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Luke is a wonderful storyteller, and how I love to
hear the stories of Jesus, over and over again. We learn
who Jesus is and who God is by hearing and reading
these stories.

The Jesus story for today is found in a series of mir-
acle stories. These stories reflect who Jesus is and how
he can work in our lives.

In one of these stories, Luke tells how Jesus was
asleep in the boat when a storm came up. The terrified
disciples woke Jesus up, who immediately calmed the
storm. The disciples asked an eternal question, “Who
is this man that the wind and waves obey?”

In the very next story, the boat lands on the oppo-
site shore and Jesus begins to answer that question of
who he is. Who Jesus is begins to unfold: He is the one
who heals both body and spirit, who gives new phys-
ical and spiritual life, the one who takes an out-of-con-
trol sinner and changes him or her into a disciple on a
mission to tell others the story.

In Luke 8:26-39, we find this strange story with
many odd twists and turns. Jesus casts many demons
out of a man. The demons go into a herd of hogs, and
the hogs drown themselves in the sea. The townspeo-

ple hear about all this, come and find the formerly wild
man sitting calmly at Jesus’ feet-a student learning
from Jesus. They are afraid and ask Jesus to leave.

But then the story takes another interesting turn.
As Jesus was getting into the boat to go back across the
lake, the healed man wanted to go with Jesus. Howev-
er, instead of saying “Follow Me,” as he usually does,
Jesus said to the man, “Go home, and tell what God has
done for you. Go home to those who so long ago turned
you out. Go home to those from whom your sickness
has separated you. Go home and tell your story. Go
home and witness what God has done for you in your
healing.”

In other words, stay here and follow me at the same
time. And the man does just that. He does not just wit-
ness to his family and relatives, but “proclaims
throughout the whole city” what Jesus has done for
him.

Bishop William Henry Willimon tells of his recent
visit to the area across the Sea of Galilee where this
story took place. This region is now in the country of
Jordan. His tour visited a little church they were told
had been there for many, many centuries. The people
in the surrounding area had gathered all those centu-
ries to worship Jesus.

The bishop wondered, “Is this the church that was
created because of the healing of the wild man in the
story? Were disciples made and a church begun be-
cause of the willingness of the man to follow by staying
and telling his story?” I think it was.

So when we ask ourselves the same question, “Who
is this man Jesus?,” are we wanting to know just the
historical Jesus? Or even if we believe that he indeed
did come to earth as God’s Son, was born fully human
and fully divine, died for our salvation, rose from the
died, and will come back to set up his earthly kingdom
— if we truly believe all this, is that all?

Do we believe that Jesus can make an eternal differ-
ence in our lives? Do we believe that Jesus can change
us through the process of sanctification into the image
of himself?

What happens to the man in this story is not just
about a remarkable healing. It is about salvation. It is
about attitude and behavior changes. It is about God’s
love being placed into a person’s way of thinking and
acting. And that person becomes so different from
who he or she was before that it attracts attention. So
different that some people are afraid of the change in
his or her life. Some cannot understand it, some are
skeptical and some want to know more about it.

So who is this man Jesus? He touches, forgives,
heals and sends us out on a mission, his mission. But
we cannot serve and tell a story that we do not have.
We must experience his healing hand. Jesus has
shown up; he is here. Jesus can send us out with a sto-
ry. Let us claim this story as our own.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McConnell, assis-
tant pastor of Long’s Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-456-3993 or
pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

Claiming the story of Jesus as our own
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Columnist

One family Bible I used in my youthful evangelistic
years had a zippered leather cover, gold-edged pages
and the words of Jesus in red. 

I also still have the Bible I used in seminary and it’s
a “red-letter edition” too. Flipping through the four
Gospels, it’s easy to see at a glance what Jesus actually
said (you might say I’ve been “seeing red” for a long
time).

Of course, no one knows what Jesus actually said.
We don’t have even one original copy of those early
writings. And if we did, we can be sure anything Jesus
may have said wouldn’t be in red, yellow or green. We
don’t even have it in black.

Are we certain that the Sermon on the Mount was
spoken by Jesus? Let’s say that it was. Did someone
record all those words? John, Chapter 17 is one long
prayer Jesus spoke to his heavenly “Father.” Was
someone there to hear the prayer? If they were, why on
Earth would they write it down and how would they do
that? It also seems disrespectful to be writing while
someone is praying.

I know the objections. “Bible believers” believe the
scripture was “God-breathed” — the Holy Spirit dic-
tated each and every word directly to the writer of
each verse. No one had to write down or even remem-
ber the words. The Spirit whispered them later and
each word is exactly the way God meant it to be (many
Christians don’t view the Bible this way, of course). 

As you thumb through the Gospels there’s a lot of
black ink on the pages. It isn’t all red. Someone, a nar-
rator, is telling the story. We don’t know exactly who
wrote those stories, but the early Church put names on
each collection: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John (Thomas,
Judas and Mary were voted out). As far as we know,
Jesus never wrote one word, let alone one letter or
book. All we have are officially approved quotes.

This brings me to the “red-letter Christians.” These
are believers who try to live by the “actual words of
Jesus” written in red in some versions. I’m curious
about these folks since most of the Christian scrip-
tures (the “new” testament) is not in red. 

Red-letter believers give priority to “what Jesus
said,” which doesn’t mean they don’t believe the rest
of the Bible. They just think Jesus’ words are primary,
central to a life of faith (and it’s nice to read a book
where the “best parts” are already highlighted).

How are these Christians different from other Bible
believers? Well, they feel that the “heart of the Gospel”

is found in the teachings of Jesus and not in Paul, Pe
ter, James, John of Patmos or any other assumed writ
er in the Bible. It simplifies things, in a complicated
way.

You see, if a person doesn’t turn to Paul and hi
theological speculations about Jesus or doesn’t ge
distracted by Church politics, they are left with … well
I suppose, they’re left with Jesus alone.

The Red Letter Christians (RLC) website states
“Staying true to the foundation of combining Jesu
and justice.” They choose to “take Jesus seriously by
endeavoring to live out His radical, counter-cultura
teachings.” 

I saw that an RLC group held a revival by Liberty
University in Lynchburg, Virginia. They feel that the
university is not being faithful to the red letters (fo
instance, the university just opened a $3 million dolla
gun range on campus).

All this got me thinking: Do secular people have any
“red-letter” writings? Are there “original sources” and
teachings that could be viewed as the “heart” of ou
unfaith?

They wouldn’t have to be written by atheists, only
freethinkers.

My mind goes to the wisdom of Thomas Paine
Frances Wright, Sojourner Truth, Ralph Waldo Emer
son, Walt Whitman and John Burroughs. I reflect on
central texts from Robert Green Ingersoll, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Frederick Douglass and
others. In our time I think of Carl Sagan, Neil deGrasse
Tyson, Stephen Hawking, Susan Jacoby, Ayaan Hirs
Ali and many others. 

What about ancient voices? Plato, Socrates, Mar
cus Aurelius and Hypatia.

Then there’s the red-letter man himself, Jesus
Could anything spoken by the Palestinian Jewish her
etic be in the Red-Letter edition of the Secular Scrip
tures? 

Consider: “don’t judge others,” “do to others as you
want them to do to you” and “the truth shall make you
free.” I’d include one of my favorites, “every good tree
bears good fruit.” Let’s not focus on what we believe o
don’t believe. Let’s grow some healthy produce. 

Some might call these “Godless Gospels,” bu
haven’t all inspiring words, texts and the teacher
themselves been called “godless,” “heretics” or “infi
dels”?

Call me a red-letter (or green-sentence) secular. 
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and

interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher
writer, free-thinker and humanist celebrant. Chri
and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com.

Red-letter Bibles, godless gospels
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance
online at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add
your event” to submit details.

July 28
Summer Music Jam: 7-9:30 p.m., Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. The Reel Band showcases a free jam with free
desserts. Bring your instruments. 828-891-7101.
Blue Ridge Cowboy Church benefit concert: 6-10
p.m., Cane Creek Community Center, 1370 Cane
Creek Road, Fletcher. Free but donations accepted
to raise money for church building fund. 

July 29
The Fox Family at 5th Sunday Singing: 6 p.m., New-
bridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. 

Aug. 2
“C.S. Lewis Onstage: The Most Reluctant Convert”:
7 p.m. Aug. 2 and 8 p.m. Aug. 3, Diana Wortham
Theatre, 18 Biltmore Ave., Asheville. Exploration of
Lewis’s dramatic conversion from determined atheist
to vibrant Christian apologist. $30-$60. 828-257-
4530, https://fpatheatre.com/tour/asheville-
mrc-2018/, or www.dwtheatre.com. Recommended
for ages 13 and older. Children under age 4 not ad-
mitted.
Vacation Bible School: 2-5 p.m. Aug. 2 and 2-4 p.m.
Aug. 3 at Mills River Presbyterian Church. For age
pre-K to 12. Optional family trip to Asheville Tourists
baseball game Aug. 3. Parents are asked to register
their children by July 29 at 828-891-7101.

Aug. 3
“How to Be Right without Being Insufferable” semi-
nar: Aug. 3-5, Billy Graham Training Center at The
Cove, 1 Porters Cove Road, Asheville. What’s the
best way to speak truth to those who don’t want to
hear? $109-$556. To register for free seminar plus
optional meals, call 828-771-4800.
http://thecove.org/.

Aug. 4
Flea market: 8 a.m.-1 p.m., Etowah United Methodist
Church, 110 Brickyard Road, Etowah. For information,
contact Dick Ranges at 828-707-0329 or
rroost@bellsouth.net.

Aug. 5
OneVoice 20th anniversary concert: Eight-member
ladies ensemble performs at 6 p.m. at Beverly Hills
Baptist Church, 777 Tunnel Road, Asheville. 828-
298-4623.

RELIGION CALENDAR

“A Carnival of Losses: Notes Nearing Ninety”
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt), by Donald Hall

A few years ago, Donald Hall wrote a book called
“Essays After Eighty” about the “diminishments” of
old age. His follow-up collection, “A Carnival of Losses:
Notes Nearing Ninety,” comes just weeks after his
death at 89 and roughly three months shy of his 90th
birthday.

And it’s a beauty, brimming with stories, confes-
sions and faded snapshots in time in which he muses
about life, settles a few scores and brags a little about
his accomplishments. “Why should the nonagenarian
hold anything back?” he says.

A former U.S. poet laureate and recipient of the Na-
tional Medal of Arts, Hall published dozens of books,
edited numerous anthologies and hobnobbed with the
likes of William Faulkner and T.S. Eliot. Fellow writers
will enjoy his observations about writing, including
more than a dozen short profiles of poets he’s known
and admired – or not.

Most of the essays are new, although a few ap-
peared elsewhere, including “Necropoetics,” an elegi-
ac tribute to his second wife, the poet Jane Kenyon.

Some explore his deep roots in
New England and daily life on
the New Hampshire farm that’s
been in his family for genera-
tions. He died there June 23.

In “Way Way Down, Way Way
Up,” he movingly recounts a pe-
riod of several months in his
mid-80s when he was so sick he
couldn’t write, even though “I
had written or tried to write ev-
ery day since I was 12.” Miracu-
lously, he recovers enough to at-
tend a performance during

which he hears a recording of himself reading a poem
about Jane’s death. In the midst of his joy, he weeps.
Later he reflects: “Only the wrenching apart permits or
reveals the wholeness. … Up and down. Down and up
… a carnival of losses.”

It’s odd that a book whose subject is loss could be so
uplifting. And yet it is. Hall may be telling us what it’s
like to fall apart, but he does it so calmly, and with such
wit, that you can’t help but shake your head in wonder.

“You are old when someone mentions an event two
years in the future and looks embarrassed,” he writes
in the essay “You Are Old.” 

‘Carnival of Losses’ is Hall’s final volume of essays
Ann Levin 
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