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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 consider our “words about God,” or theology.
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 centuries 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 suggests, the missing piece may be: “What
is their silence?”
Could it be that our greatest teachers 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
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Backpack blessing in Mills River
MILLS RIVER - Here’s some of
what’s going on at Mills River Presbyterian 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 director, has joined the church as director 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
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Soviet Union when she was a girl, who
will speak at the event.
The kickoff includes box supplies,

self-taught.” When I read Emerson’s
“Self-Reliance,” I heard the same wisdom (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. Honor 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 (gardens, 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

combating pornography, will speak at 7
p.m. Sept. 26 at Asheville Christian
Academy, 74 Riverwood Road.
Olsen travels around the world promoting 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 register and view a list of colleges.

ABCCM assists disabled veterans
ASHEVILLE - Asheville Buncombe
Community Christian Ministry received 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 paralysis, their families and caregivers.
ABCCM will use the award to renovate in-suite bathrooms in two groundfloor Veterans Restoration Quarters
rooms to meet ADA guidelines.
ABCCM has also launched
NCServes-Western, a coordinated network to provide support and information for veterans, active service members and their families in 12 Western
North Carolina counties.
To learn more, visit western.amer-

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 theology 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 “infinite,” “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 guessers. I’ve known some. I hear their objections.
“Now wait a minute! I’ve studied the
ancient words and I’ve read all the
other theologians. So I’m NOT guessing!” I would smile and calmly reply,
“So, you’re telling us you know something 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 prisoners 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 devotion 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 nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.

Let God multiply your talents
TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL

I

n the rush of daily life, we sometimes 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: concert pianist, Nobel Prize winner, opera
singer, actor and so on. But the less
obvious talents, the ones I call “common” gifts, are just as important to
God’s work in the world.
God places great value in the “common” gifts of making phone calls, writing notes of encouragement, a smile, a
pat on the back, a listening ear, an invitation to church — and the list goes
on.
Our church family, staff and ministry 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

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 monkeys 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 monkey 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 sociological 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 person would then tell another about the
miracle of transformation in the way
life is lived, and then another, and another — 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 willing to give his lunch to a seemingly
foolish cause, yet it fed over 5,000 people from the hands of Jesus. What awesome things God
can dobywith
the “comPowered
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mon” gifts he has given us when we
place them back into his hands.
Let’s determine to be that first per-

