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Arts & Crafts Shows
Antiques
1895-1939

New Artisan
Works

Grove Park Inn
Friday (2/21) 1-6
Saturday (2/22) 12-6
Sunday (2/23) 11-4

$10 for all 3 days

Free
Outdoor Parking
110 Exhibitors
Silent Auction

Bruce Johnson
(828) 628-1915

Bring this ad for half off one admission.
Arts-CraftsConference.com

AN-GCI0353989-02

Most of them, Tom Thomas says,
have improved their situations when
they blend their trust in God with a de-
termination to succeed.

Now “Everybody who needs a job,
has a job,” Stephanie Thomas said.

After Place of Refuge Ministries be-
gan in November 2014, Tom Thomas has
known former gang members to return
to school to become licensed electri-
cians. Struggling single mothers have
become phlebotomists. Families experi-
encing homelessness have found hous-
ing. Ex-offenders have found employ-
ment. Truant young people have re-
turned to school and plan to attend col-
lege.

Members of the congregation learn to
be productive members of the commu-
nity by attending Bible studies, life-
skills classes, after-school mentoring,
counseling and support groups, he said.

“Not only are they given tools to im-
prove their living situations, they are
given opportunities to use their skills,”
he said.

The new worship center going up on
the corner of Sixth and Brown streets
will combine the Thomases’ pastoral
living arrangement and the church into
one location – a second chance for the
refurbished home attached to the sanc-
tuary area and a second chance for the
general neighborhood.

Once renovated, the house at 518
Brown St. – near Café on Vine, which
provides meals for those in need – will
be used for worship, parsonage, coun-
seling, support groups and life-skills
classes. (In the meantime, Stephanie
Thomas conducts Bible-study classes
live from 6-7 p.m. Tuesday on the Place
of Refuge Facebook page.)

Currently, the congregation meets at
321 W. 8th St., which Place of Refuge
rents.

Stephanie Thomas grew up in the
church. Her mother, the late Rev. Rena
M. Dawkins, of Rock Island, was the
pastor of Apostolic Truth Temple, Rock
Island, when she died in 2006. Both
Thomases were licensed and ordained
by Aenon Bible College of the Pentecos-
tal Assemblies of the World.

Their ministry, Stephanie Thomas
says, is a Pentecostal ministry.

“Our ministry is full of second
chances,” Stephanie Thomas said. “This
building is a second chance.”

After they broke ground in October of
2019, curious neighbors have stopped in
to say hello.

“Part of restoring the building is re-
connecting it into the community,” Ste-
phanie Thomas said. “We want to go
back to the community where we came
from. That’s the whole purpose of put-
ting the ministry here.”

Tom Thomas said they wanted the
church in an area with needs – an area
that needed some attention.

“We’re going to be able to provide for
(neighbors) some new outlooks on life –
a little bit of hope,” he said. “We’re not
afraid of crime and so forth.”

“Somebody has to think about people
who are here,” she said. “It’s not just
people in better neighborhoods that
need God.”

“When you feed the poor, you lack
nothing,” he said.

Thomas, who says he has been men-
tored by other pastors and people of
faith along the way, says the member-
supported nonprofit ministry is not
funded by an outside entity. 

And Thomas, who also works for JC
Landscape & Maintenance, Davenport,
says commercial banker Andy Erpeld-
ing of Quad-City Bank & Trust was more
than a financial adviser.

“Andy turned out to be more of a
friend,” Tom Thomas said. “He was the
man that calmed the waters.”

Erpelding “bought into their mission
within the first five minutes of meeting
Tom,” he said. He reviewed various ver-
sions of the project with the pastors.

He volunteered to teach financial-lit-
eracy sessions at the church. His goal is
to help people manage checking ac-
counts, and eventually achieve home
ownership.

“The sky’s the limit,” he said. 
The Thomases also give credit to the

Ecumenical Housing Development
Group, which helped the ministry se-
cure the property.

“Streamline Architects brought it to
life,” Tom Thomas said.

While they talk about the ministry,
both pastors think of more people and
organizations who helped.

“This is not about me,” Tom Thomas
said. “This is about what God will do
when you trust Him. This is all about
God. He placed the people we needed on
board.”
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Vocabulary: “The body of words used
in a particular language.” Thus saith the
authoritative (?) computer dictionary. A
word from Webster’s: “For many people,
the word ‘vocabulary’ is primarily asso-
ciated with the number of words that a
person knows; one either has a large or a
small vocabulary. But the word has
many shades of meaning and is nicely
representative of the nuanced and mul-
ti-hued nature of so much of the English
lexicon.”

How many words do we know? How
many words do we commonly use? How
many words do we use, or misuse?
When do our words fail us? “The word
has many shades of meaning.” 

Perhaps nowhere in our use of lan-
guage are words more shaded, nuanced
and questionable than in matters of reli-
gious belief or faith. Do we really know
the meaning of the words we use, such
as “God,” “spirit,” “sacred,” “holy,” “di-
vine,” “spiritual” or even the word
“faith” itself? The history of religion
may give us clues to answering that,
similar to Webster’s clue: the “many-
hued nature” of meanings. In other
words, we need to regularly interrogate
the words we use, and others use, to in-
vestigate meanings, contexts, personal
experiences. It’s complicated; never
simple. We can’t assume to know what
people mean when they say “God” or
any other multi-faceted word that be-
comes a chameleon in cultures through-
out our multifarious world. 

I went back to watch Michael Sherm-
er’s “Baloney Detection Kit” on You-
Tube. He’s the editor of Skeptic maga-
zine and host of the Science Salon Pod-
cast. Skeptics can be annoying people
because they’re constantly asking

questions, probing and practicing an
active skepticism. A good skeptic, like a
good scientist or philosopher, does not
accept truth claims or beliefs at face val-
ue, especially the ones that appear non-
sensical. An honest, reasonable, think-
ing person has skepticism in their men-
tal toolbox. 

I like how Shermer handles “balo-
ney,” defined as, “foolish or deceptive
talk; nonsense.” Most of it comes back
to evidence and honesty. Does someone
see, hear, believe something because
they want to, or because they’ve exam-
ined the evidence and made rational
conclusions? There’s a spectrum of
claims, as Shermer points out. From the
obvious nonsense of “psychic powers”
to the well-proven assertions of evolu-
tion and the human-cause of the cli-
mate crisis. Yet, as he makes clear, peo-
ple might say: “Why should we believe
you skeptics?” His response is emphat-

ic: “You shouldn’t!” Scientists, skeptics,
philosophers are always open to the
critics and questions. This is why, for in-
stance, evolutionary theories are con-
stantly being studied, tested, chal-
lenged and, no surprise, “adapted” as
understanding of our evolution
“evolves.” Science is not threatened by
skeptics, it welcomes and encourages
verification. On the other hand, reli-
gious faith can be more sensitive and
defensive.

The question, “What do you mean by
that?” is a good discussion starter –
critically important and incredibly use-
ful. If we can explain what we mean
when we use certain words, remaining
open to skeptical inquiry, we have no
need for defensive posturing. 

I’m talking about critical thinking,
but also critical speaking. Not “critical”
as in criticizing, but wisely hesitant,
“holding our tongue” when speaking

about things, using terms that we – if
truly honest – don’t really understand.
What is Life, Truth, Goodness? Interest-
ing to inquire and discuss, but can we do
much more than make “working defini-
tions” or “tentative conclusions”?

There are many people who want us
to use “their” words with “their” defini-
tions. They act like dictionaries of the
divine. We can’t fall into that trap. Our
vocabularies need to consist of terms
we have a good sense about, even words
we suspect we don’t fully understand
but they’re useful to us.

Are we willing to let some words go
when they’ve become too loaded or lost
their meaning? If they’re no longer use-
ful, don’t enhance communication or
actually do nothing more than cause
dispute and division, it may be time to
delete the words from our vocabulary. 

Yes, words “serve” or they do not. We
do not serve them; we use them, build-
ing our vocabulary of useful words that
express what we truly want to say. If we
are giving our own spin to a word we
should be honest and clear about that. I
don’t use the word “God” anymore for
that reason—it’s been “spun” so much it
makes the world dizzy; everyone knows,
or thinks they know, what it means,
and, everyone, in their heart of hearts,
knows that they don’t know.

Is this complex, complicated and a
bit convoluted? Sure is. And needs to be.
If we want to communicate, and com-
municate well, effectively, it takes
work—consistent, concerted effort to
make our vocabulary living, relevant,
meaningful.

But don’t take my word for it. You
might detect some baloney.

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. 

What is your vocabulary of faith?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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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.

Feb. 22

American Christian Fiction Writers
South Carolina Chapter: 2 p.m., North
Anderson Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main
St., Anderson. Meeting is free and visi-
tors are welcome. Writing class and
critique of members manuscripts. Man-
aging Editor for Smitten Historical Ro-
mance, Denise Weimer, will speak on
“Creating a Hero Readers Fall For.” For
more information email elvacmar-

tin@gmail.com. 

Feb. 23

New rector at St. John in the Wilder-
ness Episcopal Church: Meet the Rev.
Josh Stephens at 8:30 and 11 a.m. ser-
vices, with a parish breakfast between
the services. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock. www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

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/.

Feb. 26

Lent Celebration: Services at 12:15 and
7 p.m., Grace Lutheran Church, 1245
Sixth Ave. W., Hendersonville. 
Ash Wednesday service: 6:30 p.m.,
First Congregational United Church of
Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. Distribution of ashes, music, pray-
ers. Ash Wednesday is the beginning of
the 40 days of Lent, a season that fo-
cuses on contemplation and spiritual
preparation for Easter. www.fcchen-
dersonville.org or 828-692-8630.

Feb. 29

Pancake fundraiser: 8-10 a.m., Fatz
Cafe, Spartan Drive (off Smoky Park
Highway), Enka. For food ministry of
Hominy Valley Crisis Ministry of ABCCM.
$10, $5 children. 828-667-8467.

March 4

Lent Celebration: Grace Lutheran
Church, 1245 Sixth Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. Five consecutive Wednesday ser-
vices with supper at 4:30 p.m. and wor-
ship at 6 p.m. Call 828-693-4890 to
register for supper; walk-ins for worship
are welcome. 

RELIGION CALENDAR


