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By Rachel Zoll
The Associated Press

T
he number of Americans
who don’t affiliate with
a particular religion has
grown to 56million in
recent years, making the
faith group researchers

call “nones” the second-largest in
total numbers behind evangelicals,
according to a Pew Research Center
study released Tuesday.

Christianity still is the dominant faith by
far in the U.S.; 7 in 10 Americans identify
with the tradition. However, the ranks of
Christians have declined as the segment of
people with no religion has grown, the sur-
vey says.
Between 2007 and 2014, when Pew con-

ducted twomajor surveys of U.S. religious
life, Americans who described themselves
as atheist, agnostic or of no particular faith
grew from 16 percent to nearly 23 percent.
At the same time, Christians dropped from
about 78 percent to just under 71 percent of
the population. Protestants now comprise
46.5 percent of what was once a predomi-
nantly Protestant country.
Researchers long have debated whether

people with no religion should be defined
as secular since the category includes those

who believe in God or consider themselves
“spiritual.” But the new Pew study found
increasing signs of secularism.
Last year, 31 percent of “nones” said they

were atheist or agnostic, compared to 25
percent in 2007, and the percentagewho said
religionwas important to themdropped.
Greg Smith, Pew’s associate research

director, said the findings “point to sub-
stantive changes” among the religiously
unaffiliated, not just a shift in how people
describe themselves. Secular groups have
become increasingly organized to counter
bias against them and keep religion out of
public life through lawsuits and lobbying
lawmakers.
The growth of “nones” has political sig-

nificance as well. People with no religion
tend to vote Democratic, just as white evan-
gelicals tend to vote Republican. The Pew
study found a slight drop— about 1 percent
— in the evangelical share of the popula-
tion, which now comprises a quarter of
Americans. But the overall number of evan-
gelicals rose to about 62million people.
Pew researchers said Christian losses

were driven by decreases amongmainline,
or liberal, Protestants and Roman Catholics.
Mainline Protestants declined by about

5 million to 36million between 2007 and
2014. Pew found 13 percent of U.S. adults are
former Catholics. The study put the number
of Catholic adults at 51 million, or just over
one-fifth of the U.S. population, a drop of
about 3 percent. In 2007, Catholics made up

about one-quarter of Americans.
However, Pew researchers acknowledge

those conclusions differ from those of some
other major studies that found only slight
declines or even a slight uptick in the num-
bers of Catholics in the last couple of years.
Georgetown University’s Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate, which tracks
American Catholicism, puts the U.S. adult
Catholic population at 61 million.
Regarding other religions, Pew found an

increase in membership of non-Christian
faiths, drivenmainly by growing numbers of
Muslims and Hindus. Despite the increase,
their numbers remain small. Muslims and
Hindus each comprise less than 1 percent
of the U.S. population. The number of Jews
rose slightly over the period, from 1.7 per-
cent to 1.9 percent of Americans.
Overall, religious groups have become

more ethnically diverse, along with the
broader population. Latinos now comprise
one-third of U.S. Roman Catholics, although
fewer U.S. Latinos identify as Catholic
overall. One-quarter of evangelicals and
14 percent of mainline Protestants are racial
minorities. Membership in historically
black churches has remained relatively
stable over the period.
The survey of 35,000 people, titled

“America’s Changing Religious Landscape,”
was conducted in English and Spanish
from June 4 through Sept. 30 of last year
and has amargin of error of plus or minus
0.6 percentage points.

This time-elapsed exposure shows the stars in the sky over a cross of “Panagia Chrisospiliotissa,” a Christian Orthodox monastery outside of
Nicosia, Cyprus. The number of Americans who don’t affiliate with a particular religion has grown to 56 million in recent years, making the
faith group researchers call “nones” the second-largest in total numbers behind evangelicals, according to Pew Research Center. (AP files)

Losingour religion?

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

Last month, I wrote about
a piece of music, the
“Misereremei, Deus” by

Allegri, that had been performed
by the Grand Rapids Choir of
Men and Boys.
Another piece that also has

had special meaning for me
was performed last weekend by
the Grand Rapids Symphony,
Mahler’s Symphony No. 2, the
“Resurrection Symphony.”
David Lockington, who is

retiring as music director after
16 years, chose to feature this
piece for his final concert. He
explained at the Upbeat lecture
prior to the concert this sympho-
ny is about change, and this is a
time of change for him, as well as
for the orchestra as it transitions
to a new director.
But, for Mahler, it was a much

bigger change that drove his
composition— namely, the
change that we anticipate when
we face death.
Mahler had

lived with
death. He was
one of 14 chil-
dren, the major-
ity of whom
died in child-
hood. During
the seven-year
period when he struggled with
writing this piece, both his
father and mother died, as well
as a brother who committed
suicide.
The existential issue for

Mahler, which he incorporated
into the chorus in the fifth move-
ment, was whether we have lived
in vain, and suffered in vain.
It is the fundamental question

that most religions also address.
What is the meaning of life? Is it

all in vain?
Mahler was Jewish but con-

verted to Catholicism, prob-
ably as a political act in order
to receive an appointment in
Vienna, where anti-Semitism
was high.
His question was that of

Job in the Hebrew Scriptures:
“Man that is born of a woman is
of few days, and full of trouble.
He comes forth like a flower,
and withers; he flees like a
shadow, and continues not.
... If a man die, shall he live
again?” (Job 14: 1-2, 14)
Nearly every religion address-

es this issue and has some ver-
sion of a life after death.
Whether it is reincarnation

or a conscious continuation of
one’s life, either in heaven or hell,
religions seek to respond to this
ultimate question of life’s mean-
ing and whether it is found in
this life or in the next.

The religious traditions span
a wide swath of perspectives
on this question, and to fully
explore them would require a
book, of which many have been
written.
Muslims emphasize the final

judgment, followed by either
punishment or bliss. Christians
consider the resurrection of the
body central and celebrate it at
Easter.
For Mahler, the clue to finish-

ing his great symphony was at
the funeral of the famous con-
ductor and his mentor, Hans
von Bülow, when he heard a
children’s choir sing Klopstock’s
“Resurrection Ode.”
Adding his own verses to what

he heard, Mahler has the choir
begin singing softly, “Aufersteh’n,
ja aufersteh’n” (“Arise, yes, you
will arise from the dead”).
The English translation con-

tinues:

My dust, after a short rest!
Eternal life, will be given you

by Himwho called you.
Oh believe, You were not born

in vain,
Have not lived in vain, suffered

in vain.
What was created must perish!
What has perished must rise

again!
Tremble no more!
Prepare yourself to live!
Mahler’s resolution of this

existential question provides an
inspiring musical setting for this
basic human quest. What is the
meaning of life? Do we have a
purpose? It can be approached
via religion, through art and lit-
erature, or in this case through a
powerful musical form.
For me, the music itself points

to meaning and purpose far
beyond what the words alone
can contain.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Does life havemeaning?Mahler’s symphonic response
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Religious appeal
part of Huckabee’s
White House bid

Former Gov. Mike Huckabee
has launched his campaign for
the Republican presidential
nomination with an unabashed

appeal for
evangelical
support.
In his home-

town of Hope,
Arkansas,
Huckabee
said America
has lost its
waymorally

on issues like abortion and gay
marriage and is “now threat-
ening the foundation of reli-
gious liberty by criminalizing
Christianity.”
The Southern Baptist minis-

ter turned politician portrayed
himself as an economic popu-
list and foreign affairs hawk
with deeply conservative views
on social issues.
As the Supreme Court

weighs whether states must
allow gaymarriage, Huckabee
said the justices “cannot over-
turn the laws of nature or of
nature’s God.”

WINSTON-SALEM, N.C.

Judge: Prayers at
Rowanmeetings to end
A federal judge has ruled

North Carolina’s Rowan
County commissioners must
stop opening their meetings
with prayers that almost
always referred to Christianity.
U.S. District Judge James

Beaty Jr. ruled last week
the way the commissioners
openedmeetings with prayers
violated separation of church
and state. Rowan County
commissioners themselves
delivered prayers before their
meetings.
Judge Beaty said the com-

missioners stood, almost
always bowed their heads and
asked audience members to
also stand and join them in
prayers that normally included
references to Jesus, the
Savior and other tenets of the
Christian faith.

WASHINGTON

Bible read aloud
on U.S. Capitol steps
On the west steps of the

U.S. Capitol last week, the
entire Bible was being read
aloud, non-stop, fromGenesis
to Revelation.
The 26th annual U.S. Capitol

Bible ReadingMarathon ended
Thursday, the National Day of
Prayer. The event’s director,
the Rev. Michael Hall, said it
would take about 90 hours to
read through the Bible aloud.
Volunteer readers took turns,
sometimes under umbrellas in
pouring rain.
—The Associated Press
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