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On a brilliant and blustery Sunday morning in au-
tumn I received word of his passing. Gazing out the
window watching big sycamore leaves float by, falling
down to rest, I had been thinking of life passing by —
my own, my family, nature.

Pastor David Morgan told me how much he enjoyed
reading this column. He was a gentle soul. I don’t use
that phrase much anymore, but with a few it seems
fitting.

Last year, Carol and I had lunch with David and his
wife Anne, also a minister. David and I connected,
planning to get together again. He shared my curiosity
and openness to respectful conversation.

When a friend and I were experimenting with a
new kind of secular congregation, David surprised me
by walking in to sit with us in the circle. He sat quietly,
smiling, nodding, attentive. I asked if he wanted to
say anything. He said, no, he just wanted to listen.

I didn’t know him well, but I sensed he thought of
himself as a freethinker. 

Afterward, Carol and I walked him to his car. He
was a bit unsteady and we were concerned, though
there was strength in his handshake and hug as he
said goodbye. It was the last time I saw him.

The few times I attended his church, when Carol
was guest preaching, I was warmly welcomed. I had
no doubt that one day David might ask me to say a few
words in a service. I don’t think a “secular sermon”
would have rattled him at all. 

There are moments when I wonder why a person of
faith would read the musings of a former minister
turned secular. David gave me a clue — a gift really: “I
just want to listen.” Showing up, offering support,
when words are unnecessary. An attentive presence.

“Passing.” Our euphemism for death. Not passive.
A movement, an active step, out or up or … who
knows? Seriously, who knows where we pass on to, if
anywhere?

My life has been marked – perhaps scarred or tat-
tooed – by deaths, passings. Parents, grandparents,
aunts, uncles, friends, relationships. The leaves pass.
Season by season, they – we – fall, float and find the
earth again.

A Zen master wrote that fallen leaves are the moth-
ers of the trees. Dissolving into the earth, they send
nutrients through the roots, up the living organism
into the bark and branches to become buds and blos-
soms and leaves, again. Each tree is, in a literal sense,

a tree of life – an endless cycle of living and passing.
In Walt Whitman’s contemplative poem “This

Compost,” he relates his startling realization that the
earth absorbs all the diseased, all the dead. He hes-
itates to walk over the fields or through the forests or
to lie on his beloved grass among decaying leaves and
the leavings of generations passed. 

He cries out to the ground: “How can you be alive
you growths of spring? How can you furnish health
you blood of herbs, roots, orchards, grains?”

He refuses to avert his eyes, to turn away and deny
the truth. “Behold this compost! behold it well! …
What chemistry!”

Then, with deep reverence: “I am terrified at the
Earth, it is that calm and patient … It gives such divine
materials to [humanity], and accepts such leavings
from them at last.”

We grieve Pastor David’s passing along with his
wife Anne and the congregation of Oak Forest, a small
Presbyterian church in West Asheville. A kind person,
a good man, will be greatly missed. I would have liked
to be “an attentive presence” with him, to spend more
time listening to his thoughts. No doubt we would
have disagreements, but I’m confident we would nev-
er be disagreeable with each other. 

I suppose what I most wish to say in honoring Da-
vid is that he offers a living lesson, a hopeful chal-
lenge, that people can and will connect across the
boundaries of belief. Even the name of the congrega-
tion he served, Oak Forest, gives a hint. When a sanc-
tuary is known by the living land it’s built upon and
the growing goodness of its people, in my mind that
“sacred house” has deep roots in community. 

I’ve always felt we’re too quick to use words in the
presence of loss, of passing, so I’ll leave it to the poet
of “Leaves of Grass” to invoke celebration even in
mourning. I’m fairly sure David would smile with si-
lent approval:

“At the last, tenderly,
From the walls of the powerful fortress’d house,
From the clasp of the knitted locks,
from the keep of the well-closed doors,
Let me be wafted.
Let me glide noiselessly forth;
With the key of softness unlock the locks-with a

whisper.”
(From “The Last Invocation.”)
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister

and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teach-
er, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. His new
book, “A Freethinker’s Gospel,” is available from Pis-
gah Press.
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Nov. 11
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Guest musician is
flutist Beth Magill.

Nov. 12
Flat Rock/Hendersonville PFLAG chapter invites
faith groups to be a part of the effort to help trans-
gender persons feel more accepted in this communi-
ty. 7-8:30 p.m. at Trinity Presbyterian Church, 900
Blythe St., Hendersonville. Our transgender neigh-
bors are looking for affirming faith communities
where they are fully welcomed.
“The Power of a Transformed Life” with Joe Sto-
well: Nov. 12-14, Billy Graham Training Center at The
Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville. Delve into the
stories of Joseph, Ruth, Daniel and God’s own Son.
www.thecove.org.

Nov. 13
Passion Worship Nights: 7-10 p.m., Biltmore Church,
35 Clayton Road, Arden. $25, $40 deluxe, $20 friends
& family. Music from Passion, teaching from Louie
Giglio along with Grammy nominee Travis Greene.

Nov. 18
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Guest musician is
guitarist Andy Jurik.
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2-3:30 p.m.,
Friends Meeting House, 227 Edgewood Road, Ashe-
ville. “Home is the Key” presented by Andy Barnett.
A discussion of the housing challenges facing our
community. 
Hominy Heritage Day: 10:30 a.m., Hominy Baptist
Church, 135 Candler School Road, Candler. Service
followed by lunch. Tour campus and see displays of
Hominy’s rich heritage. www.hominybaptist.com.

Nov. 20
Thanksgiving service: 6:30 p.m., Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. 

Nov. 25
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Guest musician is
clarinetist Matthew Larkin.

Nov. 29
Christmas at The Cove with Annie Moses Band: 7
p.m., Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1
Porters Cove Road, Asheville. Dinner and music.
www.thecove.org.
Solar 101 for Faith Communities: 6-8 p.m., First
Baptist Church Asheville, 5 Oak St., downtown. Ex-
plore ways for faith communities to unleash the
power of the sun. Light food will be shared.
Annual Christmas Pageant: 7 p.m. Nov. 29-Dec. 1
and 3 p.m. Dec. 2, West Burnsville Baptist Church,
222 W. Burnsville Church Road. “The Wonder of His
Love” is a concert of Christmas music and musical
dramatization of the life of Christ with authentic
costumes. Free admission.

Nov. 30
Christmas at The Cove with Sisters: 7-10 p.m., Billy
Graham Training Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. Dinner and music. www.thecove.org.

Dec. 1
Volunteer sign up for 12/25 Bounty of Bethlehem
dinner: 8 a.m.-1 p.m., Immaculata Catholic School,
711 N. Buncombe St., Hendersonville. Be it plucking
herbs, wrapping toys, decorating the gym, or pack-
ing meals for the homebound there is something for
almost everyone. 828-702-1467. 
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As I remember back at the beginning of the year, I
wrote a series of articles on joy. In those articles, there
was a reference to the connection between love and
joy. Just recently, I have picked up again on this theme
that love is the source of daily and long-lasting joy.
Here at Long’s Chapel, we find ourselves in the middle
of a sermon series on the conversion, life, and ministry
of the Apostle Paul. Just last Sunday, Chris, our senior
pastor, preached a stirring sermon on Paul’s “love
chapter,” 1 Corinthians 13. He emphasized what Paul
meant by love for each other and love for God, the dif-
ferent levels or expressions of love; and love is what
matters the most. After all, God is love.

C.S. Lewis in his book, “Four Loves,” describes love
by the use of four Greek words with which many are
familiar. Lewis discusses the common faces of love re-
ferred to as philia or phileo, eros, and storge. Each is
vital to grow human relationships and flow as gifts
from the hand of God who loves us. Lewis then brings
us to the greatest of all loves, the agape love, which is
characterized by being unconditional. Agape love is
the very nature of God and flows into the hearts of true
followers of Christ. It is unselfish Christian love as
taught by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. When
Jesus preached that powerful sermon, he had some
radical things to say about our dealings with others.

Because of agape love, we love those who hate us, and
we do good to those who are trying to tear us down.
This kind of love is what Paul was talking about in 1
Corinthians 13. This chapter tells us how it is possible
to “walk our faith” if we are filled with love from the
heart of God.

What does this kind of love, this agape love that
flows to us from the heart of God, have to do with joy?
Everything! Our choices of who, what, and how to love
will either increase our joy or drain it. If we choose love
as the source of our joy, we increase our chance of wit-
nessing about Jesus to those around us. It is how we
honor God and build his kingdom on earth.

Love is the glue that holds relationships together,
churches together, and nations together. Biblically,
love is caring more for another person than we care for
ourselves. It is love that continues even when it is not
reciprocated. It is sacrificial and extended even to ene-
mies. This kind of love originates only from a God full
of grace and mercy-a God who is love. This is not all
about going to church or “having religion.” Religion can
be just as disruptive as any other force in life. This is
about knowing God in an intimate way. Knowing our
God who revealed himself in Jesus Christ and enabled
Jesus to love in such a way that he could pray for the
men who crucified him saying, “Father, forgive them.”
When we turn our face toward God, we turn our face
toward love.

In Stasi Eldredge’s book “Defiant Joy,” I found an in-
teresting interpretation of the different levels of love
from the twelfth-century abbot, Bernard of Clairvaux.
Clairvaux believed that there is a natural progression
in the way people love. The first degree of love is loving

yourself for your own sake. Eldredge writes, “This is
where our culture has landed-all the entitlement and
the offense, the self before all else.”

The second degree of love given by Clairvaux is lov-
ing God for your own blessing. This seems to be mov-
ing toward Christ, but still tastes like self. “The church
has been forced to present itself as a place you can get
your needs met for the simple reason that most Chris-
tians are stuck at the second degree of love.” Eldredge
writes.

Next, according to Clairvaux, we love God for God’s
own sake, for who he is, not for what we can get form
him. We begin to feel that we are at work in mission
with him, his joy becomes our joy, he weeps and we
weep, our joy comes from knowing and doing his will.

The last degree of love that is presented by Clair-
vaux is loving ourselves for God’s sake. This is not slid-
ing back to degrees one and two, but simply realizing
that we cannot love God and hate ourselves. We honor
God by loving and respecting ourselves because we are
his creation, created in his image.

Eldredge closes this section of this chapter by say-
ing, “As we climb the ladder of degrees of love, so we
progress up the ladder of joy. Our hearts are expanded
by knowing the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as the
source of all goodness, and the capacity to know and
experience joy expands as well. It is a beautiful pro-
gression. Yet, I think there is another rung on this lad-
der: loving others for God’s sake.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

Love remains the source of our joy
Devotional
Tim McConnell
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Returning to the roots. CHRIS HIGHLAND/COLUMNIST


