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People’s lives are full of relationships with varying degrees of permanence. Friendships come and go, spouses, which typically

arrive in adulthood, aren’t always forever, and parents eventually die. But it’s the relationship between siblings that usually

proves the most enduring – there at the start and long after the parents are gone. It is also among life’s most important. h

Research shows the sibling relationship is crucial to emotional well-being. The Harvard Study of Adult Development shows a

close relationship with a sibling during the college years is the most reliable indicator of emotional health at age 65 – more

influential than childhood closeness to parents, parental divorce, marriages and career.

Oh, brother!
Why sibling relationships are more important than you think

Alia E. Dastagir USA TODAY

See SIBLING, Page 3D
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LIVING

My wife, a Presbyterian minister,
drove with me, her freethinking Hu-
manist spouse, to spend a few days at
Pleasant Hill, Kentucky. We stayed in
the “Farm Deacon’s” stone house, a re-
stored 200-year-old dwelling in a his-
toric village founded by a community
who saw themselves as the true Church
of Christ – the “United Society of Believ-
ers in Christ’s Second Appearing,” who
believed they were “not of this world.”
We know them as Shakers. And, essen-
tially, they are no longer of this world. 

The Shakers held a radical, but not
unusual, millenial doctrine. Christ was
returning very soon and they needed to
be prepared. John Dunlavy (1769-1826)
was a Presbyterian minister who con-
verted to Shakerism and lived at Pleas-
ant Hill where he wrote, “The Manifes-
to,” or, “A declaration of the doctrines

and practice of the Church of Christ.”
The treatise presents the biblical origins
of the Shaker belief in the imminent re-
turn of Christ and how His special peo-
ple should prepare for the heavenly
journey. When that didn’t happen (Ad-
ventists, Witnesses and other groups
had a similar experience of disappoint-
ment), the Shakers settled down to a
quiet, communal farming life, eventual-
ly fading from history. Yet, their village
and philosophy of simplicity remain.

From Shaker Village we drove to
Gethsemani Abbey where monk and
writer Thomas Merton once lived. Mer-
ton wrote: “The Shakers believed that
the conventional organized ‘churches’
had been reduced to … complicity with
the world … money … and an appetite for
power.” When active in un-convention-
al chaplaincy, I was impressed with
Merton’s interfaith work bringing to-
gether Buddhists, Jews, Muslims, Hin-
dus and Christian monastics in dia-
logue. 

In the Gethsemani chapel we sat in
silence listening to the brothers chant-
ing afternoon prayers. A beautiful,
peaceful place for contemplation. After

prayers, as the monks walked passed
us, I observed a curious thing. Not one of
the 40 brothers smiled or glanced in our
direction, giving nary a nod to acknowl-
edge our presence. Now, I fully under-
stand that monastic life, particularly
Trappist, emphasizes silence, contem-
plative work and separation from the
world. I retain some respect for that,
even as a secular person. There can be
value in living close to the land and do-
ing the “inner work,” centered in a sim-
ple life of poverty However, I was struck
by the irony of chanting praise and of-
fering prayers for the human family
while seeming to ignore guests. Would
we distract the brothers from their com-
munion with God?

This somewhat disappointing expe-
rience led me back to Merton, who often
prayed in that chapel. He concluded his
book, “New Seeds of Contemplation,”
with an invitation to an inclusive dance:
“We are invited to forget ourselves on
purpose, cast our awful solemnity to the
winds and join in the general dance.”

I compared this experience at the Ab-
bey with the Shaker community. They
too separated from “worldly” influences

yet also invited observers into their
Meeting Halls to join in singing and
dancing for hours of joyful music and
movement. I’ve known enough priests,
monks and nuns to be aware and appre-
ciative of the diversity of practices with-
in Christian contemplative traditions.
This helps balance my limited experi-
ence with the Shakers and Trappists. 

Returning to Shaker Village, a young
Black woman interpreter invited our
group of visitors to sing and dance in the
Meeting Hall, reminding us how Shak-
ers included women and people of color.
Then we entered the large stone Centre
Family house, fascinated by the archi-
tecture, furniture and the Shaker story
itself. I stood staring into the faces of
children in a large photo before reading
of one influential individual in the early
movement – John Whitbey (1792-1843).
An interpretive plaque read: “John
Whitbey’s logical and rational approach
to life drew him to the Shakers, but his
free-thinking personality and writings
ultimately rattled Pleasant Hill. Whit-
bey viewed Shaker elders as well-inten-

Shakers, Trappists and the Inclusive Dance of Simplicity

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3D
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In one of his chapters in the classic
book, “The Pursuit of God,” A.W. Tozer
makes strong contrasts between the
doctrine of God’s divine universal pres-
ence and pantheism, between God’s
presence and the manifestation of his
presence, and between the nearness of
place and the nearness of relationship.
Tozer also discusses the idea that peo-
ple respond to God’s call on their lives in
different ways and varying degrees of
receptivity to God’s will.

We agree that God is everywhere.
There is no place that God cannot be,
and since the laws of physics do not
bind God, time, space, distance, speed,
and matter do not apply to God. God is
universally everywhere at the same
time, never leaving or arriving. This is
not pantheism. Pantheism says that
God is the sum of all created things.
Some of God is in a rock, some of God is

in a tree, etc. Therefore, when all these
things are put together, that sum be-
comes God. This thinking degrades the
divinity of God and denies that he is an
uncreated Other.

We can be surrounded by God’s pres-
ence and not know it. The example Toz-
er gives makes this clear. In Genesis 28
we have the story of Jacob’s dream of
the ladder that stretched from heaven
down to earth. This was God’s way of
manifesting, or revealing himself, to Ja-
cob. God’s presence had always been
with Jacob, but until he recognized and
became receptive to God’s revealed
presence, he did not know it.

Relationship is so important in a
physical, human sense, and in a spiritu-
al understanding. We can be near a per-
son, or a place, and not be connected or
involved. Just as Jacob was near the al-
tar of worship, yet had no relationship
with God, we too can be guilty of being
“near” without relationship. God is look-
ing for a personal relationship with each
of us.

There is no question that God wants
an intimate relationship with us, the
people he has created in his own image.

After all, he walked in the garden every
day with Adam and Eve, rescued the Is-
raelites from slavery, sent Jesus to live
as one of us, gave the Holy Spirit to show
us how to live a holy life, and raised up
his Church so that we could all join to-
gether in unity with others and worship
with him. God wants us to grow in grace
so that we can have the same relation-
ship with him as he has with Jesus and
the Holy Spirit – a relationship of per-
fect love. 

Then, there are the questions that are
raised about a Christian’s receptivity to
God’s will and his/her willingness to
grow and mature in the faith journey.
Why do some people develop a distinc-
tively deeper and closer relationship
with God than others? Why do some re-
main “nominal” Christians while other
blossom into “on fire” disciples?

It is not what God does or does not do,
because God extends the same invita-
tion to full salvation and the gift of grace
to grow as a Christian to all believers.
According to Tozer, the difference be-
tween a “nominal” Christian and one
who is constantly growing is a spiritual
awareness (or a lack of it), to know God

more fully, the desire to be receptive to
God’s will, and the willingness to do
something about it. And maybe, it’s the
absence of opportunity and lack of nur-
ture from the Church and from more
mature believers which creates a sense
of “this is all there is” in the faith walk of
some.

So, we form our own questions for
self examination. Even though we know
that God’s presence surrounds and goes
with us, have we developed a relation-
ship with him? Are we “nominal” in the
sense that we are at the same place in
our faith journey as a year ago? How re-
ceptive are we to the call of Jesus to re-
spond to the mandate for holy living and
service to others?

For all of history, God has pursued us,
looked for us, and desired to be with us.
He wants a loving intimate relationship
with us. He offers his presence and he
waits.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com. 

God is universally everywhere
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.
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Online services: A majority of
churches are still having online wor-
ship services. Visit church websites for
full information. 
Montreat Summer Worship Series:
10:30 a.m., Montreat Conference Cen-
ter’s Anderson Auditorium, just off
Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
www.montreat.org or call 828-669-
2911. Different speaker each Sunday
through Aug. 8.
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 satel-
lite locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
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.
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: 10:30 a.m. service at
www.fcchendersonville.org. Email
fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if you
need assistance.
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.
Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m. on
Facebook. Watch special services and
sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
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 med-
itation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or
YouTube. www.nativityarden.org.
2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-
person services at 10 a.m. Sundays in
the fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and attendees wearing
masks. 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. 828-891-7101.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elk-
wood Ave., Asheville. Sunday School
9:45 a.m. for preschool-adult, worship

service 11 a.m.
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday
services at 8 a.m. Eucharist (in person
only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in person and
livestreamed on YouTube), 5:30 p.m
Celtic service (in person and lives-
treamed on YouTube). Visit
www.trinityasheville.org. 60 Church
St., Asheville. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m. services, 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery and mid-week meal still on hold.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also liv-
estreamed 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.
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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
books. 828-891-7101.

RELIGION CALENDAR

But what makes a sibling relation-
ship healthy? How does one define be-
ing “close”? And what happens if you’re
not?

“A healthy sibling relationship, like
any strong friendship, is characterized
by love, respect, concern, consistency
and reciprocity,” said Fern Schumer
Chapman, author of “Brothers, Sisters,
Strangers: Sibling Estrangement and
the Road to Reconciliation.” “Siblings
should expect to have conflicts, but in a
healthy relationship, they feel confident
that there will be repair and forgive-
ness.” 

Research on sibling support and
closeness is associated with less loneli-
ness, lower levels of depression and
greater life satisfaction, Chapman said.
Yet her research shows a third of people
describe their sibling relationship as
hurtful or strained, even if many don’t
talk about it. 

What close sibling
relationships offer

Close sibling relationships provide a
shared family history that’s revisited
and validated.

“A lot of times it’s a situation where
one person is saying: ‘I went through
that too. I remember that particular
phase in our family,’” said Ali-John
Chaudhary, a psychotherapist who runs
the website Sibling Estrangement. “It
can also give you different perspectives
and variety to a shared experience.”

Healthy sibling relationships are fa-
cilitated by parents who create a culture
of respect and open communication. If a
parent sees a power struggle, they inter-
vene and try to foster a sense of cooper-
ation and inclusivity. Parents foster

healthy sibling relationships by giving
their children skills in conflict resolu-
tion. No sibling is favored, and children
are not compared in behavior, intellect
or appearance.

When children become adults, they
must carve out time to nurture sibling
relationships themselves. The need to
approach their sibling with a sense of
curiosity, especially when there are per-
sonality differences.

“It really is about ... a sense of respect
for one another, making room for one
another, which would foster that sense
of emotional intimacy,” Chaudhary said.
“Once you get to know your sibling, you
find out what their interests are, you
find out what it is that makes them tick,
you start to identify what matters to
them, so it becomes a give-give rela-
tionship.”

When siblings fight

Several factors can lead to the deteri-
oration of a sibling relationship.

A large age gap between children can
prevent siblings from having shared ex-
periences, an important part of bond-
ing. Family trauma, differences in politi-
cal views, addiction and mental health
struggles also can challenge sibling re-
lationships. Ruptures also can occur
when a sibling breaks from the family
identity, such as marrying someone the
family doesn’t approve of. 

Chapman points to Prince Harry, who
acknowledges that his relationship with
his brother, Prince William, has grown
distant.

“The brothers both experienced the
death of her mother, which is a deeply
traumatizing event. A second risk factor
is parental favoritism, and the monar-
chy presents the ultimate in favoritism,
since William’s going to become king
and Harry will always be relegated to a
supporting role. The monarchy is also
notoriously bad at resolving personal

problems. ... And Harry married far out-
side the family identity.”

Siblings often go through 
periods of distance 

Since sibling relationships are
among life’s most enduring, experts say,
they will wax and wane over the dec-
ades.

“There will come times when you’re
much closer, and when you are much
less intimate,” Chapman said.

In her memoir, Chapman wrote of her
brother, noting that “like all brothers
and sisters, Scott and I are at times
pulled toward each other, and other
times we both need distance. A sibling
relationship is a kind of living organism
that is always changing.”

Chapman said there are periods
when a sibling relationship is especially
vulnerable, particularly when family
members redefine their roles. This can
happen during adolescence, when new
boundaries are set. Anytime a sibling
creates a new identity – when they leave
for college, or a new job, there is a risk of
a rift. When her brother went off to col-
lege, Chapman said, there was a deep
sense of abandonment that haunted
her. 

Marriage is also a risk factor for sib-
ling tension. A new brother or sister-in-
law may want to limit or control the cou-
ple’s involvement with one side of the
family. 

The birth of a baby can also be diffi-
cult. 

A sibling begins to focus on his new
or her new family, and the other sibling
can feel abandoned or betrayed. There
are also instances when siblings start to
compete with one another through their
children, particularly for grandparents’
affection.

Parental illness or death, especially
when inheritance is involved, is also a
ripe time for conflict, with siblings com-

peting for money, power or love.

Sibling estrangement is painful,
and reconciliation takes work 

When two siblings become es-
tranged, especially when one still wants
a relationship, Chaudhary said, it can
lead to mourning.

For 40 years Chapman had almost no
relationship with her brother. She’d see
him across the room at a funeral and feel
she was looking at a stranger. It got so
bad, she wasn’t sure she’d recognize
him on the street.

“This is a uniquely painful experi-
ence,” she said. “It’s not like a death,
where there’s no negotiating. In this
case, you have a situation where some-
body who you thought would be a sus-
taining relationship throughout your
life has made the choice, even though
they’re still walking the earth, to have
nothing to do with you. It’s a fundamen-
tal shunning.”

Some sibling relationships are too
toxic to repair, and others will need to
remain limited. Dealing with a difficult
sibling may mean establishing firm
boundaries. For estranged siblings, rec-
onciliation is possible only if all family
members feel safe and there isn’t a risk
of further abuse or retraumatization.

Chapman said early conversations
during reconciliation are best facilitated
by a therapist. Siblings will have to lis-
ten without interrupting or challenging
each other’s stories, to acknowledge,
with empathy, the other person’s hurt or
alienation, and to let go of anger. 

Sibling relationships are among the
most important for emotional well-be-
ing, yet they are also among the most
complex. These relationships feature a
constant push and pull between
warmth and animosity, rivalry and
friendship. Rifts between them can be
the most painful, and intimacy within
them can be the most rewarding. 

Sibling 
Continued from Page 1D

tioned people but questioned their
claim to divine inspiration.” He eventu-
ally wrote a personal account of Shaker-
ism that “caused some Believers to
question their faith, plaguing the Shak-
ers for years to come.” Ah, the danger of
freethought!

This is a stumbling stone for those
who can’t wait to exit this dark dance
floor for the bright ballroom above.
What do you do when you’re earth-
bound, stuck in the secular – the pre-
sent world? You eagerly await the end,
the flight to heaven, yet the promises
and prayers fall unfulfilled. You either
separate yourself from the human fam-
ily and dance (pray, study scripture, etc)
among yourselves, or you join the great-
er dance where everyone is welcome.

Shakers and Trappists offer some-
thing for our world, this world. And if
the practices, piety and prayers cannot
create an open circle for dancing, we can
simply enjoy a silent (or singing) appre-
ciation for the unshaken beauty of our
world.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
His latest books are “Friendly Freethink-
er,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethink-
er’s Gospel.” Learn more at
chighland.com.

Highland
Continued from Page 1D


