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In a conversation with a young man
who works as a “Change Agent” for an
organization called Operation Gateway,
I was impressed with his commitment
to fulfill the group’s mission to “assist in
navigating the barriers faced when re-
entering society.” Those who are re-en-
tering the community have been incar-
cerated, and each one faces the chal-
lenges that come with re-integration in
an often resistant world, where miscon-
ceptions and fears cloud decisions.
With past experience with chaplaincy in
a county jail near San Quentin State
Prison, I am sensitive to the obstacles
and barriers we place in front of the for-
ward progress these men and women
seek. 

This “Change Agent” reminded me of
the essential elements sought by each
person coming out of prison: housing,
work, health care, education and sup-
port. Without someone alongside to
companion them through the difficult
process of stabilizing their lives, a per-
son can feel like a permanent outsider
(ironic, since they may have spent years
as an “insider”). Yet, employers and
landlords may turn away many who
honestly reveal their “record.” Will they
always be considered criminals or ex-
cons, or can they find some degree of
welcoming back after serving their
time? Can we offer another chance at a
productive, normal life? Once an of-
fender, will they always be seen as of-
fensive?

I suppose I’ll be “mining memories”
from my years as a chaplain until the
mental mine closes. It was primarily on-
the-job training, since most of the theo-
logical preparation I received in college
and seminary couldn’t adequately pre-
pare me for what I found and who I en-
countered. When I “re-entered” society,
after four years in a literal Christian Cas-
tle called seminary, oddly enough, I
went straight into jail. As the first inter-
faith chaplain ever sent inside those
county facilities, I had to face my own
uneasy uncertainty, in the presence of
person after person, day after day, year
by year.

As I told the “Change Agent,” I was
guided by an “eye to eye” philosophy of
learning by listening, a skill that only
comes from presence. Person by person
this was a face to face and sometimes
heart to heart practice. I would also add
that I was regularly and pleasantly sur-
prised to have a mind to mind encoun-
ter, when an inmate (detainee) engaged
me in an enlightening intellectual dis-
cussion. Often I would draw from these
stimulating conversations to bring
ideas and questions into our weekly
gatherings. Stirring, wide-ranging and 

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Prayer Wall: A 40-foot prayer wall is
open to the public at Unity of the Blue
Ridge, 2041 Old Fanning Bridge Road,
Mills River. The wall offers a space for
prayer and reflection. It is part of the
property’s Pathway of Peace, offering
10 acres of green space and a labyrinth.
Visit www.unityblueridge.org.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and
11 a.m. with locations in Arden, Bre-
vard, East Asheville, Franklin, Hender-
sonville and West Asheville. Services
are streamed live on Facebook, You-
Tube and live.biltmorechurch.com.
The Español Campus meets at 1:30
p.m. at the Hendersonville Campus.
For more information 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. Vis-
it 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 Face-
book, 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, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville.
Wheelchair accessible. Back parking
lot and street parking available. Child
care available 10 a.m.-noon. 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.gra-
cehendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Cha-

pel open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Ju-
naluska 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 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 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: 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service
also livestreamed on church Facebook
page and can be accessed later at
www.newbridgebaptist.org.

Providence Global Methodist
Church: 11 a.m., 364 Broadway St.,
Asheville. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing assis-
tance and on-site parking. Visit
https://providencegmc.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m., 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.org/ Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist; 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eu-
charist (with choir) in person and live
stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic
Eucharist (with choir) in person and
live stream. 60 Church St., downtown
Asheville. Visit 

RELIGION CALENDAR

Temptation is not sin. In James 1:12
(CEB), we are told, “Those who stand
firm during testing are blessed. They are
tried and true. They will receive the life
God has promised to those who love him
as their reward.” Eve looked at the fruit,
and wanted it, but did not sin just by
wanting it; although, we know if we al-
low covetousness to overcome our de-
sire to obey, it is sin. “Sin came when she
reached out, took it, and ate it. It is only
when our will has consented does the
break in our relationship with God oc-
cur. This is a definition of sin.” (Kinlaw)

We often wonder how something so
tragic and enormous could happen,
something that has affected every hu-
man ever born, what huge event hap-
pened to a world created so good and
holy? In reality, the event that changed
the course of our created purpose was
simply two people looking in the wrong
direction and reaching for something
other than God. By giving in to tempta-
tion from the “bad blue snake,” we too
can be separated from the One who cre-
ates and loves us. Is it really worth it?

This column is the opinion of 
the Rev. Tim McConnell, retired 
Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.

McConnell
Continued from Page 1C

Every morning, she puts on her
makeup while chatting with her tod-
dler nephew through FaceTime. 

Popular podcaster and inspirational
Nashville author Annie F. Downs – who
has landed interviews with superstars
like Matthew McConaughey and Jen-
nifer Garner for her “That Sounds Fun”
show – delights in starting her day with
silly conversations with the boy, Sam,
the love of her life. 

The boy rarely calls her “aunt,” opt-
ing instead for just “Annie,” sometimes
“Annster.” 

“He’s a really funny kid,” Downs
said, a huge smile splitting her face. 

In December 2021, Downs, on a Fac-
eTime call with her sister – Sam’s mom
– saw Sam waddling toward the phone
in a new T-shirt. “Big Brother,” the shirt
read. 

“Oh my gosh, I can’t believe it!”
Downs said, smiling and tearing up at
the memory. “I thought, I’m so glad
Sam’s going to have a sibling. There are
gonna be two of them!!” she said. “The
first person they made is so wonderful.
YES! We get to have a whole brand-new
person in the family.” 

That joy was short lived.
Around 12 weeks into the pregnancy,

doctors told Downs’ sister, Tatum
Green of Atlanta, the baby had a severe
genetic condition called Edwards Syn-
drome or trisomy 18. About 95% of fe-
tuses with the condition don’t survive
to full term.

“It was heartbreaking,” Downs said,
“heartbreaking.”

“For the whole pregnancy, we pre-
pared for him to die and we prayed for
him to live,” she said.

One of the first and most enduring
painful thoughts for Downs and her
sister and brother-in-law: What are we
going to tell Sam?

For Downs, the answer came to her
in an emotional, 22-minute drive.

“I’m driving and crying and dictat-
ing into the phone. It was the easiest
story I ever found. I absolutely would
say it felt like a divine download. It felt
like I was retelling a story that already
existed.”

The result was “Where Did TJ Go?: A
Book for Kids on Grief and Loss,” a 32-
page children’s book by Downs and her
sister that was released last week by
Michigan-based publisher Revell Pub-
lishing, part of Baker Publishing Group.

Downs hopes that her family’s trag-
edy, along with her book, will help par-
ents in similar situations have tough
conversations with their kids.

Downs’ sister has that same wish.
“I would burn every book if it meant

I could have TJ back,” Green said. “But
[the book] really is a gift. It’s a huge,

huge gift we get to see with our eyes.
There’s some beauty from ashes.” 

‘TJ’s heart is getting quieter’

You know how your heart beats
loud and fast? TJ’s heart is not beat-
ing loud and fast. TJ’s heart is getting
quieter. (Page 6)

TJ’s death became even more pain-
ful because of all the hurdles the
Greens had in having their first son. 

Four miscarriages. Failed in vitro
fertilization. Crying in doctors’ offices.

Green knew she wanted to be a mom
since she started babysitting when she
was 11. She worked in child care well
into her 20s when she became a full-
time Christian missionary, often work-
ing overseas.

She met her husband, Jacob Green,
also a missionary, in the south of
France when they both were in their
early 30s. They agreed early on they
wanted kids.

The first miscarriage happened six
months into their marriage.

Four years and six miscarriages lat-
er, Tatum Green got the news she was
pregnant with Sam – and she burst into
tears.

“I cried like a teenager,” Green said.
“I thought, I can’t put my family
through this again. To watch their pain
was so hard for me. My parents really
really wanted to be grandparents.”

They got their wish in July 2020. 
“Turns out Sam was a miracle boy,

genetically perfect,” Green said. “Preg-
nancy was great, delivery was fine. It
was the most amazing gift.”

Within months, Green wanted to get
pregnant again. “I said to Jacob, I can’t
picture a world where Sam grows up
without a sibling.”

Shortly after Sam’s first birthday,
Green got her wish. But she felt early on
that something was off.

At 10 weeks, the ultrasound showed
that something was wrong. Two weeks
later, the Greens got the devastating
news – the baby had a severe chromo-
some condition and likely wouldn’t
make it to term.

The Greens immediately thought
about their 1-year-old.

“It’s one thing to have your own pain
and it sucks,” Tatum Green said, “but to
know your kid is going to have pain?
And you can’t fix it? It feels heavy.”

After her sister’s family suffered the loss of a baby, Annie F. Downs wrote a
story for her nephew, Sam, about where his baby brother TJ went. ANDREW

NELLES/ THE TENNESSEAN

‘Beauty from ashes’ 
Book aims to help
parents have tough 
conversations with
children about grief
Brad Schmitt 
Nashville Tennessean | USA TODAY NETWORK

Insiders and
outsiders:
face to face,
faith to faith

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C

See BOOK, Page 3C

See CALENDAR, Page 3C
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Groundhog Day may have signaled a longer winter,
but spring break is just around the corner to offer an
escape.

This year, travelers are seeking a fresh take on
spring break. They’re checking out new international
destinations and breaking away from the usual group
or family trips, with a surge of 90% in solo travel
searches and a 30% increase in pet-friendly accom-
modations from last year, according to Airbnb’s 2025
Spring Trends.

At the same time, travelers can expect to pay about
4% more than last year, Hayley Berg, lead economist at
Hopper, told USA TODAY, which is “very much in line
historically with where we were before the pandemic.” 

On the plus side, round-trip domestic airfare is un-
der $300 on average, and there are still some great
deals out there.

“The biggest thing with spring break is really flex-
ibility, and follow the deal not the destination,” Berg
added. “That’s where you’re going to get the most bang
for your buck.”

Take a quick scan on Hopper or Expedia’s Flight
Deals feature to browse a few warm-weather destina-
tions with low airfare. 

The most important guidance is to consider your
travel dates. 

“If you can do one thing, do not travel between
Passover and Easter weekend,” said Berg. “This is a big
vacation week for schools in the U.S.” Airfares are
surging by 33% from April 13 to 20 compared to the first
two weekends of March, according to Hopper’s 2025
Spring Break Travel Outlook. 

Other peak travel dates include the last two week-
ends of March and Mother’s Day weekend, May 9-11,
according to Expedia’s Spring Travel Outlook. For the
most part, late March through early April will be the
most expensive due to the high demand, Melanie Fish,
vice president of global public relations for Expedia
Brands, said in an email.

Consider instead traveling in the last week of April
or the first week of May. Domestic flights during this
period can save you up to $55, while international
flights in the last week of April are typically $155
cheaper. 

Travel hack: If that high-demand holiday week is
your only option, try to finesse a little bit of flexibility,
like departing on a Tuesday and returning on a
Wednesday, to avoid hefty weekend prices. “You could
save upwards of $175 just by shifting your dates to be
weekday departures,” Berg said.

If you’re planning to travel internationally, you
should book ASAP, as prices are only expected to rise.

There are still cheap flights to perennial spring
break destinations like Florida and the Caribbean in
April, although you should book within the next two
weeks. Airfare is around $275 to Orlando and $431 to

Cancun, according to Hopper.
Travel hack: For a weekend getaway, depart early

Saturday morning and return Tuesday to save up to
25% on flights.

While destinations in Mexico and the Caribbean are

popular as usual, some emerging destinations are
popping up this spring, especially where the U.S. dol-
lar is strong. Some of the fastest-growing destinations,
according to Expedia, are Rio de Janeiro, Curacao, To-
kyo, Istanbul and Osaka, Japan.

Speaking of Japan – whose cherry blossoms draw
thousands of visitors during spring – travelers can
save up 13% on airfare this year compared to last, Berg
said. “It has to be the first time ever a long-haul flight
away from the U.S. has shown up as a destination for
spring break.”

Travel hack: Wave season is still going on – typical-
ly until the end of March – so travelers can save money
on packages with some of the major cruise lines.

Here are some affordable flights for spring break
2025, according to Hopper:

h Boston to San Juan, Puerto Rico, as low as $137
round-trip

h Chicago to Cancun, Mexico, as low as $248 round-
trip

h Los Angeles to Nassau, The Bahamas, as low as
$340 round-trip

h New York City to Belize City, Belize, as low as $321
round-trip

h San Francisco to Montego Bay, Jamaica, as low as
$430 round-trip

It’s not too late to score a deal on spring break airfare 
Kathleen Wong USA TODAY

Spring travelers to Japan – whose cherry blossoms draw in thousands of visitors during the spring – can save
up to 13% on airfare this year compared with last, said Hayley Berg, lead economist at Hopper. CARLOS PEREZ

GALLARDO/REUTERS

People enjoy a day at Playa Delfines beach (Dolphin
Beach) at the Hotel Zone of Cancun, Quintana Roo
State, Mexico. PROVIDED BY DANIEL SLIM/AFP VIA GETTY
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respectful open dialogue among those inside could be
deeply honest or lightly humorous, and usually a good
mix of both. There was occasional tension in the air
and an occasional argument, but by and large we al-
ways learned something from each other, and I walked
out into the fresh air with thoughts to ponder. I took
deep breaths, grateful to be free, thankful for the privi-
lege to be among people shut away and shunned by
most. I was saddened to know so many “outsiders”
would never meet my “congregation,” never hear their
wisdom, their questions, or their stories. I felt the
same in my work with mentally and physically chal-
lenged students and homeseeking (homeless) people.
How much are we missing, how much more could we

gain, from listening and learning from those “on the
edges” of our communities? (we might recall the out-
sider/insider Jesus said, “I was in prison and you
didn’t visit me,” and the line from the Book of Hebrews:
“Remember the prisoner as though in prison with
them”).

The “Change Agent” and I also discussed something
that has bothered me ever since my chaplaincy days:
those who preach to prisoners, and what they preach.
Do evangelists see prison as an opportunity for mis-
sion, offering a kind of “spiritual liberation” through
easy salvation? Do incarcerated women and men hear
only one flavor of faith — “believe as I do and be free
and forgiven?” I’ve known chaplains and religious vol-
unteers who practiced this sort of missionary ap-
proach, but I’ve also known many who genuinely care
about people no matter what they believe, or if they
believe anything at all. Believing in oneself is funda-
mental, and having the practical support of people like

“change agents,” who are focused on assisting a hu-
man being who has failures and flaws, like us all, in
their personal quest for success. 

Chaplains can help or hurt. They can preach per-
sonal salvation and restrictive theology, or practice a
deep presence with an open ear, heart and mind. There
are different kinds of spiritual comfort, and perhaps
respect for each individual provides more than com-
fort, more a sense of dignity and belonging. Who
knows what a person truly needs unless we meet them
face to face, to listen, to learn? We may gain more than
we give.

We can all be agents of change.
Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-

lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. 
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs 
are presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).

‘Now he wonders ...’

Sam had been very excited about a little broth-
er. Now he wonders ... Where did TJ go? (Page 10)

The week before TJ was to be delivered, Downs
started wondering what the family would tell Sam.

“How do we tell a 2-year-old his brother’s not com-
ing home? How do I tell this story to Sam?” Downs
said.

She started asking friends who’d lost kids what
resources did they use? What books did they find?
But none of her friends found a children’s book that
dealt with death of a baby sibling.

Downs, a former elementary school teacher and a
writer, started to think she should create one herself.

“I’ve got a skills set for right here. I cannot heal this
pain. I cannot stop this from happening. What I could
do is write a story that could help my family in the
middle of this,” she said.

That’s when Downs dictated the first draft of her
book into her phone – on the tear-filled drive.

“I was telling myself the story that was already in
my mind. And that was given to me in my mind by
God for my nephew,” Downs said.

Downs transcribed the book, printed out pages,
slapped some clip art off the internet and made the
first version of “Where Did TJ Go?” a book she took
with her when she drove to Atlanta for TJ’s birth.

Doctors and family members were amazed when
TJ was born alive, though Downs said she immedi-
ately could see the baby had markers of a child with
trisomy 18 – one limb wasn’t fully developed, the ears
were lower than normal, the shape of the baby’s face
was consistent with chromosome disorder.

The baby spent three weeks in the hospital and
five weeks at home. Sam smiled big when he got to

hold his baby brother. 
Grief hit the entire family when TJ died.
Soon after, Green showed Sam the book she’d

made and then read it to him.
And the Greens read the book to Sam, over and

over, in the weeks and months that followed.
“Sometimes, it’s really helpful for him,” Green

said, “and sometimes it’s really helpful for me.”
The most helpful part for them is that the book

ends with hope.
‘In heaven, TJ is healthy and strong’
Where did TJ go? The Bible says there are lots of

trees in heaven. Sam imagines TJ climbing those
trees. In heaven, TJ is healthy and strong. He can
do so many fun things. (Pages 19 and 20)

Downs had a three-book deal with a children’s lit-
erature publisher, and she decided to submit “Where
Did TJ Go?” for the third book.

“I sent it to my agent,” she said, “saying, hey, this
really served my family. Can it serve other families?”

Downs and her sister, the co-author on the book,
think it can.

“What I picture in my mind is something like you
or me getting five copies and tucking it into a closet,
and when a neighbor has a loss in the family, I’ll take
them a casserole and this book,” Downs said.

And Downs is hopeful that’ll happen often.
“I’m not the person who says, ‘if this helps one

family ...’ Nope,” she said.
“We don’t get to have TJ in our family again. So one

family is not enough. I want a million families to be
helped. That won’t make up for him not being here.
But he’s one in a million.”

Green also hopes the book will help many families.
“If TJ’s death brings a shred of comfort and hope to

another family, it feels like such an honor. I’m hon-
ored we get to be his parents.”

There is good news even in sad stories. God is
with Sam in this sad story. And God is with TJ too.
And at the very end of every story, God makes ev-
erything good. (Page 23)

www.trinityasheville.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: 10:30 a.m., 926

Haywood Road. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m. service, 75
Lowe St. (off Old Clyde Road), Canton. Service also on
Facebook. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

March 4

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6_15 p.m. Worship/testimony/
teaching 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.

Food and supplies pantry: 3-6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

March 15

Tour of St. John Church in the Wilderness:
Tour historic church and churchyard at 11 a.m., 
St. John in the Wilderness Episcopal Church, 
1895 Greenville Hwy., Flat Rock. First and third 
Saturdays March-September. Free. Register at
www.signupgenius.com/go/904044CAFAD2BA1F58-
tour#/.
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