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An interfaith talk with a Jubilee! leader
CHRIS HIGHLAND
HIGHLAND VIEWS

O

ver a year ago, we were driving
across the country, state by state,
across rivers, through mountain
ranges and expansive open spaces.
Apart from the natural beauty, we
looked for those “Welcome” signs at the
borders of each state. Wherever we
stopped to rest or to enjoy the beauty,
people were our countrymen and women. We usually didn’t think, “This is a
Montanan” or “That’s a Kansan.” We
could both appreciate the differences
and the similarities. Americans were
Americans. People are people.
Carol and I were involved in interfaith work for many years. We were
building networks of congregations and
nonprofits across borders of belief,
hanging out welcome signs for groups
often excluded, like seculars and minority traditions.
Interreligious efforts have grown in
popularity over the past century. Since
the first World Parliament of Religions
was convened in Chicago in 1893, interfaith cooperation has grown from
just getting people in the room, to deeper dialogues and collaborative coalitions.
Today, multifaith organizations such
as Interfaith Youth Core, North American Interfaith Network and United
Religions Initiative sometimes include
secular voices and leadership.
I asked Vicki Garlock, nurture coordinator and curriculum developer at
Jubilee! Community Church and a facilitator of Asheville Interfaith, to respond to a few questions.
Asked how her faith tradition views
nonbelievers, Vicki replied, “Jubilee! is
a fully independent, ‘progressive-type’
Christian church” and “we have no
idea” what members believe.
I find that quite refreshing. She told
me that one of her kids is drawn to
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Chris Highland calls this photo, shot in Wyoming (squashed bugs and all), “The Open Road.”

Native American practices and another
is an atheist. Young people in her congregation have many beliefs, from Sufi
to evangelical. I asked her if the church
has any interest in changing the minds
of nonbelievers.
“Not at all. Since we do not profess
any given creed at Jubilee!, it’s not
clear what our conversion goals would
be! ... We place a premium on people ...
in the world at large.”
Regarding secular worldviews, she
replied, “I suspect most ‘Jubilants,’
including the kids in our program, view
those with secular worldviews as yet
another important piece in the rich
tapestry of human life on this planet.
“At Jubilee!, we try to move beyond
simple tolerance of and co-existence
with those who hold different views; we
try to express and live into the idea of
deep appreciation for what all sentient
beings bring to our community and our
world.”

All of us hunger and thirst for God
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Sept. 2
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Center
open house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N. Merrimon
Ave. Suite 113. Visit for a friendly introduction to
Asheville Shambhala Center. 828-200-5120 or
https://asheville.shambhala.org/programdetails/?id=244521.
Fish fry and bluegrass jam: Dinner 4 p.m.,
music 6-8 p.m., Morningside Baptist Church, 14
Mineral Springs Road, Asheville. $7 for meal.
828-255-8245.
Kehillat Yeshua Messianic Congregation:
10:30 a.m.-1 p.m. Saturdays, Kehillat Yeshua
Messianic Congregation, 661 Long Shoals Road,
Arden. Weekly Messianic Jewish worship, teaching, fellowship with Oneg (potluck) following.

Sept. 3
Four©Buddha
Qualities: Clarity: 10 a.m.Asheville Citizen-Times
noon and
2-4 p.m.,2,Urban
29 Page
Ave.,
September
2017 Dharma,
9:56 am (GMT
+4:00)
Asheville. Suggested donation of $50 general
and $40 members. Blessings on Buddha qualities:
compassion, clarity, protection and generosity.
Mindfulness Meditation: 10 a.m.-noon

That seems very open and welcoming.
Concerning the balance between
naturalistic and supernatural beliefs,
Vicki said, “Nature is an important
piece of what we do at Jubilee! both
with the adults and with the kids. Our
themes change quarterly with the solstices/equinoxes; we sometimes celebrate neo-Pagan [holy days], like Brigid
and Samhain; and we sometimes honor
secular earth-based holidays, like Earth
Day and World Water Day.
“We also have an Earth Team at
Jubilee! that offers opportunities to
commune with nature and/or to work
toward sustainable living. All these
things help connect us to the earth and
remind us of our place in the web of
living beings.”
Asked whether she thinks there is
value in honest dialogue and cooperative action between people of faith and
those without faith, she replied, “Jubi-

lee! is firmly committed to honest and
compassionate dialogue with people of
all faiths or no faith. We honor rituals
from other faith traditions, we read
from the sacred texts of other traditions, and we count people from a variety of belief systems not just as friends,
but as parishioners.”
She added that their kids’ program
offers “opportunities to explore topics
from a no-faith perspective, including
our themes of Peace, Awe & Wonder,
Compassion, and Embracing the Darkness.”
They also “make a point to present
the creation narratives given to us by
science, including the Big Bang Theory
and Evolution.” You don’t hear that too
often from faith communities.
Beyond this, Vicki says that “because we are a church, what is experienced on Sunday mornings and what
we offer to the kids is generally
grounded in the faith-based traditions
of the world [rather than a secular
perspective],” which makes sense.
She said that “as questions arise”
she’s happy to engage in conversation
with nonbelievers.
I find it encouraging that a faithcentered community here in Asheville
seems so open to listening rather than
preaching. I have yet to visit Vicki’s
church, but I’m guessing a person like
me could feel included.
Gathering a wide collection of worldviews takes some risk. Bringing people
of many faiths and no faiths together to
build relationships, working and celebrating alongside each other, has challenges. But it seems worth it because —
what’s the alternative? The same old
fenced and defended religion.
We could use more journeys across
the borders of faith, don’t you think?
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.
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here are very few of us who have
actually felt the deep, gnawing
pangs and the dry, stomachwrenching desire of real hunger and
thirst.
Prisoners of war, those lost at sea
and in the unforgiving wilderness and
the ones around the world who go to
sleep each night without nourishment,
day after day, can tell us about the realities of hunger and thirst.
We may have missed a meal or
worked too long on a hot day without a
drink, feeling the slight effects of deprivation, but even that is only a shortlived taste of what it means to be really
hungry and thirsty.
Scripture speaks to us about spiritual hunger and thirst. I believe that at
the very moment of creation, God

thirst for restoration into the person
God intends for us to be. There is a
drawing toward God, even if we cannot
identify the source as God.
Perhaps this gift of the desire to
know God more fully is the greatest
gift that God could have given us. It is a
divine gift of grace that allows us to see
our need for forgiveness and a changed
life. It is God’s intention that the longing for intimacy with him should intensify the longer we walk with him.
The more we have of God, the more we
want.
The writers of the Psalms are very
clear as to the direction in which our
desires should be focused. Psalm 84:2
tells us, “My soul longs, yes, even faints
for the courts of the Lord; My heart and
my flesh cry out for the living God”
(NIV).
And Psalm 119:145 makes this plea to
God: “I cry out with my whole heart;
Hear me, O Lord” (NIV). Jesus, in Matthew 5:6, even pronounces a blessing on
those who hunger and thirst after God’s

those who need the bread of life and
living water. The needs are great, the
harvest is ready, yet so many times the
workers are few.
Too many times we are content to
feed our own souls, sit comfortably in
our pews, with only an occasional
thought about the spiritual condition of
our brothers and sisters within and
outside the walls of our churches.
It may be time that we ask God to
make us uncomfortable, to show us the
places in our communities that cause
him discontent and to give us a vision to
make things right in a world that has
gone so wrong. Maybe we should ask
God to identify to us the things that
cause him “divine discontent” so that
we can share those things with him.
Are we hungering and thirsting after
personal righteousness? And have we
turned our attention to the hunger and
thirst that others
may have?
Are there
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concerns in our community that cause
us “divine discontent,” things we can
help change?

