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VATICAN CITY - The
Vatican says Pope Fran-
cis is planning to invite
heads of churches and
Christian communities
from the Middle East to
join him in a day of reflec-
tion and prayer in the
southeastern Italian port
city of Bari on July 7.

The announcement

on Wednesday said Fran-
cis has called for this "ec-
umenical encounter for
peace" in view of the
"dramatic situation" fac-
ing many Christians in
the Middle East.

The pope has fre-
quently decried violence
targeting Christians in
parts of the Middle East,
many of whom have fled
their homelands to seek

safety.
St. Nicholas Basilica in

Bari, an Adriatic port city,
is a popular pilgrimage
destination for both
Catholics and Orthodox
Christians.

The Vatican said Fran-
cis is calling for prayers to
help prepare for the day-
long event.

Pope to focus on fate of Christians in Middle East
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Pope Francis

Rev. Tim McConnell has the week off. This Devo-
tional column first appeared in April 2017.

Scripture tells us, “It is a sin when someone knows
the right thing to do and doesn’t do it” (James 4:17,
CEB). We have just finished a fresh look at the Easter
story, where we found many of the characters not do-
ing the right thing. Judas, Peter, the other disciples,
Pilate and even the Jewish church leaders — all knew
the right thing to do but failed to do it.

But we find that failing to do the right thing when
faced with a crucial opportunity goes back much fur-
ther, all the way back to the beginning.

I want to share with you an excerpt from Mark El-
dredge’s book, “Wild at Heart: Discovering the Secrets
of a Man’s Soul.” Although this book is focused on
masculinity in Christian culture, perhaps all of us
would benefit by taking a close look. Here’s an ex-
cerpt:

“God gives Adam some instructions on the care of
creation and his role in the unfolding story. It’s pretty
basic, and very generous (see Gen. 2:16-17). But notice
what God doesn’t tell Adam. There is no warning or
instruction over what is about to occur: the Tempta-
tion of Eve. This is just staggering. Notably missing
from the dialogue between Adam and God is some-
thing like this:

“‘Adam, one more thing. A week from Tuesday,
about four in the afternoon, you and Eve are going to
be down in the orchard and something dangerous is
going to happen. Adam, are you listening? The eternal
destiny of the human race hangs on this moment.
Now, here’s what I want you to do...’

“God doesn’t tell him. He doesn’t mention it, so far
as we know. Good grief — why not?! Because God be-
lieves in Adam. This is what he’s designed to do — to
come through in a pinch. Adam doesn’t need instruc-
tions because this is what Adam is for. It’s already
there, everything he needs, in his design, in his heart.
Needless to say, the story doesn’t go well. Adam fails;
he fails Eve and the rest of humanity.

“Let me ask you a question: Where is Adam, while
the serpent is tempting Eve? He’s standing right
there: ‘She also gave some to her husband, who was
with her. Then he ate it, too’ (Gen. 3:6 NLT). The He-
brew for ‘with her’ means right there, elbow to elbow.
Adam isn’t away in another part of the forest; he has
no alibi. He is standing right there, watching the
whole thing unravel. What does he do? Nothing. Ab-

solutely nothing. He says not a word, doesn’t lift a fin-
ger. He won’t risk, he won’t fight, and he won’t rescue
Eve.

“Our first father — the first real man — gave in to
paralysis. He denied his very nature and went pas-
sive. And every man and woman after him, every son
and daughter of Adam, carry in their heart now the
same failure. Every person repeats the sin of Adam,
every day. We won’t risk, we won’t fight, and we won’t
rescue Eve. We truly are a chip off the old block.”

We are all guilty of being silent when we needed to
doing something, saying something, or taking a stand
for what is moral, right and just. God is God and
doesn’t need defending, however we are warned by
Jesus, “Therefore, everyone who acknowledges me
before people, I also will acknowledge before my Fa-
ther who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32, CEB).

May we all know when to act in Jesus’ name, and
when to be silent, also in his name.

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

As in Eden, doing nothing can still be sin
Devotional
Tim McConnell
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Titian’s representation of Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden, ca. 1550. Eve may have picked the
fruit, but Adam also sinned through his inaction.
COURTESY PHOTO 
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My wife Carol and I were leaving to join friends for a
secular seder meal but didn’t make it out of the drive-
way before coming face to face (shell to steel) with a
snapping turtle in the middle of the road.

Nudging it with my walkingstick, I wasn’t about to
get too close, knowing they have a powerful bite. A
neighbor carefully picked it up to place it back by the
pond.

Later, at dinner, we told the story of the turtle and I
brought up a question about a female cardinal who has
been pecking and flapping against several different
windows. We’ve guessed she may be seeing her reflec-
tion and imagining competition. Or she wants to build
a nest in nearby bushes so warns us to stay away. 

I tried different ways to discourage her. On a whim, I
placed a cherished portrait of Chief Joseph in the win-
dow. Her strange behavior ceased.

Someone at the dinner table suggested it could be a
“message.” I smiled. I don’t tend to lean toward any-
thing other than a natural explanation for these
events. We’d like to think an animal wants to “tell us”
something, that it “represents” some lesson for us.
Maybe. But I suspect that’s mostly wishful thinking. 

I suppose I keep asking the same set of questions
over and over, year by year. It isn’t that I sit around and
stew in them, or steep in them (questions have an ed-
ible quality). Perhaps I consume them? I hear a com-
ment or belief that catches my attention, like an aroma
of something that draws you in the door, but you’re not
quite sure you’re ready to take a bite right then.

One question I can’t help but nibble on from time to
time — because people keep dishing it out and serving
it up — concerns this endlessly troubling notion of the
spiritual or “spirituality.”

Taking another bite of it now, I find it’s not so much

a bitter taste — just a bit bland. People like me in the
secular community simply don’t find the same comfort
or satisfaction with the idea, the word or the world-
view suggested by "spirituality."

What particularly sticks in my throat (or gives me
indigestion) is the popular notion that being in a natu-
ral setting somehow elicits, evokes or emotes a sense
of “connection” or “relation” described as “spiritual ex-
perience.”

Some First Nations communities (and “First World”
folks who want to be like them) speak of nature in very
personal terms — both as a personality (or personal-
ities) or simply as an environment for personal “tran-
scendence.” 

I get that. But I can’t accept that. It seems to impose
a lot of humanity and human imagination on the
world. I honestly can’t stomach the anthropocentric
(human-centered) view that says, “I go into nature so
God can speak to me.” Is that all nature is — a useful
tool for “spiritual” feelings?

In his early journals, John Muir described the beau-
ty of the California mountains in very dramatic, even
“spiritual” ways. While tending sheep in the foothills
he discovered a valley of 20 small hills that he called
“Twenty-Hill Hollow.” He was ecstatic to be among
millions of wildflowers in all their glory. He “blessed
them for their beauty.”

Muir carried a Bible in his brain yet loved to practice
botany and geology with intense delight and almost
religious fervor. In other words, he knew the science
and used scientific terms to explain the world as he
saw it, while at the same time he enjoyed vividly paint-
ing the landscape with colorful “spiritual” language. 

He knew his readers would relate to his allusions
and illustrations drawn directly from familiar scrip-
tures. He wanted to convert them to the gospel of pres-
ervation, to save these “holy” lands as National Parks. 

In Twenty-Hill Hollow he quotes Moses asking God
to, “Show me Your glory.” Muir writes that he would
like to take Moses to the Hollow “to drink the glories of
flower, mountain and sky.” He would ask the great
prophet “how he had the conscience to ask for more
glory” when the world is filled with it.

The sage of the Sierra presses his sermon even fur-
ther. “[If] a revivalist, intoxicated with religion” were
to find himself in the Hollow, he would “fancy himself
in heaven.” He would behold “streets of gold … breath-
ing the atmosphere of angels … beneath the cloudless
sky of New Jerusalem.” 

Nature’s evangelist seems to proclaim: “Heaven? I’ll
show you heaven!” 

Muir knew the religious words were dramatic rep-
resentations. Like “spiritual” things. Words like “spiri-
tuality” are placeholders, when we have no words to
describe the indescribable feelings — the beauty, the
wonder beyond words. 

Food for thought, or wings on the window?
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and

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

Does spirituality exist in nature?
Highland Views
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A snapping turtle in the road. Is it a spiritual sign?
Probably not. COURTESY OF CHRIS HIGHLAND 

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

April 29
Fields of Grace concert: 6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. 

MAY 1
Jesus: The Joy of the Journey with Jim Henry: 7-9
p.m., The Billy Graham Training Center, 1 Porters
Cove Road, Asheville. Does your congregation un-
derstand that being joyful is a biblical command?
www.oneuprising.com or www.thecove.org.

MAY 3
National Day of Prayer: 6:30 p.m., Renaissance Ho-
tel, 31 Woodfin St., Asheville. Visit
www.ashevillendp.com or Asheville National Day of
Prayer on Facebook, or #pray4unitynationaldayof-
prayer.org.
Physician talks about healing: 7-9 p.m., Center for
Spiritual Living, 2 Science of Mind Way, Asheville. Dr.
Vogelsberger, from Germany, speaks about a natu-
ral, cost-free, medically-verifiable path to healing
through teachings of Bruno Groening. Free but do-
nations appreciated. 828-808-4156 or cir-
cle.of.friends.asheville@gmail.com. Visit northamer-
ica.bruno-groening.org.

MAY 5
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Center open
house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N. Merrimon Ave., Ashe-
ville. For new and not-so-new people, a friendly
introduction to the Shambhala Center. Ask questions
and share light refreshments. 828-200-5120 or
https://asheville. shambhala.org/.

MAY 7
SeniorCelebration: “Living It Up” with Don Wilton
and The Burchfield Brothers: 7-9 p.m., The Billy
Graham Training Center, 1 Porters Cove Road, Ashe-
ville. Find out why you have the greatest hope
through every challenge in each stage of life.
www.thecove.org.

May 10
Ascension Day: 12:15 p.m.-1 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Mark the 40th day
of Eastertide as we celebrate the Ascension of our
Lord. This date also marks the beginning of a brief
time in which the disciples prayerfully await the in-
breaking of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost.

May 11
An Evening at The Cove with Veritas: 7-10 p.m., Billy
Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. $59. Buffet dinner and concert.
http://thecove.org/.

May 18
Sacred Current: Prama Institute, 182 Ananda Giris-
uta Drive, Marshall. $200 includes three days of
workshops, meals, camping, and parking. The Ashe-
ville Kundalini Yoga Community invites you to join in
Spring celebration. https://prama.org/.
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