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When I woke up the other morning I
had a bug bite on my arm. Red, a little
swollen, bit of an itch. Not bad, just irri-
tating. The night before I’d been reading
my bedside copy of “Extraordinary In-
sects.” Didn’t they know I’m learning
about them, not seeking to harm them?

Norwegian biologist, Anne Sverdrup-
Thygeson writes: “Fortunately, we’ll
never manage to wipe out all the bugs.
But we would do well to take more care
of our tiny six-legged winged friends,
because despite their 479-million-year
track record, they’re starting to strug-
gle.” We should be alarmed to learn in
some areas on the planet 75 percent of
the “accumulated biomass of all in-
sects” has fallen. We hear about the “cli-
mate crisis” but not so much about the
“insect crisis.” Why should we care?
Why should people of faith or freethink-
ers care? 

Harvard biologist E.O. Wilson gives
us some perspective: “If human beings
were to disappear tomorrow, the world
would go on with little change. But if [in-

sects] were to disappear, I doubt that
the human species could live more than
a few months.” That’s quite a bite to the
human ego. For those who believe a
Good Creator made all creatures along
with us, wouldn’t it be a concern to pro-
tect them all – at the very least, not to
thoughtlessly kill them?

Maybe a few are stung by this ques-
tion: If religion was to disappear, what
would change?

As a secular person I acknowledge
that great good has come from faith
around the globe. Lots of people have
been “inspired” to work for human
rights, social change, providing food,
medical care, housing and much more.
Though religious dogmas and doctrines
have often been buzzing around to dis-
tract believers, some of the most basic
religious teachings have been positive
for the human community. It doesn’t
bug me to share this small planet with
those who believe in other worlds. 

Faith can also bite, sting and spread
unhealthy things, like bigotry, suprema-
cy and a distrust of critical thinking.
Stirring up destructive swarms of sec-
tarianism in order to dominate the
world endangers us all, vertebrates and
invertebrates. Does Reason ever come
in a spray can? 

Near the end of “Extraordinary In-
sects,” a Canadian researcher is quoted

as saying: “The world is rich in small
wonders – but so poor in eyes that see
them.” This seems to be a recurring
theme in religion (and in my own writ-
ing). There are great things to be seen –
even the great in the smallest of things –
but we tend to miss them. It’s like gazing
at a tree and focusing on the trunk and
branches yet overlooking the leaves,
blossoms, fruit and small creatures liv-
ing on it. 

Reacting to a post on my blog about
historical religious creeds, a commenter
invited me to “argue” theology. I ques-
tioned why we need to argue about
these things and asked him what his
“creed-entials” were for the discussion
(trying to keep it light). He replied that
his arguments are his credentials. Oh
well, end of a discussion that never be-
gan. Getting drawn into debates and
disputes over subjects I once thought
were central doesn’t appeal to me any
longer. It just sounds like buzzing in my
ear.

On an evening walk we were keeping
our eyes peeled for our resident bear
family. Then, just as we were wondering
when the turtles might be emerging af-
ter a spring rain, ahead on the grass we
spotted a snapping turtle slowly plod-
ding toward the pond. Rich in small
wonders, we are surrounded by amaz-
ing, beautiful living things, but how

poor we are to notice.
We often read about people who are

harmed by animals of all sizes. We still
live with a degree of fearfulness over the
tiniest virus. It’s good to be cautious,
wise to be aware. Yet it’s also wise to be
aware of how our fears cloud our vision,
our reason, so we lose the lessons. How
many of the world’s Faith Founders pre-
sented natural lessons drawn from their
immediate environment? We might
imagine a buzz in the air as they spoke. 

As I’ve said many times in a variety of
ways, for a secular person wonder is our
faith, curiosity our creed, truth and
beauty our deity. What makes wonder,
curiosity, truth and beauty different
from faith is these are generated by de-
light, awe, a commitment to open ques-
tions beckoning us to investigate, to ex-
plore, to learn more and keep going with
a willingness to change viewpoints
when new evidence is presented. Every-
thing becomes an instructor (clergy, if
you will), even the smallest wonders
such as insects.

If our sight is poor, it may be possible
to correct it through closer attention.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. HHis lat-
est books are “Friendly Freethinker,”
“Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s
Gospel.” Learn more at chighland.com.

Rich in small wonders but we’re poor in seeing them

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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May 16

Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville:
11 a.m.-12:30 p.m. via Zoom. “Youth of
Ethical Societies (YES)” will be present-
ed as All-Society Platform organized by
members of YES. Zoom connection info
at EHSAsheville.org.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on
YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871
Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Juna-
luska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A

sacred place for prayer and meditation.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 9 and 11
a.m. services. Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Face-
book. Open for Sunday school and small
groups. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestream-
ing Sunday at 10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.
60 Church St., Asheville. For updates on
services visit www.trinity
asheville.org/livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services at
9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP at
https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/
for 11 a.m. Sunday in-person services at
35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite
locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.
online services at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne
Road, Asheville. Free food boxes 10

a.m.-1 p.m. Thursdays.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Service also on Face-
book. No nursery until further notice.
75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hen-
dersonville: 10:30 a.m. service at
www.fcchendersonville.org. Email fccin-
fo@fcchendersonville.org if you need
assistance.
Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m. on

Facebook. Watch special services and
sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: Online service at 8:45
a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Green-
ville Highway, Flat Rock.

May 18

Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-
Thursdays, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside
church entrance via back parking lot.
Also visit Little Free Library to borrow
books. 828-891-7101.

May 22

American Christian Fiction Writers-S.C.
Chapter: 2-5 p.m., North Anderson
Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main St., An-
derson, S.C. The meeting is free and
visitors are welcome. Visitors and mem-
bers invited to bring manuscripts of up
to 1,000 words for a free critique.
http://scwritersacfw.blogspot.com.

RELIGION CALENDAR

happened,” Balma laughed. “They
didn’t stay in the garden.”

The paintings are close to 20 feet tall.
Balma needs a scissors lift to reach the
higher levels, Minnesota Public Radio
News reported.

Next to Eve, Balma is, on this day,
working on a portrait of Hagar. She was
second wife to Abraham, an enslaved
woman who bore the prophet’s children
when his first wife, Sarah, was initially
unable to have a child of her own.

“So her first son Ishmael was born,
and here she is being visited in the des-
ert by an angel,” said Balma, standing
before the second work. 

Muslim tradition holds the prophet
Mohammed is a direct descendant of
Ishmael.

The third image is a group portrait of
Abraham, Sarah, with their son Isaac,
born to Sarah when she was 90, as well
as Hagar and Ishmael.

The pictures are destined for the
Church of the Immaculate Conception
in Terni, Italy, about 40 miles outside
Rome. The pastor there is an American
and approached Balma, a Minneapolis
native internationally known for his
portraiture, to create frescoes after a
renovation. The priest also asked Balma
to suggest a theme.

“Of course, the church is the Immac-
ulate Conception Church and I said:
Why not dedicate them to women?” Bal-
ma said.

“There has never been a cycle of fres-
coes dedicated to women like this, ever,”
he said “So, it adds something new to
the art in the church and also brings
something back, old, from history, as
the use of frescoes.”

As he embarked on the project, Bal-
ma sought advice from a multifaith
committee which included Rabbi Mar-
cia Zimmerman of Temple Israel in Min-
neapolis.

“My first thought is always the fact
that he is not a woman,” she laughs.

She gave Balma a collection of wom-
en’s commentary on the weekly Torah

portions, which are the foundation of
Jewish worship services.

“A deeper understanding can only
add to the process,” she said.

Balma described the book as eye-
opening.

He also received advice from a Mus-
lim perspective from Nadia Mohamed, a
global religions professor at Minneapo-
lis Community and Technical college.
She is delighted the project examines
common faith roots and the role of
women now and into the future.

“We all know that we belong to Abra-
ham, and from Abraham, came Juda-
ism, Christianity and Islam,” she said.
“Because men fail to bring us together,
women, I think Muslim women, Chris-
tian women, Jewish women should
bring us together and try to change.”

This project poses challenges, not
least that it’s happening at a time when
people are very conscious of how people
are depicted. Balma said that is why he
researched his subjects so deeply.

“I want to make these women look
real for today,” Balma said. “And to feel
real, like they could walk off the wall.”

Balma represents the women at dif-
ferent times of life. Eve is middle-aged,
Hagar is young and Sarah is old.

Balma has also had to wrestle with
logistical challenges. Remember: These
are frescoes.

Fresco is the art of painting on wet
plaster freshly applied to a wall. So how
can Balma be creating frescoes in Min-
neapolis for walls almost 5,000 miles
away? Well, by using an ancient Greek
technique, that’s how.

The Greeks didn’t want to send
skilled artisans far from Athens as travel
in ancient times could be risky. So Bal-
ma says they learned to paint frescoes
using lime-based paint on muslin sail-
cloth which could be rolled up and deliv-
ered to a distant site.

“And then they glued these to the wall
with a lime and cheese glue,” said Bal-
ma, “So they became incorporated into

the plaster.”
Yes, he did say lime and cheese glue.
“You ever had ricotta, or cottage

cheese? It’s that slurry kind of thing and
you mix that with lime,” he said.

Pandemic allowing, Balma will in-
stall the first three pictures in Italy this
summer. He’ll complete the rest of the
pictures over the following two years in
Italy.

Mohamed said she has friends there
who have offered to keep an eye on the
project for her.

Zimmerman goes a step further. She
said a sanctuary filled with images of
women is very powerful.

“I have been in a lot of churches in my
career. I have preached in a lot of
churches. And I thought to myself ‘I
want to preach there. I want to give a
sermon in that space,’” she said

But in the meantime, Balma has
many miles, and many, many brush-
strokes to go. 

Portraits 

Mark Balma paints a 20-foot-tall portrait of Hagar as part of his Women of Faith project in Minneapolis on March 11. Balma
has been painting inside of an undeveloped atrium in uptown with 35-foot ceilings offered to him by a friend. 
EVAN FROST/MPR NEWS
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