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If you have small children or grand-
children like we do, the past few weeks
have been filled with excitement, some-
times uncontrolled. We have seen elves
who are watching closely by moving
around at night and finding a different
place to sit during the day. We know that
down next to the woods there is a stump
to which Christmas fairies come at night
to celebrate the season with candy and
cards.

And this weekend, at the absolute
peak of excitement, presents will be giv-
en and received.

I am not sure, but I think the elves go
back to the North Pole with Santa, and
the fairies will return to their homes in
the forest to do whatever they do until
next Christmas. But I will need to check
with Huck and Evelyn about that to
make sure.

However, I believe that deep in the
hearts of our children, there is evidence
of another Christmas story, a story that
is as old as God Himself, a story of love,
grace and redemption. This story can be
told in deep, complicated theological
terms, or it can be told in simple child-
like words with feelings that come from
unspoiled innocence.

Our grandchildren have heard the
Christmas story from their births. They
can tell it, sing about it and act it out.
And although they still believe in the
magic of Santa Claus, elves and fairies,
the story of Jesus, shepherds, angels
and wisemen is firmly fixed in their
minds and hearts.

Three years ago, when our grandson

Huck was 4 years old, I asked him to
help with my Christmas sermon by tell-
ing in his own words the story of the
manger. With the help of his Mom, Huck
told in a video his version of what hap-
pened at the manger that night long ago.

The part of Huck’s story that has
really stuck with me is his powerful
statement about God’s love: “Jesus cre-
ated (made) love and sent it down to us,
put love in our hearts. Jesus will always
be with us, in our hearts.”

Huck nailed it! Because that’s the
core message of Christmas: God loves
us, God came to be with us and God will
never leave us, and we can carry him
around in our hearts! Huck managed to
say in one sentence what I tried to say in
an entire sermon.

You know, this story always reminds
me that there are times in our lives when
God wants us to step out into the un-
known. There are times he wants us to
leave the safe, secure, familiar sur-
roundings in which we are so comfort-
able. And those surroundings are not al-
ways physical, but so often God calls us
to move spiritually.

There are times in which God wants
us to put our faith totally in Him, repeat-
ing the words of Isaiah, “Here I am, send
me.” We have the examples of Joseph
and Mary who began a marriage under
such unusual circumstances. The shep-
herds interrupted in their work. The
wise men who left home to follow a mys-
terious dream. 

Jesus left His glory in heaven and

then the comfort of the carpenter’s shop
to bring light to those who are in dark-
ness. The disciples were called from
their families and jobs to follow Jesus
and establish the Christian church that
has spread around the world.

We remember Paul, Martin Luther
and John Wesley, who left safe, secure
positions in life in order to step out by
faith into new territory. Your call and my
call this New Year may be to allow God to
expand our spiritual territory. He may
want us to do something for him that we
have never even imagined. We must be
ready and willing as individual disciples
and as the body of Christ.

Our church has recently approved a
very ambitious expansion to our cam-
pus. The challenge of a substantial fi-
nancial commitment has been given to
us. We know that we have not begun
this journey alone – God walks with us,
because the challenge has come from
him.

This expansion, with all the un-
named, unknown uncertainties ahead
in the coming months and years, be-
longs to God. So we, prayerfully, accept
these uncertainties because we know
that there will be abundant blessings as
God’s kingdom is enlarged. We know
that God walks with us individually, as
well as with his church.

Just as our children and grandchil-
dren have excitement at Christmas, we,
too, should be excited over the new pos-
sibilities, opportunities and, yes, chal-
lenges of stepping out in faith in re-
sponse to the coming of Jesus, Emman-
uel, into our world! Merry Christmas!

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.

The manger, evoking God’s love, is also a challenge
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Aside from the horses and music at Dolly Parton’s Stampede, there’s a little
comedy, an impressive magic trick, and even ice skating. The manger scene was
well done. SUBMITTED 

Borrowing a copy of the Friends Jour-
nal: Quaker Thought and Life Today, my
fingers fumbled upon an article by Eng-
lish professor John Minahan titled
“Genesis: Outer Space and Inner Light.”
In the midst of his jaunt through the cre-
ation story in the Bible’s first book, the
writer offers some thought-provoking
self-disclosure.

“When people ask me if I believe in
God, I usually say no – not that I’m an
atheist.” He’s got my attention. “Rather,
the question usually proceeds from a
conceptual model of God as a being like
other beings (albeit infinitely stronger
and smarter) with whom you can there-
fore have a personal relationship, to
whom you can pray.” 

Sounds familiar. “So, no. Yes, howev-
er, to what Genesis articulates to me:
there is a Reality so extensive, so beauti-
ful, and so mysterious that the more we
try to name it, the more its nature eludes
us.”

The good professor has put his finger
– no, his whole hand and perhaps has
sat upon – an immensely important is-
sue for me, and maybe for you.

“God” is as we define “God.” 
Now, wait. Some will remind me of

my Bible-bound days when we pro-
claimed that our God is well-defined in
scripture. In other words, God has de-

fined Godself, and that settles it. 
Well, except, sorry to break it to my

younger self, but that has never settled
anything. Has any religion ever present-
ed a reasonable definition of deity or di-
vinity? Yes, I know, it’s not supposed to
be “reasonable” – it’s faith, right? Does
that settle it? 

Our Quaker English professor lends
us a hand to help us out of the muddy
hollow of theologies. He offers a slip-
pery but sensible hint. 

The most intriguing line for me is
this: “There is a Reality so extensive, so
beautiful, and so mysterious that the
more we try to name it, the more its na-
ture eludes us.”

Did you catch it? There’s the opening.
He’s given us the “genesis” of a path out
of our endlessly circular religious co-
nundrums. If we drop the word “God”

(just try it for a moment) and speak of
“Reality,” could that be more solid and
stable footing for the slick trail? 

As a nature-bound person who feels
un-bound by the sense that nature is
boundlessly open and interesting, it
seems very “natural” to accept the pro-
fessor’s description of "Reality" as the
same as what I would simply call “Na-
ture” or “Universe.”

Does this eliminate or erase “God”
from the Great Picture? Not unless that
word restricts to one image or name or
human limitation. If “God” is under-
stood (or at least contemplated) as “Re-
ality” or “Nature” then what happens to
faith, belief, religion and scriptures?

I’m not sure.
Those who believe that their view of

the divine is real, that they have a per-
sonal relationship with their deity and
their “real god” hears and responds to
their prayerful needs aren’t going to eas-
ily release that view. No one says they
have to. 

Yet our Quaker professor, who ac-
cepts there is an “inner light” to guide us
(in my book, that’s reason, good sense,
human feeling), suggests there is a
brighter way out of the dark valley of de-
bate over definitions of divinity. It’s to
admit we don’t know any reality called
“God” but we do know something about
a “God” named Reality, Nature or Uni-
verse. 

Unless we truly need a Grand Gentle-
man or Gracious Goddess whom we can
imagine and, strangely enough, control
through our prayers and rituals and con-
fine to holy books, we might be more lib-

erated and even “saved” from our earth-
bound lives just a little to be more “real”
with ourselves.

What if we could say, “No, I don’t be-
lieve in God, but I’m not an atheist”?
Does that sound like nonsense or some
kind of joke? Of course. But aren’t there
a whole lot of similar statements in spir-
itual traditions across the centuries?
And couldn’t it be said that each of the
“heretics” who founded our world’s reli-
gions told the world they no longer be-
lieved in God – at least the God they
were “supposed” to believe in? 

Professor Minahan frames his “cre-
ative” interpretation of the Creation
Story with the Christmas Eve broadcast
50 years ago when astronauts quoted
from Genesis, ending with “God bless all
of you, all of you on the good earth.” 

The Friends Journal article includes
that incredible image taken by the as-
tronauts on Christmas Eve a half centu-
ry ago – the famous “earthrise” photo-
graph – a fragile yet good earth hanging
as a beautiful blue-green ornament
spinning in the dark mystery of space.

That “otherworldly” picture, all by it-
self, seems an appropriate and neces-
sary “Reality” check for a very “this-
worldly” return to our genesis. 

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 Free-
thinker's Gospel," is available from Pis-
gah Press.

Genesis, God and the Good Earth
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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“Earthrise,” Christmas Eve, 1968
(NASA). CHRIS HIGHLAND/COLUMNIST

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

Dec. 22
Community Christmas dinner: 1 p.m.,
Blue Ridge Vineyard Church, 501 Stone
Ridge Blvd., Asheville.

Dec. 23
Christmas services at Calvary Episco-
pal Church: 2840 Hendersonville Road,
Fletcher. 9:30 a.m. Dec. 23, Service of
Advent Lessons and Carols; 7 p.m. Dec.
24 Christmas Eve service; 10:30 a.m.
Dec. 25 Christmas Day service.
Advent service: 10:30 a.m., First Con-
gregational United Church of Christ,
1735 Fifth Ave.W., Hendersonville. Reg-
ular worship service featuring pageant
by members and children.
www.fcchendersonville.org or 828-692-

8630.
Moravian Lovefeast and candle ser-
vice: 11 a.m.-noon, Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Traditionally-clad
people serving coffee and Lovefeast
buns. 
Candles & Carols Christmas service: 6
p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
“The Real Christmas” play: 5 p.m.,
Mount Sheba Baptist Church, 870 New
Stock Road, Weaverville. Free.
Christmas Eve Eve service: 5-6 p.m.,
Ridgeline Church, 35 Airport Road,
Arden. Free. Hot cocoa bar, Christmas
music, and message. Meet Buddy the
Elf and Santa.

Dec. 24
Christmas Eve service of Advent Les-
sons and Carols: 5 p.m., First Congre-
gational United Church of Christ, 1735

Fifth Ave.W., Hendersonville. Cele-
bration of the Nativity with carols,
Scripture, and candlelight.
www.fcchendersonville.org or 828-692-
8630.
Christmas Eve candlelight service: 5-6
p.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Candlelight and Communion service is
family friendly and people of all ages
are invited.
Christmas Eve services at Trinity Epis-
copal Church: 60 Church St., Asheville.
Christmas pageant and Holy Eucharist 3
p.m. Choral prelude 5 p.m. to 5:30 p.m.
Holy Eucharist with music and Blessing
of Christmas Creche. Choral prelude
10:30 p.m. to 11 p.m. Holy Eucharist
with music. 
Early 1800s Christmas Eve candlelight
service: 5 p.m., Asbury Memorial Unit-
ed Methdist Church, 171 Beaverdam
Road, Asheville. Based on the 1784
Methodist service. Many people will be

in period clothing and all music will be
from early 1800s or before. 828-252-
0765.

Dec. 25
Christmas Day service at Trinity Epis-
copal Church: 10 a.m., 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Holy Eucharist with carols. 
Christmas Day service at Calvary Epis-
copal Church: 10:30 a.m., 2840 Hen-
dersonville Road, Fletcher. 
Community Christmas dinner-Bounty
of Bethlehem: 12:30-5 p.m., Immac-
ulata Catholic School, 711 Buncombe
St., Hendersonville. Free.
www.bountyofbethlehem.org.

Dec. 30
Newbridge Family Singers: 6 p.m.,
Newbridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville. 

RELIGION CALENDAR


