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While studying philosophy and
world religions in an evangelical col-
lege, I read a number of books by the
Jewish mystic philosopher Martin Bu-
ber (1878-1965). I sensed even then,
while emerging from a narrow world-
view, that if I was going to be a follower
of the rabbi of Nazareth, I’d better un-
derstand something of Jewish thought.

Reading the work of holocaust survi-
vors Elie Wiesel (“Night” and “Dawn”)
and Viktor Frankl (“Man’s Search for
Meaning” and “The Unheard Cry for
Meaning”), I also encountered Rabbi
Abraham Joshua Heschel (“The Proph-
ets” and “Sabbath”), Jewish biblical
scholars and the ancient commentary
called the Talmud. 

I learned there was no “old” testa-
ment any more than there are “old” gos-
pels. There are Hebrew scriptures and
Christian scriptures, both revered by
their communities. 

Along the way I often turned to Bu-
ber, even carrying his most famous
book, “I and Thou,” in my backpack
when hitching around Europe for three
months after college.

Buber’s writings, including “Be-
tween Man and Man,” “The Eclipse of
God” and “I and Thou,” each gave me
fresh ingredients to bake into a faith I
could savor and swallow — a faith
grounded in the grit and grist of rela-
tionships and service to others.

I was reminded of Buber’s impact
when a younger chaplain I once men-
tored sent me a story from Buber’s
wonderful two-volume collection,
“Tales of the Hasidim.” The title was
“Why Did God Create Atheists?” That
certainly caught my attention. My col-
league said it made him think of me. 

As many things on social media, the
vignette was inaccurate, so I thumbed
through my old copy of the “Tales” and
found the original. It was a teaching of
Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sasov (d. 1807):

“There is no quality and there is no
power of [humanity] that was created
to no purpose … But to what end can the
denial of God [atheism] have been cre-

ated? This too can be uplifted through
deeds of charity. For if someone comes
to you and asks your help, you shall not
turn them off with pious words, saying,
‘Have faith and take your troubles to
God!’ You shall act as if there were no
God, as if there were only one person in
all the world who could help this person
— only yourself.”

Self-righteous piety has always been
a prime target for the rabbis … modern
or ancient.

Thanking my chaplain friend, I left
him this reply: 

“We could perhaps find (or write) a
parallel story titled ‘Why Did Nature
Create Believers?’ In my classes on
John Burroughs we consider his ques-
tions about anthropomorphism: Why
do humans create gods? Why do the
gods always seem to look like hu-
mans?”

We can always have creative conver-
sations about the origins of things —
the springs out of which beliefs bubble.
Though maybe it’s more about what
people do with those springs that really
matters — that’s the real origin of be-
lieving and, perhaps, the origin of dis-
belief. 

Think of it this way: Two people dis-
cover a bubbling mountain spring at
the headwaters of a great river that
nourishes their village. One sees the
verdant valley as a “sacred, divine”
place and begins to build a shrine to
honor the “holy presence” there. The
other realizes it could be a good thing to
protect this spot, so they help construct
the little chapel. Together, these two
villagers, with faith and without, work
toward the same end. 

Later, they may work side by side
teaching reverent pilgrims who come to
honor the natural or supernatural ex-
perience, reminding them to show care
for the valley, to protect its purity and
beauty. 

Those who act, who live, as if there is
a God might have a lot in common with
those who act as if there isn’t. Both
could be driven to base their livelihood,
their thoughts, their actions on a “high-
er purpose” — a human purpose. We
could say that’s a “natural” purpose —
naturally doing what’s “in our nature”
to do.
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Relish the Charm of Asheville
and the Beauty of Mountainside Living

Ivester Jackson | Blackstream | Christie's presents
TOWN MOUNTAIN PRESERVE

A premier gated community located less than 5 minutes
from Downtown Asheville that also afford the luxuries,
privacy, and natural beauty of mountainside living.

• Estate sized lots on 182 gorgeous mountain acres
• Homesites for sale up to 4 acres
• 42 lots already pending or sold

Open House & Property Tour
Saturday & Sunday, 1 - 4 PM
Meet at the Sales Center

7 Woodland Aster Way, Asheville, NC 28804

For more information:
TownMountainPreserve.com

Britt Allen
828.450.8116 | Britt@IJBproperties.com

IvesterJacksonBlackstream.com | 828-367-9001

For the devout believers, there never
has been any question that prayer has
the power to heal. Now more and more
medical research from leading hospitals
and universities across the U.S. has
shown conclusively a belief in God real-
ly IS good for you, making you healthier
and happier and helping you live longer.

“Studies have shown prayer can pre-
vent people from getting sick – and
when they do get sick, prayer can help
them get better faster,” Duke Univer-
sity’s Harold G. Koenig, M.D., tells New-
smax Health. An exhaustive analysis of
more than 1,500 reputable medical
studies “indicates people who are more
religious and pray more have better
mental and physical health,” Dr. Koenig
says.

He added: “The benefits of devout re-
ligious practice, particularly involve-
ment in a faith community and religious
commitment, are that people cope bet-
ter. In general, they cope with stress bet-
ter, they experience greater well-being
because they have more hope, they’re
more optimistic, they experience less
depression, less anxiety, and they com-
mit suicide less often.”

The proof of the power of prayer is
overwhelming, says researcher and
writer Tom Knox, a one-time atheist
who became a regular worshiper after
doing in-depth study of the medical
benefits of faith. Knox says: “Atheists
can sneer at faith all they like, but they
can’t assume science is on their side.”

Research at San Francisco General
Hospital looked at the effect of prayer on
393 cardiac patients. Half were prayed
for by strangers who had only the pa-
tients’ names. Those patients had fewer
complications and fewer cases of pneu-
monia and needed less drug treatment.
They also got better quicker and left the
hospital earlier.

We know there is a strong connection
between prayer and healing found in
scripture. Jesus even prayed before
raising Lazarus from the dead, recorded
in John 11:41-42.

And from the Old Testament: “Heal
me, Lord, and I will be healed; save me
and I will be saved, for you are the one I
praise” (Jeremiah 17:14, NIV). “Lord my
God, I called to you for help, and you
healed me” (Psalm 30:2, NIV). “The Lord
sustains them on their sickbed and re-

stores them from their bed of illness”
(Psalm 41:3, NIV).

This familiar passage from James is
so often used today in healing services
in a petition for God’s grace: “And their
prayer offered in faith will heal the
sick, and the Lord will make them well.
And anyone who has committed sins
will be forgiven. Confess your sins to
each other and pray for each other so
that you may be healed. The earnest
prayer of a righteous person has great
power and wonderful results” (James
5:15-16, NLT).

We know that it is not always God’s
will to heal in every situation. But
prayer is a balm to our souls and spirits
as we accept that he knows best for us,
and as we find comfort in complete
surrender to God, giving him control of
our lives.

As Debbie and I were leaving the
hospital just this past weekend, we
were stopped at the entrance doors by
John. John had a “boot” on his foot in-
dicating surgery, a calm, gentle look on
his face, and his hand extended to us.
He recognized me from the newspaper
and expressed gratitude for the article
each week.

Quickly our conversation turned to
his need for healing prayer. Just as
Debbie began her prayer, another man,
named Anthony, walked up asking if
we were going to pray and if he could
join in.

We saw that Anthony was connect-
ed to an oxygen tank and walked with
a cane. We hugged each other into a
tight circle as Debbie prayed a fervent
prayer for healing.

We all needed that prayer, whether
for our bodies or our spirits, we needed
the human touch, the intimacy, and
the unity, however brief. The spirit of
prayer that healed our hearts for a few
moments and left us with the feeling of
being in the presence of God went with
us as we each went our way.

Research tells us that prayer heals
and helps. Scripture gives us examples
of comfort and healing. And the prac-
tice of praying at every opportunity as-
sures us that prayer is real.

It was real for John and Anthony, for
Debbie and me and for all who have
called upon our God who waits to hear
from us, to touch us, and to give heal-
ing strength.

This column is the opinion of the
Rev. Tim McConnell, assistant pastor
of Long’s Chapel United Methodist
Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him
at 828-456-3993 or pastortimmc.
blogspot.com.
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strength of prayer
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Dec. 8
Christmas at The Cove with Aaron
Shust: 7 p.m., Billy Graham Training
Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. Dinner and concert.
$64. www.thecove.org.
Holiday Cookie Sale: 2-4 p.m., First
Congregational United Church of Christ,
1735 Fifth Ave.W., Hendersonville. Hun-
dreds of home-made cookies, many
from heirloom recipes. Also fair-trade
coffees, teas, cocoa and candy. 828-
692-8630 or www.fcchendersonville.org
.

Dec. 9
Free Planet Radio album release con-
cert and sound meditation: 4-6 p.m.,
Congregation Beth HaTephila, 43 Liber-
ty St., Asheville. $20-$45. Immerse
yourself in deep listening exploration of
mystical and compelling instrumental
music by world-jazz trio Free Planet
Radio.
Lessons & Carols candlelight service:
5:30-7 p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church,
60 Church St., Asheville. Modeled after
famous service at King’s College in
Cambridge. Trinity Chancel Choir and
Smokey Mountain Brass Quintet. Free.
Nursery care provided. Reception fol-
lowing.
Pianist John Neighbors: “A Musical
Journey” Christmas carol concert: 6
p.m., Victory Baptist Church, 80 Oli-
vette Road, Asheville (Erwin Hills com-
munity). 

Dec. 12
Advent service: 7 p.m., First Congrega-
tional United Church of Christ in Laurel
Park, 1735 Fifth Ave.W., Hendersonville.
“In the Stillness of Night,” a service of
contemplative worship. www.fcchen-
dersonville.org or 828-692-8630.

Dec. 13
Organ music for Advent: 12:15 p.m.-1
p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60
Church St., Asheville. Bring your lunch
for a time of fellowship following the
music.

Dec. 16
“Peace Like a River” Advent service:
10:30 a.m., First Congregational United
Church of Christ in Laurel Park, 1735
Fifth Ave.W., Hendersonville. Choir ac-
companied by instruments.
www.fcchendersonville.org or 828-692-
8630. 
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Guest musician is Finn Magill on
fiddle.
Adult Forums: 9-10:30 a.m., First Con-
gregational Church, 1735 Fifth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Topic is Alzheimer’s
Awareness Part 2, the expanding sci-
ence about the disease and treatment
options. www.fcchendersonville.org or
828-692-8630. 
Kids Praise & Drama Christmas service:
6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

Dec. 17
Christmas at The Cove with Charles
Billingsley: 7 p.m., Billy Graham Training
Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. Dinner and concert.
$64. www.thecove.org.
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