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We all worship in different ways.
Some of us praise God in a quiet way,
keeping our joy and thanksgiving inside
our hearts and minds, silently offering
them to God. Others of us cannot sit or
stand still as we clap our hands, raise
our arms, singing our worship in a spirit
of outward expression. Both ways, and
anything in between, if done in sincerity
and honesty toward God, are acceptable
and honorable to our God, who deserves
all our praise.

As we think specifically about our
posture when we worship and approach
God, there seems to be something spe-
cial about lifting our hands and raising
our arms toward heaven and God. These
worshipful gestures may symbolize our
desire to reach out and touch God, to in-
vite his presence into our lives, and to

unite ourselves with a person outside of
ourselves.

This physical reaching toward God
during worship and devotional time
may also be a cry for help and strength
for our daily walk, or a specific crisis in
our lives.

I am reminded of the story in the Old
Testament when the Israelites were
fighting one of their early battles after
coming out of Egypt. Moses watched
from a nearby hillside with his arms
raised toward heaven, toward God for
strength in the battle. As long as Moses’
arms were raised toward God, the Isra-
elites pushed back the enemy. When
Moses’ arms dropped down, the enemy
began to win. Moses’ arms were a sym-
bolic channel for God’s grace and provi-
dential intervention.

Some time ago, I ran across an article
from the Associated Press written by
Rob Maaddi. The story was about a wide
receiver for the Philadelphia Eagles
named Jason Avant who would raise his

hands to heaven after each catch of the
football. As the story unfolded, we saw
that Jason was celebrating much more
than catching a pass or scoring a touch-
down.

“Jason was 12 when he started selling
drugs. He went to elementary school
high on drugs and alcohol. Jason soon
joined a gang on the South Side of Chi-
cago, surviving shootings and running
from the police. Yet, somehow and with
a praying Granny, Jason escaped that
life unlike so many of his friends.”

On May 4, 2003, Jason met Jesus and
his life was changed forever. He turned
his back on his former life and began to
study the Bible even more than his foot-
ball playbook. Jason testified, “When I
lift my hands up, it’s me saying ‘Lord, I
know where I could be and I thank you
for where I am.’”

So, as we leave the old year behind,
maybe we can say, “Lord, I thank you for
being with me last year, I know where I
could be without you, I want you to go

with me into the New Year. I lift my
hands to you in praise, honor, and
thanksgiving.”

Just as the people of the Old and New
Testaments were people with an eye to
the future, we too can look to the New
Year with expectations from a God who
keeps his promises. We look, our hands
lifted toward the God of the future, the
God of hope, made possible by Jesus
who became one of us.

As our hands are filled with the hope,
blessings, and possibilities of the New
Year, may they be emptied into the lives
of those who seem to have no hope. May
our arms and hands become the arms
and hands of Christ as we reach out to
others.

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.
This column first appeared in early 2017.

Why we lift our hands to heaven in the new year
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Quietly slipping into the entryway of
the Asheville Insight Meditation center,
I sat by myself in a chair, not wanting to
disturb folks meditating in the next
room.

I thought it may be meaningful to
meditate with some Buddhists again. It
had been a long time.

I sat in the silence. Breathing. Quiet-
ing the mind. Not as easy as it sounds —
the silence, calming the mind. Thoughts
wander, jumping the fences when
you’re trying to corral them, escaping to
yesterday or tomorrow, 5 minutes ago,
or lunch. 

I found myself thinking about Bud-
dhists who have taught me through the
years, with words, friendships, silent
bows of respect. Priests I’ve known,
particularly Lee Debarros, Norman
Fischer, Dan Leighton, Fu Schroeder,
Arlene, Suki, Mark, “Luminous Owl”
and others at Green Gulch near San
Francisco. 

On my first retreat at Green Gulch,
the silence was deafening. The noise of
the city and my own mind was hard to
shut off. Owls and frogs sang me to sleep
in my simple, tiny and tidy room. Awak-
ening to the bell, to the smell of freshly
baked bread and the smiles of the sang-
ha (community) was heavenly — in a
natural, earthly way.

Sitting in the zendo (meditation hall),
walking through the farm along the
sandy paths to the Pacific Ocean (pac-
ifying for mind and body) — I learned
the meaning of “retreat.” Hawks,
coyotes, bobcats and an occasional
whale my only companions.

In my room I read a copy of the classic
“Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind” by D.T. Su-
zuki. In the cosy-as-a-nest library, I
picked up “Thus Have I Heard,” a collec-
tion of teachings from Gautama The
Buddha translated from the original Pali
text. Lee was impressed. He said very
few in the sangha ever read that. “Take it
with you, if you’d like.” I did.

Deep breath, bow and smile.
Back to the present at AIM, with feet

on cold linoleum, I sat up straighter in
my stiff chair as my eyes drifted from
the empty spot on the floor to the shelf
of the lending library. Books read; books
yet to read; respected teachers such as
the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh
whispering, “Leave the books; where
are you now?”

Gently I drew my gaze back to the
empty spot and took a deeper breath.
Finally, after 15 minutes, I was “breath-
ing” — aware of only my breath. A wel-
come time when time, like the fences
and shelves and “monkey-mind”

thoughts, was simply smiled away.
When the door opened I entered the

circle where we viewed a short video of
a monk who told a story from his time
in Thailand or India. He described
meditating all night on a rocky moun-
tainside when a young goatherd
brought him gifts of bananas and a
blanket. Gestures of generosity. A mes-
sage of compassion, letting go, libera-
tion through giving to others and giving
ourselves the gift of this moment, this
life, and each opportunity to give along
our daily path.

From their cushions or chairs people
commented on the monk’s lesson. Af-
terward I spoke with Scott, the practice
leader for the day, thanking him for the
reminder to breathe, to be present and
generous with others, and myself.

What good is all the busywork and
stressful thinking if we forget to
breathe? We live today, now. Isn’t that
all that matters? This isn’t Buddhism,

it’s sensible awakening.
Deep breath, bow and smile.
Feel free to borrow this meditation

that came to me at the transition to a
new year. It may help to take a breath at
each pause.

A new year … new month … new
week … new day … new hour … new
minute … new second … new moment …
new Now. 

(Do we need a “spiritual tradition” or
ancient book to tell us there is nothing
more than Now?). 

If that sounds too New Age to you,
maybe stop and consider what you
have, where you are, who you’re with (if
anyone), and ask yourself: Who else
and what else is here, now? Is yester-
day or tomorrow here, right now? Who
else but you, and I, can live our lives,
this year, this moment? 

The “spiritual retreat centers” I have
visited were wonderful yet natural
places and open spaces have been my

central sanctuaries for renewal. With
time, year by year, moment by moment
nature itself has become the Great
Teacher as I step with more awareness
being present for what nature is doing in
the endless cycle of renewing.

For me, it was never about becoming a
Buddhist. It was and always has been
like my visit to the Asheville Insight
Meditation room, a gentle reminder to
breathe, to be alive.

May you have a breath-full day, and
year, and life.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant
minister and interfaith chaplain for
many years. He is a teacher, writer, free-
thinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minis-
ter, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. His new book, “A Free-
thinker’s Gospel,” is available from Pis-
gah Press.
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And so the river of time brings us to a new year. 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.

Jan. 5
Free 15-day lecture series streaming at
First Presbyterian Church: 12:30
p.m.-1:30 p.m. Jan. 2-23, 40 Church St.,
Asheville. One of the nation’s leading
lecture and cultural arts series. For a full
list of speakers and topics, visit
www.calvin.edu/january-series/
speakers.

Jan. 12
Start Your Year, Train Your Mind: 3-
4:30 p.m. Jan. 12-Feb. 2, Urban Dharma,
77 W. Walnut St., Asheville. Suggested
donation $20 per Saturday or $60 four
Saturdays. Dr. Lye presents Tibetan
Buddhist tradition of “training the
mind” (Tib.lojong). 

Jan. 13
Conversation on “A Freethinker’s Gos-
pel”: 5-6 p.m., Grace Covenant Presby-
terian Church, 789 Merrimon Ave.,

Asheville. Free. Author and Citizen
Times columnist Chris Highland will
discuss his new book. Moderated by
Rev. Richard Coble. www.gcpcusa.org.

Jan. 17
Clergy Creation Care Retreat: 8:30
a.m.-5:30 p.m., Christmount Christian
Assembly, 222 Fern Way, Black Moun-
tain. $70. Spend the day with a theo-
logian, a climate scientist, soil scientist/
story cultivator, local colleagues and
pastoral innovators. Email Scott@cre-
ationcarealliance.org or call 828-258-

8737, ext. 217.

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 teach-
ing Jan. 25. Breakfast and conclusion of
study Jan. 26. Call 828-254-7262 to
register.
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