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from parking lot. Windows and doors
will be open. Be aware of the outside
temperature and dress accordingly. 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 ac-

cessed later at www.newbridgebaptis-
t.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m. services, 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.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 ser-
vice (in person and on YouTube). 60
Church St., Asheville. Visit www.trini-
tyasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church:

Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood
Road.

West Canton Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Service also on
Facebook. No nursery until further no-
tice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Dec. 27

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black

Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship
and testimony 7 p.m. Small group dis-
cussion 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Free child care. Contact Connie at 828-
669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-669-4146.

Jan. 8

American Christian Fiction Writ-
ers: 10 a.m. every second Saturday,
Cross Roads Baptist Church, 705 Ander-
son Ridge Road, Greer, SC. Doors open
9:30 a.m. For questions, email Tammy
Karasek at
upstatesc@acfwchapter.com.
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Pastors, priests, rabbis and imams
have preached on this for centuries. It is
perhaps the central story of all the Bible:
refugees seeking refuge. The search for a
home or homeland is critical to under-
standing the biblical narrative. Hebrew
slaves escaped from Egypt … Jesus and
his Jewish parents escaped to Egypt.
Passovers without passports. In both
narratives there was forced movement
from one place to another and new faiths
were forged from fearfulness and injus-
tice. As formerly enslaved African Amer-
ican, Harriet Jacobs, wrote: “There are no
bonds so strong as those which are
formed by suffering together.” 

Today, about 90 percent of Egyptians
are Sunni Muslim, 10 percent Christian
and there are about 100 Jews. So Mus-
lims, Christians and Jews are still living
with tensions as their faiths grow old to-
gether. Freethinkers in Egypt are often
treated as social outcasts, “persecuted
and forced into hiding” (Humanists In-
ternational). At the same time, “some re-
ligious leaders and media personalities
continued to employ discriminatory lan-
guage against Christians.” Yet, the gov-

ernment also re-opened a historic syna-
gogue in Alexandria, and Islamic teach-
ers encouraged Muslims “to congratulate
Christians on their holidays, to assist
non-Muslims in need, and to stop using
[religious] beliefs as means to harm or di-
minish others.” 

When people of faith forget where they
came from, the lands they left by choice
or by force, forgetting their own refugee
status in history, something happens to
their faith-story. Biblical religions began
with people searching for refuge, shelter,
sanctuary. Though some have turned that
story into a spiritual pilgrimage to a sanc-
tuary in the sky, to personal salvation,
those original refuge-seekers were in
communal crisis, on the move for a place
to belong, a space to freely practice their
beliefs. Tradition consists of one group of
refugees handing down their story to a
new generation of refugees.

A courageous collective memory
urges us to connect those ancient stories
to the plight of those in flight today, those
severed from sanctuary and security. We
can honor the old stories by weaving
loose threads, creating safety nets for the
most vulnerable. 

The United Nations reports over 80
million people worldwide are “forcibly
displaced.” Closer to home, this holiday
season, as winter temperatures dipped
into the 20s, urban refugees living in
tents near a church were “cleared” –

chased and displaced. Happy holidays.
Sorry, but this touches the forgotten of-
fense of the original stories.

One definition of the word refuge is “a
harbor, a port in a storm.” Having lived
most of my life near a bay and ocean, this
image rings loud like a ship’s bell, blast-
ing like a foghorn on a lighthouse or
bridge. The sound of shelter. A promise
of protection. Yet, how can people find
their way to safe harbor? “Do you hear
what I hear?” – the voices of refugees
near and far, voices of loss as well as lib-
eration. 

Is the massive migration of human
lives today that much different than in
ages past? Is it possible there are new re-
ligions being born among the migrants?
Could a fertile kind of faith or freethink-
ing give birth to something revolutionary,
a binding together of refugees, the
shared humanity of refuge-seekers?
Could this be a refuge beyond religion it-
self?

Reflecting on the meaning of nativity,
we might consider what we’ve lost under
the tinsel and twinkling lights. Has na-
tivism – a preference for the land of our
birth, protecting our own customs and
culture – obscured the instability of the
stable story? The ancient tale, honestly
told, isn’t a pretty package wrapped in
glitter and gold. Yet it may still present a
deeply meaningful truth for both believ-
ers and nonbelievers. 

A brown baby is born in a Middle East-
ern barn and his persecuted family must
flee their homeland to somewhere they
have never been as powerful forces seek
to do violence against the powerless. It’s
a troubling and tragic tale of destabilizing
displacement, dehumanization and dis-
appointment. There are few, if any, silent
nights. This is no children’s carol with
tidings of comfort and joy. Yet … there’s a
flicker of light and hope ahead. The dark
passageway to the unknown is a perilous
journey illumined by a string of refuges
along the route, marked by compassion-
ate communities offering temporary,
tentative safety. The risks are real, the
suffering is real, as is the driving dream
of liberation, made possible, survivable
by those who open their homes and lives,
symbolic torches lit along the treacher-
ous paths. 

We’re not used to hearing these sto-
ries in this way, but we need to. Timeless
tales out of Africa connect us to the ebb
and flow of humanity in ceaseless cur-
rents of change. If there is a hidden trea-
sure under a tree, this may be it.

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 Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn more
at chighland.com.

African Nativity: Stories of refuge and refugees
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I never imagined how much having
children could change not only family pat-
terns of daily life, but also change so many
of my personal emotions, perspectives,
and behaviors. And then, along came
grandchildren bringing with them an en-
tirely different set of change-makers. As I
look each one in the face, I see God’s hand
on their lives, the beauty in which they
were created, the uniqueness of each one,
and their potential. From the time I held
them in baptism, and each day that I look
on their faces as they grow up, I feel the
change that they bring to my personal
world; a change that makes me want to be
all that God has for my life because of what
I see in their faces. 

One can only speculate as to what Mary
and Joseph thought as they looked into the
face of the Baby Jesus. Joseph had come to
terms with the fact that he was not the bio-
logical father, but believing that Jesus was
the promised Messiah, he worshipped
along with the others. Mary, having al-
ready given herself to the will of God, knew
in her heart that her baby was the Savior of
the world. She could not have known the
nature of the ministry, life, death, and the

miraculous resurrection of her Son. But as
they both looked into the face of Jesus, I
believe they knew that he was a gift from
God and somehow, unknown to them, he
would save them and the world.

Then we think about those wonderful
shepherds; hard-working, illiterate, yet re-
ceptive and obedient to the message of the
angels. They became the first evangelists
to tell the salvation story! What an honor!
What did they see when they knelt at the
manger and looked into Jesus’ face? What
did they think? The shepherds knew, even
though Jesus was not born in a palace,
that this was the long-expected Messiah.
They knew because of the heavenly mes-
sage from the angels; the proclamation
that this baby was the Christ, the Lord,
and the Savior. They believed and went to
see for themselves. Then they were so full
of joy that their hope had been fulfilled,
that they told all whom they saw on the
streets of Bethlehem, continuing to glorify
and praise God as they returned to their
sheep. 

Later in Luke 2, we find Simeon who
the scriptures calls “just and devout.” Sim-
eon provides a model for us as Christians
today. He was in a right relationship with
God, dedicated completely to God’s will,
looking expectantly for the coming of
Christ, and he was receptive and obedient
to the Holy Spirit. Some think that he was
a semi-retired priest called in by the Holy
Spirit to witness the dedication of Jesus.

Simeon had been awaiting the coming of
Christ, and now he held that little Baby in
his arms. Not only had the world received
the Savior, but Simeon had received his
personal Savior with the words, “My eyes
have seen your salvation, the salvation for
all people.” Anna, a priestess in the temple,
also looked into Jesus’ face and gave
thanks

Yes, Mary and Joseph, the shepherds,
Simeon, and Anna; all looked on the beau-
ty of a Baby and were changed. Mary and
Joseph, knowing that they had the re-
sponsibility of raising the Son of God,
knowing that he also was their personal
Savior, but unsure of all the implications,
were certainly changed. The shepherds,
exercising simple child-like faith and obe-
dience, found salvation and told all who
would listen. They were also changed.
Simeon, with faith fulfilled and eyes upon
his Savior, was filled with peace. Simeon
was never the same again. And Anna saw
Jesus and gave thanks. Salvation changes
people. You and I can be changed, a con-
tinual daily change.

Henry Nouwen wrote, “Songs, good
feelings, beautiful liturgies, nice presents,
big dinners, and sweet words do not make
Christmas. Christmas is saying yes to
something beyond all emotions and feel-
ings. Christmas is saying yes to a hope
based on God’s initiative, which has noth-
ing to do with what I think or feel. Christ-
mas is believing that the salvation of the

world is God’s work and not mine.” Can we
look into Jesus’ face this Christmas and
claim our salvation?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, imprisoned by Hit-
ler during World War II, writes to his fian-
cée on one lesson learned from life in pris-
on: “A prison cell, in which one waits,
hopes, does various unessential things,
and is completely dependent on the fact
that the door of freedom has to be opened
from the outside is not a bad picture of Ad-
vent.” Human kind was locked in a world
of darkness and sin. The door was shut
against a loving relationship with God our
Creator. The door that separates us from
God had to be opened by Someone from
outside our world. And so it was that Jesus
opened that door when he stepped into
our world at Bethlehem.

Are we ready to obey God’s call to be a
willing vessel as Mary was? Are we pre-
pared to leave everything, find our Savior
and bear the message to others as the
shepherds were? Are we determined to
embrace Jesus, look into his face, claim
him as our Savior as Simeon did, and give
thanks for him as Anna did? Maybe this is
the Christmas that a baby transforms our
lives. As we begin a new year, let us make
sure that our salvation comes from the Ba-
by of Bethlehem, the Light of the World!

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist minis-
ter. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com.

The baby that gives us a
different set of change-makers
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Windows at German mosque
damaged; unclear if it was
targeted

BERLIN – Several windows at a
mosque in the eastern German city of
Leipzig were broken after dozens of
people set off fireworks, set fire to gar-
bage cans and threw bottles at cars, po-
lice said Tuesday. It wasn’t clear
whether the mosque was targeted de-
liberately.

The windows were broken on Mon-
day evening, police told news agency
dpa. Before that, the group of about 80
people had marched nearby and

thrown paint and stones at a police pa-
trol car. Police estimated the total value
of the damage caused during the inci-
dent at 30,000 euros (nearly $34,000). 

The mosque – run by the the Turk-
ish-Islamic Union for Religious Affairs,
or DITIB – appeared to be the only
building that was damaged, but police
didn’t say whether that was on purpose
and there was no word on whether
there was any political motive.

There were no arrests, though offi-
cers took 12 people to a police station to
register their identity. Police initially
linked the damage to a march by what
they believed was a left-wing group.
They opened an investigation into sus-
pected breach of the peace.

RELIGION BRIEF

Four window panes were shattered at the Ditib Eyup Sultan Mosque in east
Leipzig, Germany, on Monday. Police initially linked the damage to a march by
what they believed was a left-wing group. JAN WOITAS/DPA VIA AP


