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Something I was reading brought me
back to the Gospel of Mark, chapter 8.
Here we find the famous Sunday School
story of the feeding of 4,000 people who
gathered to hear the itinerant rabbi of
Nazareth. Somehow the disciples were
able to feed the throng with a few loaves
of bread and a couple of fish (maybe
most were fasting that day?). This is of-
ten told as a “miracle” to prove that Je-
sus had special powers to magically
bake bread and fry fish in the desert. Or,
perhaps similar to the amazing esoteric
events in other traditions, it was simply
a story to highlight the “special food” of
the Teacher’s wisdom? Whatever this
experience is meant to convey, the
masses got a free meal. The baker and
his fishermen sailed off in a boat across
the lake.

The drama of the desert feast is fol-
lowed by righteously religious teachers
who show up to ask for a sign, testing to
see why this rebel rabbi deserves such a
large, popular following. You would
think he would merely point across the

lake to the crowd enjoying fresh fish
sandwiches, but instead he says some-
thing curious: “No sign will be given to
this generation.” If you’re looking for a
clever magic trick to show off divine
deeds you aren’t going to get it. The self-
righteous don’t seem to have their eyes
open. And this Teacher is focused on
clear vision.

In the previous chapter, the Covert
Christ (Sneaky Savior?) tries to slip si-
lently into a house because he “did not
want anyone to know he was there”
(7:24). After opening the ears and the
mouth of a man with hearing and speak-
ing impairments—someone “he took
aside in private, away from the crowd”—
he ordered those present to “tell no one”
(7:36). 

Then comes an intriguing scene
where the disciples realize, after all
those leftovers of bread and fish, they
forgot to bring a picnic basket on the
boat. Their Teacher gives a nutritious
lesson on the “yeast” of the self-righ-
teous and the powerful rulers, but the
students are too distracted by the em-
barrassment of an empty lunchbox. Je-
sus is annoyed. Why are they worried
about bread when there’s something
more important going on here? This
leads to what I consider one of the most
critical series of questions Jesus ever
asked: “Do you still not understand? Are

your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes
and fail to see? Do you have ears and fail
to hear?” There will be enough food, if
shared equitably, and there will always
be plenty of food for wise reflection.
Taking these questions to heart is the
point; chew on them. Have an open
heart, eyes, ears … and mind. 

Jesus urges his disciples to pay better
attention, to get onboard the ship he’s
trying to sail. He’s showing compassion
to the poorest, most overlooked folks in
the towns they’re passing through. A
blind man receives the gift of sight, and
Jesus tells him: “Do not even go into the
village.” Go home; keep it to yourself. An
odd instruction perhaps impossible to
obey. 

We may be getting some clarity about
why scholars refer to Mark as a gospel of
secrecy, a fascinating version of the
“good news” that suggests keeping the
“good news” silent. In fact, this gospel
concludes with the disciples finding
their Teacher’s empty grave and, from
amazement and fear, they “said nothing
to no one” (16:8). 

The next section of chapter 8 relates
the famous scene framed by yet another
deep question: “Who do you say that I
am?” Peter boldly responds: “You are
the Promised One.” Interesting that Je-
sus doesn’t say: “You got it, Pete! Tell the
world!” Instead, “he sternly ordered

them not to tell anyone.” He doesn’t
seem interested in publicity, putting on
a show, going viral. Remember, “no sign
will be given” to authenticate his cre-
dentials or his work.

We may wonder how it is that Chris-
tian history has placed so much empha-
sis on those “signs”—miracles and won-
ders—when Jesus himself downplayed
the dramatic—especially in Mark. 

What’s the main lesson here? Reach
out a caring touch to those no one else
will care about, no one else will touch.
Do it quietly. Don’t be a show off. Feed
others and you will be fed. Open your
eyes and ears, your heart and mind and
life to what’s really happening in the
world right now. Don’t let powerful reli-
gious or political leaders distract you
with their fancy breads. Bake your own. 

It’s not about bibles and correct be-
liefs. It’s about good bread, a sturdy boat
and not being blind to the the needs
near at hand. Do we see yet, can we
hear? 

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.
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WAYNESBORO, Va. – A Waynesboro
woman celebrated her 100th year birth-
day a few weeks ago.

Mary Ann Batten said she doesn’t feel
like a centenarian. Instead, she feels like
she’s only 70 years old. Although she
has hearing and balancing difficulties,
Batten has no major health problems.

“I bet you can’t do this,” Batten said as
she proudly demonstrated a sit-and-
reach stretch.

Batten’s second daughter, Beverlee
Vaughan, said her mother often wakes
up at 6 a.m. and spends most mornings
either gardening or weeding her side-
walks. By 10 a.m., with her outside work
done, she then sits down inside to “read
a book a day.”

“You would not know that she is a 100
years old,” Vaughan said. “She gets up
early and she’s starting to take naps,
which she did not do really until this
past year, but she’s out there constant-
ly.”

In celebration of hitting the triple dig-
its, her family made large, colorful post-
ers they hung in her sunroom, had a din-
ner party at Stella, Bella & Lucy’s in
downtown Waynesboro and her grand-
children paid to unofficially name a star
after her.

“It was just so nice,” Batten tearfully
said.

Batten has lived throughout modern
history from the Great Depression,
World War II, the segregation era, the
first moon landing and much more.

“It’s amazing when I look back, when
I think back, at how much progress we
have made,” Batten said.

Batten was born in 1922 in Ohio but
moved to Staunton when she was 7
years old when her father was hired as
lead electrician for Waynesboro High
School. Batten graduated from Waynes-
boro High School when she was 18 years
old. While attending Waynesboro High
School she met her future husband,
Leighton. After high school, Batten at-
tended the University of Mary Washing-
ton in Fredericksburg, but left when
WWII broke out after her father got a job
offer in Fontana, California, as an elec-
trical engineer for Kaiser Steel Mill.

After WWII, Batten and her husband
moved back to Waynesboro in January
1945 after Leighton was done serving in
war in California. The couple had three
children – Barbara, Beverlee and Chip –
during the baby boom era. Batten said
during this time Waynesboro was an in-

dustrial town with factories including
DuPont and Virginia Metalcrafters’ in-
dustrial complex.

“This was all pasture land, there was
nothing, absolutely nothing,” Batten
said of her neighborhood.

Although much different now than in
the 1940s and 1950s, Batten said the Riv-
er City is still a wonderful place.

“I’m a firm believer in doing. Don’t sit
and do it,” she said. “Waynesboro has
really, really changed and I’m really
proud of it.”

During the segregation era, Batten
said she was ahead of her time by hav-
ing several Black friends.

“She’s the most loving person that
anybody will ever meet,” Vaughan said.
“She was a grandma to everybody. She
didn’t have the same mindset a lot of
people of her generation had in the
South.”

Throughout her life, Batten was a
stay-at-home mom to her three children
except for three years when she worked

at First Merchants Bank as a banker.
“I loved that job,” she said. “That was

a fun job.”
Although she was offered a vice

president position, Batten had to resign
when her husband was diagnosed with
Parkinson’s disease at 55 years old.

“She needed to be home and take care
of him and be his caregiver here at the
house,” Vaughan said.

Despite the disease’s progression,
Batten and her husband were still able
to travel together with their family.

After her husband’s death when he
was 75 years old about a quarter century
ago, she continued to travel with her
children and their families. She has vis-
ited Panama twice and took a cruise to
the North Pole from Sweden.

“We were on a cruise to Russia and
Germany,” Batten said. “We all got
scarves and everything. We get up to the
North Pole, it’s 72 degrees.”

What is Batten’s secret to a long life?
Being happy and living a good clean life,

she said.
Besides using her Olay skincare

products to looking ageless, Batten said
she eats healthy foods, wakes up early
and is active daily in some form.

“We live a good clean life,” Vaughan
said.

In today’s economic and political cli-
mate, she worries about the future of
the country.

“I can’t stand that the economy has
just absolutely gone crazy,” she said.
“Younger generations have nothing to
look forward to. There’s just no protec-
tion anywhere, I don’t care where you
put your money, it’s going to be gone. I
been through it in 1929 and it’s heading
exactly the same way as it did.”

Looking back over the past century,
Batten said she has lived a good life.

“Our whole life was looking for fun,
looking for joy,” she said. 

“We just had a wonderful life. I’m
ready to go. I am. I’ve done it all. I’m
ready.”
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Mary Ann Batten, who just turned 100 years old, is seen in her living room at her residence in Waynesboro, Va. PAULA
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about what we have accomplished on
our own. Looking at either case, we can
rise above the circumstances and situa-
tions, good or otherwise, in which we
find ourselves. God offers us a gracious
gift: the power to decide how we will re-
spond to our circumstances. Therefore,
our behavior toward God, others, and
our self is not a function of the condi-
tions in which we find ourselves, but the

result of our decisions. Christ-like re-
sponses to our circumstances can be
learned as Paul writes, “... I have learned
the secret to being content in any and
every circumstance…” (Philippians 4:12
CEB)

James Harnish writes,” For me to live
in Christ is to go back to him, over and
over and over forever; keeping our
hands outstretched toward him. Of
course, to die is gain…Certainly to walk
on the landscape of eternity will be gain,
and then some. But in the meantime,
blessed is the person who can say, ‘For
me to live is Christ.’ Such a person, seek-

ing the mind of Christ by grace, can
claim the prophesy of Ezekiel 36:25-27
(CEB), ‘For here is what I’m going to do:
I’m going to take you out of these coun-
tries, gather you from all over, and bring
you back to your own land. I will pour
pure water over you and scrub you
clean. I will give you a new heart, put a
new spirit in you. I will remove the stone
heart from your body and replace it with
a heart that is God-willed, not self-
willed. I will put my Spirit in you and
make it possible for you to do what I tell
you and live by my commands.’ “(With
Hands Outstretched, p.87, 88)

To live like this is to live in Christ, to
have the mind of Christ, to think like Je-
sus. To have the mind of Christ is to ex-
perience peace, Jesus’ peace that he
promised to give each of us. The mind of
Christ gives us joy with the “now,”
knowing that we are living a “win-win”
life; a life that hardships, bad experienc-
es, and even good times and success
will not be able to change.

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