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Baptism, the church and the drama of decision 

I met a woman from a country in eastern-Africa
who had moved to the U.S. a few years earlier. She was
raised in a strict family in a Muslim-majority country.
At some point, she met a Christian who gave her a Bi-
ble. She took it home, but kept concealed. She knew
her father would be angry that she had a Bible in her
possession.

Her father would be angry, but she was intrigued.
She began reading in her room at night and was fasci-
nated by what she read. She would not have called her-
self a Christian at this point, but she was committed to
investigating further. 

One afternoon, she came home to find her brother
waiting for her, holding her Bible. They had a huge row.
Her brother insisted that she give up all this nonsense,
but she refused, declaring that she would do what she
wanted. Failing to dissuade her, the brother told their
father.

Then began an ordeal that lasted many days. She
was locked in her room. Religious professionals came
to talk sense into her. When she wouldn’t listen, she
was beaten. To be set free, all she needed to do was
renounce this foreign religion. After many days and

numerous beatings, she began to despair of her life.
An unexpected opportunity presented itself and

she was able to escape the house. She got a ride from a
stranger, then was put up in another part of town by
people who took pity on her. Through a series of provi-
dential events, she was able to escape the country and
come to the U.S. The ordeal, which was meant to dis-
suade her from the faith, ended up convincing her that
it was true.

This contemporary conversion story resembles
many such stories from other times and other places.
The decision to become a Christ-follower is often a
dramatic and dangerous one. In the earliest days of the
church, people who identified as Jesus’ followers were
beaten and ostracized. They sometimes lost their jobs,
their spouses and their children. And they knew this
was a possibility before they made the decision.

In recent times, at least in some segments of the
church, the decision to become a Christian has in-
volved “going forward,” “going to the altar” or (in the
early part of the previous century) “walking the saw-
dust trail.” These have been ways of publicly declaring
faith in Jesus. However, in other segments of the
church and in earlier times, that public declaration
was made in baptism.

In the days of the early church, a person might be
convinced that Jesus was the Messiah without declar-
ing faith in him; that is, without publicly joining his
side. The cost of joining Jesus was high and it was a
cost that must first be counted. When that person de-

cided it was a cost worthy paying, they didn’t “go to the
altar”; they were baptized.

Baptism itself is a dramatic affair by design. To put
it more precisely: the act of baptism is a drama, the
water is the stage, and the baptismal candidates are
depicting their own deaths. In this drama, the person
being baptized dies to his or her old life. The person
they had been, the pre-Christian person, does not sur-
vive. They are then buried—in this case, under the wa-
ter. 

But this highly dramatic story of death, a death
shared with their leader Jesus, turns out to be a com-
edy for, like him, they are resurrected to a new life. This
new life is connected to Jesus, conducted in a new
Spirit, and lived for a new purpose. 

It may seem like baptism is a solitary affair, but this
is not true, for it is the introductory rite by which peo-
ple enter the church. This means that the dramatic de-
cision to join Jesus is inseparable from the concrete
reality of joining his people, the church. 

In this way, baptism is not unlike enlisting in the
military. People who join the army do not become solo
soldiers. They join a team, have a role to play, and are
assigned an MOS. They become a band of brothers and
sisters, which is the very language the Bible uses to de-
scribe Jesus’ people.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of Lockwood Communi-
ty Church in Michigan. Read his blog at shaynelooper.
com.

Shayne Looper
Guest columnist

Do you know any atheists? How would you know?
They would have to say so. What makes a nonbeliever
in a god or gods (the clearest definition of an atheist)
any different from a believer in a god or gods? Probably
not much. Observe what each is doing with their lives.
I would guess there is no other way of knowing if a per-
son believes in God or not unless they tell us. 

My issue with atheism is that it doesn’t tell me any-
thing about a person. I am a man – not a “non-woman.”
I am an American – not a “non-citizen-of-every-other-
country.” You get the point. To declare “I am not one of
those” is virtually meaningless. To go around claiming
a negative – a NOT: “Not OF Them” – gives me almost
zero information. Almost zero. When someone says
they are an atheist, I learn they have concluded there is
no divine supernatural being or reality. But that’s all
they have told me. I’ve learned nothing about who they
are, what that god-decision means for them in their
life, if it guides them to act differently than anyone
else. I may assume things based on my personal feel-
ings about atheism, but these are purely assumptions.
Strange to say, I’d have to admit I’m an “agnostic” as to
who they are. I simply don’t know.

We can ponder these same questions with anyone
who claims just about anything. “I am a believer in lib-

erty.” What does that mean? “I love chocolate but I
don’t eat meat.” Do I know you better now? “I am a
Christian.” Well, now we’re in trouble. This literally
tells me nothing, except it’s apparently important for
you to assert that identity. Yet, it only raises many
questions you may not be prepared for. Maybe you say
you are “non-denominational” (which in itself has be-
come a denomination, a sect of the Christian religion).
Or you believe Jesus was a social reformer but not nec-
essarily son of god. Would other “Christians” judge you
“Christian”? 

Roy Speckhardt, director of the American Human-
ist Association, questions what practical difference it
makes what one believes about a Creator when mak-
ing life decisions. “The label chosen to represent one-
self will certainly impact public perceptions, but the
practical implications are the same for atheists, ag-
nostics and deists” (“Creating Change Through Hu-
manism”). Greg Epstein, Humanist Chaplain at Har-
vard, has written that “the single biggest weakness of
modern atheism and Humanism has been … the move-
ment’s own tendency to focus on religious beliefs,
when the key to understanding religion lies not in be-
lief at all but in practice – in what people do, not just
what they think” (“Good Without God”).

Stephen Prothero, professor of religion at Boston
University, includes a chapter on atheism in his book
on world religions, “God is Not One.” He challenges
contemporary non-religious people to move beyond
the angry, “evangelical,” mostly white, male “New
Atheists” to embrace a friendlier, more reasonable
“new New Atheism.” In Prothero’s view, instead of try-
ing to convert believers into atheists, we should have a

common hope “for a world in which children can play
with other children without regard for the religious (or
non-religious) beliefs of their parents.” And, as astro-
physicist Neil deGrasse Tyson has stated, though he’s
agnostic about a Creator-God (he sees no evidence for
one), he doesn’t call himself an atheist. As a scientist,
he thinks if the current mysteries of the universe are
evidence for God, then “God is an ever-receding pocket
of scientific ignorance” (interview with Bill Moyers,
2014). This “God of the Gaps” is forever the Unknown.

Am I an atheist? I don’t believe I am (just joking).
From my perspective, there is no divine being or any-
thing supernatural, so it would be accurate to say that I
am a non-theist. Yet, most of the time I choose not to
call myself an atheist. “Freethinker” or “humanist” is
my preferred, positive way of expressing how I view
the world, what I believe as a secular person, since be-
lieving isn’t the point. I “think” and “feel” it’s right to be
good – to be kind, compassionate and respectful – to
others. I don’t “believe” that’s right and good. It makes
reasonable sense to me. I suppose this is a matter of
emphasis, or simply semantics, but it seems much
more than that. Until both theists and non-theists can
agree that being better humans together is the funda-
mental issue, the merry-go-round of BOBs will keep
spinning. You know, BOBs? Those are the Bubbles of
Beliefs that so many of us get trapped inside.

For my part, if I’m honest and a true freethinker, I
have a few BOBs myself.

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

How do we know what an atheist believes? 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Just about everybody likes Dolly Parton on some
level – her music, her theme park, her movies, her
philanthropy ... and most of all, her personality,
which is a magical blend of charisma and compas-
sion.

So, new parents anxious to imprint positivity on
their infants might consider the new “Lullaby Rendi-
tions of Dolly Parton,” the latest from Rockabye Ba-
by!, famous for its lullaby reinterpretations of songs

by everyone from Taylor
Swift to Metallica.

Rockabye Baby!, which
has been streamed about
one billion and a half times,
creates gently animated
soundscapes constructed
on a glockenspiel founda-
tion and decorated with the
likes of slide whistles, cow-
bells and other percussion.

And although there is no vocalist aboard to pass
along Parton’s lyrics, her spirit does seem to live in
the atmosphere of “Lullaby Renditions of Dolly Par-
ton.”

Upbeat favorites like “9 to 5,” “Here You Come
Again” and “Two Doors Down” are naturally imbued
with easy warmth and whimsy, plus “Islands in the
Stream” has the life-affirming resolve of the original
Parton/Kenny Rogers duet. Yet the reimagined ver-
sions of Parton’s more downcast songs are likewise
comforting – the desperation of “Jolene” is replaced
with playful energy, softness substitutes for sadness
on “Hard Candy Christmas,” and even the darkness
of “The Bridge” shines through with a dignified, car-
toon-like weightlessness in the arrangement.

And of course, “I Will Always Love You,” which
closes the release, rises into the ether of unwavering
love and devotion – a dedication all parents should
aspire to feel for their children.

Dolly Parton can show the way. 

Give your baby a little
Dolly ‘Lullaby’ love
Chuck Campbell
Knoxville News Sentinel
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Aug. 14

Drive-through School Supply Drive: 10 a.m.-noon,
First Congregational UCC, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hen-
dersonville. Rain date Aug. 15. Visit
www.fcchendersonville.org. 

Aug. 15

Online services: A majority of churches are still hav-
ing online worship services. Visit church websites for
full information. 
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: “Homeless-
ness – Housing First” presented by Jim Lowder,
2:30-4 p.m. by Zoom video conference. Visit
www.EHSAsheville.org.
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online, featuring
prayers, music, readings, conversation. For more
information 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 ser-

vices 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 service 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 per-
son and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic service (in per-
son 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. 17

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.

Aug. 29

Rummage Sale: 8 a.m.-4 p.m., Beth Israel Synagogue,
229 Murdock Ave., Asheville (across from Weaver
Park). Great prices on household and personal items,
toys, books, furniture and more. 
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