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Just how important is the reading of the Bible to
Christians in the United States? I found an interesting
survey of major religious groups and their Scripture
reading habits from the Pew Research Center’s 2014
Religious Landscape Study.

Percentage of those who read scripture outside of
religious services at least once a week: Evangelical
Protestants 63%, General Public 35%, Mainline Prot-
estants 30%.

Percentage of those who say the Bible or other holy
scripture is the word of God: Evangelical Protestant
88%, Mainline Protestant 62%, General Public 60%.

Percentage of those who take part in prayer or
scripture study group at least weekly: Evangelical
Protestant 44%, General Public 24%, Mainline Protes-
tant 19%.

As we look at these percentages, whether we place
ourselves and/or our local church into the category of
Mainline Protestant or Evangelical Protestant, what
do they say about our beliefs in scripture and our par-
ticipation in scripture reading and study? Does this
give us cause to evaluate our relationship to God’s
word? Have we misplaced the eternal value of reading
and studying the inspired word given to us for guid-
ance?

Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 3:16,17, “Every scripture is
inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for showing
mistakes, for correcting, and for training character, so
that the person who belongs to God can be equipped to
do everything that is good.” When we read these
words, how can we doubt the importance of knowing
the written inspiration of a good God who is contin-
ually pointing us toward life changes, goodness, and
salvation that can be ours?

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist move-
ment, called himself a man of “One Book.” This didn’t
mean that he never read or wrote other books on a
wide range of other subjects, but he meant that he was
in love with the Bible. The Bible was the “bread of life
and the living water,” containing all that anyone need-
ed for salvation.

In the preface to Wesley’s Old Testament Notes, he
wrote some guidelines to how scripture study can lead
to a powerful path of spiritual formation, renewal, and
life changes.

1. Set apart a time each day, morning and evening if
possible, to read the Scriptures.

2. At each time, read a chapter out of the Old and
one out of the New Testament. If this is not possible,
then focus on a single chapter or part of a chapter.

3. Read with a focus to know the whole will of God
and a firm commitment to do his will as it is revealed to
you.

4. As you read, look for any connection, clarifica-
tion, and explanation you might find between the fun-
damental doctrines of original sin, justification by

faith, the new birth, inward and outward holiness.
5. We should pray before, during, and after our time

of Bible reading because Scripture can only be under-
stood through the same Spirit who gave it.

6. We should frequently pause as we read and ex-
amine ourselves both inwardly in our hearts and out-
wardly in our daily lives.

Following as closely as we can to these suggestions
will help us read the Bible in a deeper and more forma-
tive way. The Bible is an amazing book of information.
However, it is not simply a text book that we can read
just for what we might learn. It must be studied as the
living Word of God; a path to knowing the living God as
revealed in Jesus Christ through the personal presence
of the Holy Spirit.

So, we may be thinking, how does all this apply to
my personal relationship with scripture, prayer, and
going deeper with God? What does this mean for the
sermons I hear on Sunday, the weekly classes and
small groups I attend? Revival and renewal of God’s
work in our local churches must begin with a “heart-
warming” and transformation within the lives of each
of us.

Before Christmas is here, even before Advent be-
gins, let’s focus on opening our hearts and daily lives to
the “partnering power” of Scripture, prayer, and reve-
lation by the Holy Spirit.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long’s Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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Stumbling down an Asheville sidewalk, grumbling
at the loose bricks and cracked pavement, I wonder
who keeps an eye on what’s underfoot. What’s over-
head — the growing mountains of steel and glass
(aren’t the mountains high enough?) appears to war-
rant lots of attention. Terra firma doesn’t feel quite so
firm sometimes.

Fractured footpaths have me thinking about our
rather silly human tendency to create things that na-
ture pushes aside with a shrug. Whether a town crum-
bles before the awesome power of water or wind, or a
sidewalk crumbles at the strength of tree roots, we
might do well to pause and ponder our humility, or lack
of that virtue.

Like the River Arts District street art that cries out,
“No more pavement!” we might wonder what really is
beneath our feet. 

As Thoreau famously wrote, “Heaven is under our
feet as well as over our heads.” And he wasn’t a partic-
ularly heavenly minded sort. He was speaking of
down-to-earth-and-pond respect, honoring what is
close at hand, or foot. 

As his contemporary, Walt Whitman, wrote, “Look
for me under your bootsoles.” Now, that’s earthy – and
maybe heavenly too.

There’s a neat little word, virescence, that means
greening – living, growing, green. The more we appre-
ciate the tendrils, sprouts and roots, the more we
aren’t so surprised by their resilience – a resilient vi-
rescence.

A thick layer of concrete or asphalt can’t keep the
green growth down, or out. The plants we call “weeds”
seem to see our walls and streets and barriers as just
another challenge to grow into and through. 

Is there a lesson here for religious faith? I was
taught in early years that growing in faith was the
greatest thing in life. How were we supposed to grow
our faith? It was fairly simple: Pray more; read the Bi-
ble more; go to church more; talk about God with oth-
ers more; repeat … more, more, more.

“Go deeper with the Lord,” some would admonish. 
From a distance now I can see how this left a perpet-

ual feeling of inadequacy — never quite there, never
quite good or godly enough. We could always get closer
and closer to God. The ones we admired most were
clearly “close to God.” When they prayed or preached,
we listened, took notes and praised … more. 

What happens when “growing in faith” comes to

mean judging those who aren’t “close enough” to God?
And what if this leads to becoming more afraid and de-
fensive toward other people who hold to other views?
What if “growth” has more to do with protecting your
own beliefs? In other words, what if growing is really
more about hardening, digging in to hold your own
ground “against the world”?

One young woman told me her parents refuse to
support her marriage to a “non-Christian.” I find that
incredibly sad. The fear is that she might “drift from
the faith” and God would be displeased. This is, of
course, the old argument by the religiously correct that
if they are displeased then surely the Lord is also dis-
pleased, because – you know – these folks know when
God’s feelings are hurt and what makes God so mad.

Here’s where we need to take a long, deep breath,
pause, take a walk, then try a tad bit of reason. Consid-
ered in another, perhaps more healthy and creative
way, maybe growing in faith can mean expanding your
worldview, delighted by the wonderful diversity of
opinions and experiences in our world (because it’s ev-
eryone’s world, believer or not).

My faith grew stronger as well as more meaningful
and relevant when I stopped having to defend my be-
liefs and learned to listen more, to embrace differing
understandings rather than push them away. When
faith became an abundant field or forest of growth in-

stead of a defended castle, it became much more real
to me.

When my own paths and sidewalks of believing be-
gan to crack and fracture, it was sometimes hard to
face. Yet, the virescence sneaking through the pave-
ment of piety was such a wonderful surprise. I realized
we can’t pave over all natural beauty. 

Religion can be like a hard, immovable layer over the
fertile and fulfilling land. Or it can also be more pliable,
earthy, living, green.

Pagans speak of “dark green religion.” I like that. It
scares those who think they can stifle the creative
movement of things. But reasonable people know that
isn’t really possible. Persistent Nature will do what Na-
ture does, regardless of us.

I know people who seem to have a “growing faith.”
They are open to change – open to the greening. Their
beliefs are full of life. Their outlook is virescent. 

Like diverse species of trees and other rooted
things, we can break up the pavement right alongside
each other.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher,
writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris and
his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Ashe-
ville. Learn more at chighland.com.
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Oct. 27
Fall and Winter Bazaar: 8:30 a.m.-2 p.m., St. Barnabas
Catholic Church, 109 Cresent Hill Road, Arden, (behind
the bakery outlet). Handcrafted items (sewn, knitted,
crocheted, painted), baked goods. Coffee and cinna-
mon rolls to 11 a.m., light lunch 11 a.m.-1 p.m.

Oct. 28
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Guest musician is
Benjamin Smith on cello.
34th pastoral anniversary of Rev. Richard Pea: 11 a.m.
and 3:30 p.m. services, Blue Ridge Missionary Baptist
Church, Saint Paul Road, Edneyville. 828-685-9548.
Weekly Adult Forums: 9-10:30 a.m., First Congrega-
tional Church of Hendersonville NC, 1735 Fifth Ave.
W., Hendersonville. www.fcchendersonville.org or
828-692-8630. Speaker is Larry Anderson. We reflect
on what got stirred up with Ashley lecturer Dr. Tod
Linafelt. 

Kirkin’ o’ the Tartans service: 11 a.m., Mills River Pres-
byterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. Celebration of Scottish traditions. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.org.

Oct. 31
Trunk or Treat: 5-8 p.m. Oct. 31, West Canton Baptist
Church, 75 Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road. 828-648-
5561 or www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
Table Talk: 6:25 p.m., Hendersonville Presbyterian
Church, Seventh Avenue. Dr. Dengthuama from Myan-
mar will discuss a ministry that is helping change a
nation and shape God’s kingdom. He typically brings
his message by traveling throughout Myanmar on a
motorcycle. For those who would like to attend dinner
(a small charge) at 5:25 p.m., reservations are re-
quired. 828-692-3211. 

Nov. 3
An Evening with Kate Bowler: 7-8:30 p.m., First Pres-
byterian Church, 40 Church St., Asheville. $10. Bowler,
bestselling author of “Everything Happens for a Rea-
son (And Other Lies I’ve Loved),” will speak. Reserve
your place and give your name at the door. 828-253-

1431 or www.eventbrite.com/e/an-evening-with-
kate-bowler-tickets-50368606859?aff=
ebdssbdestsearch.

Nov. 4
Montmorenci homecoming service: 11 a.m. Nov. 4,
Montmorenci United Methodist Church, 89 Old Can-
dler Town Road, Candler. Service to honor former
members. Followed by lunch. Bring a dish to share.
828-667-1211.
Song Fest: 6 p.m., WNC Baptist Fellowship Church,
240 Haywood St., Asheville. Choirs, groups, soloists,
praise dancers. 828-776-1721.

Nov. 12
The Flat Rock/Hendersonville PFLAG chapter would
like to invite faith groups to be a part of the effort to
help transgender persons feel more accepted in this
community. 7-8:30 p.m. at Trinity Presbyterian
Church, 900 Blyth St., Hendersonville. Our transgen-
der neighbors are looking for affirming faith commu-
nities where they are fully welcomed.
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