
American Academy of Religion  
AAR Board of Directors Meeting  
Annual Meeting, San Antonio TX  

November 19, 2021 
 
 

M I N U T E S  

Board Members Present (in person and virtual): Marla Frederick, Mayra Rivera, Amir 
Hussein, Jin Y. Park, Nadine S. Pence, Whitney Bauman, Brian Pennington, Stacey Floyd-
Thomas, Zayn Kassam, Nicole Kirk, Thelathia “Nikki” Young, Sabina Ali, Laurel Schneider, 
Alice Hunt 

Staff and Guests Present (in person and virtual): Joy Connolly, Nicholé Jefferson, Robert 
Puckett, Elizabeth Hardcastle 

I. Call to Order and Welcome: President Frederick 
4:01 p.m., Friday, November 19, 2021 
 

II. Approval of Agenda 
 
Motion 1 
To approve the Agenda 
Motion approved 
 
III. Welcome to newly elected Board Members 

a. Vice President Jin Y. Park 
b. Treasurer Nadine S. Pence 
c. Status Committee Director Thelathia “Nikki” Young 
d. Student Director Sabina Ali 

 
IV. Guest Speaker, Joy Connolly, President of the American Council of Learned 

Societies 
 
Dr. Connolly thanked the Board and specifically Alice Hunt for her work on the 
Council’s Executive Officers.  She then spoke about the work of the ACLS and its 
consistent focus on three circles: institutions of higher education, individual scholars, and 
learned societies.  The challenges in front of academic institutions include growing 
inequalities, resource cuts for society participation, issues facing minoritized 
constituencies, and faculty resistance to change. 
 
The ACLS hired a consultant for directors to talk about tough decisions and strategies in 
the changing academic climate.  Several recommendations came from that: 

 



• the guiding star for all learned societies needs to be the next generation of 
scholars, those who do not have any support or face a rocky job market.  Learned 
societies can be more upfront with messaging about these realities. 

• Focus on providing advice regarding shrinking resources 
• Outreach with career advice, especially for those looking outside of the academy 
• Probe reasons why positions are becoming so thin on the ground, seek proactive 

steps and sponsor practical investigations into issues of enrollment and priorities 
(“what is going to put the food on the table for religion departments, for 
example”).  Perhaps change the emphasis on highly specialized scholarship at the 
top and devote more energies into helping members think about developing 
current and future student interest in religion. 

• Finally, focus on guidance to chairs and senior faculty on how to interact with 
administrators before the axe starts to fall.  To be more visible in the structure of 
the institution.  The learned society is a good vehicle for coordinating such 
guidance among members. 

 
The ACLS has established an “intention foundry” in which society directors nominate an 
emerging scholar of color to center questions important to scholars of color for the 
purposes of the society.  This program has been very helpful to the board of directors. 
 
Lastly, Dr. Connolly reported that smaller societies that are more focused (a sub-field 
society, for example) are seeing growth, unlike larger societies that are seeing attrition.  
These are societies that have articulated their mission and focus strategically.  Perhaps 
some attention to them can serve as a source of reflection for the AAR. 
 

 
V. AAR Meeting 

 
President Frederick reported that the Business Meeting (6pm, November 20) will include 
the following agenda items: 
 

• Memorial list 
• Reports (President, Treasurer, Executive Director) 
• Resolution brought by members re: SB-8 and member vote 
• Report of 2021 Election results 

 
The BoD discussed the probability of a smaller Annual Meeting in future years, given 
attrition in membership and participation since the start of the pandemic and changes the 
pandemic appears to have wrought generally regarding large meeting prospects. 
 
The membership dues and annual meeting fees are significant revenue streams for the 
AAR.  While the COVID-19 pandemic will eventually end, and probably become 
endemic, the recovery in traditional forms of revenue may not recover. 
 
We have annual meeting contracts signed through 2031.  Long term contracts offer 
significant discounts on room rates but lock the society in as well.  President Frederick 



directed the Executive Director to investigate what possibilities and what kind of 
restructuring may be needed going forward for fiscal sustainability. 
 
The allowed attrition rate on future contracts is 70% before fees kick in.  For next year’s 
AM in Denver, AAR and SBL staff have managed to broker a 50% attrition rate because 
of uncertainty about Covid, which currently means that we will need 4800 in attendance 
to break even.  Such brokering is likely to become less successful in future years as the 
pandemic shifts to endemic status. 
 

VI. Public Engagement 
 
Alice Hunt reported to the Board that because “public understanding of religion” may be 
misleading because of the multiplicity of “publics”, she is preferring a language of public 
engagement where expertise is important but might open up possibilities for more. 
 
Public engagements happen in many ways across the AAR as can be seen at annual 
meetings, member responses to current events, pre-meeting workshops, press passes for 
journalist attendance at the AM, sessions at the AM both by members and by external 
groups (the Council on Foreign Relations, for example).  In addition, there are the AAR 
awards programs (journalism awards, Martin E Marty Award for public understanding), 
grant programs like the Luce Advancing Public Scholarship program and the Whiting 
Foundation program.  The AAR Standing Committee on Public Understanding of 
Religion is charged with public understanding of religion.  The ALHR lecture is a 
historic public venue for scholarship. The 2019 guidelines about what every 
undergraduate should know about religion is available on the website, as are guidelines 
for teaching K-12. Reading Religion has 1800 subscribers, 50% of whom are not AAR 
members. And now webinars are up on website, and many are available for public 
viewing. 
 
 

VII. Investment Committee Recommendation  
 
The Investment Committee brought to the Board a recommendation that the AAR adopt a 
policy of diversified investment fund management in order to address, through this move 
of support for racial-minority owned financial firms, the current racial wealth gap.   
 
Rationale: Currently, upward of 90% of major nonprofit organizations with racial equity 
commitments still have funds managed entirely by white-owned financial companies.  
The fund management performance of many racial minority owned companies (Black, 
LatinX, Native and Pacific Islander owned) are just as good. 
 
After discussion and friendly amendments, the following recommendation was put 
forward: 
 

It is proposed that AAR add a diversified investment management strategy to its 
existing investment policies currently administered by Truist Bank.  AAR 



management, in consultation with the Investment Committee, would be charged 
with beginning implementation of the strategy starting January 1, 2022, with the 
goal of at least 40% of AAR’s investment portfolio being managed by a group of 
underrepresented, racially diverse investment management firms, As 
administrator of AAR’s investment portfolio, Truist’s Foundations and 
Endowments Speciality Practice would be charged with vetting the qualifications 
of potential diversified management firms including the firm’s capacity to adhere 
to AAR’s existing socially responsible investing strategies. 
 
Under this proposal, AAR would define investment managers as diverse when the 
firm is majority (51%-100%) owned by one of the following racial minority 
groups: Black or African American, Hispanic or LatinX, Native American or 
Pacific Islander. 

 
 
MOTION 2: Moved that the Board of Directors accept the diversified investment strategy 
with amendments. The motion was seconded. 
 
MOTION APPROVED 
 

 
VIII. Adjournment 

The Board adjourned at 5:12p.m. 
 

 
Respectfully Submitted 
Laurel C. Schneider, Vanderbilt University 
Secretary 
 
 


