
Asheville Citizen-Times - 10/09/2021 Page : C03

October 9, 2021 11:03 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

www.citizentimes.com | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 9, 2021 | 3C

way, the tension builds and our interest is sustained.
Finally, my young author provides a resolution to

the problem. After repeated failures, Little Parrot finds
his mother, who has been gathering food for the family.
The tension is relieved, the problem solved. Our pro-
tagonist is safe. It occurs to me that the Bible does
something similar. It gives us a story with a protago-
nist we care about, introduces a world-shattering
problem and narrates attempts to resolve the problem,
along with the obstacles that arise to delay success. In
the end, the problem is resolved, the tension relieved
and the protagonist succeeds. 

People familiar with the Bible will recognize these
components. There is a protagonist we care about, a
problem that matters, obstacles that arise, and a final,
glorious resolution, what J.R.R. Tolkien called “euca-
tastrophe.” Most biblical authorities would agree
these elements are present, but they might not agree
on their nature.

For example, on one reading of the Bible, the protag-
onist is human. One could even say that the protago-
nist is the reader, which makes this approach to the
sacred text both humanistic and highly individualis-
tic. In this way of reading the Bible, the story is a quest
and the object is to reach heaven. 

The problem is sin, which destines people to hell,
which is so unthinkably bad that it must be avoided at
all costs. Nevertheless, humans are ineluctably head-
ed there. Then comes the eucatastrophe, when God
sends his Son to rescue humanity through his own
sacrifice, enabling people to enter heaven and live

happily ever after. There is much that is true and help-
ful about this reading. However, there is another read-
ing that is more consistent with the biblical authors’
intent. It sees God, rather than humans, as the protag-
onist. The problem is still sin – or better, rebellion –
which has derailed God’s plan to justly rule his cre-
ation through wise and loving human regents (this is
Genesis 1:26-28). 

God acts to restore his creation through a man
(Abraham) and his family (the Jews), but – obstacle
alert – they become enslaved in a foreign country. He
frees them, gives them the wonderful gift of his law,
but – another obstacle – they fail to heed it. He gives
them a good king to rule them (David), but he and his
offspring also fail, leading to an enormous obstacle:
exile and the dissolution of the nation.

It is in the light of this story that the coming of Jesus
is good news in the biblical sense. It is the eucatas-
trophe, the sudden turn of events that ensures the pro-
tagonist – God – of his victory.

In this reading of the story, the quest is not man’s,
but God’s. The goal is not to escape hell, but to restore
creation, which includes in a fundamental way the re-
making of humanity. This theocentric reading of the
Bible retains all the key elements, including sin, hu-
manity’s terrible plight and God’s rescue through
Christ. But it keeps the story centered where it be-
longs: on God.

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

How to properly read the greatest story ever 

My 6-year-old grandson and 5-year-old grand-
daughter have become writers and illustrators of chil-
dren’s books. 

Most of their books feature animal characters like
Blue Jay and Little Parrot. They compose the story
themselves, but ask their dad or mom to write down
the text.

Last Sunday, I was the amanuensis for my grand-
daughter’s latest illustrated book, “Little Parrot Loses
His Mom.” I was pleased to see that she, like her older
brother, is beginning to grasp the basics of story-writ-
ing. For one thing, she gives us an interesting character
in Little Parrot. Why is this little guy all alone? Will he
be all right? Good stories depend on a protagonist that
matters. 

My granddaughter understands that her protago-
nist must have a problem. Little Parrot’s mother is
missing. An absent mother is a big problem, both for
little parrots and for little authors.

As Little Parrot tries to resolve his problem, obsta-
cles arise. He is in danger of getting lost as he searches
ever deeper into the forest. He encounters wild ani-
mals in the hope they can lead him to his mother. But
each new encounter ends in disappointment. In this

Shayne Looper
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On his deathbed, Thoreau supposedly whispered:
“One world at a time.” With so many in our culture al-
most completely distracted by the “before-life” and the
“after-life,” it may be important for rational people to
consider the possibility that there is only one life and
it’s here, now.

Even a soap opera is called “One Life to Live.”
The great agnostic orator Robert Green Ingersoll

said: “We can be as honest as we are ignorant. If we are
[honest], when asked what is beyond the horizon of the
known, we must say that we do not know.”

In their description of “Humanist History,” the Plu-
ralism Project at Harvard states: “The view that this
world is all there is” was present throughout the Greek
era as well as during the Middle Ages and the Enlight-
enment. That philosophy may be disturbing for some,
indeed, depressing or even despairing. Many of us
have been taught since childhood to put our hope in
“eternal life.” Billions of believers around the world pin
their piety on the promise of heaven and fear the fires
of hell. Major branches of Christianism, Islam and Hin-
duism lead the way to that firm, “undying” belief. It can
be a scary notion to consider: if this world, this life, is
all we have, then what do we really have? 

If this world is all we know, perhaps it holds every-
thing we can ever know. I find that an exciting call to
discovery, to perpetually learn, to ceaselessly search
with curiosity and wonder. The universe spreads be-
fore us and we find we are awed, even without a god. 

What happens to religion or religious faith? What of
God? What’s the value or purpose of faith if there is no
“reward” for a life of faith? Faith fueled by the promise
of forever or the fear of the fires of punishment, can
never be healthy. If faith is present-world-minded, it
has potential to be a positive force for a person, a com-
munity, the world.

Jesus of Nazareth was an apocalyptic prophet, at
least as interpreted by some biblical scholars. Some of
his teachings seemed predicated on a belief in another
world with his “heavenly Father.” Though some choose
to emphasize these otherworldly and mystical sayings,
Jesus also seemed to be fairly grounded here, on earth
(even if that earth should somehow be “as it is in heav-
en”). Encouraging words to the poor—“theirs is the
kingdom”—and to the meek—“they shall inherit the
earth”—suggest a new order of things in the here and
now, not somewhere later, beyond, above. If, as some
tell us, the healing stories in the gospels were merely to
verify the divinity of the healer, then there is a manip-
ulative quality to them, as if Jesus was showing com-
passion only to point to himself and what he would
someday do for the world. A self-serving Savior may
not command respect. Yet, if the healing stories (as
well as parables and instructions) were planted in good
rich soil in order to grow here on earth, to produce fruit
for a healthier human community, the assurance Jesus

spoke has more meaning: “Go your way, your faith has
healed you.” This could essentially mean: “Go live your
life, continue on, don’t be stuck on your past sickness
or get caught up in the sickness of hero-worship. You’re
better now, so go live a better life.” Something like that.
No heaven necessary. No reward. So we might read the
text. Tradition protests.

Traditions are based on “acceptable interpreta-
tions” of scriptures that support those traditions. Their
“correct readings” of the text point beyond this world
while maintaining a firm grasp on the material (includ-
ing power, position, prosperity). Yet, ironically, tradi-
tion depends on handing something down to succeed-
ing generations, something lasting for the benefit of
the institution—the “kingdom” in concrete and creed. 

As I see it, the phrase “This world (life) is all there is”
can be a helpful reminder, motivator and even help a
person have a more fulfilling life with faith or without.
Try it as a meditation or mantra: This world … this life …
is all … there is … . Rinse (the mind) and repeat. When it
stirs up fear, face it, don’t deny it. We all have moments
when our mortality causes us to be fearful. When it
brings a dread, a feeling of dark despair, face that too.
Then find some light. Literally, light a candle, turn on a
lamp, go out into the sunlight and breathe a deep grate-
ful breath. Thank God, thank Good, or simply be con-
tent to be alive right here, right now.

What if we chose to live “as if” this world is all there
is? 

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Learn more at chighland.com.

If this life, this world, is all there is
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Here we are in October, the month of brightly col-
ored leaves, the World Series, and, of course, Hallow-
een. Many don’t realize that Halloween was originally
a holy day on the Christian calendar. All Saints Day has
been observed on November 1 in the Church since
probably the eighth century CE. The vigil of the Feast
of All Saints then developed in the British Isles as a
festival in itself, All Hallows Eve, or Halloween. 

While some traditions of Halloween seem similar to
the pagan festivals of the ancient Celts and Druids, as
far as the Church is concerned, October 31 is the eve of
the Feast of All Saints. Many customs of Halloween, in
fact, reflect the Christian belief that on the feast’s vigil,
we mock evil, because as Christians, it has no ultimate
and lasting power over us.

Christians have mixed feelings toward Halloween.
Some believe that it is little more than a holiday devot-
ed to the devil, witchcraft, sorcery, and doing evil. Oth-
ers believe that though it is associated with forces of
darkness and the supernatural, it is a good opportuni-
ty for children and teenagers to have some fun as they
dress in costumes, go trick-or-treating, attend parties,
and watch scary movies. Other Christians see no or lit-
tle harm in celebrating the holiday, even recognizing
its forgotten Christian origins, but still have difficulty
reconciling the trappings of the “holiday” with the sa-
credness of the “holy day.”

I myself tend to be sympathetic with this third view.
As Christians, we are called upon to bring Christ’s re-
demption to all areas of life, learning and culture. And
so, I realize the need to bring Christ’s redemption to the
holiday of Halloween as it is celebrated today.

There’s a reason why Halloween has caught the
imagination of countless generations of persons all
over the world, including Christians. We all love make-
believe, children and adults alike. We all love to imag-
ine things. This is why we love to watch movies and
television programs, is it not? Though an “escape from
reality,” watching a movie or reading a novel can nev-

ertheless instruct us to become better persons. What
we normally call “entertainment” can be a very enrich-
ing experience, especially for children. And I may add,
a very powerful experience which children need.
When they dress up in costumes and pretend that they
are someone other than who they are, this is a very
valuable way to express their creativity and to affirm
their importance. When teenagers watch a horror film,
they are coping with evil on a level that they can man-
age without being overwhelmed. This is very crucial
for them, for in order to mature into well-rounded per-
sons, they must come to terms with the fact of evil in
the world. To try to protect them from the ugliness of
the world is to impede them in their growth, both emo-
tionally and spiritually. Yet I understand the concerns
of those parents who see the evil side of Halloween.
We should not accept just any expression of this holi-
day. There are good, edifying ways to celebrate Hal-
loween and not so good ways. We must try to reform
Halloween so that it becomes a time of fun and growth,
yet not an overpowering experience of fright or an op-
portunity to dabble in destructive behavior.

Intentionally being scared is not in itself an objec-
tionable activity. Americans pay billions of dollars an-
nually for such a thrill at our amusement parks.
Watching a horror film also is not in itself an unwhole-
some activity. I have been watching them ever since I
can remember and I turned out to be a minister, not in
spite of, but rather, partly because of them. A child
very early learns that the world is not always a nice
place. Some children learn this earlier than others be-
cause they live in abusive families. One way that chil-
dren can cope with this evil in their lives is to watch a
thoughtful horror film. Through such an endeavor, the
child feels safe because of the distance of not actually
being in the film (an emotionally stable child will real-
ize that the movie is make-believe). A good horror film
will teach a child to come to terms with the reality of
evil and the conflict between good and evil that runs
through the course of the world and through each hu-
man being. The child will learn that though bad things
happen, even to them, there are ways of overcoming
these harmful experiences.

Not all horror films, of course, are of the same cali-
ber. Not all teach the struggle between good and evil
and the triumph of good. I would not recommend that
children or even high schoolers watch “slasher films,”

not only because of their unrelenting and extreme vio-
lence, but also because of their exploitation of young
women, who seem to be the main victims of violence
in these films. Parents need to be aware of such
movies. They are readily available from streaming ser-
vices.

In summary, Christians should not avoid celebrat-
ing Halloween. I don’t think that it’s particularly
healthy or responsible for Christians to shun culture,
as if that’s really possible. Separatist groups such as
the Amish in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, are
fooling themselves if they think they’re avoiding the
“secular world.” Evil remains in their communities as it
pervades everywhere. Where there are humans, there
is evil.

What we are rather called to do is to reform culture
so that it more and more glorifies God. This means that
we are called to find redemptive ways to celebrate Hal-
loween. Can we use our imagination to do this? In
some ways, I think that children and youth are better
at this than grownups. Maybe that’s why Halloween
has become their holiday and the rest of us merely tol-
erate it.

Why not each of us this year use our creativity to
find redemptive ways to celebrate this holiday? Who
knows? We might even have fun doing it.

The Rev. Dr. Gary Shahinian is the intentional in-
terim minister of the Federated Church of Charlton in
Charlton, Mass. He is also an Instructor in the WISE
program of Assumption University.

Finding creative ways to redeem Halloween 

There’s a reason why Halloween has caught the
imagination of countless generations of persons all
over the world, including Christians. We all love
make-believe, children and adults alike. GETTY IMAGES
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