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Rev. McConnell has the week off. This
is a reprint of a column from this time
last year.

“People were bringing babies to Jesus
so that he would bless them. When the
disciples saw this, they scolded them.
Then Jesus called them to him and said,
‘Allow the children to come to me. Don’t
forbid them, because God’s kingdom
belongs to people like these children. I
assure you that whoever doesn’t wel-
come God’s kingdom like a child will
never enter it’” Luke 18:16-17 (CEB).

Our understanding and conception
of God are important as our relationship
with him begins and grows. How we
think of God has been influenced by
past and present experiences, and may
even change in some sense as we ma-
ture in relationship with him. Therefore,
we should never underestimate a child
or young person’s understanding of who
God is.

The following story came to me re-

cently in an email. It is said to have been
written by an 8-year-old named Danny
Dutton lived in Chula Vista, California.
He wrote it, the story goes, for his third-
grade homework assignment to explain
God.

Danny wrote, “One of God’s main
jobs is making people. He makes them
to replace the ones that die, so there will
be enough people to take care of things
on earth. He doesn’t make grownups,
just babies. I think because they are
smaller and easier to make. That way he
doesn’t have to take up his valuable time
teaching them to talk and walk. He can
just leave that to mothers and fathers.

“God’s second most important job is
listening to prayers. An awful lot of this
goes on, since some people, like preach-
ers and things, pray at times beside bed-
time. God doesn’t have time to listen to
the radio or TV because of this. Because
he hears everything, there must be a ter-
rible lot of noise in his ears, unless he
has thought of a way to turn it off.

“God sees everything and hears ev-
erything and is everywhere which keeps
Him pretty busy. So, you shouldn’t go
wasting his time by going over your
mom and dad’s head asking for some-
thing they said you couldn’t have.

“Jesus is God’s Son. He used to do all

the hard work, like walking on water
and performing miracles and trying to
teach the people who didn’t want to
learn about God. They finally got tired of
him preaching to them and they cruci-
fied him. But he was good and kind, like
his father, and he told his father that
they didn’t know what they were doing
and to forgive them and God said O.K.
And God did not let Jesus stay in the
grave, but raised him from the dead

“His dad (God) appreciated every-
thing that he had done and all his hard
work on earth so he told him he didn’t
have to go out on the road anymore. He
could stay in heaven. So, he did. And
now he helps his dad out by listening to
prayers and seeing things which are im-
portant for God to take care of and
which ones he can take care of himself
without having to bother God. Like a
secretary, only more important.

“You can pray anytime you want and
they are sure to help you because they
got it worked out so one of them is on
duty all the time.

“You should always go to church on
Sunday because it makes God happy,
and if there’s anybody you want to make
happy, it’s God! Don’t skip church to do
something you think will be more fun
like going to the beach. This is wrong.

And besides the sun doesn’t come out at
the beach until noon anyway.

“Atheists are people who don’t be-
lieve in God. I don’t think there are any
in Chula Vista. At least there aren’t any
who come to our church. If you don’t be-
lieve in God, besides being an atheist,
you will be very lonely, because your
parents can’t go everywhere with you,
like to camp, but God can. It is good to
know He’s around you when you’re
scared, in the dark or when you can’t
swim and you get thrown into real deep
water by big kids.

“But ... you shouldn’t just always
think of what God can do for you. I figure
God put me here and he can take me
back anytime he pleases.

“And... that’s why I believe in God.”

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

Editor’s note: This essay attributed to
“Danny Dutton” has been circulated on-
line since at least 1993, although the ex-
istence of Mr. Dutton or his homework
assignment has not been conclusively
established.

The simplicity of a child’s explanation of God
Devotional
Tim McConnell

I’m a frequent visitor to the edges of
faith and beyond. Exploring along the
“borderlines” between any group can
be eye-opening, if not mind-opening.
The fences are often well-defended but
invite honest reaching out and reach-
ing across.

As I continually reflect back to the
years when I imagined the world divid-
ed between “God’s People” and every-
one else, I often meet up with that wall
in my head. It was very simple, or so we
thought at the time: “God takes sides,
we believe, so we are on God’s side and
God is on ours.” 

The dividing line was clear. Our cho-
sen mission was to walk along this line
and convince the world to cross over to
our side. We were confidently on the
road to the heavenly kingdom; all oth-
ers were bound for hell.

To get more perspective on these
“lines,” I grabbed a local ginger beer and
sat down with Jazz Cathcart, a found-
ing pastor at Reach Life Church in
Asheville. On any given Sunday, Jazz
and co-pastor James Naisang see 150-
200 people at worship. When they
gather, he says, it is “not an occasion;
it’s a congregation.” 

Both of these youthful pastors want-
ed to form a community of believers
with a focus on inner-city families.
They seek “a village not just an event”
with a guiding sense that diversity
means “things that bring us together
are stronger than those that divide.”

As Jazz sees it, “ethnic, socioeco-
nomic and generational diversity” is
centered around the “core message of
the Gospel.” In this view, the emphasis
is on breaking barriers to emphasize
“one race” — the human race — rather
than trying to be “interracial.” 

Jazz consults with other congrega-
tions on “how to foster diversity” and
he has relationships that include mem-
bers of the Muslim, Jewish, “spiritual”
and secular communities. Those with
no faith affiliation visit his church, and
some choose to become believing
members.

His love for the Reach Life “family”
(a word he uses frequently) is evident.
The first image he used was that it’s
growing like an oak tree. There is
“healthy, patient growth.” 

Outside the church he feels it’s im-
portant to be “sensitive, gentle and
aware toward others loved by God.” It’s
essential for believers to “share the
message with your life not just your
lips.” 

My curiosity gets jabbed awake on
these things, so I wondered, how does
he or his congregation view nonbeliev-
ers like me or even people of different
faiths? Jazz looked me straight in the
eye: “I do believe you’re going to hell.”
He smiled but emphasized his sincerely
held belief. Raising my eyebrows, I
thanked him for his unequivocal state-
ment (at least I knew where I stood, and
my feet were getting hot).

This led us to discuss some of the
classic arguments for and against a
place of divine punishment (I said
“torture,” but Jazz softened it, so to

speak, to “torment”). Given that so
many good people who have lived well
are sent to hell, I assured him I’d rather
go where they are. 

As he grew more determined with
his “apologetics” (defense of the faith) I
reminded him that I once saw the world
as he does. I remembered an earlier
comment Jazz made that he rarely
finds “an open-minded liberal willing to
change their mind.” I wondered: How
open is a committed believer to change
their mind?

That change only happened to me
through years of honest reflection.

I was particularly impressed hearing
Jazz describe his work outside the
walls of the church. He goes into jails to
speak with prisoners and joins mem-
bers of Reach Life serving breakfast
one Saturday each month on down-
town streets. He’s particularly proud of
the Urban Mentoring Academy he
founded and directs. In his words, the
academy is “a non-faith-based, secular
organization” pairing mentors with
high school students in Asheville. 

As I half-joked with Jazz, “maybe
this is where the heavenbound and
hellbound are finding some common
ground.” Until we humanize each other
beyond the fences and borderlines, the
colors and creeds, we’re doing little
more than guarding the walls. 

We have to ask ourselves if we really
want to spend our lives “holding the
line” along the guarded boundaries, or
make the effort to learn about those on
the other side. Might we begin to dis-
mantle the fences without taking sides,
in fact, side by side?

As we got up to leave, we shared a
tight handshake and hug. 

I’m grateful that Jazz was so willing
to discuss his views and consider new
ways of reaching out toward a common
life. He may think I’m heading toward
simmering torment, but somehow I
think we found cooler ground.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher,
writer, free-thinker and humanist cele-
brant. Chris and his wife, Carol, a Pres-
byterian minister, live in Asheville.
Learn more at chighland.com.

Can heaven- and hell-bound
find some common ground?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Old tracks, new trails reaching
beyond. CHRIS HIGHLAND

Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

June 30
Asheville Interfaith meeting: 4-7 p.m.,
Ferguson Auditorium on A-B Tech
Campus, 340 Victoria Road, Asheville.
Video introduction to Hinduism and
Islam followed by open discussion by
leaders of these faith communities.
Suggested $2 donation with proceeds
going to MANNA.

July 1
Lake Junaluska’s Summer Worship
Series featuring Rev. Dr. Michael Wil-
liams: 10:45 a.m.-noon, Stuart Audi-
torium, 20 Chapel Drive. Sundays to
Aug. 5. www.lakejunaluska.com.
Secular Sanctuary: 4-6 p.m., The Block
off Biltmore, 39 S. Market St., Asheville.
A new gathering of Freethinkers to
celebrate curiosity and common sense
in community.
www.secularsanctuary.com.
“Festival of American Hymns” pro-
gram: 8:30 and 11 a.m., Brevard-David-
son River Presbyterian Church, 249 E.
Main St., Brevard. 828-884-2645.

RELIGION CALENDAR

BEIRUT – Jewish artifacts, including
ancient parchment torahs from one of
the world’s oldest synagogues, have
gone missing from the Syrian capital
amid the tumult of ongoing civil war,
with some precious items reportedly
surfacing abroad.

Activists say the artifacts, moved
from the now-destroyed Jobar Syna-
gogue in Damascus’ eastern Ghouta
suburb when it was taken by rebels,
were allegedly put into safe keeping to
avoid theft and damage in 2013, but
twice since then local officials have dis-
covered some are missing.

The main missing cache, they say,
contained torahs written on gazelle
leather as well as tapestries and chan-
deliers, and was given to a militia by a
local council for safekeeping when re-
bels surrendered the neighborhood to
government forces earlier this year.
That group, the Islamist-inspired Fai-
laq al-Rahman brigade, later said that it
was not in possession of the items after
the council arrived at a new rebel base
in Syria’s north.

Another set of objects appears to
have been stolen by a Syrian guardian
entrusted by the local council to hide
the items in his home. The man, who
officials involved declined to name, dis-
appeared with the artifacts in 2014 be-
fore some allegedly resurfaced in Tur-
key.

Activists say antiquities theft is rife
in Syria, and some even cast doubt over
whether the missing items, including
the valuable torahs, were even original
works.

“Some of the items that went miss-
ing in 2014 and this year have started
surfacing now in Turkey,” said an activ-
ist who lived near the synagogue his
whole life until fleeing the area in
March after a crushing government of-
fensive. The man, who goes by the
name of Hassan al-Dimashqi, said the
ensuing government airstrikes and
bombardment destroyed most of the
synagogue and the surrounding neigh-
borhood, although some of the build-
ing’s pillars remain standing.

The synagogue, also known as Eliya-
hu Hanavi, is one of the few Jewish
places of worship in Syria that were
functioning until shortly before conflict
began in March 2011. Residents of the
neighborhood remember how fewer
than a dozen Jews, most of them over
50, came quietly once a week to pray.

Videos and photographs from the
synagogue taken before the war show a
main hall of arches lined with seats and
tapestries. Chandeliers and lanterns
hang from the ceiling as well as a mar-
ble stone with writing in Arabic, He-
brew and Latin.

During a visit by an Associated Press
photographer to the synagogue in Jan-
uary 2000, Youssef Jajati, a Jewish
community leader in Syria at the time,
showed the torahs stored in a silver
container inside a cupboard.

Al-Dimashqi said that for months
after rebels seized the neighborhood in
2013, the synagogue was protected by
the main local force in Jobar, known at
the time as the Haroun al-Rashid Bri-
gade. Later that year, local officials
formed a committee that decided to
empty the building and hide its con-
tents, he added.

Some local officials say the man who
disappeared in 2014 reached Europe
and the artifacts he took ended up in Is-
rael, according to al-Dimashqi, al-
though his ultimate fate and that of the
antiquities remain unknown.

The whereabouts of the items en-
trusted with Failaq al-Rahman have not
been verified, although al-Dimashqi
and the Britain-based Syrian Observa-
tory for Human Rights, a war monitor,
say some of the pieces, including car-
pets, chandeliers and historical scripts,
have surfaced in Turkey.

Turkish state media reported in May
that authorities had detained five peo-
ple in the country’s northwest who
were trying to sell two old Torahs for
$1.7 million. It said the manuscripts
were written on gazelle leather.

Maamoun Abdul-Karim, who until
recently was Syria’s director-general of
antiquities and museums, has publicly
urged the Turks to verify the manu-
scripts’ authenticity. In the 1990s, ru-
mors circulated in Damascus that the
originals had been stolen, switched
with copies, and smuggled to Israel.

Failaq al-Rahman has denied having
any role in the artifacts’ disappearance,
challenging accusers to present proof
that would show otherwise. Two offi-
cials from Jobar’s Local Council, which
had initially organized the hiding away
of the artifacts, refused to speak to the
AP, fearing for their safety.

In the Middle Ages, Syria was home
to one of the largest Jewish settlements
in the world, with most living in the Da-
mascus area. The community dates
back to Elijah’s Damascus sojourn
nearly 3,000 years ago. 

Jewish artifacts disappear from
Damascus in fog of Syria war
Bassem Mroue 
ASSOCIATED PRESS


