
CALENDAR
SERVICES

ST. THOMAS EPISCOPAL CHURCH:
Abingdon, Va. 124 East Main St. Sept.
11, 6:30 p.m.: Ecumenical Taize wor-
ship service, sung prayers, scripture
readings; candlelit time of silence.
Meets every 2nd Wednesday; everyone
welcome 276-628-3606.

HICKORY TREE UNION CHURCH:
Bluff City, Tenn. 2297 Hickory Tree
Road. Aug. 25, 10 a.m.: Homecom-
ing service, guest speaker Dr. Allen
Davis, gospel singing featuring Phillips
& Banks, dinner will follow morning
service; everyone welcome 423-538-
6637.

REVIVAL

NEW GRACE BAPTIST CHURCH:
Bristol, Tenn. 3055 W. State St. Aug.
25, 11 a.m. & 6 p.m.; Aug. 26-29, 7 p.m.
nightly: Revival, guest speaker Bro.
Dale Vance; everyone welcome 423-
652-2938.

OPEN BIBLE FREEWILL BAPTIST
CHURCH: Bluff City, Tenn. 6648 Daf-

fodil Lane. Aug. 26-30, 7 p.m. nightly:
Revival, guest speaker Danny Owen
and Joseph Harless, gospel singing
featuring Faithful 2 and Vision of
Calvary; everyone welcome 423-646-
0307 or 713-498-1191.

SINGINGS

CLAY HILL BAPTIST CHURCH:
Blountville Tenn., 122 Hobbs Hollow
Road. Meets every third Saturday 5
p.m. Sullivan County Red Back Church
Hymnal Sing, everyone welcome.

WALNUT GROVE MISSIONARY
BAPTIST CHURCH: Bluff City, Tenn.
Aug. 25, 5 p.m.: Gospel singing featur-
ing Faithful 2; everyone welcome
713-498-1191.

OPEN BIBLE FREEWILL BAPTIST
CHURCH: Bluff City, Tenn. 6648 Daf-
fodil Lane. Aug. 31, noon-4 p.m.: 2nd
annual Preaching and Singing with
various pastor and choirs, concession
on site; everyone welcome 423-646-
0307 or 713-498-1191.

LESIURE PARK TOWERS: Bristol,
Va. 100 Moore St. Sept. 3, 5:30 p.m.:
Gospel singing featuring Faithful 2;
everyone welcome 713-498-1191.

SUNSET VILLAGE BAPTIST
CHURCH: Bristol, Tenn. 214 Johnston
Ave. Sept. 4, 6 p.m.: Gospel sing-
ing featuring Faithful 2; everyone
welcome.

FORT SHELBY TOWERS: Bristol,
Tenn. 400 Shelby St. Sept. 6, 7 p.m.:
Gospel singing featuring Faithful 2;
everyone welcome 713-498-1191.

COMMUNITY

EAST END CHRISTIAN CHURCH:
Bristol, Va. 1216 Texas Ave. Sept. 12,

6:30 p.m.: Grief support group; every-
one welcome.

FIRST CHURCH OF GOD: Bristol,
Tenn. 301 Georgia Ave. Sept. 21,
4:30-7:30 p.m.: State Street Fish Fry
every third Saturday of each month
through September. Dine in or takeout
available; serving white fish, blackened
tilapia, popcorn shrimp, sides, drinks,
plus desserts. Cost $10 full dinner, $6
land lubbers dinner (no fish but all the
fixings); $5 kids dinner (10 & under);
everyone welcome.

FIRST BROAD STREET UNITED
METHODIST CHURCH: Kingsport,
Tenn., 101 East Church Circle. To
volunteer two hours any day Monday
through Friday 10 a.m.-4 p.m.: Marlene
Hudson, 423-817-8332. To help with
food: Bob Smith, 423-246-3966.
Clothing and other donations can be
brought to Single Vision or taken to
Shades of Grace.

FAIRVIEW UNITED METHODIST
CHURCH: Jonesborough, Tenn., 878
Hwy. 81 North. Third Saturday each

month, 7-10 a.m.: Country breakfast,
bacon, fresh ground sausage, eggs,
pancakes, gravy, biscuits and more.
Donations welcome; everyone wel-
come. Located 5 miles from downtown
Jonesborough going toward Fall
Branch.

OAK GROVE BAPTIST CHURCH:
Gray, Tenn. 396 Oak Grove. Call for
vendors for Nov. 9, 9 a.m.-3 p.m.:
Christmas Craft Fair; everyone wel-
come 423-477-3141.

YARD SALE

PENTECOSTAL CHURCH: Abing-
don, Va. 17535 Jeb Stuart Highway
off Exit 19 toward Damascus: Yard
Sale, second Saturday, 9 a.m.-4 p.m.:
Name brand children’s and maternity
clothes, plus tons of good quality
baby equipment. Proceeds benefit
the Mayan malnourished children
of Guatemala, and children in our
orphanage and those in our orphans
at home program. www.safehomesfor-
children.org.

A
mericans who have
been paying attention to
arguments about religion

in recent years know that two
statistics have caused the most
chatter in the digital public
square, as well as coverage in the
old-school press.

First, there was the omnipres-
ent statistic from 2016 exit polls
indicating that 81% of white
evangelicals backed Donald
Trump. Meanwhile, the thrice-
married New York billionaire
captured 60% of white Catholic
votes and — here’s the shocker
— 58% of votes by “Protestant-
other” Christians, as in America’s
more progressive mainline
churches.

But that wasn’t the hottest of
the hot statistics, the one that
caused a tsunami of debates
about the future of American re-
ligion. That honor would have to
go to the Pew Research Center’s
reports on the soaring number
of people who are “religiously
unaffiliated,” or “Nones.”

In 2012, Pew noted that
“Nones” had quickly risen to be
1/5 of the U.S. public. Earlier

this year, po-
litical scientist
Ryan P. Burge
of Eastern
Illinois Univer-
sity dug into the
2018 General
Social Survey,
crunched some
data and then
took to Twit-
ter to note that
Americans with

ties to no particular religious
tradition were now about 23% of
the population. That percentage
is slightly higher than evangeli-
cal Protestantism and almost
exactly the same as Roman
Catholicism.

“At that point, my phone went
crazy, and I started hearing from
everyone” in the mainstream
media, said Burge, who is co-
founder of the Religion In Public
blog. “All of a sudden it was time
to talk about the ‘Nones’ all over
again.”

Burge recently started another
hot discussion on Twitter with
some GSS statistics showing
trends among believers — young

and old — in several crucial
flocks. For example, “19.9% of
young people are evangelical,
compared to 22.9% of those
over 65.” At the same time, “21%
of young people are Catholic.
Compared to 24.3% of those
65+.”

Those stats show some
decline, but not collapse. Then
again, Burge noted, “4.5% of
those under 35 are mainline
Prot. vs. 20.6% of those 65+.”

This “mainline” label has long
been used by social scientists
to refer to the denominations
known as the “Seven Sisters.”
In descending order by size,
they are the United Methodist
Church, the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church in America, the
Presbyterian Church (USA), the
Episcopal Church, the Ameri-
can Baptist Churches USA, the
United Church of Christ and the
Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ).

“Mainline is a tradition that
has declined rapidly over the last
40 years, while Nones have risen
just as dramatically,” tweeted
Burge. “It seems that a lot of kids

who were raised mainline left
religion entirely — their parents
stayed. But, that means main-
lines are going to face an age cliff
soon.”

With that in mind, it’s hard not
to connect the aging mainline
numbers with the rising tide of
the “religiously unaffiliated.” In
the 2018 GSS, Burge tweeted,
“33.8% of those under 35 are
Nones, compared to 11.5% of
those over 65.”

This raises a question that has
baffled researchers, he noted.
If America is moving left on
many moral issues, why have
progressive churches declined
so sharply, losing between 30-
50% of their members since the
1960s?

“That’s the question of the
year, and that’s been true for
many years now,” said Burge,
who was raised Southern Baptist
but is now active in the mainline
American Baptist Church USA.

“People are either being inten-
tionally and intensely religious
— like really active evangelicals,
or conservative Catholics, or
yada yada — or they’re leaving

the more moderate churches
that we’ve always seen as
holding down the middle of
religious life in this country,” he
said. “We’ve ended up with two
trends that appear to be related.
We’re losing moderation in the
political space in American life,
and we’re losing moderation in
the religious space, as well.”

The political implications of
these trends are complex, he
said. But there does seem to be
a Big Idea at the heart of it all:
Millions of Americans, especially
young adults, have decided that
“religious” equals “Republican.”

Burge put it this way on Twit-
ter, describing how doctrines
can affect public life: “There
is no religious group in the
U.S. that places itself halfway
between the political parties.
Instead, every religious tradition
has a ‘baked-in’ political prefer-
ence now. Nones favor Demo-
crats. Christians (by and large)
favor the GOP.”

Terry Mattingly is the editor of GetReligion.org
and Senior Fellow for Media and Religion at

The King’s College in New York City.
He lives in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.

‘Nones’ and the void in American religious life

Terry
Mattingly
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long before he could legally
drive a car.

“I’ve not found the words in
life yet that can fully explain
(how that felt),” he said. “When
it really started to hit me, I was
in the eighth grade on Youth
Sunday (at Hunt Memorial). I
preached about broken mir-
rors, self-reflection. For me,
it was you can’t glue a broken
mirror back together without
there being cracks.”

Consider his life. For
instance, there was the time
when he was in the care of a
person whose care was any-
thing but caring.

“This woman locked me in a
room, fed me one sandwich a
day,” Roark said. “She would put
soap in my mouth, make me bite
down on it a lot. I cried for my
mom a lot. I was 5 or 6 years old.”

Given that one of many
accounts, Roark’s sermon on
brokenness proved quite mov-
ing, Hawthorne said.

“He was a cracked mirror,”
Hawthorne, Roark’s legal
guardian since 2017, said. “We
all are. The next sermon he
preached about forgiveness.”

Think about that. Many of
whom read this can honestly
profess to never having used il-
legal drugs. Yet when he should
have been watching cartoons
and eating ice cream, he en-
countered the harsh realities of
drug abuse as perpetrated by
his parents.

“I don’t understand it,” Roark
said of addiction. “Me and my
mom are close. I was her little
buddy. She was probably my best
friend as a kid. She was my pro-
tector, the one to stand up when
my dad was putting me down.”

Roark’s father died at the age
of 36. By then Roark was 12
and had encountered more
hardship than any child should
endure.

“I’ve went to the graveyard
and yelled at him, used cuss
words,” Roark said.

Yet sit near and converse
with him today, and Roark ap-
pears to embody the essence
of positivity and optimism. The
light of life shines from him
in brilliant rays. Hope swirls
about him like ripples from a
pond of possibilities.

Though he’s still in high
school, Roark’s number of
churches in which he has
preached grows steadily.

Among them, he’s sermonized
the gospel at Cedar Bluff United
Methodist Church in Cedar
Bluff,Virginia. Likewise at First
United Methodist Church in
Bristol, Tennessee and St. Luke’s
United Methodist Church in
Bristol,Virginia.

“Honestly,” Roark said, “the
more I do it the less I feel like
I’m there.”

Immersion happens. Upon
the point of impassioned mes-
sages imparted, myriad forms
of transformation can occur in
the moment.

“The holy spirit takes over,”
Hawthorne said. “For me, I still
get nervous every Sunday. It’s
the responsibility of it, preach-
ing God’s word.”

Love saved Roark. More to the
point, he points to God as his
savior in life as well as in soul.

“There’s so many paths I
could have gone,” Roark said.
“If not for church and God, I
was ready to dive off the deep
end. I guess it was God’s hand:
‘You can dive off the deep end,
but into church.’”

A cross can be seen on the
bumper of hisVolkswagen. On
Thursday, he held another in his
hand. He wore a T-shirt with an
image of Christ emblazoned on
the front. The message: Clear.

“My faith has bloomed,”
Roark said. “Now it’s an identity.
It’s a relationship. It’s the hope.”

Tom Netherland is a freelance writer.
He may be reached at features@

bristolnews.com.
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The Rev. Caroline Hawthorne, 46, serves as pastor of Hunt
Memorial United Methodist Church in Bristol, Virginia, and as
the legal guardian of Nate Roark, who serves at the church.
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From his pocket to his hand, a cross with a heart points the way
for Nate Roark, 17, who overcame a tumultuous early childhood.

Howdowe knowGod is real?

I
’ve been asked many times through
the years, how do we know God
is real when we cannot see Him,

touch Him, or hear Him? I admit this
is a logical question, and there are sev-
eral things we need to consider in the
conversation. I know what God can do,
but I’ve never walked up to him and
shook His hand or had a cup of coffee

with him. I can sense
the still small voice of
the Holy Spirit speak
within my spirit,
and I listen to other
people relay what
they believe God is
saying, but I have
not heard God speak
from the clouds or
a burning bush like
He did in the Old
Testament. However,
just because I have
not had experiences

like many others have had, this does
not in any way diminish my enthu-
siasm to believe he is who the Bible
says he is. Those who are blind and
cannot see the moon and the stars still
believe they are there. The Christian
life contains unexplainable occur-
rences and occasional supernatural
phenomenon including angel visita-
tions and mind-boggling miracles, but
in general, following God is to be lived
by faith. Yes, this is much more dif-
ficult, but also much more rewarding.
The Bible declares that God surrounds
us whether we can see him or not and
desires that we attempt to develop our
spiritual awareness through keeping
our mind focused on him.

There is a story in the Bible about
a man who placed a high priority on
being able to see Jesus before he could
believe. Christ had just been pub-
licly crucified, and after three days,
it was being told that his tomb was
empty and that he had risen from the
dead. Thomas, who was one of Jesus’
disciples, was overwhelmed from all
that had happened and declared that
he would not believe unless he could
see his nail-scarred hands and be able
to literally touch him. Soon after this,
it just so happened that Jesus miracu-
lously appeared to him one evening
and reached out His hands and said,
“Thomas, because you have seen me,

you have believed; however, blessed
are those who have not seen and yet
still have believed” John 20:29. Every-
thing related to God is not presented
in clear sight on purpose, including
the understanding of scripture. The
idea is the Lord draws and leads us,
then it’s our responsibility to believe
in him with all of our heart. He is not
withholding from us to frustrate us,
but our determination to know him
is directly associated with how much
we love and trust Him. To the masses,
this may seem like a foolish game of
hide and seek with an invisible man,
however to those who know God, this
intimate relationship is the meaning
of life. Our experiences, even the diffi-
cult times, are meant to teach us how
to understand God and are a critical
part of us becoming what he wants us
to be. II Corinthians 4:18 says, “While
we look not at the things which are
seen, but at the things which are not
seen: for the things which are seen are
temporal; but the things which are not
seen are eternal.”

When it comes to wisdom and
understanding, there has never been a
more important message to the world
than to discover and experience the
presence of God. The beautiful sym-
bolism in the Tabernacle of Moses in-
vites us to enjoy a spiritual reality that
is as tangible as anything we could ever
know. Today, this secret dwelling place
with God is not a certain geographic
location, but rather a state of being
where we can communicate, worship
and freely rejoice in the glories of His
love. Meditating and focusing within
the peace and security of knowing that
Jesus died and rose from the dead to
save us, is a truth more valuable than
anything in this world. We cannot
make people know God, we can only
encourage them to look around and
notice his work. C.S. Lewis is quoted
as saying, “I believe in God as I believe
the sun has risen, not only because I
see it, but because by it I see everything
else.” Nothing can separate us from the
privilege to walk with God except our
refusal to believe he is real.

Ask for a free copy of the scripture CD,
“Keeper of My Soul” and learn about

Billy’s brand-new book, “Convictions and
considerations: Encouragement for the Soul” at:

billyhollandministries.com.

Dr. William
Holland
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Purpose


