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The annual “Freedom of Thought Re-
port” is out and it doesn’t paint a pretty
picture. Published by Humanists Inter-
national (HI), the report presents the
worldwide state of affairs concerning
religious persecution of freethinkers,
agnostics, atheists and humanists. As
stated on the HI website: there are
“many humanist human rights defend-
ers facing persecution for their defense
of democratic values and promotion of
secularism.” It’s disappointing so many
in the religious community don’t stand
up and speak out for secularism since
the alternative is religious dominance in
government or, at worst, theocracy.
Freethinkers and sensible people of
faith can protect the free expression of
faith and conscience in a free society.
When one religion or ideology seizes
power to grant special preference and
privilege to their own tribe, thinking,
believing and living are restricted. To
disagree or dissent is not allowed. In
America, this might mean harassment
or job loss due to accusations of “woke-
ness” or being too liberal. In some other
countries, this can mean imprisonment
or death. 

Here’s a summary of findings from
the report:

—In 11 countries, state agencies mar-
ginalize, harass or sow hatred toward
the non-religious.

—In 15 countries, it is illegal to identi-
fy as non-religious.

—In 23 countries, non-religious citi-
zens are not allowed to hold public of-
fice.

—In 34 countries, state legislation is
influenced by religious law.

—In 87 countries, offending religious
feelings (“blasphemy”) is punishable
under the law.

—In 48 countries, morality and fam-
ily issues are decided by religious
courts.

—In 32 countries, humanist organi-
zations are either illegal or restricted.

—In 33 countries, the teaching of reli-
gious doctrines is mandatory in schools,
with no option for secular instruction.

As the Freedom of Thought Report
shows, some nonbelievers face major
discrimination in their countries simply
for choosing to leave the faith of their
families. The number of those making
that difficult choice is growing. A survey
from 2012 found that about 60% of the
world’s population identifies as reli-
gious, while over 30% identify as atheist
or “not religious.” In a democratic soci-
ety, numbers shouldn’t matter. Equal
rights and true religious freedom —
freedom of opinion and conscience —
should be respected and protected, for
the majority and the minority, especial-
ly in a nation with a secular Constitu-
tion. Contrast this protection for true re-
ligious liberty to some other national

practices and policies: “Religious privi-
lege is also seen in many countries’ pub-
lic services and public education. The
most common and substantial of these
privileges is religious control of state-
funded schools.

For example, in Northern Ireland,
94% of state-funded schools are reli-
gious in character. This not only rein-
forces sectarianism beyond the school
gate but also excludes the non-reli-
gious.” The National Secular Society in
the UK has been challenging religious
representation in local districts and
Parliament. Unfortunately, Britain
doesn’t have a clear separation of reli-
gion and state, something we’ve had
since our founding but is increasingly
under major threat.

We often hear criticisms of Islamic
governments, but what happens in a
country with a parliamentary democra-
cy? In Australia, for instance: “Accord-
ing to the 2021 Census, 44% of those
who responded were Christian, 39%
were non-religious. Other religious
groups included Hindus, Buddhists,
Jews and Muslims, who represented a
further 10%.” With such diversity, we
might think Australia is sensitive to sec-
ular values, yet: “Although the govern-
ment is officially secular, it continues to
favor Christianity for many public cere-
monies. For example, each session of
parliament begins with a joint recitation
of the Lord’s Prayer.” Consider how
many sessions of legislative bodies in
the U.S., from town councils and school
boards, to State houses and Congress,

begin with — predominantly Christian
— prayers. Another interesting fact
about Australia: “The majority of reli-
gious conservatives support abortion,
assisted dying and LGBTI+ rights.” Reli-
gious beliefs present quite a mixed bag
in various countries.

I may believe something, you may
believe something different. I might
think about an issue and come to one
conclusion, you think about it and come
to a different conclusion. The important
thing is that we are thinking. Our opin-
ions may differ, but we are free to hold to
those differences. In my view, we ought
to be willing to change our views if that
seems reasonable, as we accept new ev-
idence. Yet, as we’ve seen, freely choos-
ing to change beliefs can be dangerous.

A healthy society thrives on secular
guidelines permitting and protecting
freethought and free expression of be-
liefs. Freedom of thought doesn’t mean
freedom to take any action we choose. If
we think, believe and act in a way that
harms others, more thinking is called
for. The Freedom of Thought Report is a
good reminder how much work — and
serious thought — lie ahead. If we enjoy
our own liberty, we ought to be working
hard to protect the liberty of others, here
and abroad.

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).

Free to believe, free to think, free to live
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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quality that is not found in any of the
other covenants. God’s covenant in-
cludes grace, love, and is expressed by
the Hebrew word hesed.

Hesed can be adequately defined as
“passionately loyal, a deep, never-end-
ing love.” Both sides in the covenant
“doing hesed” toward each other. Scrip-
ture reveals that the ancient Hebrews
soon realized that God’s hesed was ev-

erlasting. Here was a God that kept on
“doing hesed” with them even when
they had broken relationship with him.

John Oswalt writes in “Where Are
You God?” — “What sort of God is this?
Not only is he trustworthy, but persis-
tently trustworthy, not only loving, but
insistently loving. It was embarrassing!
Had he no pride? Slowly, but surely,
these ancient people realized they had
not found God, but that he had found
them, and his very nature was hesed.”

So, how often do we hear or think
about the word covenant when describ-
ing our relationship with God? John

Wesley, the founder of the Wesleyan
movement, initiated a yearly covenant
service for the Methodist churches
which focuses on renewal of our per-
sonal faith and evaluated our spiritual
growth. As important as that service is
to remind us yearly of our covenant with
God, we should daily attend to that rela-
tionship so that it will grow into the dis-
cipleship God intends for each of us.

The God of the ancient covenant is
the same God of the Christian faith to-
day. The invitation is the same today as
we hear the words paraphrased from
scripture, “I will be their God, they will

be my people, if they turn their faces to-
ward me and surrender themselves
completely.” Our God is a God who is
“passionately loyal” to us his people,
desperately wanting to “do hesed,” ea-
gerly pursuing us.

So, we ask ourselves, “Am I consis-
tently in covenant with the God of
hesed?”

This column is the opinion of 
the Rev. Tim McConnell, retired 
Methodist minister. Reach him at 
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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Working out with God

There is ample evidence of fitness
trainers, influencers and companies un-
abashedly incorporating religious lan-
guage, sentiments and practices into
their exercise routines.

Take Peloton’s superstar cycling in-
structor Ally Love. A former theology
student, Love offered sermonlike mes-
sages on topics such as accountability
and selflessness, and occasionally
played music from Christian artists dur-
ing her weekly “Sundays with Love”
rides, prompting some riders to argue
that Peloton should label her content as
Christian.

Then there are explicitly faith-based
programs using fitness to enhance reli-
gious practice. The Catholic workout
SoulCore integrates prayers of the rosa-
ry with core exercises, stretches and
functional fitness movements to “draw
others closer to Christ.” A “Neshama
Body & Soul” class offered by a Conser-
vative Jewish synagogue in Saratoga,
California, meanwhile, combines pray-
ers with jumping jacks, planks and
lunges.

Religion, remixed

More common than traditionally reli-
gious fitness programs, though, are ones
that borrow the trappings of religion and
more subtly tap into spiritual experi-
ence.

SoulCycle, another iconic indoor cy-
cling program, makes regular use of reli-
gious aesthetics, ritual and language in
its classes. Instructors may talk about
the cosmic energy radiating from the
class or guide riders through opening
their spiritual centers, or chakras. In
candlelit rooms, instructors praise
strong efforts by presenting selected rid-
ers a candle to blow out during the “soul-
ful moment” of class. This soulful mo-
ment comes at the end of the 45-minute
class arc, designed to deliver a break-
through moment of spiritual or personal
revelation and catharsis by combining
the natural high of physical intensity
with spiritualized self-help messaging.

Other fitness trends, like CrossFit and
the meetup group November Project, are
less intentional about incorporating reli-
gious messaging. However, they’ve gar-

nered reputations for being religious or
cultish because of how intensely they
foster community. Special jargon – like
“WOD,” which stands for workout of the
day – as well as annual activities and
special commemorations like “hero
workouts,” which honor people killed in
the line of duty, solidify the religious
comparisons.

CrossFit, in particular, has also at-
tracted overtly Christian exercisers, with
some of its most famous athletes public-
ly professing their faith.

Centuries of connection

To understand the relationship be-
tween fitness and religion, it helps to
look at their history.

First, fitness itself is a relatively new
concept. While there are certainly an-
cient accounts of sport and military
training, the idea that one ought to exer-
cise for health, enjoyment and commu-
nity is a modern invention, a response to
increasingly sedentary jobs and cul-
tures.

But while voluntary exercise is new,
intense physical regimens to connect
with the divine are not. People have long
experimented with ways to generate a
sense of transcendence, to stir emo-
tions, or to spur self-reflection through
bodily discipline. The Siddhas, mystics
in ancient India, developed unique
physical practices in an attempt to
achieve enlightenment, render the body
divine and, ultimately, become immor-
tal beings. Or consider 12th century Tao-
ist ascetics who thought sleep depriva-
tion could bring them closer to the truth.
Catholic saints practiced self-mortifica-
tion, such as wearing itchy sackcloth, to
encourage humility and to create greater
compassion for the suffering of others.

Religious fixations with the body
highlight an abiding paradox: Many
faiths view the body as a temple, but
also a hazard to the soul. They teach that
the body must be disciplined and tamed,
yet honored as a conduit to the divine.

Training the body to move the soul
along a path toward salvation did not
disappear with modernization. Rather,
movements like “muscular Christianity”
arose at the turn of the 20th century,
blending fitness and bodybuilding tech-
niques with Christian piety. The YMCA,
for example, opened gyms to train phys-
ical and moral strength in young Chris-
tian men. As religion scholar Marie Grif-
fith writes, such movements reinforced a
message that “fit bodies ostensibly signi-

fy fitter souls.”
Evangelical sports ministries took off

later in the 1950s, followed by the U.S.
yoga boom in the late 20th century. To-
gether, these developments underscored
the enduring connection between flesh
and spirit, and primed 21st century exer-
cisers to readily accept spirituality as
part and parcel of their fitness routines.

Shopping for fulfillment

This history is important, yet it is in-
complete. Most journalists and cultural
analysts who write about fitness as reli-
gion also cite the decline of traditional
religious belonging as the reason people
are finding spiritual fulfillment in other
settings. People’s religious needs have
not disappeared, they argue, rather they
appear remixed and re-bundled for the
modern secular consumer.

Fitness entrepreneurs use this expla-
nation, as well.

“That stuff that happened on Sunday
morning at church or in your synagogue
is still important to human beings,” John
Foley, founder and CEO of Peloton, stat-
ed in a 2017 talk. People want “candles on
the altar and somebody talking to you
from a pulpit for 45 minutes – the paral-
lels are uncanny. In the ’70s or ’80s, you’d
have a cross or Star of David around your
neck. Now you have a SoulCycle tank
top. That’s your identity, that’s your
community, that’s your religion.”

As Foley’s quote highlights, the mar-
ket is not only responding to people’s de-
sire for ritual, guidance, spirituality, re-
flection – and even a sense of salvation.
Rather, companies are also feeding into
those desires, and helping to generate
them.

Religious objects and experiences
have long been available for purchase,
but boutique fitness trends show today’s
market logic at work: the idea that if you
have a personal, spiritual need, there
must be a product out there for it. Vari-
ous seemingly secular companies have
attempted to sell spiritual fulfillment,
but few have been as successful as for-
profit fitness companies that can capi-
talize on the long history of pairing the
status of the body with the status of the
soul.

The next time you hear a friend assert
that fitness is their new religion, know
that it might not be just hyperbole. Rath-
er, it reflects how religious meanings at-
tached to the body have endured, trans-
formed – and are now available for pur-
chase at the nearest fitness studio.

Fitness 
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Christ the Redeemer lit in Pele
shirt as Brazil honored first
anniversary of his death 

RIO DE JANEIRO – Christ the Re-
deemer was lit up in a Pele shirt among
Brazilian tributes to the soccer great on
the first anniversary of his death on
Dec. 29.

Pele died of colon cancer at age 82.
Christ the Redeemer had a projec-

tion of a Brazil shirt with Pelé’s name
and number 10 and a message from
Pope Francis. Pelé was a devout
Catholic.

“Pelé, as Mr. Edson Arantes do Nas-
cimento became globally known, was
undoubtedly an athlete who showed in
his life all positive traits of a sports-
man,” the pontiff said in a letter as a lo-
cal orchestra played. “The memory of
‘the King of Soccer’ remains indelible
in the minds of many, and it stimulates
new generations to seek in sport a
means to strengthen the bonds of uni-
ty among us.”

Religious ceremonies were held at
the Museu Pelé in Santos, the port city
he put on the map with his goals and
success for Santos club, and in the
small city of Tres Corações, where he
was born in 1940.

Santos also held a tribute at its Vila
Belmiro Stadium, where Edson Cholbi
do Nascimento, one of Pelé’s sons, re-
leased 10 white balloons from the cen-
ter circle. Pelé’s funeral was at the sta-
dium.

FIFA paid its respects with a video
of highlights of the Brazilian great with
a message: “Pelé’s legacy will always
live on.”

Pele is the only man to win the
World Cup three times.

RELIGION BRIEFS

The Christ the Redeemer statue was
illuminated with an image of Pele’s
Brazilian jersey, as a tribute to the
soccer legend on his one-year death
anniversary, in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, Dec. 29. AP


