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“I can’t breathe!’” the crowd chanted, in-
voking the dying words spoken by George
Floyd as a white police officer pressed a knee
into his neck.

Kianna Ruff yelled it over and over along
with hundreds of fellow protesters as they
marched for hours through New York City, a
kind of collective mantra that touched some-
place deep inside those present.

“I just started choking and I broke down,”
the 28-year-old activist and minister said.
“And I do feel like that that was also a spiritu-
al experience that I’ve never experienced be-
fore.”

The demonstrations against police brutal-
ity and systemic racism that have raged in
the wake of Floyd’s killing are often led by
young people who find a sense of purpose,
ritual and community on the streets. Many
involved say the protests deepen spiritual
connections and embody familiar elements
of traditional faith.

The demonstrators kneel. They observe
mournful moments of silence. They break
into call-and-response: “What do we want?”
and “Justice!” From Los Angeles to New York,
Milwaukee to Minneapolis, they stand
shoulder-to-shoulder and find common
cause in their shared fervor.

“I can say this is liturgy in the street,”
said the Rev. Jacqueline Lewis, pastor
of the Middle Collegiate Church in
New York’s East Village. “This is
church in the street, it is song in the
street, it is lament in the street.
The tears are in the street.”

“When the kids say, ‘Black
Lives Matter!’” Lewis con-
tinued, “that’s a prayer.”

Americans are becoming
less religious in the formal, tradi-
tional sense, and the trend is more
marked among young adults, according to
Pew Research Center surveys from recent
years. Young people, who make up a core part
of the protesters, are less likely to pray daily,
attend religious services or believe in God.

Still, surveys show younger Americans are
just as spiritual as their older counterparts,
and many have found other expressions of
faith outside formal religion.

In its “How We Gather” study, Harvard Di-
vinity School researchers documented wide-
ranging spiritual communities for the young
ranging from Afro Flow Yoga and dinner
churches to public meditation groups.

Fears about the future have also led many
to activism. Tens of thousands walked out of
schools in 2018 to demand action on gun vio-
lence in one of the biggest student protests
since the Vietnam era. Inspired by Swedish
teenager Greta Thunberg, hundreds of thou-
sands marched worldwide in 2019 demand-
ing urgent action on climate change.

This year that has manifested in the strug-
gle against police brutality and racism.

“All of these issues intersect because they
all disproportionately impact Black people,”
said 19-year-old Aalayah Eastmond, who sur-
vived the 2018 mass shooting at Marjory Sto-

graduate of the divinity school at Union
Theological Seminary in New York, said com-
munity thrives despite such differences.

It’s about “being in those groups and feel-
ing that energy, you know, that God wants
you there,” Ruff said.

“And there’s so many people,” she added.
“Whether they believe what you believe or
not, that’s not what’s important. What’s im-
portant is the common goal.”

During a recent “Buddhists For Black
Lives Matter” march in Los Angeles, Tahil
Sharma walked with others in a slow, word-
less procession whose silence had a similarly
powerful effect as the ritual chanting of other
demonstrations.

“That march was so different. ... The emo-
tional swelling that we felt of every second
passing as we were breathing and praying
was a reminder of the seconds of air that
George Floyd was gasping for,” said Sharma,

a 28-year-old interfaith activist born to a
Hindu father and a Sikh mother.

Many demonstrations have seen pro-
testers honoring the dead by reciting
their names in what resembles a litany.

Another common element is the cre-
ation of spaces explicitly or implicitly
spiritual in nature and symbolism: In
Minneapolis, protesters set up a floral

altar memorial at the site where Floyd
died, while in Houston, a newly painted

mural depicts him with an angelic halo
and wings.

“People bring in pictures, flow-
ers, they’re burning candles, in-

cense, making music and really
kind of creating a physical
space where they’re holding
the spirit of a loved one,”
said Casper ter Kuile, au-
thor of “The Power of Ritu-
al: Turning Everyday Activ-
ities Into Soulful Practices.”

“There’s a really interest-
ing kind of lived religion, as

sociologists would call it, on
the streets within these pro-

tests,” ter Kuile said.
In Milwaukee, a Muslims art-

ists’ collective recently spent hours
painting a mural depicting a family on a

sofa under the words: “Our Kids Will Not Be
Next,” as passing drivers honked horns in
solidarity.

“Art is a perfect middle ground for people
to unite,” said Amal Azzam, the 27-year-old
co-founder of Fanana Banana, which orga-
nized the event. “Milwaukee is a very segre-
gated city. ... These are the things that help
connect the communities.”

That’s a sentiment shared by Sharma, in
Los Angeles, who became involved in inter-
faith literacy and social justice following the
2012 deadly shooting at a Sikh temple in Oak
Creek, Wisconsin.

“When I see that entire world marching
with me to fight for the rights of others, I feel I
am in prayer,” he said. “When we shut down
systems of oppression together, acknowl-
edging our differences for a common cause,
that’s when I know my prayers are being an-
swered.”
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Liturgy in the street 
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Faith in 
protest as 

young people 
find fervor 

on the street

neman Douglas High School in Parkland,
Florida, became a gun-control activist and is
now organizing protests against racial injus-
tice with the group Concerned Citizens of D.C.

Her group begins demonstrations with a
collective prayer that’s inclusive of nonbe-
lievers, she said – the point is closeness and
togetherness.

“We stand in a circle and one person just
prays for us to one, be safe in the middle of
these protests, because they can get very vi-
olent. ... And for folks to really feel empow-
ered and moved while they’re protesting,”
Eastmond said.

Nationwide, the demonstrations have
tended to be diverse in terms of markers like
generation, ethnicity and gender, but Ruff, a
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One of the great minds I encountered in college was
William James (1842-1910), the famous professor of
psychology and philosophy at Harvard. Born in New
York City, his oldest brother was the writer Henry
James, Jr. and his godfather was Ralph Waldo Emer-
son. 

James is well-known for his book, “The Varieties of
Religious Experience” (1902), based on lectures he de-
livered in Edinburgh, Scotland. This was an influential
book for me in university and seminary as I began to
understand faith not only as personal experience
deeply related to psychology, but as a very diverse hu-
man experience worldwide. This helped me to discov-

er that my Christian faith was one of a variety of faiths
and that an experience of God could be quite different
even among other Christians.

Confidence in the absolute truth of my own beliefs
was shaken by William James’ pragmatic understand-
ing of truth. Truth has “cash value” – you can take it to
the bank – it “works” in the real world. 

In “The Meaning of Truth” (1909) James asks:
“What concrete difference will [an idea or belief]

being true make in any one’s actual life? What experi-
ences [may] be different from those which would ob-
tain if the belief were false? How will the truth be real-
ized? What, in short, is the truth’s cash-value in expe-
riential terms?” The response is clearly stated:

“True ideas are those that we can assimilate, vali-
date, corroborate and verify. False ideas are those that
we cannot. That is the practical difference it makes to
us to have true ideas; that therefore is the meaning of
truth, for it is all that truth is known as.”

A sensible, yet radical statement.
In his book, “Talks to Teachers,” James relates the

story of a journey he took through the mountains of
North Carolina. He describes it in these words:

“I passed by a large number of ‘coves,’ as they call
them there, or heads of small valleys between the hills,
which had been newly cleared and planted.” James
was disturbed by the living conditions of the settlers
and the apparent “havoc” on the environment caused
by the inhabitants, stumps littering the landscape.
“The forest had been destroyed; and what had ‘im-
proved’ it out of existence was hideous.” He could not
see “a single element of artificial grace to make up for
the loss of Nature’s beauty.” 

As he traveled through the hills he couldn’t compre-
hend how anyone survived in such poverty. He asked a
mountaineer to explain. “We ain’t happy here unless
we are getting one of those coves under cultivation.”
James realized his mistake. He only saw the stumps,
the clearing of the forest, while the settlers saw the
success for all their hard work in creating their home 

William James’ lesson from Western North Carolina

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See LESSON, Page 3D
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How many times have we heard these words as we
were growing up, “I mean what I say!” when we were
told something to do or not to do? Or, how many times
have we spoken the same words to our children or
grandchildren? Whether or not the words carried
much weight or authority depended on how rigorous
the consequences of not obeying were carried out,
and the follow up of the parents.

I am convinced that when we read the words of Je-
sus from scripture, or hear the urgings of his Holy
Spirit, “He means what he says!” It is so tempting to
interpret Jesus’ words and the words he gave the writ-
ers of scripture to mean what we want them to mean,
to stretch them to fit our moralist view, whatever it
may be. But his words never change, and he means
what he says.

Let’s take for example this teaching of Jesus that
we can live a clean, pure life, that we can be holy like
him, and we can be perfect in our love for God and
others. Did Jesus really mean we can live like him in
such a world that constantly pulls at our lives? Do we
believe some of the things he says, yet discard those
things we believe unattainable or not a good fit for our
lifestyle and the culture of today? Sometimes we
must be reminded that when Jesus tells us that we
must be or not be a certain way, he gives us grace and
strength to be successful.

In Matthew 5:48, Jesus tells us to “Be perfect, like
your heavenly Father is perfect.” C.S. Lewis comment-
ing on this verse reminds us that Jesus meant what he
said. In his book Mere Christianity, and from the
chapter entitled “Counting the Cost,” Lewis looks at
what Jesus meant by being perfect in this way. “The
only help I (Jesus) will give is help to become perfect.
You may want something less; but I will give you noth-
ing less.”

Many people come to Jesus to be forgiven of one
particular sin which is ruling their life. He may very

well cure them of that habit or sinful behavior, but he
does not want to stop there. Jesus sees other sins in
that person’s life that keep him from taking over com-
pletely a person’s life, behaviors that require complete
surrender. The Holy Spirit will continue to pursue us,
convicting, and causing unrest in our hearts. This is
why Jesus said to “count the cost” before making the
decision to follow him. Jesus says,” Make no mistake,
if you let me in, I am going to continue to work in you
until I am satisfied that you are perfect. I will never
rest, nor let you rest until you are restored into my im-
age.”

C.S. Lewis uses an analogy from George MacDon-
ald, nineteenth century Scottish author and minister,
to illustrate “counting the cost” of discipleship, the
pursuit of God on our relationship, and the demand
Jesus has on our complete surrender to him.

“Imagine yourself as a living house. You invite God
to come in to make some changes. At first, you can
understand what he is doing. New plumbing, electri-
cal wiring, fixing the leaks in the roof, maybe a fresh
coat of paint inside and outside. These are things that
you knew had to be done, so you were not surprised
with God’s work on your house. But soon God begins
to do things that make you uneasy. He digs up the
foundation and replaces it with a stronger, longer last-
ing support. God then, adds a new addition to your
house, several new rooms, maybe a garage and a
wrap-around porch. God even begins working on the
yard, putting in gardens and fences. All the time, you
had thought that he would just do a little remodeling
and you would be finished. You thought God could
just do what is minimal and you would be “good
enough,” then he would just leave me alone!”

John Wesley defined “perfection” as “loving God
with everything we have,” and “loving other people as
we love ourselves.” Jesus would never ask us to do
something that is impossible. Sanctification is a long
process and can be very painful at times, but that’s
the cross that we pick up when we follow Jesus. Noth-
ing less. Jesus meant what he said.

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. 

He meant what he said
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

with “honest sweat, persistent toil and final reward.”
The altered perceptions in this story offer insights

on faith and the invitation to think a little harder, be-
yond our own coves of consciousness. 

While reading James in philosophy and religion
courses, his approach to truth made a powerful im-
pact. As he learned on the journey through the high
country of North Carolina, we can never say that peo-
ple who live or think differently than we do live
meaningless lives. We need to “tolerate and respect”
those who are “happy in their own ways” because,
“neither the whole of truth nor the whole of good is
revealed to any single observer.” This leads him to
conclude that we should “make the most of our own
blessings, without presuming to regulate the rest of
the vast field.” 

I started out by saying that William James was one
of the significant minds I encountered in undergrad-
uate studies. Upon reflection, this hints at what was
eventually to guide me into pragmatic chaplaincy
and other nonprofit service where I discovered reli-
gious faith no longer worked for me, it had no more
“cash-value” in my life.

Listening to more ideas from a chorus of other
minds helped me move forward, first toward a more
honest and balanced faith perspective centered on
the pragmatic, and then toward a non-theistic world-
view. It was only a small, almost gentle, step across
the gap to conclude for myself: there is no God be-
cause there is no God big enough. The only adequate
replacement seemed to be the natural universe – Na-
ture – but not a universe with a human face.

The wisdom gained from people like James that I
not insist on my own way. “Truth” can’t simplistically
mean “my own truth.” It no longer “worked” for me to
believe, but I see that for many others, faith still
seems to work for them. 

Like the people in the coves and hollers, we are all
“settlers” tending or clearing our land – and some-
times even stumps can have beauty. 

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister
and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teach-
er, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. 

Lesson
Continued from Page 1D

When I’m having a restless and sleepless night,
sometimes I turn on old episodes of “Frasier.” This pro-
gram has one of my all-time favorite theme songs. It
was recorded by the actor who played radio show psy-
chiatrist Dr. Frasier Crane, Kelsey Grammer.

The lyrics go like this.
“Hey baby I hear the blues a-callin’ tossed salad and

scrambled eggs.
“And maybe I seem a bit confused but I got you

pegged! Ha, Ha, Ha, Ha!
“But I don’t know what to do with those tossed sal-

ads and scrambled eggs.
“They’re callin’ again.”
More often than not, this tossing and turning is di-

rectly related to the scrambled eggs of a sermon, or the
tossed salad of a religion column I saved to my com-
puter before going to bed. No sooner than the flow be-
gins, it is interrupted.

The most amazing part of this is no matter how
mixed-up my writing is the night before, it’s all cleared
up the morning after. The only reasonable explanation
is that the Spirit of God has been at work, unscram-
bling what was tossed around in my brain.

Not only does this work for sermons and columns,
but finding the right words for a prayer with a member
or friend of my church, or a long-awaited and overdo
conversation with a loved one. The word that best de-
scribes this process is “discernment.”

The definition of discernment is “the ability to judge

well.” In a Christian context it means, “obtaining spiri-
tual guidance and understanding.” That’s what God
does for us during those sleepless nights. God settles
things down. In the Bible, this is referred to as “speak-
ing in dreams.” I call it one of our greatest blessings.

There is no better feeling than a steady stream of
thoughts and feelings from our Creator. It’s like the
rush of cold, clear water in a creek. All we have to do is
jump in, get with the flow and start writing things
down, even when they don’t make sense.

Before you set the pen down, you can be sure that
God will be working on making sense of it all. So what
should you do, the next time you have scrambled eggs
all over your face? Give it over to the Divine Unscram-
bler.

Good night everybody. See you next column!

Give it all over to the ‘Divine Unscrambler’ 
Rev. Mark Katrick
Guest Columnist

USA TODAY NETWORK

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

Aug. 16

Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
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. 
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2:30 p.m. via
Zoom. “Broken Bridges: Building Community in a
World Divided by Beliefs” by Chris Highland. Zoom
connection info at EHSAsheville.org. Chris will select
several true stories from his new book, drawn from
years as a chaplain in jails and shelters. He will reflect
on the wisdom of the unheard as well as insights from
well-known voices.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday at
10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 60 Church St., Asheville. For
more information and updates on services visit
www.trinityasheville.org/livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services continue at 9:15, 11
a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Face-
book. Connect Groups encouraged to meet at out-
door venues with social distancing. RSVP at
www.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/ for 6:30 p.m. Thurs-
day services at Arden and Hendersonville locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Teachings and ser-

mons on Facebook. Also live teaching at 7 p.m. Thurs-
days via Zoom. For more information email info@chur-
chofsaintphilip.org or visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook page. No nursery until
further notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
First Baptist Church, 74 Academy St., Canton: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or
listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920
AM. Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also continuing to livestream services on
Facebook and www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road. 
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online
service at www.fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Ashe-
ville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriver
presbyterianchurch.com/.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org/. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: Online service at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. 
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page. 199

Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Canceled - Carolina Bible Camp Bluegrass Festival:
Was to be held in September in Mocksville. All one-
week Summer Camp sessions and private rentals also
canceled. www.carolinabiblecamp.com.
Canceled - Gaither Family Fest In The Smokies: Gos-
pel music festival was planned for Labor Day weekend
in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Will return Memorial Day
weekend in 2021.

Aug. 18

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. Biblical and balanced program helps overcome
hurts, hang-ups, habits. Masks 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 back parking lot and clearly
marked. People asked to wear face masks while pick-
ing up and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-7101.

Aug. 22

American Christian Fiction Writers-S.C. Chapter: 2
p.m., North Anderson Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main
St., Anderson, S.C. Free. Writing class “Microsoft Word
for Writers” and critique. 864-226-7024 or
http://scwritersacfw.blogspot.com/.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Liberty University names 
acting leader with Falwell on leave 

RICHMOND, Va. – Liberty University in Virginia an-
nounced Monday that its board had chosen an interim
president to lead the school days after Jerry Falwell Jr.
began an indefinite leave of absence after one of his
posts on social media created an uproar. 

Jerry Prevo, who has served as chairman of the

school’s board of trustees since 2003 and recently re-
tired as the senior pastor of a Baptist church in Alaska,
will assume the role of acting president immediately,
Liberty said in a news release. 

Prevo expects to work from the Lynchburg campus
starting Aug. 17 and will step aside from his position on
the board for the duration of the new role, according to
the news release. The board’s executive committee ap-
pointed Prevo, Liberty said. 

Prevo, who spent 47 years as the pastor of Anchor-
age Baptist Temple before stepping down last year,

was known for his opposition to LGBT rights and his
influence in Alaska politics. He also partnered with
Samaritan’s Purse, the Christian relief charity run by
the Rev. Franklin Graham, a prominent conservative
evangelical allied with Falwell and President Donald
Trump. 

“Please pray for us as well as the Falwell family as
we embark on our academic year and so we may con-
tinue to be united in our common purpose and our
faith in Christ,” Prevo said in the news release. 

RELIGION BRIEFS


