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FRANKLIN, Tenn. – Zach Williams is talking to the Tennessean at a historic home in Franklin, Tennessee, and

strumming a cherished acoustic guitar from his collection. h He has no idea where it came from. h In the

summer of 2021, the Christian music star was suddenly pulled off the road after catching COVID-19. The first

gig he had to miss was a highly anticipated stop at the iconic Red Rocks Amphitheater in Colorado. h He was at

home, isolated from his wife and kids, when he got a call from the Gibson Guitar headquarters in Nashville.

There was a guitar ready for him to pick up, and the buyer – according to them – was unknown. h There are

Bible verses inscribed on the fretboard, and illustrations of hummingbirds and butterflies hovering among the

flowers etched on the pickguard. Williams might have a few guesses as to who’s behind this, but he’s left it a

mystery for now. Sometimes a guitar just comes into your life.

Zach Williams holds a guitar that
was gifted to him anonymously.

GEORGE WALKER IV / THE TENNESSEAN

ZACH WILLIAMS
Christian music’s southern rock star digs deep on album

See WILLIAMS, Page 2C

Dave Paulson Nashville Tennessean | USA TODAY Network – Tennessee 

LIVING

I was raised in space. Well, it seemed
that way. Growing up just north of Seat-
tle, my sister and I were privileged to en-
joy yards and neighborhoods to play in,

trees to climb, parks and seashores for
fresh air fun. My first home offered fruit
trees with the best plums and cherries
I’ve ever had. Then we moved to a “man-
sion,” a four-story house surrounded by
tall evergreen trees with a big vegetable
garden in back. Before development,
the final family home was bordered by
empty lots, home to rabbits, pheasants
and bucketloads of blackberries. Open
areas invited expanding imagination for
any inquisitive child’s mind.

In a way, I sense I was also raised in a
more expansive space. Flickering fanta-
sy worlds on the television enchanted
me with shows like “Lost in Space” and
“Star Trek.” Even as my parents pur-
chased a small cabin in the Cascade
mountains near a crystal clear river, I
was drawn to increasing landscapes
and skyscapes where my insatiable cu-
riosity beckoned further exploration
into the wild unknowns, here, up there,
out there. I began to learn that wild

places are also outer spaces. I became a
student of nature that included forests
as well as planets and stars. Even when
the mystery of UFOs captured my atten-
tion and I read every book I could find on
“encounters” and “visits” from “aliens,” I
think the most lasting Big Story was the
space exploration of the Enterprise and
the ships that followed. It may very well
be true that the journeys of those crews 

When favorite places are in outer spaces

See SPACES, Page 2C

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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That’s what happened to Williams
when he was 19. He wasn’t a musician
yet – he’d earned a basketball scholar-
ship to Northwest Arkansas Communi-
ty College, but he broke his ankle before
the season started. His roommate, how-
ever, had a guitar. Alone in his dorm,
Williams picked it up, and a soulful,
southern rock frontman was born.

Some 15 years later, Williams left his
former band in the middle of a tour,
swore off drugs and alcohol and re-de-
voted himself to his faith and family.
Along the way, he became one of Chris-
tian music’s biggest new stars of the
past decade. His debut 2016 single,
“Chain Breaker,” went to No. 1 on mul-
tiple Christian charts and was certified
platinum.

“If you’re trying to fill the same old
holes inside, there’s a better life,” he
sings. “…If you’ve got chains, he’s a
chain breaker.”

The album of the same name earned
Williams his first Grammy award, and
he picked up his second last year for
“There Was Jesus,” a duet with Dolly
Parton from his sophomore album “Res-
cue Story.” Now Williams is back with
his third album, and it’s his most ambi-
tious and expansive one yet.

It’s called “A Hundred Highways,” a
title inspired by a personal journey
that’s had its share of victories, but also
“dead ends, long roads, and bad deci-
sions.”

“It’s taken a long time to get to this
place,” Williams says. “A lot of people
think you’re an overnight success when
they hear your name for the first time.
They don’t really see or hear about the
20-year grind that it took. You know, I
was 19 when I started playing guitar. I
was 38 when I got a record deal, and
there was a lot of life that I lived in be-
tween that. I feel like this record tells
that whole story.”

The album opener, “Big Tent Revival,”
amplifies its “come one, come all” spirit
with banjo, saxophones and blues slide
guitar all marching along to one colos-
sal, swampy groove.

“Anybody lost wanna get saved, get
found, come down,” Williams belts, and
the band slams in time to his syllables.
It’s as gritty and gnarled a sound as you
can find in mainstream Christian music,
and it was born out of Williams’ long
and winding musical path.

He fell in love with the blues at the
same he was learning guitar, after see-
ing Luther Allison and Keb’ Mo’ perform
at a festival. (He’s since been able to

share that memory with Keb’ Mo’, as
they’ve been on the same bills at the
Grand Ole Opry.)

“This is the record that I’ve been
wanting to make for a long time,” he
says. “It wasn’t intentional, but I feel like
I’ve kind of carved my own path in
Christian music…we didn’t think about
trying to write a single.”

Still, the hits (or what sound like
them) found their way to him. “Up There
Down Here” applies that immediate,
four-word hook to a slow, soulful south-
ern groove: “We could all use a lot more
living on Earth like it is in Heaven,” Wil-
liams sings, in step with a gospel choir.

Later, he takes a page from all the
name-checking hits in pop and country
and brings it to his world with “Like a
Billy Graham Revival,” a tribute to the
evangelist written with award-winner
Tom Douglas and producer Jonathan
Smith.

Then there’s “Jesus’ Fault,” which is
the first time – aside from a few covers
and traditionals – that Williams has put
a song he didn’t write on one of his al-
bums. It was penned by country star
Walker Hayes (“Fancy Like”) and Mi-
chael Farren.

Williams says he was intrigued by the
title when the song was sent his way
(“What’s Jesus’ fault?!?” he remembers
asking), and the lyrics reeled him in
from there: “That Bible by the bed ain’t a
coaster no more/ It’s still got some rings
from the bottles before.”

Hayes also guests on the track. It
wasn’t originally planned that way, but
with a very personal verse inspired by
Hayes’ relationship with his late father
(“we were oil and water”), it was ulti-
mately decided he should sing it him-
self.

Hayes has been sober since 2016, and
joins Williams on the chorus to reveal
the title’s meaning: “If you miss the old
me, that’s Jesus’ fault.”

“When I got my life together and got
everything right with the Lord, I had all
these friends that I couldn’t explain (to)
what was going on in my life,” Williams
says.

“Other than, ‘If you don’t like it,
blame Jesus.’ When he sent me this
song, I was like, ‘Dude, my fans, and the
people that are coming to my concerts
are gonna totally get this.’”

He’s been proven right, as ‘Jesus
Fault’ was uproariously received at a
string of shows he played ahead of the
album’s release. He’ll be on the road for
the rest of the year, as a two-month fall
jaunt turns to his “I Don’t Want Christ-
mas To End” tour in December, which
concludes at the Ryman Auditorium on
December 17.

Williams
Continued from Page 1C

Zach Williams has become became one of Christian music’s biggest new stars.
His debut 2016 single, “Chain Breaker” was certified platinum. GEORGE WALKER IV/THE

TENNESSEAN

shaped my own faith journey more than
just about any other mythic transport
for meaning. 

Over the course of years as well as
centuries, the “Star Trek” universe has
spanned galaxies, quadrants and even
time itself, from the original and be-
yond. From “The Next Generation” to
“Deep Space Nine,” from “Voyager” to
“Enterprise,” from “Discovery” and “Pi-
card” to “Strange New Worlds.” If you’re
a fan of science fiction fantasy, one or
more of these series and seasons poten-
tially presents ethical/moral/spiritual
guidance unknown to historical reli-
gious teachings. I would go so far to ar-
gue the overall “Star Trek” story con-
tains all the seeds necessary to grow a
religion or ethical way of life for our time
and far into the future. 

The elements we can identify focus

on inclusion, diversity, the quest for
knowledge, exploration and discovery
themselves. Though starship captains
have mostly been white men, strong
women have also guided the adven-
tures, including Captain Janeway
(Voyager) and Captain Burnham (Dis-
covery), the first Black woman to sit in
that chair (Benjamin Sisko was the first
Black man to command a vessel, though
his was the space station, Deep Space
Nine). To some extent, “Star Trek” has
always reflected the culture and the
time. From early sexist days (female
crew members in mini-skirts) the series
has evolved to include LGBTQ person-
nel and a spectrum of ethnicities. This
reflects Trek creator Gene Roddenber-
ry’s vision of full inclusion not only of
human diversity but an interstellar va-
riety of species brought into the United
Federation of Planets. Though most
crews are led by humans, there has been
an increasing number of “alien” species
guiding the way. We’ve come a long way
from simply having Spock the Vulcan as

science officer. 
One clear theme we can trace

through the whole “Star Trek” universe,
one that has philosophical/spiritual
meaning related to an earthly or plane-
tary pilgrimage. It centers on the inter-
relationship of humans and artificial in-
telligence – our present and future orga-
nic connection to machines, computers,
androids, starships themselves. The
main issue is personhood. 

How will humanity relate to and work
with, even form bonds of friendship,
with non-human beings? Are they “be-
ings” at all? Do they have minds, souls,
hearts, dreams? 

These mysteries link to other impor-
tant dilemmas presented by a host of
alien species (reminding us humans are
aliens too!). Probably the best gift of
“Star Trek” is the plethora of questions
raised by the writers. They challenge us
to think beyond ourselves, beyond our
human hubris, to probe into the essence
of who we are. That will only be discov-
ered as we question ourselves, our place

in the universe, our place among other
lifeforms, terrestrial and extraterrestri-
al. 

Some of my favorite places are in out-
er spaces. “To go where no one has gone
before” is a secular, even a sacred, call to
explore, to discover, to expand spheres
of inclusion, powered by reason, scien-
tific curiosity and basic human wonder.
And perhaps it’s not only human won-
der? Since the “outer spaces” can be as
close as our backyards or even our own
mysterious bodies, the explorations
don’t require starships, only a sense of
the wildness within, the universe – if
you will – in our own imaginative
minds.

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.
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance to cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Oct. 29

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. Hay-
wood St., Waynesville. 10 a.m.-6 p.m.
Monday-Saturday, noon-6 p.m. Sunday.
Visit www.fumc-waynesville.com.

Oct. 30

Online services: Some churches are still
having online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.
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 sharol@tryo-
narts.org. 
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, Arden, and
satellite locations. View times and loca-
tions at www.biltmorechurch.com.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls: Sun-
day services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucha-
rist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucharist
livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube
and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore
Village, Asheville. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the
Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-person
services. Online service at 8:45 a.m. on
Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat
Rock. Visit www.stjohnflatrock.org/.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship
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 acces-
sible. Back parking lot and street park-
ing 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. tradi-
tional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15
a.m. Spanish service in person and liv-
estreamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service
every second Sunday. Watch special
services and sermons on YouTube. 1245
6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. www.gra-
cehendersonville.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 meditation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 8:30
and 10:30 a.m. services in person and
also on Facebook or YouTube. www.na-
tivityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville
Road, Arden.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Ser-
vice 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 Shel-
burne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery available.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.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., off Old Clyde Road, Can-
ton. www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Nov. 1

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mountain View Church, 2221 North
Fork-Right Fork Road, Black Mountain.
Free meal 6 p.m. Worship and testimo-
ny 7 p.m. Small group discussion 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 Tues-
day-Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Nov. 5

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

Nov. 13

Bass-baritone Adrian Smith: 4 p.m.,
The Episcopal Church of St. John in the
Wilderness, 1905 Greenville Hwy., Flat
Rock. Accompanied by pianist Dewitt
Tipton. Donations accepted. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org.

Nov. 19

Festival of Tables: Seatins at 11 a.m.
and 1:30 p.m., Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Holiday-themed tables,
luncheon, entertainment, door prizes,
raffles. $20. Call 828-890-8065 for
tickets.
Singing on the River: 10 a.m.-3 p.m.,
The Arts Center, 90 S. Main St., Mar-
shall. Shaped note singing from the
Christian Harmony Book. Join us down
by the river for a singing and dinner on
the grounds. For more information call
828-649-1301.

RELIGION CALENDAR


