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Submit your event at least two w
online at events. citizen-times.co
your event” to submit details.

March 2

Southern Regional Gospel Music
vention 10 a.m.-3 p.m. and The S
p.m., Morningside Baptist Church
Road, Asheville. Free but donatio
356-4146.

March 3

Annual Community Worship Ser
Baptist Fellowship Church, 240 H
ville. Special guests are Reverend
Plemmons and The Prodigal Son
Craggy Correctional MCU. 828-2
Forum “Healthy Living for Your B
2”: 9 a.m., First Congregational U
Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hende
discuss strategies to age well in t
health and exercise, diet and nut
activity, and social engagement.
ville.org or 828-692-8630.
A welcoming invitation to freedom (Appalachian Trail). CHRIS HIGHLAND

The curious apostate in the pew
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

Apostate: one who has renounced a belief; from a
Greek word for runaway slave. One who commits
apostasy — abandonment of a religious belief. Defection.
I’m a serial visitor to congregations across the
spectrum—secular to evangelical. Call me a curious
person (on several levels) but with years of experience
as a “bridge-builder” I’m drawn to see and hear for
myself what communities are saying and doing. I’m
sometimes disappointed but often pleasantly surprised.
Now and then I’m recognized (“I read your column”) but mostly I’m the anonymous guy sitting near
the back. My Christian wife or a secular friend might
be with me. I’m always wondering how I’ll be greeted
and if I feel welcomed. I can usually tell if they are inclusive or exclusive by the setting, interaction, the
language, the message. Each sanctuary has its own
curiosities.
If the first thing someone wants me to do when I
walk in the door is stick a name tag on me, it puts me
off, but that’s just me — I’ve never liked being singled
out with a label. If someone wants to meet me and
converse, they can approach and ask.
I like sitting near the back or middle of the sanctuary so I can observe and participate in the whole experience. I’ve sat in a pew alone. It’s an odd feeling but
I know from years in the church that people have their
preferred seats. It doesn’t particularly bother me anymore.
It can be awkward when a church is serving communion and I’m the only one not partaking, or when
there are special rituals or songs that everyone seems
to know but me. I try not to be too self-conscious.
Visiting a local church one February day, I knew it
would be challenging. I sensed even before going that
it would take me back to younger days when I was
very centered on Jesus, praise and prayer songs, hearing sermons asking for more faith and deeper devotion. But I knew one of the pastors and my curiosity
drew me in the door.
Some folks came over to give my hand a friendly
shake, offering a welcoming smile. This particular
Sunday morning a preacher read from the biblical
book of Jude near the end of the Bible. It’s very short,
like a pamphlet. He referred to it as the “Acts of the
Apostates” as compared to the “Acts of the Apostles.”
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It is said that Jude was the brother of Jesus, concerned with preserving the true faith in his famous
sibling. He appeals to the faithful “to contend for the
faith,” because “‘intruders have stolen in among you”
(I wondered if people would turn to look at me). These
intruders were “ungodly,” “perverting” the gospel
through “licentiousness” (an old word for choosing to
live free of accepted rules). These terribly “godless”
people dared to “deny our only Master and Lord.”
The biblical writer manages to highlight a whole
series of awful consequences for these apostates:
condemnation, destruction, eternal chains in deepest
darkness, punishment of eternal fire. It’s not looking
good for those who freely choose not to believe the
way Jude believes.
According to Jude, those who have “fallen away
from grace” practice “immorality” (having no ethics?)
daring to reject the authority of the church and eat
whatever they want at church potlucks (“lovefeasts”). These disrespectful disruptors are “waterless clouds,” “autumn trees without fruit,” “wild
waves of the sea” and “wandering stars.” Poetic images from nature warning believers to avoid worldly
apostates.
What should the faithful do? According to the
preacher, “don’t defend but extend the faith.” And
what is “the faith”? The “essential” Christian teachings about Jesus. Those who have fallen away must be
rescued.
In the secular community, a person doesn’t “lose”
their faith or “fall away” — they actually take a leap to
freedom. This connects with the original sense of
apostate — a runaway slave.
I don’t think I was ever a “slave” to my Christian
faith or the church, though there was certainly a
“Master” and I was to be “His servant.” Now, however,
as a confirmed apostate, I’m willing to engage believers, especially those who feel my non-belief is a threat
to their faith. I would ask them if Jude’s fearful, defensive and judgmental message from 2,000 years ago
really speaks to us today. After all, he and his community believed they were living in “the last time,” surrounded by dangers from … people like me.
I was glad to hear the preacher emphasize Jude’s
hope for his beloved community: “May mercy, peace
and love be yours in abundance.” As I told my pastor
friend after the service, I think we all — apostle or
apostate — share that hope.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister
and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teacher, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com.

March 5

JLI Class: Crime and Consequen
March 5 and 11 a.m.-12:30 p.m. M
House of Asheville, 127 McDowel
3,000 years of Jewish perspectiv
sentencing, and criminal rehabilit
12-13. www.chabadasheville.org/
cco_cdo/aid/4085108/jewish/ Cr
Consequence.htm.

March 6

Ash Wednesday service: 6:30 p.m
tional United Church of Christ, 17
Hendersonville. Distribution of as
ers. Ash Wednesday starts 46 da
ing on repentance and prayer. ww
le.org or 828-692-8630.

March 10

Marriage Enrichment Retreat: M
Junaluska Conference & Retreat C
shore Drive, Haywood County. “C
tion” combines modern insights a
bonding with the deep wisdom o
$669. Lodging and dining require
www.lakejunaluska.com/events/

March 11

Mud Creek Missionary Baptist A
III business meeting and training
sionary Baptist Church, 500 S. Fre
Asheville. 828-254-8261.

March 13

Bible study: 5 p.m. Wednesdays,
al United Church of Christ, 1735 F
dersonville. Continues study of N
Luke 16. No pre-registration is re
www.fcchendersonville.org or 82

March 15

Stations of the Cross: 5:30-6:30
pal Church, 60 Church St., Ashev
Lenten season as we follow Jesus
cross. www.trinityasheville.org/.

March 16

How to Live: Lessons from the J
Urban Dharma, 77 W. Walnut St.,
tions accepted. The Jataka Tales
stories relating the past lifetimes
Buddha Shakyamuni. Venerable G
will offer a three-Saturday progra
help us appreciate the lessons w
these tales for how to live our liv
book.com/209324286647290.
Mud Creek Missionary Baptist A
session: 1 p.m., 322 Mine Gap Ro
828-884-9530.
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