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like that phrasing); sometimes, howev-
er, the fear and wishful thinking are the
seeds (looking for a better word) for the
participant, and that kind of becomes
the religion.”

Steve is not theologically trained, yet
he certainly touches the heart of the
matter. Who are the “participants”? The
believers, those who choose to believe,
are also choosing to participate by as-
piring to something perhaps indefinable
– beyond definition. However, if that’s
true, it begs the question: if we can’t de-
fine what’s going on with believing in
beliefs, where can a conversation go?

He and I commiserate that we can’t
talk about these issues with everyone in
our lives. As my friend states: “I know a
lot of people who would be really angry
about this.” Why is it so many feel
threatened, or get agitated, when ques-
tions are raised, or we make attempts to
define what’s going on with religion and
faith? Is it disrespectful or aggressive to
try to make sense of these sensitive sub-
jects? I suppose that’s the real issue:
how sensitive (emotional) people are
when presented with curiosity, investi-
gation, seeking understanding. 

While defining what we understand
religion to be, we also have to consider
what religion is not. Obviously, religion
is not easy to define. As I see it, religion
is not a human experience that always

lends itself to meaningful expression. In
other words, words are a problem. Reli-
gious faith is essentially storytelling but
it cannot adequately explain what the
stories mean. Religion is very personal,
an individual experience, and it’s true
that people who share similar stories
can come together to tell and re-tell
those stories, but other than trying to
convince others their stories are sincere
and true, it is not a comprehensive com-
municator. “I believe” doesn’t convey
much more than an opinion based on
feelings and perhaps, we can hope, seri-
ous reflection. 

Anyone can pick up a dictionary to
look up an “official” or “traditional” defi-
nition of religion, but I find it more illu-
minating to hear how each person
frames this in their own words, from
their own experience. There are no ex-
perts or authorities in these matters, at
least in my view. Each of us is the “au-
thor” of our own insights and view-
points. This is both the strength and the
weakness of religious experience – it
speaks to an individual’s personal
views, and it cannot be expressed in any
definitive, conclusive way. This leaves
us with more questions than answers
and perhaps that’s the whole point my
friend and I are presenting. 

I appreciated the comment Steve
made at the end of his email: “I plan to

write more about the definition; we can
discuss at a later date.” Wouldn’t that be
great, if people could agree to keep
thinking, writing and discussing these
important topics? Those who choose to
resist, cut off or subvert honest reason-
ing and discussion are the ones perhaps
most susceptible to those myths and su-
perstitions we’ve identified. They may
be the ones who truly give religion “a
bad name” or lead to critics attacking
faith as irrational, delusional, even dan-
gerous. And well it can be when abdicat-
ing authority to the self-appointed “De-
finers” who not only tell us what religion
and faith mean, but what God, scripture
and anything else means.

After our exchange, Steve re-phrased
his definition-in-process: “The best as-
pects of religion grow out of a desire to
be part of something greater than one-
self, to be part of a community, and to
experience a sense of awe; the worst
[aspects] emerge when religion slides
into – or is pulled into – mythology, fear,
and wishful thinking.”

Growing, desiring, connecting, sens-
ing awe. Seems healthier than mytholo-
gizing, fearing and wishing, wouldn’t
you think?  

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. 
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A friend I’ll call “Steve” has done a fair
amount of teaching, as I have. He and I
read some of the same books on human-
ist thought. As Steve and I discuss seri-
ous subjects concerning the ever-hot
topic of religion and faith, he sent me his
current thinking on the matters:

“Here’s a little definition of ‘religion’
that I came up with a couple of days ago
(certainly it’s not all original; lots of
sources here, including things you and I
have talked about): Religion: mythology
and superstition based on fear and
wishful thinking; additionally, or alter-
nately, the desire to experience awe and
to be part of something greater than
oneself.”

His reasoning seems sound. I re-
sponded positively: “As I see it, your al-
ternate definition of religion makes the
most sense, though it can quickly drift
into the myth and superstition stuff,
when people aren’t thinking critically.”
This invited him to say more: “I guess
that the alternate definition is the aspi-
rational one, for the participant … . The
first part of the definition is what reli-
gion does, indeed, too easily drift into (I

Indeed, we not only need forgiveness of
past sins, but we need the sanctifying
power of the Spirit who will remove the
evil that lies within us.

Our sinfulness and our brokenness
are not all there is to see in this story. We
also see the love of the One who suffers
for us and is determined to save us from
ourselves and from our sin. Jesus’ suf-
fering and death were not accidental.
He chose the path he knew would end
the way it did. He faced the flogging, the
crown of thorns, the humility, and the
cross with silence. He stood naked as if
to say, “Don’t you understand the love I
have for you? Don’t you understand
how far I will go to win your love for
me?” 

And in this story, we may even find
something else besides our sinfulness
and God’s infinite, unconditional love
for us. We should see that Jesus has set
an example for how we are to love one
another. We may never be asked to give
our lives as Jesus did, but we are asked
to daily lay aside our lives for the sake of
our brothers and sisters. Jesus de-
mands from his disciples, from us, sac-
rificial love. A love that transforms ene-
mies into friends, shames the guilty
into repentance, and softens hearts of
stone.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com.
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focused on what other people can do
for us. We have plans on how to suc-
ceed and achieve and the primary way
we do that is by using the people
around us to attain those goals. Jesus
clearly teaches that an abundant life
and genuine joy only come through fo-
cusing on others, especially the poor,
the marginalized and the oppressed.

We also focus an incredible amount
of time on acquiring prestige. This
need arises from a great deal of insecu-
rity. Jesus teaches us that we are all
beloved children of God and therefore
inherently worthy and special. We also
recognize there are many in our world
with poor self-esteem that need to
hear the message that they too are be-
loved and worthy.

Much of the focus in our world is on
acquiring possessions and affluence.
Everything we see in media tells us we
need the best, largest or most expen-
sive objects. If you are a disciple of Je-
sus, your focus should be on people
and building relationships and com-
munities. It should be on the solidarity
of humanity, a concept that extends
our sense of family to include the en-
tire human race, a concept in which we
strive to make sure everyone has
enough, not necessarily the same, but
enough.

Are you someone who seeks a posi-
tion of power and control? How about
the leaders you follow? How often in

your life do you want to dominate what
is occurring? We often want to be in
charge and control of others. However,
Jesus makes it clear that the greatest
among us are those that serve. He
points it out repeatedly whenever his
disciples press him about who among
them will be the greatest.

What do you do when you are
wounded or hurt by someone? Do you
look for revenge and retaliation? That is
not the path that Jesus teaches us. We
are to look for how the relationship can
be repaired, how it can be restored. We
seek to give and receive forgiveness.
How do you respond to violence in the
world? How do you want your leaders to
respond? Do you respond with more vi-
olence or try to respond with love and a
peaceful solution? Jesus clearly teaches
us to respond with love. He teaches that
love is the only power strong enough to
transform violence and hate.

As we see from the above discourse,
Jesus laid out a path to follow, often re-
ferred to as “the way,” if we are to acquire
abundant life in accordance with the
will of God. It is the path that reconnects
us with God and connects us with each
other in the way God intended. It is not
an easy path. As Jesus points out to Ni-
codemus, it requires dying to one way of
living and being reborn with spirit from
above into another way of living, a way
of living that is often distinctly different
in its priorities from that with which we
are accustomed. Perhaps we need to do
a better job of acquiring spiritual friends
who will help us along this path. Engag-
ing in contemplative practices such as
prayer and meditation can help guide us

as can joining an inclusive, non-judg-
mental faith community.

One of the most powerful tools we
have is to elect local and national lead-
ers who embody the true spirit of God as
exemplified in Jesus. If you are follow-
ing a leader who is self-centered, greedy
and focused on affluence, possessions,
prestige and power, then you are pro-
moting the very antithesis of God’s plan
for the world as taught by Jesus. If the
leaders you follow engage in violent
rhetoric and lash out at anyone who
hurts them, then you are only bringing
more hatred and violence into the
world.

Let us be more conscious of the
choices we make. In the Lord’s Prayer
we speak, “Thy kingdom come, thy will
be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Do
we really believe that? As disciples of
Jesus, what are we doing to make this a
real possibility?

Dr. R. Scott Thornton is the author of
"Inclusive Christianity: A Progressive
Look at Faith" and two websites, Inclusi-
vechristianity.org and Theprogressive-
christian.org. Prior to moving to Ashe-
ville, he was a physician for 35 years.
During that time, he was the creator and
director of Sacred Grounds, a coffee shop
and resource center at Gloria Dei
Church in Huntingdon Valley, Pennsyl-
vania, and the creator and director of
Values Through Arts and Sports, a pro-
gram for at-risk youth in the West Ken-
sington section of Philadelphia. Thorn-
ton currently attends Land of the Sky
UCC where he leads the prison ministry
team and participates in the spiritual
formation team.
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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Feb. 18

Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Ethical Humanist Society of Ashe-
ville: 2:30 p.m., Friends Meeting, 227
Edgewood Road, Asheville, or via Zoom.
“Peer Support” presented by Jodi Ford.
Learn how certified peer support spe-
cialists use personal experience with
mental health and substance use disor-
ders, houselessness or incarceration to
help others with their life journeys. Visit
www.sunriseinasheville.org. Visit
http://EHSAsheville.org.

Biltmore Church: All campuses open
for on-site services. Online services at
9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch-
.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.,
Asheville. View times and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.

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

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on www.allsoulscath-
edral.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9
Swan St., Biltmore Village in Asheville.
Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 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://wptlra-
dio.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
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tra-
ditional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.
Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-
ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices 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 Junalus-
ka Conference & Retreat Center, Lake-
shore 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 YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville 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 avail-
able.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist, 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucha-
rist with choir, in person and livestream,
5:30 p.m. candlelight Celtic Eucharist
with choir, in person and livestream. 60
Church St., downtown Asheville. Visit
www.trinityasheville.org.

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

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m.
service. Starting Jan. 14, services will be
held for several months at East Waynes-
ville Baptist Church, 175 Woodland
Drive, Waynesville, during renovations.
Service also on Facebook. Nursery avail-
able. Visit www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Feb. 20

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship/
testimony/lessons 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. Tuesdays through March 19,
Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave.
W., Hendersonville. Written for believ-
ers, agnostics and atheists, “The Lan-
guage of God” by Francis Collins pro-
vides a testament to the power of faith in
the midst of suffering without faltering
from its logical stride. Purchase book
from Amazon for $11.39. Email Jim Stol-
tenberg at celide1947@gmail.com to
sign up.

Feb. 21

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

Ash Wednesday services: 12:15 and
6 p.m., Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. The beginning
of Lent gives us the occasion to admit
we will die and that we are sinners. On
Ash Wednesday we are marked with
ashes — a sign of our death and of our
sorrow for sin — but the ashes trace a
cross on our forehead, where the baptis-
mal water first marked us with God’s
grace. 

Ashes to Go: 11 a.m.-1 p.m. outside In-
gles, Boylston Highway, Mills River. The
Rev. Megan McMillan from Mills River
Presbyterian Church and Rev. Tracey
Kelly from The Episcopal Church of the
Holy Family will administer the ashes,
making it convenient for people to re-
ceive the ashes and blessings.

Ash Wednesday service: 6 p.m.,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.

Ash Wednesday service: 4 p.m., Ho-
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