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Was the Bethlehem baby Jewish, Christian or a Freethinker?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

Several believers and a few atheists
were engaged with me in a brief online
discussion about whether Jesus could
be considered a secular person, even an
atheist. As you might imagine, it was a
lively exchange.
A Canadian blogger joined the dialogue saying he was “no longer Christian, but a Messianic Gentile.” From his
standpoint, “Jesus was not religious.”
Jesus has a way of complicating
these labels. Maybe because he can’t
easily be pinned down or boxed up in
neat religious categories.
As I have often said and written: Jesus was never a Christian and he could
never be a Christian. It makes many
“followers of Jesus” very uncomfortable
to hear that, but it seems like a very
common sense thing to say.
Even those who readily admit that
Jesus was Jewish and never called himself the “First Christian,” acknowledging he was never a member of any
church or religious congregation, get a
bit squeamish when someone suggests
that he was nonreligious. Did he find a
good fit in the synagogue of his time?
How about the church today?
Jesus of Nazareth consistently criticized religious leaders, condemned selfrighteous piety and “creatively interpreted” scriptures so much he was

judged a heretic. He was accused of the
worst kind of blasphemy and atheism:
“Though you are only a human being,
[you] are making yourself God” (John
10).
Jesus’ own “atheism” became orthodox Christian teaching.
Was Jesus religious because he
prayed and read the Torah? Perhaps,
but did he pray to himself (“I and the Father are one”)? The only time we hear of
him reading or reciting a brief passage
from the Torah (the only recorded time
he ever participated in a synagogue service) he was, according to the storyline,
thrown out! Not a good reference for
public speaking.
Just as theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer said there is “cheap grace” there is
also a “cheap christ.” There is an imagined Christian Christ who was the founder of a new religion called Christianity.
But what if the man and his message
were lost in tradition (and translation)?
With centuries of distraction by theological disputes, the real agenda of the
Nazarene seems to have been lost: to
lovingly serve the outcast outsiders
without judgment-ethical action takes
precedence over belief.
Many “followers” say the whole purpose of Jesus touching the untouchable,
healing the sick, teaching the crowds
was to make the multitudes believe in
his divinity and accept that he was born
to die for them.
As I responded to my blogger friend,
“[When I was a Christian] we were following the “radical rabbi” whose call
was to social justice and compassion

Jesus of Nazareth
consistently criticized
religious leaders,
condemned self-righteous
piety and “creatively
interpreted” scriptures
so much he was judged
a heretic.
rather than a call to correct beliefs or
theologies. In other words, he was a revolutionary reformer who emerged from
traditional Judaism. In a sense, he probably was no particular religious faith
(unless he believed in himself!).”
The blogger replied, “I like the outside thinking, Chris, it challenges for
sure! I love the thought processes you
have gone through and have experienced, it is truly a rich perspective.”
This outside thinking pushes back on
those who divide the world into believers/nonbelievers, children of the light/
children of the dark, my faith/no faith,
my God/no god. Is taking sides the best
or only choice? Was that at the center of
Jesus’ message?
The emphasis on correct beliefs can
deflect our attention from being good
human beings who recognize the goodness in other human beings. Many masters and doctors of divinity, scriptural
scholars and countless clergy tell us being good isn’t good enough-we must be-

lieve correctly.
But do they accurately represent the
Bethlehem baby’s life and message?
Maybe we need fresh, freethinking storytellers who present a New Jesus who
may be more like the Old (original) Jesus. Humanists, agnostics, atheists
might be among them. Many seculars
know the story of the Palestinian
Preacher quite well. We know what it’s
like to be an Insider and an Outsider. We
may even be in a better position to make
this outrageous statement:
If Jesus was walking in our world today, he might enjoy being out among the
honest, reasonable folks, not to “save”
us but to savor us – to savor honest conversation and cooperation among people undistracted by beliefs. No doubt we
would have disagreements. But would
we absorb his message more deeply?
Would he be relieved that we didn’t worship him?
Without judgment, everyone would
be invited to join humanistic endeavors
in our communities and our world. Leaving theology and holy books at home,
the whole week could be devoted to service. Gatherings would be inclusive celebrations of common humanity joyfully
working together for the good of all.
Any baby might grow healthy and
happy in a freethinking world like that.
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.
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Dec. 7

776-1721.
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician is Finn Magill on fiddle.
Labyrinth Walk: 6:30-8 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville. Experience ancient spiritual practice as opportunity to slow down, take a
breath and spend time in quiet reflection.
Cantata “Waiting for Christmas”: 6
p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Quiet Service of Contemplative Worship: 10:30 a.m., First Congregational
United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave.
W., Hendersonville. Meditation, music,
and prayer, providing opportunity for
remembrance, preparation, and hope.

Volunteer sign up day for Bounty of
Bethlehem: Sign up 8 a.m.-1 p.m. at
Immaculata Catholic School, 711 N.
Buncombe St., Hendersonville. Pluck
herbs, wrap toys, decorate the gym,
pack meals for homebound prior to
event. For those that cannot join us on
this day, call 828-702-1467. Dinner will
be Dec. 25.
Cookie Walk and Craft Sale: 9 a.m.-1
p.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Purchase an empty bakery box for $7
and fill it up with cookies. 828-891Dec. 10
7101.
Death Cafe: 5-6:30 p.m., First Congre“Christian Harmony” Shaped-Note
gational United Church of Christ, 1735
Singing: 10 a.m.-3 p.m., The Madison
County Arts Center, 90 S. Main St., Mar- Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. Share
your experiences with death, dying,
shall. Dinner on the grounds, bring a
and grieving in a caring group.
dish to share. Free.
www.madisoncountyarts.com or 828Dec. 11
649-1301. Learn more about this style
Christmas Advent services: 7 p.m. Dec.
of singing at
11 and 18, Emmanuel Lutheran Church,
www.ChristianHarmony1863.org.
51 Wilburn Place, Asheville.
“A Christmas Memory”-Truman Cahttps://emmanuellutheran.info/.
pote’s short story performed by E.R.
Haire �
Jr.:
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7, 2019Church,
10:24 am
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Wilderness
Episcopal
1895
Advent recital featuring pianist KimGreenville Highway, Flat Rock. 828-693-

Church St., Asheville.
Musicke Antiqua: 3 p.m. Dec. 15, St.
Matthias Episcopal Church, 1 Dundee
St., Asheville. Free but donations accepted.
Raffle and bake sale: Raffle drawing at
noon for Lynn Haney Santas and Sugar
& Spice Carolers during bake sale at
Congregational Church, 210 Melrose
Ave., Tryon. Buy tickets at church office
9 a.m.-noon Dec. 2-3 and 9-12. Tickets
are $5. 828-859-9414.
“Sounds of Christmas” with Praise
Team and Hand Bell Choir: 6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood
Ave., Asheville.
Forum “The Fourth Gospel: Tales of a
Jewish Mystic” by Bishop J.S. Spong: 9
a.m., First Congregational United
Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Presents a mystical
picture of Jesus very different from
other New Testament writers.
Cantata: During 11 a.m. worship service
at West Canton Baptist Church, 75
Lowe St. (off Old Clyde Road), Canton.
Service of the Crèche: During 11 a.m.
service, Mills River Presbyterian Church,
Mills River. Potluck luncheon follows the
service.

Dec. 17
Yoga for Advent: 6 p.m., Valley Hope
Church, 115 Rockdale Ave., Swannanoa.
A peaceful time of gentle yoga, breath

Advent recital featuring organist Kyle
Ritter: Noon-12:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Lunch served after recital for $5.

Dec. 21
The Longest Night: 5 p.m., The Congregational Church, 210 Melrose Ave.,
Tryon. Worship service to help comfort
those who struggle with the darkness,
sorrow, and grief faced by those living
with loss during the holiday season.
828-859-9414.

Dec. 22
Candlelight and carols worship service:
6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Traditional Moravian Lovefeast and
Candle Service: During 11 a.m. service
at Mills River Presbyterian Church, Mills
River. Hallmarked by traditionally-clad
people serving coffee and Lovefeast
buns to people in the pews.
Celtic service: 5:30 p.m., Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St., Asheville.
Guest musician pianist Isaac Boulter.

Dec. 24
Christmas Eve service: 5 p.m., Mills
River Presbyterian Church, Mills River.
The Candlelight and Communion Service is family friendly and people of all
Powered by TECNAVIA
ages are invited.
Christmas Eve Candlelight, Carols &

