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The New Year is here. It seems as if our problems
will never cease.

The virus we have been fighting refuses to concede
defeat. Inflation has reared its ugly head and no one
knows the cure. New problems keep coming faster
than we can solve the existing ones. What must we do?

Here we are in January 2022, and the future ap-
pears uncertain. There is no better time than now to
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on
your own understanding.” (Proverbs 3: 5).

On a subject we can handle, I have been told or I
read it somewhere this is the time of year for mending
fences. As I understand it, when the crops were in, the
fields were lying dormant waiting for spring and the
farmers were spending their time in the barn repairing
machinery and mending harness. They were also find-
ing time to get out to the fields to mend fences.

I think it was Robert Frost who wrote “good fences
make good neighbors.” There is a lot of truth in that –
not only for farmers but for homeowners as well. How
many squabbles have started over uncertain boundary
lines? It helps to know where your land ends and your
neighbors’ begins.

But here’s another thought. Perhaps in January, the
start of a new year, it is time for each of us to tear down
some fences. Those fences we put up to protect our-
selves – to protect our personal belongings and wealth
– our reputations and our egos. You know the ones I
mean. We don’t want some people to get to close and we
certainly don’t want them to lay claim to our affections
or friendship – at least not unless we have something to
gain. And during this recent holiday season, when pres-
sures built up, sometimes things were said or things oc-
curred that hurt us deeply, and we haven’t been able to
“get even.” Life gets awfully unfair at times.

But think about it. If we only could open up our
hearts and minds to the people close to us – and maybe
to some of them who are not so close – we might open

up new frontiers for ourselves. Sometimes it is just a
broken down old fence that we keep mending that
keeps us from friendships and experiences that can
enrich our lives.

Greet your new neighbors – make them feel wel-
come. And those hurt feelings – forget them! Shake
hands with that friend or relative who hurt you – make
the first move. Perhaps they also were hurt and all they
need is a handshake or a hug to get back on track.

This is a new year; time for a new beginning. Make it
a year that includes new and renewed friendships and
a year that includes new and renewed life in Christ.
Keep in mind that “Ye are the salt of the earth – ye are
the light of the world – let your light so shine before
men, that they see your good works, and glorify your
Father which is in heaven”. (Matthew 5:13-16) And
don’t forget to “Trust in the Lord” – Always!

Walter F. Thomson is a retired communications en-
gineer and an ordained elder and former Sunday
school teacher at the First Presbyterian Church of War-
minster in Pennsylvania. 
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Thomas Jefferson. A complex figure in history. A
freethinking Founder with a broad view of humanity
and human nature. Yet, as we clearly see today, his
spectacles had a broken lens. In his mind, to fully par-
take of the promises of independence – life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness – one needed to be white,
male and own property. In his mind “all men are cre-
ated equal” but we might point out to this “enlight-
ened” man: “Excuse me, sir, but what about those peo-
ple over there – see those women, and enslaved peo-
ple, and indigenous tribes who were living free and
pursuing happiness before you guys came along?”
Then we could help him focus on those damaged
glasses.

When it came to religious views, Jefferson seemed
to have a less myopic perspective. Freedom to believe
what we choose was high on his list of priorities in a
secular society. What another person believes should
really not be my concern … until those beliefs truly in-
fringe on my beliefs. One of Jefferson’s most cogent
quips on this issue appears in his “Notes on the State
of Virginia” (1781-82): “The legitimate powers of gov-
ernment extend to such acts only as are injurious to
others. But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say
there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my
pocket nor breaks my leg.”

Freely choosing what to believe, or not to believe,
doesn’t pick anyone’s pocket or break anyone’s leg. Of

course, if it does indeed pick our pockets (for instance,
takes our tax money) or actually breaks our leg (causes
physical or mental harm, or breaks down a secular de-
mocracy through sectarian legislation), then the belief
is injurious and needs to be firmly addressed. 

Prior to his eminently-quotable line on pickpockets
and leg-breakers, Jefferson laid out the reasons for his
clarity on the delicate handling of religion in America.
He follows the trail of history from the first settlers
who left England during a time when the English
church was enjoying “victory over the religious of all
other persuasions.” No sooner had these faithful seek-
ers of freedom gained power in the New World that
“they showed equal intolerance” toward Presbyteri-
ans. Quakers escaped persecution in the old country
only to find religious freedom primarily applied to one
Christian sect. Over time, in Jefferson’s colorful
phrase, “other opinions began to creep in.” When 1776
came along, the revolutionary convention ostensibly
wiped away “oppressions in religion.” Heresy used to
be punished under common law, but under the new
Constitution only those who submit to authoritarian
faith leaders – “religious slavery” as Jefferson sees it –
can judge heretical thinkers. Yet the Man from Monti-
cello speaks for all freethinkers when he affirms: “the
rights of conscience we never submitted, we could not
submit.”

Then we have this perceptive passage on pockets
and legs – the power of government to protect against
injury and the right of the individual to believe what
they choose. So long as that choice and practice of
faith doesn’t pick a pocket (rob anyone) or break any-
one’s bones (cause harm), the principle of freedom is
paramount. Freedom must be balanced by responsi-
bility to others or it disintegrates into a cheapened
form: “I can do what I wish and I don’t care about any-

one else” (the Plastic Rule, as opposed to the Golden
Rule). This attitude potentially creates a society of
pickpockets.

Our rational Virginian continues this line of reason-
ing to address any fracturing effects of religion:

“Reason and free inquiry are the only effectual
agents against error. [Set them loose and] they will
support the true religion, by bringing every false one to
their tribunal, to the test of their investigation. [Rea-
son and free inquiry] are the natural enemies of er-
ror….” What does Jefferson mean by “the true reli-
gion”? Here we can refer to his cut-and-paste version
of the Bible (“The Jefferson Bible” or, as he entitled the
book: “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth”). Jef-
ferson admired Jesus as a moral teacher, but since
there are many theological beliefs that distract from
the ethical teachings of that great man, Jefferson en-
courages people, such as his nephew Peter, to: “keep
your reason firmly on the watch” while reading or con-
sidering anything related to belief (Letter to Peter Carr,
August 1787).

Picking a mind can be more harmful than picking a
pocket. A healthy practice of freethinking can be frac-
tured when a person allows religious servitude to defy
or deny the “laws of nature.” This is exactly why Jef-
ferson supports diversity of thought: “Difference of
opinion is advantageous in religion.” That seems natu-
ral. Though it may be wise to protect our pockets and
legs … as well as our minds.

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

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.

Jan. 9

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. 11

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. 18

Church Chat series: 7 p.m., Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River. Free.
This month’s topic is “Creation as the Theater of God’s
Glory.” Call 828-891-7101 or visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Jan. 29

Hope Crusade: 5 p.m., Gatlinburg Convention Center,
234 Historic Nature Trail, Gatlinburg, TN. Presented by
Voice of Hope Ministries. Teaching, preaching, music.
Free. Visit www.vohministries.org.

RELIGION CALENDAR

everything that you have and love your neighbor just
like you love yourself.

Jesus recommended change in lifestyle for his dis-
ciples when he called them from the fishing boats to
discipleship. There was change in words of Jesus
when he told Nicodemus, “You must be born again.”
Jesus offered change to the rich, young ruler, the wom-
an caught in adultery, and the woman at the well. The
incarnation, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus
are all about change; change from thinking and living
for earthly accomplishments to embracing eternal am-

bitions; change from membership in an earthly king-
dom to joining into the kingdom of God that can be es-
tablished in our lives and hearts here and now in the
moment.

The most convincing evidence and testimony to the
power of the gospel of Jesus Christ is the awesome
transformation in the individual lifestyles of a new be-
liever. And what is so amazing about God-given
change in our lives is that if we allow transformation to
continue, we can experience what Paul writes about in
2Corinthians 3:18, “… we are changed into the same im-
age of Christ from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of
the Lord.” (KJV)

I am reminded of the lyrics of a short chorus by Ed-
die Espinosa titled “Change My Heart, O God.”

“Change my heart, O God

Make it ever true.
Change my heart, O God
May I be like You.
You are the Potter
I am the clay.
Mold me and make me
This is what I pray.”
Jesus offers us daily change from who we are, to

who he wants us to be. Are we actively seeking that
permanent change that will bring us into an intimate
relationship with 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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