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Escaping the prison of opinions
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Columnist

As I walked down the dimly lit hallway, passing row after row of steel bars,
I saw his black hands before I saw his
face. “Donny” was gripping the cold
bars of his cell while flexing his muscular arms over and over.
He kept pushing and pulling even after greeting me with a “Hey, Chaplain!”
and we began to talk about his day and
the interfaith service the previous Sunday.
Like many of his fellow jail inmates,
Donny attended the evening meetings
out of curiosity and, as some admitted,
to get out of the cell for an hour.
Donny and I stood there talking while
the noise and activity of the jail flowed
around us. He kept rocking back and

forth, near the bars, then away. I stood
close to hear him. I could see the sweat
dripping from his shirtless chest. I
thought, “A good-looking young man; so
sad he has such a drug problem to keep
putting him back in here.”
I’d been “visiting” Donny for several
years. We saw each other passing on the
street sometimes. Then, no surprise, I
would see him at the jailhouse bars
again, and again.
That afternoon, while Donny was exercising to while away the hours and
build his already toughened body, he
suddenly stopped. It wasn’t always easy
to tell if Donny was angry or just feeling
intensely engaged with something.
He pulled himself to the bars. Our
faces were inches apart.
Staring at me intently, he put his
head to the side and gave me a wondering look. “You come in here week after
week, year after year. You talk to us. You
listen to us. You don’t preach to us like
some church-people do.” He flashed a

knowing smile: “You show us what
could be.”
I asked him to explain that. I don’t remember Donny’s explanation, but I remember the impression he left on me.
As a young African-American man who
grew up in a mostly segregated neighborhood in a wealthy, liberal county, he
really grew up on the streets, in the violent drug culture that instills a warped
image of manhood.
What I heard Donny say was he saw
me as a human being, a person of compassion (though my interfaith approach
confused him a little) and a man. He was
identifying a different model for what a
person could do with their life, regardless of color or culture. I heard admiration as well as loss.
Most of all I heard a spark of hopefulness, maybe even joy, when the shadow
of the cell couldn’t hide the momentary
smile that crossed his face, the face of
another man.
He saw me as I saw him: as a person,

a man.
Whether we gathered as men or
women, of diverse ethnicities and backgrounds, of various faiths or none, those
jail services were memorable. The singing was wonderful. But the best part, at
least for me, was the discussion.
Who listens to prisoners? Who is able
to escape from the prison of their own
opinions?
Each week I would bring in a onesheet handout with something to read
and discuss. (These papers often got
passed around and discussed back in
the cells.) I still hold on to some of these,
and one I recently found is a page of
quotes from Marcus Aurelius, Roman
emperor and philosopher born in the
year 121.
We had some insightful conversation
about the quotes I drew from his famous
“Meditations”:
“People seek retreats for themselves,
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See the whole of God’s word, not just the parts
Devotional
Tim McConnell
Guest columnist

We have all heard that it is the parts
that make up the whole of something.
The different parts of a car, for example,
are necessary to make the whole car.
Leave one out, and you do not have a
complete car. The same goes for a “livable” house or building. And we can look
at other examples in our daily lives that
illustrate this point.
As we look at a beautiful mountain
scene, it is the combination of all the
parts of that scene that creates the culminating beauty. If you would ask different people what part of the scene captured their attention the most, you would
more than likely get several different answers. But it is when we put all the parts

together to make the total scene that the
beautiful message and image makes its
way into our hearts and memories.
We do the same thing with people.
We take each other apart in our minds.
Some things about that person are appealing, some are not. We like how they
dress, but we are not fond of their opinions on certain things. But as a whole
person, we like them and wish to be with
them, or we find them unpleasant to be
around for long.
St. Paul takes this analogy of parts
and wholes into a different direction. In 1
Corinthians 12:12-14 he writes, “Christ is
just like the human body – a body is a
unit and has many parts; and all the
parts of the body are one body, even
though there are many. We were all baptized by one Spirit into one body, whether Jew or Greek, or slave or free, and we
all were given one Spirit to drink. Certainly, the body isn’t one part but many”
(CEB).

Of course, Paul is talking about us individuals who make up the one Church.
There are people who tend to focus
on the parts and pay less attention to the
whole picture. That’s neither good nor
bad. Then there are people who put
more emphasis on the completed scene
and neglect the individual parts.
In my opinion, we must pay attention
to both the parts and the whole. We
must stop along the way each day and
smell the roses, as many as we can, and
then look back at the end of the day putting everything together.
I have often encouraged Bible study
groups not only to read the individual
verses of a particular text but to read before and after those verses. It is so important when we take a particular part
of a chapter to know what was taking
place before and after, what caused
these verses to show up at this point,
and how do these verses relate to others.
What is the context in which these

verses appear? If we take the verses
that we consider our favorites and read
no further, we will fail to see the unity
and beauty of the scriptures as whole.
Although God’s written word was compiled by various authors at different
times and later given chapters and
verses, it is to be read and understood
as a whole. All of God’s scripture is
connected.
I don’t believe we can understand
what God’s purpose and vision is for
us, the church, and his world if we
view scripture with a “cafeteria” approach of selecting the parts that make
us feel good and pleases what the present culture is promoting.
Is it pleasing to God who inspired all
scripture, providing salvation to those
who are obedient to the words, and
sending his Spirit to reveal those
words – is it pleasing to God for us to
See MCCONNELL, Page 3D

Relish the Charm of Asheville
and the Beauty of Mountainside Living
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