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America has begun what likely will be
a decade’s-long competition for interna-
tional supremacy with China – a compe-
tition some western analysts do not see
America winning. Relations with Russia
are more tense than they have been since
the end of the Cold War. Iran has just
elected a hardline president who already
is subject to U.S. penalties for human
rights abuses. Hope for a renewed nuclear
deal is fading.

At home, the U.S. faces new economic
pressures. While a post-COVID jump in
inflation was anticipated, it has leaped
higher than experts expected, with a 5
percent consumer price increase in May.
The increase in used cars and trucks hit a
shocking 7.3 percent over the same peri-
od. Food prices have risen more than they
have for more than a decade.

Add to all that a deeply divided Con-
gress and the deeply divided country it

represents. If the House swings to the
right in the mid-term election, one can ex-
pect a legislative stalemate in Washing-
ton. 

Congress has had difficulty getting
anything done even when one side con-
trols both the executive and legislative
branches, as it does now.

It is a stressful time in America, which
means it is a good time for a spiritual
awakening – a fresh and (sometimes col-
lective) awareness of the reality of the
spiritual world. People do not wake up to
new possibilities when they are comfort-
able but when they are shaken. America
is being shaken. 

What is collectively true is also indi-
vidually true. Spiritual awakenings come
to people, not just churches and commu-
nities. In fact, they start with individuals
and spread outward from there. And they
usually start during times of discontent
and discomfort.

Dissatisfied people look for alterna-
tives. Happy people do not. People who
like the show don’t change the channel.
It’s the people who dislike the actor and
are bored by the plot who look for some-
thing better. 

Likewise, it is not the happy person
but the unhappy one who is open to
change. I’ve met many people who turned
in God’s direction because they were un-
comfortable. For some, it was because of
illness, for others it was relational con-
flict, and for a few it was because even
success proved unsatisfying. But I’ve yet
to meet anyone who awakened spiritually
because they were comfortable.

People have told me that life is so pain-
ful and unfair, there cannot be a God. But
no one has ever said to me: “Life is so easy
and painless, there must be a God.” Life’s
hardships, not its comforts, turn people
from God; and life’s hardships turn peo-
ple to him.

Even people who have turned to God,
who attend worship services regularly,
pray and support the church financially,
find it difficult to trust God when hard
times come. The ironic thing is: they find
it even harder to trust God when every-
thing is going well. When things are going
well, few people feel the need to trust.

Difficulty and uncertainty are precise-
ly what faith needs to grow. I recently
spoke to someone whose life has been es-
pecially difficult for the past few months.

There have been health issues, employ-
ment issues, and financial uncertainty.
He is finding it exceedingly difficult to en-
trust himself and his situation to God. 

I wanted to tell him: “If you won’t trust
God now, when things are hard, you cer-
tainly won’t trust him later, when things
are easy.” When things are easy, he’ll be
thinking about projects and promotions,
home improvements and a better vehicle.
That is the way we operate. It’s now or
never. 

This has been the consistent testimo-
ny of people of faith throughout the ages.
It has certainly been my story. I came to
faith around the time my brother died.
Over the years, uncertainty and hardship
have caused me to seek God, not abandon
him. Faith has sent its roots deep during
times of privation, not times of plenty.

No one likes it, but we need times of
strain and toil. Those who learn to trust
during the bad times are able to trust dur-
ing better times. They may be the only
ones.

Looper is the pastor of Lockwood Com-
munity Church in Michigan. Read his
blog at shaynelooper.com.

When faith is hardest (It’s not when you think) 

Shayne Looper 
Guest columnist 

Carol slowed to a stop in our neighbor-
hood. Spying a black snake slithering
across the pavement, she waited and
watched, hoping no one would come
speeding down the road. Minutes earlier
she stopped behind a truck on a busy
roadway. As a line of cars waited, a box
turtle lumbered across to the lake.

We often feel concerned for the inno-
cent, vulnerable creatures who suffer and
die because of humans and our danger-
ous, speeding machines. 

I wonder: do we need religions, reli-
gious teachers or scriptures to tell us to
take life slower? Do we require reminders
from ancient authors or whispers from
heavenly voices to wake us up, to make us
see we are not the only or the most impor-
tant living things on this small planet?

Taking a walk with Carol’s mother, we
paused to notice the surroundings in-
cluding bumps and cracks in the pave-
ment. She uses a wheeled walker and
moves slowly, deliberately, so we can’t be
in a hurry. We have to be patient, pay at-

tention, try to see what my mother-in-law
is seeing, or what she may not see, or
hear. It’s not easy to match our pace with
another person, especially when we feel
we have to get someplace else and time is
constantly pushing or pulling us. If we
can’t let go of Time, from time to time, we
miss so much, and that can be harmful.

No wonder we call ourselves the “Hu-
man Race.” We have such a hard time
slowing, pausing, stopping, as we’re rac-
ing somewhere for something. I’m
amused the word “hurry” rhymes with
“worry” as we “scurry” in a “flurry” of
endless activity. What harm does this
cause, to us, each other, our world? I think
it’s a good practice to pause and contem-
plate now and then, maybe often.

Many people move to our “neck of the
woods” to live in beautiful surroundings.
Western North Carolina is one great ref-
uge, a world of living things, like us. The
Blue Ridge Parkway is not merely an as-
phalt artery across the mountains but, as
the name should remind us, a “park.”
That’s unusual in the National Park sys-
tem because it’s a ribbon of land with a
winding thread running through it. In
other words, the Parkway is literally a
Way through a Park – it’s all one narrow
wilderness park. It may not feel that way
when cars are speeding along or packed
into an overview, trailhead or visitors

center, but that’s the point here. There are
distractions, and – here’s an irony – even
the views can be distracting and danger-
ous, drawing attention from living things
close at hand.

What is an animal crossing the road
potentially teaching us? “Getting there”
seems vitally important, but “getting
here” may be more valuable. Being alert,
awake. I learned this truth from years of
“presence ministry” with people in jail, on
the streets and with many elders I’ve
known. Mindful religious practice con-
firms this essential principle of life. 

I worry a lot about the innocent and
vulnerable, both human and non-human.
Carol and I share a sensitivity to the suf-
fering of others and it makes us angry
sometimes. What can we do? How can we
protect them? There’s a feeling of help-
lessness. We see cars speeding through
the neighborhood and cringe to think how
many small living things are likely to be
killed. We see people around the world, or
on the streets of our towns, overlooked by
human racing … the hurried movements
of people who don’t notice and perhaps
don’t care. 

As I was writing, a small, tawny rabbit
hopped to the patio window; putting its
paws on the glass, peering in at me. I was
silently still and smiling. The bunny
hopped to another window and did the

same thing – an endearing natural curi-
osity. I sense the need to keep watching,
on the lookout for what more wild neigh-
bors are doing, near and far. Everything
we do impacts their lives and, aware or
not, what they are doing impacts us. Our
environment is theirs too, maybe more
theirs. 

In the conclusion to her book, “Bio-
mimicry,” biologist Janine Benyus speaks
of “quieting” and “immersing ourselves in
nature.” Putting our noisy, hurrying hu-
manity in perspective, she quotes Iro-
quois elder Oren Lyons on our equal
standing with all of nature: “[We are liv-
ing] between the mountain and the ant …
part and parcel of creation.”

A word of wisdom we need to hear – a
lesson of life crossing our path, some-
thing to slow us down. The voice of the
elder and the voice of the scientist calling
us back to the ground that belongs to the
turtle on the road, the snake on the drive-
way, the rabbit at the window, and the
more conscious human being. 

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn more
at chighland.com.

Turtles, snakes, rabbits and the human race

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance to cterrell@citizentimes.com.

July 4

Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
July 4th worship, music and fireworks:
Worship service 9 a.m. at Lake Juna-
luska’s amphitheater, Memorial Chapel
open for prayer 10 a.m.-5 p.m., reading
of Declaration of Independence on
Shackford Hall porch, Blue Ridge Big
Band free concert at 8 p.m., fireworks
about 9:30 p.m. 
Montreat Summer Worship Series:
10:30 a.m., Montreat Conference Cen-
ter’s Anderson Auditorium, just off
Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
www.montreat.org or call 828-669-
2911. Different speaker each Sunday
through Aug. 8.
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. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the
Wilderness: Online service at 8:45 a.m.
on Facebook. www.stjohnflatrock.org/.
1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock.
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 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.
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.
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.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-
person services at 10 a.m. Sundays in
the fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and attendees wearing
masks. 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. 828-891-7101.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elk-
wood Ave., Asheville. One Sunday in-
person service at 11 a.m. For those who
wish to remain in the parking lot, the
service will be broadcast on 88.3 FM. It
can also be accessed as livestream on
the church Facebook page and
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday ser-
vices at 8 a.m. Eucharist (in person
only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in person and
livestreamed on YouTube), 5:30 p.m
Celtic service (in person and lives-
treamed on YouTube). Visit
www.trinityasheville.org. 60 Church St.,
Asheville. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.

services, 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville.
Visit https://tbcasheville.org/about/.
Nursery and mid-week meal still on
hold.
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.

July 6

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.

July 17

Tommy Payne concert: 7 p.m., Canton
Rec Park, Penland Street, Canton. Wor-
ship night and celebration of the re-
lease of new single “New Creation.”
Bring a chair. Free.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Pope Francis: Thank you, 
Benedict, for praying for church

VATICAN CITY – Pope Francis on
Tuesday offered an affectionate, public
thank-you to Benedict XVI, whose retire-
ment from the papacy in 2013 shocked
the Roman Catholic Church and the
world. 

Addressing tourists and Romans in St.
Peter’s Square, Francis triggered ap-
plause when he recalled that it was the
70th anniversary of Benedict’s ordination

to the priesthood in his native Germany.
Joseph Ratzinger later became a pow-

erful Vatican official as the church’s offi-
cial guardian of doctrinal orthodoxy.
Then, in 2005, Ratzinger was elected by
fellow cardinals as pontiff and chose the
name Benedict XVI. He announced in
February 2013 his decision to retire two
weeks later, the first pontiff to resign in
600 years.

Benedict, now 94 and frail, is devoting
his remaining years to prayer in a monas-
tery in Vatican City. Francis said: “To you,
Benedict, dear father and brother, goes
our affection, our gratitude and our close-

ness.”
Francis then noted in his remarks that

Benedict “lives in the monastery, a place
desired to host the contemplative com-
munity here in the Vatican, so that they
may pray for the church.”

“Currently, he’s the Vatican’s contem-
plative one, who is spending is life pray-
ing for the church and for the diocese of
Rome, of which he is emeritus bishop,”
Francis said.

“Thank you, Benedict, dear father and
brother. Thank you for your credible wit-
ness,” Francis added.

He concluded with yet another expres-

sion of gratitude, saying, “Thanks for
your gaze continuing turned toward the
horizon of God, thank you.”

Some Church observers have ex-
pressed discomfort at the reality of hav-
ing a retired and current pontiff both liv-
ing at the Vatican. Others criticized the
retirement decision itself.

Francis, 84, pays occasional calls on
Benedict at the monastery. The current
pope has also indicated that if, like Bene-
dict, he feels he no longer has the strength
to adequately carry out a pontiff’s mis-
sion to the church, he might consider res-
ignation himself.
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