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Editor’s note: Rev. McConnell has the
week off. This column first appeared a
year ago.

We all know as we drive the highways
that we are given directions and in-
struction from the signs along the roads.
These signs also include warnings of all
kinds. Speed limits, curves ahead, icy
bridges, road work and many other
signs let us know that we must use cau-
tion or we could end up in much danger.

So we find Jesus ending his challeng-
ing Sermon on the Mount in Matthew
7:13-23 with a few warnings. I am going
to paraphrase Matthew’s words of what
Jesus said about protecting us in our
faith journey.

“When you come to gates in your
path through life, always go through the
narrow one, because it is the right one
and leads to life eternal. You will see
many people going through the wide
gate, but it will lead you to destruction.

“Also, watch out for false prophets as
you travel along. These people will look
and sound good and right, but actually,
they will be wolves dressed up like
sheep to deceive you. Besides, you can
identify these false leaders by the lack
of fruit in their lives; nothing can be
seen that shows what they are telling
you is true.

“Many people who you know will do a

lot of good deeds in their lives, but per-
haps they are not doing the will of God.
You may want to be like them. They will
call God ‘Lord’ but will not really mean
it. Only those who find out God’s will
and are obedient to it, will find eternal
life.”

These 10 verses give us three warn-
ings from Jesus like road signs that ap-
pear quickly, maybe so quickly that we
fail to take notice.

Make sure you get through the gate —
it’s not very wide! Watch out for people
who will lead you off the road! And don’t
think that because you hang around
other Christians or church members

that you will be OK along your journey,
and at the end!

Some of the gates in the old city of Je-
rusalem were so narrow that you would
have to go through one at a time, waiting
your turn. You could not just drift along
with the crowd, but you must make an
intentional choice to go through the
gate. Choices matter; actions and mo-
tives matter. Learning to follow Jesus,
knowing him as Lord and Savior, and
God as your Father matter. Eternal is-
sues are at stake.

The initial danger of false prophets is
they seem so nice, reasonable, trust-
worthy and just right with their words.

Their ideas and opinions can begin to
find their way into our lives and way of
thinking, creating doubts about the nar-
row way.

Jesus gives us a clear method of de-
tecting these false leaders. Look at the
life of that person. Think of it as a tree.
Can you see healthy, tasty fruit? And
can you see other people being genuine-
ly nourished by it? Or is this life produc-
ing a crop of lies, immorality and greed?

The final warning deals with the final
judgment and what Jesus calls “on that
day.” It seems that Jesus is warning
about doing things, remarkable things,
in his name without knowing Jesus per-
sonally. Good deeds, faithful service for
the sake of service and just being good
are not, by themselves, indicators of
whether or not someone really belongs
to Jesus.

So as we make our way down the road
of life, wherever we are on our faith jour-
ney, we need to know that it is not just a
matter of holding on to the steering
wheel and hoping for the best. We need
to realize the dangers that can sidetrack
us, lead us off the right path, and de-
ceive us into thinking that we are doing
everything just right.

Knowing and watching out for the
dangers and being willing to follow the
right way will give us joy in this life and
eternal life with Jesus.

What counts the most is knowing Je-
sus and being known by him.

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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The Mount of Olives, where Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, as
depicted in a 19th century pictorial Bible. COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

There is a cartoon I find amusing. A
man standing at the entrance to heaven
reads a sign that says, “Welcome to
Heaven: Keep Your Religion to Yourself.”
The angel next to him explains, “Ironi-
cally, that’s what makes it so peaceful
here.”

Some comics seem to nail the truth.
The cartoon raises interesting ques-

tions. What would happen if people
kept their beliefs to themselves? 

We all have a variety of beliefs about
all kinds of things. Is the cartoon saying
we shouldn’t talk about anything we feel
strongly about? I don’t think so.

The point is made. Religious beliefs
tend to stir the pot and can often hinder
rather than help the peace. 

Many would say they feel “called” or
even “commanded” to “share the faith.”
They would be disobeying God to keep
their faith to themselves. I once felt that
was true. I remember passing around a
booklet of “spiritual laws” that began by
claiming “God loves you and has a won-
derful plan for your life.”

A nice thing to say, except the next
“law” stated we’re all sinners who de-
serve punishment for not loving the lov-
ing God. The “wonderful plan” was like
saying “Love me, or else.”

We could never keep our faith to our-
selves because then we wouldn’t be
faithful. 

Other believers may not show their

religious feelings outside their place of
worship. The rituals, songs, sermons
and prayers are displayed within the
walls of sanctuaries. When they exit out
the doors, there really isn’t any partic-
ular way to tell what their beliefs are.
They may wear a religious pin or have a
bumper sticker with a message that
gives a hint, but generally they aren’t os-
tensibly believers.

Some people of faith would say they
don’t need to talk about their beliefs be-
cause their life shows what they believe.
Their faith is mostly nonverbal. They do
good, compassionate work, and maybe
they’re motivated by faith, but they
don’t make a big deal of it.

An interesting crossover concerns
those who wear religious clothing, not
necessarily to flaunt their faith — it’s
just natural for them to wear in public.
We may think of a Catholic nun in the
grocery store making a purchase from a
Muslim cashier wearing a headscarf.
Maybe we see two men on the street
both wearing small caps. Is one a Jew
and the other a Muslim? If so, what
branch of Judaism, what branch of Is-
lam? 

Here’s something to consider: What
if we had to guess what someone be-
lieved? What would the world be like if
we couldn’t tell what religion someone
subscribed to because they didn’t ad-
vertise it? 

This is something I like to test. I’ll be
in a group of believers, reasonably and
respectfully discussing some issue and
no one knows I’m not “one of them.” Un-
less someone starts talking about the
sacred or the supernatural there is prob-

ably no way anyone would know a non-
believing secular is in their midst.

I find that both comforting and in-
structive. When we put aside the “flags”
we wave — the labels and identities we
like to display — what are we left with?
We’re just people; people sharing the
same communities and often the same
concerns. We’d love to say we’re a mem-
ber of this or that group.

There’s nothing wrong with being
proud about our affiliations. It’s just that
as soon as we do that, the potential
arises for division or misunderstanding.
Anything collaborative can slip into U/T
mode: Us/Them.

The history of religion holds up a lot

of signs — and flags. Much of the time
the signs have almost shouted: “DON’T
keep your religion to yourself!” “Let your
light shine for all to see.” “The Word
must be heard!” 

The message is loud and clear: Wher-
ever you are, whatever you’re doing, let
everyone know you’re a believer, one of
God’s own. You must let them know
what you have and they don’t have.

Isn’t that a sad, stressful message? It
seems like too much pressure to “pro-
claim the word” when there’s so much
more goodness to spread instead.

Not long ago I spoke with an elderly
clergyman who told me he knew Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. They both served
churches in the Atlanta area back in the
1950s. Some parishioners of this retired
minister didn’t want anything to do with
Rev. King and didn’t even want his chil-
dren in their church school. 

As I walked with this soft-spoken
gentleman, he asked about my back-
ground. I gave him the thumbnail sum-
mary about leaving the ministry and be-
coming a freethinker. He seemed in-
trigued but didn’t ask more questions.
As he went his way I wondered if my
openness disturbed him.

Religious talk has a way of doing that
sometimes.

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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“Gate of Heaven” (among the Giant
Sequoias). CHRIS HIGHLAND

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

June 16
Asheville Interfaith meeting: 4-7 p.m.
June 16 and 23, Ferguson Auditorium at
A-B Tech, 340 Victoria Road. Video
introduction to Hinduism and Islam
followed by discussion by leaders of
these faith communities. Suggested $2
donation; proceeds going to MANNA

June 17
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Guest musician is Finn Magill on
fiddle. 
Lake Junaluska’s Summer Worship
Series featuring Rev. Dr. Clarence
Newsome: 10:45 a.m.-noon, Stuart
Auditorium, 20 Chapel Drive. Theme is
“Stories on the Lakeshore.” Sundays to
Aug. 5. www.lakejunaluska.com.
“Community Conversation on Policing-
Mindset Challenges”: Presented by
Quentin Miller at 2 p.m. at meeting of

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville
at Friends Meeting House, 227 Edge-
wood Road. http://EHSAsheville.org.

June 18
Intensive Bible Training: The Majesty
of God in the Midst of Suffering: Stud-
ies in the Book of Job: June 18-22, Billy
Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1
Porters Cove Road, Asheville. $226 and
up. To register for free seminar plus
optional meals, call 828-771-4800.
http://thecove.org/.
Vacation Bible School: 9 a.m.-noon
June 18-21, Trinity Presbyterian Church,
900 Blythe St., Hendersonville. Free. For
children who will be 4 by Aug. 31
through completion of fifth grade by
June. www. gracehendersonville.com.
Grief Share Ministry: 5 p.m. Mondays
through August, Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. A
biblical, Christ-centered, compassion-
ate program to help hurting people
deal with grief. 828-254-7262.

June 20
Vacation Bible School: 6-8 p.m. June

20-22, WNC Baptist Fellowship Church,
240 Haywood St., Asheville. Classes for
preschool-adults. Food served each
day. 828-776-1721.

June 22
Historic State Annual Singing Conven-
tion: June 22-24, Singing Grove city
park, 400 E. Main St., Benson. Free.
www.gospelsingingconvention.org.

June 24
Lake Junaluska’s Summer Worship
Series featuring Bishop Paul L. Lee-
land: 10:45 a.m.-noon, Stuart Audi-
torium, 20 Chapel Drive. Theme is “Sto-
ries on the Lakeshore.” Sundays to Aug.
5. www.lakejunaluska.com.
“Backyard Camp Out” Vacation Bible
School: 6-8:30 p.m. June 24-27, New-
bridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville. For age 2-sixth grade.
Campfire stories, games, crafts, music,
snacks, and dinner. Call 828-254-7262
to register. 
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. Benjamin Smith on cello.

Vacation Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m.,
Groce United Methodist, 954 Tunnel
Road, Asheville. Theme is Babylon:
Daniel’s Courage in Captivity! Free meal
at 5:30 p.m. Call 828-298-7647 to regis-
ter. For age 4-fifth grade.
Hymn sing and ice cream social: 6-7:30
p.m., Calvary Presbyterian Church, 44
Circle St., Asheville. Free. 828-778-
0063.

June 25
SeniorSalt Impact Hymn Sing: 10
a.m.-3 p.m., Billy Graham Training Cen-
ter at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road,
Asheville. http://thecove.org/.

June 28
Celtic Christianity presentation: 7-8:30
p.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
History of Celtic Christianity followed
by a travel tour of Scotland presenta-
tion. Free Scottish desserts.
Vacation Bible School: 6 p.m. June
28-30 and 10 a.m. July 1, West Canton
Baptist Church, 75 Lowe St., Canton (off
Old Clyde Road). 828-648-5561.
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