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On one of our daily walks Carol ex-
pressed her sadness that a coming cold
spell might harm the new spring buds
and flowers. At least she’s consistent
when she says, season by season, “I’m
worried about the new life on the trees
and bushes.” My usual response is to
keep it light and try to elicit laughter, as-
suring her the natural order will take
care of itself. “Yes, some things will be
harmed, others will die, but don’t worry,
nature can take care of itself.” 

This particular afternoon when Carol
was lamenting the weather, making a
characteristic comment about the fate
of the blooms, I tried another angle.
With a serious tone I said: “You know, I
think I figured out what your problem
is.” She was smiling and shaking her
head already, anticipating a silly or sar-
castic remark. “Yes, I think I know your
problem—you don’t have much faith …
(pausing) … faith in nature.” I thought
that was quite clever. She muffled a
moan as we kept walking. 

We humans often complain about

the natural order, forgetting that nature
does what nature does and we are no
greater or lesser than anything else.
This is how a seasoned naturalist or
competent scientist would view the
world. What about the faithist—the per-
son of faith? Could their belief in the su-
per-natural cause them to lose faith in
nature?

Following the death of his first wife,
Ellen Tucker, Ralph Waldo Emerson
sailed for Europe, spending nine
months traveling, expanding his knowl-
edge of history, exploring the world of
his own thoughts. With the loss of Ellen
and resignation of his pastoral position
in Boston, he needed some new direc-
tion in his life. Soon after his return, Em-
erson was invited to give a lecture at the
Boston Historical Society on “The Uses
of Natural History.” What he told his au-
dience set the ground-work for his new
“ministry” as a writer, philosopher, poet
and, as I would say, “secular preacher.”

He presents five main “uses” of natu-
ral history (another name for nature-
study and science):

-it promotes a healthy, outdoor life
-it provides food and useful materials

from the earth (particularly through
farmers)

-it is educational and builds charac-
ter

-it explains who we are and how we
fit into the order of the universe

We get the sense the speaker is sim-
ply showing us what we already know
but neglect to think much about. As we
learn more about our world we discover
how integrated we are in the whole. This
makes us healthier and more aware of
our dependence and interdependence
on the earth for our sustenance. One im-
portant aspect of that healthful use is
inspiration for poetry and thought.

Emerson recognized that nature is a
living form of communication. He said:
“Nature is a language and every new
fact one learns is a new word.” He fol-
lows that provocative thought with: “I
wish to learn this language … not that I
may know a new grammar, but that I
may read the great book which is writ-
ten in that tongue.”

What a delightful way to think of the
natural world. He frames it in an almost
biblical manner—“the word made flesh”
dwelling among us. From his back-
ground as a minister, this isn’t surpris-
ing. Yet, consider how he has trans-
formed the theological language into the
natural. As biographer Robert Richard-
son describes it: “Emerson’s thought, in
this lecture and elsewhere, shows how
the old argument from design would
transmute itself, once it dropped its

overriding interest in proving the exis-
tence of a designer, into the modern sci-
entific interest in how things fit together
in nature.” (“Emerson: The Mind on
Fire”)

Though Emerson believed in a Cre-
ator or Creative Energy, much like
Thomas Paine, he thought the wisest
way to know anything about a creator
was through the creation. However, na-
ture is not a divine word to humanity in
the way scriptures are claimed to be.
Nature is a language itself, and our in-
triguing task is to learn that language
and do our best to communicate what
we learn.

What does it mean to have faith in
nature? This is not about worship or a
“religion of nature.” Emerson offers a
poetic perspective: “As I walked in the
wood, The silence into music broke,
Sang the thrush in the dark oak, I un-
willing to intrude, Slink into nigh soli-
tude, Till warned by a scout of a jay, That
flying courier so gay, That he sees me if I
see not him, His eyes are bright if mine
are dim.” (“As I Walked in the Wood”)

“That I may read the great book,” the
indoor lecturer says. The outdoor poet
adds: to read you must come out, hear
the music, see with brighter vision.
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spiritually with an eye to God, aiming to
please him above anyone else including
yourself.”

Music and singing are such an impor-
tant part of worship within the church
service and outside in our daily walk. I
have grown accustomed to the occa-
sional outburst of song from my wife,
and also my daughter. They seem to ex-
press their feeling and thoughts with
the lyrics and music that can’t stay si-
lent. Just like the birds of spring and

summer, the praise and joy must be re-
leased to the world as an expression of
thankfulness.

We all have favorite praise songs and
hymns. I discover “new favorites” al-
most weekly. How my spirit is stirred
and lifted to hear the congregation sing-
ing “He Lives” and “Up From the Grave
He Arose” on Easter morning. Many
others, too numerous to mention, also
encourage my walk with Christ and ex-
press praise to God.

We are meant to sing. Even in the
darkness and uncertainty of the night of
Jesus’ betrayal and arrest, he and his
disciples sang a hymn. (Mark 14:26)
Singing stirs hope and offers assurance.

Singing expresses praise to God and
ministers to those who sing and to those
who listen.

We are reminded that at the Passover
supper the night Jesus was arrested, he
sang psalms with his disciples. The tra-
ditional songs for Passover were Psalms
113-118. Here are a few lines from Psalm
118 which Jesus sang right before he was
arrested and put to death.

“When hard pressed, I cried to the
Lord; 

he brought me into a spacious place. 
6 The Lord is with me; I will not be

afraid. 
What can mere mortals do to me? 
7 The Lord is with me; he is my hel-

per. 
I look in triumph on my enemies.
I will not die but live, 
and will proclaim what the Lord has

done.” (Psalm 118 NIV)
Jesus gives us hope even in the dark-

ness of Good Friday. So, if Jesus can sing
facing death, we surely can sing in the
darkness of Lent and the last grip of
winter, lifting our voices in song. Let’s
wake with the songbirds and sing to the
Lord! He is listening for our voices.

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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Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
Virtual Easter sunrise service at Chim-
ney Rock State Park: 7 a.m. lives-
treamed on Facebook. Free. Celebrate
with song, scripture and music as sun
ascends over Lake Lure. www.chimney-
rockpark.com/event/65th-annual-east-
er-sunrise-service-2/.
Easter sunrise service: 7 a.m. at amphi-
theater at Lake Junaluska cross. In per-
son or view on Facebook. Music by
brass quintet. In the event of rain, ser-
vice will move to Memorial Chapel.
www.lakejunaluska.com/events/wor-
ship/easter/.
Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m. con-
cluding with drive-up Communion. 1245

6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on
YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871
Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Juna-
luska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A
sacred place for prayer and meditation.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 9 and 11
a.m. services. Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Face-
book. Open for Sunday school and small
groups. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestream-
ing Sunday at 10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.
60 Church St., Asheville. For updates on
services visit www.trinityasheville.org/
livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services at
9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP at
https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/
for 11 a.m. Sunday in-person services at

35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite
locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Service also on Face-
book. No nursery until further notice.
75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hen-
dersonville: 11 a.m. Easter service April
4, 1735 5th Ave. W. Other Sundays:
Online service at 10:30 a.m. at
www.fcchendersonville.org. Email fccin-

fo@fcchendersonville.org if you need
assistance.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.
online services at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne
Road, Asheville. Free food boxes 10
a.m.-1 p.m. Thursdays.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: Online service at 8:45
a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Green-
ville Highway, Flat Rock.
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Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-
Thursdays, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside
church entrance via back parking lot.
Also visit Little Free Library to borrow
children and adult books. 828-891-
7101.
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In our already splintered America,
the last thing we needed was something
else to divide us, but that is what we got.
Solar power has come to our rural neigh-
borhood. Or rather, solar power wants to
come to our neighborhood.

Some of us in the neighborhood want
solar power and some of us do not. More
precisely, some of us want it and some
of us want very much not to have it.
Signs have appeared up and down our
road, most opposing the massive solar
farm but others supporting it.

My wife and I take a two-mile walk
each morning along our country roads,
so we walk by many signs. On a recent
walk, I noticed that the signs opposing
solar power were all standing where
they had been placed, but more than
half of the pro-solar signs were lying on
the ground. It appeared that there was
some mischief at work.

But then I remembered the strong
winds we’d had. Perhaps it was the wind
that knocked the signs down. But why,
reason countered, would it knock down
only the pro-solar signs and leave the
rest standing?

I could imagine teenage boys from
families that rail against solar-paneled
farm fields driving down the road late at
night, plucking up the opposition’s
signs. That would explain why more
than half of the pro-solar signs were
down while all the anti-solar signs re-
mained standing.

I was sure I had found the solution to
the mystery. But, as in almost every
Agatha Christie novel I have ever read,
there was something I had overlooked.
Upon closer inspection, I noticed that
the wire-framed base on one of the pro-
solar signs was squared at the bottom.
That is, rather than two wire stakes
pushed deeply into the ground, the wire
was bent at 90-degree angles to form a
box-like bottom.

I have never seen a yard sign con-
structed like this. My guess is that a pro-
vider attached the signboard to the
wrong end of the frame, placing it over
the wire stakes that were meant to be

pushed into the ground. That would ex-
plain why only these signs were upend-
ed by the strong winds of the past week.

This may or may not be the solution
to the mystery. There could easily be
other details I have overlooked. This is
always the situation, not only in the
case of the displaced yard signs but in
all of life’s mysteries.

Evidence gathering is therefore of
great importance. But it is possible to
gather only the evidence that reinforces
a view already held and disregard all the
rest. This has certainly happened in
America’s politics and in its response to
the pandemic. The fact that search en-
gines like Google prioritize results based
on previous searches only exacerbates
the problem.

Gathering evidence to learn the truth
rather than to reinforce a position re-
quires humility, which is why pride mil-
itates against real learning and there-
fore against truth. Humility is the key to
learning, which may explain why chil-
dren are so much better at it than adults.

It is not only politics and pandemics
that require careful, humble thinking.
So do relationships. Relationships are
often derailed by assumptions that be-

come convictions based on faulty evi-
dence. How many friendships have
floundered and marriages failed be-
cause one person looked, and, of course,
found, evidence to support a flawed
conclusion.

This is also true in matters of faith. I
have spent my adult life studying the Bi-
ble. After decades of insight and even
delight, one of the most important
things I have learned is that there is
much more to learn. Professor N.T.
Wright, one of the world’s best-known
biblical scholars, routinely tells his stu-
dents, “Ten percent of what I am about
to tell you is wrong. I just don’t know
which ten percent that is.”

That kind of attitude – treasuring
what we have learned yet eager to learn
more – is crucial. Research conducted
by the Canadian Bible Society reveals
that, for many people, Bible reading
only reinforces already-held positions.
Something more is needed: an inquiring
mind, a humble attitude, conversations
with others and, most importantly, a
willingness to act on what one learns.

Looper is the pastor of Lockwood
Community Church. His blog, “The Way
Home,” is at shaynelooper.com.

Humility is key to learning; meanwhile pride militates against it

Shayne Looper
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