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Reflections on race, religion and rational thinking
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

I once sat in a circle of people who
happened to be without homes. A diverse group of intelligent, capable people, who were struggling with “how to
make ends meet,” when the “ends” were
rarely clear. Many faced challenges with
some form of disability – physical, mental, addiction or paralyzing fear. Now
and then I would be speaking on some
topic and one of the circle would inter-
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rupt: “How can you say that? You
haven’t been through it. You’re not living out here with us, trying to survive
with us, feeling what we feel. You should
see our lives through our eyes.” Lesson
learned. Listen; get a real education; let
the other person lead; they’re living the
reality. Hear the stories of “what’s really
going on.” Not as simple as it sounds.
Dr. Anthony Pinn is a professor of
Humanities and Religion at Rice University in Houston. In his concise and perceptive book, “When Colorblindness
Isn’t the Answer,” he addresses the realities of race in America. As an African
American who is also a humanist, Pinn
is especially concerned with the re-

sponse of humanism to issues of ethnicity. What I find most instructive is the
way he holds a mirror up for non-believers to see their own blindspots, not only
in the area of race but in judgments toward those who remain in religious congregations. Again, it may be good to ask,
“What’s really going on?”
“Humanists are right to critique the
supernatural claims of theistic traditions,” he writes, but there must be sensitivity to the “material value” of religious community, especially in the support for oppressed people from slavery
to our time. In his view, African American believers are not so interested in
the theology the church proffers but the

solidarity it provides. “They sit in services or participate in other activities
and don’t have to explain themselves;
don’t have to justify their disappointment, annoyance and anger over the
ways in which the larger [racialized] society belittles, mocks and abuses them
in so many ways.”
Pinn is not defending theism. He
thinks much religious teaching is an obstacle, even destructive. Yet, he presents a cogent argument for “why people stay” in religion. There’s a rational
explanation for remaining and that’s
not something to judge too harshly. He
See REFLECTIONS, Page 3D
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goes on to present something that
hooked my attention and it’s directed
straight at those in the non-religious
world who are quick to criticize: “Rather
than asking 'why are so-called racial minorities still theists', ask this: why hasn’t
humanism proven a more compelling
alternative to theism for African Americans, American Indians, Latinos/as
and so on?”
He clarifies that the problem doesn’t
rest with racial minorities, it lies with
secular people who don’t present meaningful options. “While humanists fight
over the relevance of ritual and community, theistic organizations assume the

importance of these two.” Pinn says that
many ethnic groups tolerate the theistic
elements “for the sake of some sense of
community (including opportunities for
networking, for cultural connection,
and for services).” This leads Pinn to ask
a further challenging question: “What
might humanism do – on the level of
community formation and the ritualizing of mundane life – to make it more
appealing and more competitive with
theistic organizations?”
This leading humanist academic
puts his finger on one essential way seculars can offer that alternative: make
way and make room for suffering people
to lead – ask how to assist and be in solidarity. “Leave behind the missionary
impulse,” he says. “[Those] most deeply
impacted by racial discrimination get to
suggest the agenda” and lead forward.

He assures us, “My call isn’t for humanists to give up ‘freethinking.’ Rather, I propose freethinking on the issues
of race/racism should involve recognition that some encounter racism more
directly than others.” To show real solidarity, it’s critical to think about any
progress “from the vantage point of
those outside one’s own community of
concern.”
Those vantage points may be offered
by someone who lives on the edge – of
housing, mental health or poverty. Or, a
new viewpoint may come from another
culture, nationality, religion or racial/
ethnic experience. As Thoreau once
wrote, “Could a greater miracle take
place than for us to look through each
other’s eyes for an instant?” (Walden).
Perhaps if more people who only knew
one religion, one theology, one exclusive

cide, aggravated assault and other offenses for a January 2019 shooting that
injured four people. Page : D03

community, but sensed a deep desire for
solidarity, could join with others practicing the kind of “miracle” Thoreau
suggests, perhaps the humanist, secular community would gain and grow.
Pinn leaves us with a great deal to reflect upon. And it’s all about challenge –
challenging ourselves, each other and
our communities to see things differently, through the eyes of others. This
seems most critical for religious believers, as well as for humanists.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.

Pandemic experience: Don’t be afraid to come back to life
Ask Pastor Adrienne
Adrienne Greene
MORE CONTENT NOW

Dear Pastor: It seems, in the pandemic nightmare, the worst is over. Why
am I afraid of returning to my life?
Answer: I asked this same question in
a slightly different way during my weekly
prayer-group meeting this morning. “Because of this pandemic experience,” I
confessed to the six prayer-warriors
scattered around our sanctuary, “I’ve become a different kind of pastor. I’m a little nervous about returning to the pulpit
and what that will look like.”
Weeks of deep intercession, seclusion, uncertainty and trials have woven a
new thread into the rich tapestry of
Christians. If you’re one of my flock,
you’ve sought the Lord more these past
few weeks than any other time in your
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life. You’ve confronted some issues,
maybe, and cleaned out some closets in
both spiritual and natural realms. You’ve
begun to think about the future, and not
just your own, but the journeys of nations. Some of us have met the Lord all
over again – acknowledging his powerful
ability to be the God who governs all life
by his merciful heart.
We seem to be facing a legion of fears
these days: fear that a COVID-19 vaccine
will never be found (and what then?);
fear of a resurgent, wave of sickness
worse than the one we’ve lived through;
fear of poverty and lack of provision,
should we never return to work; fear of
death.
Yet, as Christians, we are asked to believe what the Bible says no matter what
is happening. “Even though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of
death, I fear no evil, for You are with me;
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort

me,” (Psalm 23:4, NASB).
Easier said than done. While we may
understand that fear does not come from
God, it still remains a stalking, tormenting, constant presence that works to undermine our faith right now. Rest assured, God has extended his grace upon
us as we move ahead even so. Our faith
is, and always has been, an action word.
The biggest fear we face now is “what
if?” It is the fear of the unknown. Unfortunately, we disguise our fears and worries as preparation and wisdom. We
imagine dire scenarios and make excuses: “I’m only thinking the worst so I’m
ready for whatever happens,” we quip.
Nonsense. We’re obsessing on negativity and the unbelief that God can’t or
won’t come through for us. We elevate
ourselves to the position of rescuer and
leave the Savior on the sidelines.
God is looking for children who trust
him with their lives. These are the mo-

ments our courage must come forth as
we take steps to become a people truly
led by the Holy Spirit.
We’ve talked about a spirit-led life ...
but now we must live it. We ask God for
his wisdom, which he has promised to
give us in heaps: “But if any of you lacks
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to
all generously and without reproach, and
it will be given to him,” (James 1:5). Then,
we move forward, hand in hand, into the
new era God has waiting for us.
Join me as we courageously get back
to our lives, our churches, our jobs, our
world. With God, all things are possible.
Do you have a question or comment for
Pastor Adrienne? Send your inquiries to:
info@adriennewgreene.com or write to
P.O. Box 214, Harrison, OH 45030. For
more information on Pastor Adrienne, or
to purchase her book, “Ask Pastor Adrienne: 100 Best-loved Columns,” please visit adriennewgreene.com.
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