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On a warm spring afternoon, fol-
lowing a day of light snow, I stood si-
lent in the sun. Hearing a distinct hum
nearby, I looked toward the spreading
Japanese maple and noticed move-
ment. Walking slowly under the
branches I looked up to see scores of
bees grazing on hundreds of blossoms.
Pleased to see many honeybees, I also
spotted smaller bees, and maybe
wasps, in the same rhythm of move-
ment, slowly circling the branches. It
wasn’t the sight of the insects that
drew me so much as the sound. The
hum, the buzz — the harmony? 

I had just watched a remarkable
video of Italy’s Mount Etna blowing
smoke rings. Yes, smoke rings. Mes-
merizing images made me wonder if it
was real or fake (these are the times
we live in). Nature never ceases to cre-
ate endlessly wondrous artwork,
amazing us while simply doing what is
natural. Ancient creation stories are
passed down through the centuries,
but as I see it, none comes close to the
continual creation all around us, and
in us, every moment of every day. The

buzz is constant, if we hear it, see it,
feel it. 

In youthful evangelical days, we
were both humored and horrifi�ed by
“Jesus Christ Superstar” (we preferred
the more relatable, less heretical,
though clownish, Jesus of “Godspell”).
In one scene in “Superstar,” the apos-
tles sing at the Last Supper after im-
bibing the wine: “What’s the buzz,?
tell me what’s a-happening.” Getting a
“buzz” from “holy wine” may sound
blasphemous to some, but the drama
emphasized the humanity of the set-
ting. As a Passover meal, the Last Sup-
per wasn’t a quick sip-and-bite ritual
but a meal shared among friends. Per-
haps it’s unfortunate that nibbling a
dry cracker and a quick shot of grape
juice replaced the humming hive of a
humble meal. The original buzz is
transformed into a theological play; a
celebration of life and living, the gifts
of the earth, a common story, all be-
come a somber sacrament for insiders.

These refl�ections directed me to the
concept of religiosity: “strong religious
feeling or belief.” What does it mean to
have a “strong” belief? Confi�dent and
fi�rm in your views? So convinced your
opinions are right and your views are
righteous that you won’t really listen
to anyone else’s perspectives? It’s all
just buzzing. Was any religious teacher
of the past calling followers to religios-
ity, instructing their student-disciples

to have “strong” faith, and if so, faith
in what or whom? Faith as “strong” as
a mustard seed? Faith to believe they
could be healed? Faith “strong”
enough to keep them out of eternal
punishment? Or, was the point not
about strength, power, authority, but
about gentleness, compassion, a sense
of justice and inclusion — a faith
strong enough to love?

Is each bee a model of strength?
Certainly on one, very small level, ev-
ery buzzer shows fortitude. Instinctu-
ally, a bee seeks nectar while pollinat-
ing, which helps keep a larger interde-
pendent ecosystem in balance. I would
say the sweetness comes long before
the honeycomb. The bee has no
“strong feeling or belief,” yet carries
with it an innate “mission” to serve the
hive, to benefi�t the sticky web of the
whole environment. Can faith do that?
Does it? Maybe, if the religiosity of un-
natural religion is dropped from the
wings with a sense of something
greater — a Greater Buzz — that may
be calling us to help our world fl�ower
and fl�ourish.

I read of a soccer team in Turkey
that kept playing even when the other
team walked off� the fi�eld. Knowing
that many in the crowd had traveled
hundreds of miles, they chose to play
one squad against the other as an ex-
hibition. Teams and fans came to the
stadium expecting one thing — two

strong teams facing off� — and another
thing happened, the unexpected gift,
not of competition but of comradeship
— true sportsmanship. Something
similar occurs in nature, when we are
doing something else, or searching for
something else, and what we fi�nd is
not what we expected, a diff�erent
game, a serious game of lessons to
learn. 

I’ve had many experiences when
walking or hiking — looking down, I
miss something interesting above;
looking up, I literally “overlook” some-
thing at my feet. I either stumble over
a root or rock, or tumble into a branch
or brook. The trick is to balance the
movement, stay awake and aware to
what is all around. This seems the
wisest path forward for anyone who
wishes to practice a relevant religious
faith, or a full-sense and sensible trail
of freethought. 

What’s buzzing nearby? Are those
birds in the trees, or bees, or a breeze?
What is Life teaching? Are we in class?
Are we paying attention? Where is the
sweetness to savor? 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain 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 presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (www.chigh-
land.com).

What’s the buzz? Trees, bees and religiosities 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

hands of Jesus. The multiplied blessing
of food that day came from the willing-
ness of the boy to give all of what he had
for a seemingly impossible cause, but
with faith that something would happen
if he did.

I remember the story in 1 Samuel 1 of

the mother, Hannah, who brought her
long-awaited son, Samuel, to the temple
to give him back to the Lord. This is a
very radical act of giving up her only
child, but she kept her promise to God.
She said to Eli, the priest, “I prayed for
this boy, and the Lord gave me what I
asked from him. So now I give this boy
back to the Lord. As long as he lives, he
is given to the Lord.”

Now we don’t ordinarily physically
give away our children. However, we

can place them spiritually in the hands
of God, our gift returning to God to use
for his kingdom. Just as we give our re-
sources to God, our money, time and
material things, we can give our family.
And most importantly of all, we can give
ourselves back to God as a gift to him. 

The gifts God gives us, fi�nancial or
otherwise, placed back in his hands,
have the potential to overfl�ow into the
needy lives of so many people. Not only
is the giver blessed, but we also fi�nd that

Christ’s kingdom is enlarged and en-
riched. The challenge for all of us is to be
more generous givers; giving to others
as God has so graciously given to us. 

Let’s give it back to God, and then for-
ward to others, including ourselves.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com. 
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The number of individuals in the
United States who do not identify as be-
ing part of any religion has grown dra-
matically in recent years, and “the non-
es” are now larger than any single reli-
gious group. According to the General
Social Survey, religiously unaffi�liated
people represented only about 5% of
the U.S. population in the 1970s. This
percentage began to increase in the
1990s and is around 30% today.

At fi�rst glance, some might assume
this means nearly 1 in 3 Americans are
atheists, but that’s far from true. In-
deed, only about 4% of U.S. adults iden-
tify as an atheist.

As sociologists who study religion in
the U.S., we wanted to fi�nd out more
about the gap between these percent-
ages and why some individuals identify
as an atheist while other unaffi�liated in-
dividuals do not.

Many shades of ‘none’

The religiously unaffi�liated are a di-
verse group. Some still attend services,
say that they are at least somewhat reli-
gious, and express some level of belief
in God – although they tend to do these
things at a lower rate than individuals
who do identify with a religion.

There is even diversity in how reli-
giously unaffi�liated individuals identify
themselves. When asked their religion
on surveys, unaffi�liated responses in-
clude “agnostic,” “no religion,” “nothing
in particular,” “none” and so on.

Only about 17% of religiously unaffi�l-
iated people explicitly identify as “athe-
ist” on surveys. For the most part, athe-
ists more actively reject religion and re-
ligious concepts than other religiously
unaffi�liated individuals.

Our recent research examines two
questions related to atheism. First,
what makes an individual more or less
likely to identify as an atheist? Second,
what makes someone more or less likely
to adopt an atheistic worldview over
time?

Beyond belief – and disbelief

Consider the fi�rst question: Who’s
likely to identify as an atheist. To an-
swer that, we also need to think about
what atheism means in the fi�rst place.

Not all religious traditions empha-
size belief in a deity. In the U.S. context,
however, particularly within traditions
such as Christianity, atheism is often
equated with saying that someone does
not believe in God. Yet in one of our sur-
veys we found that among U.S. adults
who say “I do not believe in God,” only
about half will select “atheist” when
asked their religious identity.

In other words, rejecting a belief in
God is by no means a suffi�cient condi-
tion for identifying as an atheist. So
why do some individuals who do not
believe in God identify as an atheist
while others do not?

Our study found that there are a
number of other social forces associat-
ed with the likelihood of an individual
identifying as an atheist, above and be-
yond their disbelief in God – particular-
ly stigma.

Many Americans eye atheists with
suspicion and distaste. Notably, some
social science surveys in the U.S. in-
clude questions asking about how
much tolerance people have for atheists
alongside questions about tolerance of

racists and communists.
This stigma means that being an

atheist comes with potential social
costs, especially in certain communi-
ties. We see this dynamic play out in our
data.

Political conservatives, for instance,
are less likely to identify as an atheist
even if they do not believe in God. Just
under 39% of individuals identifying as
“extremely conservative” who say they
do not believe in God identify as an
atheist. This compares with 72% of in-
dividuals identifying as “extremely lib-
eral” who say they do not believe in God.

We argue that this likely is a function
of greater negative views of atheists in
politically conservative circles.

Adopting atheism

Stating that one does not believe in
God, however, is the strongest predictor
of identifying as an atheist. This leads
to our second research question: What
factors make someone more or less like-
ly to lose their belief over time?

In a second survey-based study,
from a diff�erent representative sample
of nearly 10,000 U.S. adults, we found
that about 6% of individuals who stated
that they had some level of belief in God
at age 16 moved to saying “I do not be-
lieve in God” as an adult.

Who falls into this group is not random.
Our analysis fi�nds, perhaps unsur-

prisingly, that the stronger an individ-
ual’s belief in God was at age 16, the less
likely they are to have adopted an athe-
istic worldview as an adult. For in-
stance, fewer than 2% of individuals
who said that “I knew God really existed
and I had no doubts about it” as a teen-
ager adopted an atheistic worldview
later on. This compares with over 20%
of those who said that “I didn’t know
whether there was a God and I didn’t
believe there was any way to fi�nd out”
when they were 16.

However, our analysis reveals that
several other factors make one more or
less likely to adopt an atheistic world-
view.

Regardless of how strong their teen-
age belief was, for instance, Black,
Asian and Hispanic Americans were
less likely to later identify as an atheist
than white individuals. All else being
equal, the odds of individuals in these
groups adopting an atheistic worldview
was about 50% to 75% less than the
odds for white individuals. In part, this
could be a product of groups that al-
ready face stigma related to their race or
ethnicity being less able or willing to
take on the additional social costs of be-
ing an atheist.

On the other hand, we fi�nd that adults
with more income – regardless of how
strong their belief was at 16 – are more
likely to adopt the stance that they do not
believe in God. Each increase from one
income level to another on an 11-point
scale increases the odds of adopting an
atheistic worldview by about 5%.

This could be a function of income
providing a buff�er against any stigma
associated with holding an atheistic
worldview. Having a higher income, for
instance, may give an individual the re-
sources needed to avoid social circles
and situations where being an atheist
might be treated negatively.

However, there may be another expla-
nation. Some social scientists have sug-
gested that both wealth and faith can
provide existential security – the confi�-
dence that you are not going to face trag-
edy at any moment – and therefore a
higher income reduces the need to be-
lieve in supernatural forces in the fi�rst
place.

Such fi�ndings are a powerful remind-
er that our beliefs, behaviors and iden-
tities are not entirely our own, but often
shaped by situations and cultures in
which we fi�nd ourselves.
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