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sixty years, but the celebration itself has
far longer roots across continents and
even beliefs. In 1542, the Spanish con-
quistadors took over an Aztec settle-
ment and renamed it in honor of St. Paul
- who persecuted the fi�rst Christians
until a revelation on the road to Damas-
cus turned him into the “apostle to the
nations,” taking the new faith beyond
the Middle East. It’s his conversion
that’s celebrated on January 25 and rep-
resented in the paintings venerated in
Axochiapan and Minneapolis. 

Legend has it that the painting mi-
raculously refused to go to Axochiapan
unless carried in a procession of danc-
ers, according to Morales. So now, even
in 27-degree weather, bare-chested Az-
tec dancers preceded a replica of the im-
age down a quiet Minneapolis street,
their leg bracelets made with dozens of
large ayoyote seeds rattling at the beat
of tambourines accompanied by a
conch shell horn. 

The rattle was a bit muted when
dancers, having left their ornate six-foot
feather headdresses on the pews, made
their way to receive Communion at
Mass inside the 101-year-old church. Or
perhaps it was just drowned out by the
trumpets and strings of the mariachi
band that was playing “Pescador de
Hombres,” one of the best-loved mod-
ern Catholic hymns in the Spanish-
speaking world.

“It means a lot to see the sacrifi�ce, the
level of respect toward the regalia, the
prayers, the dance itself that identify us
as Mexicans,” said dancer Karla Cortez-
Ocampo, 29, who grew up in Minnesota.
“Many kids don’t speak Spanish well,
but they respect what it takes to stay in
the dance circle.” 

In fact, the sense of belonging found
in faith and its rituals is crucial to many
migrant communities. 

“Religion provides one of the few cul-
turally familiar and deeply rooted places
available to them,” said the Rev. Kevin
McDonough, the priest of this diverse
parish. He started his homily by telling
the several hundred faithful his
counterpart in Axochiapan had phoned

to wish them a happy holiday.
On the last night, incense smoke from

smoldering embers of copal, a tropical
tree, wafted among the giant candles as
the procession returned in the darkness
to the church, where more hours of
dancing followed in front of a massive
altar festooned with banners celebrating
“San Pablo Apóstol” and “Minneapolis
patronal feast.” The banners, the copal,
even most of the dancers’ regalia came
from Mexico, but one man carrying a
candle wore a Vikings cap.

Steward Apolinar Morales leads a procession with a shrine representing the church of St. Paul inside the Sagrado Corazon
de Jesus church in Minneapolis. PHOTOS BY JIM MONE/AP
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Father Kevin McDonough holds Mass
at the Sagrado Corazon de Jesus
church in Minneapolis. McDonough
began his homily by telling the several
hundred faithful present that his
counterpart in Axochiapan had phoned
to wish them a happy holiday.

Words” to teach, eventually tran-
scribed. “The Word became fl�esh and
dwelt among us,” proclaims John’s Gos-
pel.

Central to most religious faith is
“Word,” scribed and scripted into scrip-
ture, spoken in proclamation and
preaching. And the Word becomes …
endless words. 

What has this done to religion, to
faith, to the human community? We
seem to have lost the original silence—
the quiet experience of people breath-
ing together waiting, expecting, won-
dering what may come next, if anything;
hoping to be surprised.

So much of religious practice has be-
come the expected. Is anyone surprised
in a church, a synagogue, a mosque?
Don’t we know, can’t we guess, what will
probably happen, what will be said,
what will come next? An hour fi�lled with
words, but what is said, what is heard?
Is there silence? Would that be suffi�-
cient or satisfying? Is silence the “ser-
vice” we actually long for? 

For many, “The Word” is not in the
fl�esh, not incarnate in living, breathing
people. “The Word” has become One
Person, One Book, One Faith. “The
Word” has become only, fi�nally, words.

Yet, what if God, the divine, the sa-
cred (Nature?) is best found when
words are dropped, discarded as dis-
tractions from whatever we seek in reli-
gion, faith or the search for truth? We
put up a wall of words when what we

truly need is that “audible silence” Tho-
reau describes. Silence is not a barrier or
wall; silence is the opening. As the great
mystics of history teach, there are some
things, some experiences, beyond the
telling. It can’t be theologized or prose-
lytized.

In a famous speech attributed to
Chief Si’ahl (Seattle) he says: “Your reli-
gion was written on tables of stone … our
religion is the traditions of our ancestors
… written in the hearts of our people.”
The First People, with their belief in the
sacredness of everything, cannot be lost
under the feet of the Religion of Words—
they live on in the land, in “the rocks
that lie dumb as they swelter in the sun
along the silent seashore … . [When] the
streets of your cities and villages shall
be silent” the generations who came be-
fore will be present—silently present. 

When I’ve sat with Buddhist friends
or walked on a path in a practice of Bud-
dhist meditation, it’s all about breath-
ing, awareness—this step, this breath,
this moment, this place—it’s all good.
Was Moses doing this on the mountain,
Muhammad in the cave, Jesus in the
desert? 

Before words defi�ned and confi�ned
the direct experience of (Great Beau-
ty?), what was there? Was it Silence?

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. 
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If we want to know what it means to
have a disciple’s heart, we must turn our
attention more closely to the work of the
Holy Spirit as he begins to transform us
from nominal Christians to Christians
who are passionately “on fi�re” for God.
The metaphor of fi�re is used all through
scripture, both Old and New Testa-
ments, to represent the presence of God
in various ways. The fi�re and brimstone
on Sodom and Gomorrah, the fi�re that
settle the contest between Elijah and
the prophets of Baal, and the eternal fi�re
of punishment for the wicked are exam-
ples of the fi�re of God’s judgment.

But then we read of the pillar of fi�re
that guided the Israelites across the wil-
derness, the cleansing coals of fi�re that
sanctifi�ed the prophet Isaiah, and the
tongues of fi�re at the fi�rst Pentecost that
transformed the disciples and launched
the Church. These are the expressions
of the fi�re of the Holy Spirit that touch us
personally and change us into the per-
sons who God intends for us to be
through the process of sanctifi�cation.

John Wesley, the founder of the
Methodist Movement, explained his
transforming experience in these words
written in his journal, “…I felt my heart
strangely warmed…” There’s that meta-

phor of fi�re once again. And the fi�re that
warms our hearts must be continually
fanned or there is danger that it will be-
gin to weakly fl�icker and go out, leaving
our hearts and spiritual lives cold and
lifeless.

Denominations, movements, and lo-
cal churches are also susceptible to the
dying down of the fl�ame of passionate
discipleship if the connection with the
source of divine fi�re is unattended. John
Wesley was aware of the possibilities of
the future lukewarmness of the Meth-
odist Movement when he wrote this
warning;

“I am not afraid that the people called
Methodists should ever cease to exist
either in Europe or America. But I am
afraid lest they should only exist as a
dead sect, having the form of religion
without the power. And this undoubted-
ly will be the case unless they hold fast
the doctrine, spirit, and discipline with
which they fi�rst set out.” (“Thoughts
Upon Methodism) I am sure that the
name Methodist can be replaced with
the name of any denomination or
church and the same warning would
still ring true.

Perhaps, Wesley had scripture from
Paul on his mind when he spoke the
words quoted above from his sermon.
Paul is giving advice to his young proté-
gé Timothy warning him and the church
about the infl�uence of culture and the
desire to be like everyone else. There is
danger in the subtle erosion of the basic
truths of the Gospel story.

Paul writes to Timothy, “I can't im-
press this on you too strongly. God is
looking over your shoulder. Christ him-
self is the Judge, with the fi�nal say on
everyone, living and dead. He is about to
break into the open with his rule, so pro-
claim the Message with intensity; keep
on your watch. Challenge, warn, and
urge your people. Don't ever quit. Just
keep it simple. You're going to fi�nd that
there will be times when people will
have no stomach for solid teaching, but
will fi�ll up on spiritual junk food - catchy
opinions that tickle their fancy. They'll
turn their backs on truth and chase mi-
rages. But you - keep your eye on what
you're doing; accept the hard times
along with the good; keep the Message
alive; do a thorough job as God's ser-
vant. (2Timothy 4:2-5, The Message)

The key words in Wesley’s warning,
according to James Harnish in A Disci-
ple’s Heart, are doctrine, spirit, and dis-
cipline. These three essential ingredi-
ents of discipleship are what keep the
divine fi�re burning in our hearts and in
our actions toward others.

“Wesleyan doctrine reminds us of
who we are and why we are here—our
mission. It is doctrine that is centered in
the love of God. It is a way of making dis-
ciples patterned after Wesley’s under-
standing of grace that meets us where
we are but loves us too much to leave us
there. It is a lifelong journey of sanctifi�-
cation that never quits forming us into
people who love God and love others. It
is a life of servanthood that sends us

into the world, not to condemn the
world but to participate in God’s trans-
formation of it.”

“Wesleyan discipline…the way we ac-
complish our mission…much deeper
than a legalistic obedience to external
rules…spiritual disciplines by which our
hearts, minds, and actions are formed
into the likeness of the love of God.”
(prayer, reading and study of scripture,
fasting, worship, fellowship in small
groups, private meditation and Sab-
bath)

“If our doctrine reminds us of our
mission and our discipline defi�nes
method, it is the spirit of divine love that
keeps the fi�re burning…knowing what is
right is never enough…truth must be ex-
pressed in active service to others ener-
gized and directed by the Holy Spirit.”
(James Harnish)

Do we know our mission as Jesus’
disciples, are we consistently practicing
spiritual disciplines, and are we open to
the spirit of daily cleansing and trans-
formation that prepares us for witness-
ing to others? If our fi�re has become a
weak, barely fl�ickering fl�ame or maybe
just some hardly glowing coals, our
hope must be that the Spirit will rekin-
dle within each one of us the divine fi�re
of a passionate disciple.

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.blogspot.com. 

Do you feel the fi�re of passionate discipleship?
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