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LIVING

Having devoted most of my voca-
tional life to interfaith work, building re-
lationships among people of various re-
ligious beliefs and world views, I grav-
itate to stories that reflect that positive
side of religion. In the Pacific Northwest
county where I lived half my life, a new
mosque is opening in a beautiful coun-
try setting. A Muslim leader said:
“Sometimes, you forget to see the beau-
ty that is all around us … I can see God
easily through his work.” (HeraldNet,
Everett, Washington, July 26, 2021).
This feeling is understandable in that
region given the deep green forests,
clear rivers and snow-capped moun-
tains in virtually all directions. In my
early years I would have said the same
thing – natural beauty and supernatural

belief sometimes converge like the
creeks.

Representatives of diverse faith tra-
ditions and other community leaders
were invited to celebrate the end of
Ramadan at the site of the new mosque.
A faith leader described the intent: “Re-
spect finds its true meaning when
you’re able to respect people who see
the world with a different perspective,
people you may think are wrong.” 

Another faith leader at the ceremony
remarked: “We all worship the same
God.” At a later stage of my winding and
wandering faith journey I would have
said this too. Don’t believers, especially
in the Abrahamic traditions – Judaism,
Christianism, Islam – essentially follow
the same deity? And if Hindus, Mor-
mons, Buddhists, Sikhs and Taoists rev-
erence one High God or Creative Force in
the universe, don’t they worship an
identical divinity in different forms –
the many faces or “masks” of God?

But not all creeks converge, do they?
Not all rivers flow into the same lake or
sea. And not every trail leads up the

same mountain. In his important book,
“God is Not One,” Stephen Prothero,
professor of Religion at Boston Univer-
sity, makes this point clear: “The world’s
religious rivals do converge when it
comes to ethics, but they diverge sharp-
ly on doctrine, ritual, mythology, experi-
ence, and law. These differences may
not matter to mystics or philosophers of
religion, but they matter to ordinary reli-
gious people” (Prothero is also the au-
thor of “Religious Literacy”). He goes on
to explain the claim that all religions are
one “is neither accurate nor ethically re-
sponsible. God is not one. Faith in the
unity of religions is just that – faith.”

This view presents some uncomfort-
able challenges to respected teachers
such as the Dalai Lama or scholars such
as Huston Smith. It’s one thing to bring
various representatives together to dia-
logue or even collaborate on specific
projects that reflect similar ethical com-
mitments. It’s quite another thing to ex-
trapolate from this that the religions are
basically the same. 

This recalls Wilma Dykeman’s de-

scription of the French Broad river
whose source in Western North Carolina
(near Devil’s Courthouse!) is both the
North Fork and the Big Pigeon rivers.
“Though they rise less than a mile apart,
the French Broad does not receive this
second largest tributary for almost a
hundred and fifty miles and in another
state [Tennessee]” (“The French Broad,”
1955). Are these rivers the same? Does
the fact they meet up and flow together
at a later juncture allow us to conclude
that since they have a common destina-
tion therefore they are “one river”? Not
at all. 

The Muslim leader at the new
mosque said some people in the sur-
rounding community were unhappy
and unwelcoming. They started a letter-
writing campaign to stop the mosque.
He feels these angry and fearful people
simply don’t know them, the congrega-
tion, or Islam (a usual issue with any in-
terfaith work – people are either willing
to learn, or not). And part of the learning
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GREENE, Iowa – Earlier this month, Mike and

Jamie Reicherts were dealt a bit of a blow by

the Charles City Council when its five members

had a 3-2 split vote against approving a plan

the couple from Greene had to put four mules

on property near the northern edge of town. h

For years now, the couple has used mules for

their ongoing cowboy Christian ministry work

which is a part of the broader “Cowboys for

Christ” movement that’s taken them to at least

six states. The plan for the property at 1903

Cleveland Ave. in Charles City was to house

those mules there on about 10 acres of land that

would be fenced in. h However, Mike didn’t

speak about the decision as a major impedi-

ment but rather a slight setback. “Being

touched by God encourages you to continue

on,” he’s fond of saying.

See MULES, Page 4D

Mike and Jamie Reicherts’ mule Sarah stands in front
of the barn at the Reicherts’ farm in rural Greene,
Iowa, on July 15. LISA GROUETTE/GLOBE-GAZETTE 

Mules help couple spread
Christian ministryCOWBOYS

forCHRIST
Jared Mcnett Globe Gazette ASSOCIATED PRESS
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I look back 30-plus years and see how I certainly
over-planned our vacations with Michael and Leah.
Every moment of every day was filled with activities,
many which were not interesting to young children. I
over-planned trying to make the vacation time mean-
ingful. We still make plans for our daily lives, the vaca-
tions we take, but not nearly as structured as in the
previous years.

We can take a quick look at Mark 9:30-37 to see the
difference between God’s plan for us and the some-
what less meaningful plans we have for ourselves. Je-
sus and his disciples were walking to Capernaum.
Along the way, Jesus wanted them to know his plan to
save them and the world. We do know that Jesus in
verse 31 explained to them the plan God had for his
earthly life and how his plan could also be their plan.
So, while they walked along the road, Jesus told them
of his betrayal into the hands of his enemies, they
would kill him, but he would rise from the dead after
three days. But we read the disciples did not under-
stand this strange plan, or what it meant, and they
were afraid to ask Jesus about it.

So they changed the subject and began to talk about
their plans – who will be the greatest in Jesus’ king-
dom? They needed the cleansing of self from their
thinking; the merging of their plans with God’s plan of
salvation. A cleansing and a merging were needed, but
this came later and transformed their lives into disci-
ples who made a difference.

So we see Jesus promising his disciples that he will
suffer and die. That’s not what they had planned! They

had planned to use Jesus’ ministry to help them
achieve greatness. Jesus calls the little child to him
and says this is my representative, this is whom you
should be like. You see, little children tend not to make
plans like we do. They take each moment as it comes,
each day is new and fresh, maybe a little scary, but also
exciting. They leave the planning to someone else.
Maybe that is what Jesus meant when he said, “to be-
come as a little child.”

Scripture tells us God has a plan for every person on
this earth even before they are born. In Psalm 139 Da-
vid says that God, “… created our inmost being, knit-
ting us together in our mother’s womb.” And God re-
veals himself further by telling Jeremiah in chapter 1,
“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you, before
you were born I set you apart …” God had a plan for
Jeremiah and he has a plan for each of us. He had a
plan for the human race when he placed Adam and Eve
in the Garden of Eden, but his plan was changed by the
choices made that day by the first people on earth.

Do you want to know what that plan for each of us
is? It’s generic and fits all people no matter the lan-
guage, age, gender, race, or ethnic background. God
gave us the first part of that plan in 2 Chronicles 7:14.
“If My people, who are called by My name, shall hum-
ble themselves and pray, and seek My face, and turn
from their wicked ways, then I will hear from Heaven
and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” And
then God is very clear about his plan for us when he
says in Jeremiah 29:11-13. “For I know the plans I have
for you, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give
you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me
and come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you
search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all
your heart. I will let you find me.” You see, the first part
of God’s plan for each of us is repentance and forgive-
ness, and the living of a holy life. His plan is for us to
find him and discover a future with hope, real hope.

This sounds a whole lot like the first commandment
Jesus gave us, “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart, soul, mind, and body.”

The second part of God’s plan is the sharing of the
good news. That’s what Jesus was trying to tell his dis-
ciples when he picked up the little child and said, “If
you welcome one of these, you welcome me.” When we
reach out to others, we welcome Jesus. He said if you
care for these people, you are caring for me. Jesus’ last
words were to go into the world and teach his kind of
love. This also sounds a whole lot like the second com-
mandment Jesus gave us, “Love others like you do
yourself.” 

So, the problem in today’s scripture reading is the
choice between two plans; Jesus’ plan and the disci-
ples plan. The disciples plan was to bypass the Cross.
The disciples didn’t like to hear about the suffering and
death on the Cross, so their plan didn’t include the
Cross. They wanted the benefits of being a part of Je-
sus’ kingdom without the suffering part, without the
dying out to themselves, and the following of Jesus as
an example. Their plan discounted the costly grace of
Jesus on the cross and replaced it with the cheap grace
of convenience. The disciples plan is still popular
among us today.

“Does God have a plan for my life?” In order for us to
know and carry out God’s plan for us, we must first
give up our plans. Are we afraid to give God control of
our lives and our resources? Anything short of giving
God control of everything we have will cause the good
plans he has for us to be aborted. God’s plans for us are
so much bigger than our plans, and so much bigger
than you and me. But those plans can never be known
or accomplished until we give our future to God.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

Are my plans the same as God’s plan?
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
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Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
Montreat Summer Worship Series: 10:30 a.m., Mon-
treat Conference Center’s Anderson Auditorium, just
off Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit www.montreat.org
or call 828-669-2911. Different speaker each Sunday
through Aug. 8.
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online, featuring
prayers, music, readings, conversation. For more in-
formation and the Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
Biltmore Church: Online services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and 5
p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.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 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilderness:
Online service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship service at 11
a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or listen at http://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: 10:30
a.m. service at www.fcchendersonville.org. Email
fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if you need assistance.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on YouTube at 10:30
a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com for weekday services and events.
Grace Lutheran Church, Hendersonville: Livestream
worship at 9 a.m. on Facebook. Watch special services
and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place
for prayer and meditation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10 a.m. online ser-
vice at Facebook or YouTube. www.nativityarden.org.
2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-person services at
10 a.m. Sundays in fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and attendees wearing masks. 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elkwood Ave., Ashe-
ville. Sunday School 9:45 a.m. for preschool-adult,
worship service 11 a.m. www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday services at 8 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in person
and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic service (in person
and on YouTube). 60 Church St., Asheville. Visit
www.trinityasheville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m. services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nursery and mid-
week meal still on hold.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until fur-
ther notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Aug. 10

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 en-
trance via back parking lot. Also visit Little Free Li-
brary to borrow books. 828-891-7101.

RELIGION CALENDAR

What child doesn’t want a puppy or kitten? At one
time or another, a child will ask their parent for a cud-
dly doggie or kitty cat. Mom and Dad have the task of
convincing the child they don’t really want a pet until
they are much older. Now, if the child who is asking
for a pet is 16 or older, that excuse probably isn’t going
to work, so if the parents don’t want a pet in the
home, they need to get more creative.

Let’s hope Mom and Dad are ready for a pet to join
the family, but there have to be some ground rules. If
the children in the household are 10 or younger, some
basic how-to-treat a pet education is required.

Teach children that pets aren’t toys

A pet is a living creature, not a toy. Some young
children may treat a dog or cat as a toy because they
don’t understand that the animal can be hurt or even
die if hit or mistreated, even unintentionally.

Teach your children how to touch the pet, hold the
pet, play with the pet, etc. When I was a young boy of
10 years old, I threw a ball so my puppy would fetch. It
was going great until I threw the ball too hard, and it
bounced towards the street. I saw my pup of just 12
weeks old running to get the ball as it rolled into the
road, and my heart stopped. I yelled, “Lucky, NO!
STOP!” And by the grace of God, he stopped as I
watched a car speed by in front of him. Had he not
listened, he would have been run over. Teach your
kids how to play with their pets safely.

Assign chores to kids 

Teach your kids about their responsibility for their
pets. Many parents say no to getting a pet because
they know they will be the ones taking care of the pet,
not the kids who desperately want the new family
member. Giving your kids pet chores is a great prac-
tice.

Assign the kids to feed the dog or cat each morning
and to take the dog for a walk or scoop the litter box
each afternoon. The parent will be walking the dog or
caring for the cat the rest of the time, but the kids
should have daily responsibilities that teach them
consistency and accountability.

It’s OK not to share

Some kids love to share with others. Having your
child give your family pet to another child is a bad
idea, if only for a few minutes. The other child may
know absolutely nothing about how to treat a dog or
cat, or hamster.

When my ex-sister-in-law was a young girl, she
took her sister’s hamster out to play on the swing set
in the backyard. Not knowing a fall from the top of the

swing set for a hamster was like a human falling off a
4-story building – she placed the hamster on the hor-
izontal pole, and the hamster slipped, fell to the
ground, and died.

Young children have very little understanding of
death, just as hamsters, cats and dogs have no con-
cept of height. Cats jump to their demise from 14-sto-
ry balconies all the time. Teach your kids not to share
their pets and to protect them.

Cherish the time with your pet

Spending time with your pet is very important. As
kids age, they have other interests or greater school
demands that take away their time to devote to their
pets. I mentioned Lucky earlier, a puppy when I was
10, a 7-year-old dog when I was 17, and an old man
when I was 30.

How much did I change from a 10-year-old boy to a
30-year-old man? Lucky watched me discover girls,
learn to drive, develop my musicianship, all of which
took away time that I had spent with him. Looking
back, I wish I had spent more time with Lucky. Today,
I spend much more time with my two dogs than I ever
did with Lucky. I guess I’m trying to make up for the
time I lost with my very first pet.

Talk to your kids about giving their pets much-
needed attention and love as they age. As we know,
pets do not last as long as humans. Spending an hour
a day petting your dog or playing with your cat is not
asking too much. Time passes quickly, especially for
kids who transcend from kids to teenagers, to young
adults, to adults. One day they look around and see
an old dog sleeping in the corner, and they ask, “What
happened to my puppy?” Maybe the old dog looks
back and asks, “Where have you been?”

Adopt, don’t shop.
Barry KuKes is the community outreach director at

Halifax Humane Society in Daytona Beach, Florida.
Email him at barryk@halifaxhumanesociety.org.

Set ground rules when young children want pets
Barry KuKes
Special to Daytona Beach News-Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

If the children in the household are 10 or younger,
some basic how-to-treat a pet education is
required. GETTY IMAGES

for all of us is to admit we don’t know that much
about all these belief systems and it’s up to us to
choose to meet those with different beliefs. If we
choose not to “cross the line” of difference, that’s on
us – we have no place judging the “other” if we don’t
know them.

This is the balance, isn’t it? The religions are not
the same, the gods are not the same, and it doesn’t
help to run them all together into a big bubbling river.
Religion is not one peak of piety but a mountain
range (with many valleys). We can appreciate the va-

riety of rivers, mountains and paths, willing to face
the fact of faith’s diversity. As I see it, healthy, non-
fear-based religion seeks the similarities and values
the differences too. Streams, like mountains, must be
viewed individually. Yes, it’s all water, land – individ-
ual and communal experience of meaningful life and
ethical living – but each one may consist of many
paths, myriad streams. And each must be critically
considered. Not every stream offers pure water. Ev-
ery mountain need not be ascended.

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are “Friendly Free-
thinker,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gos-
pel.” Learn more at chighland.com.

Highland
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