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A former student sent me an interesting question
about prayer. Knowing I identify as a secular free-
thinker and humanist, she wanted to know if I pray,
and if I do, to whom or what. She was attempting to
write a prayer and chose to write a poem. A creative
alternative, as I see it. Many written prayers, like
hymns, are essentially poetic expressions; they can
utilize vivid imagery as well as highly emotive words to
invite reflection, like the surface of a deep pond. 

Confident of my student’s sincerity, I smiled when
she stated she is “basically an atheist” and doesn’t
pray yet wishes she could. She isn’t sure “who or what
to pray to.” I find that honest articulation of the dilem-
ma intriguing. I tried to respond with an equal amount
of honesty and respect:

“A very perceptive question! I think it can be a re-
vealing exercise to write a prayer since it can stir curi-
osity and questions. Writing a poem makes sense as
an expression of your experience rather than a re-
quest, plea or praise. 

I’m curious why you “wish you could pray.” There
are many forms of prayer in many traditions. Perhaps
meditating, without the distraction of words, may be
an option.” 

When I believed in a supernatural Eye (or Ear) in the
Sky, who spent their valuable time 24/7 listening to
billions of requests like mine, it felt comforting for that
reason--I was listened to, cared for. As a humanist-

secular-freethinker, I am responsible for my own life
including finding ways to be calm, reflective, “ground-
ed.”

Having participated for many years in interfaith
prayer gatherings, I have a respectful appreciation for
the diverse array of relational expressions in various
traditions (this year’s National Prayer Breakfast only
featured two Christian speakers). I’ve been honored to
sit among Buddhists and Muslims, Catholics and Prot-
estants, Jews and Evangelicals. Every religion per-
forms prayerful rituals in some manner, using a variety
of sound, movement and objects such as prayer beads,
bells and many other tangible forms of inter-relation.

I continued with my response to the questioner:
“Some believe prayer is simply talking to God or with
God but my perspective is that a person is speaking
with their “higher self,” an inner conversation to elicit
meaning and a sense of belonging to something great-
er. I understand that, but it’s no longer my interest or
practice.”

This is not to say I consider praying an empty ac-
tion. As I say, seeking a sense of belonging is very hu-
man and can provide great comfort to many people.
I’m only explaining my personal journey that left the
need to pray behind. If that sense of belonging leads to
acts of compassion, lovingkindness and justice, im-
proving the human community beyond one religion or
religious belief, I see no need to be critical of the prac-
tice. However, there is a hidden, darker side to prayer
that should be brought to light.

“Unfortunately, prayer can often be a way to manip-
ulate oneself or others into a mindset, to convince our-
selves we’re special to God. I see that as both poten-
tially harmful and frankly quite childlike, seeking a
Parent who watches over us, and will punish if we
mess up.” I had several things in mind when I wrote

this. Prayer can lead to “altered states of conscious-
ness” that cause a person, or a group, to believe they
transcend “this earthly realm” with little consideration
for immediate needs. An ecstatic experience or rigor-
ous ritual can cause a person to neglect their mental or
physical health. They may even feel so “filled with the
spirit” they put their emotional relationship with God
before family relationships and responsibilities.
That’s on the extreme edge. Others may spend so
much “time with God” they overlook time with neigh-
bors and friends where relational involvement could
potentially become “prayer in action.” This is the kind
of prayerful intention that can serve more than one in-
dividual, one congregation or one religion.

A pastor colleague in California recently led a Celtic
evening prayer from the Iona community in Scotland
(I’ve sat in Iona’s beautiful chapel). He explained the
seasonal tradition: “Within that rhythm, Evening
Prayer (sometimes called Vespers) offers a quiet mo-
ment – with space to reflect on the day; silence and
song to enter into the calm of night; and prayers for
those who keep watch through the night.” Carol and I
have enjoyed similar meditative moments in Benedic-
tine, Dominican and Trappist monasteries as well as a
Zen Buddhist center. These spaces for calming silence
and melodious chant can feel like sanctuary, refuge,
even to a secular person. A balance of verbal expres-
sion and stillness in silence can offer meaningful mo-
ments of connection, whether to a deity or the center
of the human person.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith 
chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer
and humanist celebrant. Chris and his wife, 
the Rev. Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and
blogs are presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).
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As my research confirms, eventually, the melding of
African rhythmic ideas with Western musical ideas
laid the foundation for a genre of African-American
music, in particular spirituals and, later, gospel songs.

Spirituals: A journey

John Gibb St. Clair Drake, the noted Black anthro-
pologist, points out that during the years of slavery,
Christianity in the U.S. introduced many contradic-
tions that were contrary to the religious beliefs of Afri-
cans. For most Africans the concepts of sin, guilt and
the afterlife, were new.

In Africa, when one sinned, it was a mere annoy-
ance. Often, an animal sacrifice would allow for the sin
to be forgiven. In the New Testament, however, Jesus
dismissed sacrifice for the absolution of sin. The
Christian tenet of sin guided personal behavior. This
was primarily the case in northern white churches in
the U.S. where the belief was that all people should be
treated equally. In the South many believed that slav-
ery was justified in the Bible.

This doctrine of sin, which called for equality, be-
came central to the preaching of the Baptist and Meth-
odist churches.

In 1787, reacting to racial slights at St. George Meth-
odist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, two clergy-
men, Absalom Jones and Richard Allen, followed by a
number of Blacks, left and formed the African Meth-
odist Episcopal Church.

The new church provided an important home for
the spiritual, a body of songs created over two centu-
ries by enslaved Africans. Allen published a hymnal in
1801 entitled “A Collection of Spirituals, Songs and
Hymns,” some of which he wrote himself.

His spirituals were infused with an African ap-
proach to music-making, including communal partici-
pation and a rhythmic approach to music-making with
Christian hymns and doctrines. Stories found in the
Old Testament were a source for their lyrics. They fo-
cused on heaven as the ultimate escape.

Spread of spirituals

After emancipation in 1863, as African-Americans
moved throughout the United States, they carried with
them – and modified – their cultural habits and ideas
of religion and songs to northern regions.

Later chroniclers of spirituals, like George White, a
professor of music at Fisk University, began to codify
and share them with audiences who, until then, knew
very little about them. On Oct. 6, 1871, White and the
Fisk Jubilee Singers launched a fundraising tour for
the university that marked the formal emergence of
the African-American spiritual into the broader Amer-
ican culture. 

Their songs became a form of cultural preservation
that reflected the changes in the religious and perfor-
mance practices that would appear in gospel songs in

the 1930s. For example, White modified the way the
music was performed, using harmonies he construct-
ed, for example, to make sure it would be accepted by
those from whom he expected to raise money, primari-
ly from whites who attended their performances.

As with spirituals, the gospel singers’ intimate rela-
tionship with God’s living presence remained at the
core as reflected in titles like “I Had a Talk with Jesus,”
“He’s Holding My Hand” and “He Has Never Left Me
Alone.”

The rise of gospel

Gospel songs – while maintaining certain aspects
of the spirituals such as hope and affirmation – also
reflected and affirmed a personal relationship with Je-
sus, as the titles “The Lord Jesus Is My All and All,” “I’m
Going to Bury Myself in Jesus’ Arms” and “It Will Be
Alright” suggest.

The rise of gospel song was also tied to the second
major African-American migration that occurred at
turn of the 20th century, when many moved to north-
ern urban areas. By the 1930s, the African-American
community was experiencing changes in religious
consciousness. New geographies, new realities and
new expectations became the standard of both those
with long-standing residence in the North and the re-
cently arrived.

For the former, there was little desire to retain what
some called “corn-shucking” songs, songs associated
with plantation life. New arrivals, however still wel-
comed the jubilant fervor and emotionalism of camp
meetings and revivals that included, among other
things, the ring shout, a form of singing that in its orig-
inal form included singing while moving in a counter-
clockwise circle often to a stick-beating rhythm.

The 1930s were also the era of Thomas A. Dorsey,
the father of gospel music. Dorsey began his campaign
to make gospel acceptable in church after the tragic
death of his wife and child. A former bluesman who
performed under the name of Georgia Tom, Dorsey, af-
ter his tragic loss, rededicated his life to the church.
His first gospel song published was “If You See My Sav-
ior.” He went on to publish 400 gospel songs, with the
best known being “Take My Hand, Precious Lord.”

Dorsey was also one of the founders of the first gos-
pel chorus in Chicago, and, with associates, chartered
the National Convention of Gospel Choirs and Chorus-
es, the precursor to gospel groups in today’s Black
churches.

Gospel song and the Hammond organ

In the ’30s Black gospel churches in the North origi-
nally, began using the newly invented Hammond or-
gan in services. This trend quickly spread to St. Louis,
Detroit, Philadelphia and beyond. The Hammond was
introduced in 1935 as a cheaper version of the pipe or-
gan. A musician could now play melodies and harmo-
nies but had the added feature of using his feet to play
the bass as well. This enhanced the players’ ability to
control melody, harmony and rhythm through one
source.

The Hammond became an indispensable compan-
ion to the sermon and the musical foundation of the
shout and praise breaks. Solo pieces within the service
imitated the rhythms of traditional hymns in blues-in-
fused styles that created a musical sermon, a practice
still common in gospel performances.

Gospel’s journey continues today, producing musi-
cians of extraordinary dedication who continue to car-
ry the word.
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revert back to nature. The apartments began to crum-
ble, and for the first time, in the barren courtyards,
green things started to grow. Broken glass and old
newspapers blew over the streets. The sea-breeze
whistled through the windows. Now, over 75 years lat-
er, the island is exactly as it was just after Mitsubishi
left. A ghost town in the middle of the sea.” (Source
atlasobscura Website)

What lessons can we learn from this article which I
think is so sad? Maybe we can say the island should
not have been exploited this way for financial gain to a
few on the backs of slave labor. Maybe we can say that

the island even now can be re-purposed into a place
where people can gather and have a happy time-a
park, a place to worship, a bird and animal sanctuary,
etc. Thee is always hope that the island can be restored
to the beauty and purpose it once had!

The spiritual application that comes to my mind
centers around, hope, restoration, and renewal. I pic-
ture the island as a person or a church no longer being
used as God intended. The infrastructure is broken
and no longer purposeful. The support from within is
no longer available. There is no leadership to remind
those left of the original way forward! There seems to
be nothing left to do except to abandon the island and
begin again.

However, as I looked at the pictures of the island
from the perspective of a drone, I could see green;
green grass beginning to take over empty streets,

bushes and trees sprouting and providing shade!
These are the signs of hope of new life and new begin-
nings which can minister to the heart and soul of each
of us and to our churches. We must begin to wake up
and begin feeding our soul and heart with heavenly
food. Renewal time is here!

Jesus said in John 10:10, “… I came so that they could
have life — indeed, so that they could live life to the
fullest.” Jesus can take old tumbled-down buildings,
abandoned houses, and streets filled with weeds and
create an oasis. He can also take you and me and fill us
with his life so that we can live life to the fullest!

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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