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Do people want prayer or presence?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Columnist

A brown thrush flew into the window
one morning. Walking slowly to the
glass I saw it lying on the ground, beak
open, panting. “You’ll be OK; you’re just
stunned,” I whispered. I left it alone,
glancing out every few minutes until I
saw it standing. A short time later, it
flew off.
That week, in the John Burroughs
class I taught, we read selections from
his first collection of nature essays,
“Wake-Robin.” He describes hearing the
“evening hymn” of a thrush in a hemlock
forest. We discussed Burroughs’ friendship with Walt Whitman and how he
had suggested Whitman write a thrush
into his great poem for Lincoln, “When
Lilacs Last in the Door-yard Bloom’d.”
The naturalist feels the “divine soprano” draws out “a serene religious beatitude” in him, a reverence in the stillness of the woods. He concludes by saying the feathered choir causes a “serene
exaltation of sentiment of which music,
literature and religion are but faint
types and symbols.”
Feeling that close to Nature-almost
like walking into a deep green sanctu-

ary-Burroughs senses something more
meaningful than we can find in art or
faith.
This all reminded me of a scene in
John Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath”
when the migrant father, Tom Joad,
asks to talk with Casy the preacher:
“Tom looked at Casy’s waving toes.
‘Could ya come down from your thinkin’
an’ listen a minute?’ Casy turned his
head on the stalk-like neck. ‘Listen all
the time. That’s why I been thinkin’. Listen to people a-talkin’, and purty soon I
hear the way folks are feelin’. Goin’ on all
the time. I hear ’em and feel ’em; and
they’re beating their wings like a bird in
an attic. Gonna bust their wings on a
dusty winda tryin’ ta get out … .”
In another scene, the tired and fading
grandmother asks Casy to pray with her.
Not so much “for” her but “with” her. He
doesn’t feel much like a preacher so he
says, “My prayers ain’t no good … I don’t
know what to say.” The weary lady tells
him, “Then say one to yourself. Don’t
use no words to it. That’d be alright.” Casy has his doubts, so he replies, “I got no
God.” “You got a God” the grandmother
says, “Don’t make no difference if you
don’t know what he looks like.” Reluctantly, the preacher bows his head in silence; the woman watches him. When
he raises his head she’s relieved. “That’s
good; that’s what I needed. Somebody
close enough-to pray.”

Preacher Casy doesn’t understand
what she means, but she goes on to
voice one of the most profound lines in
the book: “I’m just pain covered with
skin.” She knows that she’s dying and
she wants to know another person is
there with her-she’s the bird beating its
wings in the attic.
With a wing and a prayer, we say.
Radical presence. Beyond words.
Words mess it up. This calls up memories of the countless prayers of my chaplaincy years. In seven county jail facilities I would lead prayers or meditations
for inmate gatherings. We might be
standing or squatting by steel bars, sitting quietly or holding hands. Humans
seeking something to bring meaning-a
connected relation to each other and to
something or someone. Some were pain
covered with skin. Some were feeling
joy; others, sorrow or fear. Whatever the
reason for the request to pray, it seemed
a silent presence was the best we could
do-it was good.
Interfaith prayer gatherings that included the “street community” were always deeply stirring. Chants by Native
Americans and Buddhists. Scriptures
from Muslims and Christians. Wisdom
from Jews and Wiccans. Songs and stories from unhoused people.
We are told by some that a prayer
must be offered “In the Name of
[blank].” It seems that some who pre-

Then and now and into the future
Devotional
Tim McConnell
Columnist

The stories of Jesus healing the cripple, diseased, blind and spiritually unclean are amazing miracles, demonstrating the power of the Holy Spirit
working in and through the life of the
Son of God. There is one healing story
that never fails to cause me to pause
and give some extra thought to the spiritual implications of physical healing.
We find this story in the Gospel of
John, chapter 9. Jesus has healed the
man who had been blind from birth. It
didn’t take the Jewish leaders very long
to learn that Jesus had healed this man
on the Sabbath. So, they found the man
and began to ask questions as to how
Jesus had made him well. The man’s
answer is what always gets my attention. He responded, “Here’s what I do
know: I was blind and now I see.”
The Jewish leaders immediately expelled him from the church for his dealings with Jesus. However, we find Jesus
later in the story receiving this man,
whom he had healed earlier, into the
Kingdom of God because of his belief
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We can also look at the life of St.
Paul. There is seen the same pattern of
transformation. Paul had a past. It was
a past of standing up for his convictions
and beliefs surrounding the Jewish law
and church. Paul was passionate that
this new “Jesus cult” was an evil affront
to God. So, his past was filled with actions that he believed with all his heart
were good.
Paul also had a present in which he
came face to face with the Jesus whom
he had been fighting against. Paul was
physically struck blind; as blind as the
man Jesus had healed. This blindness
reminded him, and reminds us of the
spiritual blindness before we meet Jesus. Paul’s transformation began as
soon as he realized the sin of his past
and accepted the forgiveness of the One
who can clean up and change even the
worst sinner.
The future began for Paul when he
was baptized and received God’s call on
his life. Later in Paul’s life of ministry,
we find him writing in Philippians 3 a
testimony of transformation that
comes only with full surrender to God’s
call. Here we find Paul’s “before conversion resume.” The things he mentions
are good accomplishments in the
world’s eyes and were beliefs he held
close.
But Paul goes on to say that he willingly gave up all the accolades of the
world for the way of Christ. He looked at

ing Christ would bring, and gladly traded them for a life of discipleship.
Maybe we need to pause for personal
reflection. How do we feel when we look
at all the things we hold in high regard?
Do we realize that these things do not
really matter in the eternal picture? In
our minds, is following Jesus far better
than anything else.
If we continue to read Philippians 3 ,
we read Paul saying that he wants to
know Jesus, not just know about him.
Many people come to Christ for the
wrong reasons. They don’t come to him
because they want to know him, but because they want something from him. “I
will serve Jesus if he will heal me, give
me a job, take care of my problems. I
will follow him if he makes me rich, if I
get to keep everything I have, and maintain this lifestyle, hold on to some of my
sins, and if I can still have my old
friends. I will come to Jesus if I can hold
on to my will, plans, and purposes.” The
Gospel story has never been about “I’ll
serve Jesus if…” It has always been
about “I’ll follow Christ even if…” Even if
I have to give up everything, including
myself.
Reflecting on my past, nothing is
worth trading Jesus for. Looking at the
present, nothing compares with Jesus.
And as I anticipate the future, I have determined that I will choose Jesus.
This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of

sent themselves as masters of prayer
think they have the special ear of Godinvoking a divine name makes them appear to use the “king’s seal” to assure
He’s listening.
I used to think there were “good prayers” and “bad prayers.” Now I think
preacher Casy got it right, and so did old
grandma Joad. Be with people, hear
them, feel them, hear their wings beating against windows and doors, hoping
to be free in the fresh air and sunlight. It
doesn’t matter what your God looks like,
or even if you have a God.
Can we sit silently with someone, let
them know we care enough just to be
there? Or do we have to say something,
speak to Someone else, to let them hear
our words, our beliefs?
Maybe the best we can do sometimes
is whisper, “You’ll be OK; you’re only
stunned; I’m here.”
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.
Join Chris to celebrate the release of
his new book, "A Freethinker's Gospel:
Essays for a Sacred Secular World," at 4
p.m. Oct. 14 at the UNC Asheville Reuter
Center and at 6 p.m. Oct. 23 at Malaprop’s Bookstore/Café, in downtown
Asheville.

RELIGION BRIEFS
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Janitor files suit alleging
discrimination based on faith
BOSTON – A janitor says in a lawsuit against his former employer that
he was discriminated against and
mocked because of his devout Roman
Catholic faith.
The suit filed Tuesday by Arcadio
Cruz says supervisors and co-workers
for C&W Facilities Services, which provides janitorial service to Boston’s Logan International Airport, taunted him
for being open about the importance of
religion in his life, visiting the airport
chapel on lunch breaks, and carrying a
Bible and rosary beads.
The Lynn man says one supervisor
told him to “call your God to clean the
urinal.”
He says the company fired him after
he complained about bullying and unfair treatment.
This lawsuit alleges religious discrimination, retaliation, and breach of
contract and seeks unspecified damages.

Kids’ music teacher sentenced on
child porn charges
NEWARK, N.J. – A New Jersey music teacher and singer-songwriter who
performs for children at synagogues,
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Jewish community
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nationwide has been sentenced to

