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The Scriptures are filled with a sense of hope. This
sometimes fragile thread runs from Creation,
throughout God’s story of his pursuit of his people, to
the promise of a New Heaven and Earth when all will
be made new. We find hope especially in the incarna-
tion, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the Messi-
ah. This hope springs eternally not only for individ-
ual believers, but also for the whole Creation, includ-
ing the Church. Hope can get lost in the shuffle of liv-
ing in a world that at times seems hopeless. It can be
easy to lose hope when we turn inward, depending
on our own strength and will power to control our
lives. The same can be said for family, workplace,
school, and church relationships.

There is a little “hope” story tucked away in Jere-
miah 32 among the seemingly hopeless conditions
the Jewish nation found themselves. The Babylon
army had surrounded Jerusalem and Jeremiah had
been thrown into prison; not much hope could be
found anywhere.

In the middle of all this uncertainty and lack of
hope for the future, Jeremiah was offered some land
at a good price. How ridiculous could this be at a time
like this! Well, it gets more ridiculous as Jeremiah
buys the land after conferring with God. God made a
statement through this act by Jeremiah; in the mid-
dle of a situation in which everything seems to be a
loss God tells us, “One day houses, fields, and vine-
yards will once again be bought in this land.” And in
this statement, we can find hope, hope for today, as
well as tomorrow.

This is the Old Testament version of the mercy
and grace, which is offered to us today. This is the
salvation story! Here in this little story of Jeremiah
buying land while the enemy is standing ready to de-
stroy everything and everyone, we find salvation, re-
demption, and restoration. We find the hope of the
coming of Christ, and what he will do for sinful hu-
manity from the cross. We can look across the hun-
dreds of years and see Christ and his church. We can
see hope. Hope begins with trust in God, and that
means we must turn loose of ourselves and our ef-
forts to control things. Jeremiah was not in control,
and we have to turn loose of the notion that we are in
control of our lives and the events surrounding our
lives.

I have been reading from a small book titled, “The
Marks of Hope, Where the Spirit is Moving in a
Wounded Church.” Matt Rawle, a UMC pastor in Lou-
isiana, writes about hope and the church in one of the
chapters. I will quote some of what he wrote and
paraphrase other places.

Life is all about story. Yours and mine, the
Church’s, and more importantly, God’s story. Our sto-
ries matter to others and to God. Rawle writes,
“Thankfully, we don’t have to look very far to find the
only story that ultimately matters. Jesus’ life, suffer-
ing, death, and resurrection reveal how we are to live
and die so we might live abundantly. The trick is, and
will always be, what that story has to do with us. Our
role is to keep God’s story going. We aren’t called to be
clever, witty, or innovative, as much as we are called
to be stewards of what we have inherited and leaders
in pass it on.”

So where is hope in all the messy business of doing
church and living daily life? Hope is in the story that
no matter what goes on around us, we have assur-
ance that we are children of God, we are loved by God,
and we have gifts to give to a suffering world. Our
hope begins with a personal meeting with Jesus as
our Savior and continues with the claim of Jesus as
the Lord of our lives. Our hope continues as we look
around us at a confused, lost world and ask God to
help us make it right—one person at a time. We need
to drop the adjectives describing where we stand and
what we believe, while proclaiming the truth that is
found the words of Jesus and the revelations of the
Holy Spirit. Our story is the Gospel, and the Gospel is
the source of our hope. Our hope and God’s hope
should be one and the same, and the only way to
make this happen is to know God’s story. Looking
closely from Genesis to Revelation, cover to cover, re-
veals God’s desire for us his people from the begin-
ning to present. Like a quilt that is not sewn all the
way to the edges, if we don’t take Scripture as a
whole, our hope in God unravels.

Rawle writes, “Hope needs help, which is why Paul
surrounds hope with faith and love. Hope is a desti-
nation, faith is trusting that we are going in the right
direction, and love is how you get there. Hope has a
relationship with story; hope is the story we imagine,
faith is the story we tell, and love is the story we live.”
We should never give up hope that we can make a
difference in the life of someone by telling and living
our story.

Hope can be present tense, as well as point to the
future. Hope is the essence of God’s presence as he is
felt in our lives each moment of each day. Hope is the
confidence that God is alive and touches us each day
working in ways we do not always understand. Hope
is also eternal in that we know that we can be with
Jesus forever in his present and future kingdom.

In the darkest places of our world today even in the
least likely places, there hope already exists, eager to
be grasped. In faraway places, in our communities,
and even in our hearts there is a deep place for hope—
hope for a better tomorrow, hope for healing, hope for
salvation, and hope for a relationship with Jesus, the
only one who can make a difference in our lives.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Meth-
odist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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“What are we doing with this wisdom?,” was one of
the first comments made by Rabbi Justin Goldstein
when I met with him at Beth Israel synagogue in
Asheville. He was reflecting on perceived “goals” of
the Jewish faith, or any faith. “Judaism has to adapt,”
he said, and we need to ask, “Is it helping us to flourish
as human beings?”

As Rabbi Justin describes it, his tradition has a
great deal to offer as a template for our culture and our
world. But not a comfortable template. Judaism
“thrives on contradiction” rather than answers, and
“holds to sacred disagreement.” 

A unique quality of Jewish religion is that there is
“no doctrine of belief.” It’s not about “believing in
God” but in an “intimate awareness of the divine.” 

He referred to astronomer Carl Sagan’s agnostic
wonder at the universe contrasted with physicist Ste-
phen Hawking’s statement that he believed there is
no god. Instead of getting derailed by theological dog-
mas and dilemmas, Judaism centers on a “doctrine of
behavior” inviting a fearless honesty in our opinions
and actions. 

“The God metaphor is a dead metaphor.” A startling
statement from a clergy person. “God language is dis-
tracting,” diverting our attention from the ethical de-
cisions and living we need most.

Yet, he says, “We don’t have the next metaphor [or
the] new language” necessary to communicate our
deepest experiences, thoughts and feelings. He men-
tioned art as one medium for expression.

This made me wonder if indeed Art (creativity,
imagination) is the next step, the new language for
what we’ve called “Religion.”

Rabbi Justin told a story, a kind of parable, about a
king who gave two servants a basket of wheat and a
bundle of flax. Later, the king returned and asked the
servants to bring out what he gave to them. One
brought the basket of wheat with the bundle of flax on
top. The other had woven the flax into a table cloth
and served bread he had made with the wheat. 

The original story was a teaching on scripture and
law. As I heard it, the story could also teach something
about faith and tradition. Some want to preserve the
old ways and beliefs while others adapt, weaving and
baking something more useful, hospitable.

The rabbi and I agreed, religion as we know it is
dying, and perhaps needs to die. What will we do with
the baskets and bundles from the past?

In his racial equity work, Justin sees how critical it
is to provide space for people to process their painful
experience and “heal from trauma.” He said we ought
to “expand our entry points” to include people who
have often been explicitly or implicitly excluded.

His congregation refers to itself as “independent
egalitarian,” unaffiliated with any specific branch of
the Jewish tree. Women are fully equal and partici-
pate with men. 

In reply to my question about how freely he can
speak about his perspectives, Rabbi Justin was clear:
there is a mutual sense of “trust, love and respect.” He
knows he can speak in a “genuine and truthful” way.
Congregants are expected to have disagreements, but
they know they are hearing what he truly thinks and
feels.

He was ordained a rabbi by the Conservative arm of
Judaism and served a synagogue in Maine before ar-

riving in Asheville almost six years ago. Justin and
Beth Israel are a thriving community of families, in-
volved in justice efforts locally and beyond.

Diversity is deeply valued. It’s not that there are
“many paths up the same mountain”-as he says,
“there are many mountains!” Then we joked, “And
why does it always have to be a mountain?”

Those who seek “the voice of God” may be disap-
pointed. Justin thinks the “voice” ironically begins in
silence. In Hebrew, what the prophet Elijah heard on a
mountain was “the sound of thin silence.” And, Justin
mused, the voice may be more like an echo.

I asked Rabbi Justin about the future of religion. He
replied, “There will always be spiritual expression in
humanity”-we need ways to “commune, communi-
cate [and enjoy] community.” And, as he sees it, the
main question is: “Will religion connect people?” 

Regarding the future of religious traditions, Justin
wonders, “Who knows how that will look?”

At the conclusion of our conversation I asked Rabbi
Justin if I could see inside the sanctuary. As we en-
tered the bright and welcoming space I immediately
remarked about the fresh scent of wood (over the last
two years the synagogue has undergone a major reno-
vation). The newness of the room seemed symbolic of
the new and renewing path taken by this forward-
thinking synagogue.

Weaving cloth. Baking bread. One rabbi and his in-
novative congregation have prepared an inclusive
feast of questions. 

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister
and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teach-
er, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. 
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Rabbi Justin Goldstein in Beth Israel Synagogue.
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Beth Israel Synagogue in Asheville

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

March 10

Marriage Enrichment Retreat-“Created for Connec-
tion”: March 10-12, Lake Junaluska Conference &
Retreat Center, 759 N. Lakeshore Drive, Haywood
County. $669. Lodging and dining required for partic-
ipants. www.lakejunaluska.com/events/ marriage.

March 11

Mud Creek Missionary Baptist Association: District
III business meeting and training at New Bethel Mis-
sionary Baptist Church, 500 S. French Broad Ave.,
Asheville. 828-254-8261.

March 12

GriefShare Ministry: 13-week program begins at 5
p.m. March 12, Newbridge Baptist Church, 199 Elk-
wood Ave., Asheville. Tuesdays to June 4. Biblical,
Christ-centered, compassionate meetings to help
people cope with grief. Call 828-254-7262 to register.
Renaissance Lecture: 6 p.m., Trinity of Fairview Bap-
tist Church, 646 Concord Road, Fletcher. Speaker is
Ken Myers, of Mars Hill Audio Journal and nationally
known figure in the Classical Christian School market-
place. Hosted by Veritas Christian Academy. Free.

March 13

Bible study: 5 p.m. Wednesdays, First Congregational
United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hen-
dersonville. Continues study of New Testament with
Luke 16. No pre-registration is required. www.fcchen-
dersonville.org or 828-692-8630. 

March 15

Stations of the Cross: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episco-
pal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Join us this Lent-
en season as we follow Jesus’ journey to the cross.

www.trinityasheville.org/.

March 16

How to Live: Lessons from the Jatakas: 3-5 p.m.,
Urban Dharma, 77 W. Walnut St., Asheville. Donations
accepted. The Jataka Tales are a collection of stories
relating the past lifetimes of the historical Buddha
Shakyamuni. www.facebook.com/209324286647290.
Mud Creek Missionary Baptist Association spring
session: 1 p.m., 322 Mine Gap Road, East Flat Rock.
828-884-9530.
MercyMe concert: 7 p.m., U.S. Cellular Center, 87
Haywood St., Asheville. www.vividseats.com/
concerts/mercyme-tickets.html.

March 17

Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Music by church
choir.
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2-3:30 p.m.,
Friends Meeting House, 227 Edgewood Road. “The
Matrix of Distraction” presented by Michael J.S. Car-
ter. How we live our lives during this turbulent time is
entirely up to us. 

March 22

Stations of the Cross: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episco-
pal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Join us this Lent-
en season as we follow Jesus’ journey to the cross.
www.trinityasheville.org.
Michigan Lutheran Seminary concert choir: 6:30
p.m., Living Savior Lutheran Church, 301 Overlook
Road, Asheville. Free but donations accepted. 828-
650-0404.

March 23

“Strong Man Walking 2” Men’s Conference: 9
a.m.-2:30 p.m., St. John Missionary Baptist Church,
16 Legend Drive, Arden. $10 includes lunch. 828-231-
5416.
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