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The great scientific thinker Galileo
once said “The Bible teaches us how to
go to heaven, not how the heavens go.”
He built his own telescope to search “the
heavens” and what he discovered
through observation, mathematics and
reasoning was not what he was sup-
posed to find. The powerful Church of
the 17th Century didn’t want to hear
what science had to say, especially if in-
vestigations in the natural cosmos con-
tradicted officially authorized supernat-
ural doctrines. Galileo, like Copernicus
and Kepler, observed the motion of the
planets and found evidence for the
earth orbiting the sun. This was blas-
phemous heresy. Church teaching then,
and in some corners of Christendom
now, resists observable facts, while bas-
ing bookloads of belief on the unobserv-
able dogmas of theology. As Galileo may
have said about these faith-centered
folks, their world revolves around the
Son rather than the Sun. Thank heavens
for Galileo.

Some ideas orbit our brains for many

cycles of seasons. Words and images
from our past can linger long in our head
space. I recall the lyrics from the old
hymn we sang in our Baptist youth
group: “I’ve got a mansion just over the
hilltop, in that bright land where we’ll
never grow old; and someday yonder,
we’ll never more wander, but walk on
streets that are purest gold.” As young
believers, we couldn’t wait for that
“bright land” of perpetual youth — we
were fully prepared to meet our Savior
in the clouds and live in his nebulous
neighborhood for eternity. The first
verse of the mansion song speaks of sat-
isfaction with a simple cottage in this
world, “But in that city where the ran-
somed will shine, I want a gold one
that’s silver lined.” What does this tell us
about the hopes and dreams of some be-
lievers? 

The final verse: “Don’t think me poor
or deserted or lonely, I’m not discour-
aged ‘cuz I’m Heaven bound; I’m just a
pilgrim in search of a city, I want a man-
sion, a robe, a crown.” Now, don’t you
wonder if the writer, or those who sing
this in worship, mean it literally? If they
do, I’m curious if they ever think about
what it suggests. Do they truly hope for
a large golden house in the sky, filled
with silver, where they can walk around
wearing a robe and crown on streets
made of gold? Even for the most desti-

tute person who needs hope for the fu-
ture, this vision of gleaming wealth and
royalty in the “sweet by and by” seems
excessive. After all, what use would pre-
cious metals have in heaven? 

Am I being too literal? Maybe, but
how else can we interpret this old
hymn? Even if it’s meant to be taken
metaphorically, it still begs the ques-
tion: why sing this as if it’s true? Is it of-
fering false hope, or actually not hopeful
at all? Does it show firm faith or foolish
fantasy to encourage a person living in a
tiny, gloomy cottage, to pray for riches in
“glory”?

Convincing someone this fantastic
dream of a golden city in the sky is their
reward, that endurance of misery now is
part of God’s Plan, is hurtful, not help-
ful. When I was a chaplain with people
living outside (daily orbiting social ser-
vice agencies, hoping for assistance), I
would never offer false assurances:
“Don’t worry, have faith, you’ll have
health, happiness and home some day.”
That would be cold comfort and cruel. 

I wouldn’t want to leave the impres-
sion that most religious faith is hostile
or ignorant of scientific advancement.
I’m not one to claim Religion and Sci-
ence can’t find some degree of dialogue
and common ground. After all, we live
on the same terrestrial ground and some
things are quite common, like curious

thinking (we could use a lot more of
that). Reasonable people of faith under-
stand that investigating our world and
the cosmos is important and that faith is
not in a position to explain the laws of
Nature. Scientists and believers (and
many believing scientists) agree that
Religion cannot claim to be scientific
and Science cannot claim to be a Reli-
gion. Galileo (like Copernicus, Kepler,
Newton and others) believed in a God,
and no doubt felt that using his “God-
given” brain and senses was honoring
the Creator. He also knew that an honest
investigator follows the evidence with-
out preconceived notions of what they
will discover. 

The small cottage where I lived for six
years in California, tucked under olive
and lemon trees behind a mansion, is
now on property worth over $4 million.
What has value and worth changes with
time. And while there may be no man-
sion awaiting our final move, what we
dream of, or sing of, can make a world of
difference in our search for an earthly
home. 

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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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Sept. 28

Newbridge Car Show: 10 a.m.-2
p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Registration
fee is $20 per entry. Registration ends at
noon. Gospel music, food, awards. Pro-
ceeds benefit Veterans Dinner held on
Nov. 9. Contact Keith Kiser at

kiserk1@yahoo.com. 

Sept. 29

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

Pumpkin patch: Sept. 29-Oct 31,
Groce United Methodist Church, 954
Tunnel Road, Asheville. Open 2-6:30
p.m. Monday-Friday and 12:30-6:30
p.m. Saturday-Sunday.

Fields of Grace - Fifth Sunday Sing-

ing: 11 a.m.-3 p.m., Dana Baptist Church,
37 Buttercup Fields Lane, Henderson-
ville.

Fields of Grace - Fifth Sunday Sing-
ing: 6-10 p.m., Berea Baptist Church,
2578 Riceville Road, Asheville.

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-
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the gift of free will and choice. And he
loves us in spite of our wrong choices,
pursues us when we reject him, and
stands beside us in our pain and suffer-
ing.

“Where can I go from your spirit? Or
where can I flee from your presence?”

(Psalm 139:7 NKJV) Where is God? He is
here with me, here with you, even when
we fail to feel his presence. How do we
know it? We know that God stirs among
his people from the stories we read in
scripture. Just like the one in Mark, God
can even show up in church where
someone has brought hurt and pain. We
know it from our own experience of feel-
ing God when we are broken. We know it
when we are angry with our conditions
and even angry at God. So, we shout at

him and he answers back, “I still love
you and I am here. I will never leave
you.”

God does not pull strings in our lives
like we are puppets, but that does not
mean that God is absent. God is espe-
cially close by when we encounter pain
from whatever. We remember that God
was with Jesus throughout his ministry,
even with him at the end, on a cross, a
violent earthly end for one so holy and
perfect.

Where is God? Where there are
crosses, there is God. God emptied him-
self of everything but love, came down
where the sin problem is, and confront-
ed the worst evil imagined. For us. With
us. God is here!

This column is the opinion of 
the Rev. Tim McConnell, retired 
Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 
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his challenges.
Before offering any diagnosis, I rec-

ommended comprehensive psychoedu-
cational testing. The results were re-
vealing. While Timmy did exhibit symp-
toms of anxiety, attention issues and
oppositional behaviors, the most accu-
rate diagnosis was clear: autism. 

Autism isn’t something to fear; it’s a
different way of being. With the right
support, a child with autism can lead a
fulfilling life.

Diagnosis and prevalence

The Johnsons’ experience is far from
unique. Diagnosing autism can be chal-
lenging because it often mimics other
mental health disorders, leading to mis-
diagnosis or delays. Autism, officially
called Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), affects communication, behav-
ior and social interaction. 

Autism diagnoses have increased
sharply over the past few decades,
sparking debate and real concern. The
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion reported that in 2023, about 1 in 36
children were diagnosed with autism,
compared to 1 in 150 in 2000 – an alarm-
ingly dramatic rise. Factors contributing
to this increase include greater aware-
ness, expanded diagnostic criteria and
improved screening tools that allow for
earlier detection. Early detection and
intervention are crucial for improving
outcomes.

Because ASD is a complex, multifac-
eted disorder with no one-size-fits-all
diagnostic criteria, the diagnostic pic-
ture can get ambiguous quickly. There-
fore, as our understanding of autism
deepens, it’s essential to use the most
robust testing available to ensure accu-
rate early diagnosis. Be wary of any ASD
diagnosis not based on comprehensive
evaluation. 

What an autism treatment 
plan might look like

Using the results of Timmy’s assess-
ment, we developed a multidimensional
treatment plan that addressed Timmy’s
specific and unique processing style.
Over several months, using the latest
evidence-based interventions, Timmy
developed the skills he needed to thrive.

1. Applied Behavior Analysis. ABA
remains one of the most widely used
and well-researched interventions, fo-
cusing on teaching new skills and re-
ducing challenging behaviors by break-
ing down tasks into manageable steps. 

2. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy.
CBT is a highly validated treatment, es-
pecially for anxiety, which is common in
individuals with ASD. It helps clients
recognize and modify the negative
thoughts driving anxiety and identify
the negative self-talk that drives social
anxiety in particular.

3. Social Skills Training. SST helps
children (and adults) with autism devel-
op the necessary skills for social inter-
action, tailored to each individual’s

needs, such as understanding social
cues, turn-taking, conversation skills,
appropriate boundaries and social
problem-solving. 

4. Parent training. Parent-mediated
interventions train parents to support
their child’s development at home, im-
proving communication, social skills
and behavioral outcomes. It’s essential
to involve parents in the therapeutic
process when treating ASD because we
find that a child’s progress in treatment
is directly connected to the parent’s in-
vestment and involvement – not only in
helping their child get healthy but also
in managing their own anxiety and
stress. Having a child diagnosed with
ASD can be an extremely stressful expe-
rience and it is incredibly helpful if par-
ents feel supported and empowered.

5. Medication. While no medication
treats autism directly, medications can
help manage symptoms like anxiety, de-
pression or severe behavioral issues.
Many parents are hesitant to medicate
their children, and I applaud a very in-
tentional decision-making process re-
garding medication, with children espe-

cially. However, sometimes children
with autism need medication to give
them space to build the coping skills for
the anxiety, depression and impulsivity
that often come with ASD.

6. Family therapy and support.
Supporting the entire family, including
siblings and extended family, is key to
improving outcomes for the individual
with autism. Family therapy encourages
a better understanding of autism and
helps support the individual’s develop-
ment.

7. Nutrition and exercise. Diet and
lifestyle factors can affect behavior and
overall health, and are an important
part of treating an individual with ASD.
Physical activity programs tailored for
those with autism improve both phys-
ical and mental well-being.

8. Mindfulness and relaxation.
Mindfulness strategies and relaxation
techniques help manage stress and reg-
ulate emotions. It’s important to be cre-
ative when teaching strategies, espe-
cially to young children. Techniques like
yoga, mindfulness, meditation and
breathing exercises can be adapted to be
engaging, fun and effective for children
with autism.

Just today I received a text from a
family we’ve worked with: “The lessons
we have learned in how to parent chil-
dren with ASD have made us better,
more patient, and understanding hu-
mans. Our boys have taught us to be
more compassionate and have opened
our eyes to a unique and beautiful way
of processing the world around us.”

My encouragement to any parent of a
child with autism is to seek a thorough
psychoeducational evaluation with a
real diagnosis, then follow it with a
treatment plan rooted in strategies
proven to work. Above all, start the jour-
ney with hope, believing that there is a
path where your child can thrive.

Dr. Mike Ronsisvalle is a licensed psy-
chologist and the president of LiveWell
Behavioral Health, a psychological ser-
vices agency that provides counseling
and addiction treatment. 
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It is essential to use the most robust testing available to ensure accurate early
diagnosis for autism. GETTY IMAGES


