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Walking up our road, the pavement
turns into a rustic trail into the forest.
I’ve tried hiking a bit higher, but this one
afternoon, months after Hurricane He-
lene, I was stopped by many fallen trees.
Some had snapped in two; others lifted
their roots and tipped over, either with a
crash or a thud. We couldn’t hear most
of this destruction, the wind was too
loud. Up there in the midst of the top-
pled giants, I mused on the importance
of trees, for life on earth, and for the life
of religion.

In the Genesis Garden, the center of
attention was the Tree of Life. It doesn’t
show up again in the biblical story until
the last chapter of the book of Revela-
tion. “And he showed me a river of the
water of life, clear as crystal, coming
from the throne of God and of the Lamb,
in the middle of its street. On either side
of the river was the tree of life, bearing
twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit
every month; and the leaves of the tree
were for the healing of the nations”

(Revelation 22). Why would a river flow
down a street? Well, we saw that during
the flood when the storm altered the
course of the rivers and creeks. But why
a flood in heaven? And, I’ve always been
curious how the tree grew “on either
side” of the river. Those must be deep
and long roots. I’m not being literal here,
because this is a mythological tale from
ancient times. What can be the mes-
sage? Who knows, except it seems there
is a city, a river and a tree in the heavenly
future.

By the way, ever wonder what hap-
pened to the Tree of Knowledge of Good
and Evil? Did it wither, topple over, or is
it still out there somewhere, waiting to
be re-discovered? Either way, we could
use more fruit from that tree.

Abraham shared a meal with God (at
least three angelic representatives) un-
der some oak trees (Genesis 18). “Now
the Lord appeared to Abraham by the
oaks of Mamre, while he was sitting at
the tent door in the heat of the day.
When he raised his eyes and looked, be-
hold, three men were standing opposite
him; and when he saw them, he ran
from the tent door to meet them and
bowed down to the ground, and said,
“My Lord, if now I have found favor in
Your sight, please do not pass Your ser-
vant by. Please let a little water be

brought and wash your feet, and make
yourselves comfortable under the tree;
and I will bring a piece of bread, so that
you may refresh yourselves; after that
you may go on, since you have visited
your servant.” And they said, “So do as
you have said.” This is another example
of the biblical puzzle of a three-in-one
God. The human-divine mixture that is
beyond comprehension, yet repeats.
Abraham and Sarah, aged as they were,
are told to expect a child. Sarah laughs.
The child is named Isaac, “one who
laughs.”

Strange things happen around trees
in the Bible. For many Christian believ-
ers, the central story of the Bible is the
death of Jesus on a tree. For centuries,
the lifeless man on the leafless tree has
been the “crux” of the whole faith. Yes,
the resurrection is important as well, yet
without the nails in the wood, there
would be no message of salvation and
forgiveness. 

Gautama Buddha achieved a state of
“enlightenment” under an Indian bodhi
tree. He sat, calm, quiet, meditative, un-
til he became the Buddha: the Awake
One. That forest, that tree, was a symbol
of solitude, directing the mind to a
deeper interrelationship with all life.
Placed together — planted together —
the Tree of Enlightenment, the Tree of

Life and the Tree of Knowledge, present
a forest for faith, freethought, or both.
Add one more tree — the Cross — and
the balance is perhaps complete. Living
trees mixed together with dead trees —
Life balanced with Death. 

My walk in the decimated woods that
afternoon brought all this into focus.
Religion is interlaced with green and
growing branches, as well as broken
sticks and rootless logs. The blocked
trail made me pause, to hesitate and
contemplate how to proceed. Choosing
not to risk climbing over the tumbled
towers, I was left wondering how trees
mark meaningful moments in history —
world history, religious history, our
common history, our personal history. If
the fruit of the tree is for knowledge, if
the leaves are for healing, if it reaches
high for awakening, or tears roots to fall
in suffering, the forests of faith can
flourish in the secular soil of this natural
world.

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).
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Jubilee! Sunday Celebration ~ Aris-
ing with Nature: Byron Ballard will be
the guest speaker at 10:30 a.m., 60 State
St., Asheville. Visit www.jubileecom-

munity.org.
Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11

a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube
and live.biltmorechurch.com. The Es-
pañol Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the
Hendersonville Campus. For more in-
formation visit
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Biltmore Church of Christ: Drive-
through of complete storm relief sup-

plies at 823 Fairview St., Asheville (be-
hind Juicy Lucy restaurant).

Cathedral of All Souls: Following
damage from Tropical Storm Helene in
September 2024, the congregation is
meeting at 9 and 11:15 a.m. Sundays at
St. George’s Episcopal Church, 1 School
Road, West Asheville. Services are in
person and livestreamed. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

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

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.
208 Academy St. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. 
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Family vacations can be fun yet
stressful – not to mention expensive. To
ease the hassle and cost, I often opt for
resorts where kids stay free. Even
places that don’t advertise such deals
may offer spacious rooms, cabins or
suites that accommodate families at no
extra cost. 

Beyond free stays for kids, these ho-
tels excel as destinations, featuring
kids’ clubs, activity centers and nanny
services, allowing parents some down-
time. Amenities like cribs, kid-friendly
meals, pools and playgrounds keep
younger ones happy, while spas and
sports cater to teens and adults. 

1. The Central Station Memphis,
Curio Collection by Hilton,
Memphis, Tenn.

Located in a renovated early 1900s
train station, the hotel features beauti-
fully designed suites with spacious liv-
ing areas and minifridges for snacks.
Kids and teens up to 17 stay free, making
it a great choice for families. A $1 trolley
takes you downtown, where attractions
like the Rock ‘n’ Soul Museum, National
Civil Rights Museum and historic Beale
Street await. Beale Street offers family-
friendly shops, eateries and stops like
Beale Sweets Sugar Shack for a sweet
treat. 

2. Cambria Hotel Madison 
East, Madison, Wis.

Kids 18 and under stay free at this re-
cently renovated hotel, which features a
large indoor pool, a lounging area for
games, free wireless internet and park-
ing. Parents will appreciate the on-site
laundry and spacious rooms, with
suites offering separate living areas and
sleeper sofas. Madison is a family-
friendly Midwest destination with at-
tractions like the Henry Vilas Zoo, the
Tropical Rainforest Aviary, kayak tours
on Lake Mendota and Vitense Golf-
land’s mini golf and climbing gym.

3. Four Seasons Resort and
Residences Whistler, Whistler, B.C.

The resort’s 291 guest rooms include
spacious suites and private residences
with kitchens, living areas and laundry
facilities. There’s no additional charge
for kids under 18 staying in the same
room as their parents. Families benefit

from cribs, high chairs, kid-sized robes,
activity kits and a seasonal playroom.
The heated outdoor pool, fitness center
and spa enhance the experience, while
dining is a treat for the budget with free
meals for kids under five. Minutes from
Whistler Village, the resort offers easy
access to shops, dining, the PEAK 2
PEAK gondola and outdoor adventures
like kayaking on Alta Lake.

4. Comfort Inn Rehoboth Beach,
Rehoboth Beach, Del.

With its laid-back coastal charm and
iconic boardwalk (not to mention funnel
cakes and saltwater taffy), Rehoboth
Beach was one of my favorite vacation
spots growing up. Now, as a mom, I ap-
preciate that Comfort Inn Rehoboth
Beach makes it affordable to stay near
the boardwalk by offering free visits for
kids under 18 when sharing a room with
parents. Guests enjoy free continental
breakfast, parking and an outdoor pool.
Nearby attractions include Jungle Jim’s
Water Park, Midway Speedway Park
and Browse-A-Bout Books, a must-visit
independent bookstore with a cozy cof-
fee shop where you can find your next
vacation binge-read.

5. Woodloch Resort, Hawley, Pa.

This all-inclusive Poconos resort is
equally popular with toddlers and teen-
agers, and it’s easy to see why. Guests
can take part in more than 30 scheduled
activities each day, from pool games
and scavenger hunts in the warmer
months to holiday-themed activities
and winter sports when temps drop. At
times throughout the year, Woodloch
offers kids-stay-free deals for children
six and under; check the resort’s promo-
tions page to see if there’s a special
package price for your travel dates.

6. The Waves Hotel, Ascend Hotel
Collection, Wildwood, N.J.

Kids 18 and under stay free at this
wonderfully budget-friendly option just
three minutes from the beach. The hotel
features recently renovated rooms and
amenities like a refrigerator and micro-
wave. You can enjoy a seasonal outdoor
pool, free parking and free continental
breakfast. Wildwood’s expansive
beaches and family-friendly attractions
include Morey’s Piers, a water park,
rides and classic boardwalk food. Wild-
wood also boasts diverse dining op-

tions, including Goodnight Irene’s
brewpub and Alumni Grill.

7. Mohonk Mountain 
House, New Paltz, N.Y.

Located in the scenic Adirondacks,
Mohonk Mountain House features a chil-
dren’s program with supervised nature
activities, indoor and outdoor swimming
pools, a rock climbing wall and nature
walks. During winter, families can enjoy
ice skating and sledding. Children five
and under always stay free and the resort
offers family-friendly accommodations
with spacious rooms and suites.

8. Sandpiper Bay Resort, 
Port St. Lucie, Fla.

Kids 11 and under stay, eat and play
for free at Sandpiper Bay Resort, recog-
nized by FamilyVacationist as one of the
best truly all-inclusive family resorts in
the U.S. The resort offers a range of ac-
tivities for children, including a water
park, mini golf and a kids’ club plus
sports programs like tennis and golf de-
signed to engage children of all ages.
With spacious rooms and all-inclusive
meals, Sandpiper Bay makes it easy for
parents to relax while kids are enter-
tained. 

9. Alta Lodge, Alta, Utah

With its beautiful mountain setting
and family-focused services, Alta Lodge
provides a memorable experience for
children and parents alike. Kids 12 and
under stay free when sharing a room
with their parents, a particularly good
option for skiing families thanks to its
ski-in, ski-out access, kids’ ski lessons
and cozy lounge area for families to re-
lax after a day on the slopes. Parents can
enjoy the lodge’s spa and dining options
while kids are entertained.

10. Holiday Inn Hotels and 
Resorts, Multiple Locations

At Holiday Inn Hotels and Resorts lo-
cations around the U.S., kids under 18
enjoy free accommodations when shar-
ing a room with parents, a cost-effective
option for families. The hotels provide
kid-friendly amenities such as chil-
dren’s menus, pools and spacious
rooms. Many locations have family
suites with extra space and comfortable
seating so it’s easy to find a family-
friendly option wherever you travel.

Family resorts where the kids stay free 
Jean Chen Smith
FamilyVacationist.com

Summer hiking in Whistler, British Columbia. TOURISM WHISTLER-MIKE CRANE


