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In his acceptance speech for an hon-
orary Oscar, actor Michael J. Fox
showed his characteristic humor and
humility. Challenged to manage the
quirks of his Parkinson’s, Fox paused
several times to tell his shaking hand,
uncontrollably knocking on the podium:
“Stop it!” In a more serious moment he
presented something like a personal
motto: “My optimism is fueled by my
gratitude; with gratitude, optimism is
sustainable.” I think that’s worth run-
ning over in our heads from time to time.

Do you consider yourself generally
optimistic? How about grateful? When I
was a person of faith, I would often
thank God for good things that came my
way. I was raised to say “Please” and
“Thank you,” which served to remind
me to be courteous to both God and oth-
ers. As for optimism, that was often
harder to sustain. In youthful days, my
positive outlook for the future was get-
ting to heaven as fast as possible. As an
adult, I learned to take life as a mix of
good and bad while trying to keep an

“attitude of gratitude” and “hope for the
best.” I was not always successful at
holding that belief. When events in life
shook me to the core, I might have said
many one-word prayers — “Please!” —
but not so many “Thank You’s.” Eventu-
ally I came to the precarious stance that
life was up to me, that personal choice
and wise decisions were my responsi-
bility, with a boost of optimism from
others now and then.

A simple, and very natural, illustra-
tion: Carol and I were taking an autumn
wood-walk and the trail we chose
crossed a stream. It wasn’t wide or deep,
though some rocks looked slippery or
unstable. We took a moment to pause
and consider the risk: losing balance,
getting wet, twisting an ankle. Did we
really want to proceed up this trail? Was
it worth the risk? All this happened in a
few moments, but it felt natural, and
smart, to think for a second what the
consequences were going forward, or
backward. The choice was ours. We
lightly stepped across, stone by stone,
and made it across without incident.
The path took us along a meandering
route through laurel with only the gentle
sound of the nearby stream. Pushing
through our hesitancy, we were gifted
by nature, in the beauty of the late after-
noon sun streaming through leafless
trees. 

When we’re shaking because of fear
or confusion about our path forward, or
even our beliefs, do we have the
strength, the courage, to say: “Stop it!”
What inabilities do we live with, in mind
or body? Everyone has some limitation.
Do we feel unable to help ourselves, let
alone another person? Does our body
limit some things we would like to do
but simply can’t? Life is shaky; some-
times our bodies are telling us things
that distract us, or teach us, to call at-
tention to something we are overlooking
— our own needs or the needs of others.

With his motto — profound words of
wisdom — Michael J. Fox hands us a
principle to live by through the shakiest
periods of our lives. His disease is no
laughing matter, yet his contagious
sense of humor lightens the heaviness,
and perhaps brightens the darkest
times. We can admire that, and emulate
that outlook ourselves. 

We can never go “back to the future,”
but we can choose the present moment
to breathe when we feel breathless, to
steady ourselves when we get shaky,
and live with the imbalance—even the
embarrassment—in times when we lose
our balance or fall. 

Optimism comes from a Latin word
for “best thing.” It’s related to the word
optimum. According to Wikipedia, opti-
mism “is seen as a trait that fosters resil-

ience in the face of stress.” We may not
always know what the “best thing” to
do, say or believe is for us, but a resilient
feeling of gratefulness for what we have,
for life itself, can usually reveal some-
thing better if not best. There is a abid-
ing sense of hopefulness that can give
us positive expectations and present
fresh ideas for the unknown way ahead. 

On his website, Michael J. Fox writes:
“To me, hope is informed optimism.”
This reflects the reason he received the
humanitarian award. To practice “in-
formed” optimism takes a commitment
to reality, being real. In his book, “No
Time Like the Future,” Michael strikes
the balance. After a bad fall, he remem-
bers so many people telling him he has
one job: Don’t Fall. This time it “feels
personal. Make lemons into lemonade?
Screw it — I’m out of the lemonade busi-
ness.” May we be a little more grateful,
sustained by humor and a more positive
outlook, as we seek the natural beauty
and optimal gifts of life.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on "Friendly
Freethinker" (www.chighland.com).

May we sustain our optimism and gratitude

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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Jan. 1

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

Christmas service with Commu-
nion: 10:30 a.m., First Congregational
United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave.
W., Hendersonville. We’ll reprise “This
Is My Story, This is My Song” instead of
having traditional sermon. All are wel-
come in any attire. Visit
www.fcchendersonville.org.

New Year’s Day “New Year, New
You” Service: 11 a.m., Mills River Pres-
byterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Start off 2023
with communion service with singing,
lessons and children’s Sunday School.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.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, 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. Nursery available. 75 Lowe
St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Jan. 3

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. Tuesday-
Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
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totality of that person’s life,” Dolan said.
“God knows us better than we know our-
selves.”

Suicide first affected Dolan’s family
with the death of his 19-year-old brother
Tom in the mid-1970s. The early 1980s
saw suicide claim the life of Dolan’s 27-
year-old sister Therese and her husband.

Those deaths rocked Dolan with an-
ger, he said. The sentiment is common
among those who see a loved one perish
to suicide, he said. Feeling like that is OK
to Dolan.

“God’s big enough to handle our an-
ger,” Dolan said.

The bishop has found some solace fol-
lowing his most recent loss to suicide.
His sister, Mary Dolan, 58, who died Oct.
16, lived with depression since she was in
college.

“This was a very difficult moment in
our life in that we miss her greatly. But
Mary struggled greatly. And in some
ways, she’s at peace that she doesn’t
have to struggle,” Dolan said. “I’ve never
met a person who mentally tried as hard
as she did to live.”

Since this most recent loss, Dolan has
leaned on the same assurance he has
provided others about God’s mercy on
suicide.

“I am convinced that the Lord who
conquers all things is leading Mary to
Himself,” Dolan wrote on Facebook fol-
lowing his sister’s death. 

Permission to talk about suicide

Dolan’s remedy for confronting the
grief of suicide is to talk about it, he said.
He likens the process to bandages after
an operation.

“When you lose someone, it’s good to

talk about it and not to hold it in. And
even though you may have to look at the
wound again a few times, it’s just impor-
tant to do it because otherwise there’s no
healing involved and it just gets trapped,
and later on, it’s going to fester,” he said.

The mental health ministry will be in-
strumental in that regard as it will pro-
mote communication among those in
mourning, Dolan said.

Helping spearhead the new ministry
will be Maria Chavira, who serves as
chancellor of the diocese and has a doc-
torate in educational psychology.

The need for the ministry is there,
Chavira said. She recalled how Dolan, in
early September, gave a suicide remem-
brance Mass, welcoming people to sub-
mit names for prayer and drawing thou-
sands of submissions.

According to the Arizona Department
of Health Services, the state’s suicide
rate per 100,000 people in 2021 was 35%
higher than the U.S. average.

Chavira said Dolan’s own experience
with suicide in his family will steer the
ministry’s work.

“We have individuals who are within
our diocese that have struggled with
these particular issues and may not have
had an opportunity or place where they
could talk about it from their faith,” she
said. “By him being the leader and taking
this particular subject on, it really helps
to give permission to talk about mental
health in a different way.”

Establishing a ‘small-church
community’

The mental health ministry is one as-
pect of Bishop Dolan’s broader goals for
the diocese, which is looking to purchase
properties and find pastors to start
churches to keep up with Phoenix’s pop-
ulation boom. 

One of the fastest growing in the U.S.,
the Phoenix Diocese has seen an in-

crease of more than 300,000 Catholics
in the past 10 years and boasts 1.1 mil-
lion faithful, according to diocese rec-
ords.

Established in 1969, the diocese
spans the entirety of Maricopa, Moha-
ve and Yavapai counties and parts of
Coconino and Pinal counties. It con-
sists of 94 parishes, 23 missions, 29 el-
ementary schools, seven high schools,
three universities and one seminary.
There are 228 priests, 129 nuns and 225
deacons within the diocese, according
to its most recent figures.

In-person church attendance has re-
turned to 90% of pre-pandemic num-
bers, Dolan said.

The bishop wants to continue evan-
gelizing, but said the effort goes beyond
simply filling the pews.

“My preference is not to just go out
and get numbers. My job is to try to en-
courage a relationship with God and
each other,” he said. “Small-church
community is what we wanna do.”

Dolan’s predecessor, Bishop Emeri-
tus Thomas J. Olmstead, won notoriety
for his political stances. Olmstead was
a vocal opponent of same-sex marriage
and abortion rights and supported the
rights of undocumented immigrants.

Dolan acknowledged the diocese
would remain politically involved, but
suggested he might take a different ap-
proach to controversial issues.

“I’m not one to draw a line in the

sand with anybody or cut off relation-
ships with anyone, so my preference is
just to keep those doors of communica-
tion open,” Dolan said. “But for certain
propositions or whatever, yeah, some-
times it’s going to fit very well within
the life of the church, so we’re going to
be a voice.”

‘Share the faith’

Dolan grew up Catholic, with nine
siblings, in San Diego. His parents
started their family there after moving
from Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 

He was ordained into priesthood in
San Diego in 1989 and became auxiliary
bishop of the San Diego Diocese in 2017.
His love for his hometown was evident
as he delivered Mass on Oct. 23 at
Saints Simons and Jude Cathedral.

Donning a veil, 37-year-old Glendale
resident Beda Nava sat in a pew in the
back alongside her 8- and 9-year-old
daughters. It tickled Nava to hear Dolan
bring levity to the Mass by expressing
hope the San Diego Padres would ad-
vance in the National League Champi-
onship Series.

“He just gives us that little giggle,”
Nava said.

Harkening to the Padres’ old motto,
“Keep the faith,” Dolan proposed a
phrase for Catholics to live by: “Share
the faith.”

Dolan sermonized on the parable of
the self-righteous Pharisee and the tax
collector whose humility exalted him
before God, instructing the congrega-
tion not only to attend church but to
fulfill the church’s mission in their
lives.

His subsequent plea for parishion-
ers to “go out” into the world and advo-
cate for the Catholic value of charity to
the poor touched Nava.

“I thought that was beautiful,” she
said.

“People with mental health

(issues) aren’t possessed –

they’re oppressed.” 
Rev. John P. Dolan 

Dolan 
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