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Migrants, most from Haiti, cross the Rio Grande towards Del Rio, Texas, from Ciudad Acuña, Mexico on Thursday, Sept.23. Faith-based groups – many of them
longtime advocates for a more welcoming immigration policy – have been scrambling to keep up with fast-paced developments in the Haitian migrant crisis, trying

to assist those in need while assailing the harsh Border Patrol tactics employed against them. FELIX MARQUEZ/AP

Faith-based groups – many of them long-
time advocates for a more welcoming immi-
gration policy – have been scrambling to
keep up with fast-paced developments in the
Haitian migrant crisis, trying to assist those
in need while assailing the harsh Border Pa-

trol tactics employed against them. 
Before thousands of Haitian migrants dis-

persed last week from a camp in the border
city of Del Rio, Texas, a coalition of churches
and other groups was providing them with
sandwiches, water and other essentials.
Since dispersing, many of the migrants have
received help from faith-based groups in
Houston and El Paso as they seek to connect
with relatives and sponsors throughout the
United States.

Immigration hardliners criticize some of
the efforts by religious activists, saying their
efforts encourage still more migrants to

come. But those providing the assistance see
it as an extension of their religious mandate
to help the needy.

“We are apolitical,” said Carlos Villareal, a
Houston-area leader in the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, which has mobi-
lized volunteers at a short-term transition
center in Houston to assist hundreds of mi-
grants arriving from Del Rio.

“Our concern is mainly with the families,
that we can help them,” Villareal said. “It’s
also the Golden Rule – do unto others as you 
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Faith groups aid Haitian
migrants and denounce
government’s response
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Teachers have to be perpetual students. I learned a
long time ago that to be an effective educator you have
to keep a few things in mind: Only teach what you
know and honestly admit you don’t know a whole lot
of other things. Common sense? Foundational reason-
ing for educators? You would think so. 

In an excellent expose of religious schools in North
Carolina, reporter Brian Gordon writes: “For the 2020-
2021 school year, at least eight of 10 schools that re-
ceived the most [state-funded] scholarships profess …
to teach lessons rooted in biblical worldviews.” (“In
NC, private schools receiving taxpayer dollars teach
U.S. history their own way,” Citizen Times, Sept. 9,
2021).

Instruction in critical thinking is critically needed.
In Gordon’s article, he quotes an education consultant
who asserts: “A person can hold biblical viewpoints
and still be able to think critically.” But which biblical
viewpoints, filtered through which religious lenses?
This makes a tremendous amount of difference. 

For instance, I’ve thought for many years that reli-

gion, even the Bible, should be taught in public
schools. Religious literacy is important. We had a “Bi-
ble as Literature” class in high school and it seemed
fairly well taught. Which is, of course, the caution
here. 

Who can teach religious literature as literature?
Who can teach from an unbiased perspective? Yet,
that gets to the heart of it – everyone teaches from
some degree of personal perspective but what matters
is how much the teacher is aware of that, and is open
about the fact their teaching is shaped to some extent
by their own experience, education and worldview.
The most reasonable approach would be to admit this
is active in the classroom and then to remind students
there are such things as facts, objective truths, that
need to be critically considered. 

In other words, students shouldn’t leave a class say-
ing “I accept this is true because the teacher said so”
any more than a person should leave a Bible class or
sermon and say “I accept this is true because the
teacher – or preacher – said so.” Any teacher with in-
tegrity wouldn’t want people to say those things. They
want students (congregants) to think for themselves.
When it comes to knowledge, “I read it in my Bible”
isn’t sufficient. What about others who may hear a dif-
ferent message from the same book? 

So let’s consider what a “biblical worldview” is,
since so many faith-based schools and congregations
claim they teach it. Biblical worldviews come in many

shapes and sizes: 
h Jewish (Orthodox, Conservative, Reconstruction-

ist, Reform or Secular?). Jewish interpreters of the He-
brew Bible differ widely on what the Book says and
how to apply it to Jewish living.

h Christian (which one: Catholic, Protestant, Ortho-
dox, Pentecostal, Evangelical, Fundamentalist. . .?)
Among Christians there are many views of what “the
Bible says.” (In chaplain days I told people: “The Bible
doesn’t say anything! It’s all a matter of interpretation,
what people think the Bible says”). Ask any bible-be-
liever what their “favorite” part of the Bible is and we
hear many responses.

h Muslim (since the Qur’an draws from biblical
teachings, Muslims also differ on what the stories
mean for today). A relevant question might be: What is
the “qur’anic worldview,” a view based solely on the
Qur’an? Those who teach the book might have very di-
verse opinions. 

Apart from specific traditions and what they em-
phasize in their chosen holy books, there are other
ways to read these books that make a great difference
in what “worldview” is presented. They can be read as:

h Literal (God’s word directly speaking)
h Spiritual guidance (listening for a divine voice)
h Wisdom (searching for wise instruction)
h Myth and legend (alongside Greek, Roman, 

Teaching a ‘biblical worldview’ – but how, and which one?

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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DETROIT – Jessica Trotter went from
working on a heritage Girl Scouts badge
in elementary school to tracing back her
lineage three centuries. 

Now, Trotter, 44, of Lansing, Michi-
gan, is helping others do the same by ex-
ploring genealogy, the study of family
and family history. Trotter authors a
blog, genieroadtrip.com, packed with
advice. She often is tapped by places
such as the Michigan History Center in
Lansing to lead talks. 

“I just really like finding out about, I
guess, the lives that lead to mine,” Trot-
ter said. 

Trotter and other genealogy experts
shared their tips for unearthing your
roots, from the use of archives to DNA
tests and by tapping storytellers in the
family:

‘Start with what we know’

Blogger Judy Russell, famously
known as “The Legal Genealogist,” rec-
ommended to “start with what we
know.”

In an email to the Free Press, Russell
said to “document our own lives. Then
our parents. Then our grandparents.
And so on. We move from the known to
the unknown – and document every
single fact so we’re sure we’re getting it
right.”

Looking to the elders in the family,
even those not in your direct lineage can

prove useful.
“Get as much of that info down, and

then start trying to find records to sup-
port, or sometimes, refute the family
stories,” Trotter said.

Online databases

Cyndi’s List is a free genealogy re-
search site, categorized by region, occu-
pation, religion and more.

Ancestry.com is a paid database with
billions of online records. A free trial is
available.

Family Search is another free re-
source. Alongside record databases, the
website has a user-friendly format
where researchers can enter what they
know about their families and the web-
site pulls everything it finds. The web-
site also has kid-friendly activities re-
lating to the study of family history.

Michiganology is the online branch
of the Archives of Michigan at the Mich-
igan History Center in Lansing. Another
free resource, Michiganology’s records
include state censuses, Civil War infor-
mation, maps, photographs, and films.

Seminars and groups

Libraries and genealogical groups
host how-to seminars on tracing lineage
throughout the year. These, Trotter said,
can be a good place to learn how to use
some resources.

There are also genealogy-interest
Facebook groups, which provide a com-
munity of support in journeys of re-
search.

Trotter also runs a personal genealo-
gy blog, www.genieroadtrip.com, where
she keeps track of her findings through
the decades. Trotter has even stumbled
upon a lost family connection in the
comments section of her posts. Keeping
up with her blog has been a way for Trot-
ter to see if anyone out there is “working
on the same family.”

DNA testing

Ancestry.com has a DNA component.
Users submit a saliva sample, and using
an autosomal DNA test, which tests for
both paternal and maternal lines, shows
whose DNA matches with the user from
their database, according to Ancestry’s
website. The test also tells users about
what areas of the world their ancestors
came from. Geographical markers can
help direct genealogists to where to look
for historical documents.

“I think that’s an important compan-
ion. You’re always going to have to wind
your way back to the records though,”
Harvey said.

Other DNA test providers for geneal-
ogy are 23andMe , MyHeritage and Li-
vingDNA .

Historically persecuted

Some people have a harder time re-
searching their family tree because not
all records were created equally.

“My mother’s family is easy to trace
because they’re very white, so I’ve actu-
ally traced her family back quite a ways,
which you can do,” Trotter said. “Dad’s

family, I have traced them pre-1870,
which people always think is a brick
wall for African American research.”

Paper trails for African-Americans
dwindled before abolition in 1865, as en-
slaved people had few records. They
were given English names, forcibly tak-
en from homelands, and were banned
from marriage.

“This entire population isn’t even re-
corded on the U.S. Census until 1850,
and then only as tick marks on the slave
schedules under the names of the en-
slavers. The task of their descendants is
much harder than it is for other popula-
tions who were free, create records in
their own names and more,” Russell
said.

While it was harder, Trotter said it
was still possible. For her father’s line,
Trotter said that she had to keep in mind
the mindset of that time. Since enslaved
people were treated as property, Trotter
said she looked in records involving
goods exchanges. 

However, Trotter said to still look in
records you normally would.

“Don’t throw out those resources as-
suming they didn’t have enough money
to ever show up in those records,” Trot-
ter said.

She also encouraged researchers to
look into records for people the ances-
tors associated with, in case they were
mentioned in wills, probate records or
land patents.

“You don’t just research only the peo-
ple in your direct line. You always want
to research the community, the people
that they associated with,” Trotter said.

THE ULTIMATE

family tree
Your guide to tracing your lineage back centuries 
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Norse, Indigenous)
h World literature (narrative story-

telling, poetry, cultural history) 
What copy of the Hebrew Bible did

Jesus carry with him, what copies did he
hand out? Did he teach: “Live your life

by these scrolls – see the world through
ancient eyes!”? Does anyone need a
book to do what Jesus taught, to follow
his fairly clear instructions to love your
neighbor and live a life of compassion-
ate service? id Moses carry stone tablets
under his arm for the rest of his life, or
Muhammad ride around on a camel dis-
tributing Qur’ans? Seems silly to imag-
ine that.

When someone says they espouse “a

biblical worldview” it’s an invitation to
raise important questions: Which Bible
(and why that one)? Which worldview?
Whose interpretation – who taught you
that opinion? What does that world-
view mean for you? And perhaps more
importantly, how does it impact the rest
of the world? 

If the view is anti-science, presents a
selective, sectarian history, or denies
full humanity to a group of people, an al-

ternate worldview is needed. And it
shouldn’t be supported by the rest of us.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.
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