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Broaching Borderlands Beyond Religion (Part One)

Mynga Futrell

Lead Curriculum Developer for Objectivity, Accuracy, and Balance in Teaching About Religion

Here in California, admin-
istrators and teachers need
to be aware that principles
of liberty of conscience
derived from the U.S. Con-
stitution apply to every
citizen, irrespective of their
position on faith. Many
occasions will call for edu-
cators to be civically neu-
tral when dealing with reli-
gious and nonreligious
students alike.

To help educators under-
stand “the secular side of
the coin,” I wrote an arti-
cle by that title for this
Bulletin in 2008. The pre-
sent article will add how
important it is that we in
education confront stereo-
types on both sides of the
“all faiths or none” civic
equation. For the religious,
there is a wide range
across the board from or-
thodox to nonobservant,
and for the nonreligious,

nonchalant.”

«>

According to “’Nones’ on
the Rise,” a 2012 survey by
the Pew Research Center,
American society on the
whole is seemingly grow-
ing less religious. Of the
citizenry at large, fully a
third do not consider them-
selves “religious persons,”
and two-thirds of U.S.
adults think religion is los-
ing its influence.

The Pew survey also re-
vealed that the religiously
unaffiliated, or those who
do not belong to a tradi-
tional or organized religion
(nicknamed “the Nones”),
comprise a rapidly growing
segment of the adult popu-
lation. Being a “None”
does not, however, mean
being entirely nonreligious.
In fact, most of the coun-
try’s 46 million unaffiliated
adults are religious or spir-

believe in God; more than
half say they often feel a
deep connection with na-
ture and the earth; and
more than a third classify
themselves as “spiritual
but not religious.”

The proportion of the unaf-
filiated jumped from just
over 15 percent to just un-
der 20 percent of all U.S.
adults (and actually a third
of those under age 30) in
scarcely five years. The
geographic distribution is
quite uneven, with the
unaffiliated being more
represented in our
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Recent studies
place atheists
and agnostics
combined as
barely 6
percent of the
national
population.
But that small
minority also
appears to be

growing.
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California households
(both the Northeast and
the Far West include the
least religious general pop-
ulation).

Most religiously unaffiliat-
ed Americans do deem
religious institutions of
benefit to society by
strengthening community
bonds and aiding the poor.
With few exceptions, how-
ever, the unaffiliated say
they think that religious
organizations are too con-
cerned with money and
power, too focused on
rules, and too involved in
politics.

It is worth noting that re-
cent studies place atheists
and agnostics combined as
barely 6 percent of the na-
tional population. But that
small minority also appears
to be growing.

Only an unknown fraction
of the nonreligious ever
bother to organize around
their values and convic-
tions into “communities”
or “congregations.” (Their
aggregates are somewhat
analogous to a religious
“denomination” or to a
“world religion.”) When
they do form associations,
they may choose to cluster
in more or less organized
fashion around some secu-
lar philosophy or life
stance, selecting identity
labels with regard to dis-
tinctions to which they
give considerable import.

The most popular organi-
zational categories are hu-
manists, atheists, skeptics,
and freethinkers. There are
corresponding national
associations with their as-
sorted “chapters” (e.g., the
American Humanist Asso-
ciation) or autonomous
groups (e.g., Atheist Alli-
ance of America).

By whatever label or what-
ever declaration of associa-
tion, members generally
deem themselves
“nontheists” or
“secularists.” This is to set
themselves apart from as-
sociations that are largely
religious. Some exceptions
offer culturally filial non-
theistic alternatives to the
religious sources from
which they sprang. For
example, HUUmanists and
the Society for Humanistic
Judaism provide alterna-
tives to mainstream Unitar-
ian Universalism and Juda-
ism, respectively.

The actual contours of this
complex nontheistic land-
scape are nigh impossible
to impart in a brief article
like this. Still, because
there is increased activism
in society as the varied
organizations unite to
press for equal treatment
and rights within American
society, there is some merit
to glossing a few of the
characteristics that nonthe-
istic folks generally have in
common:
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~ An expectation of hav-
ing only one life per hu-
man (giving no credence
to any form of afterlife).
A naturalistic
(supernatural-free) under-
standing of how the world
works and of the source
and character of human
morality, and a general
skepticism about super-
natural claims.

" Relishing free inquiry
and critical scrutiny, with
appreciation of public
education and the right of
children to develop their
worldviews free of any
kind of indoctrination or
coercion.

" Regard for civil liberties,
human rights, human
reason, scientific rational-
ity, and secular democra-
cy, with distrust of propo-
sitions and assertions that
are lacking in empirical
evidence.

" Strong concern regard-
ing the cultural privileg-
ing of religion, religious
symbols, and religious
organizations in law and
custom, and opposition to
melding patriotism and
religion.

" Strong support for the
separation of church and
state (desiring separation
of religion and govern-
ance at all societal levels,
including within public
education).

(See “Beyond Religion” on
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