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over, which fell around day 14 of the
month of Nisan, in March or April. These
Christians were known as Quartodeci-
mans (the name means “Fourteeners”). 

Some others instead preferred to hold
the festival on a Sunday, since that was
when Jesus’ tomb was believed to have
been found.

In A.D. 325, the Emperor Constan-
tine, who favored Christianity, convened
a meeting of Christian leaders to resolve
important disputes at the Council of Ni-
caea. The most fateful of its decisions
was about the status of Christ, whom
the council recognized as “fully human

and fully divine.” This council also re-
solved that Easter should be fixed on a
Sunday, not on day 14 of Nisan. As a re-
sult, Easter is now celebrated on the first
Sunday after the first full moon of the
vernal equinox. 

The Easter bunny and Easter eggs

In early America, the Easter festival
was far more popular among Catholics
than Protestants. For instance, the New
England Puritans regarded both Easter
and Christmas as too tainted by non-
Christian influences to be appropriate to
celebrate. Such festivals also tended to
be opportunities for heavy drinking and
merrymaking. 

The fortunes of both holidays
changed in the 19th century, when they

became occasions to be spent with one’s
family. 

As understanding of children began
changing from the 17th century onward,
there was an increasing recognition of
childhood as as time of life that should
be joyous, not simply as preparatory for
adulthood. This “discovery of child-
hood” and the doting upon children had
profound effects on how Easter was cel-
ebrated.

It is at this point in the holiday’s de-
velopment that Easter eggs and the
Easter bunny become especially impor-
tant. Decorated eggs had been part of
the Easter festival at least since medi-
eval times. 

They symbolize fertility and new life,
inspiring much folklore, and in a number
of Eastern European countries, the proc-

ess of decorating them is extremely
elaborate. 

It wasn’t until the 17th century that a
German tradition of an “Easter hare”
bringing eggs to good children came to
be known. Hares and rabbits had a long
association with spring seasonal rituals
because of their amazing powers of fer-
tility. 

When German immigrants settled in
Pennsylvania in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, they brought this tradition with
them. 

As Christians celebrate the festival
this spring in commemoration of Jesus’
resurrection, the familiar sights of the
Easter bunny and Easter eggs serve as a
reminder of the holiday’s very ancient
origins outside of the Christian tradi-
tion.

Easter
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conversion, groups of people here and
there believing in Christ, and the call
for help from Macedonia. Then, we
suddenly realize that Paul has been se-
cretly shuttled off to Athens. These are
the events that set up the story of “the
unknown god” and Paul’s encounter
with the philosophers.

In Acts 17:16, we find the statement
that gives us the “God directed” out-
come of this story. “Then Paul wait-
ed…” I can imagine Paul sitting down
and taking a long breath, while open-
ing his mind to God for the next step.
We read that Paul could not sit long but
soon became active as he waited on
God. Wandering about the city, Paul
realized the Athenians had a god for
everything, even an idol set up for the
“unknown god’ in case they had
missed one. This gave Paul an oppor-
tunity to tell the philosophers and the
people of Athens about the God whom
they did not know.

Beginning with verse 22 and going
to the end of the chapter, Paul, as he
stood on Mars Hill explained about the
true living God: “…the God who created
everything does not live in a temple,
this God has placed in us a desire to
seek and find him, this God is not far
off somewhere but lives among us be-
cause we are his people, this God
wants to change us into his likeness,
and loves us so much that he sent his
Son who died for us, but who will also
judge us. This is the “Unknown God”
you philosophers have identified
among your other idols, but the good
news is that you can know him. This
God can become your only God, the
God who is everything you will ever
need.”

However, waiting is not all bad. It
just requires a great deal of patience
and obedience. As we pause between
Good Friday and Easter morning, may-
be some of us are waiting, holding our
breath, and looking expectantly for
what is next. I can imagine those dis-
ciples huddled together in an atmos-
phere of sometimes joy and some-
times fear, waiting to see if Jesus
would do the unexpected once again,
maybe even perform one of his mir-
acles. They were not disappointed on
the third day as Jesus rolled away the
stone that sealed his tomb and re-
vealed the glory of resurrection. The
waiting was well worth it for them, and
for us.

It wasn’t long before the followers of
Jesus were told to wait some more. As
Jesus prepared physically to leave the
earth, the disciples were told to wait in
a room to receive the coming of the Ho-
ly Spirit. Another wait, but life-chang-
ing, as they found their lives cleansed
and their spirits changed from one of
denial and timidity, to one of witness
and boldness; witnesses to the power
of Jesus who had changed the world
order and turned everything upside
down.

“Then Paul waited…” And because
he was willing to wait, he fulfilled an
opportunity to tell the salvation story
to those who did not know the real God
of the universe. I believe you and I are
in this story. Maybe we need to look for
times just to “wait.” To wait and see
what God has for us next. “They will
say on that day, ‘Look! This is our God,
for whom we have waited—and he has
saved us! This is the Lord, for whom we
have waited; let’s be glad and rejoice in
his salvation!’” (Isaiah 35:9 CEB)

And as we wait, maybe we, like
Paul, will be given an opportunity to
tell someone about the God who is
“unknown” to them. Who knows?
God’s plans for us may just be found in
the “waiting.”

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.blog-
spot.com.
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Naturalist John Burroughs once
wrote about death: “I shall not be im-
prisoned in the grave where you are to
bury my body. I shall be diffused in
great Nature, in the soil, in the air, in the
sunshine, in the hearts of those who
love me, in all the living and flowing
currents of the world … . My elements
and my forces go back into the original
sources out of which they came … .” (Ac-
cepting the Universe, 1920). This seems
to be a reasonable, secular and perhaps
even spiritual view of death.

All cultures have beliefs about death
and the afterlife. For most people on the
planet, death is not the end. But what
happens after? There are almost as
many perspectives as people.

Our fears about death and our tend-
ency to deny it (or put it out of our
minds) drive many of our beliefs. Non-
religious people can share some of the
same fears, but secular folks tend to-
ward a more scientific understanding.
That might sound rather cold and cruel,
but as we hear from Burroughs, it can
be quite wonderful. Why shouldn’t the
beauty of anatomy and physics be a
source of joyful wonder too? 

A good agnostic might simply ac-
knowledge “I don’t know,” though, like
all of us, they may join in speculation.
Our wild imaginations (often fed by sci-
ence fiction stories) can be fun and fan-
ciful ways to wonder, but in the end
we’re left with The End, without final
answers.

Traditional views of “heaven” pre-
sent many problems and questions.
Where is that? What is it like? Who goes

there? And, if we’re honest, we might
ask, Would I want to go there?

Though Jewish tradition doesn’t say
much about the afterlife, most Chris-
tian views have their origin in highly
imaginative allegories such as in The
Revelation. The last book in the Bible
may be the most confusing story ever
written with its dragons and horses,
harlots and heathen, chosen and
damned, rivers, trees and a golden city
in the sky (Paul said he went to a “third
heaven” – Second Corinthians 12 – but
no one can make sense of that either).

Without making light of the serious
sense of loss, grief and fearful uncer-
tainty faced at death, I do think it helps
to give a lighter touch to some of what
we’ve absorbed from our culture. If you
are a member of one of the following
communities, I hope you can keep a
smile.

Ask most Fundamentalists about
the heavenly realm and they can pretty
much give a tour of the grounds,
though, as we know, they will be the
only ones there.

Evangelical Christians will describe
heaven as if it’s a massive megachurch
with an eternal worship and praise ser-
vice. They too believe the doors will be
closed after they get in, taking comfort-
able seats in the front.

Mainline Christians are fairly confi-
dent that all types of Christians will
make it in there, though they have no
idea where “there” is.

Progressive Christians say if there
really is a “somewhere” out there, all
Christians will be “in” and God will
probably let everyone in, if there are
enough seats.

Other religions have dozens of differ-
ent descriptions of what is “across the
river.”

For humanists, “The Good Place”
sounds more bad than good.

This beckons me back to the natural-
ists and their more “earthy” under-
standing of mortality. We are born, we
live, we die. As I like to say, we are hu-
man—humbly made of the humus: the
ground, the stuff of life, the “elements
and forces,” as Burroughs puts it. With
only one life to live, what great value is
Life! How precious is living!

John Muir, steeped in the Bible, was
no denier or dreamer when contem-
plating death. Life was too “glorious”
and earth was too much a “heaven” to
think of other worlds. Why should we
fear losing our fragile lives among
countless species of other fragile crea-
tures on a fragile rock that seems so
stable but spins through space bal-
anced on fragility itself?

In his beloved mountains, Muir
wrote: “Even death is in harmony here.
Perhaps there is more pleasure than
pain in natural death” (Journals, 1872).

Another voice in the chorus, pre-
senting a gritty and grounded view of
death was Walt Whitman (poets can
say difficult things in ways we can
imagine and accept – were ancient sto-
ries of the afterlife also poetry?). Whit-
man wrote,

“And as to you death, and you bitter
hug of mortality, it is idle to try to alarm
me … . And as to you corpse, I think you
are good manure, but that does not of-
fend me … . And as to you, life, I reckon
you are the leavings of many deaths”
(Song of Myself, 49).

Beyond fear lies a natural poetry of
hope. 

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. 

Is there hope beyond death?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

CHARLESTON, W.Va. – It’s not yet 5
p.m., and already people are lined up
outside the door at St. Anthony Catho-
lic Church, ready and waiting for the
Friday fish fry that takes place each
week during Lent.

In the kitchen, the volunteer staff
has a less than precise method for de-
termining just how many people to ex-
pect.

“Oh, you absolutely guess,” said
Moya Doneghy, who’s been shepherd-
ing this process for 25 years.

They had 407 the first week this year,
which is “almost unheard of,” she said.
Another 454 showed up the second
week.

“It’s not a restaurant anywhere in
town that could come close to feeding
that many people across the whole eve-
ning,” she said.

“This is what I say to people if they
complain that they’ve waited. I’m say-
ing, ‘You know, you can wait 45 minutes
just to get seated at Red Lobster. You’re
talking about 45 minutes before you get
your food – and, you know, we’re people
that do this six weeks out of the year.”

A team of volunteers began the St.
Anthony fish dinners back in the late
‘70s.

“There are some old-timers still
around,” but even they “can’t quite re-
member the exact year,” she said.

At first it was a fundraiser for the
parish school, which is no longer in op-
eration. Now it’s a fundraiser for the
parish. But really, said Doneghy, it’s a
community event.

“It is such an institution here on the
West Side, and it is such a way of letting
people know that St. Anthony’s is still
here.”

Over the years, she said, repeat visi-

tors have become accustomed to seeing
neighbors and friends they rarely see.
And those who come by themselves
find easy conversations they wouldn’t
get at a restaurant.

“They don’t just come to eat, they
come to socialize,” she said. “In fact, the
biggest problem is getting people to get
up and leave and create some space for
a table.”

The tradition began in the Christian
tradition – primarily through the
Catholic Church – hundreds of years
ago, as a way to sacrifice during Lent.

“The real thing is that you don’t eat
meat on Fridays, and so fish was al-
lowable. So it became everybody eat
fish on Fridays. But it doesn’t have to be
fish. It just has to be not meat,” she said.

Doneghy refuses to give herself a ti-
tle – “It’s really a group effort,” she in-
sisted – but she allows that after a quar-
ter century, “I make sure the kitchen

happens.”
It is a massive undertaking. There is,

she said, something to be done every
single day, “whether it’s shopping,
whether it’s meeting the truck, whether
it’s doing laundry, whether it’s making
all the mixes.”

She makes the breading for the fish,
but after 25 years, she no longer scrubs
the potatoes. “Somebody else does
that, which is fabulous.”

The weekly dinners raise needed
funds for the church. And sure, if some-
one comes for fish and decides they
might like a different kind of nourish-
ment, they would find a welcoming par-
ish, said Doneghy. But the primary pur-
pose, she said, is to serve the communi-
ty in a way that strengthens its bonds,
and creates a sense of belonging.

“This brings the community togeth-
er,” she said, “in a way that I think not
many things can.”

Getting fishy on Fridays at church in West Virginia
Maria Young
CHARLESTON GAZETTE-MAIL 

From right, Mary Carroll, Sue Spencer and Malena Scalise work the front of the
counter during the St. Anthony Catholic Church Fish Fry. CRAIG HUDSON/

GAZZETTE-MAIL


