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CINCINNATI, Ohio - “How long does it take to dig a grave?” says Ronnie King, grinning. “In 15 minutes, I

will have you in a hole, trust me.” h For Ronnie, digging graves is one of the easier parts of his job. In his

nearly 24 years as a foreman for Jewish Cemeteries of Greater Cincinnati, he has seen a lot. h In Jewish

tradition, burials should take place as soon after death as possible. Often the person is buried the same

day or just a few days after death, which means cemetery staff can be met with challenging weather

conditions. With most burials, several staff members work together over the course of an hour to prepare

a grave – even when the weather is tough. h With the help of contract workers, Ronnie and nine other

staff members operate 25 cemeteries that house over 35,000 graves, preserving the history and memory

of Cincinnati’s Jewish community. Many of the staff have worked there for years. As a foreman and now

field supervisor, Ronnie has personally helped dig over a thousand graves in Jewish cemeteries around

the city for about two and a half decades.

Meet 
Ronnie

He’s been digging graves for a living for 24 years

Madeleine Hordinski Special to Cincinnati Enquirer | USA TODAY NETWORK - OHIO

See KING, Page 2C

Foreman Ronnie King, 62, poses for a portrait at the Walnut Hills Cemetery in Cincinnati.
MADELEINE HORDINSKI /FOR THE CINCINNATI ENQUIRER

“This job is not something you can leave every day. You take

it home with you … it gets to you. I go home and think about

this place – I think about the families. I have dreams about it

… (but) I’d rather have dreams than have none at all.”

Ronnie King
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Coming to the end of Richard Rhodes’
biography of E.O. Wilson presented me
with several conclusions. Most obvious:
this eminent biologist had an immense
impact on the field of science. Also,
what he thought about religion should
end up in sermons, and columns. As

Rhodes describes Wilson’s personal
evolution, Wilson “found religion and
almost as quickly lost it.” (“Scientist.
E.O. Wilson: A Life in Nature”). More on
that in a moment.

Born in Birmingham, Alabama, in
June 1929, Wilson was shaped by early
experiences exploring Southern land-
scapes. When he was seven he was
thrilled to find strange creatures along
the coast near Mobile. The boy found an
“astonishing” sea nettle, like an alien
from his imagination, and then he
caught a spiny fish that poked the pupil
of his right eye, partially blinding him

for life. Even with his sight impairment,
he turned his attention to the smallest
creatures overlooked by most. What he
learned through his boyhood adven-
tures informed his later work as a scien-
tist. A formal education with serious
study was essential, yet it was “better to
spend long stretches of time just
searching and dreaming.” As a teen he
caught a variety of snakes to study yet
he was most fascinated by the smaller
world of insects, especially fire ants.
Over the course of his lifetime, Wilson
became a world authority on many spe-
cies of ants (“the ant man”).

As a young man, Wilson’s mother
took him to church where he had a pro-
found emotional experience. Yet, the in-
stitution, and a particular clergy person,
disappointed him. He barely got
through baptism before he was ques-
tioning the whole thing. Eventually this
led to more investigation into where re-
ligion fits into a material world. If sci-
ence is “the new light and the way,” what
place does religion hold? He circled
back to these questions throughout his
long career (Wilson died in 2021).

Biology, belief and the encyclopedia of life

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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Sometimes, Ronnie’s job includes ensuring family
members or rabbis don’t fall into a grave during a cere-
mony, something that happens more often than most
might think, he says. In the Jewish tradition, families
will help bury their loved ones by manually shoveling
dirt into the grave at the end of the ceremony as a “final
act of kindness,” because it is an act that can never be
repaid. Occasionally during this last act, people can
get too close to the edge. But Ronnie is there for the
whole burial process and outdoor ceremony – ensur-
ing everyone is cared for and safe during a difficult
time in their lives. 

Although not of the Jewish faith himself, “I can say
Jewish prayers (during the ceremonies) because I’ve
been here long enough to know it,” he says. “I respect
the community and appreciate what they’ve done for
me.”

“He really knows how each rabbi operates,” says Da-
vid Harris, executive director of Jewish Cemeteries of
Greater Cincinnati. “Down to every detail. He has been
a vital leader in the cemetery, training many other staff
members.”

“Ronnie has performed the burials of the vast ma-
jority of the Cincinnati Jewish community over the last
20 years, and the community has the same kind of re-
spect and connection to Ronnie as he professes,” Har-
ris added. 

On several occasions, Ronnie helped carry family
members to ceremonies who were unable to walk
down the steep cemetery hill. “I just do my job and it
kicks in,” Ronnie says. 

“I have dealt with a lot of losses,” he added. “This job
is not something you can leave every day. You take it
home with you … it gets to you. I go home and think
about this place – I think about the families. I have
dreams about it … (but) I’d rather have dreams than
have none at all.”

King
Continued from Page 1C

Foreman Ronnie King casts a shadow on a
gravestone at the Walnut Hills Cemetery in
Cincinnati. MADELEINE HORDINSKI/FOR THE CINCINNATI

ENQUIRER

Wilson became a primary advocate for “biodiversi-
ty,” the study of the interrelationship of all life on earth.
From the University of Alabama to Harvard, he
brought an intellectual curiosity consistently rooted in
the fields and forests of the earth. Along the way he
developed a respect for religion as a “complex and
powerful force in the human mind,” something that is
probably an essential part of being human. He had an
“empathy for those who practice it” and grew “impa-
tient with scientific humanists who dismiss religion as
superstition.” He identified one valuable impact of re-
ligious faith: a sense of selflessness motivated by a
connection to a faith group. In his view, what causes
disconnect from service to others is traditional reli-
gious dogma. 

In one “BioScience” essay, Wilson wrote: “This be-
ing the only living world we are ever likely to know, let
us join to make the most of it.” He became almost an

evangelist for protecting species across the globe. How
can science learn from living things if they die out be-
fore they are even discovered? Because we have only
named a very small number of species (there may be
up to 100 million species on earth), we ought to be
committed to preserving the wild diversity. If some
choose to join in the preservation because they believe
a Creator calls them to care for the creation, they are
welcome. In 2008, due to Wilson’s encouragement,
the “Encyclopedia of Life” opened on the internet
(www.eol.org). Their mission is “to increase aware-
ness and understanding of living nature through [ex-
changing] knowledge in an open, freely accessible and
trusted digital resource.” The website holds an im-
mense and growing amount of data on millions of spe-
cies in our planetary family.

Wilson devoted the final chapter of his life to an idea
he referred to as “Half-Earth.” He proposed a radical
response to the loss of wildlife, committing “half the
planet’s surface to nature,” connecting wilderness
areas, parks and ecological reserves into a worldwide
sanctuary for threatened, rapidly dwindling biodiver-
sity. 

Some have called E.O. Wilson “Darwin’s successor.”
In his 34 books and hundreds of articles, he carried
forward the exploratory heart of Darwin and all com-
petent scientists. His question about the place of reli-
gion in a world of science ought to serve as an invita-
tion for the faithful to engage people as fellow explor-
ers of this world we call home. With a common humil-
ity, we might approach our wild neighbors with the
knowledge they, not we, rule the world (some have
suggested the creator may be a beetle). From ant colo-
nies to urban environments, we could all draw from
the insights of E.O. Wilson and other scientists who
see the earth as one vast interdependent city—cosmo-
polis—where every citizen of any size must be respect-
ed and protected.

No species is dominant, except perhaps, the ant.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and 
humanist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the 
Rev. Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and 
blogs are presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).

Highland
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So here we are just a few days after Christmas, may-
be looking back and wondering just what happened.
All the preparations, the expectations during Advent
and the lead-up to New Year’s Eve, and then suddenly
it is all over! For some of us the decorations have been
taken down and placed back on the shelf, the tree may
be gone, and our visitors on their way back home. Yet
during this time, there may have formed in our minds
questions that simply do not want to go away—ques-
tions that turn our thoughts forward toward the future.
Questions like “What has happened to me during this
Christmas that makes me want the new year to be dif-
ferent? What difference has this Christmas made to
me as Jesus’ disciple?” Just as we begin to put aside
the different feelings that the Advent and Christmas
season has brought, then there is this thing called “the
New Year.” What will we do with Christmas this time
around in the days to come and what about the New
Year? How will Christmas influence my New Year?

This is the time of year when most people resolve
for better things. Some make resolutions for better
jobs, home life and relationships with God and others;
all of these are good paths to walk, good thoughts.
However, I am reminded of an old Irish saying that
goes like this: “May all your troubles this coming year

be as short as your New Year resolutions.”
Even our youngest children can think of tomorrow

and the new year while hoping for new and better ways
of living. I recently found a list of just a few resolutions
made by young children as they thought about how
they wanted the new year to be different.

Two-year-old Ben wants to run and jump more.
Two sisters decided on no more junk food, except

pizza and potato chips.
One boy wanted to help his mother quit smoking.
One four-year-old boy said he wanted “parties

where you throw confetti and make lots of noise once a
week.”

Another young man wants to build a teleporter and
go to Legoland.

Just yesterday, Debbie and I walked by our flower
beds eager to begin cutting away the dead stalks and
leaves in preparation for spring and new growth. The
flowers and shrubs of last spring and summer had dis-
played with joy the incredible colors and beauty given
to them by God for our pleasure. But we realized that it
will soon be time for the old growth to be replaced with
new displays of God’s handiwork.

The scriptures are filled with examples of God tak-
ing what has become old, worn out and no longer
workable and changing it into something new. God is
still interested in taking the things of the past and re-
working them so that the future can glorify him and us,
his people. This can be seen so clearly in a beautiful
example of imagery by the prophet Isaiah in 43: 18-19.
The Jewish people had suffered for many years, until
finally God sends them a message, “Do not remember

the prior things; do not ponder ancient history. Look! I
am doing a new thing; now it sprouts up; don’t you rec-
ognize it? I am making a way in the desert, paths in the
wilderness.” (CEB)

Just like cleaning up our garden and making room
for new growth, God can remove the old from our spiri-
tual lives and give us a make-over. Paul writes in 2 Co-
rinthians 5:17, “So then, if anyone is in Christ, that per-
son is part of the new creation. The old things have
gone away, and look, new things have arrived!” (CEB)
And Jesus talks to Nicodemus about being “born
again.” When we allow Christ to move into our lives, he
rearranges and re-creates our entire way of living and
gives us the path to start all over. We can be “born
again!”

So many times, God takes a look at our beat-up, un-
workable lives and decides to give us a complete
makeover. He takes all the things you find in a dry, bar-
ren desert and replaces them with a lush, blooming
garden. If we let him, he will tear down the old in our
lives and rebuild, making things new. God is all about
changing his people into “new creatures.” And he will
never stop pursuing us in his efforts to transform us
into who he intends for us to be.

Oswald Chambers writes, “So let us put the irrepa-
rable past into God’s hand, and step out into the irre-
sistible future with him.”

The New Year is waiting!

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.

God can give you a makeover in the new year

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

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

Jan. 8

Online services: Some churches are still having on-
line worship services. Visit church websites for full in-
formation.

Biltmore Church: All campuses open for on-site
services with safety measures in place. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or
Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite loca-
tions. View times and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook
page for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homi-
ly. 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 Wilder-
ness: 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. Academy Street, downtown. 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 UCC: 10:30 a.m. in person
service Sundays, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville.
Wheelchair accessible. Back parking lot and street

parking available. Visit www.uccasheville.org.
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: 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., Hendersonville. www.gracehendersonvil-
le.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: 8:30 and 10:30
a.m. services in person and also on Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.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 lives-
treamed on church Facebook page and can be ac-
cessed 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.

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. Nursery available. 75
Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Jan. 10

Church Chat “Understanding Icons”: 7 p.m., Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Learn what icons are and how they
are made. Look at symbolism involved and even why
some people protested against them. Call 828-891-7101
or visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.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 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. Tuesday-Thursday,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Jan. 15

Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. Jan. 15-21, Mills River Pres-
byterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. Public invited to come and assist with a variety
of puzzles, including 5,000-piece “Space Odyssey”
showcase puzzle. Join us for an hour or visit every day.
You may also bring socks for the Hendersonville Res-
cue Mission. Call 828-891-7101 or visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

RELIGION CALENDAR


