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Rev. McConnell has the week off. This
column is reprinted from 2016.

As a minister of congregational care,
I see much suffering, pain, struggle and
even bitterness in the lives of those I
serve. There is always that eternal ques-
tion, “Why must this happen to my fam-
ily, to my friends, to those innocent peo-
ple that I do not know, and even to me?”
And to that question, we have no real
answer. However, we can look to scrip-
ture for the only answer from God that
he will give.

We can look to the book of Exodus to
find the narrative describing how God
saved the Israelites from the slavery of
Egyptian bondage and pointed the way
to the Promised Land. But God did not
lead them along the easiest route, in-
stead directing them toward the deso-
late, forsaken path through the Sinai
wasteland. God placed before them a
pillar of cloud during the day and a pillar
of fire at night to let the Jewish people
know who was leading them and that
they were on the right path.

We find in Exodus 15:22-27 that the
very first stop on their journey was a
place called Marah, a place meaning
“bitter.” At first thought, we may think
that perhaps those folks had taken a
wrong turn, but we realize it was God
who had brought them to this place. But
why? That’s the question that we al-
most always ask. Why would a loving
God, who is rescuing his people and
leading them out of danger, allow them

to experience such a bitter place, which
had water, however, the water was too
bitter to drink?

The answer came from God himself
in Exodus 15;25 (CEB): “Moses cried out
to the Lord, and the Lord pointed out a
tree to him. He threw it into the water,
and the water became sweet. The Lord
made a regulation and a ruling there,
and there he tested them” (Italics add-
ed).

We all know from our school years
taking a test is not all that enjoyable. Yet
by giving tests the teacher has some
idea of what we feel, think and under-
stand about the particular subject. We

learn from the test and move on to more
challenges and learning experiences.

Maybe that is the way with God. We
are told in Deuteronomy 8:2 (CEB), “Re-
member the long road on which the Lord
your God led you during these forty
years in the desert so he could humble
you, testing you to find out what was in
your heart: whether you would keep his
commandments or not.”

Those “bitter places,” those “testing
times” are necessary for the journey of
the disciple from the slavery of sin to the
promised land of holy living. We cannot
begin to understand the “bitter places”
in our journey until we have a “theology

of the desert.”
We acknowledge the desert that

stretches between the beginning of our
journey and the end. God tests us be-
cause he wants to show how much he
loves us and wants to shape us into the
people he envisions us to be. He can
change us from the “bitterness” of life
into the “sweetness” of life by the appli-
cation of the “tree” referred to in our Ex-
odus scripture. The “tree” known as the
cross that held Jesus as he provided the
forgiveness and transformation for each
of us can take the bitterness from our
spirit and replace it with a sweet, life-
giving spirit.

As we travel together on our journey,
we will also encounter hills and moun-
tains, as well as deserts. In his classic
book “The Pilgrim’s Progress,” John
Bunyan describes the journey of a pil-
grim named Christian as he travels to
the Celestial City. Christian runs into
many bitter places as he follows the nar-
row path, but one of the most dramatic
is when he realizes he must climb the
Hill of Difficulty. There is no short-cut or
alternate route; the hill of pain and suf-
fering must be climbed.

It is in the crossing of the deserts,
climbing of the hills and mountains and
struggling in the “bitter places” that we
find the power of God’s grace and our
need for it. It is there that our soul
grows, it is there that we wake up to the
goodness and love of God. It is there, in
those places that God’s presence be-
comes real.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com

Bitter stops on road to promised land

“Joshua passing the River Jordan with the Ark of the Covenant” (1800) by
Benjamin West. The Israelites’ journey out of captivity was also a test of their
faith. COURTESY OF GOOGLE ART PROJECT
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Email information about faith-based
events at least two weeks in advance to
Bruce Steele at bsteele@citizen-
times.com and Carole Terrell at cterrell
@citizen-times.com.

Churches host seasonal sales

Western North Carolina churches are
busy hosting late summer rummage,
yard and other sales to benefit programs
and missions. They include:

❚ Weaverville United Methodist
Church, 90 N. Main St., is hosting its an-
nual Mission Craft Bazaar noon-7 p.m.
Nov. 10 and 8 a.m.-7 p.m. Nov. 11. To learn
more, 828-645-6721 or contact Janet
Cress at granitesgarden@gmail.com.

❚ St. Barnabas Catholic Church, 109
Crescent Hill Road, Arden, is having a
Frosty Village Bazaar 8:30 a.m.-2 p.m.
Nov. 18. Find handcrafted items, home-
made candy, baked goods and more. Cof-
fee and cinnamon rolls until 11 a.m., light
lunch 11 a.m.-1 p.m.

❚ Lutheran World Relief Fair Trade
Gift Market, 9 a.m.-noon Nov. 19 at
Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 Sixth Ave.
W., Hendersonville. Handcrafted gifts by
low-income artisans from more than 30
countries priced from $10-$30.

Pancake day at St. Paul’s

ASHEVILLE - St. Paul’s United Meth-
odist Church, at 223 Hillside St., will host

a Pancake Day from 8-11 a.m. Nov. 11.
It’s just $5 for all you can eat; chil-

dren (age 7 and younger) and veterans
eat for free. To learn more, call the
church at 828-252-6512.

Nazareth First Baptist celebrates
its 150th anniversary

ASHEVILLE - The 150th church an-
niversary worship services of Nazareth
First Missionary Baptist Church, 146
Pine St., will be at 10:45 a.m. and 4 p.m.
Nov. 12, with the choir performing at
both.

The morning speaker will be Rev. Dr.
L.C. Ray, pastor of WNC Baptist Fellow-
ship Church in Asheville. The after-
noon speaker will be Rev. Antonio Lo-
gan, pastor of Friendship Missionary
Baptist Church, Hickory. To learn more,
call 828-253-4068.

Ethical Humanist Society
discusses passion

ASHEVILLE - The Ethical Humanist
Society of Asheville will meet 2-3:30
p.m. Nov. 19 at Friends Meeting House,
227 Edgewood Road. “The Nature and
Nurture of Passion” will be presented
by Gregg Levoy, author of “Vital Signs:
The Nature and Nurture of Passion.”

Discussion will follow the combina-
tion talk-workshop, along with refresh-
ments. Bring writing materials. To
learn more, call 828-687-7759 or visit
EHSAsheville.org.

RELIGION NOTES

Submit your event at least two
weeks in advance online at
events.citizen-times.com. Click on
“Add your event” to submit details.

Nov. 11

Pancake Day: 8-10 a.m., St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church, 223 Hill-
side St., Asheville. $5 all you can eat,
free age 8 and younger and for veter-
ans. 828-367-8473.

Nov. 12

An Evening at The Cove with
Fernando Ortega: 7:30-10 p.m., Billy
Graham Training Center at The
Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville.
Buffet dinner followed by concert
program. 1-800-950-2092 or
www.thecove.org.

Nov. 13

“Looking Back to the Future”
seminar: Nov. 13-15, Billy Graham
Training Center at The Cove, 1 Por-
ters Cove Road, Asheville. Do you
tend to focus on current difficulties
rather than God’s grand, eternal pur-
poses? $109-$576. To register for
free seminar plus optional meals,
call 800-950-2092.
http://thecove.org/.

Nov. 16

Interfaith Peace Conference: Nov.
16-19, Lake Junaluska Conference &
Retreat Center, 91 Lakeshore Drive.
The Conference seeks to work in part-
nership with Christians, Jews, Mus-
lims, and members of other religious
traditions to advance the work of rec-
onciliation and peace. Lodging and
meal packages are available.

Mindfulness meditation, Dhar-
ma reading & discussion: 7-8:30
p.m., Asheville Shambhala Medita-
tion Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave.,
Suite 113 in Reynolds Village. Sitting
and walking mindfulness meditation.
No experience necessary. Followed by
tea, reading and conversation. Dona-
tions appreciated.

Nov. 19

The Reuter Center Singers, Giv-
ens Estates Vesper Choir and Bilt-
more United Methodist Church
Choir: 120-voice chorus at 3 p.m. at
First Presbyterian Church, 40 Church
St., Asheville. Free but donations ac-
cepted. 

Nov. 30

Christmas at The Cove with Point
of Grace: 7:30-10 p.m., Billy Graham
Training Center at The Cove, 1 Porters
Cove Road, Asheville. Dinner and con-
cert. www.thecove.org.
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Living in the mountains surrounding
Asheville can feel like inhabiting a wild-
life sanctuary. Every kind of furry and
feathery neighbor comes to visit. 

As does any humane human, I hate to
see animals suffer. This morning I
looked out on our patio to see one of our
squirrel neighbors struggling to walk. I
went to the window for a closer look and
saw that it had either been attacked or
was suffering from a disease. Chunks of
fur were missing and it looked dis-
tressed. 

The squirrel limped toward the
bushes, then stopped, turned and
crawled toward me near the window. I
couldn’t help thinking it was “asking”
for help. It slowly disappeared into the
vegetation. I felt helpless, though I
know this is the cycle of life and death.

I’ve seen great suffering through the
years. I’ve seen people waste away with
cancer and other diseases, watched
people kill themselves before my eyes —
especially with drugs and alcohol —
seen many people suffer with mental ill-

ness and physical disability. 
My mother was wracked by pain

from arthritis for as long as I can re-
member (she was the first person on the
West Coast to have a double hip replace-
ment operation — in the 1960s). Later,
she had both knees replaced, and then
wrist implants. I called her my “bionic
mother.” A strong woman.

As an instructor in a school for brain-
injured adults, then as a chaplain in jails
and streets, I got up close and personal
with mental illness, addiction, violence
toward self and others — human pain in
many forms and many faces.

How do we face pain and suffering,
especially when it presents itself right
in front of us where we can’t turn away
-- when we can’t ignore or deny it?

Most of us, I think, respond with
compassion. We may want to run away
— “Let someone else deal with this” —
but we want to do something. We would
end the pain and take away the suffer-
ing, if it was at all possible.

Some might, with good intentions,
choose to pray. Nothing wrong with
that. If a person wants to ask God for
help — either to help the sufferer or to
help the helper — who can criticize?
Though some may use prayer as a re-
treat to protect themselves from facing
pain or to “distract from the act” of help-

ing, I think most people simply turn to
someone else because they are at a loss
at what to do.

Have you looked into the eyes of suf-
fering? I know it sounds strange, but the
eyes of the dying squirrel brought this
back to me today. We don’t want to see
it, but we have to sometimes. Unavoid-
able.

Miguel stood behind steel bars in the
county jail, inches from my face, to
whisper his pain. He missed his family.
Miguel’s eyes filled with tears as he told
me his son had just died — he couldn’t
be there to see his son for the last time. 

Miguel asked if I would go to the
house for him, to be with the family, to
see his son. Without hesitation I said I
would be honored.

Arriving at the house I saw people
coming and going. As I walked in the
open front door a relative greeted me,
expecting me. Some friends were talk-
ing and eating in the dining room. Oth-
ers were standing around laughing, tell-
ing stories. In the main room — the “liv-
ing” room — was Miguel’s son, laid out
on the couch, clothed in jeans and a col-
orful shirt, surrounded by candles, in-
cense, flowers. Soft rock music played.

As some watched, I sat by the body to
gaze into the boy’s face. Deep breaths
reminded me to be present as Miguel’s

representative. As a father myself I felt
tears well-up as I placed my hand on the
boy’s forehead. His skin felt clammy
and cold but there was great beauty in
that moment sensing this young life had
known a loving family. 

Touching his body made me more
human, more alive. Closing my eyes I
knew this wasn’t about me, not about
faith or God, not really about suffering
or death. It was real. It was good. Ter-
ribly sad, but good.

The next day when I entered the jail,
Miguel was waiting at the bars. He
grasped my hands, pausing in his grate-
fulness to feel the hands that had
touched his dead son. It was a profound,
life-giving moment for both of us. 

A person is privileged to be present in
these vulnerable moments. We suffer
too. We can’t always help — sometimes
we shouldn’t, if we imagine we can “res-
cue” or “fix” another’s pain. It simply
helps to touch our own humanity, feel
our own vulnerability, and look for hope
in the eyes of another.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writ-
er, free-thinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com.
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