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My older sister lives in Washington
State so we don’t see each other much.
Having lost our parents many years
ago, we no longer have a family home to
return to. What we can return to is some
memory of Mom and Dad and our early
life in Washington. We can laugh, and
get misty eyed, over life stories we
share. The sibling relationship we cher-
ish has endured all our differences in
life choices and beliefs. She still holds
tight to the faith I once held in common
with her. 

When she was visiting a few years
ago, I invited my sister to bake oatmeal
cookies with me. I value her baking ex-
perience and hoped I might finally learn
to make a dessert that wasn’t a disaster.
The cookies were a bit of a flop, mainly
because I insisted on my “imprecise”
way of measuring (and added a few in-
gredients not called for in the recipe).
The oven produced a lumpy, crumbly
heap. This was cause for ribbing from
the “real cook in the kitchen.” We had a
good laugh, a hug, and could forget our
divergent beliefs while doing some-
thing collaborative and creative—at
least potentially. We could simply be
silly sister and bumbling brother.

For a summer course I taught on
“Contemporary Freethinkers,” I intro-
duced the class to representative voices
expressing humanist, atheist, agnostic,
skeptical, scientific and various faith
perspectives. From Nadya Dutchin, di-
rector of the American Humanist Asso-
ciation, to Leo Igwe, an African fighting
against persecution of women accused
of witchcraft, we looked full in the face
of Freethought today. We heard from
thinkers who live in India, Bangladesh,

Asia, Africa, as well as North and South
America. 

In our perceptive, honest class dis-
cussions, we heard our own stories of
engaging in hard conversations with
people holding very different beliefs.
Each of us has a tale to tell, past and
present, of struggling to converse with
someone—friend, family member,
neighbor, colleague or stranger—whose
disagreement with some issue or topic
brings a tense division to the surface.

Out of this class discussion, I laid out
some suggestions and questions to
consider.

Questions to ask ourselves:
1-How important is my relationship

with this person?
2-Is this issue/subject/topic worth

risking the relationship over? Could it
potentially strengthen the relation-
ship?

3-Is it more important for me to
“make a point” or “win the argument”
than it is to listen and seek to under-
stand a different perspective?

4-Is the other person willing to lis-
ten, to consider an alternative view-
point? Am I willing to do the same?

5-How emotionally invested am I in
this? (Am I agitated and “amped up” to
“convince and convert”? If so, maybe
now is not the time or place? Cool off
first)

6-Is there potential for mutual learn-
ing? If not, is it worth it? (if this is mere-
ly about arguing and debating, what’s
the point?)

7-What is the “end goal” of the con-
versation—what do I hope to accom-
plish?

Questions to ask the other person:
1-Can we have a serious conversa-

tion about [this issue] without being
disrespectful; to disagree without being
disagreeable?

2-Can we agree to listen to each oth-
er without interrupting?

3-Can we both seek for some “com-

mon ground” here? We may not agree,
but can we keep foremost in mind that
we value our relationship and we’re
committed to keeping communication
open and honest?

Other considerations:
a) Is there perceived harm in the

views of the other person (or yours)? Do
anyone’s opinions or beliefs potentially
present very real-world harm to your-
selves or others? This may obviously
intensify the exchange of opinions.

b) Could this be a “teaching moment”
for the other person, or for you?

c) What is my limit, my line in the
sand, on this issue and in this conversa-
tion? Do we have a clear sense of when
it crosses the line into disrespect (in-
sulting, shouting, etc)?

d) The context might make a differ-
ence to the depth: Best: in person, face
to face; Second best: video call; Third
best: phone; Not so good: text or email;
Worst: online, social media

e) If it gets overheated, take a break
… take a walk … share dinner or drink …
(lots of deep breaths, checking in with
emotions)

f) Circle back as often as needed to
the value of the relationship

g) How often do you talk with this
person? Is it the best use or the most
constructive use of time to spend it ar-
guing these things?

I’m curious if readers have other sug-
gestions or guidance? After all is said
and done—or left unsaid and undone—
perhaps the most creative suggestion
might be: bake cookies together. At
least share some—if they’re edible.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist cele-
brant. 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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In the church circles in which I have
moved, and lived, and had my being,
people sometimes speak of “a life of
prayer.”

They have in mind a person who
prays more frequently than others.
But beyond a life of prayer there is a
life that is prayer. As was said of Fran-
cis of Assisi, “He seemed not so much
a man praying as prayer itself made a
man.”

The prayer that is our life can con-
tradict the prayer that is our words.
For example, a person may say, “Hal-
lowed be thy name,” while their life
cries, “Honored be my name.” They
can recite with their mouth, “Thy
kingdom come, thy will be done,” even
as their life pleads, “My authority be
established, my desires be done.”
Though they pray, “Lead us not into
temptation,” their life declares, “Get
me as close to temptation as possible.”

A person’s life is a prayer, a request,
and possibly even a curse. It is the
prayer that we repeat over and over,
parrot-like, to the heavens. It is our
real voice. If God were to translate
what that life is saying – for one’s life
is saying something, and God hears it
clearly – what might it be?

What God hears some people pray
in their true voice is, “Leave me alone.
Just leave me alone.” Others say, “Let
everyone adore me. I would be god.”
Some people’s lives repeat idiotically,
over and over, “It’s not fair. It’s not fair.
It’s not fair.” Others say, like a broken
record, “My will be done, my will be
done, my will be done, my will be
done…” to all eternity.

On the day of judgment, the real
message of our lives will be dug out of
us, and we will hear, beyond any shad-
ow of a doubt, our true voice. We will
know what prayer our lives have been
repeating all along. What a farce it will
seem to us then to remember how we
punctuated our life’s unceasing man-
tra, “My will be done,” with the pious
refrain, “If it be your will.”

A person’s life is a prayer which
God hears and understands. Some-
times he hears a person’s life request-
ing 20 different things simultaneous-
ly, and all of them contradictory. They
say that they want wisdom yet, when
God gives it to them, they refuse to
take it. God is prepared to do remark-
able things in them and for them, but
they are not ready or willing for him to
do it. Their divided soul is demanding
contradictory things.

What can be learned from this? We
can learn that the divided soul, set on
one thing even as it “prays” for anoth-
er, is a problem for all of us – for the
pastor and the parishioner, the sinner
and the saint. In one sense, the job be-
fore us is to bring the life we live and
the prayers we speak into agreement.
As the two converge, we will see many
more prayers answered, and we’ll re-
main hopeful about those that aren’t.
Throughout the history of the church,
the people who have been known for
their answered prayers were men and
women whose lives and prayers most
consistently said the same thing.

What can be done about this? We
can ask people who know us well to
describe to us what they hear our life
saying. We can ask, “If my life were a
book, what would be its theme?”
These friends will see and hear things
we miss, things we need – but might
not really want – to know. And yet we
need to know them.

We can also set about bringing our
life and our prayers into alignment. Or
say rather, we can tune our prayers
and life to the same pitch. This is not
accomplished by tuning them to each
other, which merely makes a person
consistent, but by tuning both our
lives and prayers to God and his ways,
which makes a person beautiful. Then
our prayers will be more consistently
answered, and that has been God’s in-
tention all along.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of
Lockwood Community Church in
Branch County. Read more at shayne
looper.com.
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Let’s tune
our prayers
and lives
to the
same pitch

But she is also a regular South Asian
Muslim teen who goes to mosque, per-
forms wudu or ritual ablution before
praying, sometimes wears traditional
attire called shalwar kameez, dances to
Bollywood numbers at her brother’s
wedding, and breaks curfew to hang
out with her buddy Bruno Carrelli at
AvengerCon.

The final episode of the series
dropped last week.

Munir Zamir, who is British Paki-
stani and grew up in East London, said
seeing a “brown, Pakistani Muslim girl
from New Jersey” in the comic books
and, now, watching “Ms. Marvel” with
his teenage children – has been power-
ful. Zamir, 50, has been a Marvel fan
since he was 7 and has followed the
evolution of Kamala Khan since Ms.
Marvel’s inception in comic books in
2014.

“For Muslims in particular, repre-
sentation matters a lot because, for
many years, misrepresentation has
mattered too much,” he said. 

Zamir points out that there are other
Muslim superheroes in the Marvel uni-
verse like Sooraya Qadir also known as
Dust. She wears a flowing black outfit,
covers her hair and face, and can trans-
form her body into a cloud of dust.

“Even in that description there are
some classic tropes,” Zamir said. “But
Kamala Khan is not some exotic wom-
an from a Muslim country. That in-
stantly sets her apart in the Marvel uni-
verse.”

The diverse experiences of Muslim
women in “Ms. Marvel” are among as-
pects that stand in contrast to findings
of a report published last year examin-
ing Muslim representation across 200
top-grossing movies from the U.S., the
U.K., Australia, and New Zealand that
were released between 2017 and 2019.

The study found women were par-
ticularly underrepresented, with just
23.6% of Muslim characters in these
movies being female. Conducted by the
University of Southern California’s An-
nenberg Inclusion Initiative, with sup-
port from others, it also found that
90.5% of these films didn’t feature
Muslim speaking characters and yet
39% of “primary and secondary” Mus-
lim characters were perpetrators of vi-
olence.

Making Ms. Marvel more relatable
was intentional, said Sana Amanat,
one of Kamala Khan’s creators and an
executive producer on the show. She
wanted to portray a Muslim character

who “feels like someone you know.”
“She is not put on a pedestal,” she

said. “She is awkward. She is funny.
She is a sweet person who ultimately
wants to do better.”

Amanat and her co-creators felt it
was important to show Khan’s every-
day life as a Muslim American teen.

That idea of normalcy resonated
with Hiba Bhatty, a Pakistani American
fan of the show. She particularly liked
how Khan’s father, Yusuf, was por-
trayed as “a loving dad,” as opposed to a
scary stereotype.

Bhatty, a Los Angeles-based archi-
tect, previously displayed Ms. Marvel
comics on her desk at work as conver-
sation starters. 

Now, she is getting ready to give co-
workers a “Ms. Marvel” presentation.
To her, it exemplifies how many in her
community have moved beyond want-
ing to just be portrayed as “normal
Americans,” to actually telling their
own nuanced stories. 

“Ms. Marvel” is also “reclaiming lan-
guage that has been weaponized
against Muslims,” said Arij Mikati,
managing director of culture change for
the Pillars Fund, which supports Mus-
lim civic leaders and artists.

In one scene, Khan and her family
joyously break into chants of “Allahu
akbar,” or “God is great,” in celebration
of her brother’s wedding. 

“When you hear the call to prayer,
that’s usually a sign that you’re some-
where unsafe on television,” Mikati
said. “And all of these things are being
reclaimed in this show…. That’s really
beautiful because those day-to-day,
small moments of our faith have really
been taken from us in the media.”

Pillars Fund’s initiatives include a
Muslim artist database, created in col-
laboration with and support from The
Walt Disney Company, to bring more
Muslims into the filmmaking process.

“A superhero story is not a genre
where you expect a Muslim to be, and I
love that this story is changing that,”
Mikati said.

The show touches on issues from
surveilling mosques to what wearing
head scarves means for some. Khan’s
friend, the hijab-wearing Nakia Baha-
dir, is played by Yasmeen Fletcher. One
of the most important conversations
between Khan and Bahadir happens in
the girls’ restroom, where Bahadir talks
about how she feels like herself, with a
purpose, when she dons her hijab.

Jumana, the teen from Anaheim
who plans to wear a hijab in a year or
two, said she appreciated the show’s
portrayal of what the hijab means to
some young girls like her.

“My non-Muslim friends already

know about my decision and respect
it,” she said. “But if more people can
realize that by watching this show,
that’s great.”

Fletcher said she has been touched
by such powerful responses.

“The whole point of Nakia’s charac-
ter is to break down the stereotypes
around hijabi women,” she said.

For the show’s seven writers – four
of whom are Pakistani – representing
Muslims and South Asians realistically
was crucial, said the show’s head writ-
er Bisha K. Ali, who is British Pakistani.

“We felt a hunger for being seen in a
way that was celebrated and beautiful,
and comes from a place of love and
compassion,” she said.

While it’s impossible to capture the
experience of nearly 2 billion Muslims,
Ali said the writers leaned into telling
the story of this one family in an au-
thentic way.

The show takes a similar approach
to talking about the Partition in 1947
when British India was divided along
religious lines into India and Pakistan,
triggering one of the largest mass mi-
grations in history. The violence from
tensions between Hindus and Muslims
led to a refugee crisis, which the show
weaves in as part of Khan’s family his-
tory.

Ali said the show’s goal was not to
point fingers in any direction, but to tell
one family’s story of the inter-genera-
tional trauma triggered by this chapter
of history, and convey “a sense of em-
pathy for the amount of pain on all
sides.”

Ali described the mood in the writ-
er’s room as “incredibly emotional,” as
they talked about what their mosques
were like growing up and contacted rel-
atives on WhatsApp to gather more de-
tails.

Sitting in the belly of Marvel Studios
in a windowless conference room, Ali
said she had lost count of the number
of times the writers looked at each oth-
er as if to ask: “Are we really here? Are
we really doing this?”

Ms. Marvel
Continued from Page 1C

“For Muslims in particular,

representation matters 

a lot because, for many

years, misrepresentation 

has mattered too much,”
Munir Zamir


