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I don’t know why 
anyone is so sur-
prised to see New 

York Rep. Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez splashed 
everywhere. She fits right 
in with what the nation 
likes to see: quirky politi-
cians acting out of the 
norm, if there is such a 
thing as norm nowadays.

Ocasio-Cortez is the 
latest flavor du jour in 
America’s ongoing love 
affair with out-there, 
outrageous politicians. 
She has even gone the 
extra mile to be referred 
to simply by her initials, 
AOC, and that takes her 
to a whole new level of 
stardom.

Calling someone by 
one name or initials or 
first names means they 
are firmly ensconced in 
America’s conscience. 
Oprah ... Elvis ... Gaga ... 
JFK ... FDR ... BA ...

OK, I just threw that 
last one in there to see if 
you were paying atten-
tion. But you get the 
picture. All it takes is one 
word or initials to know 
exactly who you are talk-
ing about.

And right now, the 
political world is OC 
with AOC.

It’s a concept almost 
as old as time, only now 
with the gigantic spin 

machines we have, it just 
gets out faster and stays 
out there longer.

Imagine if we had all 
this spin around back in 
the days of the Founding 
Fathers. The colonists 
would all be buzzing over 
“George,” “Benny Frank,” 
“TJ” and “Alex.”

Voters love different. 
Look at Minnesota in 
1999 when the Gopher 
State went goofy for 
Jesse Ventura. The idea 
that an entertainer from 
something so cultur-
ally vile as professional 
wrestling could someday 
run a state probably was 
hard to swallow. But 
Minnesotans (not to 
mention wrestling fans 
and other Americans) 
happily ate it up to the 
point where quirks just 
make a candidate more 
appealing.

Fast forward to 2008 
and Sarah Palin. Talk 
about your continental 

divide. Here was some-
one tucked away up in 
Alaska who burst onto 
the political scene and 
chewed up the scenery 
along the way. If any-
thing, she overshadowed 
the top of the Republican 
presidential ticket, and 
John McCain became 
HER running mate 
instead of vice versa.

Unfortunately, there 
is a fine line between 
quirky and cartoon-
ish, and folks like Jesse 
Ventura and Sarah Palin 
quickly crossed it with 
their continued outra-
geous statements and 
actions.

People soon grew 
weary of them to the 
point where they simply 
were written off as some-
thing akin to a cartoon 
character ... interesting 
to experience, yet way 
too outlandish to be 
100-percent believable.

But people like Jesse 
Ventura and Sarah 
Palin opened the door 
for people like Donald 
Trump and Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez to walk 
through and take their 
spots as cartoons or 
cartoons-in-waiting 
... Trump’s over-the-
top personna and 
Twitter-baiting, and 
Ocasio-Cortez’s little-

girl-riding-a-unicorn and 
dancing-on-social-media 
personality.

It’s because of those 
cartoonish pioneers 
that our nation’s politi-
cal dialogue is what it is 
now. In the past, when 
we spoke of political 
issues, we talked about 
taxes, the economy and 
other kitchen-table 
issues. But thanks to DT 
and AOC, we now add to 
that dialogue snowflakes, 
“beautiful” walls and 
pooting cows.

Pretty soon, the tide 
will turn and we will 
find some other shiny 
new quirky objects 
to love on politically. 
Donald Trump and AOC 
will become answers in 
trivia contests just like 
Ventura and Palin. And 
snowflakes and pooting 
cows will go back to their 
rightful place in media ... 
on the Weather Channel 
and the Cartoon Net-
work, respectively.

— Bill Atkinson is assis-
tant editor and political 
columnist of The Prog-
ress-Index in Petersburg, 
Virginia. Reach him  
at batkinson@progress-
index.com or on Twitter  
at @BAtkinsonpi.
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

T wo summers ago, 
on a hot Saturday 
afternoon during 

a community art fair, my 
daughter Eleanor was 
out browsing T-shirt 
racks with her mother on 
the sidewalk. She was 12 
years old at the time, not 
much of an independent 
shopper, and rarely had 
cash to spend.

Her mother had 
given her $20 to buy a 
souvenir of her choice. 
She chose a shirt that 
boldly stated: “I’m 
Living Happily Without 
Religion!” Minutes later, 
her mother texted me 
with this curious update, 
and we both pondered 
our new discovery: 
We were parenting a 
young woman who was 
interested in publicly 
declaring a secular 
identity.

We shouldn’t have 
been surprised. Eleanor’s 
mother is an agnos-
tic; she doesn’t feel we 
can ever know for sure 
whether God exists. I 
lean on science a little 
more than she does, 
and I identify as an 
atheist. I haven’t seen 
sufficient proof for the 
existence of gods (or a 
God), although I’m quite 
curious about human 
conceptions of the 
divine, and the impor-
tance of religion to the 
majority of us.

We haven’t raised 
Eleanor in a religious 
community, nor have 
we intentionally shel-
tered her from religious 
experience, but knowing 
our secular identities, it 
seems reasonable that 
we’d raise a secular child, 
right? So why were we 
surprised?

I wasn’t always an 
atheist parent of a secu-
lar teenager. I’m the son 
of a former pastor and 
praise leader in a Bible-
believing, Protestant 
faith tradition. My whole 
world has orbited around 
religious understandings 
for most of my life, and 
my own teenage years 
were spent singing in 
choirs, playing in praise 
band, attending youth 
group and leading break-
fast Bible studies.

My split with Chris-
tianity as an adult 
was long and painful, 
disorienting and rife 
with inner conflict. After 
leaving, I felt alone. No 
community of shared 
faith, no kinship of 
believers, no Higher 
Power. But I also found 
that my values hadn’t 
shifted much. My 
parenting, my relation-
ships and my work are 
still guided by values of 
the “common good” — I 
strive to work diligently, 
pursue social justice and 
cultivate respect for all 
forms of life. These are 
secular values I take with 
me everywhere I go, and 
I’m modeling them for 
Eleanor, too.

These secular values 
have brought me back 
to school as an adult 
college student, fin-
ishing up a liberal 
studies degree with lots 
of classes in religious 
studies. This year, I’m 
the intern for Grand 
Valley State Univer-
sity’s Campus Interfaith 
Resources office. The 
term “interfaith” might 
be misleading, so let 

me explain. We bring 
students together to 
discuss their religious, 
secular and spiritual 
identities — encouraging 
them to build friend-
ships, increase positive 
attitudes and nurture 
understanding across 
differences of worldview, 
culture, tradition and 
creed. It’s about dialogue, 
not debate. The goal 
is to walk away with a 
renewed sense of engage-
ment and difference.

As I facilitate these 
interfaith conversations, 
it becomes clear that 
many young people are 
still trying to sort out 
who they are and where 
they’re headed. Some of 
these folks might check 
the “none” box in a 
survey of religious iden-
tity, and that trend has 
been growing quickly. 
A 2015 Pew Research 
Center study found that 
32 percent of Ameri-
cans under the age of 30 
declined to identify with 
any organized religion, 
in contrast to the 1970s, 
when only 13 percent of 
young adult Americans 
identified as religiously 
unaffiliated. The rise of 
the “Nones” has been a 
much-discussed topic for 
those of us interested in 
religion and culture, and 
I see it as an opportu-
nity for connection and 
collaboration.

Instead of the polariza-
tion that often occurs 
between religious and 
nonreligious groups, I’m 
noticing some brand 
new ideas coming up. 
Reading about a national 
movement, Nuns and 
Nones, has led me to 
attend meetings with 
their local chapter, Sis-
ters and Seekers, a group 
that brings together 
religiously diverse and 
unaffiliated Millennials 
with Dominican Catholic 
sisters to build relation-
ships and engage in 
dialogue. Despite their 
evident differences in 
age, experience, lifestyle, 
and faith, each group 
often surprises the other 
with their similarities 
in values and vision, 
and both groups pose 
constructive challenges 
of identity that require 
thoughtful, patient, and 
loving engagement.

On the lakeshore, the 
Holland Openly Secu-
lar Alliance (HOSA) is 
building community 
among humanists, 
agnostics, seekers, athe-
ists, and “Nones” in the 
Holland area. It’s a group 
that shares my values. I’ll 
be joining them this Sat-
urday, along with secular 
students from GVSU, 
to discuss secular life 
on campus and secular 
perspectives on interfaith 
dialogue. You’re welcome 
to join us from 7-9 p.m. 
March 23 at 451 Colum-
bia Ave.

— Ben Scott-Brandt is 
a GVSU student and a 
professional hairstylist.

Living happily 
without 
religion

Love affair with political quirkiness 
has made us what we are today

Stand up for  
our public lands

When Donald Trump was 
elected president, sportsmen had 
high hopes that the president 
and his cabinet would commit 
to, in President Trump’s words, 
“honoring the legacy of Theodore 
Roosevelt.” As our 26th president, 
Roosevelt worked tirelessly to stop 
special interests from developing 
and privatizing our public lands 
and waters, conserving more than 
230 million acres by establishing 
150 national forests, 51 federal 
bird reserves, four national game 
preserves, five national parks and 
18 national monuments.

Sportsmen have applauded the 
administration for some Roos-
evelt-like actions, such as their 
proposal to expand hunting and 
fishing on 10 national wildlife ref-
uges and their calling on Congress 
to create a permanent solution to 
the practice of “fire borrowing.”

Yet we will continue to hold 
administration officials account-
able for pursuing the rollback 
of conservation protections on 
millions of acres of national 
monuments, scrapping collabora-
tive habitat management plans 

for sage grouse, and not fighting 
administration proposals to cut 
popular public access programs 
like the Land and Water Conserva-
tion Fund. These actions threaten 
to undermine Roosevelt’s legacy, 
and I join Backcountry Hunters 
& Anglers in urging the Trump 
administration to do the right 
thing and stand up for our public 
lands.

Jason Schilling
Zeeland

Vote ‘yes’ to make  
SPA ADA compliant

Vote “yes” on May 7 to make 
Saugatuck Public Schools ADA 
compliant.

My son Israel has cerebral palsy 
and has been attending Douglas 
Elementary School since kinder-
garten. He uses a reverse walker, 
tripod canes and a wheelchair to 
get around. I would love for my 
son to be as independent as pos-
sible, but with the school’s current 
state it makes it very difficult for 
him.

The front entrance, lockers, 
classrooms, lunchroom and bath-
rooms needs to be accessible to 
everyone! Bathrooms are the most 

important and are one of the big-
gest struggles for my son at school. 
The bathrooms are too small to 
accommodate a child, his equip-
ment and an aide if needed. The 
door is hard to open while Israel 
pulls his walker behind him. He 
has been stuck in the bathroom for 
half a recess once because he could 
not pull the door open. If it wasn’t 
for another student that had to use 
the restroom then my son would 
have been stuck there for a longer 
period of time.

This is not OK, not for him or 
any child. This makes me worry 
for my son’s safety. The school 
needs to accommodate ALL 
students. Also, grab bars need to 
be installed in the stalls, to keep 
him from falling, sink and towel 
dispensers need to be accessible 
as well. These are just some of the 
many struggles that my son has 
gone through, but not matter what 
he’s a trooper, stays positive and 
hopes for the best.

All I ask is that you vote “yes” on 
May 7 so that other future kiddos 
won’t have to struggle as much as 
Izzy has.

Jessica Guzman
Saugatuck
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Read Psalm 27
Scripture To live in the house  
of the Lord all the days of my life.
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