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forces are on the rise.
Theravada amulets and charms trace their magical

powers to repel evil spirits not only to the Buddha but
also to beneficial nature spirits, demigods, charismat-
ic monks and wizards.

Now, these blessed objects are being specifically
formulated with the intention of protecting people
from contracting the coronavirus.

Mahayana Buddhists use similar sacred objects,
but they also pray to a whole pantheon of buddhas
and bodhisattvas – another class of enlightened be-
ings – for protection. In Japan, for example, Buddhist
organizations have been conducting expulsion rites
that call on Buddhist deities to help rid the land of the
coronavirus.

Mahayana practitioners have faith that the bless-
ings bestowed by these deities can be transmitted
through statues or images. In a modern twist on this
ancient belief, a priest affiliated with the Todaiji tem-
ple in Nara, Japan, in April tweeted a photo of the
great Vairocana Buddha. He said the image would
protect all who lay eyes upon it.

The third major form of Buddhism, Vajrayana,
which developed in the medieval period and is widely
influential in Tibet, incorporates many rituals of earli-
er traditions. For example, the Dalai Lama has urged
practitioners in Tibet and China to chant mantras to
the bodhisattva Tara, a female goddess associated
with compassion and well-being, to gain her protec-
tion.

Vajrayana practitioners also advocate a unique
form of visualization where the practitioner generates
a vivid mental image of a deity and then interacts
with them on the level of subtle energy. Responses to
COVID-19 suggested by leading figures in traditional
Tibetan medicine frequently involve this kind of visu-

alization practice.

Buddhist modernism

Since the height of the colonial period in the 19th
century, “Buddhist modernists” have carefully con-
structed an international image of Buddhism as a phi-
losophy or a psychology. In emphasizing its compati-
bility with empiricism and scientific objectivity they
have ensured Buddhism’s place in the modern world
and paved the way for its popularity outside of Asia.

Many of these secular-minded Buddhists have dis-
missed rituals and other aspects of traditional Bud-
dhism as “hocus pocus” lurking on the fringes of the
tradition.

Having documented the richness of the history and
contemporary practice of Buddhist healing and pro-
tective rituals, however, I argue that these practices
cannot be written off quite so easily.

In most living traditions of Buddhism, protective
and healing rituals are taken seriously. They have so-
phisticated doctrinal justifications that often focus on
the healing power of belief.

Increasingly, researchers are agreeing that faith in
itself plays a role in promoting health. The anthropol-
ogist Daniel Moerman, for example, has identified
what he calls the “meaning response.” This model ac-
counts for how cultural and social beliefs and prac-
tices lead to “real improvements in human well-be-
ing.” Likewise, Harvard Medical School researcher
Ted Kaptchuk has studied the neurobiological mech-
anisms for how rituals work to alleviate illnesses.

To date, there is no known way to prevent CO-
VID-19 other than staying home to avoid contagion,
and no miracle cure. But for millions worldwide, Bud-
dhist talismans, prayers and protective rituals offer a
meaningful way to confront the anxieties of the global
coronavirus pandemic, providing comfort and relief.

And in a difficult time when both are in short sup-
ply, that’s nothing to discredit.

Buddhists
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and live by it. He tells us that his word is “perfect”
which means complete or whole. Therefore, it can
convict the sinner, lead the believer to holiness, and
revive the soul. It is trustworthy so we can depend on
it for wisdom. It is right therefore it is constant. That
constancy brings joy to our hearts. It is an anchor we
can trust will never change. His word is the same yes-
terday, today, and forever.

In the last section of the psalm, we see that God
speaks to us through our lives. He saves us from sin
and cleans us up so that he can use us to witness to
others. He constantly speaks to us with instructions,
directions, convictions, and encouragement. As we
allow God to rule completely in our lives this way, we
become a means, a channel through which God can

speak to others.
In a rough, wicked town in England in the 1750’s, a

traveler passing through asked a local townsman,
“Some months ago I came through your town fearful
for my life because it was so wicked. But now I see that
all has changed. It is quiet and peaceful. What hap-
pened?” The townsman replied, “A man named Wes-
ley came by.”

We can make a difference in people’s lives by pass-
ing by and reflecting Christ. God still speaks! He
speaks through his creation, Word, and his people.
Then we have the wonderful privilege of letting him
speak through us to others. Let’s listen closely and
live in such a way that he can speak to us and through
us.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long’s Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 
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I have pictured this “spiritual summit” for years
and, after discussing a definition of religion with col-
leagues, I imagined this lively scene in a brewery near
you.

We join a group of wise teachers sharing refresh-
ments and begin by asking what they’re drinking.
Moses says he’s fine with red wine; Jesus says he’ll try
a dark, nutty ale; Muhammad asks for a sip of cider
(not hard) and when they all turn to Buddha he simply
smiles (later, we notice him tasting from each glass).

Once they’re all feeling relaxed we start right off
with a Big One: “If there is a God, who or what are we
talking about?” Moses jumps right in with a story (no
one seems surprised). “I hiked up a mountain and saw
lightning strike a small tree; I thought I heard a voice –
it kind of crackled and popped – so I leaned close,
singeing my beard. “Who are you?,” I asked. “I Am,”
seemed to be the reply. At least that’s what I think the
voice said.” Muhammad glances at Jesus, raising his
eyebrow. Jesus nods and takes a long breath. Buddha
is attentive and smiles again. 

Jesus picks up on my followup question: “How do
you know that was ‘God’ and not the wind, the high
elevation, the wine you had with dinner the night be-
fore?” Moses shakes his head, “I’d only heard about a
god from my family and teachers. This one seemed
very different from their divinity. I felt warm by that
flame and the voice gave me courage to speak to my
people and bring them the message I heard.” Muham-
mad asks, “What message did you hear?” Moses
closes his eyes, “It’s complicated. I ended up carrying
down a heavy piece of stone with letters on it, telling
us to follow the ‘I Am’ wherever it leads. Most people
were unconvinced. To tell the truth, I wasn’t really
sure what was expected, or what happened up there.”

Buddha finally orders – seltzer water with extra
lemon. 

“A voice came to me as well,” offers Muhammad.
“And me!” interrupts Jesus, before apologizing. Mu-
hammad continues: “I was in a cave feeling lonely,
wondering if I would always be a camel-driver with
the caravans. I heard a whisper in the dark and it told
me to ‘Recite’ but I didn’t understand. I didn’t know
how to write (Moses and Jesus nod in agreement: “We

couldn’t write either”) but I could remember and tell
the story or repeat the words. So that’s how the Qur’an
– ‘that which is recited’ – was given to me. I can’t ex-
plain it; I heard the name ‘Allah’ – a desert tribal name
for ‘the god’ – and the voice wanted me to repeat the
words and lead those who believed the story.”

Eyes turn to Jesus, who has a foam mustache. Ev-
eryone laughs. Wiping his mouth, he describes a simi-
lar experience in the wilderness. “I was in the Judean
desert and heard a whispering voice that sounded like
my father who died when I was younger. It didn’t say
much but told me I should teach people, telling them
something good, that each person was valuable and
life can be meaningful. I walked back to town and
when I started to speak I felt like it was just what peo-
ple needed to hear.”

Buddha calls the bartender over, ordering a berry-
flavored IPA. The others wrinkle their noses and
shrug. 

With no apparent conclusive answer to my ques-
tion, I throw out the next one: “Sorry, gentlemen, but I
don’t think I know anything more about a god than I
did before, but maybe you can tell me if there is a su-
pernatural reality or place somewhere?”

Moses almost spills his wine. “Somewhere! Why do
people always have a place in mind when these things
come up? People say it’s ‘over here,’ ‘over there,’ up,
down, behind, beyond … I know the earth is spinning
through space, but let’s not make ourselves dizzy!” We
hold our glasses without drinking. “I don’t think there
is any ‘super’ anything outside this amazingly beauti-
ful natural world. That voice I heard came from a liv-
ing thing high on a mountain – a tree, alight with hot
fire. My beard got burned. That’s not in some other
world. ‘I Am’ is the existence of all things everywhere.
Maybe we can’t say much more about it … I know I
won’t!”

All heads are nodding now … except Buddha’s. He
has a puzzled and curious look on his face as he stares
into his mug and slowly speaks: “My friends … this is
… really Good!” 

We sit still, sipping in silence. With warm eyes,
gentle smiles and deep breaths, each stands, nods,
bows, and quietly walks out. I sense we would meet
again.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister
and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teach-
er, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. 

Moses, Jesus, Muhammad,
Buddha at the brewery
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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.

May 30

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat
Center, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. For those
who seek a sacred place for prayer and meditation. 

May 31

Reality Check: Exploring Emptiness livestream
series: 10:30 a.m. Sundays to June 14. Buddha
Shakyamuni reveals the true nature of reality, which
opens the door to limitless possibility. $10 per week.
Register at www.meditationinasheville.org/, then a
link will be sent out two hours prior to class. Contact
admin@meditationinasheville.org if you do not get
your link. 
Online services: A majority of churches are having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday
10:45 a.m. Holy Eucharist service and 5:30 p.m. Celt-
ic service with Eucharist. Also 12:15 p.m. Wednesday
Eucharist service. 60 Church St., Asheville. 828-253-
9361 or www.trinityasheville.org/.
Biltmore Church: The church will not host services at
any of its six locations. Services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and 5
p.m. streamed at biltmorechurch.com/live or on
Facebook page. As of May 31, Connect Groups en-
couraged to meet at outdoor venues with social
distancing.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Wor-
ship services and activities canceled. Online service
at fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Ashe-
ville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com/.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org/. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
First Baptist Church, 74 Academy St., Canton: Wor-
ship at 11 a.m. on Facebook at Canton First Baptist
Church or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or on WPTL
101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m. service can be
found on Facebook or YouTube. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Online
sermons at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: 10:30 a.m. service on
Facebook. 926 Haywood Road. 828-253-9826 or
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online sermons at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page each
Sunday. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

June 2

Energizing Your Mind: Moving Forward in Your Spir-
itual Life livestream series: 7 p.m. Tuesdays to June
16. $10 per class. Visit www.meditationinashe-
ville.org/. Learn practical methods based in Buddhist
psychology to keep our mind light and energized. If
you do not receive your link contact admin@med-
itationinasheville.org.
Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate God’s healing
power in our lives. CR is a biblical and balanced pro-
gram that helps overcome hurts, hang-ups, and
habits. Maximum small group size is 10 with individ-
uals six feet apart. Masks are available and optional.
Questions? Contact Connie at 669-1981 or Jeanie at
669-4146.
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Two more churches sue Brown 
over virus gathering restrictions 

PORTLAND, Ore. – Two additional churches are
suing Oregon Gov. Kate Brown, saying her social
gathering restrictions because of the coronavirus
pandemic violate their constitutional right to the
freedom of religion and assembly.

The Edgewater Christian Fellowship in Grants
Pass and the Church of God of Prophecy in Roseburg
on Tuesday filed a federal suit in U.S. District Court in
Eugene against Brown, the Oregon Health Authority
director, Oregon state police superintendent and the
Josephine and Douglas county sheriffs, The Orego-
nian/OregonLive reported. 

Both churches believe they are “called to” resume
in-person worship services after suspending them in
compliance with the state’s “Stay Home Save Lives”
orders, according to the suit. They want to resume
in-person worship services on May 31 with social dis-
tancing, hand-washing and other sanitary protocol,
their lawyer Steve Elzinga wrote in the suit.

Attorneys from Alliance Defending Freedom, a
conservative Christian nonprofit organization, are
representing the two churches and their pastors.

It comes as the state Supreme Court prepares to
decide whether a Baker County judge’s May 18 pre-
liminary injunction, which found the governor’s
emergency coronavirus order restrictions “null and
void,” should stand or be dismissed. The injunction
stemmed from a lawsuit filed in rural Baker County
Circuit Court by 10 churches and 21 other individuals.

According to the suit, the Edgewater Christian Fel-
lowship on March 17 suspended in-person worship
services and began conducting services online. As of
Sunday, Josephine County had no active COVID-19
cases and had recorded 25 total cases since the out-
break, the suit says.

Roseburg Church of God of Prophecy on March 16
suspended in-person worship services and began
conducting services online. Between March 8 and
Sunday, there have been 25 known COVID-19 positive
cases in Douglas County.
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