomfortable
to ask these questions, wonder-

ing what it 1s that people are
seeking in some kind of associ-
ation or assembly.

It was encouraging to read
this opening line from Dionne,
a liberal Catholic: “When it
comes to religion — one of
the most divisive topics in U.S.
politics — there are glimmers
of hope for a better conver-
sation.” He presents a well-
known argument for why our
culture, or any culture, needs
religion: “Over the past sev-
eral months, an old truth has
become new again: Houses of
worship and other religious
institutions play an essential
role in promoting social con-
nectedness, mutual aid and
community building.” I don’t
really have a serious problem
with that way of framing the
“role” religion often plays, vet
I do have issues with the direc-
tion 1t takes. And it somewhat
relates to the unsettling ques-
tion raised by my friend.

How “essential” is reli-
gion, or religious faith, in our
communities, our culture,

our world? There's no deny-
ing the elements highlight-
ed by the article: connection,
helping others, building com-
munity. And calling attention
to loneliness and disconnec-
tion in society makes sense.
Then, Dionne states: “With
religious disaffiliation soar-
ing, especially among young-
er Americans, there is reason
to worry that secular alterna-
tives to religious civil society
are not growing fast enough
to fill the void. Even if secular
social spaces proliferate, a soci-
ety suffering from disconnec-
tion can 1ll afford to lose any of
its community-building capaci-
tv.” Yes, “faith-based groups do
that sort of work,” but as the
article also notes, while reli-
gion can be a positive force and
a unifier, it can also be divisive
and ideological, seeking polit-
ical power or, at the extreme,
ethnic dominance. Dionne 1is
heartened to see: “Many sec-
ular people and progressives
are lifting up religion’s socially
constructive role.”

As Dionne recognizes (refer-
ring to Perry Bacon's percep-
tive article: “I left the church
— and now long for a ‘church
for the nones’,” WaPo, August
21, 2023), secular alternatives
haven’'t matured enough to
attract those who no longer
find the church (or synagogue
or mosque) providing what
they seek. Though he doesn’t
mention 1it, secular-centered
groups such as Qasis, Sunday
Assembly, Humanistic Judaism
or Ethical Humanists offer
many of the elements tradition-
al congregations have provid-
ed. These aren’t large or great-
ly impactful at this time, but
have great potential for growth.
Point is, there are alternatives,
and why not create more?

E.J. Dionne concludes with
a challenge for seculars like
myself: “Nonetheless, critics
of religion who rightly preach
the wvalue of open-minded-
ness should apply that virtue
in their approach to people of
faith and the institutions they

build. Doing so won’t work mir-

acles. But 1t might help us rec-
ognize that the path to truth
and to a less fractious society
often takes unexpected turns.”
My  thoughtful friend
responded to the question: “Is
the God part essential?” with a
further question and a common
sense thought: “Don’t most peo-
ple attend church for the com-
munity?? The God and Jesus
part is secondary.” That cer-
tainly seems reasonable, though
many would argue God is first
and foremost for them. People
will always desire to gather with
likeminded folks, to pray and
sing together. I would say, what
is “essential” is People Together,
rather than a particular belief
(unless the “belief” is that peo-
ple need to be together!).
Hearing from my old friend
reminded me we both share a
history with faith; now we have
a tentative relationship with
church, and Sunday morning is
no longer reserved for pew-sit-
ting. Though he remains a
believer, his beliefs don’t blind

him from some of the same

issues I have with Christian
faith and practice. I think the
call to “open-mindedness,”
and a willingness to take some
of those “unexpected turns”
when it comes to the future of
faith, is a point of convergence
for those of us on whichever
side of these matters. Perhaps
the most essential role we can
play is to take the challenge to
seek the bumpy path of truth,
and be less “clubby” and less
divided.
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