
Asheville Citizen-Times - 07/09/2022 Page : C02

July 9, 2022 8:20 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

2C | SATURDAY, JULY 9, 2022 | ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES

I was reading about an astronaut who was one of
the last to walk on the moon 50 years ago (WaPo, April
22, 2022). He described the amazing experience, his
wonder looking up at the earth. He gathered dusty
stones to carry back, rocks that geologists say could be
over 4 billion years old. A half-century later, this astro-
naut now believes the earth and the universe are only
6,000 years old and God made it all in six days. When it
comes to Science, he’d rather believe the Bible, as he
interprets it. Quite an orbit.

In a column on how we endure suffering, loss and
grief, New York Times columnist David Brooks ad-
dresses the psychic disruption that occurs during tur-
bulent periods in life. Experiencing life’s traumas we
have to find ways of “regaining control over [our] be-
liefs. The mind is a relentless meaning-making ma-
chine.” He says following great losses we sometimes
create mental blame, fears and unhealthy ways of han-
dling our pain. Then Brooks offers this insight: “At mo-
ments like these, we don’t always have thoughts. Our
thoughts are having us” (“Some People Turn Suffering
Into Wisdom,” NYT, April 21, 2022). 

As my mind works, I quickly connected these two
readings. An astronaut has incredible experiences
walking on the moon, returns to earth and starts a
business; facing struggles in his family, he attends an
“intensive Bible study” with his wife and becomes a
born-again Christian. Now, he trusts his scriptures

more than anything he used to know from years of
education and training. People cope with loss and
fearfulness by allowing thoughts to seize and save
them. 

We usually think of people having beliefs. What
happens if we turn that around and upside down?
What if our beliefs actually have us? We choose to be-
lieve some things and those beliefs guide us for good,
or possess us. Those beliefs take over, our bodies, our
minds, our whole outlook on the world, on our lives,
past, present and future. Everything else, including
what we’ve learned from parents, teachers, experi-
ence, fades or becomes less important. For many, it
seems, committed believing takes precedence over
critical reasoning. Bible trumps textbook; spirituality
trumps science; faith trumps freethought; religion
trumps reason. 

Worldviews can be earthviews or moonviews or
otherworld-views. Which world are we in and how do
we make sense of it? Beliefs can take us to other
worlds, far off heavens and the abode of the gods.
When our dreams and hopes grab ahold of a myth that
promises to take us away from terra firma, it can be a
powerful gravitational pull. Good old mother earth is
left behind. 

Even the Bible presents various worldviews, a di-
versity of perspectives, with a deity who creates
worlds, and destroys them, who desires wisdom yet
demands belief. When back on earth, the astronaut
read Genesis and chose to believe that a six day cre-
ation erased evolution. In other words, he became a
literalist. 

As I see it, when a book, any book or scripture, takes
the place of serious thinking or devalues human rela-
tionships, it can become literally destructive, danger-
ous. If this astronaut had been more faith-directed

than fact-directed before blasting off for the moon,
would he have gone at all? Would it all have simply
been a spiritual journey looking for God in the heav-
enly places? Would he have shrugged off the whole
mission as a futile human attempt to understand the
cosmos instead of trusting the Cosmic Creator? In oth-
er words, would the mission have been his personal
mission of faith, not for scientific knowledge but to
know his God better? Now he travels around sharing
his good news story of a “young earth,” a 6,000-year
youngster of a world doomed to end up desolate as the
moon if the planet doesn’t become fundamentalist
Christian.

Walking on another world, like the moon, must be
incredibly wonderful. Like all explorers, astronauts
show great courage as well as an almost childlike exu-
berance in the delight of discovery. Religious faith can
sometimes enhance those moments, filling an adven-
turer with gratitude. Or, those religious feelings can
overwhelm, causing a person to revert to a childlike
dependence on heavenly arms and ancient books (as I
read the astronaut’s account, it came to me that his
choice to be “born again” was a choice to become a
child again, to jettison all he had learned in mature
years for a childlike faith).

I understand our need for a “meaning-making ma-
chine.” If that machine is functioning properly we may
receive some wise direction in decision-making. Yet, if
it’s lost in space or stuck in spaciness, it may one day
fall back to earth. That could be a hard landing.

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.
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of their skullcaps, they serve as papal advisors. More
important, together they select each pope, the leader
of the world’s 1.3 billion Catholics.

For observers of the church, it will come as no sur-
prise that Francis has finally named an Amazonian
cardinal, given the importance the region has had for
his papacy and the attention he has shown it.

Pope Francis’ environmental awakening

Francis was first moved by the plight of the vast
Amazon basin in 2007, during the Episcopal Council of
Latin American Bishops Conference, according to the
Brazilian priest and historian José Oscar Beozzo. Fran-
cis was at that time the archbishop of Buenos Aires,
and helped write the official account of the conference.
The final text advocates for the preservation of both
the Amazon and Antarctica.

Francis then dedicated an entire synod, or meeting,
of bishops from the region in 2019. In his environmen-
tal awakening, crystallized in his 2015 encyclical
“Praised Be,” he advocates for the preservation of the
region’s biodiversity and portrays Indigenous peoples
as forest guardians. In 2018, he also visited Madre de
Dios, a region in the Peruvian Amazon devastated by
illegal mining and logging.

The pope made Steiner archbishop of Manaus just
after the Amazon synod ended, tapping a Franciscan
who clearly shares the same ethos and ideology as the
pope’s namesake, St. Francis. 

The pope may have noticed Steiner because he had
a prominent position in the Brazilian bishops’ confer-
ence and was acting as its secretary-general from 2011-
2019. He also has serious Roman credentials, having
served as the secretary general of the Franciscans’
Pontifical Antonianum University in Rome, one of the
major pontifical universities.

Catholic bishops from the 
Amazon region meet in Rome

The Amazon synod was also notable for the theft of
three Indigenous statues featuring a naked pregnant
woman, that were part of a procession in the Vatican at
the start of the meeting. Conservative critics had blast-
ed the synod’s “pagan” prayers and idolatry, and early
one morning, thieves entered a Vatican-area church
where the statues were displayed and tossed them into
the Tiber River.

Francis publicly apologized to the Indigenous lead-
ers present for the theft, and the statues were dredged
from the river in time for the end of the meeting. One
was placed prominently on display in the synod hall as
the synod fathers voted on the final recommendations.

The main thief, an Austrian far-right activist Alex-
ander Tschugguel, went on to become something of a
celebrity within the traditionalist opposition to Fran-
cis because of the stunt. In the years since, the stunt
itself has come to crystalize the loathing that conser-
vatives and traditionalists have for this pope, where
even crimes are justified to save the faithful from his
“heresy.”

The Catholic Church 
and the Amazon Rainforest

The Catholic Church’s relationship with the Ama-
zon began in 1617 when Franciscan missionaries ar-
rived in the coastal region of Belem. Their opposition
to the enslavement of Indigenous peoples strained the
relationship with Portuguese authorities, who ex-
pelled Catholic missionaries from the region on three
occasions, last in 1759.

In the beginning, Catholic denominations required
missionaries to learn Indigenous languages to work in

the Amazon and spread Christianity. Jesuit priests
went as far as creating Nheengatu, a language based
on the Tupi Indigenous language adapted with Portu-
guese words and grammar. 

For a time it became the most common language in
the Amazon and remains spoken in some regions.

For Beozzo, the historian, Pope Francis is promoting
a kind of “patriarchy” in the Amazon, similar to the five
patriarchies in places such as Jerusalem and Constan-
tinople during the early Middle Ages, an effort to ele-
vate the status of the Amazon within the Catholic
structure.

The synod, the creation in 2020 of the Ecclesial
Conference of the Amazon Region and now Steiner’s
elevation are all part of Francis’ goal of placing the
world’s largest rainforest center stage, Beozzo said. 

“His choice begins a very important moment of
considering the Amazon as a region with its own
church dynamics, one which welcomes the promi-
nence of the region’s Indigenous peoples.”

Steiner, 71, is one of 21 new Cardinals announced by
Pope Francis in late May. They include Giorgio Maren-
go, who has been the apostolic prefect of Ulaanbaatar,
Mongolia, Robert McElroy, bishop of San Diego and
Peter Okpaleke, bishop of Ekwulobia, Nigeria.
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Flipping through cable news the other day, I got my
daily dollop of discouragement and bad vibes. The an-
chors provided one crisis after another, sighing and
grimacing with me, like counselors. Then something
funny happened every eight minutes or so. They cut to
a commercial. The world is reportedly hurtling into the
abyss … but first, this message. Five or six commercials
followed, crammed into the time slot. On full display, a
flailing business model, curating the national anxiety,
fueling the fear – eight minutes at a time.

The dynamic of modern fear is an ever-launching
juggernaut. The Doomsday Clock, maintained by the
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, tries to quantify it: at
this moment, by their sober estimate, we’re 100 sec-
onds from midnight, teetering on the apocalyptic edge
because of heightened nuclear threats, a heating plan-
et, a continuing pandemic, irrational politics, a war in
Ukraine. (Compare 1991, when global conditions were
favorable enough to set the clock hands back a cushy 17
minutes.)

Yes, plenty to worry about – and made worse when
it tries to take up all one’s personal space, breaching
the central nervous system, affecting health, eroding
resilience and resistance, insisting we have no choice
in the matter, no freedom, no say, no rest.

Three decades ago writer John McQuiston II gave
well-timed advice in his classic book, “Always We Be-
gin Again.” He suggested a routine of night-time
thanksgiving. “Skip the evening news and discover
that the life you are leading is not full of violence and
tragedy,” he wrote. 

By now, the “evening news” – an endearing detail –
has given way to a 24/7 attention culture aiming for
everyone’s time, outrage and credit card. But his words
still hold.

In his journals from the 1960s, Thomas Merton ad-
mitted what frightened him most – that the world
would overwhelm him, and he’d ignore “the call of se-
cret truth that rises up within me, that is evoked within
me by others, by love, by vocation, by providence, by
suffering, by God.” He worried he might get carried
away by what is not true to himself and forget that his
soul is not the same thing as his ego.

Interesting that the gospel has something in com-

mon with the torrent of notifications that fill the
world’s screens. Both are called “news.” Both answer
to a deep desire to get the inside scoop, stay in the loop,
connect to a big network of truth. I value the daily
news, especially newspapers, their efforts to provide
detailed reporting to citizens. But it’s the nature of
much of today’s instantaneous media to update itself
right now, overriding everything it shouted at me an
hour ago. The point is to keep me watching the screen,
clicking and paying.

The soul isn’t falling for it. The soul has standards.
It’s not satisfied with the telecommunications drama
and trauma, the parade and charade. It’s a landing
place for good news and everlasting bread. 

Sometimes when I feel a soul-sickness, I sense the
soul is suffering neglect through the heaving hot mess
of contemporary fear. The soul requires attention,
starting with an acknowledgement that it exists, and
it’s ready to serve and protect, and it’s refreshed when-
ever I step back from the noise and turn to truths
stirred “by others, by love, by vocation, by providence,
by suffering, by God,” commercial-free.

Columnist Ray Waddle is a former Tennessean
staffer.

Know the news, but step out to refresh and soothe your soul 
Ray Waddle
Special to Nashville Tennessean
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