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We do not like to talk with any degree of serious-
ness about consequences, especially if those conse-
quences involve personal penalty and punishment.
Most of us do not like to be criticized or judged. We
find it much easier to sit in judgment of others rather
than accept a critique of our own lives and behaviors.
However, there is no escape from the reality of a God
who loves, gives grace, and shows mercy, while
handing out judgment. In the Old Testament rela-
tionship between God and the Jewish people, we can
find no better example of a God who is patient, forgiv-
ing, and gracious. We can also find examples of judg-
ment on those who reject him. This obvious dichoto-
my can also be found as we read the New Testament.

In the little book of Amos, we find God speaking to
his servant about the judgment that will soon fall on
the Jewish nation. In the seventh chapter, we find
God measuring the actions and intentions of the peo-
ple with a “spiritual plumb line.” When a builder uses
a plumb line, a weight tied to the end of a string, it is
hung from a “center,” from a point that is true and
straight. The wall is then measured and built by the
plumb line, as it hangs straight from the true center.
God tells Amos that his people had been built by
God’s true standards, they had once been centered
on him, but they had allowed themselves to begin
leaning away from the “center,” away from God’s
standards. Now, they must be judged, punished, and
brought back in line with the center.

Micah 6:8 gives us those standards, “…just what
does God require of his people? To do justice, to love
mercy and kindness, and to walk humbly with your
God.” The people had lost their divine center by cen-
tering on other things.

Dr. Dennis Kinlaw tells a story that fits into this
vision of Amos and the plumb line. There is a castle in
Scotland with a dungeon cut from solid rock. The
dungeon, which serves as a prison, is shaped like a
bottle or a triangle, narrow at the top with sloping cir-
cular walls. Once a person is dropped in the opening
at the top, there is no escape from the total darkness.
All prisoners placed there have quickly gone insane,
except one. For several weeks, this particular prison-
er was able to keep his right mind even in total dark-
ness and the circular dungeon with no unchanging
point of reference. When taken out, he shared his se-
cret. In his pocket, he had six small pebbles, and
when he felt mental panic, he would count his peb-
bles by moving them one at a time from one pocket to
another. There were always six. With that unchange-
able point of reference, which existed outside of him-
self, the man was able to keep from losing his mind.
His very existence depended on an external point
that never changed.

Kinlaw continues by saying “the key to one’s self is
not self.” Without an external point of reference out-
side of our selves, we simply wander aimlessly
searching for fulfillment. We need an unmoving true
center, a point from which the plumb line of God’s
unchanging standards will hang to measure our lives
and keep us straight. That unmoving center is found
in the person of Jesus Christ.

As a church, we can have hope in the words of Je-
sus as he judged the church at Philadelphia in the
first chapter of Revelation. “You have been true to me
and kept my teachings. I have held up the plumb line
of holiness and you are found to be a holy people. You
have kept me as the center of your existence. I will
bless you beyond measure, here on this earth and in
everlasting life.” So, we ask ourselves, “Are we who
we say we are? Is my life consistent with God’s stan-
dards? How well does my faith walk measure up to
God’s plumb line?” 

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McConnell, as-
sistant 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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BLACK MOUNTAIN — Tabernacle United Method-
ist Church was founded in 1837, or before, and will ob-
serve its 181st birthday with a homecoming service
Aug. 26. 

The morning service will be at 11 a.m. and the
church’s new minister, Rev. Lisa Beth White, will de-
liver the sermon. A lawn picnic will follow. 

In the early years the church served as a church,
school and community building and was known as
“The Meeting House.” The church cemetery served as
the major burial grounds for the Black Mountain area
until the mid-1920s. The cemetery contains about 560
identified burials and about 250 unmarked graves.

The church continues today in active ministry with
services every Sunday.

The community is invited to attend the homecom-
ing event. 

Tabernacle United Methodist Church plans
service to celebrate 181 years on Aug. 26 

Tabernacle United Methodist Church will celebrate
181 years on Sunday, Aug. 26. SPECIAL TO BLACK

MOUNTAIN NEWS
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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.

Aug. 25
Pancake breakfast fundraiser: 8-10 a.m., Fatz Cafe,
off Smokey Park Highway, Enka. $10. Hosted by local
churches in Enka-Candler and West Asheville for Ho-
miny Valley Crisis Ministry. 828-667-8467.
“Ole Time Gospel Music Program”: 6 p.m., Beverly
Hills Baptist Church, 777 Tunnel Road, Asheville. Sanc-
tuary choir, OneVoice, men’s chorale, soloists, in-
strumentalist, Alive quartet. 828-298-4623. Nursery
provided.

Aug. 26
Celtic service with guest musician: 5:30-6:30 p.m.,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Karen Pomerich on violin.
Sunday Forums: 9-10:30 a.m., First Congregational
Church of Hendersonville NC, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hen-
dersonville. www.fcchendersonville.org or 828-692-
8630. Dancing our prayers with Diane Rhoades.
The Land of the Sky Boys: 11 a.m., Walnut Freewill

Baptist Church, Walnut, and 6 p.m. at Barnwell Baptist
Church, Edneyville.
Homecoming service and The Primitive Quartet:
Worship service at 11 a.m. followed by lunch, First
Free Will Baptist Church, 259 Tusquittee St., Hayes-
ville. The quartet sings at 6 p.m. 828-389-4777.

Aug. 27
“The Second Coming: Hope for the Here and Now”
seminar: Aug. 27-29, Billy Graham Training Center at
The Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville. Before the
His ascension, Jesus promised He would return for His
church. $109-$556 or to register for free seminar plus
optional meals, call 828-771-4800. Visit
www.thecove.org.

Sept. 8
Annual Blessing of the Pets: 10-11 a.m., Mills River
Presbyterian Church front lawn. Celebrates the life of
current and former pets. A love offering will be col-
lected to benefit the New Hope program at Blue
Ridge Humane Society. Dogs should be on leashes
and cats in crates.

RELIGION CALENDAR

A hawk walked by today. You read that correctly. It
walked. Chalk it up to yet another daily surprise from
the mountains of Western North Carolina. 

It may have been the same small, white-breasted
raptor we saw swoop down on a cardinal the day be-
fore. I thought at first the feathered feet crossing the
yard belonged to a turkey or crow, but there it was: a
hawk It was walking — not hopping or flitting.

I watched as it walked then ran beneath the rose of
Sharon bushes and disappeared. 

A hawk that walks. Something new to add to the
natural procession passing each day.

Some might say I’d been “blessed” to see this vision
of nature’s strange beauty. So many things are con-
sidered “blessings” — touches of the divine. 

Millions say a blessing every day over meals. When
I sneeze, my wife usually says, “Bless you,” and she
often thanks people with a smile and a “Bless you!” I
believe she’s sincere in this automatic gesture of gra-
ciousness. 

But I have to say, blessings make me a bit uncom-
fortable sometimes.

There are blessings for everything, everyone and
every situation. In special ceremonies, animals are
blessed, so are ships and buildings, babies and mar-
riages. But what exactly IS a blessing? What does it
mean to bless and what would happen, bless me, if all
these blessed blessings went unspoken?

In the years I was a Christian minister, I said many
a blessing. You raise your hands or place them on a
head or a shoulder and you say something. Usually
you say, “Bless you,” ”Blessings” or “God bless you,”
expecting that those words actually DO something.
Even some of my pagan friends say “blessed be” and
Buddhists bestow blessings on other beings.

But what do blessings really do? When I was a
“blessor,” I had to ask myself why I was blessing so
much and so many. Did I need to bless the person, the
food, the bread and wine? Weren’t they already good
enough, blessed enough? Did I have the power (or the
right) to make them “holy”? 

In my decades as a chaplain, I also gave blessings,
but I knew I had no magic powers. I would say, “We all
bless each other here and now,” or something similar.

“The LORD bless you and keep you”; “Blessed are
the poor”; “May you be blessed”; “Blessed is the fruit
of thy womb.” We know scriptures and traditions
abound with blessings (“The mercy of Allah and His
blessings be upon you” —Qur’an, 11:73). Countless
times we quote the ancient texts or speak the words,
expecting something to happen, something to
change.

Putting hands on another person and saying a par-
ticular word does not, in my experience at least, in-
stantly bestow happiness or health or anything, real-
ly. It may serve to make a person or congregation feel
uplifted, and maybe that’s ultimately the goal, to
sense a caring touch.

If “blessing” originally had something to do with

“making happiness happen,” then who is qualified to
give it or grant it?

It seems to me there is a sense that a blessing pro-
vides assurance (as the hymn says, “Blessed Assur-
ance”) that people are making God very happy — it’s
really about GOD’S happiness, not ours.

On the other hand, if a blessing asserts and affirms
that the one who is doing the blessing speaks for the
Creator of the Universe and their touch is the Touch of
God — it seems more about the blessor than the bles-
see.

A blessing can assure the suffering person they are
being “watched over,” cared for, not only by “higher
hands” but the “holy hands” of God’s own blessed
representatives on earth.

When I was the blessor, it made me feel quite spe-
cial, almost like I had special powers. It felt at times
that I was passing along something, onto someone’s
head or bread. “As I touch you, God touches you; my
words are God’s words to you.”

My clergy friends might respond: “It makes people
feel God’s presence when I touch their head or their
bread, their house or their child. In a sacred manner I
am symbolizing God’s good pleasure. I have no special
powers.” 

Yet if a person “ordained by God” claims to bless
others, offering consolation or confirmation of good
favor from beyond and if they truly share our full hu-
manity, then couldn’t we common folk equally offer a
hand, hug or hour of our time in a similar way?

Later in the morning, I heard a cry over the field.
There was the “walking hawk” soaring across the val-
ley. I was grateful to see it, touched by the beauty. I
wasn’t being blessed. I was simply sensing the good-
ness and greatness of the wild world. 

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

Less blessing, more human touch
Highland Views
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