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very healthy exchanges in order to
do what good dialogue is meant to
do: to learn, to gain understanding,
to consider how another person
thinks or feels?

Not long ago a student asked me
to “tell us more about your per-
sonal story.” I smiled, replying that
the class was about Freethinkers
in history, though, I assured him,
“you’ll hear a lot of me in telling
their stories.” 

That’s the point, isn’t it? We
learn from history as well as the
histories all around us. We all have
stories to tell and often we find
there are commonalities, parallels
in some elements of our personal
journeys. 

Statements of belief or faith
only tell so much of the story. Who
the person is behind the belief or
non-belief is equally interesting, or
it ought to be. A story of conver-
sion as well as de-conversion is
deeply personal and meaningful to
each of us. Where can we feel
welcome to share those stories
safely without judgment?

Theist or atheist, that is the
question. But it’s only one question
— only a beginning. As Neil puts it,
“I’m far more interested in where
you take things from there.” I’m as
unimpressed by someone who
makes it all about their faith as I
am by someone who makes it all
about their faithlessness. We need
more teaching and less preaching.

Most discussions of atheism
focus on what’s missing, what
someone does not have. No god. No
faith. No community or congrega-
tion. Many assume this means a

nonbeliever also has no hope, no
peace, no love in their lives. At its
worst, this can lead to the preju-
dice that nonbelievers have no
morality since “they have no moral
standard.” 

Atheists often respond with a
question: “You mean if you didn’t
have the Bible telling you how to
be good you wouldn’t know that
killing, stealing or treating others
unjustly is wrong?” 

Ethical practice is essential to
humanism, and that’s why the
phrase “Good without God” is
popular. This isn’t to say people
who believe in God are not good. It
only needs to be said to counter the
misnomer that you need God in
order to live a life of goodness and
love. 

This is where an “Interview an
Atheist at Church” (synagogue,
mosque, temple) could be a big
step toward greater understand-
ing. There is so much more to the
story that needs to be heard. As
Neil explains in his video at the
church, the more we talk about
these things in the open, we find
we share many of the same values
and “beliefs” about what is good
and right and important for our
communities. 

Freethinkers (atheist and ag-
nostic) live and work alongside
faithful believers in the same com-
munities. What if we put aside
some fears and invited more hon-
est conversation?

Chris Highland and his wife,
Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live
in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.

Atheists & believers need to talk
CHRIS HIGHLAND
HIGHLAND VIEWS

N eil Carter is a former evan-
gelical Christian who writes
a blog on the religion site

Patheos, called “Godless in Dixie.”
Neil is a schoolteacher and father
of five who moderates a discussion
group of more than 450 atheists in
Mississippi. 

A few years ago Neil was in-
terviewed by a pastor for “In-
terview an Atheist at Church Day”
and the video has more than 60,000
views. That video got me asking a
question I often ponder: What if
more congregations dared to move
beyond the fear and misunder-
standings to invite secular people
in for conversation, question and
dialogue? 

Some may wonder, What’s the
purpose? To doubt our faith? I
suppose the answer depends on the
congregation and how people un-
derstand the value of asking hard
questions of themselves.

For many people the word
“atheist” conjures up a whole lot of
negative images and feelings.
“Atheists hate religion and faith,”
“Atheists are angry with God,”
“Atheists are unhappy people,”
“Atheists are un-American.” You
may have heard something like
this, or felt that yourself. 

Nonbelievers like Carter (and
many of the 800 members of The
Clergy Project) offer an alternate
view, a different perspective, on
the choice to disbelieve. 

In one blog post Neil writes,
“'Atheism for Dummies' author
Dale McGowan once said that
‘Atheism is the first step. Human-
ism is the thousand steps that fol-
low.’ I totally agree … atheism is
just the beginning. It’s only an
answer to one single question: Do
you believe in any gods? Speaking
for myself, I’m far more interest-
ed in where you take things from
there.”

In other words, a believer says
“I believe” and a nonbeliever says,
“I don’t believe.” Then what? Does
that shut down all conversation?
Does that create an insurmount-
able obstacle to any relationship or
potential to work together? Why
can’t that be the opening for some

Chris Highland titled this photo, “Path to the light of understanding?” COURTESY OF

CHRIS HIGHLAND

talents do not need to be great or
spectacular, just useable.

Then, as we have given to God
our abilities, he assigns us to his
work. We do not always, or some-
times never, know where or when
that will be. So we must not be
surprised if God calls us to do his
work in the most surprising and
unexpected places. We just need to
be ready to answer the call.

In Exodus 25-30, God goes into
great detail telling Moses exactly
how he wants Moses to build the
tabernacle, a house of worship.
Remember the Israelites are in the
middle of the wilderness, but God
wants a place to come down and
dwell with his people.

Then in chapter 31, God says
something that fascinates me.
After giving Moses the blueprints
of the house of worship, God said,
“I have chosen two men to oversee
the building of my house.” The
men’s names were Bezalel and
Oholiab.

We must assume that these men
had minimal building skills and
abilities because God said to Mo-
ses, “I have chosen these men and
filled them with my spirit, with
skill, ability, and knowledge in all
kinds of crafts” (Exodus 31:1-6
CEB). Imagine their surprise,
when in the middle of the wilder-
ness, they were called by God to
use previously unknown skills he
had given them to do his work.

We, too, must be listening for

the call to service. The call may
come at an unexpected time, may-
be even at an inconvenient time.
We may not be asked to build a
house, but we may be asked to
build hope in someone, give en-
couragement, point the way to
Christ or maybe just pray for or
with someone in need. Sometimes
we are asked to just be an example
of Christ. We must answer each
call as it comes.

Our local church has begun the
process of expanding our facilities
to include more space for classes
and small groups, for children to
learn and grow and for all to find a
special relationship with Christ
and grow into mature disciple
leaders.

So as we plan a physical build-
ing, my prayer is that with all the
busyness of designs, financial
arrangements and denominational
requirements, the building of spir-
itual relationships and making
disciples will be central to our
purpose. 

Unlike the building of a house
or tabernacle, the building of God’s
house is unending until God sends
his Son Jesus to claim his Church,
his bride. So let’s keep building,
one disciple at a time.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at
828-456-3993 or pastortimmc.blog-
spot.com.

Use your skills to build God’s house
TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL

I remember so clearly the year-
long journey that Debbie and I
took almost 10 years ago. It was

a journey of “house building.” An
experience of emotional ups and
downs, of making decisions, and of
second guessing each step. But the
end of our journey finally came,
and we now have a house that we
have enjoyed and given over to the
work of the Lord to use as he will. 

As I recall that year of our lives,
I think of each individual worker
who brought with him and her a
skill, an area of expertise. The site
grader, the block masons, rock
masons, electrician, plumber, roof-
er and all the others came with
knowledge and the know-how to
contribute to the house.

If one area had been neglected
or less than standard, the entire
house would have been incomplete
and unacceptable. It took all the
workers with their various skills
working together under the gener-
al contractor to produce a house
that passed the inspections of the
county and us, the owners.

This reminds me of our work
for and with God. First, as his
workers, we must be willing to let
God have our abilities and talents,
perfecting them for his use. Our

Email information
about faith-based events
at least two weeks in
advance to Bruce Steele
at bsteele@citizen-
times.com and Carole
Terrell at cterrell@citi-
zen-times.com.

Asbury UMC marks
anniversary

ASHEVILLE — As-
bury Memorial United
Methodist Church, 171
Beaverdam Road, will
celebrate the church’s
216th anniversary at 11
a.m. Oct. 8.

Former pastor Perry
Miller will be the guest
speaker; a covered dish
luncheon follows wor-
ship. To learn more, call
828-253-0765.

Fish fry includes
cannon firing

LAKE LURE - The
Mullen Bible Camp, 1900
Freemantown Road, will
celebrate its 111th anni-
versary with a fish fry
from 11 a.m. until sold out
Oct. 7.

Plates are $9 and will
include fish or two hot
dogs, potato salad, cole
slaw, baked beans, bread,
a dessert and drink. To-
go plates will be avail-
able. A Civil War cannon
replica will be fired ev-
ery half hour starting at
noon.

Churches host sales
Western North Caroli-

na churches are busy
hosting late summer
rummage, yard and other
sales to benefit programs
and missions. They in-
clude:

» Zion Hill Baptist
Church, 1008 Newfound
Road, Leicester, will hold
a yard sale 8 a.m.-noon
Oct. 6-7. Christmas items
included. Proceeds bene-
fit the senior adults min-
istry.

» St. Mary’s Church,
337 Charlotte St., will
host a craft fair from 9
a.m.-3 p.m. Oct. 14. Ven-
dors include beekeepers,
potters, jewelry makers,
fabric artists, painters
and many others, with-
produce, a fish truck and
Christmas decorations.
Proceeds support local
charities. To learn more,
email mail@stmarysashe-
ville.org or call 828-254-
5836.

» Weaverville United
Methodist Church, 90 N.
Main St., is hosting its
24th annual Mission
Craft Bazaar noon-7 p.m.
Nov. 10 and 8 a.m.-7 p.m.
Nov. 11. To learn more,
828-645-6721 or contact
Janet Cress at granites-
garden@gmail.com.

Blessing of the
Animals at Calvary
Episcopal

FLETCHER - A Bless-
ing of the Animals will be
held at 4 p.m. Oct. 8 at
Calvary Episcopal
Church, 2840 Henderson-
ville Road.

Bring your pets in a
carrier or on a leash (or
bring a picture) as well
as offerings of pet food,
bedding and money to
contribute to a local pet
adoption agency.

A local veterinarian
will be available to an-
swer questions.

St. Eugene’s plans
Respecting Life
forums

ASHEVILLE - The
Peace and Justice Minis-
try and Respect Life
Ministries and the
Knights of Columbus of
the Parish of St. Eugene
are sponsoring Respect-
ing Life forums on
Thursdays in October,
open to everyone, meet-
ing at St. Eugene Catholic
Church, 72 Culvern St.
Each evening begins with
a soup dinner at 6:15,
followed by the presenta-
tion from 7-8:30 p.m.

The remaining topics
are: “Aging Out of Foster
Care: Standing with Our
Young People” (Oct. 12),
“Supporting the Last
Christians in the Holy
Land” (Oct. 19) and “A
Christian Response to
Health Care Crisis: Right
or Privilege” (Oct. 26).

Carolina
Campmeeting begins 

HAYESVILLE - Caro-
lina Campmeeting will be
Oct. 8-13 at First Free
Will Baptist Church, 259
Tusquittee St.

Bernard Houk will be
the first speaker at 11
a.m. Oct. 8 followed by
Roger Duncan at 6 p.m.
Monday-Friday, speaking
at 7 p.m., are Mike Blan-
ton, Gary Lewis, Jim
McComas, Todd Black
and Mike McCoy.

To learn more, call
828-389-4777 or visit
hayesvillefreewill.org.

Skyland UMC holds
blood drive

ASHEVILLE - Skyland
United Methodist Church
will hold a Blood Connec-
tion blood drive 1:30-6:30
p.m. Oct. 10 at the
church, 1984 Henderson-
ville Road.

Walk-in donors accept-
ed but those with ap-
pointments will be seen
first. To make an appoint-
ment, call 828-684-7283.

Chili night
in Mills River

MILLS RIVER -
Here’s some of what’s
going on at Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church
Road. To learn more
about these events, call
the church at 828-891-
7101 or visit millsriver
presbyterianchurch.org:

» Chili Night will be
5:30-7 p.m. Oct. 12. Din-
ner is $5. Proceeds will
benefit the Thomas A.
Bryson Legacy Fund.
The meal conists of a
bowl of chili, bread, salad
and dessert.

» A Little Free Li-
brary is now installed in
the church’s rear parking
lot area near the play-
ground and garden. The
24-hour library box holds
children and adult books.

Healthcare for All
hosts symposium

ASHEVILLE - A sym-
posium titled “Health-
care for All: A Moral
Obligation?” will be pre-
sented from 7-8:30 p.m.
Oct. 12 at First Baptist
Church of Asheville, 5
Oak St.

Healthcare for All-
WNC will host the non-
partisan event. The five
speakers will represent a
variety of spiritual paths.
After all have spoken,
they will answer ques-
tions submitted by the
audience.

Newbridge Baptist
holds classic car,
motorcycle show

ASHEVILLE - New-
bridge Baptist Church,
199 Elkwood Ave., will
host a Classic Car and
Motorcycle Show from 10
a.m.-3 p.m. Oct. 14. There
is a $10 registration fee
per entry.

Awards will go to the
top 20 entries. There will
also be music, food and
door prizes. A White
Elephant Sale will be 9
a.m.-1 p.m. To learn
more, call Keith Kiser at
828-254-7262.

Attend cemetery
maintenance training
class

HENDERSONVILLE -
The Henderson County
Cemetery Advisory Com-
mittee will host cemetery
maintenance training at
10 a.m. Oct. 14 at Ebenez-
er Baptist Church, 2557
Chimney Rock Road.

This hands-on class
will be taught by Warren
Scott, gravestone conser-
vator. He will teach the
proper and careful meth-
ods of properly cleaning
and preserving stones.

The Henderson Coun-
ty Cemetery Advisory
Committee is also in the
process of updating its
Cemetery Book. If you
have a current map or
inventory of a church or
family cemetery, contact
Toby Linville at 828-694-
6627 or tlinville@hen-
dersoncountync.org.

Time for annual Kirkin’
o’ the Tartan

BREVARD - Pageant-
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events.citizen-times.com.
Click on “Add your event” to submit details.

Oct. 7
Asheville Shambhala Meditation

Center open house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N.
Merrimon Ave. Suite 113. Every first Sat-
urday. 828-200-5120 or https://ashe-
ville.shambhala.org/program-details/
?id=244521.

Four Buddha Qualities: Generosity: 10
a.m.noon and 2-4 p.m., Urban Dharma, 29
Page Ave., Asheville. Suggested donation:
$50 general, $40 members. Generosity is the
gateway to satisfaction and abundance. 

Pumpkin Patch: Open through Oct. 31,
Groce United Methodist, 954 Tunnel Road,
Asheville. 10 a.m.-7 p.m. Monday-Saturday

and 12:30-7 p.m. Sunday.

Oct. 8
Blessing of the Animals service: 3 p.m.,

Groce United Methodist, 954 Tunnel Road,
Asheville. Bring your pets, even large live-
stock. All animals must be accompanied by
their owners and have a restraining device.

Blessing of the Animals service: 4-5
p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. To honor the Feast of St. Francis of
Assisi. Held in Chapel Courtyard (Aston
Street side of church).

Land of the Sky Boys: 10 a.m. during Old
Timey Days at Pleasant Balsam Missionary
Baptist Church, 2262 Old Balsam Road,
Waynesville. 828-452-9118.

Freedom From Limitation: four week
drop-in meditation series: 7-8:30 p.m.
Sundays, Oct. 1-22, Meditation In Asheville,
1070 Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit 20, Ashe-
ville. $10, $5 students and seniors, free for
monthly members. Led by Buddhist teacher
Sharon Lovich.
www.MeditationInAsheville.org.

Mindfulness Meditation: 10 a.m.-noon

Sundays, Asheville Shambhala Meditation
Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave., Suite 113.
Sitting meditation and walking meditation.
Arrive and leave at any time. Free but dona-
tions appreciated.

Oct. 11
Kids For Christ after school program:

2:30-7:15 p.m. every Wednesday during
school year at First Baptist Church, 63 N.
Main St., Weaverville. For grades 1-6. Buses
run from Weaverville Primary School, Wea-
verville Elementary and North Windy Ridge.
Snack, recreation, Bible study, choir, hand
bells, help with homework. Then supper
followed by mission groups. 828-645-6720.

Oct. 14
Christmas Craft Fair: 9 a.m.-3 p.m., St.

Mary’s Church, 337 Charlotte St., Asheville.
Local craft and food vendors, tailgate mar-
ket, fish truck, baked goods, refreshments.
All proceeds go to charities addressing
hunger and homelessness. 828-254-5836 or
mail@stmarysasheille.org.
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