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WE WANT YOUR BOTTOM(S)
The Citizen Times and WNC Parent are partnering with Babies 

Let’s cover their bottom(s) 
and help meet our community’s diaper needs.

TWO WAYS TO DELIVER YOUR DIAPERS:
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I am sure there have been hundreds
of thousands of books and articles writ-
ten about prayer: how to pray, models of
prayer, answered and unanswered pray-
ers and prayer for specific times and sit-
uations in our lives.

Prayer can be made as complicated
as we want to make it, or it can be sim-
ple. Prayer doesn’t need to be wordy,
flowery or lengthy. God hears the simple
praise, petition or confession just as
well. “Lord, have mercy on me a sinner!”
“Your will be done!”

“Praise your name!” “Thank you for
provision and protection!” “Thank you
for your son Jesus!”

“Breath” prayers or “thought” prayers
can be the beginning of a prayerful con-
versation between us and God. The gift
of prayer is perhaps the most important
and necessary spiritual practice that
promotes growth as a disciple of Jesus.

As we read throughout the Bible we
run into people — common, ordinary
people — who pray. These people talk to
God in response to him speaking to
them or because of some need.

Prayer seems to be the glue that holds
together the relationship between God
and his people. God sometimes chooses
to perform miracles because people
pray. People are healed both physically
and spiritually because of prayer.

We think it is an important part of our
worship each Sunday, Wednesday night
and whenever we come together, so
prayer becomes a focal point of our wor-
ship in various ways. Not only the pas-
toral prayer, but our silent prayers, the
hymns and songs, the affirmations of
faith, the prayer of confession and the
call to worship.

Every part of our worship can be con-
sidered a form of prayer: talking to God,
listening to what he has to say to us. We
also think prayer is a necessary part of
our daily walk, so we pray during each
day. We know there is power in prayer,
so we ask each other to pray for us and

our particular needs.
Prayer is a gift that we can give each

other, when we can give nothing else.
We can ask God’s blessings, his inter-
vention or his will to be done, even when
we do not know the specific details of
what or for whom we are praying. Prayer
is the act of reaching out to God in faith.

As we read the book of Acts, we see
the early church formed in the spirit of
prayer. Jesus’ disciples and the many
followers, both men and women, devot-
ed themselves to conversation with
God. The church was founded on this
holy communion.

Jesus slipped off many times during
his ministry in order to pray. He felt that
prayer was necessary in order to stay in
touch with God’s will for his life and
ministry. The disciples learned from Je-
sus, asking him, “Lord, would you teach
us how to pray?” So Jesus gave them
and us what we call the “Lord’s Prayer.”

If prayer was that important to Jesus
and the disciples of the early church,
maybe we should consider it important
to us as well.

I know Jesus must have prayed con-
tinually because he had much to pray
about, and so do we. He wanted to be in
conversation with God, his Father, and
so should we. We have a few of his pray-
ers written down for us, but none are
more beautiful than the one found in
John 17.

Jesus had gathered his disciples for
one last meal together before his arrest
and crucifixion. He had passed around
the bread and wine — the first Holy
Communion. After washing their feet as
a symbol of servant hood and teaching
them for the last time, Jesus said, “Let’s
close in prayer.”

If you are following these weekly de-
votions, we will be looking at this High
Priestly prayer from John 17 in the next
couple of weeks. You are invited to read
and meditate on the words of Jesus as
he faces the cross.

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.

Sharing the gift of prayer can be simple
Devotional
Tim McConnell
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Women’s rights pioneer and Quaker
preacher, Lucretia Mott, had a motto:
“Truth for authority. not authority for
truth.” When we want to know what is
true or truthful, are there authorities we
turn to — a person, a book, a tradition?

For Mott and her rebels for equal
rights, truth is what each person brings
to the table from their own experience,
their own thoughts, to be integrated
with the common challenges of human
community.

I picked up on this thread while talk-
ing with Rev. Mark Ward, lead minister
at Asheville’s Unitarian Universalist
Congregation. He told me, “I’m sad-
dened by all the ways that religion di-
vides us. I don’t feel that any faith tradi-
tion has found the one and only answer
or has a lock on the truth.” 

I find that refreshing and unusual in
the world of faith. It is sad indeed to see
the division caused by some religion,
yet Mark is positive and hopeful:

“We each offer a perspective that can
inform and inspire people to live well
and learn to love their fellow creatures
and the Earth. … I think religion is a pos-
itive force when it invites us all to exam-
ine our deepest hopes and find the
grounding for how each and all of us
may one day live at peace.”

The UU congregation in Asheville re-
vised their mission statement recently
to state: “Our open and welcoming con-
gregation connects hearts, challenges
minds, and nurtures spirits, while serv-
ing and transforming our community

and the world.”
Mark feels that “open and welcom-

ing” commitment is central. “We draw
no boundaries around beliefs.”

We might wonder what that looks
like. Is this just a mishmash of whatever
people want to think and believe? Uni-
tarians are sometimes criticized for this,
but here’s the way Mark explains their
broadmindedness:

“We understand that each person ar-
rives at our church with a certain per-
sonal sense of faith, of that in which
they trust, that helps them make sense
of the world and guides how they act
with other people, a way of feeling at
home in the universe.”

He continues, “Some use traditional
religious language to address this; some
don’t. Often, in fact, I’ll find that tradi-
tional religious language tends to tie
people up in knots. These are words that
they were once taught but never really
grasped or the words never made sense
to them. 

“We say, bring your questions, your
quandaries, your hopes, your passions
and let’s talk about how [they] inform
your life and help you find meaning and
inspire you to service.”

As a secular person I was curious if
this welcoming extends to nonbeliev-
ers. Mark responded, “There are many
nontheists in our congregation, proba-
bly a majority, though it’s hard to say.
It’s not a litmus test either way for us.
The whole notion of what we call God,
the divine, the holy, to my mind, is a lot
more subtle and complicated than most
people acknowledge.”

Those in his congregation who don’t
call themselves theists still have “a
sense of a greater power in their lives.”
Among them are members who may call

themselves religious naturalists or hu-
manists who “have a strong sense of the
world in which we live as holy.”

Rev. Ward feels that “the split be-
tween ‘believers’ and ‘secular’ is one
that frankly I think is pretty dated.” He
sees good things coming from small
group discussions which are “the best
vehicle for spiritual growth.” Some
hearing the conversational interactions
might say those perspectives were sec-
ular while Mark would call them “pro-
foundly religious.”

Mark grew up as a Unitarian Univer-
salist and spent 25 years in journalism
before entering ministry. He graduated
from seminary in 2004 and moved to
Asheville. His own beliefs have “shifted
over time.” 

Here’s how he describes his faith
journey: “I first identified as religious
humanist, though I think I’ve shifted to
religious naturalist.So, yes, I’m among
those who identify as nontheist, but in
my ministry I have used God language at
times, since for me the notion of God

really only makes sense in the context of
love.

“The force of love is mysterious and
amazing and has changed my life more
than anything else. But I don’t view it as
a force breaking in from outside the
world, but as a tide moving in all of us,
that central wholeness, goodness, one-
ness within every person.”

My own membership in The Clergy
Project helps me understand how a reli-
gious leader could be a non-theist and
still serve in ministry. Unitarians seem
to be comfortable with the unlocked
doors of the mind.

There is a profound, natural human-
ity in Mark’s outlook. Secular or spiritu-
al — or a weaving of both — we might
find courage for life and community.

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

Unitarian minister is saddened by religion’s divisions
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Feb. 25
To the Mountaintop: The Sermons of
Martin Luther King Jr., A Collaborative
Sunday Formation Series: 9:30-10:30
a.m., St. Matthias Episcopal Church, 1
Dundee St., Asheville. Sundays March
4-March 25 at Trinity Episcopal on
Church Street. 
Mindfulness meditation: 10 a.m.-noon
Sundays, Asheville Shambhala Med-
itation Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave.,
Suite 113. Sitting and walking med-
itation. Arrive and leave any time. Free;
donations appreciated. 828-200-5120
or https://asheville.shambhala.org.

Feb. 27
Financial Peace University: Nine-week
study begins at 6 p.m., Newbridge Bap-
tist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Ashe-
ville. $129. Register at www.FPU.com/
1060698. For more information, call
828-254-7262. 

Feb. 28
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. Grades 1-6.
Buses run from Weaverville Primary and
Elementary, and North Windy Ridge.
Snack, recreation, Bible study, choir,
hand bells, homework help. 828-645-
6720.

Faith in the 828: Exploring the State of
Spirituality in Asheville for Lent:
Noon-1 p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church,
60 Church St., Asheville. What are the
most important and pressing spiritual
issues facing people of faith? Wednes-
days during Lent. Light lunch ($5)
served at noon. Program at 12:15 p.m.

March 1
Community Lenten Services: Noon
each Thursday during Lent at First Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 29 Newfound St.,
Canton. 30-minute service followed by
light lunch. Ministers from Baptist,
Methodist and Episcopal churches will
preach. 

March 2
Military Marriage Retreat: Living Like
Heaven is a Real Place: March 2-4, Billy
Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1
Porters Cove Road, Asheville. http://
thecove.org/ or 1-800-950-2092.

March 3
“A Question of Identity-How Answer-
ing the Question “Who Am I?” Brings
Power, Purpose, and Peace Into Our
Lives” workshop: 8:30 a.m.-4 p.m.,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Featuring Amazon-best sell-
ing author Randy Siegel. $25 includes
materials and a light lunch. Register by
Feb. 28 at 828-638-8683.
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Cen-
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Drop off days/dates:

WNC Parent Camp Expo & Kid Fest 

Drop off days/dates:


