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FAMILY TIES

NEW YORK – The pandemic initially put a
dent in family reunions, with travel restricted
and cases rampant. But in spring and early sum-
mer, with people getting vaccinated and, at the
time, cases beginning to drop, travel to see loved
ones became a more palatable proposition for
many. 

Family reunions are fun ways for people to
stay in touch. Summer and early fall are ideal
times to schedule a gathering, and for what bet-
ter reason than to reconnect with family mem-
bers who have scattered across the miles?

In New York, one of the more well-known re-
unions has taken place every year for the past 154
years. The second-longest continuous family re-
union in the United States, the Bull Family Re-
union and Picnic, unites descendants of William
Bull and Sarah Wells at the circa-1722 house in
Campbell Hall, N.Y., that’s been owned and occu-
pied by 10 generations of family members. This
year, the family gathered on Aug. 7.

“We had close to 200 people here at the Bull
Stone House,” said Lyle Shute, a ninth-genera-
tion descendant. “Plus, we had a virtual gather-
ing through Zoom, and about 70 people from
across the country participated. It helped us
connect with those who were uncomfortable or
unable to travel.”

Besides reuniting with cousins, guests partic-
ipated in a baking contest, hayrides, and geneal-
ogy, among other activities, Shute said.

“We’re bringing people to the location of their
ancestry,” he added. “William and Sarah built
and lived in this house. We provide educational
resources for those who want to learn about their
genealogy, to help people understand their roots
and their heritage.”

This year marked the 100th anniversary of the
family’s formal acquisition of the house. To mark
the occasion, family members wrote notes on
cards that went into a time capsule that attend-
ees buried on the property at the reunion, with
instructions that the capsule be unearthed 50
years from now.

Making up for lost time

In a March survey from American Express
Travel, 71% of respondents said they planned to
travel to visit loved ones they hadn’t been able to
see during the pandemic, and 60% said a 2021
family reunion was in the works.

Some of those plans will undoubtedly change
as the delta variant continues to affect commu-
nities. And there are those who are still uncom-
fortable at large in-person events, so many re-
unions offer the option of joining virtually. Lau-
ren Donohue, sales manager at Mohonk Moun-
tain House in New Paltz, N.Y., said the resort
usually hosts about 150 reunions a year; howev-
er, this year Mohonk saw a significant increase in
family reunions.

“Grove Lodge, Mohonk’s newest accommoda-
tion created to host large groups for a more pri-
vate experience, was fully booked the entire
summer with families celebrating missed mile-
stones such as birthdays, anniversaries and
graduations,” Donohue said. “These groups aim 

Reunions are on the upswing; one family has held one every year since 1867 

Jane Anderson
Special to Middletown Times Herald-Record

USA TODAY NETWORK
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See REUNIONS, Page 4C

Naturalist John Muir once scribbled these words
while sauntering in the High Sierra mountains: “Ev-
erybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play
in and pray in, where Nature may heal and cheer and
give strength to body and soul alike” (see “Meditations
of John Muir,” selection 52). Only someone with deep
experience in wild places – like a mountain, park or
garden – could write that description of our basic, es-
sential human needs. An appreciative relation to natu-
ral beauty can lead us to ask ourselves: Where do I find
bread? Where can I pray (meditate, contemplate)?
Equally as important as these things, we might ask:
Where can I play? Where can I let myself loose, be my-
self, jump into the joy of being alive? Each place of dis-

covery can become a sacred/secular sanctuary provid-
ing just what we need for body, mind/soul.

What strikes me about Muir’s scribble note is the
way he includes prayer (or contemplation) along with
play, and soul/mind as well as body. Roots in his fam-
ily’s strict Scottish faith were evident. Yet, when he
transplanted those roots, something radical – rooted –
happened. Church was replaced by mountain “tem-
ples.” The Bible was replaced by “scriptures in stone,”
and God, though not replaced, blended in (quite natu-
rally) with Nature which contained virtually every-
thing traditional religion offers, including beauty and
bread, healing, cheer, strength, and open sanctuaries
for the playful and prayerful alike.

These images came more alive for me while hearing
a friend describe his sauntering “spiritual journey.”
This was in response to my request to learn more of his
story. I sensed there were parallels with my own jour-
ney. While we may use some different words to de-
scribe our experience of faith and the life beyond faith
– at least traditional faith – the similarities became
clear. He began by presenting an indelible image from

childhood. Growing up in a small Southern town
where his father was the pastor of a local church, he
remembers riding his bike all over town feeling free
and secure (a boyhood memory I had almost forgot-
ten). As strong as that memory is for him, he recalls
something that also gave him the sense of freedom
and security: “I grew up literally playing in the sanctu-
ary alongside my friends and my dog, building forts
and hideouts in it, and having free run of it not only on
Sundays, but the rest of the week as well.” 

Play with that image in your mind. A child playing in
the church sanctuary feeling free, unafraid – being a
child. As my friend continued his story of faith I kept
returning to that delightful picture. He mused about
the thoughtful way that sanctuary was set up by his
father, with the pulpit on one side and the communion
table in the center, so people “could look into the faces
of others who were there rather than at the backs of
their heads.” That left a lasting impression: “Whatever
my notion of spirituality was to become, it would al-

Space to play, pray or say what you think today

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 4C
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sion groups is whether they will fall under the Biden
administration’s recently announced rule that com-
panies with more than 100 employees must require
workers be vaccinated for the coronavirus or undergo
weekly testing. 

If they do, Ted Esler, the president of Missio Nexus,
an association that includes hundreds of missionary
agencies in the U.S. and Canada, said about 30% of
those agencies could be affected. He thinks they
would comply with the federal mandate but said the
issue is not currently stirring much discussion.

Ultimately, he noted, organizations’ internal rules
may be rendered moot by vaccine entry requirements
that many countries have instituted for visitors.

“Whether you have a policy or not,” Esler said, “if
you’re going to serve cross-culturally in another coun-
try, you’re going to be faced with the government reg-
ulation.” 

A June survey by the Public Religion Research In-
stitute showed COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy decreas-
ing and acceptance growing, but refusal rates holding
steady. It also found significant variance of opinion
between people from different faith traditions. 

White evangelical Protestants had the highest vac-
cine refusal rate at 24% and among the lowest accep-
tance rates at 56%. By comparison, acceptance rates
stood at 56% for Hispanic Protestants, 65% for Latter-

day Saints, 66% for Black Protestants, 69% for other
Protestants of color and 74% for white mainline Prot-
estants. 

The IMB has had vaccine requirements for other
diseases in place since the 1980s, and it says some
have chosen to skip international service because of
it.

Esler, who served as a missionary in Bosnia in the
1990s with the Pioneers organization, said he had to
be inoculated against diseases like diphtheria, polio,
tetanus and typhoid before he could go. 

Esler wasn’t eager to get a COVID-19 vaccine and is
hesitant to advise others to roll up their sleeves. But
he got vaccinated because he is continuing to travel. 

“From my perspective, this is an issue more be-
cause of the fact that it’s COVID-related than it is vac-
cine-related,” Esler said. 

“It’s unfortunate that the COVID vaccine here is
controversial and rejected by some,” he added, “when
in other places it would be coveted and highly sought-
after and they cannot get it.” 

Vaccine 
Continued from Page 1C

“This is something that must be left

up to a person’s own conscience,

research and discussions with a

doctor, as well as their particular

ministry context,” 
Rev. Allen Nelson IV

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Sept. 26

Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information. 
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online, featuring
prayers, music, readings, conversation. For more in-
formation and Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
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 Cathedral of All Souls: Sunday services at
7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucharist (in person only) 11:15 a.m.
Eucharist (in person and livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube and Facebook), 6
p.m. service of Taize Compline (in person). 9 Swan St.,
Biltmore Village, Asheville. 
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 services
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 service at
10 a.m. Sundays in fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and wearing masks. 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Indoor worship at 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service also livestreamed
on church Facebook page and can be accessed later at
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
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.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday services at 8 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only), 10:45 a.m. Eucharist (in
person and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic service (in
person and on YouTube). 60 Church St., Asheville.
Visit www.trinityasheville.org.
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.

Sept. 28

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.

Sept. 30

“Demystifying Solar for Homeowners” workshop: 7
p.m., Black Mountain Presbyterian Church, 117 Mon-
treat Road, Black Mountain. Presentations and Q&A.
Free but reservations encouraged at www.signupge-
nius.com/go/904094aa5a82fa4fb6-
demystifying or call 828-669-2725. 

Oct. 2

Hunger Walk and Drive Thru Food Drive: 9 a.m.-noon,
First Congregational Church, 1735 5th Ave. W., Hen-
dersonville. Meet in parking lot then cross over to
Laurel Park Green. Bring food to donate. Pottery for
sale. Prayer shawls available and free. Visit
www.fcchendersonville.org.

Oct. 9

Car show and yard sale: Show 10 a.m.-2 p.m., sale 9
a.m.-4 p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville. Call 828-254-7262.
Swannanoa Valley Christian Ministry Walk for Your
Neighbor fundraiser: Register at 1 p.m., walk at 2
p.m., First Baptist Church, 130 Montreat Road, Black
Mountain. Followed by food and music. If interested in
sponsorship or how to participate, contact Cheryl
Wilson at 828-664-9224 or svcmdirector@gmail.com.

Oct. 24

Bald Mountain Baptist Church 75th anniversary: 11
a.m., 26 Bald Mountain Road, Black Mountain (on Shu-
mont Mountain). Call 828-775-4937.

RELIGION CALENDAR

ways be deeply and solidly grounded in the soil of
freedom, security and play, as well as in the lives of
those (both two-legged and four-legged) with whom
I shared community.”

He felt driven or drawn to ministry and, much to
his “utter and complete astonishment,” found him-
self in seminary. He thought theological education
might offer a “spiritual milestone” but it signaled his
“exit from it.” Like me, he tried his hand at parish
work but made the decisive choice to leave the
church and leave ministry. He gave up his ordination
and “though my exit was not graceful, it was com-
pletely necessary and profoundly liberating.” He felt
drawn to be “present in those relational spaces
where people were trying to explore their lives in
honest and meaningful ways” (maybe learning to
play?). What he discovered in clinical work, counsel-
ing and working with youth, I discovered in chap-
laincy. As in that small town sanctuary of his child-
hood, he knew looking into the eyes and lives of the
people held more significance than focusing on
church, clergy or creeds. The church he was raised in
“never felt big enough” and he searched for new
sanctuaries, spaces that “embraced questions.” He
has found that welcoming in “the presence and pow-
er of nature” and in the fellowship of like-minded
folks including local Unitarians. 

My friend’s honesty is compelling as he shares
snapshots of his journey. I was particularly struck by
a later comment: “I am becoming more deeply aware
that nature is a fundamental and profound part of
what makes me come alive.” I can picture him riding
bikes, walking and playing in the great sanctuary of
nature with John Muir. I imagine we could join them.

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 Free-
thinker,” “Broken Bridges” and “A Freethinker’s Gos-
pel.” Learn more at chighland.com.

Highland
Continued from Page 3C

to make up for lost time together as a family.”
The resort’s location in the Hudson Valley was ide-

al for guests who were hesitant to fly to more-distant
vacation destinations last year, Donohue added. “As a
result, we saw strong demand from the tri-state area,
a trend which we’re thrilled to see continuing this
summer in addition to the return of guests who are
visiting from across the country or even interna-
tionally,” she said.

The meaning of family

Back in 1970, Jim Connolly and his wife, Peggy An-
derson Connolly, invited Peggy’s brothers and their
families to their house in Commack, Long Island, for a
party.

“It was meant to get the family together on a posi-
tive note,” Peggy’s brother, Richard Anderson of Ha-
verstraw, N.Y., explained. Back then, it was just the
four siblings with their spouses, and a total of 14 chil-
dren.

“We had such a good time having the family togeth-
er that we just continued doing it,” Richard said.

They held the same party the next year, and it be-
came an annual event. Family members know not to
pencil anything else on their calendars for the Fourth
of July weekend each year: That Saturday is the de
facto reunion, with most people sleeping over and
staying for breakfast and an early lunch on Sunday.

“My daughter Ainsley looks forward to sleeping
over every year, wherever we go,” said Richard’s
daughter Erin Taylor. “It always does become a fun
sleepover.”

Over the years, as the family grew and spread out
into the Rockland County area and beyond, the party
took on greater meaning.

“My one brother lives in Syracuse, my sister was in
Pennsylvania…and it was nice to get all of us together
in person,” Richard said.

Now, their children are sharing hosting duties
throughout Rockland, Westchester, and upstate. Al-

though it may be on a smaller scale than the Bull re-
union – only about 35 attendees this year – the group
looks forward to it every year.

Traditions honored

The Dorsey reunion has occurred every July since
1956, except for last year, when it was not held due to
the pandemic. For the past three decades, the reunion
has been held on Jekyll Island, Georgia. This year’s
event drew 90 members of the extended Dorsey fam-
ily from multiple states including New York, Mary-
land, North and South Carolina, Alabama, Florida and
Georgia.

“My maternal grandmother, Gladys Louise Dorsey
Kennedy, was one of 10 kids,” explained family mem-
ber Jenny Higgons, who lives in Hastings-on-Hud-
son. “She and her four sisters and five brothers grew
up in Pitts, Georgia.

The 2021 Dorsey Family Reunion was especially
anticipated because of last year’s cancellation: “We
had two years of catching up to do!”

Family reunions are often the only time that mem-
bers of far-flung families can see each other. 

“The reunions are usually the only times I see my
four first cousins from my mother’s side of the family,”
Higgons said. “Their mother – my late mother’s sister
– was there. She’s 93 and the oldest living Dorsey.”

Of course, much of the reunion comprised sitting
around the pool and on the hotel’s veranda, catching
up with family happenings from the past two years.
But everyone made sure to take part in long-loved tra-
ditions, as well.

“We had our annual croquet tournament on the ho-
tel’s regulation-size croquet field, played cornhole,
had our usual Saturday night family dinner and our
usual Sunday morning worship service (there are
quite a few Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist min-
isters in the family),” she said.

The Andersons have their own traditions, too:
games of bocce, cards (“31,” anyone?), and Liar’s Po-
ker. And it wouldn’t be a family reunion without mac-
aroni salad and stuffed clams.

“For the 50th last year, we wanted to go big and
have it catered somewhere,” Richard Anderson said.
“But it really wouldn’t have been the same.”

Reunions
Continued from Page 3C

claim the same rest he has as he sits at the right hand
of God, his Father. Jesus is not only concerned for our
physical rest and time set aside to “be still and know
that I am God,” Sabbath-time, but he is also con-
cerned about the rest he can give us through full sal-
vation. At the same time, Jesus can take the burdens
of everyday life and share our load giving us rest.

In Matthew 11:28-30, Jesus gave us a promise with
these gracious words: “Come to Me all who toil and
are burdened, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke
upon you and learn from Me, for I am meek and lowly
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My
yoke is easy and My burden is light.” He didn’t say
that we would no longer have struggles and prob-
lems, but he will give us rest in the middle of uncer-
tainty – even rest for our souls.

What does this kind of rest mean? It is an inward
rest when all around us is confusion and falling apart.
Whatever our situation, when we come to the Lord,
we find a rest that’s for our very souls. The rest that
comes from God is the same rest that is found by
knowing Jesus. The calmness, assurance, trust, and
stillness are ours to claim by answering the call of Je-
sus,” Come to me … I will give you rest!” This is the
blessing of God’s rest!

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

McConnell
Continued from Page 1C


