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he world of sport is “a constellation of many stars,” Pope Francis told La Gazzet-

ta dello Sport, the Italian daily sports newspaper, during a wide-ranging in-

terview in January 2021. h On April 21, that world lost, if not one of its brightest

stars, then certainly one of its highest-placed advocates in Francis. In his

youth, Francis was only ever a street athlete, but he was an avid and lifelong sports fan,

especially when it came to soccer. In fact, Francis incorporated his love of the beautiful

game into his outlook as pope – for him, sport was a way to communicate with people

from all backgrounds and all corners of the globe. h With Leo XIV now installed as Francis’

successor, that sporting theme could continue in the Vatican, though the center of gravity

may migrate from soccer to baseball. As befitting a U.S. pope, Leo is known to be a fan of

the national pastime, in particular his native Chicago White Sox.

PITCH
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Pope Francis used
sport to get his

message to a wider
world, that could

continue with
baseball-loving

Leo XIV

Carmen M. Nanko-Fernández Catholic Theological Union | THE CONVERSATION

See POPE, Page 2C

FROM PULPIT TO

LIVING

There are times when the Apostle
Paul sharpened his pencil and leaned
into a line that lasts (no pencils in his
day, of course). One of those sentences
that still resonates, at least for me, is in
his letter to the church in Philippi. “Fi-
nally, beloved, whatever is true, what-
ever is honorable, whatever is just,
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely,
whatever is commendable, if there is
any excellence, if there is anything wor-
thy of praise, think about these things.”
(Philippians 4:8) Taking a break from
relentlessly policing new Christian
communities, using his pen as a scribal
sword swung by an invisible Author, he
stops to think that believing isn’t the
only subject to preach about. Thinking
matters too.

This passage in Philippians follows
an instruction to “Let your gentleness

be known to everyone.” This may be a
prerequisite to his call to truth, honor,
justice — fundamental qualities of char-
acter evident in actions. Not simply
qualities to sit back and think about, but
to act upon. Yet, contemplating these
has to be the first step. Once you’ve
thought long and hard about them,
studied them, listened and learned from
experience, you can attempt to live
them out in daily life. If you do, perhaps
those things you consider to be pure and
lovely will also show through in the gen-
tle nature of your words and works.

I’m not a fan of Paul and his mission,
essentially because he never met Jesus
of Nazareth, then assumed his scribbles
should be accepted as scripture. I once
believed his letters were equal to all oth-
er “words of God,” including the teach-
ings of Jesus, but his assumption of di-
vine authority and his radical fracture of
the human family, were unconvincing.
However, like many other writings of
the world’s religions, there are practical
teachings hidden among the theological
speculations. No doubt because Paul
was writing this particular letter from
prison, he had more time to think, hence

he encouraged his community to “think
on” some things that mattered. He may
not have considered that these things
matter to people of many faiths and
those who stand outside of faith. 

Note the epistle writer doesn’t say
“pray on these things.” He’s already
talked about prayer, so here the focus is
on serious reflection. The more famous-
ly preached parts of the letter attract —
perhaps distract — readers to accepting
the gospel of salvation, and pleasing
God through religious activity. Yet in
this text, something else happens. The
mind takes center stage. In the quest to
be faithful, what a believer thinks about
is critical. Because he doesn’t dismiss
the value of reason, a deeper under-
standing of basic ethical principles
comes into play. 

“Whatever is commendable.” This
doesn’t depend on faith either. It draws
attention to the good things that people
do and should be commended for doing.
It relates to respect for others, not nec-
essarily for their actions on behalf of
faith, but because it’s good to notice and
acknowledge what deserves recogni-
tion. “If there is any excellence, any-

thing worthy of praise.” Whatever is ex-
cellent and praiseworthy ought to be
lifted up and applauded, but it first has
to be clear in the mind what might be
considered excellent and worthy. Could
some beliefs of Buddhists, Hindus,
Muslims, Pagans and others be worthy?
Could Paul and his followers see a de-
gree of excellence in the ethical guide-
lines of Humanists and other freethink-
ers? 

I’ve often wondered if a biblical writ-
er like Paul ever listened to and learned
from people with divergent views of
faithfulness, God and religion. Did he
spend his life in a “bubble of belief” —
his chosen faith — judging everyone
who believed differently as hell-bound
outcasts from the good graces of his
God? As a prisoner, did he meet other
prisoners with variant views, hearing
their stories, commending “anything
worthy of praise,” or was it all about con-
verting to his point of view? Said anoth-
er way, did he practice what he
preached, pausing to ponder and think
on those things that are innate to hu-

Contemplating what Apostle Paul got right

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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Hear your  
happy
 
At AudioNova, we want 
to restore your sense of 
hearing so that you can 
get back what you’ve 
been missing. 

HEAR YOUR HAPPY OFFERS

HURRY!  OFFERS EXPIRE 05/31/25

PLUS

¹Receive $750 discount towards the purchase of a pair of Phonak Audéo Sphere™ Infinio technology. This limited-time offer 
may not be used in conjunction with any other offer or promotion. New orders only. Private pay only (not combinable with 

insurance or network). Offer valid until 05/31/25.

Call us today and receive a FREE DEMONSTRATION
1829 Hendersonville Rd, 

Suite 130, Ashville

828-203-9989 828-820-5801

206 3rd Avenue West, 
Hendersonville

828-820-5813
145 Weaver Blvd., Weaverville

Hearing connects us. It makes us feel a part of our world. Whether it’s 
laughter at the family dinner table, a rousing debate at work, the eclectic 

energy of a live concert or even the quiet rustling of leaves on a warm 
summer night, hearing is so much more than a simple sense. It is simply 

part of who you are. At AudioNova, we want to restore your sense of 
hearing so that you can get back what you’ve been missing. 

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: 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. 9 a.m. tradi-
tional 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.
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. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing assis-
tance 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, 75 Lowe St. (off Old Clyde
Road), Canton. Service also on Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

May 20

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6_15 p.m. Wor-
ship/testimony/teaching 7 p.m. Small
groups 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Contact Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jean-
ie 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 21

Downtown Welcome Table: 10
a.m.-1 p.m. every Wednesday, Haywood
Street Congregation, 297 Haywood St.,
Asheville. Served family style, meals
begin at designated seating times every
half hour. Stop by the on-site reserva-
tion booth to choose meal time for that
day’s lunch. Reservations are not re-
quired. Visit haywoodstreet.org/
downtown-welcome-table.

May 25

Kirkin’ of the Tartan service: Cele-
brating Scottish heritage at Anderson
Auditorium, 105 Lookout Road, Mon-
treat. 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 reservation
at Assembly Inn. Call (828) 419-9844.

Calendar
Continued from Page 2C

manity? Were the true, honorable and
just elements of others in his mind each
time he encountered non-Paulistic

Christians in his culture?
Paul concludes his letter to the

church in Philippi with greetings “to ev-
ery saint.” He was concerned for his
own, the “holy ones,” the true Christian
believers (those who believed and
thought like Paul). In my mind, this was
an unfortunate shift in thinking com-

mon in religious history. If you and your
followers are the saints — the pure, holy
ones — everyone else becomes impure,
judged unworthy. But if you keep com-
ing back to contemplating the com-
mendable, to a mind filled with the best
ethical principles of the human family,
your faith might just find comrades who

also seek excellence in their lives.
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

The Ark Encounter in Williamstown,
Kentucky, is home to a full-size replica of
Noah’s Ark and frequently attracts visi-
tors from across the country and globe.

Mark Looy, Chief Communications
Officer for Answers in Genesis, the or-
ganization that operates the Ark En-
counter, previously said more than a
million people visit the park each year
worldwide, with about 93% of the park’s
visitors from outside Kentucky.

Kentucky’s Ark Encounter primarily
features the replica of Noah’s Ark from
the Biblical story on its grounds, as well
as a zoo, restaurant and zip lining
courses. Looy previously said there’s
also a 2,300-seat auditorium for musi-
cal programming, a virtual reality expe-
rience and a playground.

Stretching more than 500 feet in
length, 80 feet in width and 50 feet in
height, the theme park attracts a diverse
range of visitors. The ark itself features
three floors. The first discusses the size
of the ark itself, in addition to the types
of animals aboard, while the second
looks at “the pre-flood world, animal
concerns, and an exploration of Noah
and how God could have prepared him
for his monumental task.” The third
floor showcases living quarters for Noah
and his family, flood geology and a spe-
cial exhibit.

The Answers in Genesis organization
is Evangelical, but welcomes people
from any background to learn about the
faith at Ark Encounter and the Creation
Museum, Looy said. Answers in Genesis
operates both Ark Encounter and the
Creation Museum. The two are located
about an hour apart from each other –
with the Creation Museum located in
Petersburg, Kentucky, home to dinosaur

bones and fossils, botanical gardens, a
planetarium, a zoo and a zip line course.

Visiting Ark Encounter

Looy said visitors often spend sever-
al hours at the park. 

“The average person is at the Ark En-
counter for about seven hours. That
gives you an idea of how much there
really is to do and see,” he said. “This is
not a half-day experience.”

Ark Encounter is open from 9 a.m. to

7 p.m. on Mondays through Saturdays,
and it is closed on Sundays.

Different ticket types are available for
purchase and parking is not included.
Some tickets allow admission to both
attractions run by Answers in Genesis.

h General admission (for Ark En-
counter): Before tax, prices begin at
$64.99 for adults ages 18-59, $54.99 for
seniors ages 60 and older, $31.99 for
youth between 11 and 17 and free for chil-
dren 10 and younger.

h General admission (Ark Encounter

and Creation Museum, to be used with-
in a week): Before tax, prices start at
$109.99 for adults, $99.99 for seniors,
$59.99 for youth and free for children 10
and younger.

h 3-Day Bouncer Pass (unlimited vis-
its to both within a week of purchasing):
Before tax, prices begin at $124.99 for
adults, $114.99 for seniors, $69.99 for
youth and free for children 10 and
younger.

Contributing: Killian Baarlaer and
Josh Wood, Louisville Courier Journal

Ark Encounter in Kentucky features 500-foot replica
Marina Johnson
Louisville Courier Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

Ark Encounter in Williamstown, Kentucky, is a theme park focused on the story of Noah’s Ark and complemented with
several other family activities. The replica stretches more than 500 feet in length, 80 feet in width and 50 feet in height.
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