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MyAI “assistant” told me this morning there are 38
active wars in the world today. Not pleasant informa-
tion to start the day.
As I was contemplating all the suffering, the high

cost of these conflicts on humankind and the environ-
ment, I also thought of the automated weaponry, all
the drones now carrying destruction back and forth
across (artificial?) borders. Howmany of these battle-
grounds are now directed and managed by comput-
ers? If there are intelligent decisions beingmade, how
many are actuallymade by humanbeings? Strangewe
even have to ask!
We can’t escape the fact that our lives are being

shaped by machines we have created. We toss around
this word “artificial”whichmeans: “made or produced
by human beings rather than occurring naturally, es-
pecially as a copy of somethingnatural.”While playing
god, in a sense, howmuch dowe allow these creations
to control us, tomake those decisions for us? Somany
questions crossing the screens of our minds.
A person can be artificial too, in the sense theymay

be “insincere” or “unnatural.” I suppose the funda-
mental issue boils down to: Is it Nature or not? And
we’re compelled to ask a closely related question: Is it
Human or not?When it comes to religious faith: Is this
made by humans, or something else?
Who am I to say that someone’s faith is artificial or

unnatural?Yet,what if it is clearly unreasonable?Rea-
son seems a basic guide for what is natural or not.
What is intelligence anyway?Once again, a quick scan
of the dictionary gives us a place to begin: “the ability
to acquire andapplyknowledgeandskills.” If someone
doesn’t have broad knowledge about something – say,
the world of religious experience – and hasn’t learned
the skills – such as critical thinking – what happens
with the development or practice of intelligence?
When intelligence is applied to religious faith, doors
either open or close. Productive discussion, or argu-
ment.
This is the point where a distinction must be made

between intelligence and wisdom. Acquiring knowl-
edge is essential, yet the practice of wisdom makes it
possible for thatknowledge tobebalanced, reasonable
andmeaningful. Wisdom provides the questions nec-
essary to manage the knowledge. A shorthand way of
saying this is that Religion needs Philosophy, or at
least the philosophical (search for wisdom) toolbox. I
would suggest the wise approach to faith is to divide
the artificial from the natural. All too often, in my opi-
nion, faith is “rooted” in the super-natural – that is, the
unnatural – instead of the naturally grounded experi-
ence where knowledge, reason and wisdom can func-
tion. There is no room for any “artificial intelligence”
when it comes to matters of ultimate concern and life
guidance.Wisdom can never be artificial, but as natu-
ral as our own brains and bodies.
Consider something we think of as “progress” in

technology. “Hands-free” driving might lead to “hu-
man-free” driving, or flying, or anything else. If we
don’t hold on to the steeringwheel, that is, our human-
ity, our senses, our sense of compassion, aswell as our

ability to make rational decisions, what will be lost?
What, or who, will be driving us, andwhere will it take
us? Canwe lose our very nature? I hope that’s not pos-
sible, but choices inmatters of faith raise seriousprob-
lems.
Earlier I spoke of the destructive power ofAI drones

in current warfare. Does faith have anything to say
about these technologies? Can a belief in a good god
stand silent while humans release responsibility for
lethal conflict tomachineswith a “mind of their own”?
Sure, we program them and guide them to some ex-
tent, while never having to meet an adversary eye to
eye to witness the death and suffering. The further we
buffer ourselves from the real, natural and human im-
pact of our tech, by hiding behind our creations –
drones and bombs and screens – the further we get
from natural intelligence, the acquisition of knowl-
edge, the practice of true wisdom.
Dronewarfare, self-driving cars and all the expand-

ing uses of AI in everyday life, lead me to the serious
influence this is having on religion as a natural aspect
of our humanity. We want to believe in something or
someone greater than we are. While we invent (liter-
ally, breathe into) hardware and software to manage
our lives, we have an opportunity to learn organic les-
sons from the natural world, to hold to our flesh and
bloodhumanity.Ourmachines canmakeour lives eas-
ier in some ways, even as they present perhaps the
greatest challengeof humanexistence:Willweuseour
natural intelligence to evolve intomachines, or will we
use our reason and wisdom to choose Nature as our
instructor?

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).
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FallonEarlingtonbasically grewupon
the stage. She danced and sang in many
local theatrical productions as well as
performingandchoreographing routines
as a praise dancer at her church.
Earlington knew her passion for the

arts wasn’t unique and the Pensacola,
Florida nativewanted to share the gift of
dance with local children who may not
have theopportunity topursue theirpas-
sion.
So, in 2017, she established Soulful

Movement Dance, a multicultural dance
company that performs at community
events and in churches.
Split into three divisions, Soulful

Movement Kids is for ages 8 to 10 and
Soulful Movement Jewels is open to
middle school students who are 11-13.
The company dance team, Soulful
Movement: Spirit of Excellence, is open
to high schoolers and older students and
performs lyrical and praise dances.
“I was doing praise dancing in church

but I’ve always loved the arts, always
worked in the arts at Pensacola Little
Theatre and Pensacola State College. I
tried to incorporate the things I was
learning into the church sector,” Earling-
ton said, adding she directed the MJJ
Praise Dancers at Sixth Avenue Baptist
Church.
“I would implement little things into

ourdances tomake the songs comemore
alive,make themmore theatrical and try
to put a spin on the choreography to
make it stand apart. I know sitting in
church sometimes can be difficult for
kidsbecause theymaynotalwaysget the
lesson through the songs or the sermon.
But I wanted to use choreography to cre-
ate a ‘dancing sermon,’ so people could
also receive the message through mo-
tion.”
A woman of unwavering faith, Ear-

lington considers Soulful Movement
Dance a calling. Her students pay no tu-
ition and limited expenses when abso-
lutely necessary.
The only requirement to be amember

is to attend rehearsals. Depending on its
appearance schedule, the dance troupe
usually rehearses several times a week
but sometimes every weeknight.
“I leave that up to the dancers. Some-

times they want to rehearse more be-
cause they feel they can do better,” Ear-
lington said.

When the troupe started out in 2017,
Soulful Movement Dance had about 30
dancers but during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the ranks dropped to three and
she started a rebuilding phase.
The troupe now has nearly 20 danc-

ers.
“I truly wanted to provide a service to

kids of color and also kids who are un-
derprivileged, not necessarily of color,
but cannot afford dance classes,” she
said, noting the programdepends heavi-
ly on faithful benefactors like Ora Lee
Wells’s organization, Jennie’s Legacy,
Mamie Webb Hixon, the African Amer-
icanHeritageSociety, SoulfulMovement
Dance alumni, churches and other sup-
porters. The dance troupe also holds
fundraising events.
“It is definitely a community effort

that keeps us going. So many aunties,
grandparents, parents also donate to our
program,” Earlington acknowledges.
“It’s completely free. We are a non-

profit.We don’t have our 501(c)(3) desig-
nation yet, but I’m buying all the outfits
and uniforms. The parents sometimes
do have to buy certain things, but I try to
keep thecost lowbecause Iwant thekids
to come,” she said, noting she’s also sup-
ported by some Soulful Movement
Dance alumni, who are now active duty
servicemembers, college students and
young professionals.
Since its inceptionnearly10yearsago,

SoulfulMovement Dancemembers have
performed at Pensacola’s Gallery Nights,
Gulf Coast Culture Fest, WSRE’s Joyful
Noise Gospel Competition, the annual
Watson Family Foundation Juneteenth
Festival, Pensacola State College’s Black
HistoryandJuneteenthcelebrationsand
more.
The dance company has even won a

national award. In 2024, Soulful Move-
ment: Spirit of Excellence placed first at
“How Sweet The Sound,” a national gos-
pel music competition in Atlanta.
“I keep going because I know the kids

need it,” she said with a smile.
Current Soulful Movement Dance

members praise Earlington for fostering
a warm, welcoming environment, and
helping them grow in their faith.
“I love how Soulful Movement feels

like a family. It is somuchmore than just
praise dancing. Everyone is so welcom-
ing and it’s a safe space,” said Journey
English, a West Florida High School
ninth grader who has been dancing with
the troupe for three years.
The 15-year-old said she also strives

to be her best in school, her community
and church.
“I try to give 110% in whatever I do. I

love being involved,” said Journey, who
also runs track, is a JROTC cadet, a Key
Club member, Pensacola Redd Dia-
mondz step team member and active in
her church.
“Everything that I do I try to make

sure God is first. When God is the first
foundation and stepping stone in any-
thing that you do, it multiplies your
chances of success.”
Christian Young, who until last year

was the only Soulful Movement Dance
male member, says the troupe gives him
an outlet to minister to people.
“The one thing I love about praise

dancing is, it is my way of spreading the

word of God through movement. I’m not
one to get up and talk, I get stage fright
speaking in front of people. But I’m able
to spread God’s word in a way that I’m
comfortable and in a different way, that
people can receive it outside of preach-
ing,” said Young, who comes from a fam-
ily of ministers.
His grandfather is an apostle, two un-

clesarebishopsandhis father isapastor.
“I do enjoy the spiritual aspect of

Soulful Movement. It helps me with my
journey with Christ, individually and as
a collective. I love the camaraderie that
we share, it’s always a good vibe, always
a good time that we have.”

Journey English,
a Soulful Movement
dancer, prepares for a
performance with the
rest of the troupe on
April 8. TONY GIBERSON/
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Dance delivers messages
of faith through motion


