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What is your vocabulary of faith?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

Vocabulary: “The body of words used
in a particular language.” Thus saith the
authoritative (?) computer dictionary. A
word from Webster’s: “For many people,
the word ‘vocabulary’ is primarily associated with the number of words that a
person knows; one either has a large or a
small vocabulary. But the word has
many shades of meaning and is nicely
representative of the nuanced and multi-hued nature of so much of the English
lexicon.”
How many words do we know? How
many words do we commonly use? How
many words do we use, or misuse?
When do our words fail us? “The word
has many shades of meaning.”
Perhaps nowhere in our use of language are words more shaded, nuanced
and questionable than in matters of religious belief or faith. Do we really know
the meaning of the words we use, such
as “God,” “spirit,” “sacred,” “holy,” “divine,” “spiritual” or even the word
“faith” itself? The history of religion
may give us clues to answering that,
similar to Webster’s clue: the “manyhued nature” of meanings. In other
words, we need to regularly interrogate
the words we use, and others use, to investigate meanings, contexts, personal
experiences. It’s complicated; never
simple. We can’t assume to know what
people mean when they say “God” or
any other multi-faceted word that becomes a chameleon in cultures throughout our multifarious world.
I went back to watch Michael Shermer’s “Baloney Detection Kit” on YouTube. He’s the editor of Skeptic magazine and host of the Science Salon Podcast. Skeptics can be annoying people
because they’re constantly asking
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about things, using terms that we – if
truly honest – don’t really understand.
What is Life, Truth, Goodness? Interesting to inquire and discuss, but can we do
much more than make “working definitions” or “tentative conclusions”?
There are many people who want us
to use “their” words with “their” definitions. They act like dictionaries of the
divine. We can’t fall into that trap. Our
vocabularies need to consist of terms
we have a good sense about, even words
we suspect we don’t fully understand
but they’re useful to us.
Are we willing to let some words go
when they’ve become too loaded or lost
their meaning? If they’re no longer useful, don’t enhance communication or
actually do nothing more than cause
dispute and division, it may be time to
delete the words from our vocabulary.
Yes, words “serve” or they do not. We
do not serve them; we use them, building our vocabulary of useful words that
express what we truly want to say. If we
are giving our own spin to a word we
should be honest and clear about that. I
don’t use the word “God” anymore for
that reason—it’s been “spun” so much it
makes the world dizzy; everyone knows,
or thinks they know, what it means,
and, everyone, in their heart of hearts,
knows that they don’t know.
Is this complex, complicated and a
bit convoluted? Sure is. And needs to be.
If we want to communicate, and communicate well, effectively, it takes
work—consistent, concerted effort to
make our vocabulary living, relevant,
meaningful.
But don’t take my word for it. You
might detect some baloney.

questions, probing and practicing an
active skepticism. A good skeptic, like a
good scientist or philosopher, does not
accept truth claims or beliefs at face value, especially the ones that appear nonsensical. An honest, reasonable, thinking person has skepticism in their mental toolbox.
I like how Shermer handles “baloney,” defined as, “foolish or deceptive
talk; nonsense.” Most of it comes back
to evidence and honesty. Does someone
see, hear, believe something because
they want to, or because they’ve examined the evidence and made rational
conclusions? There’s a spectrum of
claims, as Shermer points out. From the
obvious nonsense of “psychic powers”
to the well-proven assertions of evolution and the human-cause of the climate crisis. Yet, as he makes clear, people might say: “Why should we believe
you skeptics?” His response is emphat-

ic: “You shouldn’t!” Scientists, skeptics,
philosophers are always open to the
critics and questions. This is why, for instance, evolutionary theories are constantly being studied, tested, challenged and, no surprise, “adapted” as
understanding
of
our
evolution
“evolves.” Science is not threatened by
skeptics, it welcomes and encourages
verification. On the other hand, religious faith can be more sensitive and
defensive.
The question, “What do you mean by
that?” is a good discussion starter –
critically important and incredibly useful. If we can explain what we mean
when we use certain words, remaining
open to skeptical inquiry, we have no
need for defensive posturing.
I’m talking about critical thinking,
but also critical speaking. Not “critical”
as in criticizing, but wisely hesitant,
“holding our tongue” when speaking
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Feb. 29

Feb. 23

Feb. 26

New rector at St. John in the Wilderness Episcopal Church: Meet the Rev.
Josh Stephens at 8:30 and 11 a.m. services, with a parish breakfast between
the services. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock. www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

Lent Celebration: Services at 12:15 and
7 p.m., Grace Lutheran Church, 1245
Sixth Ave. W., Hendersonville.
Ash Wednesday service: 6:30 p.m.,
First Congregational United Church of
Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Distribution of ashes, music, prayers. Ash Wednesday is the beginning of
the 40 days of Lent, a season that focuses on contemplation and spiritual
preparation for Easter. www.fcchendersonville.org or 828-692-8630.

Pancake fundraiser: 8-10 a.m., Fatz
Cafe, Spartan Drive (off Smoky Park
Highway), Enka. For food ministry of
Hominy Valley Crisis Ministry of ABCCM.
$10, $5 children. 828-667-8467.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many 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.

RELIGION CALENDAR
Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizentimes.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Feb. 22
American Christian Fiction Writers
South Carolina Chapter: 2 p.m., North
Anderson Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main
St., Anderson. Meeting is free and visitors are welcome. Writing class and
critique of members manuscripts. Managing Editor for Smitten Historical Romance, Denise Weimer, will speak on
“Creating a Hero Readers Fall For.” For
more information email elvacmar-

Feb. 25
Shrove Tuesday Pancake Supper: 5-7
p.m., Emmanuel Lutheran Church, 51
Wilburn Place, Asheville. Pancakes,
sausage, fruit, beverage. By donation.
828-252-1795 or https://emmanuel-
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Restore

Currently, the congregation meets at
321 W. 8th St., which Place of Refuge
rents.

“Andy turned out to be more of a
friend,” Tom Thomas said. “He was the
man that calmed the waters.”

March 4
Lent Celebration: Grace Lutheran
Church, 1245 Sixth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Five consecutive Wednesday services with supper at 4:30 p.m. and worship at 6 p.m. Call 828-693-4890 to
register for supper; walk-ins for worship
are welcome.

Ecumenical Powered
Housingby TECNAVIA
Development
Group, which helped the ministry secure the property.

