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In his book, “The Desert Year” (1952), Joseph Krutch
takes the reader through the seasons he spent in the
Sonoran Desert of Arizona. Living in a Southwestern
environment where his wild neighbors included over
200 bird species and over 100 species of mammal, his
house was surrounded by giant saguaro cactus, in the
shadow of monument mountains. Krutch explains the
word “desert,” meaning a deserted place, wasn’t really
accurate since “it is teeming with live things” and the
soil “supports life, less crowded than in wetter regions
but pleasantly flourishing. Nature does not frown
here. She smiles invitingly.” This positive perspective
got me thinking about desert tales from the history of
religion.

Joseph Krutch offers many observations we can re-
flect upon with freethought or faith. Early in the book
he writes: “There is all the difference in the world be-
tween looking at something and living with it. In na-
ture, one never really sees a thing for the first time until
one has seen it for the fiftieth [time].” A very percep-
tive observation. Simply enjoying a “view” isn’t
enough; to actually “see” something, to experience
what that is, means seeing it over again many times.
We often say: “I never really noticed that before.” It
feels like truly seeing something for the first time. This
may cause one of those “aha!” moments, or a major
discovery, or some kind of “enlightenment.” Krutch
continues describing his openness to a basic natural

lesson. “To try to find out what that [lesson] may be is
the reason I have come once more to look at, to listen
to, and, this time if possible, to be more intimately a
part of, something whose meaning I have sensed but
not understood.” I suspect this explains the origin of
religions that sprout in the desert. Whether Moses or
Jesus, Muhammad or other saints or sages (such as
the “Desert Fathers” or “Mystic Mothers”), we wonder:
what did they sense but not understand out there and
why did they try to name the unnameable and explain
the unexplainable? 

As a native of the verdant West Coast, a child of for-
ested lands nourished by rain and rivers, I’ve never
been much interested in desert regions. I don’t partic-
ularly like heat or “empty” land. Yet I know, as Krutch
reminds me, deserts are far from empty. With the eye
of a New Englander, familiar with green landscapes as
I am, he is drawn by curiosity into a new wilderness
blooming with wonder. I wonder as well, what might
have been different if those Faith Founders had their
extraordinary experiences among trees, in wet places,
rather than dry and “deserted” spaces. Gautama
Buddha, who had his moment of enlightened wisdom
in a forest rather than a desert, taught a gentler, less
judgmental and less tribal message rooted and well-
suited to a greener environment. Do harsher deities
emerge from harsher environments? Do any divinities
emerge from greener places, essentially saturating the
land? For indigenous peoples, that does seem usual.
More Pagan, earth-centered religions seem “greener,”
embracing the virescent fecundity of place (some-
times referred to as Dark Green Religion). Yet, our ma-
jor historic religions, with billions of followers, are des-
ert-born — hard-scrabbled out of sandy, rocky, barely
habitable ground. As Krutch says of the pantheist: “He

believes in many voices, many prophets, many incar-
nations, even; and he is grateful for them all.”

Can we be grateful for all that comes from wild
spaces, whether desert, forest, plain, mountain or sea?
Wild breeds wild — the unknown and untamable — so
how could a well-controlled belief-system or “system-
atic theology” neatly package that wildness? Could a
practical way of life truly come from naked Nature?
How could a person become a disciple of the wild, har-
vesting lessons from such rough, desolate, lonely
land? How many who sought an open-air, expansive
vision of life and universe didn’t survive, never
emerged from the stark solitude, to proclaim new wis-
dom? And who can say what may yet emerge from
those lands, who may yet walk out with a fresh “gos-
pel” that changes everything? 

After climbing to a high mountain, far above his
desert den, Krutch explains it would be easy to remain
on the summit and gain wisdom, except, wisdom can’t
be carried down. Yet, “there is something which can
[be carried] and that something is to be found nowhere
else.” I think what Joseph Krutch is telling us — the
message he’s brought from his desert and mountain
experience — is that we must learn for ourselves, from
our own wild places. As he says: “Not to have know-
n…either the mountain or the desert, is not to have
known one’s self. Not to have known one’s self is to
have known no one….” 

Self-discovery is a day by day, year by year, journey.
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).

Wisdom of deserts, mountains and self-discovery
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Ezekiel’s Journey fundraiser: 10 am.-1 p.m., Broy-
hill Children’s Home, 111 Sneed Drive, Clyde. Car show
($20 registration, register at 10 a.m.), 5K (register at
www.mtnpregnancy.life), one mile run, food, blue-
grass music, inflatables, door prizes. Proceeds benefit
families facing a pregnancy, crisis or loss. 

Bounty of Bethlehem seeks new director to lead
Henderson County’s largest Christmas day dinner:
Bounty of Bethlehem has brought together hundreds
of volunteers, donors, faith-based organizations, and
businesses to ensure no one spends Christmas hungry
or alone. The director plays a crucial role in overseeing
planning, coordinating community support, and serv-
ing as the public face of the organization. While this is
a volunteer position, it is a highly visible role and in-
cludes a stipend of up to $5,000. To apply or nominate
someone for the role, visit
https://bountyofbethlehem.org/new-director. 

April 27

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

Prayer Wall: 40-foot prayer wall open to public at
Unity of the Blue Ridge, 2041 Old Fanning Bridge Road,
Mills River. The wall offers a space for prayer and re-
flection. Part of the property’s Pathway of Peace, of-
fering 10 acres of green space and a labyrinth. Visit
www.unityblueridge.org.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11 a.m. with lo-
cations in Arden, Brevard, East Asheville, Franklin,
Hendersonville, Marion (11 a.m.), and West Asheville.
Services are streamed live on Facebook, YouTube and
live.biltmorechurch.com. The Español Campus meets
at 1:30 p.m. at the Hendersonville Campus. For more
information visit www.biltmorechurch.com.

Cathedral of All Souls: Following damage from
Tropical Storm Helene in September 2024, the congre-
gation is meeting at 9 and 11:15 a.m. Sundays at St.
George’s Episcopal Church, 1 School Road, West Ashe-
ville. Services are in person and livestreamed. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

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 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 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. 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 ser-
vices and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 1245 6th Ave. W., Hender-
sonville. 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. 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.new-
bridgebaptist.org.

Providence Global Methodist Church: 11 a.m., 364
Broadway St., Asheville. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing 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 Eucharist (with choir) in person and
live stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic Eucharist
(with choir) in person and live stream. 60 Church St.,
downtown 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, 75
Lowe St. (off Old Clyde Road), Canton. Service also on
Facebook. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

April 29

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6_15 p.m. Worship/testimony/
teaching 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.

Food and supplies pantry: 3-6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

May 1

“Be Set Free” — a free talk by Nicole Virgil, CS:
5:30 p.m., Homewood, 19 Zillicoa St., Asheville. Hosted
by First Church of Christ, Scientist, Asheville. Contact
Beth at (828) 707-6127 for more information.

National Day of Prayer: Outdoor prayer service at
noon at Black Mountain Town Square. All who attend
will have opportunity to give individual prayers at sev-
eral points. Praying together in local communities and
as one nation.

May 4

Pianist Thomas Keesecker: 4 p.m., The Episcopal
Church of St. John in the Wilderness, 1905 Greenville
Hwy., Flat Rock. Hymns interspersed with poetry.
Free.

May 25

Kirkin’ of the Tartan service: Celebrating Scottish
heritage at Anderson Auditorium, 105 Lookout Road,
Montreat. Bagpipes and drums at 10:15 a.m. outside
auditorium. Church service at 11 a.m. beginning with a
parade of tartan banners. Lunch available by reserva-
tion at Assembly Inn. Call (828) 419-9844.
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Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

“Cults Like Us: Why Doomsday Thinking Drives
America” by Jane Borden (Atria/One Signal Publish-
ers)

When you hear the word “cult,” what pops into your
head? 

Maybe a daisy-crowned commune of sun-dazed
hippies or a misfit circle of L.A. dreamers. But according
to Jane Borden in her biting, thought-provoking new
book “Cults Like Us: Why Doomsday Thinking Drives
America,” that’s only scratching the surface. With ra-
zor-sharp wit and sociological savvy, Borden makes the
case that America has been under the spell of cultish
thinking since before it was even a country.

From the moment the Mayflower anchored at Ply-
mouth Rock, Borden argues, Americans have gravitated
toward extreme belief systems cloaked as moral or so-
cial progress. 

“The Puritans were basically a doomsday cult,” she
writes, “but with better branding – buckles and all.”
Their black-and-white worldview may have faded, but
the fundamentalist fervor? That stayed. In fact, Borden

argues, it just rebranded itself as modern American cul-
ture.

Through sharp analysis and laugh-out-loud com-
mentary, Borden explores how cultish dynamics have
quietly infiltrated every corner of contemporary life –
from our obsession with bootstrapping success to the
gospel of wellness influencers and even our fast-food
loyalties (yep, Chick-fil-A). 

“We talk about cults like they’re fringe,” Borden
writes, “but mostly, they’re mainstream with better PR.”

She highlights how American exceptionalism and
our First Amendment protections have created fertile
ground for fringe ideologies to flourish – and eventually,
to go legit. Groups like the Christian Scientists, Latter-
Day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses, she notes, all be-
gan as marginalized movements. But thanks to Amer-
ica's cult of individualism, many have made the leap
from “weird” to “widespread.”

Borden also touches on the usual suspects – Jim
Jones, Heaven’s Gate, and the Manson Family – offer-
ing fresh insight into their chilling legacies. But Borden
is far more interested in the quieter cults hiding in plain
sight. She estimates that nearly 10,000 cult-like groups 

America’s cult obsession revealed in ‘Cults Like Us’
Shellie Zeigler
Special to Mississippi Clarion Ledger
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See CULTS, Page 3C


