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Here in Asheville we’re used to see-
ing big furry things wandering through
our neighborhoods. When they aren’t
helping themselves to take-out from
someone’s smelly garbage can, they’re
lumbering along looking for berries or
other snacks. Being omnivores, they’re
constantly on the prowl for food—like
the herds of shoppers we see at Harris
Teeter and Ingles. 

On a sunny Sunday afternoon, Carol
and I heard an odd sound. A young male
black bear had just wandered by the
window, so we wondered if he was
scratching and scrounging through
someone’s trash. Going outside we
watched the bruin climbing a black wal-
nut tree near our deck. People often
share stories and photos of bears in
trees—but this was a surprise. We
watched as he climbed, then climbed a
little higher, finally coming to rest in a
comfortable nest of branches. 

I’ve been known to climb trees my-
self, and built “tree-forts” as a boy, so I
was impressed with his skillful ascent. I
have pleasant memories of discovering
a perfect perch in a tree where I could
rest comfortably, lean back on the
trunk, let go with my hands, take a deep
breath and watch the surrounding
world without being noticed. There was
a lift—a heightened sense of awareness
and delightful contentment. I won’t say
I felt “one with the tree,” but there was
certainly an elevated consciousness of
what I could only call “wildness.”
There’s a wilderness up in a tree, just
over our heads.

Our neighborhood climber delighted
us but not with dramatic activity. He
stretched out his legs, like lounging on a
lawn chair, and promptly took a nap.
Over the next hour we spied to see if the
sleeper was still nestled in his leafy bed.
No one else seemed to notice some-
thing fuzzy in the forest. 

We reveled in the picture of total re-
laxation, whispering that he reminded
us of a gorilla, paws and pads stretched
out. 

When the silent snoozer woke up
and slowly descended to a crook in the
trunk, he proceeded to scratch his back
on the rough bark. t was like watching
an old episode of “Wild Kingdom.” He
continued his lazy lallygag up the street

and disappeared through the bushes.
Is there some possible parable in this

story? I’d like to think so.
In college Greek and biblical studies I

learned that “parable” literally means
to “to throw beside.” It’s where we get
“parabola”—a symmetrical curve. So,
as the dictionary says, a parable is “a
simple story used to illustrate a moral
or spiritual lesson.” I suppose it’s
throwing us a mental curve. 

More precisely, a parable is a pictori-
al instruction thrown down beside us.
Or, in the case of the napping bear,
thrown above us into a tree.

Some thoughts that come to mind
(nothing too profound here): find a
place to rest, to feel safe and let go the
stress; don’t be afraid to explore; seek
balance.

Ultimately, at least for me, I’m re-
minded to allow Nature—the natural
world—to be the instructor, the para-
ble-maker, to give us the parables to live
by. 

The napping bear was an image of
pure contentment as he enjoyed a laid-
back respite from life on earth.

Religious traditions teach a great
deal about service, study, prayer—the
“practice” of faith. Nothing intrinsically
wrong with these actions. Yet, what of
the “lilies of the field” or “bears in the
trees”? What about letting anxious
worrying over “stuff” and the incessant
stuffing of our short lives with busyness
drop away? At least sometimes; at least

for a short while; and maybe on a reg-
ular basis. 

Perhaps the bear is teaching us that
taking a breather is healthy. Bears are
very busy, on a constant search for
food. But they also climb, nap and
scratch their backs. We’ve seen cubs
wrestling and rolling on the lawn. We
observe birds, deer and other wildlife
singing, leaping or showing other signs
of what can only be called joyful fun.

I don’t tend to give human character-
istics to animals, yet once in a while it’s
useful to imagine, or simply consider
the wild neighbor as a teacher or its in-
stinctual behavior as a lesson of some
kind—or at least it could be a lesson, if
we have interest in learning then and
there. 

It might be that the parable, thrown
down from the tree, has something to
do with the truth that once-upon-a-
time stories are happening all around
us every day, if we look up more, hear
the rustling of leaves, the scratching
and snoring.

The Goldilocks tale gets inverted.
“Who’s been sleeping in My tree?”

What parables are we hearing (or
missing) today?

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. 

A parable of bears, trees and naps
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Looking for a nap tree. CHRIS HIGHLAND/SPECIAL TO ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES

2D ❚ SATURDAY, JULY 27, 2019 ❚ ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES

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

July 27

Abraham Jam concert: 8 p.m., Diana
Wortham Theatre, 18 Biltmore Ave.,
Asheville. $20-$30. Trio of David La-
Motte, Billy Jonas and Dawud Wharnsby
meld voices and faiths. dwtheatre.com.
Open Hearts concert supporting bor-
der children: 1-4 p.m., Swannanoa Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 216 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 30 local musicians includ-
ing Peggy Ratusz, Kevin Spears, Ellen
Trnka, Andrew Thelston and Kim
Hughes. Also five local visual artists

offering their work for sale. $10 sug-
gested donation but any amount is
welcome. www.raicestexas.org.

July 28

Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Episco-
pal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is violinist Mariya Pota-
pova.
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 interna-
tionally known preachers. www.lakeju-
naluska.com/ summer-worship.

July 31

Vacation Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m. July

31-Aug. 2, Newbridge Baptist Church,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. For age
2-sixth grade. Community Block Party
10 a.m.2 p.m. Aug. 3. Call 828-254-7262
to register.

Aug. 4

Bible & Breakfast Forum: 9-10 a.m.,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Social Scientist and Episcopa-
lian Brene’ Brown tackles the human
quest for belonging, redefining what it
means in an age of increased polariza-
tion, in her book “Braving the Wilder-
ness.” 
Free meditation class: 10-11 a.m., Veda
Studios (upstairs), 853 Merrimon Ave.,
Asheville.Physical, emotional and spiri-

tual benefits. Every first Sunday. 828-
348-9123.
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 interna-
tionally known preachers. www.lakeju-
naluska.com/ summer-worship.

Aug. 12

Vacation Bible School: 6-8 p.m. Aug.
12-13, Black Mountain United Methodist
Church, corner of State and Church
Streets. Theme is “Who Is My Neigh-
bor?” Meal, music, Bible story, science
exploration, crafts and recreation. Pool
party 6-8 p.m. Aug. 10. Call 828-669-
8248 to register.

RELIGION CALENDAR

From the writings of the Rev. Billy
Graham
Q: The biggest challenge in moving

to a new city has been to find a Bible-
believing church. Calling around, we’ve
been told about music, sports and edu-
cational programs (none of which in-
clude the Bible). Is this really church
and are the people there truly Chris-
tians? – C.S.
A:Going to church doesn’t make one

a Christian, nor does every church
building represent Jesus Christ. Satan
often invades Sunday school and Bible
classes, and even the pulpit. Many peo-
ple sit in some churches week after
week without hearing the whole Gospe
and learning what it is to be born again

The true church on earth is made up
of individuals who have repented o
sin. The building is not the church, but
those who follow Jesus Christ as Lord
and Savior.

Jesus established the church for the
purpose of fellowship and instruction
on how to live in obedience to God and
His Word. The Lord didn’t design the
church to cater to people’s needs, es-
tablish community programs, or blend
into the community by embracing what
the world enjoys. When this happens
the world’s ideas and interests infiltrate
the church. The Bible warns of this: “For
certain people have crept in unnoticed
… who turn the grace of our God into
lewdness and deny the only Lord God
and our Lord Jesus Christ” (Jude 4).

The Lord breathed life into the
church to proclaim His truths. The
church should never seek pleasures but
seek after God. The church is a store-
house of spiritual food whereby the in-
ner man is fed, nourished, and devel-
oped into maturity. If it fails in this, it is
not fulfilling its purpose as a church.

We must pray that the Lord will lead
every believer into fellowship with oth-
ers who desire to glorify God in every-
thing we do. “Know how … to conduct
yourself in the house of God, which is
the church of the living God” (1 Timothy
3:15).

Going to
church does
not make one
a Christian

My Answer
Billy Graham

“It would have cost hundreds of mil-
lions to build from scratch, and this was
a godsend when we were able to get this
in bankruptcy,” Freyer said.

The diocese sought to reflect the
community’s traditions in the new ca-
thedral. The relics that will be placed in
the altar of the church are from martyrs
and saints from Vietnam, Mexico and
South Korea in addition to North Amer-

ica, reflecting Orange County’s immi-
grant populations. They also are from St.
John Paul II, who was pope from 1978 to
2005.

The building was designed by archi-
tect Philip Johnson and completed in
1980. At the time, it housed the ministry
founded by Schuller, an Alton, Iowa-
born pastor ordained by the Reformed
Church in America who began preaching
at a California drive-in movie theater in
1955 with his wife Arvella.

Schuller started the “Hour of Power”
in 1970 to spread his message that “pos-
sibility thinking” and love of God over-

come hardships. The program had mil-
lions of viewers at its peak but the
church filed for bankruptcy after a disas-
trous leadership transition and a decline
in viewership and donations.

Schuller died in 2015 after a battle
with cancer. His grandson is a church
pastor and has a television ministry in
Orange County.

The new cathedral will be open for
weekend Mass but closed weekdays un-
til next year while the Hazel Wright pipe
organ, the world’s fifth-largest, is voiced
and tuned.

The new space could put an end to

overcrowded weekend worship in the
parish, where some Mass times are
standing-room-only, Smith said. It also
holds meaning for churchgoers from
other parishes who see the cathedral as
a special place for the county’s Catholics
and faithful from all religions.

“What’s the best part of it it’s not only
a cathedral, it’s actually a center for the
Catholic faith in Orange County,” said
Lorraine Fiori, a volunteer docent who
gives tours of the campus. “We want it to
be a welcoming center for people of all
faiths.”

Cathedral
Continued from Page 1D

permissive in our own behaviors and
neither in what we allow the young peo-
ple in our circle of responsibility to do or
say. The church should not be a reflec-
tion of what goes on in society. We are
called to be different even at a cost.
However, I fear we have allowed the in-
fluences from our culture to replace the
foundational and traditional values of

living a life devoted to God and others.
In John Wesley’s day, and for a period

afterwards, the Methodist movement
stood in sharp contrast to the practices
and worldview of the surrounding cul-
ture. In fact, the movement helped to
change the culture, as it did with slavery
and other social injustices. In our day,
we must again find our voice as a Chris-
tian counterculture; not only with social
injustice issues but with heart transfor-
mation issues. The individual and the
church cannot serve two masters. We
must accept that we are in the world but

not of the world, while realizing that we
will not be accepted by the world.

To give Jesus our obedience, trust,
and love; to claim Him as Lord and not
only Savior, will inevitably place us in
tension with those captured by culture.
Are we up to the challenge? Are we will-
ing to be holy examples to others, show-
ing others how different God wants his
people to live? Are we willing to be rid-
iculed by friends, misunderstood by
family, labeled traditionalist and out-of-
tuned with modern thinking, and
worse?

May God give us the will and strength
to be a peculiar people once again, to
obey, trust, and love the One who is Lord
of all. May we be willing to be shining
examples to those who need to see and
hear how Jesus wants us all to live.

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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