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Mother Ann Lee, founding matriarch of the com-
munity known as Shakers, brought her message from
England to the New World in the 1770s. The “New
World” she and her small entourage of believers
sought was beyond America (beyond this world!), but
it began here. Mother Ann once said: “There is no dirt
in heaven” yet she envisioned American soil perfect
for planting paradise.

At Pleasant Hill, the restored Shaker Village near
Lexington, Kentucky, we picked up a copy of Thomas
Merton’s “Seeking Paradise: The Spirit of the Shak-
ers.” As a Cistercian (Trappist) monk living at Geth-
semani Abbey not far from Pleasant Hill, Merton was
keenly curious about this early heretical community.
He understood the term “Shaker” referred not only to
the joyous dancing in their Meeting Houses but to the
way the spirit would seem to be “shaking the whole
community in a kind of prophetic earthquake.” They
believed their movement would “shake” the world in
preparation for the return of Christ.

While awaiting that End Time, the Shakers worked
the land and concentrated their efforts on crafting
beautiful buildings and furniture. Their unique
craftsmanship was, according to Merton, “not only a
manifestation of their practicality but a witness to
their common faith. Indeed one is tempted to say that
it is a better, clearer, more comprehensible expression
of their faith than their written theology was.” Merton
goes on to state: “The inspired Shaker simplicity, the
reception of simplicity as a charismatic gift, as a sign
of truth and of salvation, is powerfully and silently el-
oquent in the word of their hands.” What they did,
what they made with their own hands, and even their
silence, spoke more loudly than their beliefs. What
they created was who they were, it embodied their be-
lief—a silent eloquence. As Merton later wrote: “This
wordless simplicity, in which the works of quiet and
holy people speak humbly for themselves. How im-
portant that is for our day … .” In the mind of the monk,
“The Shakers remain as witnesses to the fact that only
humility keeps [humankind] in communion with
truth, and first of all with their own inner truth.”

Mother Ann planted many words of wisdom. “Do
be truthful; do avoid exaggeration.” “Whatever is real-
ly useful is virtuous though it does not at first seem
so.” “Order is the creation of beauty.” Even with this
simple wisdom and gentle lifestyle, the Shakers were

misunderstood and persecuted. As earthly time
passed, celibate and not celebrated, their tools were
laid down in the shops, buildings abandoned, dancing
ceased (the last two aged Shakers live at Sabbathday
Lake in Maine). Yet the simple, silent eloquence of
their craft lives on. 

In 1962, Merton was invited to an exhibition of
Shaker drawings but couldn’t attend. In a letter to an
organizer, Mary Childs Black, he wrote: “Their spirit is
perhaps the most authentic expression of the prim-
itive American ‘mystery’ or ‘myth’: the paradise
myth.” The Shaker community sought to return to the
Garden of Eden and create a kind of heaven on earth,
yet also set their hopes on a heavenly meeting place
above. They presented an alternative to “the secular
vision of the earthly paradise” where “the Indian had
been slaughtered and the Negro was enslaved [and]
the immigrant was treated as an inferior being.” The
new world they imagined was radically different than
the prevailing myth of an American paradise. Shakers
believed in “something totally original about the spirit
and the vocation of America.”

Merton concludes his admiring reflections on
Shakerism in his letter to Mary Childs Black with his
own startled, and perhaps sad, realization. The Shak-
ers not only saw the potential of America to be a new
Eden, they worked, they existed, to make it so. And,
“The sobering thing is that their vision was eschato-
logical! And they themselves ended.” 

With their faith in a heavenly paradise, their eyes
on the garden above, they became absorbed by the
land, part of the gardens, orchards and fields of Ken-
tucky, Maine and elsewhere. Merton quotes another
writer who asserted there was “an atmosphere of set-
tledness” among the Shakers, “as though they were
part of the land itself.” 

How many religious communities share that inti-
mate relationship with the earth? 

There is a certain sadness, or disappointment,
when we consider the Shakers. For me, it’s similar to
the description of some in the early Christian church,
experimenting with a new community, living by the
words of Jesus. No one was isolated, no one suffered
alone – “no one in need.” And extending this beyond
Christianity, beyond religion itself, who are the ones
“shaking” our world today? Are we able to hear their
“silent eloquence”? Who is in need? Who shares a
dream of building (or recognizing) paradise here to-
day?

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis, live
in Asheville. His latest books are “Friendly Freethink-
er,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.”
Learn more at chighland.com.
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Online services: A majority of churches are still hav-
ing online worship services. Visit church websites for
full information. 
Montreat Summer Worship Series: 10:30 a.m., Mon-
treat Conference Center’s Anderson Auditorium, just
off Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
www.montreat.org or call 828-669-2911. Different
speaker each Sunday through Aug. 8.
Biltmore Church: Online services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and
5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP
at https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/ for 11 a.m.
Sunday in-person services at 35 Clayton Road, Arden,
and satellite locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook page
for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilderness:
Online service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship service at 11
a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or listen at http://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: 10:30
a.m. service at www.fcchendersonville.org. Email
fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if you need assistance.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on YouTube at
10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday services and
events.
Grace Lutheran Church, Hendersonville: Livestream
worship at 9 a.m. on Facebook. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.

www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10 a.m. online ser-
vice at Facebook or YouTube. www.nativityarden.org.
2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-person services
at 10 a.m. Sundays in the fellowship hall with socially
distanced seating and attendees wearing masks. 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elkwood Ave., Ashe-
ville. Sunday School 9:45 a.m. for preschool-adult,
worship service 11 a.m. www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday services at 8 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in per-
son and livestreamed on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic
service (in person and livestreamed on YouTube).
Visit www.trinityasheville.org. 60 Church St., Ashe-
ville. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m. services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nursery and mid-
week meal still on hold.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until fur-
ther notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Aug. 3

Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays, Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside church en-
trance via back parking lot. Also visit Little Free Li-
brary to borrow books. 828-891-7101.
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I once called on a mother of two girls who were in
our little mission church’s Sunday School. I was ner-
vous about what I had to say. Her daughters were
both out of control, disrupting Sunday School classes
and even worship services. I had come to recruit her
help.

She did not attend church with her daughters; a
neighbor brought them. I knew that she might take
offense at my request. As tactfully as I could, I stated
the reason for my visit. “We could use some advice,” I
told her, “on how best to help your daughters get the
most from their time at Sunday School and church.” I
then diplomatically explained what had been going
on.

She became defensive. She recounted how she
had confronted a school principal and “let him have
it,” after a teacher tried to discipline one of her kids. I
knew I was on shaky ground.

That’s when the earthquake happened. It was not,
as I feared, an outburst of anger directed at me or the
church. This woman was angry at God, fiercely angry.
She seized the opportunity to tell me, whom she re-
garded as one of his representatives, how he had
botched everything up. Within moments, she was
pouring out a story about her kind, loving, and reli-
gious mother. Next, she told me of her sadistic and
abusive father. Her mother had died years earlier
from a cancer that filled her final months with suf-
fering. The God in whom she believed had apparently
done nothing to relieve her. She died in agony.

Seeing her mother die like that was almost more
than she could bear. Her childhood faith had been vi-
olently shaken. But then when her foul and abusive
dad died peacefully in his sleep, it sent her over the
proverbial edge. He suffered no pain, no worries. His
heart had simply stopped.

How could God let him get away with it? After
what her mother had gone through, she had thought
that her father should suffer a long and painful death
and then, as she put it, “rot in hell.”

I hardly knew what to say. I had been pastoring
only a few years and had never encountered such ha-
tred and malice. I gave her some pious-sounding ad-
vice and made my exit. It wasn’t long before her girls
quit coming to our Sunday School. My visit did no
good and may have made things worse.

That was a long time ago. If I were to have a similar
encounter today (and I have had several since that
time), I would not be so quick to give advice. I would
listen and try to understand. Rather than use advice
to shut the door to the powerful emotions expressed,
I would try to stay with her in them, weeping with one
who weeps.

Though I would now hesitate to advise, I would
want to respond to an assumption she had made. She
thought that God had let her father “get away with it.”
She was mistaken. There is a reckoning. The Bible
teaches that people will either be forgiven or con-
demned for the evil they do, but no one will simply
“get away” with it.

Nazi killers who fled to Argentina and lived out
their days there did not get away with it. Nor do rich
oppressors who use their wealth to escape justice.
Nor did this woman’s father. There will be justice for
her and for him.

People’s deeds follow them, even across the bor-
der of death. Understanding this, St. Paul wrote, “The
sins of some men are obvious, reaching the place of
judgment ahead of them; the sins of others trail be-
hind them.” But whether ahead or behind, a person’s
sins go with them. There is forgiveness – that is the
welcome news of the gospel – but there is no escape.

The mother with whom I spoke would have had a
happier life had she forgiven her father. Perhaps she
would have been able to do that if she had known that
God had taken up her case and justice would be done.

Read more at shaynelooper.com.

Justice offers
forgiveness,
not escape 

world.
How can we here in local churches across our land

make a real lasting difference to those in our pews
and those outside of the church? We can only look
globally to the Kenyans and other believers in under-
developed countries as our examples. We must refo-
cus on Jesus. Institutions do not save people, right
theology will not save, winning the most votes at
General Conference will not save or reform; only Je-
sus can save and transform. We also need to reclaim
Scripture as the primary way to make decisions and
live our lives. We cannot live as Christians believing
that we can change Scripture to fit our present con-
text, or conveniently choose the parts that support
how we have decided to live, or how culture has influ-
enced us to believe.

Focusing on Jesus as not only our Savior, but also
the Lord of how we live, and claiming the authority of
Scripture are necessary beginnings for a church and
for individuals who are determined to renew the di-
vine vision to reach others for Jesus.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 
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Satanic Temple suit over Boston council
prayer moves forward

BOSTON – A federal judge has allowed a lawsuit
filed by the Satanic Temple against Boston to move
forward.

U.S. District Court Judge Allison Burroughs reject-
ed the city’s bid to dismiss the Salem-based group’s
lawsuit challenging the Boston City Council’s tradi-
tional opening prayer at its public meetings. The Bos-
ton Herald reports the Boston judge did, however, toss
certain parts of the complaint.

The newspaper says Burroughs denied the Satan-
ists’ arguments that the prayer is discriminatory and
a violation of the 14th Amendment but allowed its ar-

guments that it violates the U.S. Constitution’s Estab-
lishment Clause.

The Salem-based group, which has lodged free-
dom of religion challenges nationwide, argues the
council’s policy for its opening prayer is discriminato-
ry and unconstitutional because it does not permit
prayer from every religious organization that wishes
to deliver one.

The city maintains the prayer isn’t discriminatory.
It says the council doesn’t accept requests to deliver
the prayer but instead allows each council member to
invite a speaker of their choice a few times a year.

“It’s clearly the definition of discriminatory when
you allow functionaries of the state deciding what
viewpoints are allowed in the public square,” Lucien
Greaves, the group’s co-founder, told the Herald when
it filed the suit in January. 
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