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LIVING

ENJOY THE
BEAUTY OF
WINTER

A Sourwood tree in winter. ILLUSTRATION COURTESY OF ELIZABETH ELLISON

Nature Journal George Ellison Guest columnist

W
inter is the season of clarity, a time when we see and hear

acutely. It's the season when the mountains shimmer

with light and sounds. Each year it seems we need to be

reminded anew of these qualities. h After summer's haze

and the soft tones of autumn, we're confronted not with the gloom we tend

to anticipate but with an intensity that makes window panes gleam. Some

part of the effect, of course, is snow or frost, which sparkles on the moun-

tains, somehow making them seem to move closer. Is there a scientific ex-

planation for this phenomenon whereby summer's far ridges seemingly

come almost within reach when covered with a blanket of snow? h But

even without snow or frost, winter light has its peculiar quality. It is so pure

we see the lines and edges of things clearly. Twigs and branches are cross-

hatched against the sky with lines as fine as those made by an artist.

See ELLISON, Page 4C

In a perceptive column, “What Do You Say to the
Sufferer?” (New York Times, Dec. 9, 2021), David
Brooks relates a story from Rabbi Elliot Kukla, a trans-
gender activist in the San Francisco Bay area. A brain-
injured woman who often fell down, told the rabbi: “I
think people rush to help me up because they are so
uncomfortable with seeing an adult lying on the floor.
But what I really need is for someone to get down on
the ground with me.”

It sounds like a religious question: what do we do
after the fall? Have you been a first responder, present
when someone has fallen? A physical fall can be a seri-
ous medical event. So can an emotional fall. How we
respond says a great deal about our empathy and “how
low we can go.” 

I always appreciate this kind of anecdote, a contem-
porary parable illustrating both the weakness and
wonder of human nature. I find the rabbi’s story a very
apt description of what a conscientious chaplain
would do, or any ethically-conscious person. Let’s get
to the ground-level with this: any sensitive, thoughtful
person would do that—“get down on the ground” with
one who is suffering. Not trying to “rescue” the person
or “fix” the situation. Start by being there, being pre-
sent, compassionately listening, aware of what’s hap-
pening here and now, with this unique individual.
Conscious of what we can do, and what we can’t do, or
shouldn’t do. There may be others more competent or
capable of helping the person in need, if they truly
need help. There are certainly times when immediate
action is necessary. 

During seminary some of us volunteered for the
overnight shift on the suicide prevention hotline. Half
of the shift was spent trying to sleep on a cot in one
corner of the room (in a wing of a local Methodist 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

After the fall:
On the ground
with the fallen

See HIGHLAND, Page 4C

During the past weeks of Advent leading up to
Christmas Day, we have been immersed in the spirit of
giving. As we heard the Christmas hymns, the prayers,
the liturgy, our hearts were turned toward God’s gift to
each of us—the gift of his Son Jesus through whom we
may find salvation. We also admit that we were ob-
sessed with what gift we would give that special per-
son, our children and grandchildren, and our friends.
We wanted the gifts to be just what that person needed
or wanted. And so, we gave unconditionally with love.

I know that I tend to use my grandchildren often as
examples, but they seem to fit right in with what I want
to say. All of them have “giving” hearts which are seen
in different expressions. Evelyn, our six-year-old, con-
stantly gives away her drawings, items from her trea-
sure box, and even coins. She always says, “I want you
to have it. I don’t need it, just put it on your desk.” Then
she checks later to see if I still have it. Maybe, just may-
be, Evelyn has found at such an early age the magic of
giving all year long.

For most of us, it does not take long after Christmas
Day for the special feelings of excitement and antici-
pation to begin to wear off. We find the Christmas spir-
it winding down like the old-timey clock sitting on the
mantel that uses a key to keep it wound up and chim-
ing the correct time. Gifts have been given and re-
ceived, friends and relatives have come and gone, and
the last leftover from the dinner has been eaten. We
turn and in just a short time, we face back to work,
back to school, and back to routine-back to normal.
Christmas is a wonderland, a fantasy of snow, of
sometimes unusually warm weather, love, and good
will. However, we find ourselves thinking that we must
leave it behind and face all the realities of the “real”
world.

On the other hand, maybe the giving, caring, and
loving spirit of Christmas is the “real” world in which
we long to live each day-the world in which we should
live. Is it possible that we can live each day of the year
in the intense and the intentional spirit of Christmas?
Can we live daily putting the needs and concerns of
others in front of ourselves? Can we live daily in a
“Christmas” world that has the Jesus story and God’s
love for us as the centerpiece of our existence? Maybe
the real world is the one that the incarnation of Jesus 

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Sharing the light of
Christmas year round

See MCCONNELL, Page 4C
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The characteristic sounds of winter are those
heard from a distance that yet seem near at
hand: a rooster's call or the roar of a chainsaw or
a truck engine starting up can seem to be occur-
ring just yards away. Voices carry in the crisp
winter air so that snatches of distant conversa-
tions can be deciphered.

High overhead the cry of a redtailed hawk as
it patrols the cove looking for rodents pierces
the air. In the distance there is the raucous call
of a pileated woodpecker. Nearer at hand the
soft peck-peck-pecking indicates the presence
of a downy woodpecker on the other side of pine
tree.

The white-throated sparrow -- with its white
bib and distinctive yellow facial markings --
provides the most distinctive bird call in winter.
Most everyone knows its pensive whistling,
which some translate into "Ooh poor Sam Pea-
body, Peabody, Peabody." To me, it seems to say,
"Cold, cold winter is coming, coming."

Perhaps the most characteristic sounds of
winter are those created by the wind: the soft
rustling movements of air passing through a
field, or the monotonous scraping of tree limbs
against one another.

At times you can quite literally hear a patch of
woodlands softly roaring in the winter wind.
The poet Robert Burns remarked on this effect
in one of his letters: "There is scarcely any
earthly object gives me more -- I do not know if I
should call it pleasure -- but something which
exalts me -- something which enraptures me --
than to walk in the sheltered side of a wood in a
cloudy winter day, and hear the stormy wind
howling among the trees, and raving over the
plain. It is my best season of devotion."

Winter is a time for truly seeing and hearing,
for trying to pay close attention to the world
about us while we can, a season of devotion.

George Ellison is an award-winning natural-
ist and writer. His wife, Elizabeth Ellison, is a
watercolor artist and paper-maker who has a
gallery-studio in Bryson City. Contact them at
info@georgeellison.com or info@elizabethelli-
songallery.com or write to P.O. Box 1262, Bryson
City, NC 28713.

Ellison
Continued from Page 1C

church). A ringing phone would startle us from shallow
slumber (probably dreaming about theology class or a
church service) and a person in crisis was on the line, in
our ear, awakening us to be fully human. Listen; don’t
try to fix it; provide resources when appropriate; listen
more; encourage. Simple guidelines that were anything
but simple. 

David Brooks is astute enough to say there aren’t al-
ways words to say to make things better, to help. He’s
right. There were many moments as a chaplain when I
had to “get down” with someone who was in physical or
mental pain. Most often there was nothing much to say
except perhaps whispering calming words of encour-
agement while waiting for an ambulance, crisis team or
nurse. Or, just waiting. Waiting with the person where
they were, literally on the ground, on the sidewalk, on
the floor, in a chair, on a park bench, confined in a jail
cell. Wherever their “ground” was, I had to be grounded
too, there with them.

Back when my knees were strong and I could crouch
for an hour (and still stand up), I would often squat low
by the cold, dusty steel bars in the county jail to speak
with an inmate in distress. They might be sitting or lying
on their lower bunk or, when the jail was overcrowded,
on a mattress flopped down on the concrete floor. Some

of the most meaningful moments of my chaplaincy hap-
pened then, in those low places where a person was at
their lowest. Sometimes I’d get light-headed standing
up after crouching so long. Another lesson in grounding:
it may cause light-headedness, a feeling of instability,
imbalance, disorientation, looking a person in the eye,
listening, empathizing with their feelings. 

Many older persons cause me to practice something
else we often resist: slowing down. Take the time, the
breaths, the awareness, to re-orient, to prevent a fall, or
respond to one. Toppling over is frightening and danger-
ous. Sometimes a person doesn’t fully recover. So it’s
good to slow it down, get down and wait until they’re
ready to rise, if they can. 

Some may recall the gospel story of a fallen man
whose friends lower him down through a roof before Je-
sus of Nazareth. As normally preached, the story spot-
lights the miracle worker, but my chaplain sense tells
me it’s just as important to highlight the one who trust-
ed his friends, as well as those who crouched, raised
their friend, then gently lowered him to assistance. Per-
haps the best of faith, of ethical action, is descending
with another person, meeting them right where they
are, whatever the risk, whatever the outcome. And may-
be rising with them. 

After the fall, how do we respond to the fallen? If
we’re awake and aware, we might lift each other up.

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain for
many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist cele-
brant. Learn more at chighland.com.

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

has created for us. A world in which we can receive the
gift that he has brought, the gift that keeps on giving
each day.

As we held our candles out in front of us in the dark-
ness of the Christmas Eve service, the Holy Spirit chal-
lenged me to let God’s light shine into my heart with
cleansing power. And at the same time not to keep the
light just for myself. Just as the light of God’s grace
chases away the darkness in our lives, we are to give the
light to someone in darkness, sharing the story of grace.
Darkness takes on many different forms for different
people. Your light, and mine, can be given away to those
desperate ones in the dark. “ …the people who lived in
the dark have seen a great light, and a light has come
upon those who lived in the region and in shadow of
death. (Matthew 4:16, CEB)

The words of a song by Matthew West seem to say
much about what we can do differently with Christmas

this year.
“What if I told you, you have the power to give some-

one hope far beyond their wildest dreams?
What if I told you it's right there in your hands? In

your hands!
It's hard to imagine how something so small can

make all the difference, tear down the tallest wall.
What if December looked different this year? What if

we all just give this Christmas away?
If there's love in your heart, don't let it stay there!

Give this Christmas away and your life will be changed
by the gift you receive when you give this Christmas
away.

For God so loved the world, He gave His only Son, so
we could be His hands, His feet, His love.

Give this Christmas away. You have the power. Just
give it away. Give it away.”

So, maybe we can do Christmas differently this year.
Maybe we can keep it with us all year by just giving it
away every day. Freely give the light from your candle
away this New Year!

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McConnell,
retired Methodist minister. 

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

Jan. 2

Online services: Some churches are still having online
worship services. Visit church websites for full in-
formation. 
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online. Prayers,
music, readings, conversation. For more information
and Zoom link, visit https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
Biltmore Church: All campuses now open for on-site
services with safety measures in place. Online services
at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Face-
book. 35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite locations.
View times and locations at www.biltmorechurch.com.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook page
for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homily.
Visit 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.allsoul-
scathedral.org, YouTube and Facebook), 6 p.m. ser-
vice of Taize Compline (in person). 9 Swan St., Bilt-
more Village, Asheville. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilderness:
8:45 or 11 a.m. in-person services. Online service at
8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat
Rock. Visit www.stjohnflatrock.org/.
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.
1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Find Sunday wor-
ship videos at www.fcchendersonville.org/sunday-
sermon/.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in person and on
YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave.,
Asheville. Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.
Grace Lutheran Church - Hendersonville: 9 a.m. tradi-
tional service in person and on Facebook, 11:15 a.m.
praise service, 11:15 a.m. Spanish service in person
and livestreamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service every
second Sunday. Watch special services and sermons
on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W. www.gracehenderson-
ville.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. service in
person and also on Facebook or YouTube. www.nativ-
ityarden.org. 2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Service at 11 a.m.
Enter via side door from parking lot. 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 and 5 p.m.
Sunday services, 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nursery available.
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.

Jan. 4

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain View
Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship and testimony 7
p.m. Small group discussion 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 Writers: 10 a.m. every
second Saturday, Cross Roads Baptist Church, 705
Anderson Ridge Road, Greer, SC. Doors open 9:30
a.m. For questions, email Tammy Karasek at
upstatesc@acfwchapter.com.

RELIGION CALENDAR

Dear Grandparenting: Thought you might enjoy
what I’ve gotten myself into with my grandkids. One
thing led to another over Thanksgiving a good-natured
way. I wound up in a contest with my daughter’s two
teenagers about who could keep a New Year’s resolu-
tion the longest. 

We’ll get together before the stroke of midnight
come Dec. 31 to finalize everything. We’re each putting
up $20, winner take all. I intend to set a good example
and finish what I start. And I’m also hoping my grand-
kids hit it out of the park and build up some confi-
dence. Got any pointers for we three rookies? 

– Aaron Weber, Seattle, Wash. 
Dear Aaron: Here we go again with our national an-

nual orgy of resolution making, soon followed by an
epidemic of resolution breaking. According to in-
formed estimates, 90% of resolution-makers are
found backsliding come February. 

Willpower is nice, but recent research likens it to a
muscle that tires from too much use. A bigger problem

is what psychologists call “affective forecasting,” pre-
dicting how we’ll feel about doing something in the fu-
ture. What sounds like a great idea at the time loses its
appeal come Jan. 1. 

America’s booming self-improvement industry is
standing by. Personal change coaches say the trick is
sustaining the motivation needed to achieve lasting
change, so heartfelt goals from within stand the best
chance of success. 

Congratulations on your little family plan – grand-
parents should leap at the chance to share such experi-
ences with grandchildren. Avoid setting a goal that is
too grand or overly ambitious for starters, and don’t
spread yourself too thin. One resolution seems all we
can handle. 

We like the SMART method – setting goals that are
specific, measurable, achievable, relevant (personally
meaningful) and time-based. Sharing your resolution
with others generates a network of supporters to help
keep you going – and keep you honest. Good luck! 

Grand remark of the week

Sandy Lewis from Kingsport, Tenn., recommends

this quote attributed to the late actress Helen Hays:
“Age only matters if you’re cheese.” 

Dee and Tom, married more than 50 years, have
eight grandchildren. Send to P.O. Box 27454, Towson,
MD, 21285.

GRANDPARENTING

Bet on New Year’s resolutions 

Sharing your New Year’s resolutions with others
generates a network of supporters to help keep you
going – and keep you honest. GETTY IMAGES

Tom, Dee & Key Hardie
Special for Waynesboro Record Herald
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