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At a friend’s urging, I once read a dys-
topian novel set in a post-apocalyptic
era in which the civilized world, or, more
precisely, the things about the world
that made it civilized, had disappeared.
History, philosophy, technology, and the
knowledge bases on which they were
founded, had all been destroyed.

In this uncivilized world, a religious
culture had taken hold. The memory of
ancient powers like technology and sci-
ence had given rise to rituals of worship.
Cults had sprung up around these gods,
cults with their own symbolism, sacred
writings, and priesthoods.

I must say that I slogged through the
novel. Dystopian stories hold little ap-
peal for me, and I quickly forgot about
this one. I cannot recall its title or its au-
thor. Yet it came to mind recently when
something I read made me think what
great idolators we civilized people are.

Were a militarized electromagnetic

pulse to take out earth’s digital libraries
and if traditional military operations did
the same to all public and private book
collections, our descendants might be
worshiping their own pantheon of gods.
Which ones? The ones people worship
today.

In the contemporary pantheon of
gods, the deity known as Education is
highly esteemed. People attribute great
power to Education. John Dewey, Edu-
cation’s high priest in the first half of the
20th century, claimed that “…education
is not preparation for life but is life it-
self.” Franklin Roosevelt believed that
Education’s function was to safeguard
another of our great gods, which is fre-
quently invoked today: Democracy.

Education is not alone in the panthe-
on of the gods. Alongside it, standing
tall, is mighty Technology. The far-see-
ing Jacques Ellul said, “Modern technol-
ogy has become … the defining force of a
new social order.” To technology is at-
tributed the power to “heal” the dis-
abled, save the world from resource de-
pletion, and avert environmental disas-
ter.

Pride of place in today’s pantheon of
deities goes to the great god Science.

Like Zeus of old, Science is a prolific god
that has begotten many children. Any-
one who doubts Science’s place in the
idolatry of the era, needs only listen to
our public officials and celebrities. They
are constantly preaching, “Follow the
science!” “Trust the science.”

Coming from the Christian faith, this
sounds familiar. Jesus repeatedly told
people, “Follow me.” He told his disci-
ples, “Trust in me.” Today we are told to
follow and trust Science.

It is surprising how often the words,
“Science will save us” appear in print.
Science will save us from COVID and
from climate change. The World Eco-
nomic Forum even titled an interview
with Nobel-winning physicist Brian
Schmidt, “How Science Will Save the
World.” I suspect these writers don’t
realize they are using religious language.

Another deity, whose power is feared
by all, is the great god “Economy.” It is
invoked by national leaders across the
globe. It is a ruthless god and must be
placated, else it will destroy the lives of
millions and bring down nations. Offer-
ings are presented to the Economy daily.
Wall Streeters kneel before it. Fed Chair-
men sacrifice billions to propitiate it.

Why is it that the Economy and all
these gods collapse when humans stop
feeding and protecting them? If they are
dependent on humans, it can only mean
that they are not real gods at all. Hu-
mans made them; they were not made
for them. They exist to serve humanity,
not be served by it.

Only when these idols have been re-
moved from their pedestals can we ap-
preciate how truly wonderful they are.
Once science, education, and technol-
ogy are relieved of the divine responsi-
bility of saving the world, they can be
valued for what they are: glorious ex-
pressions of humanity’s God-given in-
telligence and marvelous tools that can
improve human life on earth.

For people who are used to thinking
of religion and science as competitors,
what I’m about to say might be surpris-
ing: I think God delights in science, and
in all human expressions of genius that
benefit humanity. He is happy for us to
delight in them too. He just doesn’t want
us worshiping them, for that degrades
us and keeps us from the true object of
our hope.

Check out www.shaynelooper.com for
more content.

Pulling the idols down off of their pedestals

Shayne Looper
Guest columnist

While reading the concluding chap-
ters to E.O. Wilson’s “The Creation,” the
hostage drama at Beth Israel synagogue
in Texas was concluding. Putting the
book down to read an article on what
happened in and around the synagogue,
I read that Rabbi Cytron-Walker had re-
cently said: “We are living through a
challenging time … We don’t always
know how to cope. ... There’s a lot of fear
and there’s a lot of uncertainty.” (“Some
People Just Don’t Like Us,” Washington
Post, Jan. 16, 2022).

Later in the article I learned that local
religious leaders gathered in a nearby
Catholic center during the incident.
Rabbis, priests, ministers and imams
met with family members anxiously
awaiting the outcome of negotiations.
An evangelical minister described what
he saw when the wife of a Muslim leader
entered the room and embraced the wife
of Rabbi Cytron-Walker. “It was just
profound,” he said, “This is the reality. A
Muslim and a Jewish lady embracing.
This is how it’s done.”

The Post article ends with another
quote from the rabbi who survived the

ordeal: “What can we do? … The answer
is – quite a lot! . . . In the midst of chaos
and uncertainty, God asked the Israel-
ites to face their fears and do something.
... We are living in the midst of a differ-
ent kind of chaos and uncertainty and
it’s our turn to do something... . All we
need to do is act.”

As I returned to Edward Wilson’s
book, I was struck by the tone this emi-
nent scientist assumes. Wilson frames
“The Creation” as an open letter to a
Southern Baptist pastor. Wilson, who
died in December 2021, was born in Bir-
mingham, Alabama, and raised in the
Southern Baptist Church. After study-
ing evolutionary biology at the Univer-
sity of Alabama, his worldview became
more humanistic though he still felt
connected to his Southern roots. 

Early in the book he presents his in-
vitation to the pastor: “I suggest that we
set aside our differences in order to save
the Creation.” As a biologist and natu-
ralist, Wilson sends an urgent message:
“Pastor, we need your help. The Cre-
ation – living Nature – is in deep trou-
ble.” With the loss of species due to the
destructive behaviors of humankind,
everyone must get onboard to decisively
respond. 

For Wilson, this collaborative envi-
ronmental action has to include people
of faith: “Because religion and science
are the two most powerful forces in the
world today [so] if religion and science

could be united on the common ground
of biological conservation, the problem
would soon be solved.” While it may
sound overly optimistic that two diver-
gent worldviews would share a common
commitment to concerted action for the
natural world, Wilson highlights a criti-
cal point: “If there is any moral precept
shared by people of all beliefs, it is that
we owe ourselves and future genera-
tions a beautiful, rich and healthful en-
vironment.”

The author patiently and respectfully
addresses central concerns raised by re-
ligious believers. He urges the “Dear
Pastor” to seriously consider the precar-
ious situation of the earth: “Only Nature
can serve as the planetary ark.” He as-
serts “a compelling moral argument
from science for saving the Creation.”
The fact that Wilson consistently capi-
talizes “Creation” as well as “Nature”
leaves the strong impression he wants
to emphasize to the Pastor something
he underlines in the chapter, “Teaching
the Creation”: “The only way to save the
diversity of life and come to peace with
Nature is through a widely shared
knowledge of biology and what the find-
ings of that science imply for the human
condition.” 

Some of his most compelling (and
startling) statements focus on how
much we don’t know about our own
planet. We have described and named
about two million species when “at least

10 million more await discovery.” Amaz-
ing. We know next to nothing about this
wonderful world we inhabit.

Near the end of “The Creation,” Wil-
son speaks directly to the recipient of
his public “letter”: “You and I are both
humanists in the broadest sense: hu-
man welfare is at the center of our
thought.” He asks: “What are we to do?,”
and replies: “Forget the differences, I
say. Meet on common ground.” He con-
cludes: “When you think about it, our
metaphysical differences have remark-
ably little effect on the conduct of our
separate lives.” 

The scientist joins the rabbi in ask-
ing: “What can we do?” The pastor wit-
nesses an embrace: “This is how it’s
done.” The rabbi adds: “All we need to do
is act.” And his actions in a Texas syna-
gogue helped keep the peace and save
lives. The rabbi, his synagogue, and
those with diverse perspectives took ac-
tion, became a symbol of the sanctuary
of Creation – the creation, or deepening,
of community. The biologist invites the
pastor to common ground. We are all in-
vited. 

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.

Scientist, pastor & rabbi: The
natural sanctuary of E.O. Wilson

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

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

Feb. 6

Online services: Some churches are still
having online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information. 
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays
online. Prayers, music, readings, con-
versation. For more information and
Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
Biltmore Church: All campuses now
open for on-site services with safety
measures in place. Online services at
9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch-
.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton Road,
Arden, and satellite locations. View
times and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily. Visit
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
livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube
and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore
Village, Asheville. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the
Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-person
services. Online service at 8:45 a.m. on
Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat

Rock. Visit www.stjohnflatrock.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. 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hen-
dersonville. Find Sunday worship videos
at www.fcchendersonville.org/sunday-
sermon/.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.
Grace Lutheran Church - Henderson-
ville: 9 a.m. traditional service in person
and on Facebook, 11:15 a.m. praise
service, 11:15 a.m. Spanish service in
person and livestreamed, 11:15 a.m.
bilingual service every second Sunday.
Watch special services and sermons on
YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W. www.grace-
hendersonville.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. service in person and also on Face-
book or YouTube. www.nativityarde-
n.org. 2425 Hendersonville Road, Ar-

den.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Ser-
vice at 11 a.m. Enter via side door from
parking lot. 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.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
and 5 p.m. Sunday services, 216 Shel-
burne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery available.
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.trinityasheville.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.

Feb. 8

“The End of Bias” book study: 1:30 p.m.
via Zoom each Tuesday in February.
Study of Jessica Nordell’s “The End Of
Bias: A Beginning: The Science and
Practice of Overcoming Unconscious
Bias.” For more information and Zoom
link, contact Patti Clay at
pclay51@gmail.com or visit
fcchendersonville.org.
Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mountain View Church, 2221 North
Fork-Right Fork Road, Black Mountain.
Free meal 6 p.m. Worship and testimo-
ny 7 p.m. Small group discussion 8 p.m.
Dessert fellowship 9 p.m. Free child
care. Contact Connie at 828-669-1981
or Jeanie at 828-669-4146.
Second Tuesday Baha’i Devotionals: 7
p.m. online. Music, readings, prayers,
and conversation to explore a specific
Baha’i ideal, For more information and
Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/2p8twwv8.

Feb. 12

American Christian Fiction Writers: 10
a.m. every second Saturday, Cross
Roads Baptist Church, 705 Anderson
Ridge Road, Greer, SC. If you have
questions, email Tammy Karasek at
upstatesc@acfwchapter.com.
The Whisnants: 7 p.m., Smoky Moun-
tain Center for Performing Arts, 1028
Georgia Highway, Franklin. $18. Visit
www.smokymountainarts.com.
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