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International Deed Before Creed: A Humanist Pilgrimage?  
    Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader, Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia, and  

                                                   Baltimore Ethical Society 
 
As Leader of the Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia, I have mixed feelings about the fact that an active 

young Ethical Culturist is leaving our community for at least a year.  Christian Hayden, a lay leader and member of 

our Education Committee, has signed up to participate in the first delegation of the Humanist Service Corps (HSC).  

This is a project launched by Dale McGowan, our new Director of Ethical Education for the American Ethical 

Union, and under the umbrella of the Foundation Beyond Belief (FBB).  Over coffee at my home, ground zero for 

the 2015 Future of Ethical Societies conference, we talked about his upcoming ethical action opportunity.  

 

Obviously I am sad to lose Christian’s regular presence at our Ethical Society in downtown Philadelphia, but I am 

excited about his promise to keep us informed about his experience in the town of Tamale (pronounced toh-moh-

lee) in northern Ghana.  The long-range goal is to help women who have been ostracized and isolated in refugee 

camps set up to contain women accused of witchcraft.  Oppression, fueled by widely accepted superstition, is the 

social justice target for these representatives of humanism.   
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Personally, I am particularly intrigued by the depth of Christian’s quest for meaning – one that is wrapped up in 

what he is calling his “humanist pilgrimage.” The religiously-tinged term “pilgrimage” is one used by Conor 

Robinson, the director of the HSC. It was a term that appealed to Christian because it encapsulated a search that has 

deepened through his exploration of Ethical Culture.  How can a young humanist help heal a broken world while 

being true to the values of Ethical Culture and sensitive to the people from diverse and different backgrounds? 

 

When Conor came to the Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia this past October to recruit for the first 

generation of this “peace corps for humanists,” Christian recognized many communalities between HSC and Ethical 

Culture.  A particularly important characteristic was a focus on partnership, not paternalism.  Ethical Culture’s 

emphasis on mutuality and shared decision making was discussed in the most recent edition of the AEU’s Dialogue.  

 

In the April Dialogue, Justin Taft-Morales explained how the Washington Ethical Society embraced “community 

capacity building” in its Global Connections program in El Salvador.  A long process of sharing and trust-building 

created respectful relations between guests and hosts – relationships that allow groups with extremely different 

backgrounds and experiences to work together to promote shared values. 

 

This will be particularly important for 

Christian and the HSC delegates.  They 

will be living in an area that is relatively 

poor, predominantly Muslim, and affected 

by a general assumption of the reality of 

witchcraft.  This handful of privileged, 

rational humanists will have to find a way 

to effectively and organically integrate 

into a community suspicious of 

foreigners.  It will have to include, 

according to Christian, a willingness to 

put himself inside of a foreign culture.  He 

anticipates, for example, going to Muslim 

prayer.  

  

 

When appropriate communication and trust has been established, Christian will also try to share parts of Ethical 

Culture that he thinks will appeal to his hosts.  He noted how Ed Ericson, in The Humanist Way, stresses the 

“oneness of humanity” and the importance of acknowledging the interconnectedness of all people.  He sees a 

similar emphasis on global unity in Islam, and this might serve as a useful point of connection.  

 

Connection is fundamental to this form of service.  It is not “charity.”  It is not “altruism.”  As Conor Robinson 

points out that this involves nurturing a broader web of relationships, not on exclusive pursuit of a purely humanist 

agenda.  He explains, “Humanist service focuses not only on what resources the community lacks, but also on the 

emotional and psychological needs of the people involved. Humanist service seeks neither to convert nor to de-

convert. Instead, it aims to connect by focusing on shared values. Humanist service emphasizes the growth 

rather than the sacrifice of the volunteer.” 

 

The challenges for the HSC are great and the problems are complex.  Traditional unilateral approaches to 

international service might encourage delegates to swoop into Ghana, help deconstruct the refugee camps so that 

these wrongfully and superstitiously accused women can return to their homes.  Such an approach, however, would 

have the unintended consequence of destroying the power of numbers and publicity that these refugee camps have 
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created.  Celebrities around Ghana have rallied to support the women because the camps have become a news story.  

New laws protecting these women have recently been passed due to newly acquired notoriety.  Sending individual 

women back to small villages opens them up to abuse that drove them from their homes originally. 

 

Thankfully, navigating the complexities will be made easier by the fact that the HSC is collaborating with a non-

governmental organization already in Ghana called SONGTAB.  Working primarily on issues related to women’s 

rights, education and food rights, SONGTAB is committed to the realization of the aspirations of women and 

children, especially girls in the northern part of Ghana.  They work with other NGO’s, government agencies, and 

community groups who share a vision of a “violence-free and just society where women and girls as well as people 

with disabilities enjoy their fundamental human rights.” 

 

Change in northern Ghana will probably take years.  This Humanist Service Corps trip will hopefully be the first 

step of such change.  The patience required to affect such change, however, was at the root of HSC from the start.  

Patience allows all involved to claim ownership in shared social justice work.  As Conor explained, “Above all, 

humanist service empowers communities. The first way we can do this is to wait for an invitation to collaborate 

before volunteering in communities that are not our own. The second thing we can do is just that: collaborate.” 

 

 

 

 

      I look forward to including Christian’s reports  

  from Ghana in next year’s Ethical Action Report.  

 Perhaps his pilgrimage will help Ethical Culture 

 evolve as well.  These days the two-way street  

 Felix Adler encouraged in all his ethical action 

requires international sensitivity.  The Humanist 

Service Corps is a great opportunity for us to gain 

more of this global perspective.    

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting from Afar: Scholarships for Humanist Schools in Uganda  

    Kate Lovelady, Leader, Ethical Society of St. Louis  

 

Recently, the Ethical Society of St. Louis (ESSL) has been joined by the Ethical Society of Austin in providing 

scholarships to female boarding students through the Uganda Humanist Schools Trust (UHST). This not-for-profit 

supports Ugandan Humanists who founded three secondary schools in rural parts of their country. I learned of these 

schools at the World Humanist Conference in 2011, and in 2012 one of ESSL's members already involved in East 

African education, Ed Schmidt, visited the schools and met their director. Ed will be returning to the schools this 

June as part of a UHST group trip. 
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We believe that UHST is a perfect fit for an Ethical Society ethical action project for several reasons.  These 

schools expose students to values of equality and critical thinking shared by the Ethical Movement, in a part of the 

world where such views are still novel and sometimes dangerous to promote. American dollars can go far in 

Uganda – less than $500 a year per student covers tuition, room, and board. Collectively the Ethical Movement is 

now supporting ten students.  

 

We chose to provide boarding scholarships because traveling to school every day adds considerable danger and 

difficulty, and we chose specifically to sponsor girls to counter the fact that educating girls is still not considered as 

important in that part of the world, and research shows that supporting girls’ education helps lift up not only those 

individuals but whole communities, as educated women have healthier and better-educated families.  

 

The Trust is run by members of the British Humanist Association and also supported by the Norwegian Humanist 

Association, so it is an international effort in more ways than one.  I am happy to offer interested Societies a copy of 

my recent platform, including photos, about these schools, their mission and recent progress, especially to Societies 

interested in joining our effort! 

 

Editor’s note: 

 

 I urge readers to learn more about the Humanist School Trust at www.ugandahumanistschoolstrust.org.  In 

perusing the site I was intrigued to find an article by Steve Hurd, Project Director for the Humanist Ethos Project.  

In collaboration with Humanist leaders in Uganda, this grant hopes to stimulate a unique Humanist identity for the 

schools in Uganda. It will fund collaborative meetings to craft a core set of Humanist values to be used in 

promotional literature for the schools.  The project will also help HST and Ugandan educators “devise strategies 

for introducing students to Humanist thinking and to embed Humanist values into the governance and practices of 

the schools.”   

 

Personally I hope to support their efforts by sending them approaches to education that I think best reflect Ethical 

Culture.  After 25 years of teaching, I turned to Ethical Culture Professional Leadership.  I still employ the methods 

I used in teaching – most of which emphasize inherent worth, ethical relationships, and social justice. What advice 

would you offer these Humanist schools in Uganda?  Send me your suggestions for inclusion in the next Ethical 

Action Report.  I will forward your ideas to Steve Hurd.) 

 

 

Why Are So Many Unarmed Black Men Killed by Police?  

    Abe Markman, New York Society for Ethical Culture   

 

Editor’s note: An expanded version of this article will appear in the upcoming July/August edition of “The 

Humanist,” a magazine that gives voice to in-depth explorations of issues affecting the ethical/humanist movement. 

 

As the media has noted regularly, there are many social, psychological, and economic reasons why so many young 

black men are killed by the police.  Many of these reasons are wrapped up in a history of abuse, suspicion and bias.  

To understand more fully the cause of this disorientation, we have to start with the tremendous damage done to 

black men and their families by our criminal justice system, as documented by writers like Michelle Alexander.   

 

Part of this is due to the fact that bias clouds the judgment of many police officers. When faced with a “shoot/don’t 

shoot” situation, some police officers see through the lens of their fears and stereotypes and are more prone to use 

their guns and choke holds with fatal results. 

http://www.ugandahumanistschoolstrust.org/
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Thanks to media exposure of these mistakes and abuses, change is occurring.  There has been a positive backlash to 

the era of “Law and Order,” the “War on Drugs,” racial profiling, “Stop and Frisk,” arrest quotas, and extremely 

high incarceration rates of black men.  Recent protests and demands for reform have resulted in fewer arrests. Some 

police officers have become more unsure of what is expected of them.  This uncertainty, however, has contributed 

to more errors in judgment.  Police officers, especially those with a track record of abuse of authority, become even 

less clear of what is expected of them and in their confusion maintain less control over their emotions.  More 

discussion is needed about the rapidly changing role of police. 

 

On the positive side, recent protests and public attention has led to many attempts to change the criminal justice 

system. Reformers and police are: establishing alternatives to incarceration, ending "Stop and Frisk," arresting 

fewer people for marijuana possession, and relying less on mandatory sentencing.  One of the most important 

recommendations is training to help both police and civilians gain control of implicit bias (awareness of their own 

bias is helping police act without bias).   

 

A note from Abe about his experience with police reform: 

 

“My suggestions come from 60 years as an inner-city social group worker, community center director, NGO 

Executive, and as Chair of the Lower East Side Call for Justice. In my professional or activist roles I met with 

groups of police officers, precinct commanders, had extensive communications with departmental and legislative 

decision makers, and co-conducted 17 years of training of youth of color on why and how to avoid resisting arrest.  

Most often a person of color was my co-leader and we conducted over 250 workshops on the Lower East Side, East 

Harlem, and the Upper West Side (the latter as referrals from The New York Society for Ethical Culture.) We have 

letters of commendation from the program directors and repeated requests for us to return when new individuals 

and groups joined their programs.  Also, I received the 2010 Community Service Award from NYSEC after 

delivering a Platform address on my work with the police.” 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ethical Action Spotlight 
 

With many thanks to Kate Lovelady, and Abe Markman for contributing text and ideas to this month’s 

EAR, and to Amanda Poppei for her editorial assistance.  Let’s continue the dialogue in our national 

Movement – submit comments, articles and suggestions for future EAR editions!  
 

Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader, Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia and Baltimore Ethical Society. 
 

 

 
 

 

The Ethical Action Report 2.0 
 

As Ethical Societies around the country are well into their 2014-2015 program season, the EAR is 

evolving to try to be more useful to you and to generate more constructive, engaged dialogue about “deed 

before creed” throughout the Movement.  We hope this new format offers stimulating ideas and practical 

hints that make ethical action more effective and rewarding at your societies and in your lives. 
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EAR 2.0 hopes to offer: 
 

-   More in-depth analysis of particular social justice issues. 
 
-   Stories of Ethical Action projects that worked well at one of our Societies and might enliven  

your home Society. 
 

-   Discussion of ways to frame Ethical Culture’s commitment to Ethical Action. 
 
-   Excerpts from recent Ethical Culture platform addresses or statements from around the 

Movement about civic, social, or ethical issues. 
 

 

Join the fun! 

Offer your thoughts and news items – 

 

For the ‘Ethical Action Feature’ in the Summer edition of “Dialogue.”  

And for the August edition of the “Ethical Action Report,” 

 
-Write about an issue connected to your professional life or private interest.  

  
- Share news about an interesting Ethical Action project at your Society.   

    
- Write a “letter to the EAR editor” addressing any articles in this or future issues. 

 
- Do a historical reflection on an Ethical Action moment from Ethical Culture’s history. 
 

 
Submit your essay early and the editorial volunteers can help polish your offering.   
 
Feel free to float your idea or a draft by me at HughTM@gmail.com by the 15

th
 of the month. All final 

copy has to be sent to me no later than the 25
th

 of June for the Dialogue’s ‘Ethical Action Feature’ and the 

25
th

 of July for the Ethical Action Report. 

 

             Sincerely,  

             Hugh Taft-Morales, Ethical Culture Leader and Editor  

             Ethical Action Report and Ethical Action Feature 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

American Ethical Union 
2 West 64th Street, New York, NY 10023 

www.aeu.org      Tel: 212-873-6500      office@aeu.org      Fax: 212-624-0203 

The Ethical Action Report does not represent the views of the American Ethical Union.  The American Ethical Union 
takes ethical positions on public affairs only through resolutions adopted by its Assembly or Board. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:HughTM@gmail.com
http://www.aeu.org/
mailto:office@aeu.org

