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Sometimes you just have to laugh at
yourself. I was taking a shower, prepar-
ing for a day of hiking in the Smokies,
when it hit me: I was taking a shower
before hiking in the Smokies! 

We tend to think that we get dirty in
the outdoors. Outside in the wild places
we become unclean, get dirt or sap on
our hands, leaves in our hair and mud on
our shoes. The earth is too earthy for us.
We have to constantly wash it off. 

I naturally reflect back on baptism. A
purity rite in some traditions. I’ve per-
formed a few baptisms. Water cleans
the body, symbolic of washing the soul,
making us acceptable in the sight of the
Holy (Clean) One. The word “sanctified”
comes to mind, and of course “sacra-
ment.” To be holy is to be “set apart”
(consecrated). We also hear of the
“sanctimonious”—those who “make a
show” of their “sanctity.”

For centuries the world has been split
between the “sacred” and the “profane”
(“outside the temple”—profanity not al-
lowed inside). We’ve been divided up by
certain ideologies and theologies ab-
sorbed by our minds. We decide to view
some things or some people as insiders
and some as outsiders. This worldview
can bind believers together—while frac-
turing the human family.

During my “Pentecostal period” we
were told by those “anointed” by God
that mumbling in a “heavenly language”
(angelic “speaking in tongues”) proved
we were “baptized in the Holy Ghost.”
Those of us who “got the Spirit” were
proud to share the privilege of enjoying
“the Full Gospel.” We had received God’s
whole salvation (soul-cleaning), not
merely the born again experience (con-

fused? You’re not alone). When I saw
how this divided our youth group into
the “haves” and “have-nots,” I began to
suspect this new “gift” wasn’t so great
after all. It didn’t feel right to tell our
friends their faith wasn’t enough, they
needed to have this strange “spiritual
blessing” to be fully in God’s favor.
Friendships were lost, and no doubt
some faith as well.

Those who manage the sacramental
experiences of the multitudes ought to
be keenly aware of what they’re doing
and what they’re suggesting by these
“holy rites.” Communion (Eucharist,
Lord’s Supper), Baptism, “anointing”
and other acts of the inner circle need to
be clearly defined. Even among the
faithful who practice these sacred acts
folks can be confused about what is
really happening. For instance, is it to be

taken literally (this “is” the body and
blood; this “truly” forgives and purifies
you), or is it to be taken symbolically
(the meaning is the point)? As we know,
this has led to major divisions, even
wars, between “true believers.” 

When I was a student intern in a large
church during seminary, the pastor
came into my office one afternoon. She
was troubled that non-member parents
asked her to baptize their child. Follow-
ing church policy, she turned them
away, but it bothered her. In our denom-
ination only church members could
have their children baptized, since bap-
tism welcomes children “into the com-
munity of faith” (understood to be a
specific church fellowship). It’s a “uni-
versal” sacrament, yet, it’s very local-
ized. The “Church Family” often means
a particular church family. The unspo-

ken message of the sacrament is: “If we
allow the baptism of your child, we ex-
pect you to join the church and raise
her/him in this church guided by our be-
liefs.” I think it needs to be clearly
spelled out what’s going on here, what’s
expected. 

Naturalist John Muir was so enthusi-
astic about his Church of the Moun-
tains, he couldn’t help using language
from his youthful days in the Church of
Scotland. The Bible stories that bap-
tized his young brain stayed with him,
giving him endless ways to describe his
newfound cathedral in the high country.

Writing to his religious brother David
in 1870, John complained of the “hard
shells” who try to control sacraments
with “coarse-grained dogmatism.” He
says that baptism can be “a beautiful
and impressive ordinance.” Admitting
he writes with “muddy ink and muddy
thoughts,” he goes on to assure his faith-
ful brother that he still enjoys the holy
rites while far out in the wilderness.

“I was baptized three times this
morning.” Knowing this would not
amuse David, the wise older brother ex-
plained: “First, in balmy sunshine that
penetrated to my very soul … Second, in
the mysterious rays of beauty that ema-
nate [from plants] … and Third, in the
spray of the lower Yosemite Falls.” 

As for the dogmatic debates over
which form of baptism is acceptable,
John completes his playful description
thusly,

“My first baptism was by immersion,
the second by pouring, and the third by
sprinkling.”

Muir’s soggy sacrament makes more
sense to me these days. 

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. 

Nature’s secular sacrament of baptism
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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From the writings of the Rev. Billy
Graham

Q: My husband of 30 years has asked
for a divorce now that our children are
grown and gone. It seems we don’t have
a lot in common anymore and I think he
is ready for a new life. Will I show him
that I love him more by agreeing to this

or should I pray that he will change his
mind? – D.V.

A: Today marriage vows have drasti-
cally changed, but for those who have
been married a long time, most couples
made the vow “until death us do part;”
not “until divorce us do part.”

Tragically, marriages are falling apart
at an unprecedented rate, and few even
think about the vow they took before
God when they sign the final papers de-
claring the marriage dead.

Love has been redefined by Holly-
wood and every other entertainment

outlet as a way to satisfy physical de-
sires and feelings. But the Bible defines
love as it was meant to be – beautiful
and loyal. Read 1 Corinthians 13, known
as the great love chapter and learn how
pleasing it is to love the way Christ com-
mands.

Gardens don’t grow by themselves;
they need to be tended and cultivated
and weeded. The same is true of a mar-
riage. A good marriage often consists of
two good forgivers, and this is part of
cultivating a strong relationship.

We must fight for our marriages

through love, maturity and selflessness.
Marriage has its difficult moments: per-
sonality differences, life’s pressures,
misunderstandings, etc., but when two
people are committed to one another
and to God, He will give guidance and
wisdom. He can reignite love. The Bible
says, “A threefold cord is not quickly
broken” (Ecclesiastes 4:12). Make Christ
the center of your marriage.

Pray for the Lord to work in both
hearts, with the remembrance of the
vow that was taken early in the relation-
ship.

Marriage vow was never ‘until divorce us do part’
My Answer
Billy Graham

Consciousness” by Jeff Jones. Most of
us have some fairly habitual ways of
responding to conflict, disagreement,
or a comment that triggers us. What
would it take to bring a different con-
sciousness to these situations? 828-
687-7759 or http://EHSAsheville.org.
Summer Worship Series at Lake Juna-
luska: 10:45 a.m. Sundays to Aug. 4,
Stuart Auditorium, 20 Chapel Drive,
Lake Junaluska. Services led by inter-
nationally known preachers. www.lake-
junaluska.com/ summer-worship.
Bible & Breakfast Forum: 9-10 a.m.,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Social Scientist and Episco-
palian Brene’ Brown tackles the human
quest for belonging, redefining what it
means in an age of increased polariza-
tion, in her book “Braving the Wilder-
ness.” 
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Epis-
copal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is Rosalind Buda on
bagpipes.

July 27

Abraham Jam CD release concert: 8
p.m., Diana Wortham Theatre, 18 Bilt-
more Ave., Asheville. $20-$30. Trio of
David LaMotte, Billy Jonas, and Dawud
Wharnsby who meld their voices and
faiths in a beautiful and inspiring way.
dwtheatre.com.

July 28

Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Epis-
copal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is violinist Mariya Pota-
pova.

July 31

Vacation Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m. July
31-Aug. 2, Newbridge Baptist Church,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. For age
2-sixth grade. Community Block Party
10 a.m.2 p.m. Aug. 3. Call 828-254-
7262 to register.

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

July 14

Bible & Breakfast Summer Sunday
Adult Forum: 9-10 a.m., Trinity Episco-
pal Church, 60 Church St. Asheville.
Social Scientist (and Episcopalian)
Brene’ Brown has taken the world by
storm with her poignant observations
about human life and ultimately the
place of God in it. Copies of book avail-
able for $15.
Summer Worship Series at Lake Juna-
luska: 10:45 a.m. Sundays to Aug. 4,
Stuart Auditorium, 20 Chapel Drive,
Lake Junaluska. Services led by inter-
nationally known preachers. www.lake-
junaluska.com/ summer-worship.
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Epis-
copal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is guitarist Andy Jurik. 
Christian author and speaker Frederi-
ca Matthewes-Green: 6 p.m., Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presby-
terian Church Road, Mills River. Topics
related to Eastern Orthodox Christian
Church, its beliefs and practices. Free.
Also liturgy at 3 p.m. followed by re-
freshments. For more information,
contact Father Photios Parks at 703-
498-0434 or fatherpho-
tios@gmail.com.

July 20

Yard Sale: 8 a.m.-2 p.m., Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. A highlight of
sale will be about one dozen pieces of
professionally-restored furnishings.
828-891-7101.

July 21

Ethical Humanist Society: 2-3:30 p.m.,
Friends Meeting House, 227 Edgewood
Road, Asheville. Topic is “Compassion
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scripture reading we see that is exactly
what happened. The consequences of
the past sins of Joseph’s brothers had
finally caught up with them.

Maybe by now we can find our-
selves in this story. Maybe our story
has us tied to the past by threads of
memories of actions and inactions, of
things good and not-so-good; and
maybe tied to ropes of things we want
so desperately to forget. Tied to the
heartaches of yesterday, the bruises of
life, the brokenness of family, the
words that stabbed the heart, the love
that went unspoken; these are the
scars of yesterday. We think we are fin-
ished with yesterday, but many times
yesterday memories are not finished
with us.

And so it was with Joseph’s broth-
ers. They brought their guilty con-
sciences with them to buy food from
the brother they had hated and wanted
to kill. All those years they had buried
their sin against Joseph in a far corner
of their consciences. However, the
famine had stirred what they thought
they would never have to deal with
again. Egypt had awakened the dark
thoughts and brought them back into
the light of accountability.

In contrast to the life his brothers
had lived for those 20 years, Joseph
had trusted God in all the hard circum-
stances, and God had transformed
him into a great man. Not only was he a
ruler but God had healed his heart,
vindicated him time and again, pre-
served and protected him. Joseph
flourished because of his honest,
open, and intimate relationship with
God.

I believe that God wants us to be
free from the unhealthy ways of the
past. He wants to transform you and

me into a Joseph, not tied up in knots
of guilt and sin from yesterday. He
loves us too much to leave us starving
in Canaan because we can not face the
present and the future. God wants to
set us free. He wants us to be free from
the things that are eating away in our
lives, destroying and disfiguring the
image God wants us to be. So, some-
times God takes drastic measures to
wake us up—like a famine in our lives,
a crisis that gets our attention.

Our longsuffering God may allow us
to live life just like we want to without
him. We may get by and do all that we
want to do for a while-life can be so
good. However, David writes in Psalm
106:15, “God gave them all that they
asked for but sent ‘leanness’ into their
souls.” “Leanness,” as the psalmist
writes, is a personal spiritual famine, a
hunger deep inside that only God can
fill. Could it be that God has sent a
famine into your life and mine so that
we will finally deal with the past? May-
be there is a “leanness” in our soul that
only a meeting with Jesus can cure.

Joseph’s brothers were forced to
face the sin from the past that they
thought was finished, covered, and
forgotten. We know that this story is
about family, but it is also about re-
demption and forgiveness. It is about
us and the grace that God pours into
our lives when we feel we cannot be
forgiven, when our conscience has
been awakened, and we need inner
peace. God knows it is not easy for us
to deal with the yesterdays, but with
his grace we can face the truth about
ourselves, as the brothers did, so that
the burden of the past can be rolled
away.

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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