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Why on earth (or anywhere else)
would a non-believing humanist free-
thinking secular person write a letter to
a Being they don’t believe exists? Great
question. I’m not sure.

Two things before I begin. My intent
is not to mock sincere beliefs; I hope
readers will hear more humor than sar-
casm. Also, I need to assure readers that
quoting ancient books in response will
not be helpful (or guessing at a divine
response).

Here with my open letter.
Dear Creator of the Universe (or Dear

Universe?),
Since the world has been divided

over belief in You for … well, forever, I
thought I might dare to ask You some
nagging questions (though, honestly, I
don’t expect a reply except from those
who are confident they speak for You).

So, “God” (or should I call you Adonai,
Jesus, Allah, Krishna, Buddha or God-
dess?), I hesitate to address You as
“dear” since that implies a personal in-
timacy and familiarity — can anyone be
so audacious to claim that? 

I don’t want to try Your infinite pa-
tience, so here goes:

1-Where did You come from? Some
say Science makes no sense when it
says the evidence points to a Big Bang;
they say there had to be Someone to
light the fuse. Well, if You were the one
who flipped the switch, where did You
come from? Were You just sitting
around doing nothing for zillions of
years before deciding to create a “uni-
verse”? I have to say, that’s harder to be-
lieve than scientific theory.

2-I’m jumping around here but why
so many Religions? Why are there all
these different stories and scriptures,
teachers and traditions that don’t agree
on who You are? I understand culture,
language, geography, different view-
points. But did You intend to confuse
us? If you “revealed” Yourself to people
in different places and times, why isn’t
the story essentially the same? Are You
aware that people have been killing each
other over You and Your Name for cen-
turies? Just thought You should know.

3-If You really wanted everyone on
the planet to believe in You, then why
didn’t You wait to send Your prophets in
the 21st Century when they could use
the internet to reach the world in all lan-
guages 24/7? Non-stop miracles on
YouTube would leave little doubt. And, I

wonder, why stay invisible except to the
“eyes of faith”? 

4-I have one Jesus question, since
billions say they follow him and say he’s
You. If he was Your only child and You
were so unhappy with all of us that You
sent him here and had him killed so You
would feel better about us ... excuse me,
but I don’t get it. He taught some very
good things about compassion and jus-
tice, but the old stories and rituals pro-
claiming his “miraculous life” and “sac-
rificial death” seem to distract many
from living his message. Wouldn’t it
have made more sense to have him ap-
pear on all channels to teach loving-
kindness and then just forgive anyone
You were so angry with?

5-I’m not going to ask why there is so
much suffering and “evil” in Your uni-

verse because I know the answer—suf-
fering is a part of nature; it’s just the way
things are. But many of Your believers
say You have “lessons” and “tests” for
us. A disaster happens and hundreds
are killed, while some thank You for
“miraculously” saving them. Do you
have favorites?

6-Billions believe You own two mag-
nificent real estate properties called
“heaven” and “hell.” From what I hear,
heaven is with You and hell is without
You. The way many describe it, heaven
sounds like an eternal mega-church ser-
vice in a gated community where You sit
on a throne pleased to hear joyful praise
to You for eternity. Pardon me, but that
sounds like it’s all about Your Divine
Ego. Then I’m told that hell is a place of
torturous punishment for not believing
in You, but could I live a very unethical
life and with my last breath say I was
sorry and still get a free pass?

7-Last question for now (You must be
very busy). A lot of Your people say You
are a “God of Love” or even Love itself.
That sounds nice, but I guess I don’t un-
derstand why we need faith, religion,
church or (sorry) even God, to be loving,
kind and good. Many who say You are
dear to them don’t seem to show love
and compassion any more than those
who think You’re imaginary.

If You are Love (Goodness? Nature it-
self?), perhaps we could live the best
way we know to live as human beings,
and whether we believe in You or not
we’d be considered Your friends.

Thanks for listening (?).
Chris Highland served as a Protes-

tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. 
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about ourselves; with a drive to enlarge
the self with an accumulation of things.
Thus, we try to separate these self-cen-
tered qualities from the unselfish ones,
however, the self keeps cropping up
again and again, tripping us every
time.” Marshall concludes that the only
solution requires a “…painful handing
over to God all of our natural self to be
crucified, so that we can receive a new
self, born from above, with Christ in the
center.” (p.182)

C.S Lewis puts it this way, “Christ
says, ‘Give me all. I don’t want so much
of your money and so much of your
work – I want you. I have not come to
torment your natural self, but to kill it.
No half-measures are any good … I will

give you a new self instead. I will give
you myself; my own will shall become
yours.’” (Beyond Personality, The
Christian Idea of God, p. 40) Being un-
der construction means that we no
longer have control over ourselves. We
place our lives in all aspects completely
into God’s hands.

I believe that with this surrender of
ourselves to be crucified with Christ,
we can experience the resurrection
with him as a new person. Christ,
through his Holy Spirit will continue
the process of pruning, sifting, mold-
ing, and shaping us until we regain per-
fection in love toward God and toward
each other; a holy makeover.

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

Jan. 26

“Doctrines That Define Our Christian-
ity” sermon series: 6 p.m. Sundays
through mid-March, Newbridge Bap-
tist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Ashe-
ville. Detailed study of Biblical doctrine
and how God’s Holy Word instructs us
to live out our faith in understanding
what we believe.
The Writers Forum: 9 a.m., First Con-
gregational United Church of Christ,
1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. The
writer reads his/her own work, any
genre, to the group. If you’d like to
read, contact Rand Bishop at 808-697-
0090 or randbishop33@gmail.com. 
Fundamentals of Buddhist Medita-
tion: 3-5:30 p.m., Je Tsongkhapa Ka-
dampa Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel
Road Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville.
$25, discount for members. Introduces
you to some of Buddha’s most pro-
found views on the human mind as well
as set you up to begin a daily med-
itation practice. www.meditationi-
nasheville.org or 828-668-2241.
Living with Intention: Drop-in series to
Jan. 26. 10:30 a.m. Sundays, Je
Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist Center,
1070 Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit 20
(behind Pomodoro’s), Asheville. $10.
Explores power of the mind of inten-
tion to launch us into being the person
we want to be. 828-668-2241 or
www.meditationinasheville.org/living-
with-intention-drop-in-series/.

Jan. 27

Blood Drive: 2-6:30 p.m., Newbridge

Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. A reserved time may be
scheduled by calling 828-254-7262.

Jan. 29

Happiness From A Different Source:
Drop-in series to Jan. 29. 7 p.m.
Wednesdays, Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road,
Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $10. See
how we can find our happiness from a
different source. Guided meditation, a
talk, time for discussion. 828-668-2241
or www.meditationinasheville.org/
happiness-from-a-different-source-
drop-in-series/.

Feb. 4

Written To Speak poetry event: 6:30
p.m., Emmanuel Lutheran Church, 51
Wilburn Place, Asheville. Poetry and
storytelling with spoken word poet,
Tanner Olson. Tanner shares Gospel
message and his life experiences in a
poetic, humorous, and engaging way.

Feb. 8

Carolina Kid “Bridging The Gap” tour:
7 p.m., Thomas Wolfe Auditorium at
Harrah’s Cherokee Center-Asheville, 87
Haywood St. Gospel explosion show-
casing a night of praise and worship.
$37.50-$202.50. www.harrahschero-
keecenterasheville.com/events/caroli-
na-kid/.

Feb. 25

Shrove Tuesday Pancake Supper: 5-7
p.m., Emmanuel Lutheran Church, 51
Wilburn Place, Asheville. Pancakes,
sausage, fruit, beverage. By donation.
828-252-1795 or https://emmanuel-
lutheran.info/.
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Yes, you are seeing double – or make
that quadruple. And, no, it’s not a mul-
tiplication miracle, in the loaves and
fishes sense.

There are two popes in HBO’s se-
quel, “The New Pope” (Mondays, 9
EST/PST), just as there were two popes
in current film “The Two Popes.” 

Jude Law, whose Pope Pius XIII (nee
Lenny Belardo) collapsed at the end of
the cable network’s 2017 limited series
“The Young Pope,” says it’s more than a
coincidence that he and John Malko-
vich, as Sir John Brannox (aka Pope
John Paul III), find themselves together
in the follow-up from writer-director
Paolo Sorrentino.

“We are in a unique period where we
have two popes alive at the same time,”
Law says. The papal film is about “the
interaction between the current pope
(Francis) and the Emeritus, Benedict. I
think Paolo imagined taking this story
(of) Lenny being sick and how would
he be replaced? What happens if one is
alive but not able to fulfill the job?
There is a foot in current affairs that
made it all the more sumptuous.”

As “New Pope” opens, Pius remains
hospitalized in a coma, six months af-
ter being stricken, and nervous Vatican
officials can no longer wait to fill the
leadership void. A brief papal succes-
sion ends under mysterious circum-
stances, and clerics move on to Bran-
nox, a British aristocrat quite different
from Lenny’s Pius, a controversial
chain-smoking New Yorker with a de-
vout following.

“Lenny was young and this pope is
(older and) wise. Lenny was full of in-
stinct and (Brannox) is patient and cal-
mer. Lenny was a guy that was eager to
become pope and, in this case, I was
more interested to tell a story about a
guy who was not so excited about the
idea of being pope,” Sorrentino says,.

That contrast extends to religious
philosophy, as Brannox, known for a
spiritual text called “The Middle Way,”
extends from Pius’ fierce conservatism. 

While ‘The Young Pope’ delved into
political elements, the second chapter
is “more spiritual, because you have
two individuals with a different ap-
proach to religion and a different faith
base,” Law says.

Malkovich acknowledges the two
bishops of Rome are “separated by cul-
ture, experience and age, but they are
both orphans,” Lenny literally and
Brannox, who has a defining secret,
more figuratively. “They’ve been or-
phaned by God, orphaned by family

and both have become parents without
having children. So, I think there is a big
amount of common ground and a com-
mon search for the spiritual in the mod-
ern world.” 

The two popes of “The New Pope”
will meet during the nine-episode sea-
son, but Pius “kind of haunts and shad-
ows” the story before that encounter,
Malkovich says. “I love the way it dealt
with Jude’s character, and the way he
fully reappears in the series. That was
extraordinarily beautiful, powerful and
smart.”

“The big surprise is the relationship
between these two popes, who has the
power or gives up the power or steals
the power,” Sorrentino says. “You have
these unusual and strange conditions,
two popes that potentially both are in
charge.” 

Sorrentino said he came up with the
idea for the new edition in the wake of
European terrorist attacks while he was
editing first-season episodes.

“I started to have an idea of funda-
mentalism as a hook for a second sea-
son,” he says. 

For all their characters’ differences,
the two actors dealt with opposing
sides of the same challenge, with Lon-
don-born Law, 47, playing an American
and Illinois native Malkovich, 66, an
Englishman. 

“Honestly, playing an American was
easier than playing a pope,” Law said. “I
had way more reference.”

Jude Law, John Malkovich
in two-pope ‘New Pope’
Bill Keveney
USA TODAY

When “The New Pope” begins, Pope
Pius XIII (Jude Law) is in a coma after
his collapse in the finale of “The
Young Pope.” HBO


