
Asheville Citizen-Times - 02/06/2021 Page : D02

February 6, 2021 10:54 am (GMT -5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

2D | SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 6, 2021 | ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES

The pandemic has forced us to change many of our
most common rituals, including how we celebrate rites
of passage. Baby showers, birthday parties and funer-
als are now held virtually. Large celebratory signs on
front lawns announce graduations. Couples live-
stream their virtual weddings on social media, and
families host holiday celebrations outdoors to ensure
social distancing.

Rituals around greetings and social support have
also changed. Handshakes, kisses on the cheeks or
lips and physical embraces have been replaced by el-
bow bumps, air kisses and virtual hugs.

Managing uncertainty 

During times of uncertainty and danger, people of-
ten use rituals to reduce their stress and exert control
over their environment. That’s why rituals are com-
mon during periods of high risk, such as during preg-
nancy and after giving birth. 

Consider Chhathi, a popular ritual in northeast In-
dia that takes place on the sixth day after a child’s
birth. During the ritual ceremony, the mother and child
are bathed and fed. Black thread is tied around the

nancy are used to prevent birth defects in India and
rituals using homoeopathic remedies are used to treat
rheumatoid arthritis in the U.K.

Promoting hygiene 

Many religious rituals concern cleansing and puri-
fication. For example, it is obligatory for Muslims to
wash their face, arms, head and feet before praying, a
purification ritual called Wudu.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also prompted people
to adopt new rituals around personal and communal
hygiene such as wearing face masks in public, rigor-
ously cleaning shared surfaces and taking turns being
inside businesses and workplaces.

Anthropologists believe such rituals may be part of
a hazard-precaution system, a psychological system
geared toward responding to threats in the environ-
ment such as pathogens or contamination. Since re-
ducing contamination and promoting hygiene is es-
sential to health and survival, having rituals to spread
these practices within a population is useful. 

There are good reasons people spend time, money
and energy engaging in rituals in the face of COVID-19
restrictions. They are essential to meeting our phys-
ical, social and psychological needs in the face of ad-
versity.

baby’s waist or wrist and black eyeliner is applied
around the baby’s eyes. This is meant to provide pro-
tection from supernatural threats such as the evil eye.
Chhathi initiates a new baby into the family, garners
supernatural protection and reinforces social cohe-
sion within the community.

A global pandemic is also a time of significant tran-
sition and uncertainty when people have greater need
for physical and social support. Over the past year,
people have used electronic media to rapidly trans-
form routine social rituals. Like the in-person rituals
they replaced, these new interactions – such as virtual
happy hours, Zoom business meetings and distance-
learning classrooms – strengthen social ties.

Societies also use rituals for practical reasons, such
as improving health and avoiding illness. Records of
rituals used in medicine date back to ancient Egypt
and the Papyrus Ebers, one of the oldest known med-
ical texts. It includes this ritual to treat blindness:
Crush, powder and blend the two eyes of a pig, mineral
eye salve, red oxide and wild honey in a clay bowl. In-
ject mixture into patient’s ear and say, “I have brought
this thing and put it in its place. The crocodile god So-
bek is weak and powerless.” 

Contemporary rituals are also used in this way to
attempt to treat and prevent illness. Rituals called sim-
patias are used to treat pulmonary ailments in Brazil,
rituals based on traditional medicine are used to treat
HIV in South Africa, rituals performed during preg-

Rituals 
Continued from Page 1D

Someone sent me a flyer for an upcoming “Mystic
Summit” bringing together some of the “spiritual
stars” of mysticism, those who study it, practice it or
claim to be mystics. This got me thinking: what is mys-
ticism? What, or who, is a mystic? And, is it possible
for a secular person to have a mystical experience?

In the introduction to her book, “Ecstasy: The World
of Sufi Poetry and Prayer,” Dr. Nahid Angha writes:
“[The mystical Sufi poem] as a whole resembles a
tightly-bound package, a treasure-box for the reader
to unpack or a joyful puzzle for the reader to solve, and
in its unpacking through careful reflection, one attains
insights of understanding.”

I taught a class on “Mystics of the World,” introduc-
ing students to a selection of representatives from
Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist and In-
digenous traditions. One common thread was the
claim to have a direct (unmediated) connection or re-
lation to something divine, sacred, universal. Mystics
are people who have ineffable experiences and then
talk or write about them. Sound contradictory? Of
course. Part of what makes mysticism so mystical is
that mystics often talk about silence – they use words
to express the wordless.

Thomas Merton, a Trappist monk, wrote: “Since
God cannot be seen or imagined, the visions of God we
read of the saints having are not so much visions ‘of ’

Him as visions ‘about’ Him; for to ‘see’ any limited form
is not to see Him.” We can’t even imagine God. Merton
continues: “God cannot be understood except by Him-
self. If we are to understand Him we can only do so by
being in some way transformed into Him, so that we
know Him as He knows Himself … and we will not
know Him as He knows Himself until we are united to
what He is.” (“New Seeds of Contemplation”).

I know there’s something quite profound in Mer-
ton’s words here, but I couldn’t tell you what any of this
means. And that’s the heart of mysticism. The mystic
speaks and we are left to unpack the package and
solve the puzzle. The person of faith may feel they
know what the mystic means – “yes, I’ve had that ex-
perience” – yet the rest of us can’t help thinking what
we’ve heard makes no sense. The words evaporate
even as you read them. Merton might say that’s exactly
his point.

Julian of Norwich, famous for her bloody vision of
Christ on the cross, viewed God primarily as feminine.
“God chose to become our Mother in all ways … Our
true Mother Jesus, embodiment of all love … labors to
carry us inside himself, until we come to full term … .
Only he who is our true Mother and source of all life
may rightfully be called by this name. Nature, love,
wisdom, and knowledge are all attributes of the Moth-
er, which is God.” (“Revelations of Divine Love”)

Mystics are sculptors of images even as they delight
in their iconoclasm (iconoclast: destroyer of images).
Julian not only presents an image of the Motherhood
of God (Mother Jesus!) but says the divine attributes
include nature as well as knowledge. This is critical for
mystics. The Unknown is central to mystical experi-
ence. Sacred secrets are known only to a few ecstatic
individuals who claim esoteric knowledge (esoteric:

“understood by only a small number of people with a
specialized knowledge”). Mystics believe they possess
rare knowledge of the unknown. Though they may
climb to a peak, mystics don’t hold summits. 

Near the end of his life, Lakota visionary Black Elk
stood high up in the Black Hills and shed tears that his
vision of the “sacred hoop” and “blossoming tree” of
his people seemed a tragic failure. The hoop was bro-
ken and the sheltering tree withered. Yet: “It may be
that some little root of the sacred tree still lives”
(“Black Elk Speaks”). Sadly, the old mystic saw that
“the greening earth, the only mother” would live on,
but his people might not. Mystics can be mistaken; vi-
sions can be wrong.

Teresa of Avila wrote that “God doesn’t even entrust
this secret to our own mind” (“The Interior Castle”).
I’m fascinated by the unknowns too, the secrets of our
universe, but I don’t see how a secular person could be
a mystic, have a “mystical experience” or know any-
thing about secrets our mind can’t begin to imagine.
Mystics speak in riddles often packaged in poetic
verse, scriptural allusion or “visionary” language.
They appear to be insightful people who report re-
markable experiences. However, it’s no secret a free-
thinker remains skeptical of “special knowledge,” in-
sider secrets and ecstatic summits. A secular view is
grounded in knowledge gained through reason, com-
mon human experience and the world of our senses –
with treasures and puzzles aplenty.

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 Ashe-
ville. His latest books are "A Freethinker's Gospel" and
"Broken Bridges." Learn more at chighland.com.

Is there a secret to becoming a secular mystic?

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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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.
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Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on Zoom at 10:30
a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place
for prayer and meditation.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page. 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday at
10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 60 Church St., Asheville. For
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. RSVP at https://my.biltmorechurch.com/
servicereservation for Sunday in-person service. Con-
nect Groups encouraged to meet at outdoor venues

with social distancing. RSVP at www.biltmore-
church.com/rsvp/for 6:30 p.m. Thursday 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. www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestream services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until fur-
ther notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship 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.
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 10
a.m. via Zoom. www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.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.

Feb. 9

Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays, Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside church en-
trance via back parking lot. Also visit Little Free Li-
brary to borrow children and adult books. 828-891-
7101.

Feb. 21

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2:30-4 p.m. via
Zoom. Rob Thomas will discuss the Racial Justice Co-
alition. Zoom connection info at
www.EHSAsheville.org.
Unity Panel “Let’s Keep Talking”: 4 p.m. virtual meet-
ing of community-wide initiative designed to bring
people together across boundaries that seem to sep-
arate them. To register, receive Zoom link, and submit
a question to the panel, email
pamrogers525@gmail.com. Visit
www.wnclivethegoldenrule.com.
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Pope denounces violence against 
women, demands protection

ROME – Pope Francis is denouncing the verbal,
physical, psychological and sexual violence that wom-
en endure and is demanding greater protections for
them.

Francis dedicated his February prayer intentions to
female victims of violence, and said those who commit
such abuses are cowards.

“It’s shocking how many women are beaten, insult-
ed, and raped,” he said. “The various forms of ill-treat-
ment that many women suffer are acts of cowardice
and a degradation of all humanity. Of men and of all
humanity.”

He praised those women who “dare to break their
silence” to seek help and said the church can’t look
away.

“Let us pray for women who are victims of violence,
that they may be protected by society and have their
sufferings considered and heeded by all,” he said in the
video prayer message released Monday.

Francis has spoken out before about femicide and
violence against women, most recently during his Jan.
1 homily in St. Peter’s Square, saying such offenses are
akin to profaning God.

Prior to that, Francis has acknowledged the sexual
abuse of nuns by priests as well as the broader societal
“plague” of femicide in Latin America.

Pope sets a date to remember
‘forgotten’ grandparents and elders

VATICAN CITY – Pope Francis has established an
annual date to honor grandparents and other elders,
lamenting that they are often forgotten despite the

wisdom they have to offer society.
Francis on Sunday announced that every year, on

the fourth Sunday of July, the Roman Catholic Church
will pay tribute to older adults who have “thoughts and
words of wisdom” to offer.

This year, Francis will celebrate a special Mass in
honor of them on the evening of July 25, pandemic re-
strictions permitting, the Vatican said. In customary
Sunday noon remarks, Francis noted that each year on
July 26, the church honors Saints Anne and Joachim,
the parents of Jesus’ mother, Mary.

Grandparents, Francis said, transmit “life and faith”
experiences to the young.

The pope, who is 84 and a frequent booster of
grandparents in his remarks for their value to society,
cited the “thoughts and words of wisdom” of older
adults.
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