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New Year, time to re-direct desires

As we move very quickly into the New Year, some of
us have made a promise to ourselves and our families
that we would be more conservative with our re-
sources, especially with what we buy, while carefully
considering the difference between what we “want”
and what we “need.”

This may be a familiar reminder to most of us, but
maybe we need to hear the “lecture” once again. 

So as we gather our records, receipts and docu-
ments for tax season and look at a budget for next year,
maybe we wonder, just where did our money go?

It is so easy to click, call or swipe away without
thinking of what is happening to our bank accounts.
The advertising world creates a persuasive story con-
necting our next purchase with the “good life” — with
more and more purchases, we can become the person
we always wanted to be: fulfilled, joyful, competent,
looked at differently by others. In other words, our
identity will be changed! 

I just read an intriguing article by Kevin Brown, as-
sociate professor of business at Asbury University in
Wilmore, Kentucky. 

As I read the article, I thought of the story found in
Matthew, Mark and Luke of the man who came to see
Jesus.

This man was concerned about eternal life because
he had all the material things that he wanted. Jesus
answered that he should give away all the “things” the
young man had acquired and to begin following Jesus.

Jesus was not trying to take away the man’s ability
to desire but to redirect those desires toward Jesus and
others — desires toward the eternal. 

Brown writes that “consumerism, as theologian
William Cavanaugh has pointed out, is not material at-
tachment to anything. It is dis-attachment — from ev-
erything. Nothing satisfies. Consumerism’s promise of
deep and abiding gratification is insidiously corrupted
by the insatiability and alienation it reinforces.

“The belief that we will realize fulfillment through
the pursuit, purchase, and use of stuff is our modern-
day delusion. It is a mirage of hope that vanishes at our
grasp — leaving us disappointing and wanting some-
thing else … a new mirage emerges with new prospects
and promises. “This time will be different,” we tell our-
selves. … We do, indeed, long to be satisfied, whole,
and complete.” 

One great example of a person trying to find fulfill-
ment from stuff is St. Augustine, an early church lead-
er. In his early life, Augustine searched endlessly for
soul satisfaction by pursuing material goods. He real-
ized, however, that we humans are made for some-
thing and someone outside of ourselves and our world.

And so we have Augustine’s famous conclusion,
“You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts
are restless until they find their rest in you.” 

Brown concludes, “It is our desires, our appetites,
that constitute our humanity as much as, or more
than, any of our other faculties. But it is what we de-
sire, what we love, that will characterize the kind of
humans we are.” 

May our love and desires be directed toward the one
who “is truly lovable and worthy of our pursuit, cre-
ating for us a life that is full and fulfilled.” As we begin
the New Year, let’s remember the words of Jesus:
“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also”
(Matthew 6:21, CEB).

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McConnell, assis-
tant 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
cterrell@citizen-times.com.

Register for Sunday school
at Chabad Hebrew School

ASHEVILLE - Registration is open for the sec-
ond semester at Chabad Hebrew School, 127 Mc-
Dowell St., which begins Jan. 7.

The school offers programs for ages 3-13, with
fees prorated rate for students joining mid-year,
scholarships available upon request, warm and
inclusive environment for all families. For a reg-
istration packet, call 828-505-0746.

Lecture series comes to Asheville

ASHEVILLE - The award-winning January
Series of Calvin College is being presented from
12:30-1:30 p.m. Monday-Friday through Jan. 23
at First Presbyterian Church, 40 Church St. (en-
ter from Aston Street). All lectures are free.

The series includes more than 50 remote web-
cast locations worldwide and is touted as one of
the nation’s leading lecture and cultural arts se-
ries.

The topic for Jan. 8 is “Executing Grace: How
the Death Penalty Killed Jesus and Why It’s Kill-
ing Us” by Shane Claiborne.

To learn more, contact Pastor Patrick Johnson
at pjohnson@fpcasheville.org or 828-253-1431.

NAMI meeting 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
fcchendersonville.org or call 828-692-8630:

❚ A NAMI Connection meeting is held 6:30-8
p.m. the second Thursday of each month. The
next meeting is Jan. 11. This is a free support
group for adults living with mental illness, led by
trained facilitators.

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

Lunch & Learn 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 GraceHen-
dersonville.com:

❚ The Lunch & Learn program at 1 p.m. Jan. 11
features Denise Medlov, creator of Ageless
Grace, a brain fitness program to combat effects
of aging. An optional catered meal ($10) will be
provided at 12:15 p.m., benefiting Safelight.

❚ Healing prayer time, 1-2 p.m. the second
Friday of every month. Next meeting is Jan. 12.
Arrive by 1:30 p.m.; stay at least 30 minutes.
Prayers will be offered up for those attending,
whether for physical, emotional or spiritual
healing. Nondenominational; everyone is wel-
come.

❚ Sunday school meets at 9:45 a.m. each
Sunday until June for children ages 3 and older,
as well as adults. Pastor Oviedo will lead a Span-
ish-language Bible study. For details, contact the
church or go online.

❚ A walking class meets at 9 a.m. Tuesday
and Thursday in Stull Hall. After a devotion, a
walking DVD gives participants the option to
walk 1-4 miles. Free. Drop-ins welcomed.

Event addresses church security

HENDERSONVILLE - Sheriff Charles McDon-
ald of Henderson County will offer a House of
Worship Safety and Security class free of charge
from 6-8 p.m. Jan. 25 at the Henderson County
Courthouse at 200 N. Grove St. in Henderson-
ville.

RSVP to anock@hendersoncountync.org with
church name, number of those attending and a
contact phone number and email. To learn more,
call 828-694-3137.

Bluegrass at Hendersonville Presbyterian

HENDERSONVILLE - Here’s some of what’s
going on at Hendersonville Presbyterian Church,
699 N. Grove St. To learn more about these
events, call the church at 828-692-3211:

❚ Table Talk, 6:25 p.m. Wednesdays, with op-
tional dinner beforehand (reservations and
small fee required for dinner only; call the
church).

❚ The next Bluegrass Bash will be at 7 p.m.
Jan. 21, with live music and complimentary ice
cream and cookies. It’s free to attend.
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This cold morning, after a brief flurry of snowflakes,
there was a flurry of activity at the bird feeder. At one
point I observed four species of birds eating their
breakfast of seeds at the same time.

I watched as a finch nudged a titmouse away and
then the titmouse sent a chickadee back to the bushes,
before a nuthatch zipped in to scatter them all. Soon a
woodpecker found an opening and the cardinals await-
ed their turn.

I may not be a person of faith any longer, but I’m still
a person of imagination, of ideals and dreams. So I had
another of my “What If?” moments after observing the
feathery congregation just before attending a service,
which I do from time to time.

Sitting in a warm and welcoming country church
service, I was happy to be seated in a pew-with-a-
view. 

While the hymns were sung, prayers were said and
sermon was preached, I could listen with my ears but
see with my eyes out the only window that wasn’t
“stained” by a biblical scene. These were pretty, but not
as pretty as the scene outside, across the grass, where a
pleasant little tree stood silent in the morning breeze.

Beyond the tree, a stone’s throw, was another
church, of another denomination. I smiled, wondering
what the folks were doing in their sanctuary right then;
I mused about their music, curious why they couldn’t
join us, or why we couldn’t join them to “do a service”
together.

Standing outside after the service I gazed across the
peaceful valley and noticed another church across the
road, then another a block or so away. Someone said
there was a Mennonite church a short drive in one di-
rection and several other churches nearby, the other
way.

Ever since seminary days, while attending a Catho-
lic mass held in a local school, while joining a syna-
gogue one Friday a month held in the seminary chapel,
all the while studying for Protestant ordination — ever
since those days, I’ve been asking "What ifs."

Given that a town or countryside is dotted with con-
gregations, each with a unique name (de-nomination),
each claiming a special identity, handing on traditions
while hanging on to an exceptional relationship with
God, as they understand “God.”

Given that they have the same general view of the
divine but the nuances of their theologies and creeds
are a little different.

Some words seem strange to the others, though the
essential meaning is the same; polity (governance)

may not be identical but the intent of “unity” may be
similar.

Understanding the purpose and power of tradition
and identity, we can respect the meaning of the rich
history behind and beneath each group. No doubt it is
primarily that history which keeps separate congrega-
tions separated.

This leads to my central What Ifs:
What if some of the pews or chairs in those sanctu-

aries are empty each week and membership is dwin-
dling, so several churches with elderly folks chose to
join with younger families for services?

What if one building needs a new walkway or roof,
another needs a new furnace, another needs a paint job
or other repairs and neighboring congregations have
skilled members who could assist one another?

What if several congregations are struggling to pay
pastors or other staff, so they coordinated their leader-
ship, sharing pulpits and costs?

What if a local family needed assistance and it
didn’t matter if they belonged to this or that congrega-
tion (or to any congregation), so resources were pooled
to help?

What if a “common space” was created or agreed
upon — maybe with a shared sanctuary — that would
be open to any participating denominations? As one
person imagined, it would be like sharing a “central
fire” as some Native tribes do.

Then, what if the Christian churches, with this in-
novative model of a collaborative “commons,” invited
neighbors from other traditions, welcoming Jews,
Muslims, Buddhists, humanists and others? Even sec-
ular people need a sense of “community” and could
bring fresh viewpoints, as well as skills, into the “holy
mix.”

As long as the “central fire/space” was well-main-
tained and managed, built on a firm foundation of hos-
pitality and respect, community programs, classes and
“spiritual activities” could enjoy a space where costs
would be shared.

There are places where this kind of “ecumenical
spirit” is thriving, congregations volunteering side by
side, forming or funding nonprofits, exchanging pul-
pits. That’s fine and good. But think about it —
wouldn’t it feel encouraging, revitalizing, to see such a
new model of shared sanctuary and cooperative
“neighboring”?

What’s the point of all these What Ifs? What ifs can
lead to Why nots.

Birds of … a variety of feathers, may be the flock of
the future.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and in-
terfaith 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 Ashe-
ville. Learn more at chighland.com

Faith, feathers and flocks
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events.citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Jan. 7
Land of the Sky Boys and The Old Friends Quartet: 6
p.m., Beaverdam Baptist Church, Beaverdam Road,
Canton. 828-648-3368.
Compassion In Action drop-in meditation series:
10:30-11:45 a.m. Sundays, Jan. 7-Feb. 11, Je Tsongk-
hapa Kadampa Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road,

Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $10 per drop-in class or
$50 for six-week series. Led by Sharon Lovich. 
Mindfulness meditation: 10 a.m.-noon, Asheville
Shambhala Meditation Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave.
Suite 113. Sitting and walking meditation. Arrive and
leave at any time. Free but donations appreciated.
828-200-5120 or https://asheville.shambhala.org.

Jan. 10
Kids For Christ after school program: 2:30-7:15 p.m.
Wednesdays during school year at First Baptist
Church, 63 N. Main St., Weaverville. For grades 1-6.
Buses run from Weaverville Primary School, Weaver-
ville Elementary and North Windy Ridge. Snack, recre-
ation, Bible study, choir, hand bells, help with home-

work. 828-645-6720.

Jan. 11
Traditional Biblical services: 7-8 p.m. Thursdays,
Nazarene Campground, 33 Nazarene Drive and Up-
ward Road, Flat Rock. Traditional hymns and preach-
ing. Call Pastor Harry Widener at 828-749-3166 or
email nuhart7965@gmail.com.

Jan. 18
Road to Refuge: An Introduction to Buddhist Prac-
tice: 7:30-9 p.m., Urban Dharma, 77 W. Walnut St.,
Asheville. $10 suggested donation. Seeking refuge in
the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha is considered the
gateway to Buddhist practice. 
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