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Is it heresy to dislike the menu?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Columnist

As I’ve often said, faith is a free
choice, or ought to be. We hear of countries where people are treated badly,
even imprisoned or killed, because they
choose not to be a member of the “right
religion.”
Across the globe (and maybe closer
to home than we want to admit) people
are shunned, excommunicated, picked
on or persecuted for making a decision
not to hop aboard a particular theological train.
This is, of course, the value of the
long tradition of Freethought, sometimes called — with disrespect and derision — heresy or infidelity. It began with
the first human being who listened to a
story, sermon or scripture and walked
out, or questioned or simply stood up
and stated, “Sorry but I can no longer accept that — it makes no sense to me; I
don’t acknowledge your authority; I
must go another way — my own way.
Notice this person — call them the
first freethinker — was not (as we say in
the violent verbiage of today) “blasting,”
“slamming,” “shaming,” “taking down”
or “throwing shade” on the others. He or
she was merely expressing their own
view, their own thoughts and feelings as

a reasonable individual.
If only they could have stayed in relationship with their former fellowship.
Think how much they could have
gained, could have learned, from each
other — from honesty, sincerity, respectful dialogue.
Do you ever wonder what might have
happened in history if Moses held council with the Canaanites, if Buddha sat
with his Hindu neighbors, if Jesus broke
bread with the Pharisees and if Muhammad organized a conference with the
Arabian leadership?
Instead of reform we end up with revolution; instead of compromise we get
sectarianism; instead of communication and collaboration we are left with
“sides” and orthodoxy (my opinion is
right, yours is wrong).
When I was managing several cooperative homes for independent seniors
in the San Francisco Bay Area, an important component of my job was giving
tours of each home to prospective residents and, if they were seriously interested in living there, conducting interviews.
I would always make it clear that the
“foundation” of each household was respect centered on cooperation and good
communication. Many welcomed that.
Some were honest to admit this model
of co-housing wouldn’t work for them.
Unfortunately others would verbally
assent to our minimal rules of responsibility and later prove to be a poor match

for renting a room with us. That could
lead to an unhappy result for everyone
involved.
With choice comes responsibility,
and with responsibility comes choice.
Not every person can handle that, especially when living in close quarters with
a diverse group of personalities, many
set in their ways.
As a manager, I had the “joyful” job of
being gatekeeper, peacekeeper and too
often exit-maker.
With extensive experience in compassionate “presence ministry,” I
couldn’t help finding parallels with religion. How do we get folks to peacefully
share a home, a neighborhood, a nation
or a planet? And who can or will or is
crazy enough, to “manage” that!
In the manager’s office I hung the
famous quote by Martin Luther King,
Jr.:
“This is the great new problem of
mankind. We have inherited a large
house, a great ‘world house’ in which we
have to live together — black and white,
Easterner and Westerner, Gentile and
Jew, Catholic and Protestant, Moslem
and Hindu — a family unduly separated
in ideas, culture and interest, who, because we can never again live apart,
must learn somehow to live with each
other in peace” (1967).
I like my space and my way of living
as much as anyone, but there have to be
compromises — communal promises —
and we have to “make room” in the great

house for a central living room where relationships are central, where respect
and responsibility are practiced. Otherwise, the household descends into division — chairs at the common table sit
empty.
Residents of the senior homes I managed often found it challenging, to say
the least, to agree on very basic things:
the setting of the thermostat, cleanliness and chores, security issues and of
course, menus.
Our patient Latino chef did everything he could to please folks even when
I assured him he would never please every resident. Still, he served a variety of
dishes and most people couldn’t grumble — too much.
Which, again, seats me back at the
table of theology in the restaurant we
call religion.
If we look a little closer at what’s offered, especially the “specials,” we may
want to try new dishes, just for a fresh
taste. If we find the menu limited, it may
be time to search for another restaurant.
The “divine deli” may not be what
we’re looking for. I hear secular salads
can be good and healthy, even if the desserts are doubt-full.
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.

Singing, joy and spirituality just go together
Devotional
Tim McConnell
Columnist

I am certainly not a singer. At least,
not a person who could sing in a choir or
as a soloist. I do my best singing with my
grandchildren, and silently in my head
and heart. I have come to realize that joy
and singing just go together.
Joy can cause a song to break out,
and in turn, singing the praise hymns
and songs can produce a joy that will not
be contained. Singing somehow produces an uplifting spirit changing the
way we feel.
“Let the redeemed of the Lord, say
so,” we are told in Psalm 107:2. Each of
the psalms, or “songs,” found in the Old
Testament was written to be sung. Festivals and the days of celebration were
filled with the sound of these psalms being sung to the Lord. Temple worship involved music and song.
Music and singing can prepare our
spirits for worship, whether it is personal or corporate worship. The words
and the music have the power to move
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us into
the very presence of Jesus.
James Harnish writes in his “A Dis-

the people sang as
they waved the
palm branches.
Jesus entered Jerusalem to the
sounds of the
crowds joyfully
singing, “Hosanna, blessed is he
who comes in the
name of the Lord,”
from Psalm 118.
I imagine many
times Jesus and his disciples sitting
around a fire on some Judean hillside
singing psalms way into the night. Even
the night of Jesus’ arrest when they had
finished the Last Supper, the Gospel
writers tell us they sang hymns, possibly, Psalms 115-118.
Singing is a way to express what is inside of you. Breaking into song when
you are happy is a joyful outward expression of what you feel inside. The
same can be said if there is sadness inside. Song helps to verbalize to yourself,
others, and to God the relationship you
have with each.
Recently, I reread Psalm 47. How joyful that psalm can make you feel! I was
able to re-discover the power of song
just by reading the words and clapping
my hands. I fail to understand how a
person can read this example, along

the earth; sing praises with a psalm …
God sits on his holy throne … he is highly
exalted.”
By reading and rereading the “praise
songs” of scripture, we can be reminded
from time to time of the joy a Christian
can have because of the God we serve.
By lifting our voices in song, and paying
close attention to the words of our
praise hymns, we can release the joy of
our salvation, hope, and healing which
we hold inside.

I encourage each person in God’s
church family to fall intentionally into
the daily practice of rediscovering the
riches and joys of God’s Word as revealed by his Holy Spirit. Read, sing,
discover and be transformed!
This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long's Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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