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We are social scientists who spent
the past five years conducting research
on the role of faith at work. Our findings
– from more than 15,000 surveys with a
nationally representative population,
and nearly 300 in-depth interviews
with some of those workers – confirm
that there are many challenges when re-
ligion comes into the workplace. How-
ever, the costs of ignoring or suppress-
ing workers’ faith often exceed those
risks and challenges.

Conflict and discrimination

The most common concern we heard
about bringing up religion in the work-
place is that it will lead to conflict – in-
cluding conflict from people trying to
change each other’s beliefs. A Catholic
woman who works in eldercare told us,
“I think we shouldn’t talk about religion
at work because that’s when the prob-
lems arise. I’m going to defend what I
think, and they will defend what they
think, their way of being, their religion.”

Several other people we interviewed
also expressed concerns that some
forms of religious expression could
make people uncomfortable, or even
turn into harassment. A nonreligious
security guard noted that during Christ-
mas and Easter some of his Christian
co-workers will say, “‘God bless,’ ‘Let’s
pray,’ and stuff like that. It becomes very
uneasy for me, uncomfortable.”

Asking workers to bottle up their
faith when they start the workday may
seem like the easiest way to avoid these
problems. Some workers we inter-
viewed agreed with this sentiment. As
one Muslim federal employee told us, “If
I wear my religion as a badge on my

shoulder, it will rub somebody the
wrong way. So, why do that?”

What’s more, silence around religion
may seem like a neutral request. If no
one expresses their faith, after all, then
no one can be discriminated against, no
one can be offended, and no one is seen
as getting special treatment for their re-
ligious beliefs.

Not so neutral

There are a few problems with this
logic, however.

First, employers are legally required
to provide reasonable accommodations
tied to workers’ religion. Under most
conditions, this includes things such as
providing time off for religious obser-
vances. It also generally includes ac-
commodating dress and grooming prac-
tices tied to one’s religion, such as wear-
ing Sikh turbans or Christian crosses.

What’s more, vague expectations
about not acknowledging faith at work
aren’t necessarily so neutral and often
tend to disproportionately harm minor-
ity groups.

In our survey, we asked individuals
whether they “conceal their religious
beliefs at work for fear of others’ per-
ceptions.” Nineteen percent of Jewish
workers, 51% of Hindus, 29% of Mus-
lims and 28% of Buddhists said they
did. By contrast, only 9% of evangelical
Protestants, 15% of nonevangelical
Protestants and 13% of Catholics report-
ed that they conceal their faith at work.

A Jewish project manager at an engi-
neering firm told us how she has tried to
conceal her faith from others: “The
times that I did have to pray, I actually
walked outside into a closed corner in
the hallway to do it.”

In the same survey, we asked indi-
viduals if they “have been treated un-
fairly” at work due to their “religion or
non-religion.” Overall, 31% of U.S. adults

agreed, and such experiences are most
common among Muslim and Jewish
workers.

One Muslim woman we interviewed
described how her colleagues made life
extremely difficult for her, calling her
names that were derisive, and said she’s
received little support from her employ-
er. Indeed, during one meeting her boss
“got up and talked a lot about me being
Muslim, and it was all negative.”

Satisfaction and belonging

Whether their co-workers or man-
agers like it, many U.S. adults do see
their work and faith as interwoven.

One of our surveys, for example,
asked workers whether they “turn to
faith for support through stressful times
in their work life.” Nearly half agreed.

For many Americans, faith is also
part of why they do their work in the
first place. According to another one of
our surveys, 20% of U.S. adults “see
their work as a spiritual calling.” This
percentage is higher among certain
groups, such as evangelical Protestants
and Muslims: 33% and 30%, respec-
tively. Viewing work in spiritual terms is
also more likely among women, at 24%,
and Black workers, at 31%.

And it is not just workers in explicitly
religious jobs who view their work this
way. One marine biologist explained to
us, “I think that all truth is from God
and, as a scientist, I try to understand
and reveal the truth of how the world
works.”

Importantly, our research finds that
individuals who feel a sense of spiritual
connection to their work report greater
job satisfaction, find more meaning in
their work and better manage negative
experiences they encounter in the
workplace.

Social science research has found
that people’s well-being, social interac-

tions and performance are harmed
when they feel the need to suppress an
important part of themselves within a
group or organization. In other words,
everyone suffers when individuals are
not allowed to bring their whole selves
to work.

Welcome at work

Despite such evidence, our research
finds that many organizations are not
taking even basic steps to accommo-
date individuals’ religious lives.

In one survey, we asked workers
whether their “workplace provides ac-
commodations that allow people to
practice their religion.” Almost one-fifth
of workers disagreed. This percentage
was highest among Muslim workers:
54%.

Workers appreciate when their em-
ployers take active steps to let employ-
ees know that religious accommoda-
tions are available and that religious ex-
pression in general is not forbidden.
Having upfront conversations about
what is or is not appropriate – not only
legally but socially – can go a long way
toward setting boundaries.

A Muslim optometry technician we
interviewed, for example, recounted
how appreciative she was when her
boss told her, “If you ever do prayers or
anything, feel free to go to that room – it
can be your space, you can leave your
mat in there.”

Ideally, however, organizations
would take active steps to establish and
communicate policies to all employees,
rather than reacting to situations as
they arise.

While we recognize the challenges
when it comes to addressing individ-
uals’ faith in the workplace, proactively
engaging in conversations about the ap-
propriate role of religion at work is bet-
ter for workers and workplaces.
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A common theme or thread I consis-
tently return to is framed by a question:
What would it be like if the world never
had holy books, if no one had ever writ-
ten literature that became “sacred scrip-
ture?” I think this is a profound question
with profound implications. In our cul-
ture, there is one sacred reference above
all others, an inspired library of knowl-
edge. Of course, I refer to Google. Well,
seriously, the Bible. And by the way, you
can access just about any version of the
Bible, in ancient and modern languages,
on the internet (other world wisdom is
clickable too). Any verse is just a click
away. Some seem to treat God in the
same way. A prayer, a click, an instant
connection.

The Book of James tells us “faith
without works is dead.” But is faith
without scriptures also dead? If this is
shocking, think about the life and teach-
ings of Jesus of Nazareth. Did he need
scriptures? (some say he was the “incar-
nate Word”). Did he carry a scroll
around and read verses to the crowds?

It’s true he quoted now and then from
the only holy book he knew, the Hebrew
scriptures, but the most radical thing he
said about them is that he didn’t come to
throw them out, only to “fulfill them.” Is
this the same as using an instruction
manual to set up a new machine, to
learn the basics, then putting the book-
let back in the drawer? Doesn’t that
pretty much “fulfill” the need for the
manual? Is it still useful? If you need to
troubleshoot, it’s there as a reference,
but you don’t carry it with you, quoting
from it, or — worse — read it instead of
running the machine! That would be ri-
diculous, and a waste. 

The Apostle Paul claimed all scrip-
ture was inspired by God, which he may
have said so his letters would be consid-
ered on par with scripture (which seems
rather audacious). Here it may be wise
to keep in mind that many other sacred
writings of the world, including the Qur-
’an (Islam) the Gita (Hinduism), the
Granth Sahib (Sikh) and the Book of
Mormon (LDS) are considered inspired.
When books are believed to be written
by the hand of the Almighty, there isn’t
much room for discussion, or serious in-
vestigation.

So, back to the main question: could
faith, specifically the Christian faith,
survive without a Bible? No book, no

faith? How would the stories be passed
down through generations? Word of
mouth worked for a long time. Think of
indigenous cultures who never needed
books. I suspect there are some believ-
ers who would be lost without their own
copy of the Bible; I know I was in my
evangelical youth. As I like to point out,
if it’s true that the Bible, including the
story of Jesus, has a particular focus on
compassion toward the most vulnera-
ble, on justice for the oppressed, on de-
votion centered on active service for
others — compassion, justice, service —
how are these dependent on printed
pages of ancient books? Could it be said
the traditional focus on the Bible tends
to draw attention away from the very
message central to the entire book? 

I hear the objections: “The purpose of
the Bible is to bring people to the Lord —
salvation — and to teach how to live a
faithful life as a believer.” OK, right, that
is one message from the text. But once a
person steps back to view the whole sto-
ry, the many stories that make up the
“biblical narrative,” one sees certain
patterns, themes, threads. And one of
those major threads — perhaps the most
critical thread that binds the whole
thing together — is that scriptures aren’t
the primary point at all. They are sec-
ondary at best. People can argue that

the Bible is living, but it doesn’t breathe
or have blood in its veins, it doesn’t
speak, has no head, hands or heart,
doesn’t serve anyone.

Imagine, if you will, a world without
sacred books. Maybe there would be
more “sacred” people, human beings re-
spected and honored for their humanity,
worthy of “life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness,” as one “secular scripture”
states it. Imagine if people chose to be-
lieve in compassion, justice, service and
love, not theological or “spiritual”
things. Could a person say: “I believe in
service” but not serve others? Could
someone speak of their belief in love
without living a loving life? The sincer-
ity, or shallowness, of their faith would
be quite obvious. This would eliminate
any appeal to “sacred sources,” to quot-
ing the “word of God,” to distract from
acting for the benefit of others. Let’s
read faces, study stories, carry empathy,
practice what we know is good and
right. Leave the holy manuals on the
shelf.

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).

Faith without the Bible, dead or alive?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Nov. 10

Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube
and live.biltmorechurch.com. The Es-
pañol Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the
Hendersonville Campus. For more in-
formation visit
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Biltmore Church of Christ: Drive-
through of complete storm relief sup-
plies at 823 Fairview St., Asheville (be-
hind Juicy Lucy restaurant).

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa.

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on www.allsoulscath-

edral.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9
Swan St., Biltmore Village in Asheville.
Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online
service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895
Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.
208 Academy St. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC: 10:30
a.m, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville.
Wheelchair accessible. Back parking lot
and street parking available. Child care
available 10 a.m.-noon. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tra-
ditional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.
Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-
ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville.

www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel

open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Junalus-
ka Conference & Retreat Center, Lake-
shore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11
a.m. Enter via side door from parking
lot. 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service
also livestreamed on church Facebook
page and can be accessed later at
www.newbridgebaptist.org.

Providence Global Methodist
Church: 11 a.m., 364 Broadway St.,
Asheville. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing assis-
tance and on-site parking. Visit
https://providencegmc.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m., 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.org/ Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.

Rite I Eucharist; 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucha-
rist (with choir) in person and live
stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic Eu-
charist (with choir) in person and live
stream. 60 Church St., downtown Ashe-
ville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
10:30 a.m., 926 Haywood Road. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org.

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m.
service, 75 Lowe St. (off Old Clyde
Road), Canton. Service also on Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Nov. 12

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6_15 p.m. Wor-
ship/testimony/teaching 7 p.m. Small
groups 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Contact Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jean-
ie at 828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap:10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesday-
Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
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