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with BJ, her beautiful Himalayan cat. Be-
hind her was her daughter Wanda Fen-
nern of Tiffin with 13-year-old Mini, a
mixed-breed terrier. 

There were dachshunds and a long-
haired chihuahua and Chuckie, a blue
heeler/Australian shepherd rescued from
the Iowa City dog pound by owner Elmer
Beckler. Chuckie, as it turns out, actually

lived with the pastor for a month while
Beckler and his wife were in Arizona.

“I was so homesick for the Philippines,
but Chuckie always came to me and com-
forted me,” Bongolan told the group,
showing a slide of her laying on a couch in
a funk with the dog at her side. “We were
supposed to take care of him, but he took
care of me.”

Beckler is a congregation member
from Oxford who brought the idea for the
blessing service back from his winter
trip. It was open to any and all who want-
ed to attend. 

“A Lake Havasu church did it when I
was in Arizona so I thought we should try
it here,” he told me. He also gave credit to
Chuckie for cheering him up and “getting
me out of the house” after his heart sur-
gery.

The pets present were well behaved
for the most part. At one point, a young
girl dropped the leash on her lively Shih
Tzu which resulted in slight chaos, but it
was short lived.

The overall experience was heart-
warming.

It’s true that American’s spend billions

on their pets – over-pampering them on
occasion – which sometimes makes you
wonder if we have our priorities straight.

On the other hand, this small church
seemed to be filled on Sunday with good-
hearted, non-extravagant people who
simply loved their cats and dogs like fam-
ily and liked the idea of infusing them
with a little spiritual goodwill.

The service folder invited everybody
to take part in refreshments – “both hu-
man and animal” – afterward.

And so we did.

Blessing
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God want to live in and with us, but that
he wants us to know who he is and what
he is like. I believe that is why he gave
the Ten Commandments; the unchang-
ing principles that define who God is
and what kind of relationship he wants
to have with us, and we are to have with
each other.

Then we find Jesus defining himself,
and further defining God as he declares
in Matthew 6:14-15, “For if you forgive
other people when they sin against you,
your heavenly Father will also forgive
you. But if you do not forgive others
their sins, your Father will not forgive
your sins.” (NIV) Here we see that the
forgiveness God offers each of us is in-
separable from the forgiveness that we
offer one another. So where do we be-
gin? It may be that forgiveness within
our family relationships is the starting
point for many of us.

The importance of family forgiveness
is outlined by Lewis Smedes in the fol-

lowing seven steps for freedom from the
hurts and pains of living in a broken and
sinful world among broken and sinful
people.

“First of all, acknowledge that some-
one has wronged you. There has to be an
acknowledgement that harm, or a hurt
has been caused by someone. You say,
‘Yes, I have been wounded by what this
person did to me.’

Second, you surrender your right to
get even. You and I have an inbred calcu-
lus that says, ‘They have to suffer as
much as I have suffered.’ To forgive is to
go forward with those scales of justice
unbalanced.

Third, you rediscover the humanity
of the wrongdoer. You have to see them
as a flawed, weak, imperfect human be-
ing a lot like you.

Fourth, in forgiveness, we wish our
wrongdoer well. We not only surrender
our right to revenge, we give them that
old Star Trek sign, ‘Live long and pros-
per.’

Fifth, remember forgiveness takes
time, so cut yourself some slack. Even
C.S. Lewis, as he was dying, wrote ‘I
think I have at last forgiven the cruel

schoolmaster who so darkened my
youth. I had done it so many times be-
fore, but this time I think I really have
done it.’ And had Lewis lived longer, he
might have had to do it again.

Sixth, forgiving does not mean for-
getting. I’m thinking this morning of the
couple where the exasperated husband
says, ‘Why do you keep bringing up the
past? I thought you’d forgiven and for-
gotten.’ To which the wife responds, ‘I
have forgiven and forgotten. I just don’t
want you to forget that I’ve forgiven and
forgotten.’ Do you remember when God
said to the Prophet Isaiah, ‘I will remem-
ber their sins no more.’ Now does that
mean that God literally can’t remember
David’s sin with Bathsheba? Of course,
we don’t forget. However, we can de-
throne the memory, so it no longer has
power over us. We can go back into the
past and allow God to perform mental
surgery slicing away the hurtful deed,
separating the deed from the person
who did it to us.

And then seventh, ideally (though
not necessarily), forgiveness leads to
reconciliation. The person may not
want to have anything to do with us, and

that’s okay because forgiveness takes
place in our hearts. Remember: you can
have forgiveness without reconcilia-
tion, but you cannot have reconciliation
with forgiveness.”

Disagreements, misunderstandings,
stubbornness, and selfishness may
have created a division between you
and another person or a group of people,
but it is a reality that forgiveness nur-
tured by God’s love can bring you back
together. Jesus said, ‘Seventy times sev-
en.’ In other words, there is no limit to
his forgiveness, and there should be no
limit to ours.

Let’s make it our intentional empha-
sis, our highest priority to strengthen
our family structure and our relation-
ship with God and others, by showing
our love, open honesty, and the willing-
ness to forgive.

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

June 16

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville:
“Asheville’s Diversity at Risk” by Gene
Bell at 2 p.m., Friends Meeting House,
227 Edgewood Road.
http://EHSAsheville.org.
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Epis-
copal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is David Keller on Indi-
an flute.
Summer Worship Series at Lake Juna-
luska: 10:45 a.m. Sundays to Aug. 4,
Stuart Auditorium, 20 Chapel Drive,
Lake Junaluska. Services led by inter-
nationally known preachers. www.
lakejunaluska.com/summer-worship.
Confidence to Change: Power of Joy-
ful Effort drop-in meditation series:
10:30-11:45 a.m. Sundays to June 23,
Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist
Center, 1070 Tunnel Road, Building
2-Unit 20, Asheville. 828-668-2241.

June 17

Summer Day Camp: June 17-Aug. 9,
Rock Hill Missionary Baptist Church,
486 Caribou Road, Asheville. 828-274-
2533. For low-moderate income. Mon-
day-Friday for kindergarten-eighth
grade. 

June 18

Familypalooza: 6-9 p.m., The Ridge
Church, 41 Tucker Road, Black Moun-
tain. Food, music, bounce house, slide,
prizes. Free.

June 19

WelcomeFest: 10:30 a.m.-1:30 p.m.,
Downtown Welcome Table at Hay-
wood Street Congregation, Haywood
Street, Asheville. Food trucks, music,
fashion show 11:45 a.m., cooking de-
mos, fresco in production. $20.
www.haywoodstreet.org. Free parking
available at Isaac Dickson Elementary,
125 Hill St.

June 22

Vacation Bible School: 9 a.m.-3 p.m.,
West Canton Baptist Church, 75 Lowe
St., Canton (off Old Clyde Road). 828-
648-5561.

June 23

Choral Evensong and organ recital: 4
p.m., Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness, Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock. By musical students, alumni
and instructor Dewitt Tipton of Fur-
man University. Free but donations
accepted. 828-693-9783.
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Epis-
copal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is Beth Magil on flute.
Confidence to Change: Power of Joy-
ful Effort drop-in meditation series:
10:30-11:45 a.m. Sundays to June 23,
Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist
Center, 1070 Tunnel Road, Building
2-Unit 20, Asheville. 828-668-2241.

RELIGION CALENDAR

On my second “pilgrimage” to Scot-
land, my particular intent was to walk
in the striding footsteps of a great man,
the “secular saint” and naturalist John
Muir. Walking the “John Muir Way,”
passing the ancient Dunbar Castle,
breathing in the salty breezes off the
North Sea, it wasn’t difficult to imagine
young Muir running, climbing and fill-
ing his lungs with Nature’s wild good-
ness and good wildness (it helped to
hear a distant bagpipe).

He left Scotland with his family
when only 11, but Muir carried a lasting
love for his homeland throughout his
adventurous life. From his explorations
in the mountains of California, Alaska,
the Appalachians and beyond, he was
an eager student in any classroom the
earth opened for him. 

Muir once wrote there was one kin-
dred countryman whose “lessons of di-
vine love and sympathy to humanity”
were always with him—Robert (Rabbie)
Burns. Muir had the Bible in his brain
but Burns in his heart. What Burns
“preached in his poems” has “gone ring-
ing and singing around the globe, stir-
ring the heart of every nation and race”
(Journal, January 25, 1906).

As a curious, scientific-minded ram-
bler, John Muir felt that “the man of sci-
ence, the naturalist, too often loses
sight of the essential oneness of all liv-
ing beings … while the eye of the Poet,
the Seer, never closes on the kinship of
all God’s creatures, and his heart ever
beats in sympathy with great and small
alike.” 

Robert Burns used his poetic pen to
poke at the hypocrisy of Calvinistic reli-
gion. From “Holy Willie’s Prayer” (“I’m

here a pillar o’ Thy temple, Strong as a
rock … an example to [all] Thy flock”) to
the “Epistle to the Rev. John M’Math”
(“Twenty times I rather would be an
atheist clean, Than under gospel col-
ours hid be, Just for a screen”) the
youthful freethinker was a relentless
critic and satirist when it came to stiff-
necked orthodoxy.

“Orthodox! orthodox, [who] believe
in John Knox, Let me sound an alarm to
your conscience.” And so he did.

Without too much supernatural dis-
traction he celebrated the natural world
in Scotland and beyond. 

There are many examples of the po-
et’s kinship with Nature and wild
things (“Go on, sweet bird, and soothe
my care, Thy tuneful notes will hush
despair”) and he composed his own
tuneful notes in songs and ballads.
“Castle Gordon” was one such song to
be sung, like Nature itself. 

“Wildly here, without control,
Nature reigns and rules the whole;
In that sober pensive mood,
Dearest to the feeling soul,
She plants the forest, pours the

flood:
Life’s poor day I’ll musing rave
And find at night a sheltering cave,
Where waters flow and wild woods

wave
By bonie Castle Gordon.”
While Burns lingered by the castle,

rejoicing in his homeland’s beauty far
from the world’s woes—

“Woods that ever verdant wave,
I leave the tyrant and the slave”—
Muir sauntered into the castles “not

made with hands” and immersed him-
self in the freedom of the hills.

The American Muir delighted in
humming these old Scots tunes or sing-
ing them loud and proud in a high
mountain meadow or ancient sequoia
grove. Some of the most humorous pas-
sages in his writings tell of the response
of squirrels, birds, deer and other crea-

tures to the singing Scotsman sipping
tea by a stream. It’s no wonder his fa-
vorite poet wrote of “The Wounded
Hare,” “To a Mouse” and even “To a
Louse.” 

Those of us with Scottish blood
ought not forget the intricate intercon-
nections, that “Nature reigns and rules
the whole.” We are naturally wild and
we are not in control. With that “sober
pensive mood” we are called by poet
and naturalist to humbly be human,
though our castle be a cave.

As a native son, first of Scotland and
then of the whole globe, John Muir ex-
claimed that Burns’ “grand whole,
catholic soul squares with the good of
all; therefore we find him in everything
everywhere.” In the mountaineer’s
mind, there was one person “who has
done most to warm hearts and bring to
light the kinship of the world,” and that
was Robert Burns.

Quietly walking High Street through
Muir’s hometown, I thought of the time
I walked across “Brig o’ Doon,” the
arched stone bridge near Burn’s cottage
in Ayr. It all seemed to connect and
make sense. John and Rabbie, climber
and rhymer, sauntering scientist and
dancing bard, sang ballads to bridge
dark, peat-filled rivers and churning
oceans, mountains of stone and peaks
of the mind.

Both Old World prophets call us back
to New World roots, Nature’s wildness
found in any geographic location. Any
place “Where waters flow and wild
woods wave” is bonnie, when the quest
for beauty guides and wild Nature rules
supreme.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more
at chighland.com. 

Nature reigns and rules the whole
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

From the writings of the Rev. Billy
Graham

Q: My grandfather recently died and
left his well-marked King James Bible
to me. I believe the Bible, but I have nev-
er really read it. Many of the words in it
sound archaic. Is it true that the KJV is
still the best-selling Bible and what
does the word “slothful” mean? – G.S.

A: The King James Bible on its 400th
anniversary in 2011 was reported to be
the best-selling Bible of all time. Mil-

lions of people through the years com-
mitted many passages to memory from
this version that bear them up through
difficult times.

While some of its language is dated,
the meaning does not change, just as
God does not change. The Bible does
speak of slothfulness and the diction-
ary defines the word as “lazy, idle, in-
active, and sluggish,” to name just a few
descriptions. The Bible gives warning
to those who are slothful. “Slothfulness
casteth into a deep sleep; and an idle
soul shall suffer hunger” (Proverbs
19:15, KJV).

God told the human race that they
would spend life tilling the ground
(working). He intends for every able-

bodied person to be productive and
earn a living. We are to do our work
honestly, with integrity, and without
compromise.

This also applies to living a life for
Christ here on earth. We are to be about
God’s business as well. The devil’s
overriding goal is to block God’s work –
part of that work is to read, study, and
obey His instructions to us. He tells us
how to live – and how not to live – in the
pages of Scripture. Becoming a Chris-
tian is a work of a moment; being a
Christian is the work of a lifetime.
“Commit your works to the Lord, and
your thoughts will be established”
(Proverbs 16:3).

Language dated, but message will always resonate

My Answer
Billy Graham


