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the parkway, music takes us to the
heights and depths — to mountains and
hollers of feeling.

What I wonder about sometimes is
how much we allow melodies and lyrics
to sink into our minds and color the
world around us. I think of those songs
and the message they tell of sin and
sorrow and salvation. I can appreciate
the melodies and don’t mind singing
along, sometimes. Yet I feel some con-
cern that many don’t realize the ques-
tionable theologies that get buried in
your brain.

We sang earnestly of a face so bright
it would cause “the things of earth” to
“grow strangely dim” (a kind of spiritu-
al eclipse). As the verse in Isaiah says,
“The grass withers, the flower fades”
because the glorious presence above
outshines it all.

What does this say about valuing our
life here or caring for our world?

There are those on the other end of
the spiritual spectrum who see the
“face of God” everywhere in all things.
For these folks (sometimes calling

themselves pantheists), looking into the
eyes of nature is gazing into the face of
God (gods or goddesses).

This is a pagan way of viewing the
world, and since “pagan” simply means
a person of the wild and open country-
side I would guess many of us are se-
cret pagans — or at least sense that
“land and lord” are not far apart.

Though most Christian theologies
reject this notion of God in nature,
many people experience “spirituality”
in the natural world. They feel closer to
the “divine,” to the “sacred” earth.
What does this language suggest?

This leads back to my main concern.
The more we are seeking a “presence”
or “spirit” in nature, the more we seem
to lose the immediate (un-mediated)
experience of nature’s endlessly won-
derful lessons. We’d rather listen to
preachers and scriptures than park
naturalists and scientists — to hear
church music rather than bird music.

We become distracted by our beliefs
about the world, particularly other
worlds. As I see it, we lose the goodness

of nature when we look beyond it to-
ward something or Someone above or
behind it. We overlook the “face value”
of nature.

When the earth fades and grows
“strangely dim,” this can lead to not
caring what happens to the natural
environment — our home. As they say,
some people are “so heavenly minded
they’re no earthly good.”

Why support efforts to conserve and
preserve wild areas or protect wildlife
when it’s all “passing away” and the
incredible beauty around us is “just a
distraction” from “living for God” and
preparing for heaven? This mentality
can have serious consequences.

I once felt that nature was God —
that the world was, in a sense, God
incarnate. In ministry, it was people,
human beings, who could embody the
divine. When I cleared trails in the
Pacific Northwest, I felt I was coming
closer to the “spirit of nature” (I even
wrote a song about that).

Then I realized what I was doing. I
was denigrating, you might say dese-
crating, the world all around me by
spiritualizing it. I stopped in my tracks,
literally, and let go of a “spiritual” way
of seeing the world. That felt natural.

When our world no longer has the
“face of God” or speaks with the “voice
of God” there can be meaningful music
too — singing of nature as nature, for
itself and itself alone.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain for
nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer,
free-thinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, Carol, a Presbyteri-
an minister, live in Asheville. Learn
more at chighland.com.

Finding spirituality in the natural world
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Chris Highland titled this photo “Sun Crescents (Eclipse of God?)” 

Share your event at least two
weeks in advance online at events.cit-
izen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Aug. 26
Kehillat Yeshua Messianic Con-

gregation: 10:30 a.m.-1 p.m. Satur-
days, Kehillat Yeshua Messianic Con-
gregation, 661 Long Shoals Road, Ar-
den. Weekly Messianic Jewish wor-
ship, teaching, fellowship with Oneg
(potluck) following.

Aug. 27
Mindfulness Meditation: 10 a.m.-

noon Sundays, Asheville Shambhala
Meditation Center, 60 N. Merrimon
Ave., Suite 113. Sitting and walking
meditation. Arrive and leave at any

time. Free but donations appreciated.
https://asheville.shambhala.org.

Land of the Sky Boys: During 11
a.m. homecoming service at Cedar
Hill Freewill Baptist Church, Johnson
School Road, Asheville. 828-683-3319.

Aug. 28
Transformation America: Meets at

6:30 p.m. Mondays, Upward Christian
Fellowship, 991 Upward Road, Flat
Rock. Email nativeheartc-
da@gmail.com for more information. 

Aug. 30
Kids For Christ after school pro-

gram: 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 Wea-
verville Primary and Elementary, and
North Windy Ridge. 828-645-6720.

Aug. 31

Mindfulness meditation, Dharma
reading & discussion: 7-8:30 p.m.
Thursdays, Asheville Shambhala
Meditation Center, 60 N. Merrimon
Ave., Suite 113 in Reynolds Village.
Sitting and walking meditation. No
experience necessary. Meditation is
followed by tea, dharma reading and
conversation. Donations appreciated.

Sept. 2
Asheville Shambhala Meditation

Center open house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60
N. Merrimon Ave. Suite 113. For new
and not so new people to Shambhala,
visit for a friendly introduction to the
Asheville Shambhala Center. 828-200-
5120 or https://asheville.shambhala.
org/program-details/?id=244521.

Sept. 3
Four Buddha Qualities: Clarity: 10

a.m.-noon and 2-4 p.m., Urban Dhar-
ma, 29 Page Ave., Asheville. Suggest-

ed donation of $50 general and $40
members. A series of blessings on the
four buddha qualities: compassion,
clarity, protection, and generosity. 

Mindfulness Meditation: 10 a.m.-
noon, Asheville Shambhala Medita-
tion Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave.,
Suite 113. Sitting and walking med-
itation. Arrive and leave at any time.
Free but donations appreciated.
https://asheville. shambhala.org/pro-
gram-details/?id= 284508.

Sept. 9
Dementia Connections interfaith

workshop: 10 a.m.-noon, Unitarian
Universalist Congregation of Ashe-
ville, 1 Edwin Place, Asheville. Are
you caring for a person with demen-
tia? Would you like to learn more
about this brain disease and how to
best communicate with and support
people living with it? Free.
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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.

Musicians present Abraham Jam
ASHEVILLE - The Abraham Jam,

featuring Christian, Jewish and Muslim
musicians, will be 8-10 p.m. Aug. 26 at
the Asheville Masonic Temple on
Broadway Street.

Join David LaMotte, Dawud Wharns-
by and Billy Jonas for a night of music,
conversation and harmony. Tickets are
$28 at the door.

Cookout, lightbulbs
at Piney Mountain

CANDLER - Everyone is invited to a
community cookout harvest celebration
at 5 p.m. Aug. 26 at Piney Mountain
United Methodist Church, 14 Piney
Mountain Church Road.

The church reports that it will re-
duce carbon emissions by an estimated
386 tons and save $72,000 over 10 years
as the result of a new initiative to pur-
chase and give away 1,152 LED light-
bulbs.

The lightbulbs are the beginning of a
series of environmental projects. Free
classes in partnership with the Creation
Care Alliance of WNC on recycling,
composting, canning and theological
reflection are open to the public. Find
the full schedule at
pineymountainumc.org.

Homecoming at Tabernacle UMC
BLACK MOUNTAIN - Church mem-

bers, friends and family are invited to a
homecoming celebration Aug. 27 at
Tabernacle United Methodist Church,
385 Tabernacle Road, above Givens
Highland Farms.

The day will commemorate 180
years of worship at the tabernacle site.
Worship begins at 11 a.m. followed by a
potluck picnic under the oak trees. To
learn more, call 828-669-7525.

Handy speaks at Clyde
Central UMC homecoming 

CLYDE - Rev. Bruce H. Handy Jr.
will be the guest preacher during
homecoming services at 11 a.m. Aug. 27
at Clyde Central United Methodist
Church, 410 Charles St. A covered dish

meal will follow worship.
Founded in 1874, the church has

served the community for 143 years.
Handy serves Marshville United Meth-
odist Church in Marshville and has
served as pastor for Harmony and
Shiloh churches. To learn more, call
828-627-2287.

Inspirational music
at area churches

Check out these upcoming perfor-
mances by inspirational vocal groups at
WNC churches:

» The Land of the Sky Boys will
perform at 11 a.m. Aug. 27 as part of the
Homecoming service at Cedar Hill
Freewill Baptist Church, on Johnson
School Road in West Asheville. To learn
more, call 828-683-3319.

» The Primitive Quartet will per-
form at 6 p.m. Aug. 27 as part of the
annual Homecoming service at First
Free Will Baptist Church, 259 Tusquit-
tee St. in Hayesville. Doors open at 5
p.m.; free but donations will be col-
lected. To learn more, call 828-389-4777.

New church forms in Fletcher
FLETCHER - The brand-new Li’l

Church That Could will hold services at
4 p.m. Aug. 27 under the pavilion at 139
Old Hendersonville Road.

The leader of this new interfaith
church is Pastor Alexander Ravenel II.
The topic for Sunday’s service is “Be-
ing God-Like,” from Genesis 1:26, 27.

Table talk, preschool 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:

» Table Talk, 6:25 p.m. Wednesdays,
with optional dinner beforehand (reser-
vations and small fee required for din-
ner only; call the church). Aug. 30:
Steve Hart will talk about “Understand-
ing Healing.”

» Creative Beginnings preschool
for ages 2-4K begins Sept. 5. Christian
education, math and reading readiness,
art and music. Meets 8:30-11:45 a.m.
daily; attend two, three or all five days.
Call the church to register.

» Ladies Community Bible Study,
12 weeks, 9:30-11 a.m. Thursdays, Sept.
14-Dec. 7. The focus is Daniel; study
book $10. Contact Jan Demirgian at
jandemirgian@gmail.com or 828-551-
9226.
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with someone saying yes to God, and
then moving along one yes at a time.”

Maybe we tend to think that the call
of God on our lives and saying “yes”
involves just the big events. Maybe we
are thinking of Isaiah and the awesome
“Here am I, send me” response. I be-
lieve that it is our “yeses” to the small
ordinary things that can also make a
big difference in our relationship to
God, our spiritual growth and the
building of his kingdom.

Weaver suggests that these impor-
tant little “yeses” sometimes go unno-
ticed:

» Saying yes to inconvenience so
someone else might be blessed.

» Saying yes to a backseat role
even though we are qualified to drive.

» Saying yes to doing the unseen,
the unnoticed and the underappreciat-
ed.

» Saying yes to overlooking faults
and inconsiderate slights.

» Saying yes to patient listening,
though there is much to do and more to
say.

» Saying yes to chores others
should rightfully do.

» Saying yes when we’d rather say
no.

In Luke 16:10 we find these words:
“Whoever can be trusted with very
little can also be trusted with much.”

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

Making it easier to say ‘yes’
to God even in tough times

BRUCE C. STEELE/CITIZEN-TIMES

Michelangelo’s “Pieta” in St. Peter’s Basilica
in Rome. Mary said “yes” to God throughout
her life, even when it led her to the foot of
the cross. 

TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL

I find it easier to say “yes” to God
when things are going well and life
is smooth. But when God asks me to

move out of my comfort zone and do
something that is different or inconve-
nient, the “yes” may not come as readi-
ly as before.

God may direct me toward a new
vision for my personal faith walk or a
new ministry in the church or commu-
nity. Or an opportunity to say “yes”
may arise in my daily routine. It may
be at that point the “yeses” begin to
slow down.

Yet it is precisely during these
times that our answers to God’s call
should be a resounding “yes.” After
going through the discernment proc-
ess and recognizing God’s voice, we
should be willing to say “yes,” even to
the seemingly impossible vision placed
before us.

We have many Biblical examples of
“yes” answers to God’s call to action:
Noah to build the ark, Moses to lead his
people, Esther to save her people, Da-
vid to provide the Messianic linage,
and many more. But there is one per-
son, besides Jesus, who stands out in
my mind as the ultimate “yes” person.
That person is Mary, the mother of
Jesus.

Donna Otto is quoted in Joanna
Weaver’s book, “Having a Mary Spir-
it,” as she discusses Mary’s affirma-
tion of her role as Jesus’ mother. “As
far as I can tell, once Mary had said
yes to the angel, she kept on saying yes
to whatever God was doing in her life
and her home.

“She said, ‘Yes, I’ll go to Bethlehem
with my husband even though I am
very pregnant.’ She said, ‘Yes, I’ll set-
tle for a stable.’ And ‘Yes, I’ll agree to
let all those grungy shepherds see my
newborn.’ Much later, she said, ‘Yes,
I’ll let my Son leave home to become
an itinerant preacher.’ And ‘Yes, I’ll be
with Him no matter what — even at
the foot of a cross.’”

“The life of Mary shows that great
things, important things, always begin

My wife Carol and I drove the
length of the Blue Ridge Park-
way from Waynesboro, Virginia,

to Asheville. We’ve done more of the
parkway here, but haven’t quite com-
pleted the whole 469-mile “Belt of
Beauty.” It’s an amazement at every
turn with vistas that will leave you
speechless.

At a trailhead In Virginia we met an
elderly couple from the north of Eng-
land who had driven all the way from
New Orleans. They suggested we stop
at a country store further south at
Meadows of Dan.

We stopped by the market and were
immediately aware of something un-
usual. As we wandered the aisles of
jams and hams, nooks and books, we
found ourselves singing along with the
music playing on the store PA. It was
all “sacred” music, catchy old tunes
about faith and Jesus.

Humming and singing all the songs
among the shoppers and shelves, I was
smiling, aware that some might think I
was a faithful churchgoing believer.

Hearing these old tunes brought
back youth group and camp songs like
“Turn Your Eyes Upon Jesus”: “Look
full in his wonderful face. and the
things of earth will grow strangely dim,
in the light of his glory and grace.” We
would weep as we strummed our cheap
guitars, gazing up to heaven.

Music is a powerful way to turn and
shape our emotions and beliefs. Like


