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self-taught.” When I read Emerson’s
“Self-Reliance,” I heard the same wis-
dom (he read the Gita too). 

We might keep in mind that a lot of
famous teachers of religion who base
their words on famous old books may
not know more than anyone else in
these matters. Hold that thought.

Here’s a simplistic summary of the
world’s major religious philosophies,
and I hope you’ll see I’m bringing a
little humor into it (with apologies to
the scholars).

» Taoist (ancient Chinese): Follow
the path. The path cannot be told. Hon-
or the dead. There is no death. Balance
your imbalance. Earth and Heaven are
one.

» Jewish: The best God of all gods,
who has no name, moves around (gar-
dens, mountains, deserts, temples). God
chose one group of people to move with
Him. They all moved to one place to
settle. It was a very unsettled place.

» Christian: God sent God so that
God would die to please God. God is
love. God made hell for those who don’t
love Him. 

» Muslim: God is greater than all
religions and prophets. Our religion
and prophet are the greatest. 

» Hindu: Many gods. Many paths to
many gods. Many gurus (teachers). Be
your own guru. God is nothing — God is
everything.

» Buddhist: Wake up! Maybe you are
God but if there is no God, you are not

God. There is no Buddha but there is
“buddha” (awakening) and you are a
buddha. Learn to laugh. Buddha laughs
too (if there is a Buddha).

I told you this was simple and I hope
it causes smiles. But the serious side is
this: Definitions of “God” are all over
the map of history. Who decides what
“God” is and who decides who decides
these things? Does religion create the-
ology or does theology beget religion?
What comes first, the chicken or the
universe?

Some describe God as “ineffable”
(indescribable). Others use lots of
words to say that God is “transcendent”
(above and beyond words). 

Yet others tell us that God is “infi-
nite,” “unknowable” or “unsearchable”
(Theology uses a lot of negatives). 

But then they fill whole libraries
with books about who God is, what God
thinks and feels, who God likes and
doesn’t like.

Confusing, isn’t it?
Theologians are professional guess-

ers. I’ve known some. I hear their ob-
jections.

“Now wait a minute! I’ve studied the
ancient words and I’ve read all the
other theologians. So I’m NOT guess-
ing!” I would smile and calmly reply,
“So, you’re telling us you know some-
thing about Someone we can’t see,
based on what people have said over
thousands of years?” 

Hindu theology offers a way out of

getting too serious about our theologies.
It teaches that the divine is “Not this;
not this.” Is this God or is this God? Not
this; not that. How does a theologian
handle that?

Psalm 146:7 presents a practical
theology-beyond-theology: The Lord
“executes justice for the oppressed;
gives food to the hungry; sets the pris-
oners free ... watches over strangers;
upholds the orphan and widow.” 

Or take the verses that I first heard
as a “call to ministry”: “Is not this the
fast (eligious duty) that I choose: to
loose the bonds of injustice ... share
your bread with the hungry; bring the
homeless poor into your house” (Isaiah
58). Is this true theology? 

Naturalist John Burroughs wrote,
“People are ... coming to see that devo-
tion to the truth is the essence of true
religion, and that the worst form of
irreligion is the acceptance of creeds
and forms without examining them, or
upon the sole authority of some book or
sect (or authority)” (“Accepting the
Universe”).

Looks like we’re all beginners with
these things.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant
minister and interfaith chaplain for near-
ly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer, free-
thinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian minis-
ter, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.

Theology for beginners, via Hindus
CHRIS HIGHLAND
HIGHLAND VIEWS

“H ow is the person of tranquil
wisdom (to live), who abides
in divine contemplation?

What are their words? What is their
silence? What is their work?” 

This line, from the ancient Hindu
scripture the Bhagavad Gita — “Song
of the Lord” — is helpful when we con-
sider our “words about God,” or theol-
ogy.

Anyone can seek wisdom, though
few of us probably do. Contemplation is
good, if we can calm down enough to do
that. If we practice a peaceful wisdom
and mindful reason, then what do we
say, what do we do? 

Spiritual teachers across the centu-
ries have told us where wisdom can be
found (mostly in wise teachers like
them), how to contemplate, meditate
and cogitate. Some tell us what to say
and what to do. Yet as the Gita sug-
gests, the missing piece may be: “What
is their silence?”

Could it be that our greatest teach-
ers are the ones who know how to be
silent? 

In my evangelical college days, a
professor passed along this quote I’ve
never forgotten: “The greatest teacher
is the one who teaches others to be

Let God multiply your talents
TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL

I n the rush of daily life, we some-
times forget that God has given each
of us talents, gifts and abilities.

Some have received a larger portion
than others, but all have received.

Many times we think of talents as
being spectacular and grandiose: con-
cert pianist, Nobel Prize winner, opera
singer, actor and so on. But the less
obvious talents, the ones I call “com-
mon” gifts, are just as important to
God’s work in the world.

God places great value in the “com-
mon” gifts of making phone calls, writ-
ing notes of encouragement, a smile, a
pat on the back, a listening ear, an in-
vitation to church — and the list goes
on.

Our church family, staff and minis-
try teams have been looking closely at
the writing of Erik Rees in his book
“S.H.A.P.E.: Finding & Fulfilling Your
Unique Purpose For Life,” around the
spiritual gifts mentioned by Paul in 1
Corinthians 12 and Romans 12.

I find there is a subtle difference
between “natural” gifts, talents and
abilities and those given in a spiritual
sense. Although slightly different, both
natural and spiritual gifts can be used
together to build up individuals within
the body of Christ and the community.

The parable of the talents found in
Matthew 25:14-30 not only reminds us
of what will happen if we fail to use the
gifts God has given us but how God’s
kingdom is expanded when we do. We
have no idea how God will use and mul-
tiply the talents he has given us when
we choose to use them for his sake. By
using just one of our gifts, we can im-
pact many others.

In 1982 Ken Keyes Jr. wrote the book
“The Hundredth Monkey,” which re-
corded a 30-year research study on the
island of Koshima. The monkeys on the
island were fed sweet potatoes by the
scientists, but sand stuck to the pota-

toes and bothered the monkeys.
One day a female monkey took her

potato to a nearby stream and washed
off the sand. Others watched her and
some began to imitate the cleaning of
the sweet potatoes. Soon all the mon-
keys on the island were washing their
food before eating it. Amazingly, the
practice spread to nearby by islands.

Scientists conjectured that when a
certain critical number (the 100th mon-
key of the title of the book) achieves a
new skill or awareness, the awareness
becomes common property and reaches
almost everyone. This is how in socio-
logical thinking a certain behavior
becomes acceptable and commonly
practiced in our world today.

Wouldn’t it be awesome if by using
that “little” gift that you think is so
unimportant and insignificant, you
could change someone’s life? That per-
son would then tell another about the
miracle of transformation in the way
life is lived, and then another, and an-
other — each person committed to
telling the good news about Jesus and
to living a different kind of life, a life
centered on Jesus.

God does not give us insignificant
gifts, yet those gifts are the ones that
often we are tempted to hide under a
basket. He wants those gifts to shine
out producing light to a dark world.

Remember the little boy with the
five biscuits and two fish. He was will-
ing to give his lunch to a seemingly
foolish cause, yet it fed over 5,000 peo-
ple from the hands of Jesus. What awe-
some things God can do with the “com-
mon” gifts he has given us when we
place them back into his hands.

Let’s determine to be that first per-
son who initiates change within our
immediate group. Or maybe we can be
the 100th. God can take our “common”
unspectacular gifts and make disciples,
one at a time.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long’s Chapel
United Methodist Church in Lake Juna-
luska. Contact him at 828-456-3993 or
pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

Email information about faith-based
events at least two weeks in advance to
Bruce Steele at bsteele@citizen-
times.com and Carole Terrell at cter-
rell@citizen-times.com.

Backpack blessing in Mills River
MILLS RIVER - Here’s some of

what’s going on at Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road. To learn more about these events,
call the church at 828-891-7101 or visit
millsriverpresbyterianchurch.org:

» A Blessing of the Backpacks and
Briefcases will be part of the service at
11 a.m. Sept. 24 as part of Youth Sunday.
Bring any type of backpack, briefcase
or work folder for the blessing. An ice
cream Sunday celebration follows.

» Andrew Hiler, an experienced
musician, youth leader and music di-
rector, has joined the church as direc-
tor of music and director of children/
youth and young families. He has
served as choir master at Asheville
Lyric Opera, choir director at Athens
First Christian Church and in other
roles. His first service is Sept. 24.

Fruitland Baptist kicks off
Operation Christmas Child

HENDERSONVILLE - From 6:30-8
p.m. Sept. 23, Fruitland Baptist Church,
150 College St., will kick off Operation
Christmas Child, which has delivered
gift-filled shoeboxes to more than 146
million children in need since 1993. One
such gift reached Marina Bianco in the
Soviet Union when she was a girl, who
will speak at the event.

The kickoff includes box supplies,
door prizes, promotional supplies,
speakers and refreshments. For more,
call Kathy Merrill at 828-553-1221.

Keylon leads Hayesville youth rally
HAYESVILLE - A youth rally will be

held Sept. 24-27 at First Free Will Bap-
tist Church, 259 Tusquittee St. Gary
Keylon will lead the “Force, Fire, and
Freedom Crusade.” Adults and seniors
also welcome. He will also be at Townes
County Recreation Center for a rally at
6 p.m. Sept. 23.

Former Olympic weightlifter Keylon
will preach Gospel messages illustrated
by feats of strength, humor, crowd
participation and interaction. To learn
more, call 828-389-4777 or visit
ffwbchayesville.com.

St. James AME
celebrates Women’s Day

ASHEVILLE - St. James A.M.E.
Church, 44 Hildebrand St., invites the
community to its annual Women’s Day
at 11 a.m. Sept. 24. The guest speaker
will be Rev. Deacon Glenda McDowell
of The Cathedral of All Souls Episcopal
Church.

The theme will be “Wise Women
Building Together: Starve the Distrac-
tions, Feed the Focus.” The St. James
women’s choir will perform and Sister
Denise Carter will minister in dance. To
learn more, call 828-253-5191.

Ziffer speaks at Trinity Episcopal
ASHEVILLE - Trinity Episcopal

Church, 60 Church St., is hosting re-
tired professor and Holocaust survivor
Walter Ziffer at 9:30 a.m. Sept. 24 to
share his insights about Jewish-Chris-
tian relationships as well as his own
personal and harrowing story.

The event is free and all are wel-
come. To learn more, call 828-253-9361.

Olsen speaks about porn at ACA
SWANNANOA - Clay Olsen, CEO

and founder of Fight the New Drug
(fightthenewdrug.org), a nonprofit

combating pornography, will speak at 7
p.m. Sept. 26 at Asheville Christian
Academy, 74 Riverwood Road.

Olsen travels around the world pro-
moting the nonprofit’s mission: “to
provide individuals the opportunity to
make an informed decision regarding
pornography by raising awareness of
its harmful effects using only science,
facts, and personal accounts.”

The talk is free and open to all.

ACA hosts Christian college fair
SWANNANOA - Asheville Christian

Academy, 74 Riverwood Road, will host
the 2017 Asheville Christian College
Fair from 11 a.m.-1 p.m. Sept. 29.

More than 40 representatives will be
in attendance. The fair is free and open
to the public and features a college
financial aid seminar.

To learn more, contact Joe Hagan at
828-581-2217 or joe.hagan@acalion.org
or visit myblueprintstory.com to regis-
ter and view a list of colleges.

ABCCM assists disabled veterans
ASHEVILLE - Asheville Buncombe

Community Christian Ministry re-
ceived an $8,400 Quality of Life grant
from the Christopher & Dana Reeve
Foundation. The award will provide
opportunities, access and daily quality
of life for individuals living with paral-
ysis, their families and caregivers.

ABCCM will use the award to reno-
vate in-suite bathrooms in two ground-
floor Veterans Restoration Quarters
rooms to meet ADA guidelines.

ABCCM has also launched
NCServes-Western, a coordinated net-
work to provide support and informa-
tion for veterans, active service mem-
bers and their families in 12 Western
North Carolina counties.

To learn more, visit western.amer-
icaserves.org or call 1-855-962-8387.

Register for Christmas
assistance with Salvation Army

ASHEVILLE - The Salvation Army
encourages families to call 828-253-
4723 or 828-255-0266 through Oct. 2 to
schedule an in-person appointment to
apply for Christmas assistance.

The Salvation Army will explain the
process and the documents required
when setting up the appointment.

Volunteers needed
to help restore church

FLETCHER - The Li’l Church That
Could, 139 Old Hendersonville Road, is
an interfaith group of people, formerly
called Brickton Missionary Baptist
Church, who aim to restore the church,
closed for more than 30 years.

Led by Pastor Alexander Ravenel II,
volunteers have come forth to offer
labor but more are needed, along with
building supplies and monetary sup-
port. To learn more or donate via Pay-
Pal, use the email address TLCTC139@
gmail.com. 

Services are at the church are at 4
p.m. every Sunday under the pavilion.

U2charist rocks Kenilworth
ASHEVILLE - Join Kenilworth Pres-

byterian Church, 123 Kenilworth Road,
at 11 a.m. Oct. 1 for World Communion
Sunday. The service includes a live
band and the music of U2.

In keeping with the mission of
one.org and its support of the Millen-
nium Development Goals, the offering
will be dedicated to Loving Food Re-
sources. To learn more, visit
kenilworthchurch.org.

Hominy Baptist hosts
Smith Werhan event

CANDLER - Hominy Baptist
Church, 135 Candler School Road, will
host the 16th annual Smith Werhan 
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Share your event at least two weeks in advance
online at events.citizen-times.com. Click on “Add
your event” to submit details.

Sept. 23
Operation Christmas Child kick off cele-

bration: 6:30-8 p.m., Fruitland Baptist Church, 150
College St., Hendersonville. Samaritan Purse go
boxes, door prizes, supplies, speakers, refresh-
ments. Contact Kathy Merrill at 828-553-1221.

Four Buddha Qualities: Protection: 10 a.m.-
noon and 2-4 p.m., Urban Dharma, 29 Page Ave.,
Asheville. Suggested donation of $50, $40 mem-
bers. A series of blessings on the four Buddha
qualities: compassion, clarity, protection, and
generosity. Learn how to be protected and how to
manifest this protection for others. 

Sept. 24
Mindfulness meditation: 10 a.m.-noon Sun-

days, Asheville Shambhala Meditation Center, 60
N. Merrimon Ave., Suite 113. Sitting and walking
meditation. Arrive and leave at any time. Free but
donations appreciated.
https://asheville.shambhala.org/.

Women’s Day service: 10:45 a.m., Nazareth
First Missionary Baptist Church, 146 Pine St., Ashe-
ville. Speakers are Doreen Wilburn-Smith, Elder
Sheba Blanks, and Rev. Teresa Kelly. 828-253-4068.

The Li’l Church That Could: 4 p.m., 139 Old
Hendersonville Road, Fletcher. The leader of this
new interfaith church is Pastor Alexander Ravenel
II. Standing in for Pastor Ravenel this week will be
the Rev. J.W. Moffat. The topic is reincarnation.

Sept. 28
Mindfulness meditation, Dharma reading

and discussion: 7-8:30 p.m. Thursdays, Asheville
Shambhala Meditation Center, 60 N. Merrimon
Ave., Suite 113. Sitting and walking mindfulness
meditation. No experience necessary. Donations
appreciated.

Oct. 1
Land of the Sky Boys: 10:30 a.m. during home-

coming service at Edgewood Baptist Church, 61
Moody Ave., Candler. 828-667-8012.

World Communion U2charist: 11 a.m.-noon,
Kenilworth Presbyterian Church, 123 Kenilworth
Road, Asheville. Celebrate the Eucharist with a live
band and the music of U2. Dig into the spiritual
themes of U2. Offering will be dedicated to Loving
Food Resources food pantry. 

Pumpkin Patch: Open Oct. 1-31, Groce United
Methodist, 954 Tunnel Road, Asheville. 10 a.m.-7
p.m. Monday-Saturday and 12:30-7 p.m. Sunday.

Oct. 2
“Science, Creativity, and Compassion: 5

Solutions for Climate Change”: 5:30-7 p.m.,
Lenoir-Rhyne Graduate Studies on third floor of
Asheville Chamber of Commerce, 36 Montford
Ave. The Creation Care Alliance of WNC hosts
author Katharine Wilkinson. 

SeniorSalt Impact Hymn Sing: 10 a.m.-3 p.m.,
The Billy Graham Training Center, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. Program followed by buffet-style
meal. www.thecove.org.

Oct. 6
Yard sale: 8 a.m.-noon Oct. 6-7, Zion Hill Baptist

Church, 1008 Newfound Road, Leicester. Many
Christmas items. Benefits senior adults ministry.
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