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As I read obituaries and take part in
funeral services, I very often hear the
remark that so-and so “lived life to the
fullest.” I often wonder what that really
means. What does it mean to “live life to
the fullest?”

I assume it means different things to
different people — things like following
your dream, checking off the items on
your bucket list, having fun, making as
much money as you can, having the ma-
terial things that you want, etc.

I suppose a disciple of Jesus can pur-
sue those things within God’s purpose,
but what does “living life to the fullest”
mean to the serious disciple who has a
vision of eternal things, who is passion-
ate about transformation into God’s im-
age?

In the last few verses of John 9 and in
the first half of chapter 10, we find a rare
sermon preached by Jesus, aside from
the Sermon on the Mount. It is rare be-
cause it was directed primarily toward
the Pharisees.

They had asked Jesus a question,
which had opened the door for this un-
usual sermon. We should never ask Je-
sus a question unless we are prepared
for a very honest and sometimes expos-
ing answer.

As we read the words of Jesus, we be-
gin to see where the Pharisees fit into
the picture, the role of Jesus as the Good
Shepherd, and the church as his sheep.
We can visualize this peaceful scene
that Jesus gives us in these verses.

There are green pastures, the safety
of the shelter for the sheep, and the
Good Shepherd who goes before the
sheep. There is an intimacy between the
shepherd and the sheep. They know
each other by name. The relationship is
personal.

Then Jesus reminds us that things
are not always as they seem. There are
thieves and outlaws, false shepherds,
and those who are trying to destroy the
flock.

When Jesus looked at the Palestinian
countryside, he saw the peaceful sheep,
the green pastures, and many of the
people loving one another as he had in-
tended from creation. But Jesus also
saw the hunger, oppression, sin, and vi-
olence in a world that had rebelled
against the very person who had made

all things possible.
Yet, almost surprisingly, in the mid-

dle of all this Jesus spoke of the abun-
dant life, a life lived to the fullest.

I find it interesting that a sermon
about thieves, outlaws, and wolves try-
ing to scatter the sheep in the church,
and directed to the hypocritical Phari-
sees, would have a promise of some-
thing so precious as life. We find this
promise in verse 10, “I came so that they
could have life—indeed, so that they
could live life to the fullest” (CEB).

This is the picture of the church and
the life Jesus promises each of us if we
are in his flock — a promise even for
those outside. Jesus brings life, not just
eternal life, but life lived to the fullest
now.

Jesus is our example of how we can
live the full life today in the middle of
pain, disappointment, sin, and evil. Je-
sus moved through this life reaching out
through the suffering and lostness of
humanity, rebuking the evil, minister-
ing to the pain, and giving people hope
and a taste of the abundant life — the
same life each of us can live today.

So you see, it is all about Jesus. It all
begins with Jesus. This is what Jesus
said he died for, “I came so they (you and
I) could have life — and have it to the ful-

lest.”
Jesus lived and died to give us this

gift of abundant life, so how do we go
about receiving it? We see the need to
change direction in our lives, the need
forgiveness for past sins, and the need
to start down the path of discipleship
with Jesus. But that is only the begin-
ning.

The next part is the “following” part,
the “imitating Jesus” part. We begin to
realize that there is left in our life a root
of sin, from time to time we act unchris-
tian, and we know that there must be
more that God has to offer us than what
we have.

So we ask God to take a certain habit
away, to prune away a particular behav-
ior, and as God takes away those unde-
sirable traits in our life, we ask him to fill
those now-empty spaces with his love,
his “likeness,” and his presence. 

I believe this is life lived to the fullest,
the life God intended for each of us, and
the life for which Jesus died. This is the
life that we can claim today.

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.
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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 cter-
rell@citizen-times.com.

Asbury Memorial UMC 
holds early 1800s service

ASHEVILLE - Asbury Memorial Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 171 Beaverdam
Road, will celebrate its annual Early
1800s Christmas Eve Candlelight Ser-
vice at 5 p.m. Dec. 24.

Musicians include Karin Lyle on on
Celtic harp, Leslie Welker on flute, David
Adams on violin, Merrit Mosley on gui-
tar and music director Gilman Brock. To
learn more, call 828-253-0765. 

Emmanuel Lutheran hosts
Christmas services

ASHEVILLE - Emmanuel Lutheran
Church, 51 Wilburn Place, invites the
community to the following services:

❚ Christmas Eve services include a
daylight service at 10 a.m. and candle-
light services at 7 and 11 p.m.

❚ Christmas Day service is at 10 a.m.
To learn more, call 828-252-1795 or

visit emmanuellutheran.info.

Biltmore Church offers 
services at all campuses

ASHEVILLE - Biltmore Church has
the following services planned:

Event locations and addresses:
❚ Arden Campus, 35 Clayton Road,

Arden: Dec. 23 at 5 p.m. and Dec. 24 at
9:15 and 11:00 a.m.

❚ Franklin Campus, Smoky Moun-
tain Center for Performing Arts, 1028
Georgia Road, Franklin: Dec. 23 at 5 p.m.
and Dec. 24 at 11 a.m.

❚ Hendersonville Campus, 103 Edu-
cation Drive Flat Rock, Hendersonville:
Dec. 24 at 9:15 and 11 a.m.

❚ Swannanoa Campus, Asheville
Christian Academy, 74 Riverwood Road,
Swannanoa: Dec. 24 at 11 a.m.

❚ West Asheville Campus, 220
Johnston Blvd., Asheville: Dec. 24 at
9:15 and 11 a.m.

Biltmore Church will also be collect-
ing new blankets and socks. For more,
visit biltmorechurch.com/christmas.

Christmas at Grace Lutheran

HENDERSONVILLE — Here’s some
of what’s going on at Grace Lutheran
Church, 1245 Sixth Ave. W. To learn
more about these events, call the church
at 828-693-4890 or visit GraceHender-
sonville.com:

❚ Christmas Eve services will be at 10
a.m. and 7 and 9 p.m. Dec. 24. The 10
a.m. service will be bilingual (Spanish
and English), focused on children and
families. 

❚ Christmas Day service will be at 10
a.m., featuring carols, readings, Holy
Communion and a message.

❚ Anxious for Nothing, a five-week
adult class led by Max Lucado, will meet
from 5:45-7 p.m. Wednesdays, begin-
ning Jan. 3. Inspired by Philippians
4:4-8, the class helps build an antidote
to anxiety. Dinner (from 4:45-5:30 for
$5, RSVP required), nursery care, class-
es and children’s activities for ages 5-
fifth grade are available.

Final Advent services at FCUCC

HENDERSONVILLE - Here’s some of
what’s going on at First Congregational
United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave.
W. To learn more, visit fcchendersonvil-
le.org or call 828-692-8630:

❚ A service of Advent Lessons and
Carols will be at 5 p.m. Dec. 24, with
carols, scripture and candlelight.

❚ Bible study, usually at 5 p.m.Wed-
nesdays, is on hiatus until mid-January.
The next session will begin study of the
Gospel of Luke.

❚ Adult Forums: Meet from 9-10:15
a.m. Sundays in the Felix Building. Up-

coming topics are: “World Healing Med-
itation and Letter to God” with Romella
Hart-O’Keefe (Dec. 31).

Edgewood Baptist 
welcomes new pastor

CANDLER - Edgewood Baptist
Church has welcomed Don Hood as its
new pastor on Dec. 4. As a part of
Hood’s new role, Edgewood has invited
the current congregation of The River
Church of Asheville to join Edgewood,
where Hood was founder and pastor for
10 years.

To learn more, email theedgeofcan-
dler@gmail.com or call 828-667-8012.

Bounty of Bethlehem receives 
donation of 100 turkeys

HENDERSONVILLE - The 35th annu-
al community Christmas dinner known
as the Bounty of Bethlehem received a
donation of 100 turkeys Dec. 19. 

The dinner will be 12:30-5 p.m. Dec.
25 at Immaculata Catholic School, 711 N.
Buncombe St., and volunteers are still
needed every day through Dec. 26. For
volunteer info call 828-702-1467.

More than 2,000 people are served
annually at the dinner. To donate, visit
TheBountyofBethlehem.org or mail to
P.O. Box 883, Hendersonville, NC 28793.

RELIGION NOTES

As a jail chaplain I was privileged to
be locked in with women and men dur-
ing the winter holiday season. Separat-
ed from their loved ones, it was very dif-
ficult. Yet I say it was a privilege because
I think that together we found a deeper
understanding of Hanukkah, Christmas
and the solstice in those shadowed
places at the darkest time of year.

One Christmas I brought in sheets of
multicolored paper to hand out in that
dull and drab jail with a story I printed
from the local newspaper. It told of a
young couple in town who had a baby
while they were staying in an aban-
doned car. When the police arrived, the
baby was found wrapped in old rags,
cold and crying, but well. 

The young couple, Maria and Jose,
were detained as undocumented immi-
grants. No one knew what to do with the
child.

Inmates were full of questions. What
happened to the family? Where did this
happen? Didn’t a social worker or local
congregation help them?

With a smile I confessed this was not
from the newspaper — I made up the
story. This led to a lively conversation
about what the original “Christmas sto-
ry” was really about and what it would
sound like if told today.

That still seems relevant. If the story
was told today, would anyone believe it?
Even if it sounded something like this:

Unmarried Middle-Eastern teen-
agers were found huddled in a barn
holding a newborn with a dark complex-
ion whose real father was unknown.
That freezing night, under a starry sky,

the wind sounded like singing. Philoso-
phy professors from Iran appeared with
food, diapers and cash; ranch hands
milled around, irritated to find the
homeless family using valuable straw in
a rented stall. 

For some reason the governor felt so
threatened by the birth of the child he
ordered soldiers to go through neighbor-
hoods and mercilessly kill all the small
children. The young family, barely more
than children themselves, escaped as
refugees into Egypt. 

Anyone believe that? Maybe part of
it? 

I’ve often thought these ancient sto-
ries should be retold for today in a man-
ner we can relate to, but also think
about, struggle with. 

Did the story really happen? Did it
happen as told? Or is it a legend with a
moral lesson?

Literalists have to answer some
tough questions — about teen pregnan-

cy, whether Mary gave consent to her
pregnancy, how much to believe
dreams, how Persian philosophers
could “follow a star” (astronomy or as-
trology?), why a divine plan would in-
clude the murder of many children (and
why that is never mentioned in pag-
eants) and how anyone could know
whether an immigrant family was car-
rying a special child.

Reasonable responses are welcome. 
As a child, I was happy the world cel-

ebrated my birthday — December 25. It
was all about me, and I enjoyed being
the center of attention on that day. Then
I heard that Christmas wasn’t just about
me but about another baby boy. 

As I grew I discovered the Nativity
story wasn’t just about my family but
the whole world. Then I learned it
wasn’t just an American holiday, that
the season wasn’t just for Christians
and the story wasn’t just about one faith
or faith at all.

So what is it, this story born out of
tradition trimmed in creed and ceremo-
ny? Does it have any meaning for us,
even for nonbelievers?

In my opinion it does hold meaning
for us, spiritual and secular. We can rei-
magine the story in a way that honors
the ancient intent, reflects the cultural
context and asks the hard questions
leading to enlightened understanding. 

Maybe that’s the point anyway:
Light. Light in the darkest time of the
year. Light in the most hidden places.
Light that cannot be contained. Light
that shines beyond any packaging, any
box, any tradition, any faith, any reli-
gion. A light that cannot be contained,
even in a poor Palestinian Jewish baby.

What is that light? Freethinkers (like
Jesus?) know it. Perhaps it begins with
love wrapped in strings of glowing con-
nections and relationships, topped with
the star of wonder — of awe and rever-
ence, delight and joy. The light of rea-
son. The light of compassion kindled in
peacefulness and lovingkindness. 

For many in the secular community
(and even among the faithful), Christ-
mas has been lost under the trappings
and wrappings of children’s tales and
winter sales — as people have sought
and bought the theology and the narra-
tive as told and sold.

Yet, if a group of prisoners, in cold,
hidden corners of our communities —
outcasts pushed to the unstable mar-
gins of our minds — if they can find
goodness and hope in the Story of Light,
it is still worth the telling.

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

The light of compassion is kindled in peacefulness 

Chris Highland titled this photo "Natural Light for the World."
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