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We have a neighbor who spends hours each day sit-
ting on her lawn. She isn’t lounging in a comfortable
chair sipping a drink. She’s pulling out unwelcome
weeds.

Her hands are in the grass, down in the dirt. She
doesn’t wear gloves or use fancy tools. Just the imple-
ments provided by nature: her fingers.

Sometimes we talk with our neighbor while she’s
working, but mostly she sits quietly, completely fo-
cused. I have no idea what she thinks about while
she’s spying and prying the weeds. Maybe she’s not
thinking of anything, except what’s before her, under
her, on the green carpet.

Honoring my neighbor’s centered contemplation,
grounded on the earth, I think back to significant
times when I would meditate.

My friend Lee is a Zen Buddhist priest. I once in-
vited him into the county jail to lead inmates in med-
itation. Lee’s presence was always a gift. His calm
smile and gentle way of explaining his “practice” was
appreciated by prisoners and by me. Chaplains need a
good dose of calm and quiet too.

Lee invited me to spend a few nights in retreat at
Green Gulch, the Zen farm nestled in a verdant valley
near San Francisco. The peacefulness was palpable.
Though there was always farmwork, maintenance
and cooking to keep residents busy, there was no
sense of stressful busyness. 

My simple room was sparse but comfortable. Sleep
was pure restfulness, with the calls of owls and frogs
the only sounds in the night.

Early in the morning I entered the silence of the
zendo, the dark meditation hall where everyone sat on
their own mat and round pillow. Silence. Chanting.
More silence. More chanting. The incense-scented
atmosphere was enveloping and absorbing. 

Afterward, breakfast with the sangha (communi-
ty), sharing farm-fresh foods with warm bread right
from the oven, was a meditation in itself. 

My favorite form of meditation was “walking med-
itation,” silent stepping while breathing and “being
mindful.” Probably the most important lesson I
learned from Lee and his community.

To be mindful is NOT to be full of your mind. This
takes years to master, and since no one masters it,
they call it a “practice.” You don’t need to be a Bud-
dhist or have any faith to learn this. 

I sometimes say that Buddhism taught me how to
breathe. In some ways that’s true. My Christian faith
taught me that “the Breath of Life” was the spirit of
God — breathing was meant to be prayer, to constant-
ly remind me to be grateful to God, to ask help from
God, to think of God.

The lovely hymn we sang was “Breathe on Me,
Breath of God.”

To my mind, this is not mindfulness. To be mindful
is to let the thinking (and theology) go. Not to be
“mindless” or irrationally unaware. In fact, the oppo-

site. A practice of mindfulness is to be fully aware or
“awake” (the name “Buddha” means the “awake one”). 

“Now I see! … now I get it!” That’s close to the
meaning of being mindful. The “now” is essential.
This is precisely why an awareness of each breath is
so vital — literally vital, life-giving. The most natural
thing.

While staying at Green Gulch I savored being in the
zendo, the gardens, the farm and walking to the ocean
at Muir Beach. It was all a sanctuary full of delightful
moments.

I also spent a little time in the small library. I read
through D.T. Suzuki’s “Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind,”
works by Thich Nhat Hanh and other teachers. Then I
found a collection of ancient stories and parables of
The Buddha. I showed it to Lee and he told me the
book wasn’t read by many because it could be diffi-
cult. He smiled. “Take it with you; enjoy it.” 

Lee and I were privileged to sit in many interfaith
gatherings together, breathing mindfully in silent lis-
tening. It is deeply meaningful to be in a room full of
people representing many faiths and non-religious
folks, being aware, awake.

Through faith and beyond, I’ve always returned to
the natural simplicity of the breath and the practice of
mindfulness. I’m not very good at it, I admit. Yet, as
Lee might reassure me, it’s not something to “get good
at.” You simply start over — like each breath. Be re-
minded of being alive.

When I let go of my attachment to beliefs and “spir-
itual instruction” books, I came to see that we’re all in
this together. No one’s an expert. We all breathe-and
forget to breathe. 

A Zen, Hindu or Christian priest. A nun. A rabbi,
imam, minister. A poet, scientist, naturalist. A bird,
bumblebee, beetle or bear. A neighbor pulling weeds.
Each a teacher. Each a bell calling us back to breathe
life. 

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.
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Chris Highland spent several days at a retreat at
Green Gulch, a Zen farm near San Francisco.
CHRIS HIGHLAND

Rev. McConnell has the week off. This column origi-
nally appeared in 2015:

We cannot see the wind, only the effects of its
movement. A gentle breeze can be calming, while a
strong wind can cause damage.

In several instances, Scripture uses wind as a met-
aphor for the Holy Spirit. At the first Pentecost in the
upper room where the faithful were waiting, the Holy
Spirit came to each person as Jesus had promised.

Luke describes this scene in Acts 2:2 (CEB), “Sud-
denly a sound from heaven like the howling of a fierce
wind filled the entire house where they were sitting.
They saw what seemed to be individual flames of fire
alighting on each one of them. They were all filled
with the Holy Spirit.” Fire and wind — Luke’s descrip-
tion of how the Holy Spirit came that day to the early
church.

Then we can turn back in the New Testament nar-
rative to a story found in John 3:1-17 about a man
named Nicodemus, who came to see Jesus at night
with questions about Jesus’ teachings. Nicodemus
comes with a searching mind and a sincere spirit, try-
ing to get answers concerning this new kingdom
about which Jesus teaches.

Jesus speaks to Nicodemus about wind, Spirit, be-
ing born from above, and grace — not exactly the an-
swers he expects.

Jesus tells Nicodemus that he must experience a
“new birth.” Of course, we read that Jesus is misun-
derstood by Nicodemus, who thinks that Jesus means
a second physical birth. However, Jesus is saying that
a new kingdom is come; a new family is being created
in which ordinary birth is not enough. You need to be
born “from above,” the initiative for salvation must
come from the divine.

The Greek word is “anothen,” which means “from
above” or “from top to bottom.” The same word was
used on Good Friday when it was said that the veil of
the temple was torn “anothen,” “from top to bottom.”
So Jesus said, “Nicodemus, you have got to be born
from above, from the top down, from top to bottom.

Everything about you and anyone who wants to be-
come my disciple must be made new, transformed ac-
cording to my teachings.”

The new birth that Jesus is talking about is the
same thing that John writes in 1:33 as Jesus was being
baptized. This is a double baptism by water, which
brings a person into the kingdom and Christ’s church,
and baptism in the spirit, the new life of radical trans-
formation.

This spirit-baptism, this new birth that Jesus in-
troduces to Nicodemus, is now a requirement for
membership into God’s kingdom.

The point here, I believe, is that God’s kingdom is
open to anyone and everyone — Jew, Gentile, Muslim,
you and me; anyone who is willing to have a heart and
life change, to be “born from above.” 

We must be willing to open the windows and doors
of our hearts to let the wind of God’s spirit blow into
our self-controlled lives and rearrange the way we
live, refocus our priorities, and give us a desire to be
like Jesus.

As sinful human beings, we do not know how to
believe, how to worship, much less how to live as
faithful followers of Jesus on our own initiative.
Thankfully, God has provided a channel of divine in-
tervention that we can tap into and establish and
grow our relationship with him. It is the Holy Spirit
that breathes upon us, offers us grace, convicts, re-
veals, guides, gives us what we need, encourages, and
shows us how to worship.

Like the wind, the Holy Spirit is sovereign; he
moves where he wishes to go. Like the wind, as he
moves and works within the world, the effects are
seen, but he is invisible. And since Jesus tells us in
verse five that “no one can enter the kingdom of God
unless he is born of water and the Spirit,” we can say
that the Spirit is indispensable and life giving.

Just as Jesus shared the good news of “new birth”
with Nicodemus all those years ago, he shares with us
today. He has sent his gracious Spirit to blow where it
will; into sinful lives, broken relationships, and des-
perate hearts. His Spirit brings hope, salvation, and
new life.

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.
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance
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your event” to submit details.

May 27
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. David Keller per-
forms on Indian flute.
Timeless Wisdom for Modern Life drop-in med-
itation series: 10-11:45 a.m. Sundays to June 24, Je
Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel
Road, Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $10 per class.
Learn to apply simple meditations and practical
methods from Buddhist understanding. 828-668-
2241.

May 30
“Leading as Agents of Gospel Transformation”
workshop: May 30-June 1, Billy Graham Training
Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville.
Return to your congregation with practical tools for
more effective discipleship. 828-771-4800 or http://
thecove.org/.

May 31
Asheville Interfaith meeting: 4-7 p.m., Ferguson
Auditorium on A-B Tech campus, 340 Victoria Road.
Video introduction to Hinduism and Islam followed
by discussion by leaders of these communities. Sug-
gested $2 donation with proceeds going to MANNA
FoodBank. Contact Vicki Garlock at vicki@faithsee-
kerkids.com or hallittleton@gmail.com.
“Choral Showcase” by North Buncombe High School
Chorus: 7 p.m., First Baptist Church, 63 N. Main St.,
Weaverville. Dedicated in memory of Claire Rector,
whose legacy of faithful service to the Lord, her
church and community will long be remembered.
Free but donations accepted. 828-645-5798.

June 1
“Four Tests That Will Define Your Life: A Character
Study of Joseph” workshop: June 1-3, Billy Graham
Training Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road,
Asheville. $109-$556. To register for free seminar
plus optional meals, call 828-771-4800. http://the-
cove.org/.
Indoor yard sale: 9 a.m.-6 p.m. June 1 and 7 a.m.-2
p.m. June 2, Groce Methodist Church, 954 Tunnel
Road, Asheville. Breakfast for sale on Saturday.
Donate items to “Brighten Up the Lives of Others”:
Donate hygiene and non-perishable food items dur-
ing June at Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Pres-
byterian Church Road. Items will go to IAM in Hen-
derson County. 828-891-7101 or www.millsriverpres-
byterianchurch.org.

June 2
“All for Noah” barbecue and silent auction: 11 a.m.-7
p.m., Montmorenci United Methodist Church, 89 Old
Candler Town Road, Candler. For a nine year old boy
who has Cystic Fibrosis and needs a lung and liver
transplant. $10, $5 age 12 and younger. 828-667-
1211 or montmorenciumc@gmail.com.
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Center open
house: 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N. Merrimon Ave. Every
first Saturday. 828-200-5120 or https://ashe-
ville.shambhala.org/program-details/?id=244521.

June 3
Secular Sanctuary: 4-6 p.m., The Block off Biltmore,
39 S. Market St., Asheville. First gathering of a new
alternative congregation for freethinkers in a re-
spectful environment. Vegan food, beverages and
draft brews for purchase. www.secularsanctuary-
.com.
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across the state. Evolution has an agreement with
GroundForce that allows it to use the company’s con-
crete foundation system technology.

The Hruskas say modular home building is more
predictable and reliable.

It eliminates onsite construction variables that are
hard to control, like weather and labor availability.
Construction theft becomes less of an issue.

Neighbors, too, experience fewer nuisances with
less waste, noise and overall activity.

“Construction is disruptive,” said Steve Heiney, a
Heights resident who was riding his bicycle when he
stopped to watch the modules being moved onto
Braun’s lot. When his neighbor’s house was under
construction, there was often garbage and debris in
his yard.

The Texas Department of Licensing and Regula-
tion inspects the modules before they leave the fac-
tory.

“There’s a lot more assurance that things will be
built correctly,” Rame Hruska said. “The walls, for ex-
ample, get built on jigs that lay flat, so it’s a much
more precision-built process than just building in the
field.”

Construction costs can be $175 per square foot or
more depending on size and finishes. That is on par
with traditional custom home construction, she said,
but it’s done in half the time.

Modular construction is more common in other
markets where labor costs are higher, Russell Hurska
said.

Large production builders don’t have the same in-
centives as small, custom builders to go modular.

“This won’t be something right now that replaces a
tract home development on the west side of town,” he
said. “They get similar economies because they’re
building repetitively down a street.”

Modular
Continued from Page 1D


