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The terms contract, agreement, treaty, and cove-
nant have the same basic legal interpretation. Two, or
more sides, or parties, have agreed to carry out obliga-
tions, or responsibilities, in exchange for favors from
the other party. We live with these kinds of agree-
ments on a daily basis. When we write a check, use a
credit card, take out a loan, or sign a lease, we are en-
gaging in a covenant relationship with the merchant or
lender. With our signature on the check, credit card, or
loan application, we promise to pay for the goods or
services in the future. However, we must be faithful to
carry out our regular payments or the agreement will
be terminated by the other party. If either party be-
comes dissatisfied with the behavior of the other par-
ty, the right to end the relationship is exercised.

When I hear the word covenant, I am reminded of
the marriage vows, most sacred of all covenants in our
human world. The man and the woman take vows to
love and support each other in the good times as well
as the bad; and to forsake all others while putting one
another first. If one person breaks the covenant, the
relationship is tested, or perhaps broken. It is a cove-
nant made and ratified in heaven.

This idea of covenant was important to the forma-
tion and continuation of the political, military, and
economical relationships among many of the ancient
kingdoms. Alliances and empires were built largely
upon covenants-covenants which were often very
fragile. We can see that the Old Testament Jews were
very familiar with this idea of maintaining relation-
ships through the vehicle of covenant-keeping.

Maybe we can also see why God would choose to
pursue his people by the use of this covenant idea. In
Malachi 2 we find several references to this idea that
God reveals who he is through covenant-making.
God’s covenant sets him off from all other gods, and
tells us that there is none other than him, he is a God
who keeps his promises, and his nature promotes obe-
dience in us his people. As we look deeper, we find that
the covenant that God offers his people has a quality
that is not found in any of the other covenants. God’s
covenant includes grace, love, and is expressed by the
Hebrew word hesed.

Hesed can be adequately defined as “passionately
loyal, a deep, never-ending love.” Both sides in the cov-
enant “doing hesed” toward each other. Scripture re-
veals that the ancient Hebrews soon realized that
God’s hesed was everlasting. Here was a God that kept
on “doing hesed” with them even when they had bro-
ken relationship with him.

John Oswalt writes in “Where Are You God?” “What
sort of God is this? Not only is he trustworthy, but per-

sistently trustworthy, not only loving, but insistently
loving. It was embarrassing! Had he no pride? Slowly,
but surely, these ancient people realized they had not
found God, but that he had found them, and his very
nature was hesed.”

So, how often do we hear or think about the word
covenant when describing our relationship with God?
John Wesley, the founder of the Wesleyan movement,
initiated a yearly covenant service for the Methodist
churches which focus on renewal of our personal faith
and evaluated our spiritual growth. As important as
that service is to remind us yearly of our covenant with
God, we should daily attend to that relationship so that
it will grow into the discipleship God intends for each
of us.

The God of the ancient covenant is the same God of
the Christian faith today. The invitation is the same to-
day as we hear the words paraphrased from scripture,
“I will be their God, they will be my people, if they turn
their faces toward me and surrender themselves com-
pletely.” Our God is a God who is “passionately loyal” to
us his people, desperately wanting to “do hesed,” ea-
gerly pursuing us.

So, we ask ourselves, “Am I consistently in covenant
with the God of hesed?”

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 

Am I consistently in covenant with God?
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

Jan. 18

Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. through Jan. 18, Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. The public is invited to assist with a variety
of puzzles. Bring canned food items for donation to
Interfaith Assistance Ministry. 828-891-7101.

Jan. 19

Walking In Another’s Shoes-Stories from Asheville’s
Past and Hope for the Future: 2:30-4 p.m., Asheville
Friends Meeting, 227 Edgewood Road, Asheville. Pre-
sented by Al Whitesides at meeting of Ethical Human-
ist Society. 828-687-7759 or http://EHSAsheville.org.
Living with Intention: Drop-in series to Jan. 26. 10:30
a.m. Sundays, Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist Cen-
ter, 1070 Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit 20 (behind
Pomodoro’s), Asheville. $10 per class. Explores power
of the mind of intention to launch us into being the
person we want to be. 828-668-2241 or 
www.meditationinasheville.org/living-with-intention-
drop-in-series/.

Jan. 20

“Environmental Injustice: Race, Class and Climate
Change”: 5-8 p.m., Kenilworth Presbyterian Church,
123 Kenilworth Road, Asheville. Free. Potluck dinner
followed by program. 10th annual celebration of Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. 
Dave Ramsey’s Financial Peace University: Nine week
program begins at 6 p.m. Jan. 20, Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Offers a unique
plan for families living from paycheck to paycheck. Call
828-242-7099. Group link: fpu.com/1107939.

Jan. 22

Happiness From A Different Source: Drop-in series to
Jan. 29. 7 p.m. Wednesdays, Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit
20, Asheville. $10 per class. See how we can find our
happiness from a different source. Guided meditation,
a talk, time for discussion. 828-668-2241 or
www.meditationinasheville.org/happiness-from-a-
different-source-drop-in-series/.

Jan. 26

Fundamentals of Buddhist Meditation: 3-5:30 p.m.,
Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist Center, 1070 Tun-
nel Road Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $25, discount
for members. Introduces you to some of Buddha’s
most profound views on the human mind as well as
set you up to begin a daily meditation practice.
www.meditationinasheville.org or 828-668-2241
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allowed himself to be discouraged and submit to the
dominant culture? 

Sequoyah left the world his talking leaves—a gift
of language and gesture of hope. Like the majestic
trees named in his honor, he deserves timeless re-
spect. 

Chris Highland served as a Protestant 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. 

driving a portion of The Trail of Tears from Robbins-
ville to Andrews. The gravel road winds over the
Snowbird Mountains with signs reminding us this
was a path of great suffering for families rounded up
and forced to make the long journey to Oklahoma.
Stopping briefly at a waterfall, we imagined the wea-
ry prisoners may have had welcome rest and refresh-
ment. 

In the Robbinsville area we appreciated the fre-
quent use of Cherokee characters on road signs—
constant reminders we were on native soil. Reaching
Andrews we were impressed and humbled by inter-
pretive markers telling the story of the forced migra-
tion and survival of the Cherokee culture.

For many years in California, I was surrounded by
redwoods and took every opportunity to make a kind
of pilgrimage to the Giant Sequoias in the Sierra Ne-
vada (the large sculpture of Sequoyah in front of the
Museum of the Cherokee Indian was carved from a
sequoia log). Redwoods are tall and majestic—their
shaded and shadowed forests can feel like standing
in cathedrals. Sequoias are massive and ancient. In a
grove of these trees you get the feeling you’re in the
presence of old, wise teachers. And maybe they are.
Some have survived for millennia, like the Cherokee
among the 500 First Nations on the continent. All
rooted in a living planet where the forests of our tribal
circles are consistently challenged to discover ways
of growing alongside each other, of communicating
somehow.

Sequoyah understood the power of language for
tribal identity. And, it seems, he saw a wider vision of
human communication across all boundaries, be-
yond all tribal identities. I’m speculating, but I won-
der about those many hours and years as he was
crafting the symbols that would open the tongue of
his people to the world. As he taught his daughter
Ayoka, she became a representative, a living symbol,
of the expressions, the stories of one tribal circle. 

Scanning the characters of the Cherokee language
they come alive, like elements of nature, in need of
respectful preservation. “Today, there are only about
200 native speakers in the Eastern Band, and the ma-
jority are over the age of 55. As more and more speak-
ers pass away, the efforts to preserve the language
have intensified” (visitcherokeenc.com). UNC Ashe-
ville has a Cherokee Language Program.

We can imagine what the missionaries were
thinking when they tried to discourage Sequoyah.
Teaching indigenous people English, especially by
reading the Bible, was standard procedure across the
globe. How much is lost when one religion thinks that
it’s the only tribe that matters? What if Sequoyah had

On the Trail of Tears (Snowbird Mountain) CHRIS
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Pope names first woman manager
in Vatican Secretariat of State

VATICAN CITY – Pope Francis has tapped an Italian
lawyer to be the first woman to hold a management po-
sition in the Vatican’s most important office, the Secre-
tariat of State.

Francis on Wednesday named Francesca Di Giovan-
ni, a 27-year veteran of the Vatican, as undersecretary
for multilateral affairs. In that role, she will be respon-
sible for running a division that coordinates the Holy
See’s relations with the United Nations and other inter-
governmental organizations.

Francis has called for women to be given greater de-
cision-making roles in the Vatican and the Catholic
Church at large, though no women head a Vatican con-
gregation or other important office.

Such leadership positions are reserved for priests,
bishops or cardinals, and Francis has upheld church
teaching prohibiting the ordination of women.

Di Giovanni, 66, told the Vatican’s in-house media
that Francis’ appointment showed his attention to
women.

A few other women hold a similar rank in other Vat-
ican offices, including the undersecretary at the Vat-
ican’s congregation for religious orders and two under-
secretaries in the Vatican office for laity.

But the Secretariat of State is the most powerful Vat-

ican office, coordinating the internal work of the Holy
See bureaucracy as well as the Vatican’s diplomatic re-
lations with other countries.

Mexico bishops urge no statute
of limitations for sex abuse

MEXICO CITY – The Roman Catholic Church in
Mexico called on the country’s government Tuesday to
modify the legal code and do away with statutes of lim-
itations for sexual abuse of minors.

“We want to ask in the name of the bishops of Mex-
ico for there to be no expiration for this crime,” said Ro-
gelio Cabrera, president of the Mexican Bishops’ Con-
ference.

He called it “unjust” that nothing can be done about
such cases starting 10 years from the date of the of-
fense, “since the wrong done lasts for the lifetime of the
person who has been a victim.”

Cabrera said the church admits sex abuse com-
plaints up to 20 years from the time a victim reaches
adulthood.

The church has had a serious and longtime problem
with clerical sex abuse in Mexico.

According to data presented Tuesday at a news con-
ference, the Bishops’ Conference has investigated 426
priests in the last 10 years, 271 of them for sex abuse.

Alfonso Miranda, secretary of the Bishops’ Confer-
ence, said 155 of those cases have gone before prose-
cutors, up about 50 from the number as of last March.

He noted that those are just preliminary figures and
added that 217 priests have been defrocked, though
without saying whether all were for sex abuse or other
offenses.

Cabrera said legal and religious punishment for of-
fenders is not sufficient on its own and that victims de-
serve compensation and guarantees of “immediate,
clear and expedited” attention to their cases.

Sen. Carmichael now says he 
opposes anti-discrimination bill

CHARLESTON, W.Va. – West Virginia Senate Presi-
dent Mitch Carmichael is against a proposal to explic-
itly bar discrimination based on sexual orientation and
gender identity, the Republican said in a statement
Tuesday.

Carmichael had taken a neutral stance on the bill af-
ter drawing criticism for meeting with a group of activ-
ists about the legislation. He now says the current bill
doesn’t do enough to protect religious liberties.

“In my view, this legislation must do more to allay
the justifiable fears of good Christian people regarding
the usurpation of their religious liberties,” he wrote.
“We must always protect our religious freedoms and
the worth of every person.”

Andrew Schneider, executive director of Fairness
West Virginia, an activist group pushing for the bill, has
said the state should pass the measure to signal that
the state is a welcoming and inclusive place.
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