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OPINION From The Detroit News
❚ Finley: At U-M, other campuses, it's all about football. 32A

If yougo therenow, you see anemp-
ty basketball floor in a decaying brick
building. But if you narrow your gaze
and let yourminddrift, you canpicture
the crowds of wanna-be players over
the decades, stuffing the narrow raf-
ters, waiting for their chance. You can
hear the excited yells and sneaker
squeaks and the pounding dunks of a
leather ball through a metal rim. You
can feel the stiflingheat of hot summer
nights with no air conditioning and
dreams of making a name for yourself
sizzling beneath the hardwood floor.

And when you consider the talent
that once sprinted up and down that
court – fromDave Bing toMagic John-
son to Earl Cureton to Jalen Rose – you
can feel yourself start to sweat.

This place is called St. Cecilia’s – or
tomany, theSaint–a legendarypart of
Detroit’s history, but like too many
parts of our city, one that has fallen
into disrepair, decay and disregard.

That is about to change.
On Dec. 11, during our annual SAY

Detroit Radiothon, I was joined on
stage by the current mayor of Detroit,
Mike Duggan, the former mayor, Dave
Bing, and– via telephone– the current
Mayor-elect Mary Sheffield (who was
on her honeymoon), all of whom came
together to helpmeannounce the revi-
talization of a city landmark.

St. Cecilia’s, its adjacent 25-room
school building, and the areas and lots
surrounding both, will soon be the site
of the new SAY Detroit Play Center at
St. Cecilia’s.

The 8-acre campus on the city’s
west side will be home to hundreds of
after-school kids from around the city,
featuring academic labs, STEM robot-
ics, arts programs, community spaces
and, of course, sports, from a brand
new football field to a rebirthed bas-
ketball facility that will honor the
greats who played on that hardwood,
while transforming it to a state-of-the-
art level.

The Saint is rising.

A beacon of collaboration

“I am so excited,” Sheffield said,
when she heard the news. “These are
the partnerships that I believe are ex-
tremely important. Andmy husband –
I finally can say that – he grewupplay-
ing in St. Cecilia’s. It’s very near and
dear to the community. ... It’s near and
dear to my heart.”

This is admittedly an ambitious
project, one that may cost, in the end,
close to $10 million. As the founder of
SAY Detroit, that would make me ner-
vous, had we not done a similar thing
over the last decade on the city’s east
side, at another abandoned facility
called the Lipke Rec Center.

Although not as storied by NBA

St. Cecilia’s
is taking
flight on the
wings of a
new partner

Mitch Albom
Columnist
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When Dick Vitale began coaching the
men’s basketball team at the
University of Detroit in the 1970s, he
quickly found a new friend and
supporter just down the street from
campus in SamWashington Jr., right,
who launched the legendary
basketball program at St. Cecilia’s
gym. PROVIDED BY SAMWASHINGTON JR.

Every musician I’ve ever known and
worked with has stories. And I mean
stories.Whether it’s tales from the road
or tales from the local club scene, any-
body who has worked as amusician for
any length of time has amassed more
than a few good stories to tell.

Especially in Detroit.
Like the club I played with my blues

band years ago, where the guy at the
door used to keep a photo album of the
life-sized mannequin he kept at home.
As I recall, he had aname for her, andhe
liked to dress her up in different outfits
and then take photos of her in various
poses (none of them pornographic, just

weird), and thenpaste thosephotos in a
massive album he kept there at the
club. He didn’t show those photos to
just anyone, but if you happened to be
someone he felt comfortable enough
with, he would proudly display his art-
work while you tried your best to smile
and nod like all of this was perfectly

normal. And then go hit the stage and
do your gig.

At another club I played, further out
from Detroit, there was always this guy
sitting at the bar who had a hook at the
end of his prosthetic right arm. He was
always drunk, and you always knew
when hewas in the house because once
it was time for the band to take a break,
he would demand that someone play a
particularly raunchy song on the juke-
boxby rhythmandblues artist Clarence
Carter. Not just once, but over and over,
all while he sang along to the lyrics that
he knew by heart and shuffled around
in the middle of the floor, dancing with
himself.

Then there were the higher-end gigs
at country clubs or private parties
where the hostwas either exceptionally
generous with the food and money, or
the crowd acted as if they could barely

Art is Detroit’s most precious commodity

Keith A. Owens
Contributing columnist

Thornetta Davis and the Thornetta
Davis band perform at Beacon Park in
Detroit on July 20, 2017. CHRISTOPHER M.

BJORNBERG/SPECIAL TO THE DFP
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I was raised Presbyterian, and
still think of myself that way, al-
though I stopped going to church
in high school. I feel a connection
to the Presbyterian church, be-
cause it’s how I grew up; the de-
nomination’s focus on scholarly
analysis of Scripture appeals to
me, and I find its tenets of inclu-
sion, redemption and justice ad-
mirable. When people say Amer-
ica is a Christian nation, I think,
“Cool. Can it be Presbyterian?”

But the church I attended as a
child in my hometown of Mobile,
Alabama, with its stodgy pastor
and 1970s wall-to-wall burnt or-
ange carpet and pews, didn’t
speak to me. Except maybe,
sometimes on Christmas Eve,
when the darkness outside
turned the sanctuary’s arched
windows into glittering mirrors,
and the soaring refrain gloria, in
excelsis Deo welled up inside of
me, a feeling it didn’t seem possi-
ble could bemade or contained by

Presbyterian church in
Detroit found new
pastors, new life

Fort Street Presbyterian Church in Detroit is seen July 13.

Pastor Garrett Mostowski and Pastor Sarah Logemann walk in the main aisle of the old sanctuary at Fort Street
Presbyterian Church in Detroit on July 13. PHOTOS BY FINN GOMEZ/DETROIT FREE PRESS
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Mostowski and
Logemann laugh
in the old
sanctuary of Fort
Street
Presbyterian
Church in Detroit
on July 13.
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a human body.
When I became a parent myself, I

started to wonder if I’d abandoned
church too hastily. If, maybe, humans
have sought religion for as long as there
have been humans because it fulfi�lls a
need as basic as food or water, and
whether we ought to be worried that as
Americans have rejected religion at a
record clip, we haven’t replaced it with
anything else.
So every Christmas and Easter, I take

my son toworship at Fort Street Presby-
terian Church, a magnifi�cent Gothic Re-
vival pile at Fort and Third in downtown
Detroit.
The labyrinthine building, with its

spires and arches, is everythingmy aes-
thetically deprived heart could’ve imag-
ined, back in the burnt orange womb of
mychildhood church.OnChristmasEve
at Fort Street, the pipe organ thunders,
voices soar and the soft glow of candle-
light illuminates the sanctuary’s warm,
intricately carved wood as Pastors Sa-
rah Logemann and Garrett Mostowski
seek transcendence with a small but
growing knot of worshippers.
I’d been a twice-yearly attendee at

Fort Street for nearly a decade when I
emailed Garrett and Sarah, the married
pastors who’ve led the church for the
last fi�ve years, to ask if they’d meet me
for an interview.
I wanted to know, I told them, what

it’s like to operate amainline Protestant
church in the year 2025, in a shrinking
denomination–how they keep, literally,
the lights on. I told themthat Iwanted to
knowwhat it’s like to pastor a church as
a married couple in a world where reli-
gion is still led most often by individual
men. That I wanted to talk about why
fewer Americans are religious, and that
I struggle with what it means to have
faith, or what it could mean to have a
calling.
Sure, the pastors said. Let’s go.

‘We need to change’

Garrett and Sarah have thought a lot
about this, of course, as people who
took very diff�erent paths to the pulpit,
now pastoring a 176-year-old church
that, fi�ve years ago, was on the brink of
closure.
Sarah, 44, was raised in Denver, the

child of atheist lawyers who debated
politics and religion at the dinner table,
inculcating intellectual curiosity in their
young daughter. Her fi�rst real exposure
to religion came from a middle school
math teacher; Sarah had not realized,
previously, that rational and rigorous
intelligence was compatible with faith.
Her teenage rebellion, she jokes, was
sneaking off� to church. Her conviction
that faith was where she was meant to
be and the work she was meant to do
deepened as the years went on.
That was her calling: To inspire in

others the same curiosity about the di-
vine that had awakened in her.
Garrett, 38, was raised in central In-

diana, surroundedby corn, attending an
evangelical church where his parents
served as elders, and the pastor thought
nothing of instructing the fl�ock to pray
forGeorgeW.Bush towin the2000elec-
tion, warning that an Al Gore presiden-
cy would bring about the end of days –
and from which Garrett’s family was
ejected after his sister made the grave
error of attending youth group at a dif-
ferent evangelical church. The pastor,
Garrett says, denounced his sister’s
supposed transgression, and led the
church in a vote to expel his family, a
vivid example of mob mentality that
still rankles.
College-bound by then, Garrett de-

cided that if this was faith, it wasn’t his.
He didn’t go to church for three years,
during which he thought of himself as
an atheist, but found his way back after
fi�nishing his fi�nance degree when a
friend talked him into a yearlong intern-
ship coaching kids at a Presbyterian
camp in Colorado. He took a full-time
job at the camp, renewing his contract
for a year, then another year, learning a

diff�erent, more inclusive way to ap-
proach faith, surrounded by peoplewho
called out his gifts: He could connect
with the kids, he welcomed their ques-
tions. After four years, his mentors
helped send him to seminary.
That was his calling: The conviction

that his gifts had a purpose, and that he
had an obligation to use them.
They met, Sarah says, in “the most

dorky pastor couple sort of way – in
preaching class.”
Assigned to the same sermon-cri-

tique group at Princeton Theological
Seminary, from which both earned de-
grees, neither thought the other was
particularly good at preaching.
“I thought she was really boring,”

Garrett says.
“I thought he was so off� topic!” says

Sarah. “We call it God’s divine sense of
humor that we now have to listen to
each other every single week.”
But Sarah and Garrett were learning

that they could trust each other to give
honest feedback, and to help the other
improve, the foundation of their mar-
riage and their pastoral partnership.
(They both, by theway, got better at ser-
mons.)
After seminary, Garrett was hired to

pastor a church in Montana, and Sarah
served as an itinerant preacher for a
group of small churches nearby that
couldn’t aff�ord a full-time minister.
They started working together, and

realized they made an eff�ective team –
membership in the churches they led
had grown by 30%.
But while Garrett was unquestion-

ably recognized as a church leader, Sa-
rah encountered resistance.
“Atmyfi�rst funeral, I was accosted by

a man who didn’t believe that I should
be in the pulpit as a woman. He was
quoting Scripture at me, and told me
that he almost stood up in themiddle of
my sermon to tellme that I should be re-
moved,” she said. “Then he said, ‘Sur-

prisingly, you had some really amazing
things to say.’ You know, it was a really
good sermon, but you’re going to hell for
what you’re doing. He was threatening
enough that I was very nervous that he
was going to physically attack me, and
when I got tomy car, I had to call Garrett
crying. Thatwasmyfi�rst funeral experi-
ence. Welcome to ministry!”
Congregants sometimes seemed to

think she was the pastor’s wife, not a
pastor herself: “Yes, I’m the pastor’s
wife, but I’m also the pastor, and he’s
the pastor’s husband.”
The piecemeal nature of the work

wasn’t economically sustainable, Gar-
rett says, nor was he content to stay
where Sarah wasn’t aff�orded the same
opportunities and respect. Fort Street
was interested in a pastoral couple, and
had a theological openness that ap-
pealed to both.
But something else intrigued them.
“All the churches,when they’re hiring

pastors, write up a profi�le about them-
selves for thehiring system,”Sarahsays.
“A lot of churches will say ‘We want to
grow with young families,’ even if
they’re struggling. Fort Street said
something that I have yet to see another
churchpost: ‘Weneed to change, andwe
don’t know how.’”

Five years away from closing

The pastors arrived at Fort Street in
2020, moving from Montana to Detroit
in the fi�rst year of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, when Sarah was, they joke, 900
months pregnant with their only child.
They’d visited before, andhaddelighted
in the way the Detroit defi�es stereo-
types; even during the pandemic, Sarah
says, the couple fell in love with the
city’s vibrancy and creativity.
But Fort Street was in trouble.
ThePresbytery– the church’s region-

al administrative body – sat the new
pastors down, telling them to consider

this a short-term job.
“We had just moved cross country,

and we were told in the fi�rst week,
‘You’re going to have to shut this church
down in three to fi�ve years,’” Garrett
said. They’d been told that 40 to 50peo-
ple were worshipping at Fort Street on
Sundays, “But it was more like 12, and
that was what was on the offi�cial rolls.”
Fort Street is Detroit’s second-oldest

Presbyterian congregation, organized in
1849, and moving to the building at the
corner of First and Third, then a posh
residential area, 1855. TheGothic Reviv-
al building was designed by Albert H.
Jordan, according to thewebsiteHistor-
ic Detroit, at a cost of $70,000, or
$1.7 million in today’s dollars; the
church’s 167 members were some of the
most well-heeled Detroiters of the day,
like Russell A. Alger, the governor of
Michiganwho also served as U.S. secre-
tary of war and as a U.S. senator, Theo-
dore S. Buhl, a banker and co-founder of
the Detroit Institute of Arts, and rail-
road magnate James F. Joy.
That, by the way, is how Fort Street

keeps the lights on – Joy left the church
an endowment now valued at $30 mil-
lion; half the investment income covers
the church’s roughly $800,000 annual
operating budget, including salaries for
fi�ve full-time, 12 part-time employees
and the $1,000-a-month power bill, and
the other half goes to the Presbytery.
And that, by theway, is why the John

C. Lodge Freeway hooks left going into
downtown Detroit – the Michigan De-
partment of Transportation initially
planned to route the freeway through
the church, but Joy’s endowment re-
quires the Fort Street to operate at the
corner of Fort and Third. Eminent do-
main laws at that time would’ve re-
quired MDOT to buy out the endow-
ment, so – the Lodge curves.
That infl�uence, the church’s literal ef-

fect on Detroit’s landscape, was one of
the reasonsGarrett andSarahknewFort
Street couldn’t close.
But the church had been plagued by

confl�ict and infi�ghting, with seven pas-
tors in 10 years, and the congregation
was shrinking. After Garrett and Sarah
took a vacation, some members
thanked them, half-jokingly, for coming
back.
The story the Presbytery told

could’ve convinced another young cou-
ple that the church was a lost cause,
Garrett says: “I’m stubborn enough and
enough of a contrarian that I was like,
‘OK, well, if you tell me that, I’m going to
do the opposite,’ and Sarah’s like that,
too. But a lot of itwas thatwe sawsome-
thing in the people that a lot of the folks
at the Presbytery did not.”

Dwindling faith

The percentage of Americans who
identify as Christian hit a low of 62% in

The historic Fort Street Presbyterian Church was constructed in 1855. PHOTOS BY FINN GOMEZ/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Pastor Garrett Mostowski leads Sunday service at Fort Street Presbyterian
Church in Detroit on July 13.

Kaff�er
Continued from Page 25A
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the Pew Research Center’s 2023-2024
Religious Landscape Survey, down from
78% in 2007.

Studies probing the reasons for these
declines turn up similar causes: Dissat-
isfaction with church doctrine, per-
ceived hypocrisy of church teachings,
and, for nearly 1 in 3, a survey by the
Public Religion Research Institute
found, disagreementwith somedenom-
inations’ anti-LGBTQ+ teachings – the
Catholic church, the survey found, is
losing members at the fastest clip.

But mainline Protestant denomina-
tions – Presbyterians, Methodists, Lu-
therans, Episcopalians, Congregation-
alists – that tend to hold more progres-
sive views, like the belief that abortion
is a personal ethical decision that
shouldn’t be restricted by law, or em-
braceof same-sexunions, LGBTQ+cler-
gy and transgender rights, are dwin-
dling, too.

Thenational PresbyterianChurch or-
ganization reports that the denomina-
tion losesabout50,000membersayear.
The church projects that this year,
membership will drop below one mil-
lion; 140 Presbyterian churches closed
in 2024.

Just about 11% of Americans are
members of mainline Protestant
churches, Pew found; in contrast, 23%
of American adults identify as evangeli-
cal – often allowed to define Christian-
ity in America – and 19% as Catholic.

Most Americans who’ve left the
church, PRRI found, just stopped
believing.

Finding transcendence

And that’s the challenge, for anyone
looking to rebuild a congregation: We
may have faith in the goodness of our
fellowhumans, or appreciate the radical
empathy of Jesus’ charge to love our
neighbors as ourselves. But for an in-
creasing number of Americans, it’s the
supernatural components, for lack of a
better word, that drive them away from
religion.

“This is the conflict that we see in
mainline churches, and in our church
particularly, that there is not a shared
belief in the same thing. You have peo-
ple that don’t agree with even just read-
ing the Bible, or using it as an author-
itative text. I don’t mean you’ve got to
follow every rule and letter, I mean we
look at the words of Jesus and we say
‘We have to take this seriously,’” Garrett
says. “We have to find something that
we all believe in.Maybe ‘transcendence’
is a betterword. I thinkweneed a return
to believing in transcendence, because
if you don’t have that shared belief,

you’re just arguing ethics.”
I note here that Americans no longer

have a set of shared facts, a problem
that pops up in journalism and politics
all the time – that while our post-mod-
ern diminution of capital-T truth
opened the door to elevating the per-
spectives andneedsofwomen,LGBTQ+
Americans and people of color, it’s also
given rise to the spread between
MSNBC and Fox News.

Ministry, Sarah says, has to make
room for all truths: “I like transcendence
as a word ... even our book of order says
it opensmembership for allwho confess
Jesus as Lord. But, within that, there is
freedom of conscience ... everyone’s in-
terpretationsofScripturearegoing tobe
different, and you cannot bar anyone
frommembership because they have an
opinion that’s different than you, or a
different capital-T truth.”

The congregation at Fort Street is di-
verse, Garrett says, not just in race or
ethnicity but in belief: “We have athe-
ists that will tell you that they’re athe-
istswhocomeeveryweek.Wehavevery
conservative people that likely don’t
agree with us theologically, and still sit
in the pew and want to hear us teach.
Then we have a lot of liberal folks that
are probably really in line with how we
think about Scripture ... We allow for a
conservative reading – hey, you can you
can read this literally, and this is what
that means. But you can also read it
metaphorically. We invite everyone’s
opinions. But it’smore like inviting their
souls into it, because when you believe
something, you’re attached to it. So
we’re not just playing in the land of, ‘Oh,
we just thinkdifferent thoughts,’no, you
have a conviction here, and you need
space to exist in that.”

But the argument shouldn’t be the
point, Sarah says: “For us it becomes,
‘Well, what do you do with that convic-

tion?”Not just, ‘Let’s argue about which
takeof this is correct.’Butwhereveryour
soul aligns, what are you doing with
that?”

‘We’re not going to tell
you what to believe’

For Sarah and Garrett, faith’s capi-
tal-T truth is justice, support of, as Je-
sus commanded, the marginalized and
oppressed. That’s part of the Presby-
terian ethos, and longstanding tradition
at Fort Street. So, despite the congrega-
tion’s desire to change, a plan to elim-
inate Fort Street’s beloved Open Door
program, offeringmeals to people expe-
riencing homelessness, met with some
resistance.

In some ways, Garrett says, the
church’s endowment blunts the need
for urgency. When the bills are paid,
what reason is there to stop this pro-
gram, or raise money for that one?

But the very people the food program
served gave the church honest feed-
back: They weren’t coming for the food
– it was terrible. They didn’t need
clothes–better garmentswereavailable
elsewhere. They came, Garrett says, be-
cause people knew their names, and
connected them to social workers who
actually got them to resources. The
money that had funded Open Door now
pays for direct assistance to unhoused
people, and the church contracts with
service providers to offer shelter on site.
In two years, they’ve housed more than
50 people.

Along the way, something changed:
“We’re growing,” Garrett says.

Some of the church’s new members
are LGBTQ+ people looking for an ac-
cepting religious space and spiritual
study. Most, Sarah says, are ex-evan-
gelicals like Garrett, who’ve found a safe
place to land at Fort Street.

“The church used to be a catch-all as
a social institution. Now all of that is
available elsewhere. So how do we spe-
cialize to connect people with meaning
in their lives?” Garrett says.

For Presbyterians particularly, that
can be a hard question to answer.

Conservative churches that are
growing, he says, offer congregants,
particularly youngwhitemenstruggling
to navigatemasculinity, rules for how to
live their lives: “They have structure.”

Presbyterianism’s pitch is more sub-
tle, Garrett says, and more challenging.
“We want to be a place where you come
when you’re searching, and you’ve
thought a little bitmore about your faith
and maybe you’ve broken out of that
structure early on.”

Wrestling free of dogma, he says,
means “we can step into an ever-ex-
panding consciousness that is more
generous and, I would say,more faithful
to a reading of Scripture. And that’s
where we come in. I think you’ll hear
that in our preaching.”

It’s not a model for rapid growth, he
says, “Because it’s so ambiguous–we’re
not going to tell you what to
believe.”

But for some, it’s the perfect fit: Fort
Street now has 139 members, with
roughly 60 attending service on Sun-
days.

Growth and service

Garrett and Sarah dream of a Fort
Street that continues to grow, grounded
in community, with old and new mem-
bers who find connection outside of
church and understand how those
bonds can power service responsive to
the changing needs of the city. Of a con-
gregation that seeks faith because they
have questions, not because they want
answers – that divine curiosity Sarah
longs to ignite, a God-gifted sense of
play and wonder in a world with, as she
says, few curiosities left.

In the sanctuary at Fort Street on
Christmas Eve, when the organ rings
out and the voices of the congregants
swell, I’ll feel what Sarah describes: The
same feeling I had as a child, a collision
of beauty and community and hope
and, yes, wonder; and it will feel like
God.
Fort Street Presbyterian Church, in

Detroit at 631 W. Fort St., holds regular
worship services on Sundays at 11 a.m.
Thechurchwill holdaLongestNight ser-
vice on Dec. 21 at 6 p.m. The candlelight
Christmas Eve service will be held at
7 p.m. on Dec. 24. Find more informa-
tion at www.fortstreet.org.
NancyKaffer is the editorial page edi-

tor of the Detroit Free Press. Contact:
nkaffer@freepress.com. Submit a
letter to the editor at freep.com/letters,
and we may publish it online and in
print.

Kaffer
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Pastor Sarah Logemann and Pastor Garrett Mostowski look to the ceiling during
a worship song at Fort Street Presbyterian Church in Detroit. FINN GOMEZ/DFP

tolerate the stench emanating from you
as amember of the servant class – as in,
the class whose only purpose in life was
to entertain them. Not, in other words,
the class that mattered.

Like I said, everybody has stories,
and I have mine. But the one story just
about every musician had in common,
back when I worked regularly several
nights a week, was the story of working
long-hour gigs at local clubs for very lit-
tle money. And that’s if the club owner
still felt obligated to pay you what he or
she promised at the end of the night,
without making excuses.

Detroit artists keep the city alive

It isn’tmuch different today. I also re-
member the many times Detroit musi-
cians would come together and host a
fundraiser for some fellow artist who
was either ill or facing some life-chal-
lenging situation, but who didn’t have
anyhealth insuranceor enough funds to
adequately resolve whatever situation
they found themselves in.

That hasn’t changedmuch either, but
thankfully at least a few local leaders
have taken serious notice of the simple
fact thatDetroitmusicians–whoare in-
disputably the best in the world – de-
serve far, far better for all that they con-
tribute and have the potential to con-
tribute to our community. Breathable air
is not an option, and I would argue that
the artists are just as essential to the
fabric of community as everybreathyou

take.
In September, U.S. Rep. Rashida

Tlaib reintroduced her Living Wage for
Musicians Act, which she originally
sponsored a year earlier. Although not
tailored only for Detroit musicians,
Tlaibmade it clear that her primary area
of concern is focused, properly, on the
musical residents of her hometown.The
key provisions of her legislation are as
follows:

h Fairer streaming royalties: Estab-
lishes a new fund to pay artists a more
livablewage fromstreaming, combating
the fraction-of-a-penny payments cur-
rently received.

h New funding source: Taxes
streaming platforms’ non-subscription
revenue and adds a small subscription
fee to generate money for the artist
fund.

h Broad benefits: Intended to help
recording artists, producers, engineers,
and even studios earn enough to cover
living expenses, record more music and
tour, boosting local economies.

h Direct artist support: Aims to pro-
vide a baseline income, letting artists
focus on creating, rather than struggling
to make ends meet.

As of lastmonth, DetroitMayor-elect
Mary Sheffield has added her support to
Tlaib’s efforts, which is good to see. Ac-
cording to a recent article in The Michi-
gan Chronicle, Sheffield asked the legis-
lative policy division of the Detroit City
Council to draft a supportive resolution.
The resolution reads in part:

“Detroit and the surrounding region
is home to thousands of artists who sig-
nificantly contribute to the cultural
landscape and continue the City’s glob-
al legacy as a hub of music and its sig-

nificant contributions across various
genres including soul, funk, R&B, rock,
blues, jazz, hip-hop and techno.”

Several months ago, during the De-
troit mayoral primary, I wrote a column
saying I was disappointed that none of
the candidates were highlighting the
importance of supporting and main-
taining the city’s music scene as a key
issue, not only as recognition of our
world-renowned cultural heritage but
as a potentially massive source of reve-
nue for the city and also a way to better
support local musicians.

As I noted in July, two years ago,
Americans for the Arts produced the
largest ever study of the economic im-
pact generated by the arts. The study
found that “nationally, the (arts and cul-
ture) sector generated $151.7 billion of
economic activity in 2022 – $73.3 bil-
lion in spending by arts and culture or-
ganizations and an additional $78.4 bil-
lion in event-related expenditures by
their audiences.Whatwas the impact of
this economic activity? It supported
2.6 million jobs, provided $101 billion in
personal income to residents, and gen-
erated $29.1 billion in tax revenue to lo-
cal, state, and federal governments.”

I can take no credit whatsoever in
Sheffield’s recent decision. I don’t even
know if she read my column. But I do
feel compelled to acknowledge her ef-
forts in support of themusic community
with this resolution andopen support of
Tlaib’s proposed legislation so early, be-
fore she even takes office. This is a wel-
come step in the right direction, that I
hope the mayor-elect will continue, be-
cause art is not optional, it is essential.
And it is Detroit’s most precious com-
modity.

Music taught me Detroit

In every city where I worked as a
journalist before landing in Detroit in
January of 1993 – Denver, Los Angeles,
Ann Arbor and finally Fort Lauderdale –
it was covering news stories that forced
me to learn my way around unfamiliar
terrain. Even in Denver, where I was
born and raised, I discovered things,
met people and explored places that I
neverwould have been exposed to if not
through the lens of journalism. I think it
was that way for most younger journal-
istswho found themselvesmoving from
one city to another to further their ca-
reers.

But in Detroit – I came to the Free
Press as an editorial writer who spent
most ofmy time inmyofficewriting edi-
torials, andnot out in the street covering
stories, it was as a musician that I
learned my way around not only the
city, but the county and beyond. Wher-
ever there was a blues club, I found my
way there, and it was throughmy life as
a musician, after hours, where I devel-
oped my strongest love and apprecia-
tion for Detroit and Detroit musicians.

They are the absolute best, and de-
serve nothing less from the city that
they, every bit as much as Henry Ford,
helped to build.
Free Press contributing columnist

Keith A. Owens is a local writer and co-
founder of Detroit Stories Quarterly and
the We Are Speaking Substack newslet-
ter and podcast. Submit a letter to the
editor at freep.com/letters, and we may
publish it online and in print.
Submit a letter to the editor at

freep.com/letters, and we may publish
it online and in print.
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