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F or many years, our family lived on
a farm where we grew Christmas
trees, raised calves and had a cou-

ple of horses. This was a wonderful
place to raise our children and experi-
ence the blessings of small farm life.

The trees were grown in several
fields below our house, so that we could
keep a close watch on them as they
matured. A few years before I retired
from public school ministry and en-
tered church ministry, we began to
phase out our Christmas tree produc-
tion by selling what we had and not
replanting.

As we sold the trees and did not
replant, we had fewer and fewer to
offer to customers who came to cut
their own. Since there were a few left
in the fields, however, every year be-
tween Thanksgiving and Christmas we
would have families call, come out and

choose a tree.
I will never forget the day I looked

out the window one afternoon to see a
young couple and their two children
getting out of their car and running
among the trees. Anticipating that they
would get a large tree, I gathered my
saw and rope to tie the tree to the top of
their car and hurried down to the field.

After talking a minute or so to the
couple and their small children, who
were maybe 3 or 4 years old, they point-
ed out the tree they wanted. To my
surprise the tree that they wanted was
not the 8 or 9-foot tree that I expected.
The two children had picked out a small
tree barely 2 feet tall. It was their tree,
just for them!

I cut the little tree as the children
watched with wide eyes. Then with one
child on each end of the little tree, they
proudly carried it back to their car
where they placed it on the backseat.

As I walked back up to the driveway
I thought, “So much for my anticipation
of a big tree, with all the effort in cut-
ting it down, the rope to tie it on the car
and most of all the extra money.”

But suddenly I stopped, my thoughts
flipped upside down. What a blessing it
was to see that family enjoying such a
simple activity together! The small
family, a small field of trees, the small
children and a small tree added up to a
small blessing that turns out to be not
quite so small to them, or to me.

And since it was so close to Christ-
mas, I remember relating this family
event to a long-ago event involving
another family. It turns out in my think-
ing that the people who were anticipat-
ing the Messiah expected someone
powerful, someone who would defeat
the Romans and restore them to the
glory of the days of King Solomon.
They were ready to accept a king who
would save them from their enemies.

But Jesus came as a small blessing, a
baby, and they were unable to recog-
nize the King. Even today there are
many people who continue each day to
ignore the Baby of Bethlehem because
it is too simple, too small and not over-
powering as a king would be.

Jesus came helpless and human, a
small package of redemption for the

world that he had created but had gone
terribly wrong.

I think of so many of the daily bless-
ings that each of us experience, yet we
fail to recognize the source. James tells
us in 1:17, “ Every good gift, every per-
fect gift, comes from above. These
gifts come down from the Father, the
creator of the heavenly lights, in whose
character there is no change at all”
(CEB). Many of those gifts are small
blessings that go unnoticed because we
sometimes expect larger ones.

If we pause and really think about it,
God fills the life of all of us with bless-
ings, both large and small. The large
ones are easy to recognize, but the
small ones sometimes are hard to see.
Let us use this amazing season of
spring and new life to claim the bless-
ing of salvation that will make the small
daily blessings so much easier to see.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long’s Chapel
United Methodist Church in Lake Juna-
luska. Contact him at 828-456-3993 or
pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

We must recognize smallest blessings
TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL

Email information about faith-based
events at least two weeks in advance to
Bruce Steele at bsteele@citizen-
times.com and Carole Terrell at cter-
rell@ citizen-times.com.

Learn to enhance prayer
FLETCHER - Benedictine Day will

be celebrated May 20 at Calvary Epis-
copal Church, 2840 Hendersonville
Road. The event will be facilitated by
Rev. Dr. Elizabeth Canham. Registra-
tion is $15 and coffee begins at 10:30
a.m.

The focus will be “Praying with our
Bodies,” which will include walking
prayer using the labyrinth and other
models. Bring lunch. Dessert and cof-
fee provided. To sign up or learn more,
call 828-684-6266.

Cullowhee Baptist has yard sale
CULLOWHEE - Cullowhee Baptist

Church, 148 Central Drive, will host an
indoor yard sale from 8 a.m.-1 p.m. May
20. Proceeds will go toward building
improvements and the playground.
Items include furniture, household
items, toys and more.

The church will be selling hot dogs,
ham biscuits and other food, and of-
fering a car wash to raise money for a
youth mission trip. To learn more or get
directions, visit cullowheebaptist.com.

‘Bridges not Walls’ at FCUCC 
HENDERSONVILLE - Here’s some

of what’s going on at First Congrega-
tional United Church of Christ, 1735
Fifth Ave. W. To learn more, visit
fcchendersonville.org or call 828-692-
8630:

» Bridges not Walls art show,

opening reception 10 a.m.-4 p.m. May
20, in the Felix Building. This 10-day,
multimedia exhibit features works by
local artists illustrating their visions of
compassionate collaboration between
peoples. 

Bluegrass, Table Talk at
Hendersonville Presbyterian

HENDERSONVILLE - Here’s some
of what’s going on at Hendersonville
Presbyterian Church, 699 N. Grove St.
To learn more about these events, call
the church at 828-692-3211:

» The next Bluegrass Bash will be
at 7 p.m. May 21, with live music and
complimentary ice cream and cookies.
It’s free to attend.

» “Joining Three Hands” is the title
of a talk by missionary Chris Matthews,
who has served in Wales, South Korea
and Spain, at 6:25 p.m. May 24 at the
weekly Table Talk meeting. Free; all
welcomed. To join the dinner at 5:25
(small fee), RSVP to 828-692-3211.

Ethical Humanist Society 
explores eating ethically

ASHEVILLE - The Ethical Humanist
Society of Asheville will meet 2-3:30
p.m. May 21 at Friends Meeting House,
227 Edgewood Road. The topic will be
“Eating Ethically: Confronting Moral
Dilemmas and Different Views,” pre-
sented by Rowdy Keelor, community
outreach coordinator at Brother Wolf
Animal Rescue.

Discussion will follow the presenta-
tion. To learn more, call 828-687-7759 or
visit EHSAsheville.org.

St. Thomas hosts Celtic Festival 
BURNSVILLE - Musician and re-

treat leader Stefan Andre “Macushla”
Waligur will be the featured presenter
at Celtic Festival Weekend, May 19-21,

the inaugural event for The Abbey of
St. Thomas, envisioned as an outreach
center of St. Thomas Episcopal
Church, at 372 Reservoir Road.

Events will include a Celtic Spiritu-
ality Retreat 10 a.m.-3 p.m. May 20
($25), facilitated by Macushla, and
Celtic worship at 10:30 a.m. May 21.

For more about the retreat or to
register, call or text Patti Smith at
828-284-9073 or email pattis-
mith52@gmail.com.

St. James AME celebrates pastor 
ASHEVILLE - St. James A.M.E

Church invites everyone to the Pasto-
ral Appreciation Service for Rev.
Brent La Prince Edwards, celebrating
7 years at St. James and 21 years of
pastoral ministry at 6 p.m. May 26 at
the church, 44 Hildebrand St.

The guest speaker will be Rev.
Damita Wilder, pastor of Varick Cha-
pel AME Zion Church. The choir from
Varick will provide music. The wor-
ship leader will be Apostle Rachel
Floyd from Times of Refreshing Min-
istries, Asheville. Dinner will be
served after the service. To learn
more, call 828-253-5191.

Conducting Institute meets
WAYNESVILLE - The Smoky

Mountain International Conducting
Institute will present a concert at 7:30
p.m. May 27 at the First United Meth-
odist Church of Waynesville, 566 S.
Haywood St. Leading professional
players will perform in the orchestra,
joined by the church’s chamber choir
for two works. Admission is free.

Dwight Oltman, a freelance profes-
sional conductor who lives in Waynes-
ville, is the founder and master teach-
er of the Institute. To learn more, visit
dwightoltman.com.

RELIGION NOTES

Share your event at least two weeks in ad-
vance online at events.citizen-times.com. Click on
“Add your event” to submit details.

May 20
Yard sale and bake sale: 7:30 a.m.-1 p.m.,

Avery’s Creek United Methodist Church, corner
of Brevard Road and Glen Bridge Road S.E.,
Arden. Breakfast will be served. 

Car wash and indoor yard sale: 8 a.m.-1
p.m., Cullowhee Baptist Church, 148 Central
Drive, next to WCU library. Furniture, household
items, toys and more. Also hot dogs, ham biscuits
and more for sale. www.cullowheebaptist.com.

Kehillat Yeshua Messianic Congregation:
10:30 a.m.-1 p.m. Saturdays, Kehillat Yeshua
Messianic Congregation, 661 Long Shoals Road,
Arden. Weekly Messianic Jewish worship, teach-
ing, fellowship with Oneg (potluck) following.

May 21
Jealousy, Competitiveness and Pride: A

Buddhist Psychological Perspective: Drop in
series: 7-8:30 p.m. Sundays to June 4, Meditation
In Asheville, 1070 Tunnel Road, Asheville. $10, $5
students/seniors. With Buddhist teacher Sharon
Lovich. www.MeditationInAsheville.org.

May 23
Introduction to Buddhism: 7-8:15 p.m.

Tuesdays through June 6, Meditation In Ashe-
ville, 1070 Tunnel Road, Asheville. $10, $5 stu-
dents/seniors, free for monthly members. May 23
topic is “Inspiring Ourself.” 828-668-2241 or
www.MeditationInAsheville.org.

May 24
Kids For Christ after school program:

2:30-7:15 p.m. Wednesdays during school year at
First Baptist Church, 63 N. Main St., Weaverville.
For grades 1-6. Buses run from Weaverville
Primary School, Weaverville Elementary and
North Windy Ridge. 828-645-6720.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Find the full religion calendar online at
CITIZEN-TIMES.com.

A nd a child shall lead them. This
famous line from the prophet
Isaiah (Chapter 11) is a favorite

for preaching “the peaceful kingdom.”
All creatures living in harmony: the
wolf with the lamb, the leopard with the
goat, the calf with the lion, the cow with
the bear, the ox with the adder.

A startling scene, like something
from Narnia or "The Lord of the Rings."

Though this is Hebrew scripture,
some want us to believe this is a proph-
ecy of the Christian savior — Jesus —
the only one “the spirit of the Lord shall
rest” upon, that he is the only one who
will “judge the poor and the meek” with
righteousness.

Of course, they may leave out the
part that says “he shall strike the earth
with the rod of his mouth and with the
breath of his lips he shall kill the wick-
ed.” Not exactly a peaceable vision.

This gets me thinking less of theol-
ogy and ancient scrolls and more about
what it would be like to listen and learn
from children — the younger voices. In
the great distracting debates over reli-
gious faith, adults often neglect to pay
attention to what the young people are
thinking or what they feel about beliefs
that unite or divide the world.

I asked my North Carolina niece and
nephew what they thought about some
of these things. It is instructive to pay
attention to their responses (especially
since their mother is a teacher and
their aunt is a minister).

I asked, What does the word “God”
mean to you? What comes to mind?

My 11-year-old nephew became very
thoughtful. “Loving,” was all he said.
When we came back to this later he
added, “Grateful.” He clarified, “God is

grateful and we’re grateful.”
Separately, my 13-year-old niece

said, “Someone to look up to.” Then she
smiled and said it was like “a floating
person.”

What do you think of church? I
asked. My nephew said, “Quiet.” My
niece said, “Singing.”

Asking if kids at their public school
heard talk about faith, they both an-
swered without hesitation, “No.” My
nephew added that if students did talk
about their faith, it might cause trouble.
I explained that it’s OK for kids to talk
about faith as long as it’s respectful and
not disruptive.

Then I asked if they learn about
religion in school. My niece said her
teachers were “not allowed” to talk

about faith, but they teach about reli-
gions all around the world — she named
Christian, Jewish, Buddhist and Mus-
lim. Both kids seemed to understand
the basic idea of separation of religion
and state.

Something my nephew said made me
curious. He said a girl in his class from
another country wears a head covering.
He eats lunch with her sometimes. He’s
not sure what religion she is or why she
wears the scarf. He says some class-
mates are “scared to ask” her about it. I
encouraged him to ask.

What about people who don’t believe
in God? Their answers were encourag-
ing. “It doesn’t really matter — we’re
all just people.” “It doesn’t bother me —
it’s a free country!”

Do you think there’s a place called
"heaven" or "hell"? Thankfully, the 11-
year-old simply said he doesn’t think
about it. The teenager thinks heaven is
“a happy place, somewhere in the sky”
and hell is an “evil or bad place — down
in the ground where the lava is.”

Now there’s the classic image! I
asked her where she learned that.
“Books and movies.” No surprise.

For fun, I asked if there was ANY
question they could ask in church, what
would it be? The younger one said,
“Why is world peace not a thing?” I
asked for more. “Why is there so much
terror?” Wow.

The older one took it more lightly:
“Why do we only get communion every
once in a while?” I smiled, looking puz-
zled. She said, “So I can eat!” Here she
giggled, as only a precocious girl can.

I couldn’t resist asking, What does
nature mean to you? (I’m fascinated by
the ways we conflate god-talk and na-
ture-talk). The elementary school stu-
dent said, “Interesting — all the colors
and sounds all around us. Every part of
nature is important. It can be danger-
ous, so we need to be careful.”

The middle schooler rattled off:
“outdoors, hiking, exploring, animals,
trees.”

They were much more animated and
bright-eyed talking about nature. Of
course, in my secular view, this was
delightful.

These are deep questions for any
age and I’m proud of my niece and
nephew for being so honest. It makes
me wonder, what if children were our
leaders, teachers?And maybe they are.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant
minister and interfaith chaplain for near-
ly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer, free-
thinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian minis-
ter, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com .

Naturally curious, children ask good questions about faith
CHRIS HIGHLAND
HIGHLAND VIEWS

CHRIS HIGHLAND

This photo by Chris Highland is titled "Nature's Lessons." 


