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Almost every day in my ministry to
the church family and community and
to my family, I hear the voices of concern
and fear of the unknown. It is part of our
human nature to be hesitant and anx-
ious of those things which we cannot
see or understand. 

Our immediate daily world sur-
rounding each of us, as well as the far-
away places, are filled with people who
face each day with uncertainty and be-
wilderment.

It is my belief that a Christian has the
opportunity and the assurance to face
the unknown future from a different po-
sition and perspective than one who is
relying only on him- or herself. 

This is not saying that every situation
a Christian faces is without some hesi-
tation and slight fear, but at the end of
the day, a Christian can find the assur-
ance that comes with knowing God in a
personal way.

How can this happen? Speaking per-

sonally, I find that my assurance of the
future comes first of all from knowing
that my past sins have been forgiven
and I have surrendered my life fully to
God’s will. 

From that doctrinal basis of the two
works of God’s grace of forgiveness and
continual sanctification, or going on to
perfection, I begin to see how God works
redemptively in my life because of who
he is.

When I try to peer into the future ask-
ing the questions about tomorrow, next
week, or months and years from now,
what can keep me from being over-
whelmed with discouragement and un-
certainty? I begin to look back at last
week, two months ago and even years
ago, and what I invariably see is the car-
ing, loving and protective hand of God. 

I am amazed at how my weakness
and fear was replaced by God’s endless
strength and assurance given to me as
gifts to carry me through all those past
times, so I stand in awe of the grace and
strength provided by the God I serve.
And I can say with calmness and confi-
dence, “The God that carried me safely
through the past will surely be faithful
in the ‘now’ and into the future.” 

And so as I look at what God has done

in my life in the past, I must also look at
his nature, at who he is. How he works
in our lives, his relationship with us
cannot be separated from his nature. 

The Hebrew language has a word for
God’s nature and his relationship with
his people, the word hesed, or chesed.
The word hesed is so powerful that it has
multiple meanings: “steadfast love,”
“faithfulness,” “grace” and “mercy.” The
word hesed is used in several places in
the Old Testament to imply the wording
used in a covenant.

At the beginning of each New Year
and when I am faced with decisions and
uncertainties at other times, my
thoughts turn almost immediately to
the Old Testament character of Joshua.
Moses, the leader of the Israelites, had
died after bringing his people to the bor-
der of the Promised Land. Joshua had
been chosen to take Moses’ place and
conquer the land and occupy it as God
had commanded.

In the first chapter of the book of
Joshua, we find God telling Joshua to
“be brave and strong,” six separate
times. In verse 9 God says to him, “I’ve
commanded you to be brave and strong,
haven’t I? Don’t be alarmed or terrified,
because the LORD your God is with you

wherever you go” (CEB).
Maybe Joshua can be used as an ex-

ample of how we are to face the future.
The “mantle” of leadership had fallen on
Joshua and we can almost feel his un-
certainty in the almost impossible task
which lay ahead. 

But we find God reminding Joshua of
the past: “I will be with you as I was with
Moses. Just look how far I have brought
you.” And then God talks about his
faithfulness “for the Lord your God is
with you wherever you go.”

If we stay reminded of how far God
has brought us, mindful of his hesed,
and remain in covenant with God, we
can face the future with confidence. He
is saying as he did to Joshua, “I will go
with you.”

It is my prayer that you and I will
claim the same promises given to Josh-
ua as our own. He has been with us in
the past, so he can make us brave and
strong in the present and in the future.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 

God goes with you into the new year
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Have you ever considered creating
your own religion? Chances are you
haven’t, which is probably wise. I have
my doubts that anyone in history actu-
ally sat down and decided to invent a re-
ligion. Then again, it all has to begin
with someone, doesn’t it?

My mind works in mysterious ways. I
often ponder what it would be like to
sneak back in time to the origins of
things. I would probably begin with the
“beginning” — the birth of the universe
— though it seems highly probable there
would be nothing to see. 

I’d be curious to watch our sun catch
fire and flame or rejoice when the first
one of our species hopped down from a
tree and stood up straight. The founding
of the Persian, Zulu, Inca, Greek or Ro-
man empires might be worth spying on.

Then I consider the original start-ups
we call religions. We might say a religion
would need to fire up with faith, but
faith in what and whom?

If we were standing by the Ganges
about 4,000 years ago, we might ob-
serve a woman emerging from a bath.
We witness someone stepping out of the
forest to exclaim: You are a goddess! The
woman turns to the river and bows with
respect: YOU are the goddess! Somehow
in this exchange, and the stories that are
told about it, Hinduism is born.

What if we had climbed to the top of a
mountain called Sinai and watched as a
nomadic son of Egypt saw a tree hit by
lightning and heard a thundering voice?
Would we hear it too? If we went down
among the slaves he liberated, what be-
liefs would we hear whispered around
campfires?

We could be strolling through an In-
dian forest 2,500 years ago and come
upon a young prince sitting on some
moss under a small bodhi tree. As we
quietly walk by, silent as a tiger, he
wakes up (“buddha”: to awaken).

In American culture, many know the
Gospel stories, so we may imagine
standing in the stable witnessing the
nativity of a Palestinian Jewish baby. Or
we may sit on the shore of a lake to hear
a young rabbi call out to some fishermen
to join him on a walk for a lifetime.

We can imagine these moments from
legendary times because we are human
just like they were. We experience our
world and wonder about things we don’t
understand. We wonder about origins

and how we fit into the Great Story of
history.

So, how does a religion begin? I think
there are common, essential ingredi-
ents with the added seasoning of good
storytelling, context, time and — water.

Here are some suggested steps in
creating your own religion:

❚ First, have a wondrously strange,
out-of-the-ordinary experience. 

❚ Convincingly tell someone else
what you saw, heard, felt.

❚ Send the person away to tell Your
Story to others.

❚ Gather all those who have heard
Your Story and have chosen to believe
the tale.

❚ Begin to form regular activities
(rituals) that affirm Your Story — reg-
ularly repeating it.

❚ Encourage others to write down
Your Story and pass it along as the Au-
thoritative Version (don’t write it your-
self; it has more impact if others tell it
and they can be responsible for han-
dling controversies or apparent contra-
dictions).

❚ A “tradition” is born as Your Pub-
lished Story is passed down from per-
son to person, generation to genera-
tion.

❚ Water. Somehow make sure that
your religion brings people back, time
and again, to water as a central symbol
of The Story.

Why water? Water is a universal ele-
ment in nearly all religious traditions.
Rivers in India, Moses in a basket on
the river, the Israelites crossing the Sea,
Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan and “liv-

ing water,” Muhammad washing for
prayer, the great ocean of Buddha, the
fluid Tao of China.

Humans are mostly water. We live
on a planet awash with water. Water is
literally what we are — our origin.
Therefore, any lasting belief system
will — like a waterwheel — circle back
time and again to H2O.

So what if we choose to create, to
grow, a new religion simply called Wa-
ter? You or I have an amazing experi-
ence with water (river, waterfall, hurri-
cane, tsunami) and live to tell Our Sto-
ry. 

But it’s not all about us, because
many others also have a personal story
to tell about the same event. We, the
storytellers, decide that the common
element in our stories is literally, water.
We decide to reverence and respect wa-
ter in all forms. 

There is no supernatural substitute
because every amazing, wondrous sto-
ry cycles back to the power of water —
both creative and destructive.

If you’re considering the creation of
a new religion, let me know. I may just
believe your soggy story, then we’re on
our way.

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.

To start a religion, add water
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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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. 30
Newbridge Family Singers: 6 p.m.,
Newbridge Baptist Church, 199 Elk-
wood Ave., Asheville. 

Dec. 31
Endings, Beginnings: New Year’s Eve

with candlelight vigil of release & re-
newal: 8:30-10 p.m., Urban Dharma, 77
W. Walnut St., Asheville. Write on small
strips of paper any unresolved issues.
These strips will be offered into a sing-
ing-bowl which will be sounded 108
times throughout evening then con-
sumed in outdoor fire. Free but dona-
tions accepted.
New Year’s Eve Watch Night service:
10 p.m., WNC Baptist Fellowship
Church, 240 Haywood St., Asheville.
Music. Message by the Rev. David Per-

ry. 828-776-1721.

Jan. 25
Free men’s conference “Game Plan:
Beating Man’s Worst Enemy-Himself”:
6 p.m. Jan. 25 and 8 a.m. Jan. 26, New-
bridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville. Dinner and video
teaching Jan. 25. Breakfast and conclu-
sion of study Jan. 26. Call 828-254-
7262 to register.

RELIGION CALENDAR

BUCHAREST, Romania – Tens of
thousands of Romanians braved hours
of cold weather last month for the
blessing of a grandiose Orthodox ca-
thedral consecrated to mark 100 years
since modern-day Romania was creat-
ed in the aftermath of World War I. 

The event was marred after three
people were hospitalized when scuf-
fles broke out between riot police and
Orthodox believers.

Believers from all over the country
and beyond stood outside the Salvation
of the People cathedral to watch the
service transmitted on giant screens on
a misty morning in the capital.

But tempers frayed after believers
tried to push their way through police
lines after lining up for hours to visit
the cathedral. Riot police spokesman
Georgian Enache called for calm, say-
ing believers “due to tiredness, impa-
tience had forced their way” past po-
lice lines on the cathedral steps.

Authorities said 83 people required
medical attention during the day. They
said most cases were because of faint-
ing, after they stood for many hours in
cold, damp weather.

Earlier, the Ecumenical Istanbul-
based patriarch Bartholomew I and
Romanian Patriarch Daniel led the
morning service, broadcast live on
television, joined by 100 priests
dressed in white and gold cassocks.

The 394-foot high cathedral towers
over a giant palace nearby built by late
Communist leader Nicolae Ceausescu.
Six bells rang out after the blessing.

The church says the unfinished
building has cost $125 million, three-
quarters of which was public money.
Critics say the money would have been
better spent on schools and hospitals.
The state pays priests’ salaries and for
church building maintenance.

About 86 percent of Romanians are
believers in the Orthodox church,
which enjoyed a revival after commu-
nism ended in 1989. But its popularity
has declined in recent years, particu-
larly in cities.

Builder Constantin Dumitrescu, 47,
an Orthodox believer, said he believed
the cathedral was “a much too big in-
vestment for a poor country.”

Building work began on the neo-
Byzantine structure in 2010. It was vot-
ed Romania’s most kitsch architectur-
al structure in Romania in a 2017 online
survey.

The cathedral aims to “honor Ro-
manian heroes of all times.” Romanian
King Carol I passed a law for the cathe-
dral to be built in 1884, but two world
wars and decades of communism
meant it never happened.

A group of ethnic Romanians from
Ukraine dressed in colorful popular
costume also attended the event.

“This is our faith, our soul,” said Ele-
na Nandris, mayor of the southern Uk-
rainian village of Mahala, with tears in
her eyes. 

Scuffles in
Romania at
blessing of
Orthodox
cathedral
Alison Mutler ASSOCIATED PRESS


