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While teaching classes on Freeth-
ought I read and re-read books and arti-
cles that help me explain the subject.
Whether the course is about a specific
Freethinker such as Thomas Paine, Lu-
cretia Mott, Robert Ingersoll, Walt Whit-
man, Carl Sagan or other representative
thinker, or focuses on a central theme
such as Humanism or Freethought it-
self, my intent is to be well prepared.
Each time I dig into materials to learn
and re-learn the subject, I’m reminded
how much I know, and how much I don’t
know. Sometimes I stop to wonder: Do I
know enough to teach this? I consider
what the purpose of teaching is, what
education fundamentally means. The
teacher is always learning, a perpetual
student, and there is much to learn from
students. I don’t pour what I know into
brains like buckets, I float ideas in the
air of the classroom for all of us to bat
around like balloons. 

The title of this column comes from a
quote attributed to physicist Richard
Feynman (some say Albert Einstein).
The full quote is possibly: “If you can’t
explain it simply, then you don’t under-

stand it well enough.” Whichever is cor-
rect, the meaning is the same: know
what you’re talking about, especially
when you’re claiming to pass along real
knowledge. If you can’t explain some-
thing because you don’t really under-
stand what you’re saying, you shouldn’t
be trying to convince others to believe it.
This has major implications for Philoso-
phy, Science and Religion.

Do you ever come across an online
posting that proclaims “The Internet
says...”? I always skip over those. We
hear comments like “X says” or “Google
says,” which often means a loose collec-
tion of anonymous people posted their
opinions on that platform and for some
reason we’re supposed to seriously ac-
cept it as true. I choose to be choosey
about what or who pleads for my time
and attention. The same goes for reli-
gious claims, especially when someone
wants my attention (“Stop scrolling and
look at this!”). Can anyone explain the-
ology or spirituality in a quick and easy
way, or confidently explain how an an-
cient book commands authority after
thousands of years? “This pastor or
priest says …”, or “My religious teachers
tell me …”, “I watched a video about
this”, or “These books explain every-
thing”, just isn’t good enough. “The Bible
says” isn’t much different than “The In-
ternet says.” People “explain” (mimic?)
but often don’t really understand what-
ever they want us to accept. Not only is

this unwise, but it’s certainly not educa-
tional; more an exchange of opinions,
and that’s fine, as long as we under-
stand that’s what we’re doing. It’s more
honest to say we don’t fully understand
something so our explanation may not
be very accurate or adequate. In my
view, a good teacher is clear about that,
which might encourage students to
think for themselves and perhaps come
up with a solution, or perhaps a better
explanation. A competent and consci-
entious teacher would be pleased with
that. 

I have an uncomfortable memory of a
disastrous day as a substitute teacher in
a middle school. I thought I could slide
by handing out papers or showing a
film, but students started asking for
help on their math assignment. I was
pretty good with math when I was their
age, but then calculators were invented.
Stumped by their questions, I simply
deflected the conversation to some oth-
er assignment, and couldn’t wait for the
period to end (I’m sure the students felt
the same way). I couldn’t explain some-
thing because I didn’t understand it; I
couldn’t remember how to solve a prob-
lem — in middle school mathematics!
That’s my confession, but now I’ll de-
flect attention to the greater life lesson:
If you don’t know, admit it, and move on;
understand the process of learning is a
humble endeavor enhanced by various
viewpoints and diverse ideas. How

much healthier would faith traditions
be if this understanding guided their
practice?

After describing how his approach to
teaching some courses didn’t work well,
Feynman reasoned: “I think that there
isn’t any solution to this problem of edu-
cation other than to realize that the best
teaching can be done only when there is
a direct individual relationship between
a student and a good teacher — a situa-
tion in which a student discusses the
ideas, thinks about the things, and talks
about the things.” (Preface to “Six Easy
Pieces”). That rings true for me. In my
experience, standing stiff behind a po-
dium to lecture can be a barrier to
healthy engagement with a subject or
students, hindering a delightfully rela-
tional environment. I’d rather present
myself as a learner alongside learners,
ready, willing and welcoming, inviting
more knowledge.

I hope I’ve done a good job explaining
this, because I’m not sure how much I
understand it.

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).
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times.com.

Aug. 25

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

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube
and live.biltmorechurch.com. The Es-
pañol Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the
Hendersonville Campus. For more in-
formation visit
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. 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. 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.

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://tbcashe-
ville.org/ Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist; 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucha-
rist (with choir) in person and live
stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic Eu-
charist (with choir) in person and live
stream. 60 Church St., downtown Ashe-
ville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
10:30 a.m., 926 Haywood Road. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.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. Ser-
vice also on Facebook. Nursery avail-
able. Visit www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Aug. 27

Kick-Off celebration for the aca-
demic year at Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Church returns to 10:45 a.m. service and
all Christian Formation classes will be-
gin. Lunch, music, games for children
and Buggy Pops cart. $10, $6 for children
age 5 and older. Visit
www.trinityasheville.org. 

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.

Aug. 28

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

Aug. 31

Messiah’s Mansion: Aug. 31-Sept. 8,
Seventh-Day Adventist Church, 50
Mount Carmel Road, Asheville. Learn
about the historic sanctuary built by the
Hebrews to worship God. Free tours ev-
ery 30 minutes, lasting about 75 min-
utes. Visit
www.messiahsmansion.com/asheville.

Stained glass window tours: 10:30
a.m. and 2 p.m., St. James Episcopal
Church, 766 N. Main St., Henderson-
ville, with the Rev. Tim Jones. Free. Held
during annual Apple Festival.

Sept. 4

WOW! – Worship on Wednesdays: 6
p.m. Wednesdays, Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Following dinner, chil-
dren separate into groups of grades K-5
and 6-12 with discussions, crafts, music
and other faith-based activities. Dinner
is free with a $5 suggested donation.
Co-hosted with Holy Family Episcopal
Church. Call (828) 891-9375.

Sept. 13

Aging Gracefully: The Medicare
Maze: Noon, Grace Lutheran Church,
1245 6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. Medi-
care, Medicare Advantage or Medicare
Supplement? How do I evaluate and
choose? Lunch provided. Sign up by
Sept. 8 to attend. Visit
www.gracehendersonville.com.

The Brank Family Gospel Singers: 7
p.m., Weaverville First Baptist Church,
63 N. Main St. Presented by the Weaver-
ville Music Study Club. Free but dona-
tions accepted to benefit the 2024
“Messiah” presentation. Visit
www.weavervillemusicstudyclub.org.

Oct. 6

Blessing of the Animals service: 4
p.m., back parking lot at The Episcopal
Church of St. John in the Wilderness,
1905 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. As
an option, a stuffed animal or pet photo
may be presented to receive a blessing.
Visit www.stjohnflatrock.org.

Nov. 7

Kanuga’s annual ‘AwakeningSoul’
conference: Nov. 7–10, Kanuga, 130 Ka-
nuga Chapel Drive, Hendersonville. At-
tendees can reflect on, connect with and
explore their spirituality through ex-
pert-guided exercises, music, poetry
and storytelling. Register at
www.kanuga.org/awakening.

RELIGION CALENDAR

A Stillwater, Oklahoma, veteran who
spent more than 45 years in and out of
prison aims to help others now that his
life has been transformed through faith
and education at a local Christian uni-
versity.

Keith Barton, 67, became connected to
a prison ministry while incarcerated. He
began studying the Bible, he said, finding
love, hope and purpose. Eventually, he
began leading a prison Bible study.

It was after teaching a Bible lesson to
his fellow inmates one evening that he
realized the Lord was offering him a
choice on how to live once he was re-
leased: He could go back to the criminal
lifestyle he’d maintained off and on
since his late teens, or he could do
something completely different.

“The Lord was giving me an opportu-

nity to straighten out my
life,” Barton said. “That’s
the options I was looking
at, either spending the
rest of my life in a peni-
tentiary, ending up dead,
or doing something for
the Lord.”

When he said goodbye to prison for
good, he enrolled in Mid-America Chris-
tian University. He graduated from the
university in May, almost 50 years after
graduating from high school.

Through his Christian faith, his uni-
versity education and the fellowship of
the Rev. Calvin Miller and Stillwater’s
New Zion Missionary Baptist Church,
Barton decided he would return to pris-
on one day to share his testimony. 

He now visits the Oklahoma County
jail as a member of New Zion’s outreach
team, determined to tell inmates that he
has been in their shoes and that he
comes offering help and hope. 

A committed student

Barton graduated from MACU in May
with a 3.9 grade average and a bachelor
of science in Christian ministries.

He was selected as Online Student of
the Year for the university’s Christian
ministries program, and Julie Nance,
associate professor and program direc-
tor for the university’s school of Chris-
tian ministries, called him a “superb
thinker and researcher.”

“Keith Barton is one of those rare stu-
dents who comes along that you hate to
see graduate because of the joy they
bring to each course,” Nance said.

“We often shared in great bantering
sessions throughout the weekly discus-
sions. I appreciated how he pushed me
on the course topics. I was always excit-
ed when he was enrolled in the next
course I taught,” she said. “I can’t wait to
see what comes next for Mr. Barton as
he pursues graduate work. I hope that,

someday, he can come back as an in-
structor for MACU.”

Barton said he does intend to return
to his university studies, this time in
pursuit of a master’s degree in divinity
specializing in biblical studies.

He said he’ll continue going to the jail
to offer support and guidance to in-
mates. And, he hopes to create a minis-
try for young people in juvenile deten-
tion. Barton said he wants to prevent
young people from making some of the
mistakes he made. 

The recent graduate said his children
often tell him that they are proud of him.
He said he has told them that any praise
and gratitude for his transformed life
belongs to God. 

“I’m doing all this for the Lord,” Bar-
ton said. 

“I want to give him the best that I can
because he’s given me the best that he
can.”

Man’s life transformation leads to prison ministry 
Carla Hinton
The Oklahoman

USA TODAY NETWORK

Barton


