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A reader sent me a few questions that sounded both
old and new. Responding to a column probing the
search for truth, the reader asked: “What is wisdom?
How do you define wisdom? How is it attained—the
scientific method?” It would be unwise to ignore such
sapient questions.

She can be elusive. It can be difficult to find her. Is
she purposely hiding, or does she smile—with a shake
of her ancient head—when we walk right by? I’m an-
thropomorphizing here, placing human, feminine
qualities on the subject, but simply taking a cue and a
clue from the Book of Proverbs. “Wisdom cries out in
the street, in the squares she raises her voice … ‘How
long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?’” (1:20-
22). The theology comes later (“the Lord gives wis-
dom,” “the Lord by wisdom founded the earth,” etc.),
yet I would suggest the pursuit of wisdom is different
than seeking God (if one says Woman-Wisdom is di-
vine or an attribute of God, this would admit the femi-
nine part of God’s nature. Not exactly traditional
church teaching).

The writer of Proverbs seems to turn wisdom over
and over in his hands, using various terms to describe
this intangible object: “understanding,” “insight,” a
“path” and a living thing. In natural terms: “She is a
tree of life to those who lay hold of her; those who hold
her fast are called happy” (3:18). 

Wisdom is often described as a pursuit, yet here in
Proverbs wisdom becomes the proverbial pursuer.
Which one is it? It might be both. We seek, while
something seeks us. Personally I wouldn’t say that’s
divine or a deity, but like a curious creature—bird or
cat or something—wisdom is moving around, lurking,
waiting for us to notice, discover and seize. Wisdom is
a pursuit of clear-headed discernment of what is true;
at the same time it’s a practice, a reasonable and re-
lentless effort to engage our amazing faculty of reason.

Having quoted from Proverbs, I wouldn’t recom-
mend we gain insights exclusively from this one an-
cient text. Written as instructions by one parent for
one child, composed for one community in one period
of history, it can’t apply to all people in all places at all
times. However, in the honest and balanced search for
wisdom and serious intent to practice wise living, the
Book of Proverbs can certainly be helpful as one
source along the journey. 

I think framing the pursuit as a journey, an adven-
ture of exploration, is wise in and of itself. 

A journey of doubting without fear of conse-
quences, of what we may find “out there” (or “up here,”
in our head). Not a destination. No one ever “arrives” at
the State of Wisdom, achieving full and complete wis-
dom. That would cheapen the value of the search.
Those comics that show a “wise man” (usually male)
sitting on a mountain top where a seeker has to climb
up high to receive wisdom, offer a false sense of “at-
tainment.” Even in Buddhist philosophy, “reaching En-
lightenment,” doesn’t end the journey or complete the
path. That would make the religious path a kind of
dead end, a final destination. The purpose of being a
“follower of a path” is to see oneself as a pilgrim on
perpetual pilgrimage. This doesn’t mean there are no

“rest stops” along the way, moments when a stage of
life transitions to another. But I don’t see the Way OF
Wisdom as necessarily the Way TO Wisdom. If the
goal is to nail a Certificate of Wisdom on the wall, a
graduate degree asserting you are now a verified wise
person, I think this reveals true wisdom was never se-
riously pursued.

I’ve been thinking more about the revolution in arti-
ficial intelligence. With the rapid advancements in
technology, vastly increasing our ability to communi-
cate information and knowledge, what happens to
wisdom? Can AI provide that? Doubtful. Yet, here
again we have to wonder if computing machines can
actually “pursue” wisdom. I wouldn’t count on that.
Perhaps it can present diverse options for paths to
wisdom and predict potential outcomes, but I would
argue wisdom is one of those uniquely human traits
that machines can mimic but can never replace hu-
manity’s quest for the wise, let alone the true and
good.

Returning to the reader’s inquiry: is wisdom at-
tained via the scientific method? Well, I don’t see any
better way to propel the pursuit but through interro-
gating our world, testing viewpoints and listening to
divergent opinions, exploring options. How else to
gain practical knowledge to live by? This approach is
not particularly encouraged by most religious tradi-
tions, which may be another reason to wisely question
whether a religion is truly a “wisdom tradition.”

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs 
are resented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).

Is it wise to neglect the pursuit of wisdom?
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LIBERTA, Antigua – On the same ground where
their enslaved ancestors were forced to plant sugar
cane, Rastafari in this small island nation are now le-
gally growing and ritualistically smoking marijuana. 

For Rastafari, the practice brings them closer to the
divine. But for decades, many have been jailed and en-
dured racial and religious profiling by law enforcement
because of their marijuana use.

The government of Antigua and Barbuda has
sought to right that wrong. The twin islands recently
became one of the first Caribbean nations to grant
Rastafari authorization to grow and smoke their sacra-
mental herb.

“We’re more free now,” said Ras Tashi, a member of
the Ras Freeman Foundation for the Unification of
Rastafari, who was arrested for growing cannabis.

On a recent Sunday, he led chants in the tabernacle
on the foundation’s farm located in Liberta’s lush agri-
cultural district. Tashi puffed on a corn husk-wrapped
joint while others passed chalice pipes and waved
Rastafari flags in green, gold and red.

“The government gives us our religious rights … we
can come and plant any amount of marijuana … and no
police can come and take up any plant. We fight for
that right – and we get that right,” he said.

Rastafari elsewhere are pushing for similar reli-
gious protections. Experts and stakeholders think the
Antigua and Barbuda law could boost these efforts
worldwide at a time when public opinion and policy
continue to shift in favor of medical and recreational
marijuana use.

Under the same law change, the island government
also decriminalized the use of marijuana. In addition
to the expansive religious use granted Rastafari, peo-
ple outside the faith can grow four cannabis plants
each and possess up to 15 grams.

“We believe that we have to provide a space for ev-
eryone at the table, irrespective of their religion,”
Prime Minister Gaston Browne told The Associated
Press at an interview in the capital city of St. John’s.

“Just as we’ve recognized other faiths, it’s absolute-
ly important for us to also ensure that the Rastafari
faith is also acknowledged.”

Rastafari reject materialist values and often prac-
tice a strict oneness with nature, eating only unproc-
essed foods as part of “Ital” their faith’s vegetarian
diet. They also let their hair grow, uncombed, into
dreadlocks.

But many were long treated as second-class citi-
zens across the Caribbean islands, looked down on for
their dreads and sacramental marijuana use.

The prime minister said that growing up in Antigua,
he witnessed how adult Rastafari were chased by po-
lice, while children were not allowed in schools be-
cause of their hair. Browne also recalled how members
of the Rastafari fed him “Ital” meals when his single
mother, who had a mental illness, struggled to raise

him and his siblings.
In 2018, Browne apologized publicly to the Rastafari

community for the oppression and religious persecu-
tion they suffered. He also said that Rastafari should
be given a stake in the production and economic bene-
fits derived from medicinal marijuana as reparations
“for the wrongs inflicted on this significant minority
group in our countries.”

His government also led efforts to decriminalize
marijuana use. Earlier this year, he met with Rastafari

groups and granted them licenses from the country’s
medical cannabis authority to grow the plant for reli-
gious purposes.

The changes faced some opposition from some pol-
iticians and Christian leaders in the socially conserva-
tive Caribbean region. But Rastafari academics
praised Browne’s apology and his government’s ac-
tions, saying this tiny nation of about 100,000 people
has gone further than regional efforts by larger coun-
tries, and could set a global example.

Jamaica and the U.S. Virgin Islands granted sacra-
mental rights to cannabis. But Charles Price, a profes-
sor at Philadelphia’s Temple University who focuses
on Rastafari identity, said that Antigua and Barbuda’s
comprehensive initiative could spur more organizing
for the sacramental recognition of cannabis in other
islands.

They’ve become “test cases for the rest of the Car-
ibbean,” he said. “They’ll suggest the viability of this …
so other nations can now look to these two nations and
say, ‘Ah, they’ve done it.’”

Through a lease from the government, a former sug-
ar cane plantation – a symbol of slavery and British
colonial oppression – in Antigua has been trans-
formed into worship grounds, sustainable farmland
and the headquarters for Ras Freeman, one of the is-
land’s main Rastafari groups.

“This might be a small win, but it’s something we
can definitely celebrate and feel proud of – that lands
that were once used to enslave our people, we’re using
it to liberate our community,” said Ras Richie, a mem-

Sacred herb

Ras Jah, a member of the Ras Freeman Foundation for the Unification of Rastafari, prepares to pass a chalice
pipe with marijuana to the left during service in the tabernacle on Sunday, May 14, 2023, on the Ras Freeman
Foundation for the Unification of Rastafari property in Liberta, Antigua. AP 

Rastafari gain sacramental rights to
marijuana in Antigua and Barbuda,
celebrate freedom of worship
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A Rastafari member wears two buttons depicting
Haile Selassie I, the late Ethiopian emperor, while
waiting for service to start at the Ras Freeman
Foundation for the Unification of Rastafari
tabernacle on Sunday, May 14, 2023, in Liberta,
Antigua. AP
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Entertainment is not Jesus’ way to bring attention to
the spiritual needs of those who are desperately
searching for hope. The growing churches of today are
churches that have placed Christ in the center of all
that they do. The churches of today that are making a
difference in the lives of people inside and outside of
the church are made up of leaders who have been per-

sonally transformed and are eagerly telling others the
“Jesus story.”

The third temptation involved the attempt to trade
Jesus’ identity for political power. Again, Satan tempt-
ed Jesus to abandon his identity and “trash” the plan
of salvation, so that humanity would put its hope of
salvation in political systems. But Jesus refused.

Are we tempted sometimes to worship something
or someone besides God? If there are things and peo-
ple in our lives who are more important to us than our
relationship to God, we are practicing idolatry. Are we
guilty of putting our trust in the kingdoms and securi-

ties of this world? Maybe, at times we are tempted to
take the easy way out and bypass our own cross—the
cross of discipleship.

In John 16:33, Jesus tells us he can give us victory
over all temptations and troubles because he has over-
come the world. He can give us grace that enables us to
deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him dai-
ly.

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

McConnell
Continued from Page 1C


