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While taking down a small, exquisite
wasp nest from our doorway one after-
noon I watched as the light, paper-like
sphere easily blew across the deck in a
breeze. All that waspy work drifting
away. They can easily construct more,
and they are. As my mind tends to work,
I connected the nest with reflections on
religion. 

When Emerson wrote that Nature is a
language in itself, that the natural world
hands us the words we need to make
sense of our world, I think he meant that
quite literally (see “Nature,” 1836). Na-
ture is literature, the open book Emer-
son wanted to read and study – I do as
well.

I’m one of those seculars who thinks
that religion can be understood as won-
der – a natural part of human experi-
ence. No doubt this will stir up those
who dismiss religion as delusion and
those who demand that faith has a “di-
vine” source beyond nature. I’ll avoid
that stinging swarm for now, but the
wasp nest gave me a new image, fresh

language for the origin and evolution of
religion.

In college I took an upper division
course in World Religions. That class
probably changed my life – it certainly
altered my early thinking on religion.
Professor Wells asked us to choose one
religious tradition to write a paper on for
oral presentation. I chose Confucian-
ism, fascinated with an ancient Chinese
wisdom tradition so different from the
Christian religion of my childhood. 

From time to time I still return to
some of Master Kung’s wisdom. “Hu-
man nature is like whirling water … nat-
urally good just as water naturally flows
downward.” “The Way of learning to be
great consists in manifesting clear char-
acter, loving the people, and abiding in
the highest good” (“The Great Learn-
ing”). “Can you follow the nature of the
willow tree and make cups and bowls? If
you are going to violate the nature of the
willow tree in order to make cups and
bowls, then must you also violate hu-
man nature in order to make it into hu-
manity and righteousness [conformed
to societal standards].” (“Meng Tzu”) 

And, in the “Sayings of Master Kung”
(“The Analects”), two of my favorite
lines: “If we are not yet able to serve hu-
man beings, how can we serve spiritual
beings?” and, centuries before Jesus,
Kung teaches: “What I do not want oth-

ers to do to me, I do not want to do to
them.” 

In the midst of current anti-Asian
rhetoric and violence, it would be good
for us to return to these ancient words of
wisdom.

This all leads to the main stream of
my thought right now, something that
has bothered me since those college
readings in world religions. In academia
we study Hinduism, Buddhism, Jain-
ism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Shinto-
ism, Animism and Islam (which used to
be called Mohammadanism). All these
“isms,” philosophies to study and ana-
lyze, compare and contrast. But what of
Christianism (or more properly perhaps
– Christism)? I’ve always thought it
quite odd that all the rest are “isms” and
we have “Christianity” (from Latin:
Christianus, from Christus ‘Christ’).
Seems to be in a class all its own. Do we
find that surprising, given that most
well-known scholars of religion have
been Western and Christian? 

Christian history looks in the mirror,
not out a window. It imagines it is ex-
ceptional, unique (in seminary we con-
sidered the “uniqueness of Christ” but
not the “uniqueness” of Krishna, Moses,
Buddha, Master Kung, Muhammad … or
Socrates and countless unnamed wom-
en teachers). Many approaches to reli-
gion look through one major lens: the

Christianist lens. I’m suggesting we take
a longer, more honest look in the mirror
of our beliefs and then open the win-
dows to see where we stand among a
world of faiths (and Secular-ism). Some
may be troubled to hear me speak of
Christianism as a philosophical per-
spective and a person who identifies
with that perspective as a Christianist (I
sometimes use the word “Faithist” to re-
fer to religious believers of any faith).

What do we do with all this heavy
talk of religion and religious history? We
naturally return to nature, the flow of
water, the willow, the wasp nest and
wonder. Nature provides the language.
Those who are distracted in the mirror
of the super-(spiritual)-natural may
find it very difficult to see they are sim-
ply a small segment in the paper-
sphere, the light nest blown by the
breeze. 

Emerson walks with us again when
he writes: “A life in harmony with Na-
ture, the love of truth and of virtue, will
purge the eyes to understand her text.”
Reading this natural scripture can help
us hold our traditions a little lighter with
a sense our “isms” need to be in harmo-
ny with even the most fragile wild
neighbor. 

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. Learn
more at chighland.com.
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COVID-19 is currently surging
through our county. According to the
Michigan Department of Health and
Human Services, new cases have
jumped 81% over last week and the per-
centage of positive tests has doubled. 

In the church I pastor, many people
have decided not to take the vaccine.
They have cited evidence that the vac-
cine causes health risks, expressed con-
cerns over the lack of testing and of FDA
approval, and protested that the vaccine
is the latest example of government
overreach. They have complained that
other promising therapies have been
unwisely ignored. They have also heard
prophecies that declare the vaccine to
be “the mark of the beast” mentioned in
Revelation 13.

I understand and respect their
choice. In the cascade of conflicting in-
formation, doubt is to be expected and
certainty is unfeasible. When I first

heard about the Pfizer and Moderna
vaccines, I also had doubts. Less than
seven months after President Trump
announced Operation Warp Speed, the
FDA had already granted emergency use
approval to the drugs. There is no pre-
cedent for the speed at which these
drugs were developed, mass-produced
and distributed. Nor, I think, for the
amount of money that has changed
hands in the process.

So I did some research. I read what I
could find from respected scientists and
from fellow Christians in the medical
field. I learned that the science behind
RNA vaccines like the Moderna and
Pfizer drugs has been developing for the
past 30 years, which explains the speed
at which the COVID-19 vaccine was re-
leased.

I attended to the claims made by
those who oppose the use of RNA vac-
cines. Some of these claims would make
great storylines in a futuristic adventure
movie. Indeed, some follow the plotline
of “I Am Legend”: normal people are
turned into something sub-human by
the introduction of a vaccine into their
system. I found the stories fascinating,
even compelling. What I could not find
was a shred of evidence to support such

claims.
I dislike taking any medications. I

nevertheless choose to do so in the case
of the meds my cardiologist prescribed
because it seems that the cost of not
taking them is likely higher than the
cost of taking them. After researching
the RNA vaccines, I concluded the same
to be true.

I also chose to take the vaccine be-
cause I refuse to be ruled by fear. When
the COVID-19 virus first began to spread
in the U.S., we heard daily reports of
new infections and of increasing death
tolls. The state shut down businesses,
issued mask orders and social distanc-
ing guidelines.

Our church responded by taking
steps to mitigate the spread of the virus.
After a brief shutdown, we restarted
worship services with a reduced seating
capacity. We recommended mask-
wearing, began a mask-required service
and stopped serving coffee and snacks.
We went online and streamed services
for many members of our church family
who chose not to attend in-person ser-
vices. We phoned our entire church
family to check on their health and to of-
fer help in getting groceries or driving to
doctors.

What we did not do was panic. We
tried to be wise and loving, to provide
our church family with opportunities to
worship together while mitigating the
risk involved in doing so. In retrospect,
there were decisions made over the past
year that I would now make differently.
But they were not made from fear.

I’ve noticed that many people who
fear the virus do not fear the vaccine
and many who fear the vaccine do not
fear the virus. I refuse to fear either. I
wear a mask when necessary because
our governing authorities have required
it, because I want to protect others and
because doing so does not require me to
disobey God. But I do not wear a mask
because I fear contracting the virus.

Likewise, I took the vaccine because I
want once again to visit the church fam-
ily I love in their homes and in the care
facilities where some of them reside,
and because taking it did not require me
to disobey God. But I did not take it be-
cause of fear. I refuse to allow fear to
govern my choices.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of Lock-
wood Community Church in Coldwater,
Michigan. His blog, “The Way Home,” is
at shaynelooper.com.

Fear did not govern choice to get the vaccine 
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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.
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Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on
YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871
Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Juna-
luska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A
sacred place for prayer and meditation.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 9 and 11

a.m. services. Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Face-
book. Open for Sunday school and small
groups. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestream-
ing Sunday at 10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.
60 Church St., Asheville. For updates on
services visit www.trinity
asheville.org/livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services at
9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP at
https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/
for 11 a.m. Sunday in-person services at
35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite
locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.
online services at

http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne
Road, Asheville. Free food boxes 10
a.m.-1 p.m. Thursdays.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Service also on Face-
book. No nursery until further 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://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hen-

dersonville: 10:30 a.m. service at
www.fcchendersonville.org. Email fccin-
fo@fcchendersonville.org if you need
assistance.
Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m. on
Facebook. Watch special services and
sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: Online service at 8:45
a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Green-
ville Highway, Flat Rock.
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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 entrance via back parking lot.
Also visit Little Free Library to borrow
books. 828-891-7101.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Appropriate fueling means focusing
on both the timing of food intake and
types of foods consumed throughout the
day and over the week. It also requires
some planning relative to the timing of
food intake before, after, and in some
cases, during the activity. Carbs are the
preferred fuel for both the brain and the
body. Healthy versions of carbs will con-
tain important nutrients as well. Be-
cause most healthy carbs are more com-
plex, they also provide longer-lasting
fuel. Examples of healthy carb sources
would be whole grains, fruit, starchy
vegetables, milk, yogurt, beans/lentils,
hummus, with a little in nuts/seeds.

Carb sources provide immediate fuel
and can also contribute to stored fuel in
the muscles which can then be used
during longer and/or more intense ac-
tivities. Consuming healthy carbs
throughout the day can maximize mus-
cle fuel and then protect it until it is
needed during the next bout of exercise.

A pattern of eating within about an
hour of waking and then every three
hours or so throughout the day can pro-
vide sustained energy and sufficient op-
portunities to take in nutrients. By in-
cluding sources of healthy carbs plus
protein plus fiber at each meal/snack,
the fuel from the carbs may be able to
last until the next eating episode.

Ideally, meals/snacks should be
timed so that carbs are consumed with-
in about an hour before exercise. This is
the initial fuel the body uses at the start

of exercise. If a source of protein is also
included, the fuel from the carbs will
last further into the exercise. What may
not be as well tolerated shortly before
exercise would be spicy or acidic foods,
high fat foods (except for nuts/seeds/
nut or seed butters which are usually
well-tolerated), carbonated beverages,
or large volumes of food.

For activities that include ongoing
physical activity lasting beyond an
hour, adding tolerated carbs during the
activity may be helpful. Fruit, crackers,
or pretzels are a few examples.

Within an hour after physical activ-
ity, it is important for athletes to con-
sume both carbs and protein, ideally in
about a 3:1 or 4:1 ratio (carbs:protein in
grams). The carbs put fuel back into the
muscles while the protein speeds mus-
cle recovery. Youth sports practices and

games are often in the afternoon, so din-
ner may serve as the recovery meal.
Otherwise, examples might be yogurt,
fruit, and granola; whole grain crackers
or bread with peanut butter and fruit; a
homemade trail mix with healthy cereal,
nuts, and dried fruit; or a smoothie
made with yogurt, milk, and fruit.
Foods/fluids needed before, during, and
after exercise bouts should be pre-
planned and packed as needed.

Although not directly related to fuel-
ing, nutrients found in a healthy diet
work behind the scenes to support a
body that is growing, developing, and
active. When body systems operate at
their best, the body performs at its best.
Note that “real foods” provide a wider
range of healthy nutrients than man-
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