
Asheville Citizen-Times - 11/06/2021 Page : C03

November 6, 2021 9:35 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

www.citizentimes.com | SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 2021 | 3C

Naturalist, writer and expert on
chimps, Dr. Jane Goodall, remains an
impressive and influential voice. From
her work in Africa to her international
youth program “Roots and Shoots,” she
has traveled throughout her 87 years to
spread the gospel of humanity’s intri-
cate relation to all life on earth. 

I’ve been intrigued for a few years by
“Goodall’s Gospel,” her rather creative
expression of faith drawn from early ex-
periences in her family and moments of
meaning. Recently, a neighbor gave me
a copy of her book, “Reason For Hope: A
Spiritual Journey.” I once had a copy and
also gave it away. 

One sentence seized my attention:
“Lost in awe at the beauty around me, I
must have slipped into a state of height-
ened awareness … Self was utterly ab-
sent: I and the chimpanzees, the earth
and trees and air, seemed to merge, to
become one with the spirit power of life
itself.” As I read this, I was struck by how
close, very close, her description would
be to my own and many other secular
people in a wonderfully natural moment

like that. For me, the “Self” would be
completely present, not absent. Though
I understand her point. She is empha-
sizing the interconnections with the be-
ings around her. I get that. Yet, when it
comes to the last phrase, I would have to
“bracket” one word to be with her de-
scription: everything seemed “to be-
come one with the [spirit] power of life
itself.” The need to add another dimen-
sion to the experience is understand-
able, I suppose, but entirely unneces-
sary. Isn’t the power of life, exposed and
celebrated in the thought and emotion
of awe-inspiring moments like these,
enough? I don’t think Goodall means to
do this, but to inject religious language
into a natural event serves to create a
sense of otherness rather than oneness
or unity – it excludes huge numbers of
people who sit just fine with beauty,
awareness, self, nature and life. 

In the introduction to “Reason For
Hope” she tells how she sat in the cathe-
dral of Notre Dame in 1974. In the quiet
and stillness she heard and felt “a huge
volume of sound: an organ playing mag-
nificently.” It was a familiar Bach Fugue
“but in the cathedral, filling the entire
vastness, it seemed to enter and pos-
sess my whole self.” She goes on to say
this moment “was perhaps the closest I
have ever come to experiencing ecstasy,
the ecstasy of the mystic.” This led her

to exclaim: “I must believe in a guiding
power in the universe—in other words, I
must believe in God.” The freethinking
skeptic in me responds: Why? Why
must this power be named? Gratefully, a
few lines later she notes: “As I grew older
and learned about different faiths I
came to believe that there was, after all,
but One God with different names: Al-
lah, Tao, the Creator … . God, for me, was
the Great Spirit.”

Those two little words – “for me” –
rattle the whole history of Religion. If
each person who identifies with a par-
ticular faith, chooses a specific tradi-
tion, and wishes to express their devo-
tion, would be honest enough to say:
this is what God/Life is “for me,” what a
difference it would make! Goodall
seems to have a very honest, expansive,
inclusive view of faith. Her message is
one of hope and that hope doesn’t orig-
inate with faith. Though her grandfa-
ther was a Congregational minister and
she tends to frame her religious per-
spective in Christian terms, she never
shies away from using natural images to
describe her interactions with nature.
She speaks of being “lost in awe at the
beauty around me,” and sometimes
finds herself “in the state of heightened
awareness.” Returning to England from
Africa she feels something missing. It is
a “sense of the presence of God” yet also

a disconnect from “the peace of the for-
est within.” 

Goodall offers a helpful image for
framing the interface of Science and Re-
ligion. The scientist observes the world
through analytical windows. “Yet there
are other windows [through which mys-
tics] contemplated the truths that they
saw, not with their minds only but with
their hearts and souls too.” Of course,
it’s good to know which windows we’re
looking through and who interprets
what we’re seeing.

In 2021 Goodall published “The Book
of Hope.” A reviewer on NPR quotes her:
“there are many people leading ethical
lives, working to help others, who are
neither religious nor spiritual” (NPR,
Oct. 19, 2021). This fits well with her
comment about atheists: “A life lived in
the service of humanity [with] a love
and respect for all living things” is all
that matters. 

The Goodall Gospel is awfully close to
a secular humanist outlook. Awe, fully,
close.

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.
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Nov. 6

Holiday Craft Fair: 9 a.m.-2 p.m., Eto-
wah United Methodist Church, 110
Brickyard Road, Etowah. Also soup
lunch and baked goods, assorted sew-
ing supplies and fabrics on sale. Visit
www.EtowahUMC.org.

Nov. 7

Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
Annual auction: Nov. 7-13 by Unitarian
Universalist Congregation of the Swan-
nanoa Valley. Online component all
week and a live component on the Nov.
13 with food and entertainment. Ticket
is $10. Visit www.uusv.org. Questions
can be sent to larryRpearl-
man42@gmail.com.
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays
online, featuring prayers, music, read-
ings, conversation. For more informa-
tion and Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
Area Baha’is celebrate birth of prophet
founder Baha’u’llah: 4 p.m. online. All
are welcome to enjoy the blessing of
prayers, music, readings, and beloved
community. For the Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/v22xsnjz.
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 Cathedral of All Souls: Sun-
day services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucha-
rist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucharist
(in person and livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube
and Facebook), 6 p.m. service of Taize
Compline (in person). 9 Swan St., Bilt-
more Village, Asheville. 
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 service at 10 a.m. Sundays in
fellowship hall with socially distanced
seating and wearing masks. 10 Presby-
terian Church Road, Mills River. 828-
891-7101 or www.millsriverpresbyter-
ian.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Indoor
worship at 11 a.m., 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. Service also livestreamed on
church Facebook page and can be ac-
cessed later at www.newbridgebaptis-
t.org.
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.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday ser-
vices at 8 a.m. Eucharist (in person
only), 10:45 a.m. Eucharist (in person
and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic ser-
vice (in person and on YouTube). 60
Church St., Asheville. Visit www.trin-
ityasheville.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.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.

Nov. 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 en-
trance via back parking lot. Also visit
Little Free Library to borrow books.
828-891-7101.
Celebrate Recovery: 7 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mountain View Church, 2221 North
Fork-Right Fork Road, Black Mountain.
Free meal at 6 p.m. second and fourth
Tuesdays. Free child care. Contact Con-
nie at 828-669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-
669-4146.
Baha’i Fireside: 7 p.m. online to discuss
the purpose and unity of religion. In this
Centenary year of the passing of Abdul
Baha, guardian of the Baha’i Faith, area
Baha’is offer this and other Firesides on
his teachings. Visit
https://tinyurl.com/26yh3ede for the
link.

Nov. 13

Veterans Dinner: 5 p.m., Newbridge
Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. Including wives and widows.
Seating is limited to 150. To register,
call 828-254-7262.

RELIGION CALENDAR

More than medicine 

The word is used widely in nonreli-
gious ways. However, the Catechism of
the Catholic Church, which sums up the
church’s teachings, defines it as “a sign
or wonder such as a healing, or control of
nature, which can only be attributed to
divine power.”

In the canonization process, a miracle
almost always refers to the spontaneous
and lasting remission of a serious, life-
threatening medical condition. The heal-
ing must have taken place in ways that
the best-informed scientific knowledge
cannot account for and follow prayers to
the holy person. Pope John Paul I’s beati-
fication was greenlighted by the sudden
healing of an 11-year-old girl in Buenos
Aires who had been suffering severe
acute brain inflammation, severe epilep-
sy and septic shock. She had been ap-
proaching what doctors considered al-
most-certain death in 2011 when her
mother, nursing staff and a priest began
praying desperately to the former pope. 

The bigger picture 

Catholic belief in miracles is long-
standing and rooted in what the church
believes about the life and work of Jesus
of Nazareth. The Gospels portray Jesus
as a teacher, but also as a wonder-worker
who turned water into wine, walked on
water and fed a large crowd with mini-

mal food. 
As a Catholic theologian and profes-

sor, I have written about saints, especial-
ly the Virgin Mary, and taught university
courses on hagiography, or writing about
saints’ lives. In Catholic tradition, mir-
acles represent more than physical heal-
ing. They also confirm what Jesus
preached: that God is willing to intervene
in people’s lives and can take away their
suffering. 

For Christians, then, Jesus’ miracles
suggest strongly that he is Son of God.
They point to what Jesus called “the
reign of God,” in which Christians hope
to be reunited with God in a world re-
stored to its original perfection. 

Devil’s advocate? 

Naturally, thoughtful people can ob-
ject to the claimed supernatural origin of
such events. And the development of
medical science means that some heal-
ing processes can indeed now be ex-
plained purely as the work of nature,
without needing to claim that divine in-
tervention has been at work. Some
Christian writers, notably the Protestant

theologian Rudolf Bultmann, have also
interpreted Jesus’ miracles as having a
purely symbolic meaning and rejected
them as being necessarily historical, lit-
eral truth.

The Catholic Church has for centuries
held that science and faith are not sworn
enemies but rather different ways of
knowing which complement each other.
That understanding guides investiga-
tions of supposed miracles, which are
undertaken by the Vatican’s Congrega-
tion for the Causes of Saints, which has
about two dozen staff and more than 100
clerical members and counselors. 

Theologians working for the Congre-
gation assess all aspects of the life of a
candidate for canonization. These in-
clude the “Promoter of the Faith” (some-
times called “the Devil’s advocate”),
whose role was changed in 1983 from
finding arguments against canonization
to supervising the process.

Separately, a medical board of inde-
pendent scientific experts is appointed
to investigate a claimed miracle. They
begin by looking for purely natural ex-
planations as they review the medical
history.

New rules 

The process of canonization has un-
dergone continuous revisions through-
out history.

In 2016, Pope Francis initiated re-
forms in how the church assesses mir-
acles, which are meant to make the proc-
ess more rigorous and transparent. 

The Catholic groups who request to
open a canonization case for a particular
person fund the investigation. Costs in-
clude fees paid to medical experts for
their time, administrative expenses and
research. But cases were often opaque
and expensive, reaching well into the
hundreds of thousands of dollars, Italian
journalist Gianluigi Nuzzi wrote in a 2015
book.

Among Francis’ 2016 reforms was a
new rule that all payments be made by
traceable bank transfer so groups can
better track the Vatican’s spending.

Another of Francis’ reforms is that in
order for a canonization case to go for-
ward, two-thirds of the medical board
are required to affirm that the miracu-
lous event cannot be explained by natu-
ral causes. Previously, only a simple ma-
jority was needed. The overall point of
these reforms is to protect the integrity
of the canonization process and avoid
mistakes or scandals that would discred-
it the church or mislead believers.

Since Catholics believe that the “Bles-
seds” and saints are in heaven and inter-
cede before God on behalf of people who
seek their help, the question of miracles
is a matter of being confident that pray-
ers can and will be heard. 

Miracle
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Naturally, thoughtful people can object to the claimed supernatural origin of
such events. And the development of medical science means that some healing
processes can indeed now be explained purely as the work of nature, without
needing to claim that divine intervention has been at work. Some Christian
writers, notably the Protestant theologian Rudolf Bultmann, have also
interpreted Jesus’ miracles as having a purely symbolic meaning and rejected
them as being necessarily historical, literal truth.


