
I left the church—and now long for a ‘church for the nones’

By Perry Bacon Jr., The Washington Post, August 21, 2023

I’m currently a “none” or, more precisely, a “nothing in particular.” But I want to be a something.

“None” is the term social scientists use to describe Americans who say they don’t belong to or
practice a particular religious faith. This bloc has grown from about 5 percent of Americans in the
early 1990s to nearly 30 percent today. Most nones aren’t atheists but what researchers call “nothing
in particulars,” people who aren’t quite sure what they believe.

The  majority  of  nones  once  identified  themselves  as  Christians.  About  40  percent  of  adults
between 18 and 29 are nones, and so are plenty of people over 65 (about 20 percent). About one-
third of those who voted for Joe Biden in 2020 are religiously unaffiliated, as are about 15 percent
of people who backed Donald Trump. Nearly 40 percent of Asian Americans and more than 25
percent of White, Black and Latino Americans are nones. People without and with four-year college
degrees are about equally likely to be nones. This group includes Americans from all regions of the
country, including more than one-fifth in the “Bible Belt” South. […]

During  my  childhood  in  Louisville,  my  father  was  one  of  the  assistant  pastors  at  a  small
Charismatic church that my uncle still runs. Our family was at church every Sunday. Members often
stopped by our house during the week to get advice from my father. His way of teaching me to drive
was sitting in the passenger seat as we went to the midweek Bible studies he led.

Before I left for college, the congregation passed around a collection plate where they gave me
several hundred dollars to congratulate and support me in my new adventure.

Once on campus, I attended church more than my peers, while enjoying the freedom of not being
in services every Sunday. But in my 20s and into my 30s, I developed a religious life that wasn’t
based on my father’s. I was a member of a few nondenominational churches. […]

I was never totally confident that there is one God who created the Earth or that Jesus Christ was
resurrected after he was killed. But belonging to a congregation seemed essential. I thought religion,
not just Christianity but also other faiths such as Judaism and Islam, pushed people toward better
values. Most of the people I admired—from the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. to my parents—were
religious. And I figured I might as well stick with Christianity, the creed I was raised in.

The churches I attended avoided politics, but I wasn’t out of step with them ideologically. Women
served as pastors; there wasn’t any overt opposition to, say, gay rights or abortion. I suspect they
were  full  of  people  who  voted  for  Democrats.  My  childhood  church  in  Louisville  is
overwhelmingly Black; the churches I attended as an adult are in the heavily left-leaning D.C. area
and had a lot of attendees who worked in government and nonprofit jobs. […]

But in the years after Trump entered office, left-leaning Gen X and older millennial Americans in
particular abandoned church in droves, according to [Ryan] Burge, a political scientist at Eastern
Illinois University and an expert on the nones. And I eventually became part of that group.

I didn’t leave church for any one reason. Inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement, I was
reading more leftist Black intellectuals. Many of them either weren’t  religious or were outright
skeptical of faith. They didn’t view Black churches as essential to advancing Black causes today,
even though King and many other major figures in the 1960s civil rights movement had been very
devout. I started to notice there were plenty of people—Black and non-Black—who were deeply
committed to equality and justice but were not religious.

At the same time, my Republican friends, many of whom had been very critical of Trump during
his campaign, gradually became more accepting and even enthusiastic about him. While my policy
views had always been to the left of these friends’, our shared Christianity had convinced me that
we  largely  agreed  on  broader  questions  of  morality  and  values.  Their  embrace  of  a  man  so
obviously misaligned with the teachings of Jesus was unsettling. I began to realize that being a
Democrat or a Republican, not being a Christian, was what drove the beliefs and attitudes of many
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Christians, perhaps including me.

And I couldn’t ignore how the word “Christian” was becoming a synonym for rabidly pro-Trump
White people who argued that his and their meanness and intolerance were somehow justified and
in some ways required to defend our faith. […]

People have told me to become a Unitarian Universalist. Unitarian churches I have attended had
overwhelmingly White and elderly congregations and lacked the wide range of activities for adults
and kids found at the Christian congregations that I was a part of. But they have a set of core beliefs
that are aligned with more left-leaning people (“justice, equity and compassion in human relations,”
for example) without a firm theology.

I’ve also thought  about  starting some kind of weekly Sunday-morning gathering of nones,  to
follow in my father’s footsteps in a certain way, or trying to persuade my friends to collectively
attend one of the Unitarian churches in town and make it younger and more racially diverse.

But I’ve not followed through on any of these options. With all my reservations, I don’t really
want to join an existing church. And I don’t think I am going to have much luck getting my fellow
nones to join something I start. My sense is that the people who want what church provides are
going to the existing Christian churches, even if they are skeptical of some of the beliefs. And those
who  aren’t  at  church  are  fine  spending  their  Sunday  mornings  eating  brunch,  doing  yoga  or
watching Netflix. […]

My upbringing makes me particularly inclined to see a church-size hole in American life. But as a
middle-aged American in the middle of the country, I don’t think that hole is just in my imagination.
Kids need places to learn values such as forgiveness, while schools focus on math and reading.
Young adults need places to meet a potential spouse. Adults with children need places to meet with
other  parents  and  some  free  babysitting  on  weekends.  Retirees  need  places  to  build  new
relationships, as their friends and spouses pass away.

Our  society  needs  places  that  integrate  people  across  class  and  racial  lines.  Newly  woke
Americans need places to get practical, weekly advice about how to live out the inclusive, anti-
racist values they committed to during the Trump years. The anti-Trump majority in the United
States  needs  institutions  that  are  separate  from  the  official  Democratic  Party,  which  is
unsurprisingly more focused on winning elections than on creating a sense of community for left-
leaning people.

There are lots of organizations trying to address those needs. But strong churches could address
them all. That isn’t some fantasy or nostalgia. Many Americans, including me, were once part of
churches that were essential parts of our lives. It’s strange to me that America, particularly its left-
leaning cohort, is abandoning this institution,  as opposed to reinventing to align with our 2023
values.

I can easily imagine a “church for the nones.” (It would need a more appealing name.) Start the
service with songs with positive messages. Have children do a reading to the entire congregation
and  then  go  to  a  separate  kids’  service.  Reserve  time  when  church  members  can  tell  the
congregation about  their  highs  and lows from the previous  week.  Listen  as  the pastor  gives  a
sermon on tolerance or some other universal value, while briefly touching on whatever issues are in
the news that week. A few more songs. The end. An occasional post-church brunch.

During the week, there would be activities, particularly ones in which parents could take their kids
and civic-minded members could volunteer for good causes in the community.

I don’t expect the church of the nones to emerge. It’s not clear who would start it, fund it or decide
its beliefs. But it should.

And personally,  I  really,  really want  it  to.  Theologically,  I’m comfortable  being  a  none.  But
socially, I feel a bit lost.

I really hope in a few years that [may daughter] Charlotte and I are something in particular.
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