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In childhood, my sister and I loved to play
games with our parents. Cards and board games
were the best: Rummy, Yahtzee, Parcheesi, Sor-
ry, Monopoly and many more. Mom was happy
to play table games—especially Scrabble—but
with her severe arthritis she wasn’t able to join
in the physically exerting games along with
Dad: pingpong and basketball, badminton and
lawn darts, frisbee or tag, but she still cheered
us on. We all enjoyed the playful competition.

Later, when I became involved in youth
groups, choirs, Bible studies and evangelistic
activities, I “dropped the ball” on family and
sports. More serious games took center stage,
center court, center table. One of the favorites
was, as it always has been, the Bible Game. Who
could memorize the most verses; who had the
coolest interpretations; who could connect the
dots between Psalms and Paul, Jeremiah and
Jesus. Those who played the Bible Game with
the most skill were the most admired for their
great faith. They were the most committed and
blessed. 

Probably the most “active” game was the
Theology Game. Whole churches, colleges and
seminaries are structured around this one.
Countless books—Rules of the Game—have
been written to give instructions for how to play,
how to win. No one wants to lose this game.
There are Catholic and Protestant, Muslim and
Jewish, Hindu and Mormon and a thousand
made-up God-talk Games. Like an Olympic
competition—the “end game” is to go for the
gold, to beat all the others. Whose deity gets top
prize? 

Another “table game” was no game at all:
Communion. This was a serious drama of mov-
ing parts we were never supposed to touch—
they were too holy, sacramental. One of the
great responsibilities I was given when I be-
came an ordained minister was being reverend
enough to touch the “elements”—the body of
Christ—“broken for the Body of Christ,” the
Church. And not only was I privileged to touch
the bread and the wine or juice, I could “bless”
these, making them ready for the congregation
to partake. There were pieces, rules and moves,
but all very serious and children must not smile
or play near this board—The Table.

When I was a guitar-toting chaplain, one
popular song, often requested by jail inmates
and streetfolk, was “Games People Play.” Writ-
ten by Joe South, the song won a Grammy for
Song of the Year in 1970. The simple lyrics ex-
posed another side to games—“playing games”
with others, and with ourselves, when we’re not
being truthful, using others or beliefs to move or
manipulate. 

The opening lyrics set the tone: “Oh the
games that people play now, every night and ev-
ery day now, never meaning what they say now,
never saying what they mean.” A musical warn-
ing or challenge to the dishonesty toward others
and “gaming” ourselves. What are the hidden
meanings? What’s not being said? Meaningful
questions concerning meaning itself.

“And they wile away the hours, in their ivory
towers, ’til they’re covered up with flowers in
the back of a black limousine.” No matter how
we distract ourselves or others, using up valu-
able time in our mental towers, we all end up in
the same place. We all lose The Game.

In a later verse, Joe South points to those
who play games with faith: “People walking up
to ya, singing glory Hallelujah, and they’re try-
ing to sock it to ya, in the name of the Lord.
They’re gonna teach ya how to meditate, read
your horoscope, cheat your fate, and further
more to hell with hate, come on get on board.”
Everyone trying to sell something, to get us to
buy their spiritual product. It’s all about herding
people onboard the holy train or ship or plane
heading to their own promised land. Buyer be-
ware.

“Look around tell me what you see, what’s
happening to you and me, God grant me the se-
renity, to remember who I am. ‘Cause you’ve
given up your sanity, for your pride and your
vanity, turn your back on humanity, and you
don’t give a da da da da da.” Games can be ad-
dicting. How we play can affect our sense of se-
renity and sanity, even our humanity. Do we
give a damn? Can we remember who we really
are? Do we have to play? 

There’s no doubt who the songwriter is ad-
dressing: “Talkin’ ‘bout you and me, and the
games people play.” When singing this in a shel-
ter or jail, we would often end with “the games
We All play.” This song makes you smile even as
it holds up a mirror to the ways we deceive our-
selves and others with our dramas, our plays.
Who do we think we’re fooling? 

Anyone for a game of Scrabble?
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Nov. 19

Festival of Tables: Seatings at 11 a.m. and 1:30 p.m.,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Holiday-themed tables, luncheon, en-
tertainment, door prizes, raffles. $20. Call 828-890-
8065 for tickets.

Singing on the River: 10 a.m.-3 p.m., The Arts Center,
90 S. Main St., Marshall. Shaped note singing from
Christian Harmony Book. Join us down by the river for a
singing and dinner on the grounds. For more informa-
tion call 828-649-1301.

Nov. 20

Soprano Kayla Harriott: 3 p.m., Brevard First United
Methodist Church, 325 N. Broad St., Brevard. By dona-
tion.

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville: 2:30-4 p.m.
via Zoom. “Keeping a Moral Compass when Society
Seems to Have Lost its Own”—Bill Walz discusses his in-
sights on how to hold a steady compass in these historic
and frightening times. What is needed and what can we
do? Visit http://EHSAsheville.org.

Transgender Day of Remembrance: 4 p.m., First
Congregational Church, Hendersonville. To highlight
the losses due to anti-transgender bigotry and violence.
Visit www.fcchendersonville.org.

Online services: Some churches are still having on-
line worship services. Visit church websites for full in-
formation.

Biltmore Church: All campuses open for on-site ser-
vices with safety measures in place. Online services at
9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Facebook.
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. Eu-
charist livestreamed on www.allsoulscathedral.org,
YouTube and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Village,
Asheville. Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

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. Academy Street, downtown. 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 UCC: 10:30 a.m. in person ser-
vice Sundays, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville. Wheel-
chair accessible. Back parking lot and street parking
available. Visit www.uccasheville.org.

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 services
and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. traditional 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 spe-
cial services and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. www.gracehendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place for
prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 8:30 and 10:30
a.m. services in person and also on Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.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 lives-
treamed 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.

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 further
notice. 75 Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Nov. 22

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.

Puzzle Swap:10 a.m.-1 p.m. every Tuesday-Thursday,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Dec. 10

Cookie Walk: 10 a.m.-1 p.m., Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River. For
$10 people can purchase an empty bakery box and fill it
with homemade cookies. Each box fits about two dozen
cookies. Pre-packed boxes available. Also Chex Mix for
$5 a bag and soup mixes in a jar for $8. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Dec. 11

Blue Ridge Ringers handbell choir: “Rings &
Rhythms of the Season” at 4 p.m., Asheville First Con-
gregational Church, 20 Oak St., downtown. Free. 

Dec. 17

Blue Ridge Ringers handbell choir: “Rings &
Rhythms of the Season” at 7 p.m., Hendersonville Pres-
byterian Church, 699 N. Grove St. Free. 
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CHATTANOOGA, Tenn. – Jennie Hobbs recently
joined a small circle of people in chairs, while about a
hundred more looked on, and answered a prompt de-
signed to invite calm upon a controversial subject:

“This is what I know about immigrants, and this is
when I learned it.”

Pastor Nathan Malone had invited Hobbs, a Christ
United Methodist Church member of two decades, to the
session.

Polarization nationwide has shaken many social in-
stitutions – schools, families and churches among them.

Disturbed by his perception that Americans have be-
come terrible at talking to people they disagree with, and
inspired by a recent book that details a strategy for the
task, Malone hopes to bring the approach into the com-
munity at large.

His Christ United Methodist Church is one of the larg-
est in the area, and since the inaugural session he’s orga-
nized highly structured conversations in his church
around often difficult subjects.

The approach, as enacted in these “3Practice Circles,”
offers a vision of communication with special relevance
to the evangelical tradition: It suggests that, when con-
fronted with someone who sees the world differently
than you, the essential task is not to convince, or even
come to an agreement, but to simply listen well.

“If more Christians lived the way of Jesus Christ,”
Malone said by phone, “I believe more people would
want to follow him.”

Mic in hand, Hobbs, who through her work in human
resources has helped people immigrate, recalled by
phone telling her small discussion group, and all observ-
ers in the room, that being an immigrant is “really, really
hard,” and that it takes a lot of courage and determina-
tion to immigrate to another country.

When her two minutes was up, the second part of the
structure kicked in. Listeners could ask questions, but

they had to begin with the words: “I’d be curious to
know” – and their question would effectively grant the
speaker an additional minute in which to respond.

Things Hobbs’s questioners were curious to know in-
cluded how much immigration can cost and whether the
immigrants she works with had come legally.

Hobbs said the enforced conversational structure, by
which all responses had to come from a place of curi-
osity, felt “safer” than she anticipated, and that she felt
“empowered” to speak her mind.

Malone, the pastor, encountered the book, “3Prac-
tices For Crossing the Difference Divide,” in the summer
of 2021. Malone went back to the book’s website and in-
vited its authors, Jim Henderson and Jim Hancock, to
facilitate a recent discussion session. Malone also took a
class to be “referee” – trained and certified to lead dis-
cussions in which everyone adhered to three specific
practices:

h I’ll be unusually interested in others.
h I’ll stay in the room with difference.
h I’ll stop comparing my best with your worst.
Tony Walliser has pastored Silverdale Baptist Church

for more than two decades.
He said by phone recently that “2020 and 2021 were

the most stressful seasons of my entire ministry.”
Amid the pandemic, Walliser worked to cultivate a vi-

sion of Christianity that he felt transcended partisan
politics.

But, as in the case of many churches, the contours of
those partisan politics found their way into his roughly
7,000-member congregation.

Walliser sought solid ground everyone could agree on
and argued that the church should stand on “the rock of
Christ.”

But there are many ways to express Christianity, he
said. 

Walliser said he feels politicians see Christians as a
voting block. He says he tells people not to choose a par-
ty.

“I tell people, ‘Vote your values,’ ” he said.

Taking on political polarization in the church
Andrew Schwartz
Chattanooga Times Free Press


