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I’m aware the title question may be shocking to
some. It’s almost like asking if we need apple pie or
grandma any more. Pie and grandma will be fine while
we consider why the world is full of ancient writings
people still turn to for divine instruction.

Nashville-based Gideons International distributes
almost a million and a half Bibles to hotels around the
world, over half a million in the U.S. alone. That should
be no surprise; they’ve been doing that for a long time.
Whenever I stay in a hotel I open the “Bible drawer”
next to the bed to see if the management is “packin’
scripture.” Usually they are. As someone who likes to
challenge assumptions, I sometimes leave a note ask-
ing the management to consider removing those, or at
least placing scriptures from all religions in the room,
rather than assuming their guests are all of one faith,
or even have a faith.

The huge distribution of God’s Bestseller makes me
curious: with every scripture of the world and all ver-
sions and translations of the Bible available anywhere
at anytime on computers and smart phones, why keep
printing and mass producing them? Some big hotel
chains don’t require management to place scriptures
in rooms, but Marriott apparently requires both the Bi-
ble and the Book of Mormon in every room. Interest-
ing. Seems to send a message there are only two op-
tions to choose from in God’s Library. 

I’ve seen Bibles and “Children’s Bibles” available in
the waiting rooms of medical offices. What’s the rea-
soning? No church, no library … no hotel, nearby?

We all know why Bibles are dropped here, there and
everywhere: marketing (i.e. conversion). Or perhaps to
comfort? But why can’t a person of faith go directly to
the Author? 

After I was “saved” in my teenage years, “filled with
the Spirit” and spoke in tongues, I “witnessed” (evan-
gelized), carrying “my Bible” everywhere. I called it
“my Bible” because it wasn’t just “The” Bible or any Bi-
ble, it was mine – a personal love letter from God, trea-
sured as the most special book, greater than any other
book on the planet (certainly more important than my
history or biology textbooks). I was completely devot-
ed to my Bible, my Faith, my God. I was a true blue “Bi-
ble Believer.” 

Henry David Thoreau wrote: “Every sacred book …
has been accepted [by faith] to be the final resting-
place of the sojourning soul” (“A Week on the Concord
and Merrimack Rivers”). But as Thoreau saw it, the so-
journer must be traveling forward toward the truth,
not delayed by camping at an oasis to read a book. A
holy book is only a refreshment for the traveler on their
journey. The message should not be: “Stay here and
read this book,” but “Take a sip to refresh yourself and
move on.”

In my youthful faith, I believed in God, not a book.
Century after century people have been told (by self-
appointed Bible experts) that they had to “believe in
the Bible” but only as interpreted and preached by
those experts. 

It seems to me we have a new religion, which is ac-
tually a very old religion: Bookism – faith in a book; an
incarnation of ink.

The Qur’an refers to “The People of the Book,”
speaking of Jews and Christians and their scriptures.
Then, as happens fairly regularly in the history of reli-
gion, the Qur’an becomes superior to the Bible and
Muslims become their own “People of the Book
(Qur’an).” All book-based, scripture-centered tradi-
tions do the same thing: they venerate and elevate
their book higher than all others. It is divine, essential-
ly worshipped. Might we say God “dropped” a bestsell-
er - the second greatest creation after human beings? 

If you take away the holy book, any holy book, what
would happen to the religion, the faith, the community
of believers? Would faith itself dissipate, disintegrate,
disappear without a book to believe in? Would God fall
silent?

We were once told that the Bible is our “manual of
faith”-God’s instruction book. If we strayed from the
words, someone would always correct us by quoting a
verse from The Word to bring us back in line with the
divine message. I slowly discovered something
strange and disturbing to my faith: different teachers
and preachers had different viewpoints and interpre-
tations of “biblical teachings.” I held my Bible tight and
prayed. Then I loosened my grip to get a grip on a very
old, familiar (biblical!) line: “You shall know the truth
and the truth shall set you free.” Free even from The
Book and believing in The Book, any book, any faith?
Letting go can be liberating, even salvific.

So I leave this question on your brain’s bookshelf:
Does the world still need scriptures?
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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 some-
thing 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 believe 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 believe in God,
besides being an atheist, you will be very lonely, be-
cause 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.”
I don’t believe Danny came up with all these an-

swers and understandings of his relationship with
God on his own. They are real and he is sincere in how
he expresses himself. However, I tend to believe that
Danny received instruction from a parent, grandpar-
ent, Sunday school teacher, or friend. Since this is Fa-
ther’s Day, I hope Danny has consistent spiritual direc-
tion and explanation from his father, along with guid-
ance from others.

Our children are never too young to learn about how
God loves them and wants them to love him while lov-
ing others. All of us have the sacred responsibility to
nurture the spiritual needs of our children and grand-
children. However, I challenge all fathers, stepfathers,
grandparents to take the lead in the guidance of our
young people. This could be an awesome gift that we
fathers give to our children every day of the year!

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

June 20

Food Drive: Noon-2 p.m., First Congregational UCC,
1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Visit
www.fcchendersonville.org. A contact-free food drive
benefiting Fishes and Loaves Food Pantry, Calvary
Episcopal Food Pantry, and Storehouse of Henderson
County. Participants should drop off items in parking
lot, wear masks and practice social distancing. 

June 21

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2:30 p.m. by
Zoom videoconference. “Religion and the Republic:
Parent, Prophet, or Problem?” presented by William
Everett. Zoom connection info at EHSAsheville.org.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Re-opened June 14
with outdoor service at 5 p.m. 216 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 
Gospel Fest: 11 a.m., True Vine Gospel Church, 41 Hill
St., Candler. Music by Michael and Peyton Cathey.
Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information.
West Canton Baptist Church: Re-opened June 7 with
11 a.m. worship service only. Service also on Facebook
page. No nursery until further notice. 75 Lowe St.,
Canton. www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Re-opened June 7
with 10:30 a.m. service. Also continuing to livestream
services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road. 

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. For those who
seek a sacred place for prayer and meditation. 
Carolina Bible Camp Bluegrass Festival has been
canceled: Was to be held in September in Mocksville.
All seven one-week Summer Camp sessions, as well as
private rentals, also canceled.
www.carolinabiblecamp.com.
The Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove has
reopened: Upcoming events include Intensive Bible
Training-John: The Gospel of Wisdom June 29-July 3.
www.thecove.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday 10:45
a.m. Holy Eucharist service and 5:30 p.m. Celtic ser-
vice with Eucharist. Also 12:15 p.m. Wednesday Eu-
charist service. 60 Church St., Asheville. 828-253-9361
or www.trinityasheville.org/.
Biltmore Church: Services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m.
streamed at biltmorechurch.com/live or on Facebook
page. As of May 31, Connect Groups encouraged to
meet at outdoor venues with social distancing.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online
service at fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Ashe-
ville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com/.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org/. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
First Baptist Church, 74 Academy St., Canton: Wor-
ship at 11 a.m. on Facebook at Canton First Baptist
Church or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or on WPTL

101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Online ser-
vice at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page each
Sunday. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

June 23

Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate God’s healing
power in our lives. Biblical and balanced program that
helps overcome hurts, hang-ups, and habits. We fol-
low guidelines for facility cleanliness and social dis-
tancing. Masks are available and optional. Questions?
Contact Connie at 669-1981 or Jeanie at 669-4146.
Free puzzle swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles placed out-
side church entrance via the back parking lot and are
clearly marked. People are asked to wear face masks
while picking up and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-
7101.

June 27

American Christian Fiction Writers-South Carolina
Chapter: 2 p.m., North Anderson Baptist Church, 2308
N. Main St., Anderson, S.C. Free. Writing class and
critique of manuscripts. Andrea Boeshaar speaks on
“Romancing the Christian Fiction Market.” Contact
Elva Martin at elvacmartin@gmail.com or 864-226-
7024.

RELIGION CALENDAR

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
has released what it calls “general considerations” on
safe actions for reopening houses of worship, but
worship communities can accept or reject those con-
siderations. 

Religious worship allows tens of millions of Amer-
icans to demonstrate devotion to a higher power. It
gives people an opportunity to commit – and recom-
mit – to a set of values. In-person services foster a
sense of community and belonging. Unfortunately
for millions whose lives are enriched by communal
worship, traditional services are ideal places for virus
transmission: lots of people, close together. 

As a physician specializing in internal medicine, I
suggest, for now at least, that we reexamine how we
worship. After all, what better way to embody the val-
ues of your faith than to take steps to protect one an-
other?

Even with the uncertainty and variability of re-
opening plans, scientifically and medically sound in-
formation is available. For starters, you’ll want to as-
sess your individual risk, the prevalence of the virus
in your area and the availability of testing.

The four pillars

You may consider guidelines suggested by Dr. Atul
Gawande, noted surgeon and author. He proposes
four essential pillars for safe reentry into communal
spaces: hygiene, distancing, screening and mask
use.

All four must operate together to minimize trans-
mission. Will your place of worship be able to enact
these pillars? 

For example: Will you have easy access to hand-
washing or sanitizing? Will communal surfaces and
shared spaces be wiped down? Will attendance be

limited to allow distancing, and will attendees be
screened with temperature checks and self-screen-
ing questionnaires? Will your place of worship en-
force mask use and distancing? Anything short of all
four pillars increases transmission risk. 

And even with all the precautions, people with in-
fections can be asymptomatic – so despite the
screening measures, you can’t be sure who has the
virus and whether you might become exposed.

Today’s services: Short, 
outside – and cut the choir

Other factors influence viral spread. The dose you
receive is higher when you’re close to someone not
wearing a face covering. Someone sneezing and
coughing increases the number of virus particles
near you. Singing or speaking forcefully releases
more virus than speaking quietly. Outdoor rates of
transmission are much lower than those indoors. 

That’s why it’s best if services are short, outdoors
and with no singing or physical contact. Only a lim-
ited number of attendees, spaced widely and wearing
masks properly, would participate.

Early in the pandemic, faith leaders adapted their
services: removing holy water, forbidding hand-
shakes, limiting group size and livestreaming. Bud-
dhist monks seeking alms wore face shields. But oth-
ers protested any restrictions.

In dealing with the virus, we still have much to
learn. But values common to all religions exist – com-
passion, kindness, respect for fellow humans and
some variation of the Golden Rule. Until more is
known about COVID-19, let’s choose a path following
one of the major tenets of my profession: First, do no
harm.

The Conversation is an independent and nonprof-
it source of news, analysis and commentary from ac-
ademic experts. The Conversation is wholly respon-
sible for the content.

How to be safe in your house of worship
Claudia Finkelstein
SPECIAL TO THE CONVERSATION


