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best way to love our neighbors is to do so
from a distance right now.”
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Facts, foundations and castles in the air
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

You may be familiar with these famous lines from Henry David Thoreau’s
“Walden”: “The mass of men lead lives
of quiet desperation,” “Could a greater
miracle take place than for us to look
through each other’s eyes for an instant?,” “If a [person] does not keep
pace with their companions, perhaps it
is because they hear a different drum-
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mer.” And then, prescient words for our
current days: “Our life is frittered away
by detail …simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!” We also might remember why
he built a cabin and lived in the woods:
he chose to “live deliberately … to [face]
the essential facts of life.” He was seeking a return to basics so that he would
not come to the end of his life and “discover that I had not lived.”
Thoreau never claimed to be a hermit
at the pond. He built the one-room cabin with cheap or borrowed supplies and
tools and the cabin sat on his friend Emerson’s plot of land. He lived close to the
town of Concord and the railroad. Peo-

ple came by all the time. He walked
home on weekends for a home-cooked
meal and to do his laundry. He worked
as a handyman. He wrote about solitude, but was rarely solitary (considering the abundant wildlife). Though
some would criticize Henry for this, the
point of the experiment in simple living
was just that: an experiment in simple
living – to face the essentials of life,
learn from nature, and write what some
have called “American scripture.”
From that little cabin where he lived
for two years, two months and two days,
he wrote major portions of his first book,
“A Week on the Concord and Merrimack

Rivers.” He wrote essays, prepared lectures and scribbled in his journal. And,
one of the great works of American literature, “Walden,” emerged from those
woods.
If you haven’t read “Walden” since
school, I suggest you read it again. If
you’ve never read it, I envy you – you’re
in for a treat. Wit and wisdom, “spiritual” insights, keen observations from a
young naturalist. The book is packed
with stories harvested from one patch of
earth and one small New England township. As we know, many environmentalSee CASTLES, Page 2D
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turn loose of the notion

away will be returned to my people.”
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While you are home with not enough
to do, start pulling together excess
household items and clothing to give
away later to shelters or thrift shops.
Clean out your kitchen pantry and pull
out nonperishables to give to your food
bank or food pantry, or even gather
items for a future yard sale to benefit
some worthy organization.
As Bette Horton said, “As seniors, we
are home bound and getting cabin fever.
De-cluttering is worthwhile for an
amazing future yard sale!” Good idea,
especially if you donate the proceeds to
a good cause.
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Consider at-risk neighbors for
your shopping list
If you are going out to grocery or
pharmacy, check with at -risk neighbors
to see if you can get something for them,
so they do not have to go out. You can
just drop what they need at their door
and save them a potentially risky trip.

Plant an extra row
If starting a garden is on your list of
things to do while you are sheltering in
place, consider an extra row or two to
share with a local food project when
your crop comes in. It is an easy way to
give back, and they can always put it to
good use.
And prayers and good thoughts are
certainly worth offering up, too.
Stay safe!
Reach Ms. Cheap at 615-259-8282 or
mscheap@tennessean.com.

First Baptist Church, 74 Academy St.,
Canton: Worship at 11 a.m. Watch on
Facebook at Canton First Baptist
Church or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or on WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m.
service can be found on Facebook. 75
Church: Moving church
Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
. 216 Shelburne Road,
https://www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
//tbcasheville.org/.
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Road, Arden.

ists from John Muir onward have
been inspired by Thoreau’s little
book.
In preparation for teaching a class
on Thoreau, I was re-reading “A
Week,” “Civil Disobedience,” his journal, his radical abolitionist writings
and “Walden,” when I came upon
these lines in his conclusion: “If you
have built castles in the air, your work
need not be lost; that is where they
should be. Now put the foundations
under them.” This is deserving of
deeper thought as if sounding the
depths of Walden Pond.
Henry was a bit of an idealist.
Caught up in the whirlpool of Emerson’s circle of Transcendentalists, he
was curious to explore the frontiers
of truth out and beyond the restrictions of orthodox religion or staid society. His incisive comments on religious faith still hold weight, though
he wasn’t so much pointing fingers at
the institution as pointing outside: “I
suppose that what in others is religion, is in me love of nature” (Journal,
1842).
I was reminded of the views of Soren Kierkegaard (a philosopher I
studied in college while reading Thoreau). When commenting on First
Corinthians 8:1: “Love builds up,”
Kierkegaard wrote: “To build up
without a foundation at all is impossible – it is building in the air … building air castles” (“Works of Love”). For
Kierkegaard, love has to be building
on a foundation. But what is the
grounding we need?
For the cabin-builder by the pond,
faith was not enough of a foundation.
Having beliefs, even “cloudy” beliefs,
may be fine, but we need to bring it
down to earth, to find naturally substantial substances. Nature provides
the building material – the mud,
rock, sweat and brain – to construct,
step by step, brick by brick, mind by
mind, a firm foundation beneath our
common hopes and dreams.
Musician Don McLean recorded
“Castles in the Air” in 1970: “I'm tired
of castles in the air, I’ve got a dream I
want the world to share, And castle
walls just lead me to despair.” Thoreau and Kierkegaard would sing
along with that. They knew a wellbuilt house, like a well-built life, rests
on true essentials.
We don’t need to discard our
dreams, or sink into despair. Yet, to
build our cabin or castle – to shape
our life – we may have to face an essential fact, as Thoreau described: “I
might pursue some path, however
solitary and narrow and crooked, in
which I could walk with love and reverence.” This solitary path might not
lead to castles or clouds, but may
turn out to be “the higher way.”
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.
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