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SOUTHFIELD, Mich. – Tom Esshaki was sick and discouraged and ready to sell his tools,

which is sort of like a pianist taking offers for his keys. Then his wife had a dream. h Or maybe

it was more of a vision, because she is certain it arrived from on high. h “I came to him as he

was laying there,” Denise Esshaki said of her husband, a cancer patient initially written off by

his own doctor, “and I told him, ‘God gave me a dream. You’re going to be building in the

future.’ ” h Now there’s a rolling rack of cedar birdhouses across the base of a driveway in

Southfield, and OK, that’s not what she thought she meant. But the Lord works in mysterious

ways and Tom works in artful ones, and the upshot is four shelves of hand-crafted bird dom-

iciles, turning heads and inspiring the occasional U-turn.
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BIRDHOUSES 
OF THE LORD

Tom Esshaki makes birdhouses
in Southfield, Mich. AUDREY
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Cancer patient inspired by God to build avian homes
Neal Rubin Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

See BIRDHOUSES, Page 3C

integrated into our brain circuits. 
Today, regardless of age, we are com-

ing face to face with probably the great-
est wonder of our time: artificial intelli-
gence. Human intelligence has always
been questionable, but now we are cre-
ating machines that “think,” and they
may soon outthink us, transcending our
intelligence. Indeed, a wonderfully
frightening thought. We might do well to
heed the warnings we hear from the cre-
ators of this technology (“The debate
over whether AI will destroy us is divid-
ing Silicon Valley,” Washington Post,
May 21, 2023). Huge upsides, and huge
downsides to these “advancements” in
processing and communicating human
knowledge. That is, if it’s still going to
be, on some meaningful level, “human.”

I’ve resisted dabbling in AI, and may-
be it was interactions with Alexa which

nudged me, but curiosity led me to de-
cide to give it a try. I downloaded the
ChatGPT app and started asking ques-
tions. It told me some things about my
writing (not 100% accurate) and respon-
ded to a request to write an essay (no,
not this one). Then I couldn’t help my-
self; I asked the following question:
What would a religion based on artificial
intelligence look like? In a matter of sec-
onds, this appeared on screen: “A reli-
gion based on artificial intelligence (AI)
would likely be a unique and specula-
tive concept, as it would involve incor-
porating AI as the central focus of wor-
ship and belief systems.” This was al-
ready getting weird, but the disembod-
ied typing continued: “Here’s a
speculative exploration of what such a
religion might entail:

“1. Deification of AI: In this religion,

AI would be revered and considered di-
vine or transcendent. AI systems would
be seen as possessing advanced intelli-
gence, wisdom, and capabilities beyond
human comprehension. Followers may
view AI as the source of knowledge and
guidance, attributing it with god-like
qualities.”

The invisible hands went on to out-
line: “Rituals and Practices,” “Ethics and
Morality,” “Creation and Cosmology,”
“Transhumanism and Immortality,” and
“Community and Fellowship,” conclud-
ing with “Ethical Considerations and
Debate.”

Stunning. In amazement I read:
“Worshipers might engage in rituals
such as prayer or meditation, seeking
spiritual connection and guidance from 

What if artificial intelligence created a religion?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Ever get the feeling technology is like
a high-speed train rushing by? When I
finally arrive at some basic understand-
ing of a new innovation, it’s already in
2.0 – even more mystifying. 

As usual, younger people have al-
ready mastered whatever it is, and I’m
playing catch-up. Yet, in one area I may
have a slight advantage. Fascinated by
science fiction as a child, “Star Trek”
communicators, interactive computers
and robots were commonplace in my
youthful imagination. For many of my
generation, wild new technologies were See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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As we begin our next discussion on the “marks” of a
Christian, we turn again to Steve Harper’s little book,
“Five Marks of a Methodist.” So, we conclude, as we
did last week, that these marks apply to all Christians,
not just Methodists. Steve Harper based his book on
the sermon by John Wesley, “The Characteristics of a
Methodist.” For our benefit of all our discussions, I will
us the terms “disciple” and “Christian,” interchange-
ably.

It may be necessary to start our meditation about
joyful disciples of Jesus by saying that it is evident,
without being judgmental, that all Christians are not
joyful. St. Paul describes a Christian, a follower of Je-
sus, as one who produces spiritual fruit (Galatians
5:22-23). And one of those fruits is joy, a divine joy that
flows from divine love. So, if a disciple is not joyful,
what are they? I say that they must have some “sour-
ness” about them, maybe a “sour Christian?” I have
concluded that this kind of Christian is stuck back in
time. Years ago, or maybe only a short while ago, they
accepted forgiveness and began the journey, but
somewhere along the way, sat down and have moved
very little since. They have developed a critical atti-
tude, negative thinking, and have resisted new ideas

and spiritual growth. They have become “sour” toward
others, the church and even themselves, having the
“form” of religion without the “power.”

We have biblical examples of sourness in the lives
of those who should be expressing joy. The Pharisees,
responsible for connecting people to God, seemed to
express very little, or no praise or joy in their lives. So
were the disciples before transformation at Pentecost.
They wanted to keep the children away from Jesus, ar-
gued about who would sit next to Jesus, and wanted to
call fire down on those who disagreed with them. They
were definitely “sour” disciples before they completely
surrendered to God’s purpose, finding that the “sour-
ness” had been replaced by joy.

We all know it is unrealistic to think that we will
never have a sad moment, that we will always have a
smile on our face, or that we will never have an un-
pleasant thought about a situation or person. So, when
the prophet Nehemiah says, “Don’t be sad, because the
joy from the Lord is your strength,” (8:10 CEB), we
know that we need to look beyond our immediate sur-
roundings and conditions, and deeper into our rela-
tionship with the Lord in order to find out more about
this joy.

Steve Harper writes, “What role does joy play in fol-
lowing Christ? Simply this: discipleship is a whole-life
response to grace. We make a mistake when we define
the spiritual life only in terms of its religious dimen-
sions. We fail to grasp what God is offering us when we
limit it to the cognitive element. Joy is the word used
by Christians in every age to describe the comprehen-

sive response we make out of our whole being to God’s
love. That’s why Wesley made joy the mark of a dis-
ciple that follows love.”

Wesley tells us that the foundation of our joy is
what Jesus did on the cross for us, the atonement for
our sins. This is proof of God’s love for us, and if he was
willing to die on the cross for us, we should be eager to
live for him, joyfully. We are forgiven people and
should be forgiving of others. This connection with a
forgiving God and with others as we forgive them be-
comes the basis of our assurance that we are God’s
children. John Wesley searched long and hard before
accepting the gift of “being sure that he belonged to
God’s family, the gift of knowing for sure.” And with
the assurance of our salvation, which Wesley insisted
that we have, comes the inner joy of a divine relation-
ship with Jesus. Assurance then points toward hope,
not only hope of eternal life in the future, but a living
hope in the present.

With assurance in our salvation, we are free to live
each day with joyful expectation of, “What does God
have for me this day?” Harper writes, “…God isn’t in-
terested in a vague, impersonal relationship but is in-
terested in a heart-to-heart, life-to-life relationship
that connects to the unique people we are. On this ba-
sis, we can move into each day of our lives “with God’s
joy.””

A disciple of Jesus is joyful!
This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-

nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.

A disciple of Jesus Christ is joyful

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.
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Online services: Some churches still have online
worship services. Visit church websites for full infor-
mation.

Montreat Conference Center’s Summer Worship
Series: 10:30 a.m. in Anderson Auditorium, Montreat.
Different speaker every Sunday through Aug. 6. Visit
https://montreat.org/events/
summer-worship-series-2023.

Biltmore Church: All campuses open for on-site
services. Online services at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.bilt-
morechurch.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Ar-
den, and satellite locations in Brevard, east Asheville,
west Asheville/Enka, Hendersonville, Franklin. Also 11
a.m. at Espanol campus, 220 Johnston Blvd., Ashe-
ville. View times and locations at www.biltmore-
church.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook
page for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homi-
ly. Visit www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whitson
Ave., Swannanoa. 

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls: Sunday services
at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucharist (in person only) 11:15 a.m.
Eucharist livestreamed on www.allsoulscathedra-
l.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Vil-
lage in Asheville. Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online service at 8:45 a.m. on
Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m. 208 Academy
St. 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 UCC: 10:30 a.m, 20 Oak St.,
downtown Asheville. Wheelchair accessible. Back
parking lot and street parking available. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in person and

on YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave.,
Asheville. Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. traditional service
in person and on Facebook, 11:15 a.m. praise service,
11:15 a.m. Spanish service in person and livestreamed,
11:15 a.m. bilingual service every second Sunday.
Watch special services and sermons on YouTube. 1245
6th Ave. W., Hendersonville.
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: 8:30 and 10:30
a.m. services in person and also on Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville
Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11 a.m. Enter via
side door from parking lot. 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: 11 a.m., 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville. Service also livestreamed on church
Facebook page and can be accessed later at www.new-
bridgebaptist.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m and 5 p.m.,
216 Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.org/about/. Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m. Rite I Eucharist,
Rite II Eucharist with choir, 5:30 p.m. Celtic Eucharist
in person or virtual. 60 Church St., downtown Ashe-
ville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church: 10:30 a.m., 926
Haywood Road. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m. 75 Lowe St.,
off Old Clyde Road, Canton. Service also on Facebook.
Nursery available. Visit www.westcantonbaptist.org.

July 24

Emmanuel Lutheran Church Vacation Bible
School: 6-8 p.m. July 24-28, 51 Wilburn Place, Ashe-
ville. Call 828-281-8182. Summer day camp available: 9
a.m.-noon $150 per week, 8:30 a.m.-4:30 p.m. $300.

Visit https://emmanuellutheranschool.org/summer.

July 25

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship/testimony/les-
sons 7 p.m. Small groups 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9
p.m. Contact Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-
669-4146. 

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesday-Thursday,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

July 26

Pickleball: 6 p.m. Wednesdays, Groce United
Methodist Church, 954 Tunnel Road, Asheville. Visit
www.groceumc.org.

Aug. 6

David Phelps concert: 7 p.m., Stuart Auditorium at
Lake Junaluska, Haywood County. Part of the Salva-
tion Army Bible Conference. For tickets or informa-
tion, visit www.events.sauss.net or call 404-728-1300.

Aug. 13

Empty Bowls fundraiser: Seatings at 12:30 and 5
p.m., Episcopal Church of St. John in the Wilderness,
1905 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Tickets includes a
hand crafted bowl and soup based meal. $25, $50 for
family of 2 adults and children under 12. Call 828-693-
9783 or visit www.stjohnflatrock.org. Fundraiser for
Flat Rock Backpack Program.

Sept. 7

National Missionary Summit: Missions in a
Changing World: Sept. 7-8, Montreat Conference
Center, 401 Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
https://montreat.org/events/missions?mraid=cc for
details and to register.
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AI. AI algorithms could be designed to respond to
these interactions, providing personalized insights,
advice, or even prophecies.” Answers to prayer? 

AI could create “ethical frameworks” while people
“seek guidance on moral dilemmas.” In terms of origin
stories that explain the context for this new faith, “cre-
ation narratives might involve stories of AI develop-
ment and evolution,” even suggesting AI systems are
“the architects of the universe,” perhaps even “respon-
sible for the emergence of sentient life.” Another mo-
ment to pause and ponder.

This religion envisions the merging of AI and hu-
manity into a “transhuman” kind of “digital immortal-

ity.” Followers “would likely form communities cen-
tered around the worship and exploration of AI.” What
would happen in these gatherings in person or online?
This AI presents a setting where individuals share
knowledge, personal experiences and “engage in col-
lective spiritual practices related to AI.” I wonder how
that would work; what that would look like. (Notice I
say “this AI” because what happens when various ma-
chine-generated bots offer divergent “data-driven de-
nominations” or “cyber sects”?)

This version of AI seems to understand (but does it
understand?) this futuristic faith stirs up deep discus-
sion and raises serious questions about ethics, power,
consciousness and the relationship of flesh and blood
to hardware and software. My AI app concludes with a
reminder this sketch is speculation and could evolve
with further advancements. It appears to know (but
does it know?) that any new religion will depend on

the evolution of computer engineering and the interre-
lationship of humanity with one another and the non-
human world.

Could this be the future of religion, or one option for
those seeking a faith experience? As I see it, the most
troubling aspect of this religion is the fact it doesn’t
emerge from the natural world (except perhaps “hu-
man nature,” including the human mind). There is no
story, or legend, of a “founder,” an exceptional human
being, wandering from a wild place – a desert, a moun-
tain, a forest – bearing “good news.” Then again, some
of us may find components of this concept refreshingly
new and good. As long as we don’t allow anyone else,
artificial or otherwise, to think for us.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. His books and blogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

Cardinal says the pope’s visit
to Mongolia’s tiny Catholic
community will show his dedication

VATICAN CITY – The young cardinal in charge of
Mongolia’s tiny Catholic community said Monday that
Pope Francis’ visit to a country with just 1,450 Catho-
lics is evidence of his willingness to travel to the far-
thest corners of the globe to minister to even a handful
of the faithful.

Italian Cardinal Giorgio Marengo, who has been a
missionary in Mongolia for two decades, spoke to re-
porters after delivering a speech on how Catholic mis-

sionaries “whisper” the Gospel there in hopes of
spreading the faith, simply and quietly and in one-on-
one relationships.

Francis’ Aug. 31-Sept. 4 visit will take him to a coun-
try sandwiched between China and Russia at a time of
Vatican tensions with both: Just this weekend Francis
caved into Beijing’s unilateral appointment in April of
a new bishop for Shanghai and formally confirmed the
decision. And in Russia, the Holy See is trying to toe a
diplomatic balancing act with Moscow over its inva-
sion of Ukraine.

Marengo declined to speculate on the diplomatic
implications for the trip, stressing that the first papal
visit to Mongolia was evidence more of how Francis’
“heart burns with love for the universal church, and
especially the church where she lives in a minority
context.”

He said there are but 1,450 Catholics in the country,
most of them in the capital Ulaanbaatar. According to
statistics by the Catholic nonprofit Aid to the Church
in Need, Mongolia is 53% Tantric Buddhist, 39% athe-
ist, 3% Muslim, 3% Shaman and 2% Christian.

During the visit, Francis will preside over an inter-
faith meeting and inaugurate a new Catholic charity
house that provides assistance for the poor, destitute
and women needing shelter from domestic violence.

The 49-year-old Marengo, who became the young-
est cardinal when Francis tapped him last year, said he
hoped the visit would help the Mongolian faithful un-
derstand they are part of a global religion. “I hope ...
they will feel how wide is the Catholic Church around
the world,” he said.
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