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Someone asked me how I get fresh ideas for col-
umns. I laughed, replying that almost daily I pick up
stories or news items, or simply thoughts and ques-
tions that pop into my mind, to click my keyboard into
action. When it comes to religion and humanism, I en-
joy probing the potential interactions and possible col-
laborations in the world of faith and freethought. I en-
gage the challenge to thaw the frozen ground between
believers and non-believers, especially given the gla-
cial speed in which change comes in matters of faith. 

This icy analogy may not be so useful any longer.
“Glacial speed” is, unfortunately, not as grindingly slow
as it once was. In a BBC article on an Antarctic expedi-
tion by scientists and writers, the urgency to address
our warming Earth is clear as polar water (“Elizabeth
Rush on her epic journey to Earth’s ‘doomsday glacier’,”
BBC Travel, 14, August, 2023). The article begins: “In
2019, 57 scientists and crew embarked on a 54-day
journey to the farthest reaches of Antarctica. Their
mission: Thwaites Glacier, a rapidly crumbling block of
ice the size of Britain.” If this one mammoth glacier
keeps melting at this rate, sea levels could rise by 10
feet or more. Near the end of the interview, Rush
speaks of her concerns in almost religious language:
“The thing that was so shocking to me was that this

collapse event could literally be happening in front of
my eyes and I wouldn’t know it. It was so big I missed it,
which is humbling. If you can’t see a glacier fall to
pieces in front of you, then that means that the phe-
nomenon is way bigger than you initially imagined and
that your perspective is the wrong perspective to see it.
I think that’s an excellent metaphor for climate change.
It’s really hard for humans to see it …”

These phrases froze my attention: “It was so big I
missed it, which is humbling … [it’s] way bigger than
you initially imagined and … your perspective is the
wrong perspective to see it.” Once you re-focus your
eyes — and imagination — to expand the view, you
realize you were seeing only one tree and missing the
whole forest. The grandeur and immensity of nature
can blind us like the glare of the sun off� a fi�eld of ice. We
gaze at an ice cube and think we understand, that we
comprehend, the glacier.

In youthful years I joined the Mountaineers in Seat-
tle with my uncle and cousin. After many hours climb-
ing to a peak in the Olympic Mountains, we enjoyed
the exhilaration of sliding down a glacier on our back-
sides. This is called “glissading.” It can be a lot of fun to
slip down a mountainside, cutting off� hours from a
long hike. That day, after the thrill of the glissade, we
looked back up the glacier to see that we had unknow-
ingly crossed a crevasse on the way down — a crack in
the ice fi�eld, that could have been hundreds of feet
deep. If we had fallen in, who knows if we would ever
have been found. A few moments of glee became a
stunning, humbling sense of our smallness on the
mountain, and in nature. We began to see the Bigger
Picture, and that fi�lled us with wonder and a healthy

dose of fearful awe.
A few years following the wild glissade down the

glassy mountainside, I caught the fever of faith. With
the same kind of zip and zeal I felt sliding across the
glacier, I became an evangelist for one mountain, one
trail. It took a lot more hikes on a lot more trails into
many more mountain ranges to look back to see the
cracks in the frozen landscape. This might be a slippery
analogy to use, but a personal thawing of faith gave me
a wider perspective, a higher imagination that helped
me see far beyond the narrowness, to be grateful I
didn’t fall into the dangerous crevasses along the way.

Elizabeth Rush got a close-up view of one glacier
and discovered a much larger truth that calls for great-
er thinking and more decisive action. Of that encoun-
ter with the massive chunk of ice, she described the
experience: “It was so otherworldly. It does make me
feel how precious and miraculous it is that we exist. I
felt like it was close to touching down on another plan-
et, and to see how diffi�cult it would be to eke out a hu-
man existence on another planet makes me really
grateful for ours.”

It takes eff�ort to re-adjust our vision, to imagine
other worlds, for one main purpose: to respect, even
reverence, the world we have. Up close to nature’s
frighteningly beautiful creation, we can see ourselves
crystal clear.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs are 
presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Jan. 20

Annual Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. Jan. 14-20, Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. The public is invited to help put to-
gether a 5,000-piece “Big City Collage” showcase puz-
zle from Ravensburger. Smaller puzzles and children’s
puzzles will be available. Light snacks and beverages
available. Visit for an hour or all day. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org. 

Jan. 21

Online services: Many churches have online wor-
ship services. Visit church websites for full informa-
tion.

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.stjohnfl�atrock.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.newbridgebaptist.org.

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

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m. Rite I Eucharist,
10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucharist with choir, in person and
livestream, 5:30 p.m. candlelight Celtic Eucharist with
choir, in person and livestream. 60 Church St., down-
town Asheville. 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. service. Start-
ing Jan. 14, services will be held for several months at
East Waynesville Baptist Church, 175 Woodland Drive,
Waynesville, during renovations. Service also on Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Jan. 23

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.

“The Language of God” book study: 10 a.m. Tues-
days through March 19, Grace Lutheran Church, 1245
6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. Written for believers, ag-
nostics and atheists, “The Language of God” by Fran-
cis Collins provides a testament to the power of faith in
the midst of suff�ering without faltering from its logical
stride. Purchase book from Amazon for $11.39. Email
Jim Stoltenberg at celide1947@gmail.com to sign up.

Jan. 24

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

Oasis meal and fellowship: 4:45 p.m. Wednesdays
through Feb. 7, Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave.
W., Hendersonville. Eat and fellowship. Sign up for
dinner weekly. Free will off�ering accepted. A book
study will follow from 6-7 p.m.

Study Buddies: 5 p.m. Wednesdays through Feb. 7,
Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. Study Buddies is a mentoring program for ele-
mentary age students. Students are matched with a
mentor and they meet weekly to do homework, read
books or devotionals, play games and get to know each
other. 

KiDDs Club: 5:45 p.m. Wednesdays through Feb. 7,
Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. KiDDs club is a time for school-aged children to
join us for a devotional, sharing highs and lows, and
playing games. Children second grade and younger
need to have a parent on premises.

Oasis “The Bible’s Big Picture” study: 6 p.m.
Wednesdays through Feb. 7, Grace Lutheran Church,
1245 6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. We know the Bible is
an important part of our faith lives as Christians. Its
size and complexity can be daunting, yet at its heart is
a single story: a love story between God, creation and
humanity. Pastor Jonathan will retell the Bible’s story,
setting out its central themes as a compelling narrative
of God’s never failing love for creation and humanity.
Visit www.gracehendersonville.com.

Jan. 26

Food pantry: Drive through from 10 a.m.-1 p.m.,
Mount Pleasant Baptist Church, 151 Scronce Creek
Road, Burnsville. Call 828-536-0130 when you arrive to
check in. The church also off�ers Good News Club for
infant-fi�fth grade and JYC for grades 6-12 at 6 p.m.
Wednesdays.

RELIGION CALENDAR

The high rates of ministers considering quitting re-
fl�ects the “collective trauma” that both clergy and con-
gregants have experienced since 2020, said institute
director Scott Thumma, principal investigator for the
project.

“Everybody has experienced grief and trauma and
change,” he said. Many clergy members, in open-end-
ed responses to their survey, cited dwindling atten-
dance, declining rates of volunteering and members’
resistance to further change. 

“I am exhausted,” said one pastor quoted by the re-
port. “People have moved away from the area and new
folks are fewer, and farther, and slower to engage. Our
regular volunteers are tired and overwhelmed.”

Some of these struggles are trends that long predat-
ed the pandemic. Median in-person attendance has
steadily declined since the start of the century, the re-
port said, and with fewer younger participants, the
typical age of congregants is rising. 

After a pandemic-era spike in innovation, congre-
gants are less willing to change, the survey said. 

The reasons for clergy burnout are complex, and
need to be understood in larger contexts, Thumma said.

“Oftentimes the focus of attention is just on the
congregation, when in fact we should also be thinking
about these bigger-picture things,” he said. A pastor

and congregants, for example, might be frustrated
with each other when the larger context is that they’re
in a struggling rural town that’s losing population, he
said: “That has an eff�ect on volunteering. It has an ef-
fect on aging. It has an eff�ect on what kind of possibil-
ity you have to grow.”

About a third of clergy respondents were consider-
ing both leaving their congregation and the ministry
altogether, with nearly another third considering one
or the other. 

Most clergy reported confl�ict in their congrega-
tions, but those considering leaving their churches re-

ported it at even higher levels and also were less likely
to feel close to their congregants.

Those thinking of quitting the ministry entirely
were more likely to be pastors of smaller churches and
those who work solo, compared with those on larger
staff�s and at larger churches.

Mainline Protestant clergy were the most likely to
think of quitting, followed by evangelical Protestants,
while Catholic and Orthodox priests were the least
likely to consider leaving.

The percentages of clergy having thoughts of quit-
ting are higher than in two previous surveys conduct-
ed by the institute in 2021 and spring 2023, though it’s
diffi�cult to directly compare those numbers because
the earlier surveys were measuring shorter time peri-
ods since 2020.

The news isn’t all grim. Most clergy report good
mental and physical health – though somewhat less so
if they’re thinking of leaving their congregations or
ministry – and clergy were more likely to have in-
creased than decreased various spiritual practices
since the pandemic began. 

The results are based on a survey in the fall of 2023
of about 1,700 Christian clergy members from more
than 40 denominations, including Protestant, Catho-
lic and Orthodox bodies.

The survey echoes similar post-pandemic research.
A 2023 Pew Research Center found a decrease in those
who reported at least monthly in-person worship at-
tendance, with Black Protestant churches aff�ected the
most.
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