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LIVING

Seemingly everyone has an opinion on
masks: when to wear them, how to wear them,
which ones are best and even whether we
should be wearing them at all.

For those in this last camp, a popular argu-
ment is that the coverings aren’t the problem,
but being forced by a government entity to wear
one is. It’s the mandate, not the mask, some
might say.

Some anti-maskers have claimed that being
forced to wear a face covering violates their reli-
gious rights. Back in May, Ohio State Rep. Nino
Vitale, a Republican, publicly rejected mask-
wearing on the grounds that covering one’s face
dishonors God. This view is echoed by some in-
dividual faith leaders, with churches flouting
requirements that congregants wear masks.
Meanwhile, media-savvy pastors have put an-
ti-mask posts on Facebook that have been
viewed millions of times. 

And a recent study revealed that the rejec-
tion of masks is higher in populations that asso-
ciate with conservative politics and the idea
that the United States is a divinely chosen na-
tion.

Is it that masks are a religious matter, or is
religion being used to suit people’s political
agendas? Socially speaking, both things can be
true.

The function of religion 

As a scholar who studies Christian conserva-
tism and its impact on culture, I believe society
often adopts an overly narrow understanding of
how religion works. 

Using religion to support one’s political in-
terests is generally viewed as a negative thing
that represents the hijacking or twisting of reli-
gion. Such a view is echoed in the words of
preacher and activist Rev. William Barber, who
said Donald Trump’s alliance with evangelical
Christians was a “misuse of religion.” 

From a scholarly perspective, though, all
forms of religion affect society in some way –
even if those outcomes are deemed undesirable
or unethical by certain groups. Examining how
religion operates in society can help us under-
stand why the conversation over masks has re-
cently turned religious.

In his landmark analysis of the social impact
of religion, scholar Bruce Lincoln argued that
there is no realm of life that cannot somehow be
made religious. This is not because there are
topics that are specific or unique to religion, but
because of what happens to the authority of a
claim when religious language is used. In other
words, when people use religious speech, their
authority is often perceived to be heightened.

For example, if someone plans to marry a
partner they don’t appear to like very much,
their claim that “we’ve been together a long
time” may not come across as a convincing ar-
gument for a wedding. But what if that same 
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The short answer: No. That’s my opinion. The long-
er answer: Maybe, depending on how we define
“Christian.” Even longer answer: Why would a secular-
ist want to be identified or associated with that name?

Midway through a class I was teaching, a student
came up to ask a question prefaced with, “I don’t know,
you might be a Christian.” I smiled as he continued his
inquiry.

This is, in part, what I mean by “building bridges not
walls” between people of faith and secular folks. It’s
fairly clear from what I write and teach, and spelled out
in my bio pages, that I’m a freethinking humanist—a
secular person who does not believe in a supernatural
of any kind. So, how is it a person who attends one of
my classes on freethinkers in history can come away
wondering if I’m a believer or a Christian?

I don’t try to hide my views (“Highland Views”!).

Yet, I like to create space in classrooms, lectures, col-
umns, essays, books, for honest discussion about is-
sues of faith and secularism. 

After another class I was teaching, a gentleman ap-
proached to ask, “Can you tell me what Humanism is?”
He saw the word in my bio and heard me mention that
the freethinkers we were studying were “humanistic”
in their outlook. I gave him a brief summary and refer-
ences to investigate.

Wilma Dykeman once wrote, “Wherever your uni-
verse may be it will be unworthy if it is ignorant or in-
different or contemptuous of other places” (“Explora-
tions”). We might say the same of one’s faith. How
worthy is a belief that is ignorant, indifferent or con-
temptuous of other beliefs? Though it’s natural to val-
ue our “universe” – our place – as well as our national-
ity, ethnicity or beliefs, it makes more sense to place
value on gaining knowledge and maybe appreciation
for other “universes.” We may soon find we live in the
same universe, though we are so different in many
ways.

A man who lived with his dog in a small trailer be-
hind a construction site was grateful I spent time with
him and gave him some assistance. When we sat to
talk about his situation he spoke of his fervent faith,

asking me what I believed. I explained I was a Chris-
tian minister, though as an interfaith chaplain, repre-
senting the compassion of many faiths, and not exclu-
sive in my beliefs. He grew agitated, questioning
whether I was really a Christian. I wasn’t “his kind” of
Christian. It became apparent that he gave more
weight to my beliefs than the help I gave him.

Christian faith, like any faith, can be unworthy
when it becomes exclusive, smug, self-centered, self-
righteous. Unworthy faith is swift in judgment and
slow to understand it is one perspective, one opinion,
among many.

This is the primary reason I think a secular person
cannot be a Christian, not in any traditional sense.
Secular means the present natural world without as-
suming another supernatural world or reality. Secular-
ism does not accept a god. Then again, if “Christian”
means following the basic ethical teachings of Jesus,
and orthodox beliefs are not required, perhaps a hu-
manistic person could call themselves a Christian.
There have been, after all, “Christian Humanists” (like
Erasmus). However, this gets confusing very fast.

One of the reasons Christianity is so splintered into 

Can a secular person be a Christian?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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person says that “God has brought this other person
into my life”? That reason may be more readily accept-
ed if the public hearing these words is already open to
religious ideas. 

Taking this approach to religion doesn’t mean that
all religious claims are factually true or ethical. It also
doesn’t mean that the people who use religious lan-
guage are insincere or even wrong. Rather, the func-
tion of religious speech is to amplify the authority of
an idea through appeals to seemingly unquestionable
authorities, like deities and “ultimate truths.” If a
statement does this, Lincoln concludes, then it is reli-
gious. 

Special authority 

These are important considerations for the debate
over masks. Using religious language to justify an anti-
mask position is a move intended to amplify the voices
of those who make this claim. And public health issues
have long been a concern of American religious
groups.

For example, when it comes to childhood vaccina-
tions, arguing for exemption on philosophical or moral
grounds will work in only 15 states. But arguing a reli-
gious objection will be accepted in at least 44 of 50
states. The difference is that, in the United States, reli-

gious claims are often granted a special type of author-
ity.

Consider also that Americans generally accept the
circumcision of infant boys on religious grounds. This
is true despite the fact that some medical authorities
and activists have questioned both the ethics and
health impact of performing this specific surgery,
which is otherwise elective and cosmetic, on a new-
born. 

This does not mean, however, that if religion is in-
volved, then anything goes. As recently as 2014, a
faith-healing couple was sentenced to jail time after
the preventable deaths of two of their children. The
couple claimed that seeking medical care was against
their religion. 

These examples provide some clarity on when reli-

gious rhetoric is successful and when it is not. Groups,
beliefs or practices that are already popular or com-
monplace often appear to get a boost of authority
when religious language is used to describe them. If
the claim is unpopular or the group is not considered
mainstream, then religious language may have little
impact.

Barometer of public opinion 

Masks are a religious issue because some people
have described them that way. But this does not mean
that such religious claims have successfully granted
them authority. Despite an existing partisan divide on
the matter, there is still no widespread sentiment
among Americans that a government mask mandate is
religiously problematic.

This means that those who rail against masks for
religious reasons may not gain a lot of traction right
now among the wider American public, when more
than 6 million Americans have so far been infected
with the virus. There is simply too much fear presently
to make that a popular line of reasoning. 

But if that number wanes, I believe it is entirely pos-
sible that religious rationales against masking could
receive renewed, and even broader, support as the cul-
ture’s interests change. 

This is a good reminder that whether religious ideas
take hold is not so much a matter of “truth” or ethics.
Rather, the issue at hand is often the barometer of
public opinion.

Masks
Continued from Page 1D
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We live about a mile and a half from Lake Junaluska
and close to large creeks and the Pigeon River. Corn
fields, grassy areas, and pastures provide shelter and
food for the wild ducks and geese that are found in
abundance in our area. They find protection and
places to rest around the shores of the lake where they
are admired and watched over by the residents and
visitors. 

From time to time as I work outside in the yard or sit
at my desk at the church office, the sound of honking
causes me to look skyward straining to see the V-
shaped formations of geese as they make their way to
somewhere. I always wonder where they have been,
where they are going, and how long they have been fly-
ing. Maybe they have been doing what geese do in the
Lake and are flying to find food and shelter for the rest
of the day. Maybe they are tired and looking for a safe
place to land and rest. Or just maybe they are flying for
the sheer excitement and thrill of soaring through the
fall sky.

However, for whatever the reason, I hold my breath

and feel my heart beat faster as I listen and watch until
they are out of sight in perfect formation!

Scientists can tell us much about the behavior of
geese and why they fly in that V-shaped formation. As
each bird flaps its wings, an uplift effect is created for
the bird behind it. Traveling this way, the geese can fly
71 percent father than if each bird was alone. When the
lead goose gets tired, it drops back in the formation
and another takes its place. The honking that is heard
comes from the geese behind encouraging those in
front to keep up the speed. Another interesting scien-
tific fact is that when a goose is shot or becomes sick
and must land, two other geese will drop out and stay
with the injured one until it can fly again or dies.

If we as Christians claim to have the “sense of a
goose,” we can learn from these geese as we relate to
one another. As we travel along the journey of faith, we
can share the burdens and the load by lifting up one
another. Our actions should be such that they make
the work and the efforts of others easier. When one of
us gets tired of leading the way and overseeing a cer-
tain project, there should be others willing to step up
and take the lead. We should make sure that when we
“honk” at our leaders the words are words of encour-
agement, constructive instructions, and love. If one of
us has to fall out of the journey, it is God’s desire that
the one who needs help is surrounded by those Chris-
tians who are willing to put aside their journey for a

while to protect and support the needy one.
Isn’t this what Jesus was talking about when he

spoke of being good stewards? The parable of the Good
Samaritan? Laying down your life for another? We
must be good stewards of the virtue and fruit of the
Spirit that God has given us as Christians. The greatest
of these is love. Love forbids us to walk by our neighbor
without offering help. Love forbids us to be selective in
choosing who we will help. Love is demonstrated
when we put aside what we want to do, when we put
our life on hold for a few minutes, hours, days, or for
however long it takes to protect, nurture, and support
a person in need.

Paul speaks of the “body of Christ”. As members of
the body of Christ and God’s church, each of us is im-
portant to the mission of the church. In fact, the mis-
sion of the church, making disciples, depends entirely
on the actions of the individual members working with
others having the same vision and purpose.

Let’s learn from the geese! Let’s lift up one another,
take turns sharing the load, support the needy one,
and be careful what we are “honking” about.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 

Share the load by lifting up one another
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events.citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Sept. 19

Yard sale: 8 a.m.-1 p.m., Victory Baptist Church, 80
Olivette Road, Erwin Hills area of Asheville.
Virtual Hunger Walk Jubilee and food drive: 10 a.m.-
noon, First Congregational Church, Hendersonville.
Food drive for Edneyville Food Bank, collect Hunger
Coalition donations, register for hunger walk, pottery
for sale. www.fcchendersonville.org.

Sept. 20

“Racism and Runaway Inequality”: 2:30-4 p.m. Pre-
sented by Les Leopold at meeting of Ethical Humanist
Society of Asheville by Zoom videoconference. at
EHSAsheville.org.
Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
Grace Episcopal Church: Join us for worship on Zoom
at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place
for prayer and meditation.
Asbury Memorial UMC: 9:30 a.m. Sundays on the
lawn, 171 Beaverdam Road, north Asheville. We will
social distance and masks are required. Canceled in
the event of rain. Bring a chair.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday at
10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 60 Church St., Asheville. For
pdates on services visit www.trinityasheville.org/

livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services continue at 9:15, 11
a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Face-
book. Connect Groups encouraged to meet at out-
door venues with social distancing. RSVP at www.bilt-
morechurch.com/rsvp/for 6:30 p.m. Thursday ser-
vices at Arden and Hendersonville locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Teachings and ser-
mons on Facebook. Also live teaching at 7 p.m. Thurs-
days via Zoom. www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook page. No nursery until
further notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship service at 11
a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or listen at http://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestream services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online
service at www.fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at http://
tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: Online service at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. 
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at

www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page. 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Canceled - Carolina Bible Camp Bluegrass Festival:
Was to be held in September in Mocksville. All one-
week summer camp sessions and private rentals also
canceled. www.carolinabiblecamp.com.

Sept. 22

Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate God’s healing
power. Biblical and balanced program helps overcome
hurts, hang-ups, habits. Contact Connie at 669-1981
or Jeanie at 669-4146.
Free puzzle swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside
church entrance via back parking lot and clearly
marked. People asked to wear face masks while pick-
ing up and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-7101.

Sept. 26

Drive-through annual Blessing of the Pets: 10 a.m.-
noon, Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Pet readings and blessings
as vehicles drive through. Also taking pet food dona-
tions for Blue Ridge Humane Society.
American Christian Fiction Writers S.C. Chapter: 2
p.m., North Anderson Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main
St., Anderson, SC. The meeting is free. Visitors wel-
come. Writing class and critique sessions. http://
scwritersacfw.
blogspot.com/ or www.acfw.com.
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sects and fractured into factions is that people play
“free and loose” with the definitions. Fundamentalist
to Progressive, Orthodox to Heterodox, the Christian
“family” has a long history of in-fighting. If we were to
bring Christianity into a counseling session, conversa-
tion would rapidly devolve into “We follow Jesus” ver-
sus “No, WE follow Jesus!” As the old saying goes: how
can anyone be right when everybody’s wrong.

Jesus was definitely not secular – at least those who

wrote his story didn’t see him that way. They acknowl-
edged he was a human being in the present secular
world, but he was “more than human,” praying to his
“father in heaven,” performing miracles and speaking
of the afterlife – Fundamentalists and Evangelicals
join him, as the Son of God, on that side of faith. Yet, he
also seemed primarily concerned with present world
problems and issues—poverty, injustice, religious big-
otry, violence – and “progressive Christians” side with
him as the Son of Man.

Who’s right? A secular person really doesn’t care.
Nothing matters, including faith, if it has no relation-
ship with the world we live in, with an array of diver-
gent perspectives and huge social and environmental

issues.
James Baldwin described the tension of holding

two ideas in mind that are in opposition. “Acceptance
… of life as it is, and [people] as they are” while at the
same time “one must never … accept [injustice]”
(“Notes of a Native Son”).

Maybe Religion will always present that tension. 
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 Ashe-
ville. Learn more at chighland.com. Chris' new book,
"Broken Bridges: Building Community in a World Di-
vided by Beliefs," is now available on Amazon.
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