
Asheville Citizen-Times - 10/22/2022 Page : C01

October 22, 2022 10:39 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Asheville Citizen Times | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 22, 2022 | 1C

DIVIDE
UNITED METHODIST CHURCH BREAKING UP 

IN A SLOW-MOTION SCHISM

U
nited Methodists have for generations been a mainstay of the American religious landscape

– one of the most geographically widespread of the major Protestant denominations, their

steeples visible on urban streets, in county seats and along country roads, their ethos

marked by a firm yet quiet faith, simple worship and earnest social service. h But the United

Methodist Church is also the latest of several mainline Protestant denominations in America to begin

fracturing, just as Episcopal, Lutheran and Presbyterian denominations lost significant minorities of

churches and members this century amid debates over sexuality and theology. h In annual regional

gatherings across the U.S. earlier this year, United Methodists approved requests of about 300 congrega-

tions to quit the denomination, according to United Methodist News Service. Special meetings in the

second half of the year are expected to vote on as many as 1,000 more, according to the conservative

advocacy group Wesleyan Covenant Association.
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A GROWING

See METHODISTS, Page 4C
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“Instead of becoming like society, we’re trying to become an example of what it looks 

like to disagree and still treat people with respect and care and love.” Rev. Chris Morgan

LIVING

When speaking at a bookstore in Bel-
lingham, Washington, some years ago I
began by sharing “a little idea that’s
been hiking around in my brain.” Here’s
the path of reasoning, the stream of
consciousness, I took that evening.

Some say there is only one path to
God, the Great Spirit, Creator, Ultimate
Reality. I sense some truth in that. Con-
sider the common theme handed down
through the centuries in the teachings
of world traditions:

h In the biblical book of Genesis, hu-
mankind is crafted from the mud of the
earth in a forested garden teeming with
other wild creatures, thriving by a great
river.

h The Chinese book of Tao tells us to
look to water and trees to learn about
the Universe as well as ourselves.

h The Hindu Upanishads say the Cre-

ator is hidden in the heart of every living
creature.

h Gautama Buddha was “awakened”
while sitting under a tree in an Indian
forest.

h The radical Rabbi of Nazareth hiked
around the holy land teaching parables
about trees, water, animals, plants and
birds.

h The desert Prophet Muhammad
first heard the Qur’an recited to him in
an Arabian cave.

h Native traditions honor the Great
Spirit animating all life on Mother
Earth.

All of these streams or paths seem to
have one thing in common: they origi-
nate in a natural environment, and tell
the Great Story of a wide and wild way to
the Greatest Power in the Universe –
Nature – with an array of faces and
names. The pilgrimage and the destina-
tion are One, a living network of path-
ways or riverways to life, truth and hap-
piness, crisscrossing a natural land-
scape sculpted by awe and great beauty.
As we pass through, the journey begins
again and again.

I concluded my remarks at the book-
store with this statement: “We are re-
minded by these traditions, as well as by
naturalists and other explorers of the
natural cosmos, that Nature holds the
key to our highest hopes and deepest
wonders as we seek a path of greening
light in the temple of Nature.”

Admittedly a poetic spin there. But
was I correct in my presentation? Is
there one path to the “divine,” the “sa-
cred” – to “god”? Could that trail be the
most obvious, the most visible, trail
woven with countless throughways?
Might “The Way” actually be a myriad of
interconnected Ways? Is it possible our
historic religions have intentionally or
unintentionally led humanity astray
with the illusion there is only one pas-
sage forward led by the light of faith, or
any specific sectarian faith? A “One
Way” mentality leads to little more than
what someone tells us we will find on
that well-maintained and monitored
track. There is no room for curiosity, ex-
ploration, discovery, question, and cer-
tainly little room for critical thinking.
The divine destination is completely ex-

pected. Unlike wild nature and our own
natural inquisitive sense, these “paved
pathways of piety” or “boardwalks of
belief” lead precisely to the predictable
points we’re directed to. There really is
no “mystery” when we’re told what we
are to conclude before we even begin.
“Follow this path and you will find [Al-
lah; YHVH; Jesus; Krishna; Tao; God-
dess; etc].” Where is the adventure in
that? Sounds like someone telling us
Who Did It before we even read the Who
Done It. No suspense, let alone pleasure
in trying to figure it out on our own. 

Approaching this from another view-
point, let’s say we are taking an exam,
perhaps the most important examina-
tion in our lives. We want to enter the
University of Truth (or the University of
the Universe). There is one question to
answer and we are handed the answer
before we begin. We write down the
“correct” response and are accepted.
Now we’re instructed to “search” for that
“correct” answer throughout our lives
until we arrive at the “shocking” finale, 

Returning to our senses along common streams and paths

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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“ God told Jeremiah, ‘Up on your
feet! Go to the potter’s house. When
you get there, I’ll tell you what I have
to say.’ So, I went to the potter’s house,
and sure enough, the potter was there,
working away at his wheel. Whenever
the pot the potter was working on
turned out badly, as sometimes hap-
pens when you are working with clay,
the potter would simply start over and
use the same clay to make another
pot. Then God ’s Message came to me:
‘Can’t I do just as this potter does, peo-
ple of Israel?’ God ’s Decree! ‘Watch
this potter. In the same way that this
potter works his clay, I work on you,
people of Israel.’” ( Jeremiah 18:1-6,
The Message) 

Being in education for quite a num-
ber of years, I have seen various teach-
ing methods come and go. However, one

method that seems to have stayed
around for many years and produced a
measurable amount of results is the
hands-on, learn-by-doing method.
Most people, young and old, can learn at
an acceptable level if they are shown
how to do certain skills and then be al-
lowed to perform that skill. Even if the
student just observes the skill being
performed, understanding most often
takes place. When I was a child in
church, we learned and understood
many ideas from the Bible through ob-
ject lessons and flannel boards.

Sometimes symbolisms and analo-
gies, such as this Jeremiah story, do not
fit our understanding perfectly. When
we say that God is the potter and we are
the clay, the analogy makes sense ex-
cept for two points. We must remember
that God is perfect in his will and his
work, and unlike the human potter will
not make mistakes. Secondly, we hu-
mans, unlike the clay, have free wills
and choices.

Here we have God in all his sover-
eignty holding us in his hand just as the
potter holds the clay. God owes us noth-

ing, is not obligated to do anything for
us, and may dispose of us as he sees fit.
That’s the sovereign face of God! How-
ever, his willingness to take us as sin-
ners and make something out of us
shows his love and mercy for us and his
desire to create beings that will love,
serve, and praise him. That is the merci-
ful face of God! He gives us rules and
guidelines to follow. He makes a cove-
nant with us telling us exactly what we
must do and be in order to please him.
He also tells us that if we break the cove-
nant we will be punished. That is the
face of a just God! Then, he is willing to
work with us as we work out our salva-
tion. He gives us chance after chance
when we make mistakes and even when
we backslide. The longsuffering and pa-
tient face of God!

Jeremiah wrote that the potter found
a lump of something in the clay that
marred and ruined the image of the ves-
sel. Not just a human weakness, not
some frailty, but sin. So, what did the
potter do? He started over; he did not ac-
cept a less than perfect vessel. God will
start over with us also. He will not ac-

cept less than our best. God will throw
us back on the potter’s wheel and begin
working, and stretching, and molding
us again. God, if we let him, will remold
us every time he finds a lump of pride,
conceit, hate, anger, disobedience, self-
importance, love of self, and any of the
fruit of sin. If sin is found in our hearts
and lives, if we have backslidden, we
must be re-molded. God throws us back
on the potter’s wheel of salvation and
repentance. We begin again. Then once
again, if we let God have his way, we will
be formed into a useful vessel. Here
again we see the judgmental, yet just,
merciful, and patient face of our sover-
eign God.

Abba, Abba Father, You are the pot-
ter, We are the clay, The work of your
hands. Mold us, mold us and fashion us,
into the image ... of JESUS, your son!
(John Michael Talbot).

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

God, if we let him, will remold us
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Oct. 22

Pumpkin Patch: 10 a.m.-7 p.m. daily
through Oct. 31, Abernethy United
Methodist Church, 1418 Patton Ave.,
Asheville. Visit www.abernethy.org.

Pumpkin Patch: Through Oct. 31,
Groce United Methodist Church, 954
Tunnel Road, Asheville. 12:30-7 p.m.
Sunday-Friday, 10 a.m.-7 p.m. Saturday.
Visit www.groceumc.org.

Pumpkin Patch: Through Oct. 31,
First United Methodist Church, 566 S.
Haywood St., Waynesville. 10 a.m.-6
p.m. Monday-Saturday, noon-6 p.m.
Sunday. Visit
www.fumc-waynesville.com.

Oct. 23

Online services: Some churches are
still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion.

Human Trafficking discussion: 2-4
p.m., St. Eugene’s Catholic Church, 72
Culvern St., Asheville. Free.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services with safety
measures in place. Online services at
9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch-
.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Ar-
den, and satellite locations. View times
and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube
and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Vil-
lage, Asheville. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-per-
son services. Online service at 8:45 a.m.
on Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Academy Street,
downtown. Also on Facebook, YouTube,
or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or
WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC: 10:30
a.m. in person service Sundays, 20 Oak
St., downtown Asheville. Wheelchair
accessible. Back parking lot and street
parking available. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tra-
ditional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.

Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-
ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. www.grace-
hendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Junalus-
ka Conference & Retreat Center, Lake-
shore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church:
Service at 11 a.m. Enter via side door
from parking lot. 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: Indoor
worship at 11 a.m., 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. Service also livestreamed on
church Facebook page and can be ac-
cessed later at www.newbridgebaptis-
t.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m. Sunday services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery available.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood
Road.

West Canton Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Service also on

Facebook. No nursery until further no-
tice. 75 Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road,
Canton. www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Oct. 25

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship
and testimony 7 p.m. Small group dis-
cussion 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Free child care. Contact Connie at 828-
669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. every
Tuesday-Thursday, Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Oct. 30

The Hymns & Spirituals Collective
of Charleston, S.C.: 4 p.m., Zion Grove
A.M.E. Zion Church, 5620 Pea Ridge
Road, Rutherfordton. Free admission
with advance ticket. Email sha-
rol@tryonarts.org. 

Nov. 5

Holiday Craft Fair: 9 a.m.-2 p.m.,
Etowah United Methodist Church, 110
Brickyard Road, Etowah. Handcrafted
gifts, baked goods, eat-in or take-out
soup lunch. Visit
www.EtowahUMC.org/outreach.

RELIGION CALENDAR

coming face to face with the Great An-
swer we’ve known all along. Does that
feel like an exam worth taking, a real
education, a true search, a fulfilling and

meaningful life? That evening in Bel-
lingham I read from John Muir and Hen-
ry David Thoreau. The wild Muir, of
course, wanders and saunters all over
the map. Then I picked a mouth-water-
ing morsel of wisdom from Thoreau’s
fruitful mind, reflecting on how we can
walk into a forest without truly being
present to the forest, or even to our-

selves. “In my walks I would [be pleased
to] return to my senses. What business
have I in the woods, if I am thinking of
something out of the woods.” (“Walk-
ing”). The wise philosopher of Eastern
forests called our attention to a sensible
reflection: it is good to choose a health-
enhancing track or tributary that con-
sistently, and naturally, returns us to

humility and humanity.
Chris Highland served as a minister

and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

In ancient times, people had to de-
cide which deity they would serve.
There were many from which to choose.
There was Yahweh the God of Israel, and
the pantheon ruler Zeus, Egypt’s Amon-
Ra, the fertility god Baal, the “detest-
able” Molech, to whom child sacrifices
were made, and many more. The list of
possible candidates was long.

The idea that one must choose be-
tween the gods is presented numerous
times in the Bible. For example, Israel’s
aged leader Joshua issued an ultimatum
to his contemporaries: “… choose for
yourselves this day whom you will
serve, whether the gods your ancestors
served beyond the Euphrates, or the
gods of the Amorites, in whose land you
are living. But as for me and my house-
hold, we will serve the Lord.”

Other examples include the famous
prophet Elijah’s challenge: “How long

will you waver between two opinions? If
the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal
is God, follow him.” To this challenge,
we are told, “the people said nothing.”

In the New Testament, the Apostle
Paul praises the Christians in Thessalo-
nica who “turned to God from idols to
serve the living and true God.” In each of
these situations, ordinary people came
to a decision about which God they
would trust and serve.

But the choice between competing
Gods is only one aspect of the decision
that needs to be made. It is not enough
to say that this or that God will be my
God; I must go on to relate to this God as
Lord – the one whose authority I ac-
knowledge. The decision now is not
about which God I will serve, but wheth-
er I will serve him, or he will serve me.

This decision predates the other, for
it predates the gods. The Bible tells how
Adam, the most ancient of humans,
chose. His was not a choice between the
Gods, for there was then only one. The
choice was between the one God and
himself or, put differently, between go-
ing God’s way and going his own. He
chose badly.

This archetypal decision is made by

each succeeding generation, and by
each person in every generation.
Though universal, the actual moment of
decision can pass unnoticed. Rarely
does someone think, “I will choose my-
self over God.” Instead, they think, “I
must do this; I have no other choice.”
The mind has camouflaged the true na-
ture of the decision.

There is a fascinating biblical ac-
count that sheds light on this. The no-
madic Hebrew people had gone to Egypt
for refuge during a time of famine and
had remained there for hundreds of
years. When societal sentiment and
public policy turned against them, they
left Egypt in one of history’s largest ref-
ugee flights. Poised on the border of “the
Promised Land,” their newly installed
leader Joshua had a God encounter.

On the eve of the Battle of Jericho,
Joshua was alone when he met a soldier
with a drawn sword. Being a man of ex-
traordinary courage, he immediately
approached the stranger with the chal-
lenge: “Are you for us or for our ene-
mies?”

The stranger, it turned out, was no
mere soldier but the “commander of the
army of the Lord” and, quite possibly,

the Lord himself. He answered Joshua,
“Neither.” It seems that God was not on
Israel’s side nor their enemy’s. The
question, as Joshua learned, is not
whether God is on our side but whether
we are on his.

Joshua learned the lesson that every-
one must learn. The true God will not
serve us or our cause, no matter how
just or noble. But we can serve him — or
not.

Yet throughout history, people have
tried to indenture God and claim him for
their side. They have expected him to
render service, as if they were the God
and he were the servant. When he does
not comply, they are reduced to using
him as propaganda in their crusade.

This causes people who hear about
God to suspect that he is a fiction, a
propaganda tool. What else would they
think when the people who told them
about God treat him as such? Clearly,
Elijah’s challenge remains relevant: “If
the Lord is God, follow him.”

Find this and other articles by
Shayne Looper at shaynelooper.com.

Is God on your side? Or are you on his side? 

Shayne Looper
Guest columnist


