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I want us to look for the next two or
three weeks at the passages of scripture
found in John 1:43-51. Within these
verses, I hope we can begin to see the
emphasis that Jesus places on disciple-
ship from the very beginning of his min-
istry and handing it off to us his church
of today. It was never Jesus’ intention to
carry out his redemption work alone. So
from the very beginning he called peo-
ple to work beside him. In the next three
weeks, let’s explore what it means to be
a disciple of Jesus called to work in his
kingdom. 

Jesus, our Savior, refuses to work
alone. He could if he chose, but he
chooses to use us, his creation, to work
with him in the job of redeeming a lost
world. From the very beginning of his
ministry, we find Jesus reaching out and
placing his hand on the lives of other
people, ordinary people, for work in his
kingdom. You and I, as disciples of Je-
sus, are delegated to work with him in
his mission to the world.

John begins his Gospel with the
theme that Jesus is the Light of the
World. That theme continues with Je-
sus as the Light that enlightens others
to do the work of the Kingdom. His light
shines on ordinary people, enabling
them to come forth and be part of the
Kingdom. It only takes a few verses for
Jesus to move from his baptism, to his

calling of the first disciples. He is shown
first as the Light of the World, then as
“the Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world,” and now we see Jesus
as the One who calls others to work with
him, “the Great Delegator of ministry.”
We see all this in the first chapter of
John’s Gospel. We find here a deliberate
progression of the development of a dis-
ciple of Jesus. First, the light of convic-
tion falls on our life. We then accept Je-
sus as the one who forgives our sins and
restores us to a right relationship to God,
and then we hear the call to disciple-
ship. “Follow Me.”

Jesus was a great delegator of minis-
try. He came to earth to fulfill his mis-
sion to provide for us; salvation and a
way back into God’s favor. Within God’s
plan was for Jesus to make disciples and
delegate his authority, responsibility,
and his mission to those disciples. They
would delegate to other disciples and
the line of succession would continue,
even down to us today. We can make a
direct connection to Jesus through our
discipleship. According to Matthew, the
last instruction Jesus gave the people
left behind was, “Go and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing, and teaching
them all that I have taught you.” That’s a
serious charge for us today as we call
ourselves the church, the body of Christ.
If we are truly Christians, truly followers
of Jesus, and truly disciples, we will
have a strong desire to carry out Jesus’
instructions.

One of the hardest things that some
people must learn is to delegate author-
ity and responsibilities. It seems that
many people just rather do the job

themselves. Many do not want to turn
loose of the control of a situation and let
someone else be in charge. But we find
Jesus very much a delegator of author-
ity and responsibility to those who were
willing to become his disciple. Later in
Jesus’ ministry Matthew 10 tells us how
Jesus sent out the twelve disciples with
instructions and with his authority. Je-
sus said in John 14 that if we believe in
him, that is if we become his disciple,
“we will be able to do greater works”
even than Jesus.

Jesus knew his time on earth was
limited, so we find a certain sense of
“hurried calmness” in his ministry, an
“organized urgency.” No sooner is Jesus
baptized than he calls the twelve disci-
ples, a number that corresponds with
the 12 tribes of Israel. Jesus is reorganiz-
ing, reconstructing, and gathering the
lost condition of humanity beginning
with the Jewish nation. In the calling of
his disciples, we find Jesus engaging in
“spiritual politics” in that he is forming a
new “spiritual kingdom” which pro-
claims a new “spiritual king.” The calling
of the disciples provides us with the first
“sign” that points to who Jesus really is
and what his mission is about.

By reading closely, we see that John 1
is an echo of Genesis 1. When Jesus
came into the world, was baptized, and
began his ministry it was like the cre-
ation of a new world. No sooner had God
created the world, he created humanity.
And no sooner had God created human-
ity, than he gave humanity something to
do. Our story really begins in Genesis
with God saying, “Let us make man in
our image, like us: and let him have rule

over the fish of the sea and over the birds
of the air and over the cattle and over all
the earth and over every living thing
which creeps on the earth. And God
made man in his image, in the image of
God he made him: male and female he
made them. And God gave them his
blessing and said to them, Be fertile and
have increase, and make the earth full
and be masters of it; be rulers over the
fish of the sea and over the birds of the
air and over every living thing moving
on the earth.” (Genesis 1:26-28 BBE)

God here is revealed as the divine all-
powerful king who speaks, and new
worlds come into existence. And yet, in
a most surprising move, God enlists the
help of his subjects in ruling and “hav-
ing dominion” over the earth. We also
see here a deep sense of human worth
that God places on each of us. We read
that God created us in his own image;
the image of the Trinity. But we also
need to be reminded of perhaps an even
more radical revelation of this story. Hu-
man beings were created to be about the
business of God. At twelve years old that
day at the temple when questioned by
his parents, Jesus knew that he should
be about his Father’s business, the busi-
ness of God. That business for Jesus and
for us today is to make disciples of oth-
ers. Jesus doesn’t work alone.

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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ter, is a text as well for devotion as for
philosophy – for gratitude as for human
improvement. It will perhaps be said,
that if such a revolution in the system
of religion takes place, every preacher
ought to be a philosopher … and every
house of devotion a school of science.”

A foretaste of the future of Religion?
Would Paine go to church if he was

alive today? Maybe a Friends Meeting
(Quaker). Perhaps he’d visit a variety of
congregations to see if his vision of true
religious liberty was being fulfilled 200
years later. 

Most clergy would cringe to see Tom
walking through the door. “Here’s the
guy who asks too many disturbing
questions, challenges theologies and
creeds, and doesn’t seem to pray or
read scriptures. He’s respectful and
generous – a heck of a writer with a par-
ticular concern for justice and human
rights – but he’s always agitating,
pushing us to think harder, telling us
the pew is as important as the pulpit,
asking why we need clergy anyway!
Quick, lock the doors and turn off the
lights, here he comes!” 

If he went to church, Paine might re-
move a brick each visit. Some piece of
the walls, the foundation, would come
up missing. Until … there was transfor-
mation, reformation, even some kind of
revolution. Would it still be “church”? 

Let’s imagine what Tom’s Church
might look like:

❚ Sanctuary: A grove of trees, a
meadow, riverside or mountainside. Or,
a bustling street corner.

❚ Welcome: “Commoners, kings and
queens – all are welcome here.”

❚ Opening prayer: Silence 
❚ Hymn: His poem “Liberty Tree” set

to music 
❚ Confession: “My country is the

world and my religion is to do good.” 
❚ Scripture reading: Quietly observ-

ing the text of Nature around us. 
❚ Sermon: “Our Latest Discoveries”

(Scientists, Philosophers, Educators,
Storytellers).

❚ Creed: “I believe in a Creator (call it
God or Good, Nature or Force), doing
good to others and hoping for life after
death.”

❚ Benediction: “‘We the People’ have
the responsibility to make our world a
better place. So, let’s go do that!”

The Church of Paine would not be
painless – not a place to seek comfort
and assurance. After all, he gave the
tree of liberty a good shake, and it’s still
shaking. 

And, come to think of it, what does
Tom want to build with all those
bricks?

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. 
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Married folks not only live longer
than singles, but the longevity gap be-
tween the two groups is growing, U.S.
government health statisticians report.

The age-adjusted death rate for the
married declined by 7% between 2010
and 2017, according to a new study from
the National Center for Health Statis-
tics (NCHS), part of the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.

“Not only is the rate for married low-
er, but it’s declining more than any oth-
er group,” said lead author Sally Curtin,
an NCHS statistician.

Statistically, death rate is the annual
number of deaths for every 100,000
people. It’s adjusted so that a 26-year-
old and an 80-year-old married or wid-
owed or divorced are on equal footing.

The new study reported that the
death rate for never-marrieds declined
only 2%, while that for divorced people
hasn’t changed at all.

Worst off were the widowed, for
whom the death rate rose 6%. They
have the highest death rate of all the
categories, researchers said.

Married men in 2017 had an age-ad-
justed death rate of 943 per 100,000,
compared to 2,239 for widowers. The
death rate was 1,735 per 100,000 for
lifelong bachelors and 1,773 for di-
vorced men.

Married women had a death rate of
569 per 100,000, two-and-a-half times
lower than the 1,482 rate for widows.
The death rate was 1,096 for divorcees
and 1,166 for never-married women.

Part of the marriage benefit could be
explained by the fact that people in
good health are more likely to marry,
said Katherine Ornstein, an associate
professor of geriatrics and palliative
medicine at the Icahn School of Medi-
cine at Mount Sinai in New York City.

Once you’re in a marriage, there are a
host of tangible and intangible benefits
that give you a health advantage, ex-
perts said.

Married people are more likely to
have health insurance, Ornstein said,
and therefore, have better access to
health care.

Being married also means you have
someone looking out for you and rein-
forcing healthy behaviors, said Michael
Rendall, director of the Maryland Pop-
ulation Research Center at the Univer-
sity of Maryland.

“Having somebody there who’s your
spouse will tend to promote positive
health behaviors – going to the doctor,
eating better, getting screened,” he
said.

This is particularly true of men, who
previous studies have shown derive
more health benefits from marriage

than women.
“Men tend to have fewer skills than

women in terms of looking after them-
selves,” Rendall said.

Finally, the companionship of mar-
riage staves off health problems associ-
ated with loneliness and isolation, Orn-
stein said.

“Social support and the social en-
gagement that comes with being mar-
ried is a huge benefit for mental health
and physical health,” she said.

All these benefits also explain why
widowed people tend to do so badly af-
ter the death of their spouse, Ornstein
said.

Widows and widowers have to deal
with heartache, loneliness and finan-
cial stress, she said. They no longer

have a partner looking after them, so
they are more likely to neglect their
health.

The study found some gender differ-
ences in trends.

While the death rate for married
men and women declined by the same
7%, women’s overall death rate was
much lower.

But the death rates among men in all
other marital categories remained es-
sentially the same between 2010 and
2017, researchers found.

On the other hand, the death rate for
widowed women rose 5%, while the
rate for never-married women declined
by 3% and remained stable for divorced
women.

Tying the knot is tied to longer
life span, new data shows
Dennis Thompson
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U.S. government health statisticians report that married folks not only live
longer than singles, but the longevity gap between the two groups is growing.
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