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LYMPIC INK

T
his has been a wonderful summer if you follow sports: tennis championships, end-of-season

tournaments and soccer’s European Championship and Copa America – all leading up to the most

global event of all, the Olympics. h The Olympic Games began as a religious celebration in ancient

Greece, with competitions to honor their gods. But the Olympics declined once the Roman Empire

replaced Greek power in the Mediterranean; the final blow came from the Christian Emperor Theodosius I,

who saw the games as a stage for paganism. h At the end of the 19th century, the modern iteration of the

Olympics began – minus religion. This time, they were secular, with flags and patriotism replacing religious

worship. But religion is still easy to see, including right on the athletes’ bodies.

Swimmer Caleb Dressel’s
eagle tattoo is inspired by
the Biblical book of Isaiah.
TOM PENNINGTON/GETTY IMAGES

SOME ATHLETES’ TATTOOS EXPRESS RELIGIOUS FAITH

Gustavo Morello Boston College | THE CONVERSATION

See TATTOOS, Page 3C
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LIVING

Influential writer James Baldwin
(1924-1987) would be 100 on Aug. 2,
2024. From an early life of poverty in
Harlem, to great fame as a writer and a
powerful voice for Civil Rights, he
stands as one of the leading truth-tell-
ers (prophets?) of our time. As with
most freethinkers, I would suggest the
best way to gain an understanding of
Baldwin is to read his work. However,
we can’t assume we will find comfort or
consolation in his words, particularly
when he addresses the role of religious
faith in society.

In his essay, “A Talk to Teachers” (De-
cember 1963), Baldwin speaks his un-
compromising truth: “My ancestors and

I were very well trained. We understood
very early that this was not a Christian
nation. It didn’t matter what you said or
how often you went to church. [We]
knew that Christians didn’t act this
way.” Even with his personal experience
of serious racial divisions in the coun-
try, Baldwin had hope, and it began with
education. He wished each child was
taught to know their own worth, to use
their “tremendous potential and tre-
mendous energy” to help America to
“find her way.”

In his 1954 book, “Nobody Knows My
Name,” James Baldwin writes that some
concepts of the divine simply aren’t big
enough. “It has got to be made much
bigger than it is because God is, after all,
not anybody’s toy [but] a power which
you cannot control.” On his personal
“journey toward something I do not un-
derstand,” he explains: “I conceive of
God, in fact, as a means of liberation and
not a means to control others.” He ex-
pands on this later, in his 1963 book,

“The Fire Next Time.” Describing his tur-
bulent teen years as an evangelist, with
the hot fear of both Hell and Harlem
lurking at the door, he chose to cling to a
fearful faith: “I accepted this Deity as
the only one. I supposed Him to exist
only within the walls of a church — in
fact, of our church — and I also sup-
posed that God and safety were synony-
mous.” 

We can’t fully appreciate the incisive
perceptions of James Baldwin, espe-
cially on religion, without keeping his
believing background in mind. “Bal-
dwin’s Pentecostal experience is, in fact,
essential to understanding his complex
views on Christianity, which he es-
poused in his speeches and publica-
tions. His experience in the pulpit also
served to inflect his overall stance on re-
ligion, and his ultimate rejection of it in
the name of humanistic love” (National
Museum of African-American History
and Culture). Clearly this was a deci-
sive, dramatic shift.

While “speaking as an ex-minister of
the Gospel, and therefore, as one of the
born again,” he hopes never to forget the
instruction to “feed the hungry, clothe
the naked and visit those in prison”
(“Open Letter to the Born Again,” 1979).
Having preached this basic guidance of
the gospel in his youth, he could now ex-
amine and expose the “exclusive private
club” of many Christians and clearly
state that: “the man of Galilee could not
possibly hope — or wish — to enter” that
club. Quite a disarming and damning
observation. 

In a powerful passage from “The Fire
Next Time,” Baldwin writes: “If the con-
cept of God has any validity or any use,
it can only be to make us larger, freer,
and more loving.” As he states, any rele-
vant God has to be a means of liberation,
not control. Freethinkers like Baldwin
may hold on to some theological
threads, but without the dread, the fear 

To find our way: James Baldwin at 100
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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We have all heard that it is the parts which make
up the whole of something. The different parts of a
car, for example, are necessary to make the whole car.
Leave one out and you do not have a complete car. If
one ingredient is left out of a recipe, the pie or cake
doesn’t taste the way it should. And there are many
other examples in our daily lives which illustrate this
point.

As we look at a beautiful mountain scene, it is the
combination of all the parts of that scene that creates
the culminating beauty. If you would ask different
people what part of the scene captured their atten-
tion the most, you would more than likely get several
different answers. But then we tend to put all the
parts together to make a scene that stays in our mem-
ories for a long time.

We do the same thing with people. We take each
other apart in our minds. Some things about that per-
son are appealing, some are not. We like how they
dress, but we are not fond of their opinions on certain
things. But as a whole person, we like them and wish
to be with them.

There are people who tend to focus on the parts,
and pay less attention to the whole picture. That’s
neither good, nor bad. Then there are people who put
more emphasis on the completed scene, and neglect
the individual parts. I tend to sit on the fence in this
debate. I believe we must pay attention to both parts
and the whole. We must stop along the way each day
and smell the roses, and then look back at the end of
the day putting everything together.

We can apply this way of thinking to the reading
and studying of scripture. I learned many years ago to
not only read the individual verses of a particular
text, but to read before and after those verses. It is so
important when we take a particular part of a chapter
to know what was taking place before and after, what
caused these verses to show up at this point, or how
do these verses relate to others.

This way of approaching scripture can open up
new revelations and understandings of God’s pur-
pose. If we take the verses that we consider our favor-
ites and read no further, we will fail to see the unity
and beauty of the scriptures as whole. Although,
God’s written word was compiled by various authors
at different times and later given chapters and verses,
it is to be read and understood as a whole. All of God’s
scripture is connected.

Jesus thought it was important to view the scrip-
tures as a whole. This is evident when he walked and
talked with the two men on the way to Emmaus after
his resurrection. Luke 24:27 says, “And beginning
with Moses and the prophets, Jesus explained to
them what was said in all the scriptures concerning
himself.”

Which brings us to the application of this “parts
and whole” discussion to our daily walk with Christ.
Can we leave out any of the “parts” of being a Chris-
tian and still have a “whole” that is acceptable to
God? In order to be a “whole” and a holy Christian, we
must pay attention to the “parts.” It is the daily devo-
tions, prayer, study, witnessing and the growing in
God’s grace — the “parts” — which will make us into
the “whole” person that God wants us to be.

Let’s concentrate on the parts as well as the whole.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

When reading
scriptures,
concentrate on
the parts as well
as the whole

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

July 28

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

Montreat Conference Center Summer Worship
Series: 10:30 a.m. Sundays through Aug. 4, Montreat
Conference Center-Anderson Auditorium, 302 Look-
out Road, Montreat. A different speaker each week.

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 ho-
mily. 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
Village 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 Acad-
emy 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. Child care
available 10 a.m.-noon. 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. 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 & Re-
treat Center, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sa-
cred 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.

Providence Global Methodist Church:11 a.m., 364
Broadway St., Asheville. Wheelchair accessible, hear-
ing assistance and on-site parking. Visit
https://providencegmc.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 a.m. Rite II Eucharist with choir, in person and liv-
estream, 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.
Starting Jan. 14, services will be held indefinitely at
East Waynesville Baptist Church, 175 Woodland
Drive, Waynesville, during renovations. Service also
on Facebook. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

July 29

Better: A Study of Hebrews: 10 a.m. Mondays
through Aug. 12, Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave.
W., Hendersonville. Studying book of Hebrews in a
verse-by-verse study, exploring how God “provided
something better for us” in the person of Jesus Christ
(Hebrews 11:40). Contact Jill Wingard at
jwingard@gracehendersonville.com to join.

“Scam Avoidance for Seniors” luncheon: Noon,
Clyde Central United Methodist Church, 410 Charlest
St., Clyde. Lunch in included. Free but register at
(828) 627-2287.

July 30

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 31

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

RELIGION CALENDAR

that often wears the mask of faith. Whatever divi-
sions fracture our communities, our nations, our
world — that shake our stability — we can either be
guided by a conception of a God who can make us
more loving, or choose to be liberated to love, by a
radical faith in ourselves. That will always be our own
choice, and it matters. 

One way I come to James Baldwin takes a cue from
an earlier writer, Zora Neale Hurston, who described:
“seeking after the inner heart of truth” (“Dust Tracks
on a Road”). It won’t help to spiritualize or psycholo-
gize that. This inner discovery, if and when it actually
is discovered, may feel more like a surgical probing
than a journey or pilgrimage. Baldwin and Hurston
and many other likeminded voices are not whisper-
ing gentle assurances, but pushing us, grabbing us by
the arm to pull us, in the direction we resist going. I
suspect they wouldn’t object to comparing that
pushing and pulling to the insistence of all famous
founders of faith, including Jesus himself.

In this centennial year of his birth, it’s my view
that James Baldwin should be celebrated, not only
with great honors, but with serious listening, since
his words continue to call us to find our way.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith
chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer
and humanist celebrant. Chris and his wife, 
the Rev. Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and
blogs are presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(www.chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

Over the last two decades, studies continue to ap-
pear showing that church attendance is declining and
the so-called “nones,” those who do not identify with
any faith group, are on the rise. These reports and ar-
ticles have covered different religions and more spe-
cifically, Christian denominations. The sad reality of
declining church attendance has led to further studies
that have focused on the reason people leave the
church.

From my 14 years of experience as a priest, I can
share that people leave the church due to varied rea-
sons, both personal and external. For example, young
people tend to leave after high school, when they
move away for college and begin to form their own
identities apart from their parents; soon after mar-
riage; when the Church does not support their politi-
cal or social views; when they prioritize their social
interests over their spiritual thirst for Christ; when
their church deviates from the authenticity of the
faith that was established by Jesus over two thousand
years ago; when they see their church community and
her members not living out the true Gospel in their
lives; and the most obvious, when they stop believing. 

In general, we know that most people go to church
to be closer to God. But as you see above, the reason
for each person’s lack of attendance and disconnect is
more complex. 

Such data is often gathered through surveys, which
often ignore local and world events that influence what
is taking place on the “ground level.” For example, since
the start of the pandemic, the Eastern Orthodox Chris-
tian Church in North America has seen a huge influx of
people seeking a church they can call home.

A recent study prepared on behalf of the Orthodox
Church in America, surveyed 773 “converts” (a person
who has intentionally embraced Jesus Christ through
the Orthodox Faith). While the sample of this study is
small considering the size of the church, it accurately
illustrated what Orthodox parishes across the coun-
try are seeing. 

In the study, 29% of those who joined the Orthodox
Church did so prior to 2010, 21% between 2010 and
2019, and a staggering 49% joined after the pandemic.
The highest age group ranges from 21-40. 20% of
those surveyed said they were previously Roman
Catholic, 35% mainline Protestant, 29% Evangelist
and other Protestant, and 20% of other affiliations. 

What attracted those people and many others to
the Orthodox Church across the country? Before an-
swering this question, allow me to share a quick histo-

ry of the Orthodox Christian Church. 
The Orthodox Church, founded by Jesus Christ

with its beginning chronicled in the New Testament,
is the oldest Christian Church in the world. It is the
second largest in size after the Roman Catholic
Church with roughly 250 million members world-
wide. With its deep and unbroken link to the early
Church, the Orthodox Church has faithfully kept the
teachings of Christ as revealed through Scripture, and
as witnessed/lived out by his Apostles, martyrs,
Church fathers and saints since the first century. 

The Orthodox Church is often described as being
evangelical, but not Protestant; orthodox, but not
Jewish; Catholic, but not Roman. Nondenomination-
al, but rather predenominational. It has believed,
taught, preserved, defended and died for the faith of
the Apostles since the day of Pentecost over two thou-
sand years ago. 

Even though the Orthodox Church is the second
largest church in Christendom, it is relatively small
here in the United States. With roughly 2 million
members living in the United States, the Church con-
tinues to be known as “America’s best-kept secret.”
Missionaries and immigrants from lands such as
Greece, Russia, the Middle East and the Balkans
brought Orthodoxy to the United States starting in the
late 18th century.

Back to our question: What attracted those people
and many others to the Orthodox Church across the
country? 

The overwhelming answer I hear is people are
seeking a deeper spiritual life through a real encoun-
ter with Jesus Christ. They want a church that is au-
thentic and unchanged. One that does not alter theol-
ogy for the sake of modernity. 

While the Orthodox Church has seen a steady in-
crease in membership since the first missionaries and
immigrants arrived on this land, the Covid-19 pan-
demic has triggered the fastest growth it has seen in
modern times. During this period, churches were
forced to find new ways to share the message of the
Gospel with their people by livestreaming their ser-
vices and by producing podcasts and YouTube
videos. These newly utilized resources have opened
the eyes of many Americans who had never heard of
the Orthodox Church before.

Here are a few quotes from converts who have
newly entered the Orthodox Church taken from the
2023 Convert Survey:

“I wanted a faith that intruded into my daily life,
and would be a visible presence every day of the year,
not just Sundays; I wanted to deepen and grow in my
faith.” 

“My faith felt like dipping my finger in a lukewarm
bowl of water. Orthodoxy felt like reaching my arm into
a pool to find out how deep it goes and finding myself
falling headfirst into unknown, infinite depths.”

Declining church attendance
stats not entire picture

The Very Rev. Milad Selim
Guest columnist


