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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event”
to submit details.

Dec. 15
Holiday Cookie Sale: 2-4 p.m., First
Congregational United Church of
Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave.W., Henderson-
ville. Hundreds of cookies, many from
heirloom recipes. Also fair trade cof-
fees, teas, cocoa and candy. 828-692-
8630 or www.fcchendersonville.org.
In Praise of the Divine Mother Tara:
3-4:30 p.m. Saturdays in December,
Urban Dharma, 77 W. Walnut St.,
Asheville. Singing, stories, readings.
“The Twenty-One Praises to Mother
Tara” is a beautiful melody in English.
Free but donations accepted.

Dec. 16
“Peace Like a River” Advent service:
10:30 a.m., First Congregational Unit-
ed Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave.W.,
Hendersonville. Choir accompanied by
instruments. www.fcchendersonville.
org or 828-692-8630. 
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Guest musician is Finn Magill
on fiddle.
Adult Forum: 9-10:30 a.m., First Con-
gregational Church, 1735 Fifth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Topic is Alzheimer’s
Awareness Part 2. www.fcchenderson-
ville.org or 828-692-8630. 
Kids Praise & Drama Christmas ser-
vice: 6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Holiday music: During 11 a.m. service
at Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road. People are
invited to go Christmas caroling at
1:30 p.m. 828-891-7101.
“Christmas Through the Ages” music
program: 6 p.m., Beverly Hills Baptist
Church, 777 Tunnel Road, Asheville. By
church choir, children’s choir, One-
Voice men’s quartet and soloists. 828-
298-4623.

Dec. 17
Christmas at The Cove with Charles
Billingsley: 7 p.m., Billy Graham Train-
ing Center at The Cove, 1 Porters Cove
Road, Asheville. Dinner and concert.
$64. www.thecove.org.
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Relish the Charm of Asheville
and the Beauty of Mountainside Living

Ivester Jackson | Blackstream | Christie's presents
TOWN MOUNTAIN PRESERVE

A premier gated community located less than 5 minutes
from Downtown Asheville that also afford the luxuries,
privacy, and natural beauty of mountainside living.

• Estate sized lots on 182 gorgeous mountain acres
• Homesites for sale up to 4 acres
• 42 lots already pending or sold

Open House & Property Tour
Saturday & Sunday, 1 - 4 PM
Meet at the Sales Center

7 Woodland Aster Way, Asheville, NC 28804

For more information:
TownMountainPreserve.com

Britt Allen
828.450.8116 | Britt@IJBproperties.com

IvesterJacksonBlackstream.com | 828-367-9001

In a recent wedding ceremony, I was
once again reminded of the seriousness
and the strength found within those
vows the bride and groom spoke to each
other. We know those vows well, “I take
you to be my husband/wife … to have
and to hold … for better or worse … for
richer or poorer …. till death us do part …
I pledge you my faith.” These are sacred
promises.

From these thoughts about promis-
es, I remember some of the many prom-
ises made by God to us his people. The
one promise that Jesus makes that I ex-
perience the most, the one I keep in
front of me at all times, is when he said,
“I will not leave you alone. I will go with
you to work and school, I will be with
you in the darkest night when you are
so worried that you can’t sleep, I will be
with you in sickness and when you cel-
ebrate good times, I will never leave
you.” When I reach out for that promise,
and then feel his presence surround
me, I realize that Jesus is keeping his
promise. Whatever God promises, he is
able to carry out. Our faith increases as
we see one promise after the other be-
ing kept. 

I reread the letter that the prophet
Jeremiah sent to the exiles in the city of
Babylon. It is a letter from God dictated
by Jeremiah telling the Jewish nation
that they will spend 70 years in captiv-
ity as punishment for the rebellion and
sin against God’s law. That is the prom-
ise with the bad news. In 29:10-14, we
find the good news. Here God promises
to restore and renew the lives of his

people if they repent and seek his will.
Those ancient Jews had lost their
homes, temple, families, way of life,
and hope for tomorrow. All they had left
was God’s promise of restoration. Per-
haps, this could be our letter from God.

God might be saying in our letter of
promise, “I have plans for you, as indi-
viduals and as a church. These plans
are good, they will give you an earthly
and eternal future with me, they will
give you hope in this world for any situ-
ation, and assurance of your salvation.
The plans that I have for you will restore
your spiritual fortunes and bring bless-
ings upon you in the face of opposition.
But you must pray to me, you must
make sure that I am at the center of all
your activities and thinking, and you
must stay close to me.”

Just as we look at the marriage cove-
nant, a financial agreement, or our cov-
enant based on scripture with God, the
promise is two-way. Both spouses, both
the borrower and the one loaning, and
both believer and God have promises to
make and promises to keep. If one side
breaks the covenant, the plans can fall
apart. God expects his people to keep
the covenant of personal salvation, to
grow in the image of God, and to reach
others with the good news of salvation.
God has personal plans in place for each
of us, and for his Church universal, as
well as local churches, to grow in our re-
lationship with him and to tell the Gos-
pel story.

For several years now, our church
leaders, council, and laity have been
praying and working over a plan that
God has laid on our hearts. This plan in-
cludes a building project that will ex-
pand our current meeting and worship-
ping space so that we can met the needs
of our church family and the needs of
our community. God’s plan laid on our

hearts will give more expandable space
for our growing children’s programs,
small Bible studies, and after school
program. More opportunities will be
made available to reach those in our
pews and out in our community who
need to grow in faith, or to hear about
Jesus for the first time.

If we take this plan that God has giv-
en and make it more than what he has
intended, we will have failed as a
church, failed as a covenant partner,
and failed as true disciples of Jesus.
There can be no intentions on our part
to build and expand with a spirit of
pride and arrogance. Buildings and fa-
cilities are mere tools for us to keep our
promise to Jesus, “to go out into the
world and make disciples.” Anything
less is hypocrisy and betrayal of Jesus
and our covenant as believers. Just as
the covenant found the the letter in Jer-
emiah had requirements for the Jewish
people, we have our side of the plan to
carry out. “But you must pray to me, you
must make sure that I am at the center
of all your activities and thinking, and
you must stay close to me.” 

So, as we continue to move toward a
new day in the life of our church, we ex-
pect new life in our personal faith walk.
May we keep our eyes on Jesus. May we
keep our ears open to his directions.
May our hearts be in tuned with his
heart. We know God’s plan for his peo-
ple and his church is a good plan with
no mistakes. Let’s make sure that
through prayer and close meditation,
we stay true to his infallible plan that
will give eternal results.

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 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.
com.
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Educator and former slave, Booker T.
Washington (“born somewhere at
sometime”-1915), told the story of a ship
that was lost at sea for many days. See-
ing a friendly vessel passing, the sailors
called out for water. The other ship sent
a message: “Cast down your bucket
where you are.” The crew of the lost ship
didn’t believe it. They could never drink
salt water. Finally they chose to risk it
and lowered the bucket, drawing up
fresh water. They were floating at the
mouth of a great river. 

Washington connects this story to
cultivating relationships across bound-
aries. “‘Cast down your bucket where
you are’-cast it down in making friends
… of the people of all races by whom we
are surrounded” (“Up From Slavery,”
1900). 

It seems reasonable that our various
buckets can find refreshing water in
many places and in many ways. 

This could be applied to ships of reli-
gion. Let’s lower a bucket to see what we
draw out.

Many people seek to be better human
beings through faith. Moreover, while
seeking to be better humans some feel
they are becoming “more like God.” I
find that interesting on several levels.

Do we want to be more divine or more
human? If we say we wish to be more
identified with the divine, what exactly
does that mean?

Think of the qualities or characteris-
tics believers respect and revere in a de-
ity:

❚ sees the Big Picture (omniscience)
❚ unlimited power (omnipotence)
❚ loving, giving nature (care for all liv-

ing things)
❚ creative (endless imagination)
❚ ability to reward the good and pun-

ish the bad (judge)
❚ no higher authority (no limits, no

rules)
Now, on the other hand, what would

it mean for us to become more Human?
❚ increase knowledge and wisdom
❚ become more creative, imaginative,

inventive
❚ practice greater kindness, thought-

fulness and compassion
❚ ask more and more questions!
If we were more like God, would we

be more human or less human?
For six years I rented a small cottage

owned by a founder of the “Human Po-
tential” movement. I called it the “here-
tic hermitage” since it was my retreat
from long days with the chaplaincy. 

The last time I saw the owner we

were discussing our worldviews and at
one point he asked me with some alarm,
“You aren’t an atheist are you!?” I smiled
while explaining that I don’t use that la-
bel but as a freethinker I no longer be-
lieve in a supernatural. For him, it
seemed, reaching full potential as hu-
mans included a sense of our own divin-
ity-perhaps you could say a “human di-
vinity.” 

This recalls seminary studies when
we considered “the Son of Man” (or
“Child of Humanity”) in the Gospels. I
suppose this is one origin of the theo-
logical notion that Jesus was “fully hu-
man” as well as “fully divine,” which, I
admit, always puzzled me (as theology
seems delighted to do).

Was the “divine child” ever a full hu-
man being? Did he experience all that
we mortals experience? 

Theological creeds don’t put empha-
sis on the “fully human” part because
the focus is primarily on the “fully di-
vine” part. The reason is simple: you
would not have to believe in a human
being, similar to yourself. Belief and
faith only enter when something “great-
er than human” is added to the equa-
tion.

Think back on those characteristics
of a deity. Do we really want to know ev-
erything, be all powerful and judge the
world? Or do we want to improve our
practice of innate traits such as a loving
and creative nature?

In our quest to be more human, do we
have the time to figure out how to be
more like God when it appears we have a
long way to go to understand what our
own humanity means?

Leave that bucket in the water for a
moment.

This fall I observed wrestling bear
cubs, playful squirrels jumping from
branch to branch high in the trees and a
number of garden spiders weaving their
pretty death-traps. As my mind works, I
find myself sensing what it might be like
to be less human, not more human. 

Is this the same as weaving the web
of divinity around us? Is this the old Hu-
man-Plus dilemma or dream?

I’m not sure. But I do imagine that be-
coming more human will incorporate
(incarnate?) elements from the non-hu-
man. I think we need to draw buckets
from our own rivers, our own fresh
wells, and share that refreshment with
“friendly ships.”

We may find that what we see in the
natural world everyday quenches our
thirst in ways the old salty creeds can’t.

Ancient stories tell of the divine
wishing to be human. Instead of flipping
the story we can grab a bucket. 

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many 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. His new book, “A
Freethinker’s Gospel,” is available from
Pisgah Press.
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