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Most of us humans have a fascination for fire. This
attachment, more than likely, goes far back in our past
when we depended entirely on fire for heat, cooking,
and protection from wild animals. Debbie and I find
such comfort in watching flames and feeling the heat
from our fireplace. Our children and grandchildren
have firepits in their yards to gather around for fellow-
ship and s'mores. And when they camp out at the lake,
the campfire is the center of their activities, especially
at night. I find something that is almost mesmerizing
about gazing into the flames of a fire while your
thoughts are freed to go in so many directions in slow
motion. 

So, let’s think about the connection between what it
means to have a disciple’s heart and the metaphor of
fire. And when we begin to think about a disciple’s
heart, a heart like Jesus, we must turn our attention
more closely to the work of the Holy Spirit as he begins
to transform us from nominal Christians to Christians
who are passionately “on fire” for God. The metaphor
of fire is used all throughout scripture, both Old and
New Testaments, to represent the presence of God in
various ways. The fire and brimstone on Sodom and
Gomorrah, the fire that settle the contest between Eli-
jah and the prophets of Baal, and the eternal fire of
punishment for the wicked are examples of the fire of
God’s judgment.

But then we read of the pillar of fire that guided the
Israelites across the wilderness, the cleansing coals of
fire that sanctified the prophet Isaiah, and the tongues
of fire at the first Pentecost that transformed the dis-

ciples and launched the Church. After his resurrection,
Jesus built a fire and cooked breakfast for his disciples,
offering forgiveness, reconciliation, and a vision for
his future Church. As soon as Jesus revealed himself to
the two disciples at Emmaus, they asked each other,
“Didn’t our hearts burn inside of us as he spoke with
us?” These are the expressions of the fire of the Holy
Spirit that touch us personally and change us into the
persons who God intends for us to be through the proc-
ess of sanctification.

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Move-
ment, explained his transforming experience in these
words written in his journal, “…I felt my heart strangely
warmed…” There’s that metaphor of fire once again.
And the fire that warms our hearts must be continually
fanned and fed, or there is danger that it will begin to
weakly flicker and go out, leaving our hearts and spiri-
tual lives cold and lifeless.

Denominations, movements, and local churches
are also susceptible to the dying down of the flame of
passionate discipleship if the connection with the
source of divine fire is unattended. John Wesley was
aware of the possibilities of the future luke-warmness
of the Methodist Movement when he wrote this warn-
ing;

“I am not afraid that the people called Methodists
should ever cease to exist either in Europe or America.
But I am afraid lest they should only exist as a dead
sect, having the form of religion without the power.
And this undoubtedly will be the case unless they hold
fast the doctrine, spirit, and discipline with which they
first set out.” (“Thoughts Upon Methodism) I am sure
that the name Methodist can be replaced with the
name of any denomination or church and the same
warning would still ring true.

The key words in Wesley’s warning, according to
James Harnish in A Disciple’s Heart, are doctrine,
spirit, and discipline. These three essential ingredi-

ents of discipleship are what keep the divine fire burn-
ing in our hearts and in our actions toward others.

“Wesleyan doctrine reminds us of who we are and
why we are here—our mission. It is doctrine that is
centered in the love of God. It is a way of making dis-
ciples patterned after Wesley’s understanding of grace
that meets us where we are but loves us too much to
leave us there. It is a lifelong journey of sanctification
that never quits forming us into people who love God
and love others. It is a life of servanthood that sends us
into the world, not to condemn the world but to partici-
pate in God’s transformation of it.”

“Wesleyan discipline…the way we accomplish our
mission…much deeper than a legalistic obedience to
external rules…spiritual disciplines by which our
hearts, minds, and actions are formed into the likeness
of the love of God.” (prayer, reading and study of scrip-
ture, fasting, worship, fellowship in small groups, pri-
vate meditation and Sabbath)

“If our doctrine reminds us of our mission and our
discipline defines method, it is the spirit of divine love
that keeps the fire burning…knowing what is right is
never enough…truth must be expressed in active ser-
vice to others energized and directed by the Holy Spir-
it.” (James Harnish)

Do we know our mission as Jesus’ disciples, are we
consistently practicing spiritual disciplines, and are
we open to the spirit of daily cleansing and transfor-
mation that prepares us for witnessing to others? If
our fire has become a weak, barely flickering flame or
maybe just some hardly glowing coals, our hope must
be that the Spirit will rekindle within each one of us the
divine fire of a passionate disciple.

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. 

Rekindle the fire of passionate discipleship
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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.

Aug. 3

Community Block Party: 10 a.m.-2 p.m., Newbridge
Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. 828-254-
7262.

Aug. 4

Bible & Breakfast Forum: 9-10 a.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Social Scientist and
Episcopalian Brene’ Brown tackles the human quest
for belonging, redefining what it means in an age of
increased polarization, in her book “Braving the Wil-
derness.” 
Free meditation class: 10-11 a.m., Veda Studios (up-
stairs), 853 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.Physical, emo-
tional and spiritual benefits. Every first Sunday. 828-
348-9123.
Summer Worship Series at Lake Junaluska: 10:45 a.m.
Sundays to Aug. 4, Stuart Auditorium, 20 Chapel
Drive, Lake Junaluska. Services led by internationally

and recreation. Pool party 6-8 p.m. Aug. 10. Call 828-
669-8248 to register.

Aug. 18

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2 p.m., Friends
Meeting House, 227 Edgewood Road. “Hunger Is No
Game” presented by Chad Conaty.
http://EHSAsheville.org.

Aug. 20

Bill Mills presents “Losing My Religion: A Memoir of
Faith and Finding”: 6-7 p.m., Malaprop’s Bookstore/
Cafe, 55 Haywood St., Asheville. Free. After four years
of college and six years in seminary, William Mills was
ready for a parish or so he thought. About the ups and
downs, ins and outs, choices and challenges of being
a pastor in the 21st-century church. Also about the
redemptive power of community life and finding heal-
ing and wholeness in a broken world. malaprops.com/
event/bill-mills-presents-losing-my-religion-memoir-
faith-and-finding.

known preachers. www.lakejunaluska.com/
summer-worship.
Immigrant Rights Sunday: 10:30 a.m., First Congrega-
tional United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. In all faith communities we are called
to love our neighbors. At this worship service through
scripture, prayers, speakers and music, congregants
will be able to lift up immigrants. www.fcchenderson-
ville.org or 828-692-8630. 

Aug. 11

Bible & Breakfast Summer Sunday Adult Forum: 9-10
a.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Social Scientist (and Episcopalian) Brene’ Brown
tackles the human quest for belonging, redefining
what it means in an age of increase polarization.
Copies of Rene’s book available for $15.

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 Neighbor?”
Meal, music, Bible story, science exploration, crafts
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son to discover where they might have wandered off
their personal trail of health and balance. A presenc
of deep listening is called for-serving as a “companion
on the way.” 

Of course, it matters who the guide is, and whethe
they can give enough space for a person to search fo
their own way in life. No one can merely hand their lif
map-if there is such a map-to another and say, “Here i
the way, for you too.” 

Honestly, I don’t think anyone can tell another per
son, “I am the way, and you must follow my path, m
trail, my highway.” If one person, or one tradition
could hand out a universal map for all people, I fear th
kind of world that would create (maybe this is th
greatest caution with religion). What a crowded trail

Who wants a one-trail park? I don’t see why anyon
would give up the adventure of exploration-of pio
neering their own way. 

We all need directions at times, and we can giv
them too. Even if we’re lost, we can find others who can
reason through the options, check our heading and
possibly explore trails with us on our journeys. 

Chris Highland served as a Protestant 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 Ashe
ville. Learn more at chighland.com. 

Highland
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nings are spent on the Capitol steps, overlooking the
downtown he’s watched transform through the years.
Some days are spent at Oak Park, lounging in the area
that once had a public pool filled in with concrete in an
effort to keep people just like him out.

A sleeping pattern is out of the question – going to
the same place too often will increase the likelihood of
being seen, either by people who will force his eviction
or by people looking to steal his things.

It’s unclear why, exactly, Smith is homeless. Some
times he points to financial circumstances, others its
trauma that he focuses on. Sometimes he talks about it
as a mission, others a retreat.

Staying in the same abandoned building off and on
for more than a year now – broken down, boarded up
and brimming with a foul smell – the house is more
shelter than special. That is fine, though. As Smith
says, he may not be fancy, but he is faithful.

Things are starting to look up. He’d spent years
church-hopping since his mom died, not finding a
place to call his own until stopping at the Caring Center
of First Baptist about two years ago. He’s been back
almost every day since.

Everybody loves Smith, the center’s volunteers say.
It is that love, Smith says, that’s rescued him. One vol-
unteer has gifted him socks – what he said is one of his
biggest needs. Another church member gave him a

cellphone recently – but not before Smith told him not
to get anything too fancy.

“I’ve been trying to learn the story for a year,” Jessie
Jacobs, the center’s director, said. The two’s relation-
ship began over a shared love for Auburn. Since then,
Smith has met Jacobs’ family. He spent the July Fourth
holiday at their home.

Jacobs said she doubts most congregation mem-
bers realize Smith is homeless – he shows up each Sun-
day in a suit he found at the center. He likes to switch
seats each service, hoping to meet as many new faces
as possible.

“He really loves people,” Jacobs said. She’s been
helping him obtain the documents necessary to find
employment – he tells her he wants to have more to
give more.

Smith said the loss of his mom produced a hole
within him, but now, First Baptist is filling it with con-
crete. The blanket that’s been placed around him is
easing the pain, and he’s feeling he might be ready for
the next chapter in his life.

“They opened their hearts and their arms,” he said.
Perhaps simple, but, “people just want to be loved

on.”

Faithful
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It’s unclear why, exactly, Smith is

homeless. Some times he points to

financial circumstances, others its

trauma that he focuses on. 

From the writings of the Rev. Billy Graham
Q: If we should store up treasures in Heaven as the

Bible says, is it really that important to bother with
preparing a will? – P.D.

A: While no one likes to dwell on death or prepare
for it, the Bible emphasizes these matters. Life is un-
certain; but our future doesn’t have to be. Since death
is an undeniable reality, we should all be diligent to

have our house in order.
The story is told of an attorney who did not practice

what he preached. He died unexpectedly shortly after
his retirement. For decades people had sought his legal
advice about wills and estates. His clients had great
confidence in his knowledge, ability, wisdom and
common sense. When he died he was remembered
with great admiration.

But shortly after the funeral, his family made a dis-
turbing discovery: the wise old attorney had never got-
ten around to preparing his own will nor had he in-
formed anyone about his financial affairs – the family
didn’t even know what properties he owned or even if
he had a safe deposit box. He had failed to do for him-

self what he had advised countless others to do. God
does expect us to look after our personal affairs and be
responsible for what passes through our hands in life.

But more important than setting our house in order,
is setting our soul in order and placing it in the eternal
care of God. It is strange that men will prepare for al-
most everything except death. Someone has said that
death is not a period, but a comma in the story of life.
Death is simply the doorway to eternal life, whether in
Heaven or Hell. Sooner or later we will all face death;
and we should be making preparations while we are
living. The Bible tells us plainly, “Prepare to meet thy
God” (Amos 4:12, KJV).

Life is uncertain, but our future doesn’t have to be
My Answer
Billy Graham


