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Hitchhiking across Europe after
graduation from college, I carried a
backpack that, among other things, was
stuffed with a few books A Bible of
course (after all, I was a Religion and
Philosophy major), a copy of Dostoyev-
sky’s novel “The Idiot,” and my dog-
eared copy of “I and Thou,” by the Jew-
ish philosopher Martin Buber (seems I
wasn’t much into light reading). Though
still in the process of emerging from a
seriously narrow version of Christian
faith, I was fascinated by religious
thought from any source. Like the bor-
ders I was crossing in Europe, I was
learning to appreciate crossing borders
of belief, through a kind of hitchhiking
curiosity.

In a recent biography of Martin Bu-
ber, Paul Mendez-Flohr writes of Bu-
ber’s sense that “only when religion
strives to overcome itself,” without ad-
vocating the “kingdom of religion,” will
religion in general and Judaism in par-
ticular, find “spiritual renewal” (“Martin
Buber: A Life of Faith and Dissent”). I
think this deserves deeper thought.

As I understand it (and I’m not sure
anyone actually does understand it),
when Jesus spoke of “the kingdom of
heaven” or “the kingdom of God” it re-
fers to a realm where a higher authority
rules. This gets more complicated when
we read Jesus’ words: “the kingdom of
God is within.” This suggests the reign of
heaven/God is not an outward societal
kind of thing but an inner, personal ex-
perience. Though some believe Jesus
will one day set up his kingdom on
earth, many more believe his kingdom is
in heaven. Whichever way people inter-
pret these things, I think Buber’s con-
cern is important to consider. 

With so many believers claiming to
know what the “divine kingdom” truly is
and what it should look like, even stak-
ing out a piece of earth to call it holy
ground, we have to wonder ‘who actu-
ally rules the kingdom’? It seems there
are those who assume they will be God’s
princely administrators since they will
reign with him as righteous royalty. This
is more than concerning, especially if
these folks are working hard to trans-
form communities or countries into
kingdoms dominated by their religious
beliefs. We might also ask whether Je-
sus truly envisioned world domination,
and if so, was it about power or love?

What does a “kingdom of religion”
look like in reality? An authoritarian
government run by those who believe

they are specially chosen by God? A
state that looks a lot like a church (syna-
gogue, mosque or temple)? As the biog-
rapher presents Buber’s view, those
who claim their “revealed truth” is ex-
clusive from other belief systems, miss
an important opportunity to dialogue
and create a sense of community. “What
is needed, Buber argued... is a totally
new approach to interfaith encounter,
[which respects] the integrity and au-
thenticity of the respective faith experi-
ences of revealed truth.” For Buber, this
takes “theological humility.” Buber says
“we are not capable of judging” the
meaning of another person’s faith expe-
rience

Those of us in the secular communi-
ty, who don’t recognize any form of “re-
vealed truth,” may have to wait to see
evidence of respect and humility be-
tween faiths before we can potentially
find ways to participate. If religion, or
any specific faith tradition, is assumed
to dictate the structure of a dominant
“kingdom,” nonbelievers will be relegat-
ed to noncitizens — the kingdom isn’t
for us, because it is not within us. Strict
believers might simply say “foreigners”
without faith will burn in hell. Less
hardened believers might allow secular
members of the human community to
sit back and observe how the kingdom
operates in practice. All of this would be
the opposite of Buber’s vision, and per-

haps the vision of Jesus as well.
In the Gospels we hear the wandering

Teacher claim his kingdom is “not of
this world.” Maybe he recognized that
the practical yet challenging life lessons
he was passing on to his followers
wouldn’t fit well in Roman society, or
perhaps any societal system. A culture
based on the teachings of love, compas-
sion, justice and inclusion might not be
much of a “kingdom” after all. 

Martin Buber was one of those criti-
cal bridge-builders for me as I emerged
from a “kingdom mentality,” a mindset
of having a mind set on ruling over oth-
ers rather than serving others. Instead
of believing I was chosen and called to
build a Kingdom of (Chris’) Christianity
in the world, faithful voices like Buber’s
assisted my growth to a more “theolog-
ical humility,” and finally to a basic
humble humanity beyond kings, queens
or any illusion of royalty. Reading my
backpack copy of “I and Thou,” in a hos-
tel or under a bridge in a far away land, I
reflected on the need for a world com-
munity built on relationships rather
than kingdoms of religion.

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).

A community of relationships or a Kingdom of Religion?
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make a decision to serve me, love me,
and to give yourself completely to me. I
have forgiven you and have a place for
you in my kingdom as a “living stone,”
and I am waiting for you to choose me.
I need you to be a holy priest, to stand
as my witness to those who have not

chosen me. I can give you the assur-
ance and the confidence that you are
my people — my chosen people, if you
are willing.”

Do you have that assurance that you
are a chosen person? Do you have the
confidence that you have chosen Je-
sus?

This column is the opinion 
of the Rev. Tim McConnell, retired
Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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bethlehem.org/new-director.
Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and

11 a.m. with locations in Arden, Bre-
vard, East Asheville, Franklin, Hen-
dersonville, 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 Hen-
dersonville Campus. For more infor-
mation visit
www.biltmorechurch.com.

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

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 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 Face-
book, 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., Ashe-
ville. 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 Cha-
pel open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Ju-
naluska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A
sacred place for prayer and medita-
tion.

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 Eu-
charist (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 Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

May 27

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 Jeanie at 828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tues-
day-Thursday, Mills River Presbyteri-
an 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 28

Downtown Welcome Table: 10
a.m.-1 p.m. every Wednesday, Hay-
wood Street Congregation, 297 Hay-
wood St., Asheville. Served family
style, meals begin at designated seat-
ing times every half hour. Stop by the
on-site reservation booth to choose
meal time for that day’s lunch. Reser-
vations are not required. Visit hay-
woodstreet.org/
downtown-welcome-table.
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J Davis-Jones knows what it’s like to
struggle with life’s demons. The Dallas-
based tarot reader and theater artist
fought their way back from the void with
the urge to be loud about what they had
learned in their healing process.

Part of that had come from tarot
cards, with which Davis-Jones now dis-
penses hope and positivity on their Tik-
Tok account with a global following ex-
ceeding 204,000, many of whom reflect
Davis-Jones’ own identity as a young
member of the LGBTQ+ and BIPOC
communities.

“Tarot is a tool to connect with your
intuition,” said Davis-Jones, 28. “It’s a
way to gauge your guides, to give your
angels and God, the great spirit, a voice
in your life ... The cards have meaning,
but the more you study and learn it, the
more you develop this deeper intuitive
side.”

A new report from the Pew Research
Center indicates nearly a third of U.S.
adults consult astrology, tarot cards or
fortune tellers at least once a year, with
the share highest among women, young
people and the LGBTQ+ community.

A third of those who do say they do so
to gain helpful insights, while the rest
say they pursue the practices just for
fun. LGBTQ+ adults are most likely
(29%) among the survey’s analyzed de-
mographic subgroups to say they use ei-
ther tarot cards, horoscopes or fortune
tellers to get helpful insights, and 21% of
LGBTQ+ adults said they relied at least
“a little” on these practices when mak-
ing major life decisions.

The past decade has seen rising in-
terest in New Age practices, largely as-
sociated with young people seeking
mental wellbeing. Some, like Davis-
Jones, have cultivated social media fol-
lowings initiated by pandemic-related
anxiety and social distancing. 

The trend comes as Gen Zers and
Millennials have increasingly broad-
ened or reconstructed their spirituality
around non-traditional religious activ-
ities while abandoning Christian faith
systems and increasingly describing
themselves as agnostics, atheists or
“nothing in particular.”

Gender and age differences

The Pew Research Center survey of
nearly 9,600 U.S. adults, conducted in
October, found 30% of people pursue at
least one of the new age practices annu-
ally, with differences in gender and age.
For example, 43% of women aged 18 to
49 said they believe in astrology – the
notion that the position of celestial ob-
jects can affect people’s lives – com-
pared to 20% of men of similar age;
overall, women are about twice as likely
as men to believe in astrology (35% to
18%).

LGBTQ+ adults were more than three
times as likely (33%) as non-LGBTQ+
adults (9%) to consult tarot cards – a
deck of cards featuring images and ar-
chetypes used to interpret one’s situa-
tion – at least annually, with 15% of
LGBTQ+ adults doing so once or twice a
month. Meanwhile, nearly a quarter of
Americans aged 18 to 29 said they used
tarot cards at least annually, compared

to 11% of the general population, 6% of
Americans aged 50 to 64 and just 3% of
those 65 and older.

“Something happened with the quar-
antine, where we were forced to go back
to our roots,” said Davis-Jones, who
launched their TikTok account after
their work as a bartender dried up with
the pandemic lockdown. “We were all
on autopilot, just going to work – and
then overnight, we were forced to see
ourselves.”

The portion of Americans who be-
lieve in astrology hasn’t budged much in
recent years, slipping to 27% compared
to 29% in 2017. Gallup polls between
1990 and 2005 consistently found be-
tween 23% and 28% of Americans be-
lieved in astrology, the Pew report not-
ed.

But LGBTQ+ adults were much more
likely (43%) to do so than non-LGBTQ+
adults (27%), the report found. More
than half of LGBTQ+ adults (54%) said
they consulted astrology or a horoscope
at least once a year, with the share high-
er among LGBTQ+ women (63%) than
LGBTQ+ men (40%).

Religious differences

Among religiously affiliated Ameri-
cans, Hispanic Catholics (39%) and
Black Protestants (33%) were the most
likely groups to say they used astrology,
in addition to 35% of those who de-
scribed their beliefs as “nothing in par-
ticular.”

Few Americans report consulting
with fortune tellers: Just 6% of all U.S.
adults said they did so at least once or
twice a year. However, the figure was
more than twice as high among Asian
Americans (15%) and adults under 30
years of age (14%). Just 3% of White
Americans and 2% of adults aged 65
and older reported doing so.

Compared to one in 20 U.S. adults
overall, 12% of both Hispanic Catholics
and Asian Americans said they relied “a
little” on either astrology, tarot or for-
tune tellers when making major life de-
cisions. The figure was slightly lower
among Black Americans (11%) and His-
panic Americans (9%) and lowest
among White Americans (4%).

Just 1% of U.S. adults said they relied
“a lot” on such practices to make major
life decisions. White evangelicals and
atheists were among the groups most
likely to say they never engage in such
practices, the report said.

In Dallas, Davis-Jones, the tarot
reader, said most paying clients come
looking for healing. Sometimes that’s
easier with another person, they said.

One-third of U.S. adults
consult astrology, tarot cards 
Marc Ramirez USA TODAY

Sabrina Castello, granddaughter of the
late Asbury Park, N.J., fortune teller
Madam Marie, prepares to spread her
grandmother’s tarot cards on a table.
TANYA BREEN/USA TODAY NETWORK


