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I worked for the Ford Motor Company during my
college years. One afternoon, I climbed the steps to the
paint department, walked through the door into the
smoldering heat, and was almost immediately met by
another employee. Without any preliminary niceties,
he asked me, “You are a Christian, aren’t you?”

I answered, “Yes,” and asked in turn, “Are you?” He
answered yes. I don’t remember that we said anything
else to each other. He turned toward his work area, and
I continued toward mine.

I don’t remember ever having seen the man before
that day, nor do I remember ever seeing him again.
How did he know I was a Christian? I had long hair and
a beard and listened to rock and roll. I didn’t go around
whistling hymns or buttonholing potential converts.
What gave me away?

I suppose it was that I didn’t use profanity, which
filled the atmosphere there like smog filled the Los An-
geles sky. Or perhaps it was because I had recently
stood up for a non-English speaking Muslim man who
was being verbally abused by a foreman. Whatever the
reason, my questioner somehow recognized me as a
Christian.

I have come to believe that Christians should be dis-
tinguishable from others. I base this not on personal

experience – too seldom have I been so distinguished
or distinguishable – but rather on the Scriptures. It
seems that God always intended his people to be dif-
ferent.

After Israel was rescued from slavery in Egypt and
even before they arrived in their Promised Land, God
gave them instructions on how to live. If they followed
these instructions, which they sometimes did and
sometimes didn’t, they would be different from their
neighbors. The instructions included dietary laws, ob-
serving religious festivals, Sabbath-keeping, and cir-
cumcision. Anyone who followed these instructions
would be readily identifiable.

Another distinguishing mark of ancient Jews was
their refusal to create images of their God for use in
worship. Other ancient peoples thought Israel “god-
less” because they had no idols. The idea that people
could worship a god without the help of some image
was a radical departure from the norm.

At times, Israel’s people were virtually indistin-
guishable from their neighbors. Whenever this hap-
pened, their great mission – to be a source of God’s
blessing to all the peoples of the earth – was seriously
hampered. In 587 BCE, the mission seemed to termi-
nate in failure: Israel lost its national identity and went
into exile.

After 70 years, the exiles returned – though far few-
er in number – with a determination to live by the in-
structions they were given and maintain their identity
as a people of God. They focused especially on the dis-
tinguishing marks of circumcision and Sabbath-keep-
ing.

The coming of Jesus as Israel’s messiah and the

world’s savior did not fundamentally change the ne-
cessity of being different, though it deepened it be-
yond ethnic and ceremonial distinctives. Circumci-
sion, Sabbath-keeping, and kosher food laws con-
tinued to distinguish ethnic Jews from others, but with
the inclusion of Gentiles among God’s people, new and
transcendent identity markers were needed.

The Bible recognizes two of these. The first is faith
in Jesus, which the New Testament scholar James
Dunn describes as “the primary identity marker” of
God’s people. But people, as St. James pointed out,
cannot see faith. They can only see how faith acts –
what St. Paul referred to as “the obedience of faith.”

One aspect of this obedience, which serves as a sec-
ond layer of Christian identity, is a love for Jesus’s peo-
ple. These two layers, faith in Jesus as Lord and a lov-
ing commitment to his people, serve as a virtual fin-
gerprint for all Christians.

Some groups have preferred to rely on negative
markers. They place great emphasis on the absence of
certain practices. Hence, the absence of alcohol and
tobacco use becomes evidence of God’s acceptance. At
different times in history, the absence of dancing,
playing cards, listening to popular music, wearing
beards, and the use of force have been sufficient evi-
dence for Christian identification.

But there is no substitute for the presence of the
biblical markers. Faith in Jesus and love for his people
remain the principal indicators – and the biblical stan-
dard – of Christian identity.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of Lockwood Communi-
ty Church in Coldwater, MI. He blogs at www.shayne
looper.com.
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March 19

‘Welcome Migrants’ drive-thru: Donate personal hy-
giene items, ball caps, bandanas, laundry detergent
from 2-5 p.m., Unitarian Universalist Fellowship park-
ing lot, corner of Kanuga/East Patterson, Henderson-
ville. Make monetary donations at www.trueridge.org
or checks payable and mailed to Trueridge, 110 Edney
St., Suite A, Hendersonville, NC 28792.

March 20

Online services: Some churches are still having online
worship services. Visit church websites for full in-
formation. 
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online. Prayers,
music, readings, conversation. 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 Face-
book. 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 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls: Sunday services at
7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucharist (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://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: 10:30
a.m. service at www.fcchendersonville.org. Email
fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if you need assistance.

1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Find Sunday wor-
ship 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 ser-
vices and events.
Grace Lutheran Church - Hendersonville: 9 a.m. tradi-
tional 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.gracehenderson-
ville.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.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10 a.m. service in
person and also on Facebook or YouTube. www.nativ-
ityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Service 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 accessed later at
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m and 5 p.m.
Sunday services, 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nursery available.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday services at 8 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only), 10:45 a.m. Eucharist (in
person and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic service (in
person and on YouTube). 60 Church St., Asheville.
Visit www.trinityasheville.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road.
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.

March 21

Food Pantry items needed: Sugar, all purpose flour,
ground coffee, saltine crackers, salad dressings,
ketchup, mayonnaise, laundry pods, cat and dog food.
Clothing Room: Men’s size 30 and 32 pants, silver-
ware, drinking glasses, pots and pans, queen and king
sheets, all size blankets. Drop off 9 a.m.-3 p.m. Mon-
day-Friday at Swannanoa Valley Christian Ministry, 101
N. Ridgeway Ave., Black Mountain. 

March 22

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain View
Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship and testimony 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.
Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. every Tuesday-Thursday,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

March 26

Live walk-through of Bible history: 11 a.m.-2 p.m.,
Victory Baptist Church, 80 Olivette Road, Asheville
(Erwin Hills area). “The 7 C’s” from creation to con-
summation. Free backpacks with school supplies, free
food, games, and fellowship. Call 828-253-8913.

April 9

“Divide and Plant” plant swap: 10 a.m.-noon, Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Bring plants, pots, soil, bulbs and
flowers to share with others. Free. Visit www.mills-
riverpresbyterian. org.

April 12

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.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Walking into wild places, there was a time I would
take a deep breath and offer a respectful bow before a
tree, wild animal or waterfall. What was I doing this
for, and to whom? Upon reflection I think I was hon-
oring the beauty of nature with a touch of reverence, I
suppose, for the “life” of the whole scene before me,
surrounding me. I felt I was related in some way, as a
living being among all the living creatures as well as
inanimate things present there. With a deep desire to
feel connected to everything in that natural setting, I
was calling attention to my own attention. I wanted to
be aware, awake, alive. I experienced an openness in
those natural places, a sense of belonging, as the envi-
ronment appeared to be open to me, inviting me to
walk into it as a refuge, a sanctuary, a “place of meet-
ing.” I would often bow and whisper: “Thank You.”
Who or what was I thanking? This is where religious
sentiments often enter, or intrude, into deeply mean-
ingful moments.

Listening to an episode of the BBC podcast “Heart
and Soul” was like a meditation itself. We enter the an-
cient Ise Jingu temple in Japan whose 125 shrines are
hidden deep in a forest. A stream flows through the
grounds of what some call the “soul of Japan.” We learn
the amazing history of the sanctuary, that the build-
ings are dismantled and rebuilt over and over, century

after century. Even carpenters are considered priests
as they perpetually perform this sacred cycle of decon-
struction and reconstruction. Though trees are re-
moved, others are planted. In their devotion, each per-
son participates in this endless cycle of renewal. 

Thousands of people make a pilgrimage to the tem-
ple each year but most do not call themselves “Shinto.”
They come to show respect, to honor their ancestors
and the Kami – the gods – and one deity in particular:
the sun goddess Amaterasu. One priest is asked what
people are requesting in their prayers. He responds
that prayers to the goddess are simply expressions of
gratitude. This seems an insightful understanding of
prayer (the temple website offers specific rituals for
washing and bowing at each shrine before entering). 

Sharing tea with an elder priest, the BBC presenter
asks if the Kami are present in the natural environ-
ment. The priest gives a surprising answer, at least to
me. He says the Kami are not in trees, animals and
rocks, but in the flow of things, the movement within
wind, waterfalls, blood. The gods are moving, move-
ment itself. The wind in the trees, the breath in the
flutes and chants. 

This recalls the biblical story of the Israelites who
were led by a deity moving along with them – a cloud
by day, column of fire at night. The feminine presence
of the Almighty (“Shekinah” in Hebrew) even
squeezed into a small dwelling – a “tent of meeting” –
to intimately communicate with Moses “face to face”
(the Greek version says “mouth to mouth”). Another
way of explaining this encounter might be to imagine
an overwhelming desire to be “at one with the One,” to
meet in a joining of Great Beauty, to participate in the
Flowing Force present in all Nature. 

You may recall Joseph Campbell’s framing of these
faces of the divine. He called them “the masks of god.”
Pondering that image for years I think he was wisely
correct. I’ve now come to the conclusion that pre-
sents—as many conclusions do – a startling question:
Is “God” (gods, goddesses) another name for Nature
with a Human Face? I don’t see this as something to
dismiss or disrespect religious experience. If Moses
felt his close encounter with a powerful force in the
wilderness was the fiery “I Am” (Existence/Being)
from Mount Sinai, he chose to worship that. If Pagans
or animists honor a diverse array of divine spirits pop-
ulating the natural environment, they are having a
profound experience of “what is there” in the present
moment. If “what is there” is Nature and the natural
flow of energy that gives life and moves things, this
doesn’t deny the human propensity for deifying in-
comprehensible Creative Energy. 

A mirror is a central symbol in Shinto tradition. The
most holy mirror, reflecting the light of the Sun God-
dess, is enshrined at Ise Jingu. Perhaps several thou-
sand years old, it is revered in ceremonies, moved ev-
ery 20 years when the whole temple complex is rebuilt.

The symbol moves; the shrine moves; the people
move; the goddess moves – everything moves. Some-
times it may be good to pause, sit still, perhaps in a
forest, by a river or waterfall, reflect on the sun’s light,
the eternal movement of all things … and be grateful. 

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 Freethink-
er,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.”
Learn more at chighland.com.

Mirrors of reflection inspired by Japan’s Ise Jingu Temple
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