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Even as a child, I remember being intrigued by the
parable Jesus tells at the conclusion of the Sermon on
the Mount. In his sermon, Jesus tells about two ways
and two endings to human life as represented by two
gates in verses 13-14 of Matthew 7, and the two fruits
in verses 15-20. Jesus concludes his sermon by
speaking of the two foundations constructed by the
two builders. One of those builders was wise and oth-

er, Jesus says, was fool-
ish.

Now, what stands out
in my mind in this story is
the fact that both houses
received the same violent
forces from nature. The
high floods, the strong
winds and the movement
of the earth around each
house were the same for
both. The difference be-
tween standing in the
face of diversity and
pressure from situations
and falling down and be-
ing swept away is the de-

sign and location of the
foundations. 

We all know how im-
portant foundations are

when building houses, large buildings, dams and
bridges. Those structures must be firmly placed on
bedrock in order to stand the forces of nature and the
process of ageing.

From this point, we can easily make an analogy of
the necessity of early moral and spiritual rock-solid
foundations in the lives of our children and grand-
children. Many times, however, those foundations
are missing in our own lives. Perhaps we realize that
those foundations have not been cared for and are in
need of repair. Maybe, at some point, the founda-
tions of our lives need to be reinforced or rebuilt.

Recently, our Summer Sermon Series guest speak-
er, Rev. Mitzi Johnson, spoke to us about the necessi-
ty of building foundations in our own lives and in the
lives of those for whom we are responsible. Stories
that we accumulate in life’s experiences are stored in
layers in our hearts and minds. So are the Bible sto-
ries that shape our moral and spiritual selves. The
kinds of stories that we accumulate make us into the
person we are. We are constantly adding stories,
good or not so good.

Joanna Weaver, in her book “Having a Mary Spirit,
Allowing God to Change Us From the Inside Out,” has
some important suggestions for building up weak
foundations. Weaver says, “First of all, invite the In-
spector. Give God permission to take you on a tour of
your life. Let him look in all the rooms of your home.
Unlock them all. He can give you wholeness if you
give him control.”

The next step is to shore up the foundation by es-
tablishing and maintaining a strong relationship
with Jesus. This is critical, and according to Jesus, a
step that cannot be skipped. With God’s help, “rein-
force your structure by investing in the primary rela-
tionships of your life. Good marriages do not just
happen: they are built. Strong friendships take time,
and growing godly children requires wisdom.” We
must work at life with Christ at the center.

Weaver suggests that we have flexibility in our
lives, bending and giving on nonessentials while
standing firm on the essentials of our faith. Do not
ignore the warnings and dangers signs that may sig-
nal “destructive thoughts, new temptations, or disin-
tegrating relationships.” These are God’s way of
warning us of an earthquake.

“It really isn’t a matter of if you’ll have an earth-
quake, but when. Christ, the Rock, will absorb the
shock, and though you may sway, don’t be afraid. God
will help you stand,” Weaver continues.

No one is exempt from sorrow, sadness, depres-
sion, feelings of regret. These things happen. They
come at us all from many directions and sources. God
doesn’t promise to take them away or prevent them
from happening, but he does promise to walk with us
and never leave us. We must realize that during these
dark times, we also have the support of so many peo-
ple who love and care about us and are eager to walk
with us. Community is so important.

So, let us claim Psalm 46:1-3 as our “foundational”
promise:

“God is our refuge and strength, a help always near
in times of great trouble. That’s why we won’t be
afraid when the world falls apart, when the moun-
tains crumble into the center of the sea, when its wa-
ters roar and rage, when the mountains shake be-
cause of its surging waves” (CEB).

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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“Having a Mary Spirit”
by Joanna Weaver.
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Moshe was a good friend who served as a rabbi of a
local synagogue. He and the people of that congrega-
tion were consistent supporters of my interfaith
chaplaincy work. 

Moshe and I grew close when I was a chaplain in
the county jail and one of his members had been ar-
rested on a serious charge. From inside and outside, I
helped mediate between the man, his family and
their rabbi. 

Sitting with Moshe in his office one afternoon we
discussed this family and their situation. Moshe gave
me a firm handshake, looked me in the eye and said,
“You are the rabbi for the inmates in the jail.” 

I never forgot those humbling words. It was a sum-
mary of the heart of chaplaincy, as I practiced it, re-
minding me I was not representing one faith tradition
or community inside the walls but all communities
that base their beliefs on compassion and justice. 

Not long after he retired, I had lunch with Moshe
and we discussed our teaching and writing. As I de-
scribed my journey out of faith, Moshe nodded and
smiled. He told me he felt his Jewishness was central
for him but not a belief in a deity. We both agreed the
word “God” was problematic and the term “atheist”
was not a helpful label for us — community was far
more important than creed.

To gather more insight on this, I met with three
leading voices in the Jewish Secular Community of
Asheville: June Dreznick, their new president; Carol
Falender, past president; and Madelon Clark, co-
founder with Carol of the JSCA.

Asked how others in the Jewish community view
them, Madelon said, “Interaction with other Jews is
generally positive, though some wonder how we can
create a Jewish community without God.”

Carol added, “We are very welcome at the table by
other synagogues. We are a part of Jewish life here in
Asheville.” 

The women feel that “Judaism is much more than a
religion — more than a belief system. It’s also a set of
values.”

As June states it, “Secular Judaism is much more
than simply ‘We don’t believe in God.’” Carol echoed,
“It’s about what I AM instead of what I am NOT.”

Madelon thinks that people seeking a “concept
called God” or something “spiritual” are “not going to
find that in this secular community.”

The Jewish Secular Community of Asheville was
formalized five years ago, becoming a 501(c)3 non-
profit. The idea for it grew naturally from conversa-

tions Madelon and Carol had while hiking on local
trails. They decided to gather friends for a Passover
seder, and then more came for Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur. 

The JSCA now numbers about 140, with some in-
terfaith couples, families, singles and youth. As June
says, many were raised with religion and drifted away
from faith, but now they are “looking for connection.”

Preferring to call themselves a “community” rather
than a synagogue, they are member-led, with no ap-
pointed rabbi. This brings, in their words, a certain
“richness and turbulence.”

There is a “ritual committee” and a “shabbat pro-
gram” group. With a smile, I’m told members have
“lots of opinions on how to conduct the services.”

Services are held on the first Friday of each month
at Abiding Savior Lutheran Church in Fairview (see
jscasheville.org for details). These include singing,
readings, responses and a variety of speakers ad-
dressing topics of interest. Services are designed in
an “organic” manner shaped by the needs of the com-
munity.

There are educational learning groups and mem-
bers are involved in social justice activities where
they link with other congregations and groups such
as the Ethical Humanists.

This local congregation is affiliated with Human-
istic Judaism, defined as “a Jewish movement that
replaces religious dogma with a humanistic philoso-
phy, while retaining and reimagining those aspects of
Jewish life that still provide deep meaning and val-
ue.”

This approach obviously raises questions, so
members understand that, “It’s part of our job to ex-
plain who and what we are” (they also recommend
the book, “God-optional Judaism” by Judith Seid).

“Anyone who identifies as a Jew can join” and
“guests are always welcome.” This hospitality is par-
tially due to the sense that, as they told me, “We’ve
been pushed out of a lot of tents.”

June, Madelon and Carol told me they simply wish
for people to know their community is here, that Sec-
ular Judaism is an option, and that JSCA offers a
“Jewish footprint to follow” each year through the
“rhythms of life.”

They pointed to their logo: arms linked in a circle,
with human beings at the center.

This seems to summarize and symbolize the heart
of this relatively new congregation in Asheville. As
Madelon succinctly stated, “We may reject religion
but we don’t reject people.”

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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Where visions of community often begin. (A view from the Pisgah Inn along the Blue Ridge Parkway.)
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance
online at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add
your event” to submit details.

July 21
Benefit rummage/bake/plant sale: 9 a.m.-2 p.m., St.
Mark’s Lutheran Church, 135 Merrimon Ave., Ashe-
ville. Proceeds given to ABCCM Transformation Vil-
lage. Thousands of items.

July 22
An Evening at The Cove with Michael Card: 7-10
p.m., Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1
Porters Cove Road, Asheville. $59. Buffet dinner
followed by concert. http://thecove.org/.
Lake Junaluska’s Summer Worship Series featuring
Rev. Dr. Carl Frazier: 10:45 a.m.-noon, Stuart Audi-
torium at Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter. 
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Musician is Leslie
Welker on flute.
The Land of the Sky Boys concert: 6 p.m., Coopers
Gap Baptist Church, 730 Coopers Gap Road, Mill
Spring. 828-447-7561.

July 23
Intensive Bible Training: “Follow Me” seminar: July
23-27, Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1
Porters Cove Road, Asheville. $226-$1,128. To regis-
ter for free seminar plus optional meals, call 828-771-
4800. http://thecove.org/.

July 27
“Restore My Soul” seminar with Darren Thomas:
July 27-29, Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove,
1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville. $109-$556. To regis-
ter for free seminar plus optional meals, call 828-771-
4800. http://thecove.org/.

July 28
Summer Music Jam: 7-9:30 p.m., Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. The Reel Band showcases a free jam with free
desserts. Bring your instruments. 828-891-7101.
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