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We hear it a lot. A common expres-
sion; a social convention: “Mercy.”
When I think of the word I hear the voice
of Marvin Gaye: “Mercy, mercy me” – a
lyrical request for relief, or belief that
what we see or feel will be alleviated by
something, someone. Most often we
may hear an exclamation of “Mercy!” as
a startled response, a painful moment
or a cry for help.

It isn’t merciless to question why we
use this word in common speech. 

In courtrooms, a defendant may
throw themselves on “the mercy of the
court,” asking the judge to show lenien-
cy, to consider human frailties and flaws
when rendering judgment. Is this one
origin for the use of the term “mercy”?
In a kingly court, an individual can be-
seech the king, begging for special con-
sideration. 

In the cosmic courtroom, a guilty hu-
man being throws themselves to the
ground and pleads for mercy from the
divine judge. The stakes are higher of
course. This judge doesn’t merely have
the power and authority to send a per-
son to a cold jail cell, but to a fiery prison
for eternity. Mercy. 

Carol and I went to hear our nephew
sing with his high school chorus. We en-
joyed the lively performance, impressed
by the ethnic diversity of students, fac-
ulty and parents. Several selections
were somewhat surprising for a public
school. One song was a slow “Hear Our
Prayer” and another featured a soloist
singing emotionally about her “soul.” I
whispered to Carol that it was feeling
like a church service with the gymnasi-
um transformed into a sanctuary.
Though I certainly have concerns about
church-state issues, in this case I didn’t
have serious problems with my nephew
singing these songs.

Introducing one piece, the director
explained they would be singing “Kyrie”
and said it was about the Lord. Brought
up in the church and serving as a minis-
ter for years, I was very familiar with the
song: “Lord, have mercy … Christ have
mercy.” I had to wonder how that was
chosen for this concert, but it was a
beautiful number. 

We ought to know what we mean
when we say “mercy.” From Old French
and Latin for “pity, favor” or “heavenly
reward,” the first definition is: “compas-
sion or forgiveness shown toward
someone whom it is within one’s power
to punish or harm.” There is a power di-
mension. One is pitifully “at the mercy”
of another who can exercise great power

over them. Consider the famous line
from the Sermon on the Mount:
“Blessed are the merciful, for they
shall find mercy.” There is, perhaps, an
implication that if you show some
mercy, you’ll get some back. Not sure
how often that works in life, but at
least it encourages compassion to-
ward others (if only to receive it your-
self). In Christian tradition this prac-
tice is closely related to another emo-
tional concept: “grace.” In some
churches we hear the clergy declaring:
“Grace, mercy and peace be with you.”
Contemplating the meaning of grace
does seem relevant in this context
since it raises the issue of power again
– seeking the favor or approval of the
All-Powerful, though it may be unde-
served favor in the face of God’s disap-
proval of who we are and what we do.
Gracious!, we may say. To an earthly or
heavenly potentate we might plead:
“Have mercy, your Grace!” Seeking to
stay in the king’s “good graces” is relat-
ed to being treated with mercy – you
don’t have to fear punishment if you
have his royal favor. A big IF. 

The humanitarian organization,
“Mercy Corps,” centers their mission
on a “steadfast belief that the commu-
nities we serve are the best agents of
their own change.” We might assume
that Mercy Corps is guided by the old
adage: helping others to help them-
selves, focusing on empowering oth-
ers, or assisting them to draw upon
their own power. In this case, being
merciful (compassionately applying
power) so “Everyone can prosper.”
This seems admirable, a creative use
of the term “mercy.”

French-speaking people say “mer-
ci” – “thank you.” “Merci beaucoup”:
“thank you very much.” To be merciful
or mercy-full is related to being thank-
ful, grateful. The French philosopher
Voltaire wrote in response to his fellow
countryman Pascal: “Why make us
feel disgusted with our being? Our ex-
istence is not so wretched as we are led
to believe.” Voltaire appreciated an-
other French thinker, Montaigne, who
wrote: “I accept with all my heart and
with gratitude what nature has done
for me” (quotes from “How to Live: A
Life of Montaigne”).

Gracious! Mercy! When we hear or
use these expressions out of excite-
ment or exasperation, it may be rea-
sonable to imagine, not that we are at
the mercy of a powerful overseer, but
that we have the natural power within
us for compassion and change.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30
years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. His books and blogs
are presented on “Friendly Freethink-
er” (chighland.com).
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As we continue to read and study
the 23rd Psalm, we begin where we left
off last week. David writes, “Even
when I walk through the darkest val-
ley, I fear no danger because you are
with me.” (v. 4 CEB) There are the val-
leys through which the sheep must
walk from time to time, but we must
remember the Shepherd goes before
us as we walk the dark valleys and en-
ter into the shadows. David said we
walk through the valley, not that we
must spend time there. Again and
again, we must remind ourselves,
“God, this seems terribly tough, but I
know in the end this will get me to the
higher ground.” Then we realize that
the Shepherd has been with us all the
time. Obviously, most of us do not
want these valleys in our lives. Howev-
er, it is in the valleys where we build
our strength and faith for the climb to
the mountain top. It is from the valleys
where we learn to minister to others.
And we must realize that we minister
best to broken people if first, we too,
have been broken in the valley.

Then, as we continue with the
psalm, we might ask, “How in the
world can a rod and a staff provide
comfort to a person?” The rod and staff
were used as protection of the sheep
from predators and as a corrective
measure. Often, all the equipment a
shepherd carried was the staff to be
used in care for the sheep. In our jour-
ney with the Shepherd, so many times
we need his correcting and his protect-
ing hand. God’s word, both written and
spoken, becomes our rod and staff.
There is no substitute for the scrip-
tures and the work of the Holy Spirit in
coping with the complexities of life.
They do comfort us.

As sheep in God’s pastures, we have
the assurance that our Shepherd goes
before us daily to prepare the way, pre-
pare a table. Just as the earthly shep-
herds would go out and check the pas-
tures for poisonous weeds, wild ani-
mals, and sufficient water and grass,
our heavenly Shepherd goes before us
daily to make sure that we are safe. “A
person’s steps are made secure by the
Lord when they delight in his way.”
(Psalm 37: 23 CEB) Jesus has gone be-
fore us and prepared a table for us—
the table of salvation. Each day, we are
reminded our Shepherd has already
made preparations for us to come into
his presence.

Sheep are bothered, just like all out-
side animals, by flies and other “bugs.”

The shepherd would mix up a home-
made remedy to apply to the sheep’s
head. This anointing would keep the
sheep from becoming irritated and an-
noyed while grazing. Also, this healing
anointment would be used for cuts,
scrapes, bruises and brokenness. We
too are “bugged” by the annoyances of
personality conflicts, temptations,
pressures from so many different sourc-
es, and even brokenness. But our Shep-
herd will anoint our lives with the heal-
ing oil of his Holy Spirit restoring our
calmness. And just like with the sheep,
it takes more than one application. We
are told by our Shepherd to ask for the
healing and comfort of the Holy Spirit
whenever we need it. Our Shepherd
anoints our heads with oil and as the
song says, “He giveth, and giveth, and
giveth again.” He keeps giving even
when our cup runs over with his grace,
mercy and love.

With such a wonderful Shepherd Da-
vid has described to us in this psalm, it
is no surprise that because of him, we
will experience the goodness and mercy
that follows us. As his disciples, we are
recipients of God’s goodness, and cer-
tainly his mercy. But I believe we should
be more than recipients. This suggests
to me that I should live my life in such a
way that those following in my foot-
steps should also receive God’s “good-
ness and mercy.” Just as God’s “good-
ness and mercy” flow to me all the days
of my life, so I should leave behind me as
I walk the journey of faith, the same for
others.

The psalm opens with the joyous
statement, “The Lord is my Shepherd,”
and it ends with an equally uplifting af-
firmation, “I will dwell in the house of
the Lord forever.” The Amplified Trans-
lation says, “I will dwell in the presence
of the Lord forever.” This suggests to me
that I can begin dwelling in God’s pres-
ence the moment I become one of his
sheep. I do not have to wait until I die
and go to heaven to begin dwelling with
him. The relationship can begin now.

So, what kind of sheep have we been
to our Shepherd? Are we living in his
presence every day? Hopefully, we have
not been quarrelsome, stubborn and
disobedient sheep. Have we obediently
followed him, let him care for us, and
have we shown our loved for him? The
“goodness and mercy” that he has given
to us, have we shared with others?

May we truly claim the words of an-
other psalm of assurance and disciple-
ship, “Know that the LORD is God—he
made us; we belong to him. We are his
people, the sheep of his own pasture.”
(Psalm 100:3 CEB)

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance to cterrell@
citizentimes.com.

July 2
Online services: Some churches still
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.
Montreat Conference Center’s Summer
Worship Series: 10:30 a.m. in Anderson
Auditorium, Montreat. Different
speaker every Sunday through Aug. 6.
Visit https://montreat.org/events/
summer-worship-series-2023.
Biltmore Church: All campuses open for
on-site services. Online services at 9:15
and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com
or Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Arden,
and satellite locations in Brevard, east
Asheville, west Asheville/Enka,
Hendersonville, Franklin. Also 11 a.m. at
Espanol campus, 220 Johnston Blvd.,
Asheville. View times and locations 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
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only) 11:15 a.m.
Eucharist livestreamed on www.allsouls
cathedral.org, YouTube and Facebook.
9 Swan St., Biltmore Village in 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. 208 Academy St. 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.
traditional service in person and on
Facebook, 11:15 a.m. praise service,
11:15 a.m. Spanish service in person and
livestreamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual
service every second Sunday. Watch
special services and sermons on
YouTube. 
1245 6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. 
www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake
Junaluska 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.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11
a.m. service. 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 accessed later at 
www.newbridgebaptist.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/.

Nursery available.
Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m. Rite I
Eucharist, Rite II Eucharist with choir,
5:30 p.m. Celtic Eucharist in person or
virtual. 60 Church St., downtown
Asheville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church:
Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also
livestreamed on Facebook and 
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship
service at 11 a.m. 75 Lowe St., off Old
Clyde Road, Canton. Service also on
Facebook. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

July 4
Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mountain View Church, 2221 North
Fork-Right Fork Road, Black Mountain.
Free meal 6 p.m.
Worship/testimony/lessons 7 p.m.
Small groups 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship
9 p.m. 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.

July 3
Pickleball: 6 p.m. Wednesdays, Groce
United Methodist Church, 954 Tunnel
Road, Asheville. Visit
www.groceumc.org.

July 8
The Raleigh Ringers: Internationally
acclaimed handbell choir at 4 p.m.,
Fletcher United Methodist Church, 50
Library Road, Fletcher. $25. Visit
www.fletcherumc.org/Artist-Series or
www.eventbrite.com.
Yard Sale: 9 a.m.-1 p.m., St. Paul’s

United Methodist Church, 223 Hillside
St., Asheville. Furniture, books (many
old ones), Sunday School material,
clothes, décor, tools and more.

July 9
Newbridge Baptist Church Vacation
Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m. July 9-12, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Games, crafts,
food. For ages 2-sixth grade. Free. Call
828-254-7262 to register.

July 13
The Sanctuary Series featuring
Amanda Anne Platt, Srah Siskind, Jane
Kramer: 7 p.m., Central United
Methodist Church, 27 Church St.,
downtown Asheville. $26.75, free age
12 and younger. Visit
www.eventbrite.com.

July 14
Lillian Chase and Micah John concert: 7
p.m., Weaverville First Baptist Church,
63 N. Main St. Together they share a
love for old-time tunes, tight harmonies
and fiddle duets. By donation. Visit
www.weavervillemusicstudyclub.org.

July 24
Emmanuel Lutheran Church Vacation
Bible School: 6-8 p.m. July 24-28, 51
Wilburn Place, Asheville. Call
828-281-8182. Summer day camp
available: 9 a.m.-noon $150 per week,
8:30 a.m.-4:30 p.m. $300. Visit
https://emmanuellutheranschool.org/.

Sept. 7
National Missionary Summit: Missions
in a Changing World: Sept. 7-8,
Montreat Conference Center, 401
Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
https://montreat.org/ for details and to
register.
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