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The radical, liberating roots of relevant religion
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

The progression of my faith perspectives can be described in fairly simple
terms: Church student, Bible student,
College student, World Religion student, Seminary student, Chaplain student, Non-profit student, Nature student, Freethought student, Humanist
student. Notice any similarity? I suppose I’ve been a teacher because I’ve
been a student for so much of my life.
I’ve served in leadership because I’ve
learned from good leaders who were
lifetime students.
What does a student do? A student
studies. A student learns. To be a student is to gain knowledge and discover
how to apply that knowledge. A teacher
does the same thing and takes it one
step further – they study and learn in order to pass along the knowledge, hopefully a bit of wisdom.
Much of our religious tradition gets
confused when it comes to education.
For some, it’s a matter of distrusting the
mind, reason, the whole critical thinking process. They have established instructors to “download” the “correct” information into young minds. No question or investigation necessary. Others
don’t necessarily distrust or disrespect

thinking, they merely believe the mind
can only go so far. Then faith takes them
the rest of the way. The way to where?
Well, to “spiritual things” beyond the
realm of reasoning.
Who can assist us when education
and religion are in a tense relationship?
One response to this question may be
surprising. I know I found it surprising,
even a little shocking.
In the 1970s and 1980s there were Roman Catholic priests in Latin America
who were advocating a remarkably
fresh practice of faith, particularly the
Christian faith and more specifically the
Catholic Christian faith. These were
mainly priests who were living and
working with the poorest people in their
countries. I was especially drawn to
books by Jose Miguez Bonino, of Argentina, including “Doing Theology in a
Revolutionary Situation” and “Room to
Be People.” While I was in seminary,
Archbishop Oscar Romero, who stood
with the poor, was assassinated while
celebrating Mass in El Salvador. The
dangers of this radically revolutionary
understanding of the gospel shocked
the world.
At that time I was attending a community Mass held in a school across the
street from the seminary. The young Jesuit and Franciscan priests presented
an interpretation of the gospel centering
on radical inclusion and compassion for
the most vulnerable in the community,
similar to what was emerging from Latin America. Discussing this with one

priest, Father Matt, I found my Protestant views had progressed to much the
same place, a similar understanding of
Jesus’ message.
One result of taking the biblical message so seriously as a practical, social
program planted in justice, is that
amazing things begin to happen. Ancient books and old creeds become less
important. The present world takes
precedence over any other world. People and their lives become more important than convincing others of our own
beliefs. The voices of marginalized people and their daily experiences of injustice are raised up to consciousness. As
the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire
states, the person who “is not afraid to
confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled” is the one who “is not afraid to
meet the people or to enter into dialogue
with them.” (“Pedagogy of the Oppressed”).
Does this sound “radical”? It should.
It gets to the “roots” (see the definition
of “radical”). And this is one reason Jesus, the radical Palestinian Jewish
teacher, was not afraid to walk into the
danger zone between the powerful and
the powerless; he was unafraid to challenge the structures – even religious
systems – that keep people down.
If a person is not this kind of radical,
are they following Jesus? What I’ve always appreciated about Liberation Theology is that you don’t need a particular
theology to practice it. It concerns real
people in unjust circumstances (the

“oppressed”) where political or religious
systems have prevented them from
standing up, speaking out and organizing for their human or civil rights.
This is one reason Liberation thought
applies to many communities including
diverse racial-ethnic, gender, sexual or
other identities.
If we view ourselves as students
among other students, the way forward
becomes clear. Our task is to pay attention, open to perpetual learning, endless
education. We can’t accomplish that if
we’re stuck in our chosen worldview,
seeing others primarily through our narrow cultural, national or religious lens.
When we actively listen to people
whose lives are very different, who
struggle with daily stresses or injustices
we know little about, we open our ears
and minds to them – we become their
students.
I progressed to this point only by paying attention to people who live on the
“edges.” It’s a radical step to go where
they are and listen. All I can say is: it’s
liberating.

Visit https://youtu.be/uXHlShxyJqo.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on
Zoom at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.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.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online
service at www.newbridgebaptist.org
and Facebook page. 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday at 10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.
60 Church St., Asheville. For updates on
services visit www.trinityasheville.org/
livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services continue at 9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP

at https://my.biltmorechurch.com/
servicereservation for Sunday in-person
service. Connect Groups encouraged to
meet at outdoor venues with social
distancing. RSVP at www.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/for 6:30 p.m. Thursday services at Arden and Hendersonville locations.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Teachings and sermons on Facebook.
Also live teaching at 7 p.m. Thursdays
via Zoom. www.churchofsaintphilip.org.
216 Whitson Ave., Swannanoa.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until further notice.
75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship
service at 11 a.m. Also on Facebook,
YouTube, or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.

Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also livestream services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online service at
www.fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service
at http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online
service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online
services at www.nativityarden.org.
2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: Online service at
www.stjohnwilderness.org. 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock.

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. His latest
books are "A Freethinker's Gospel" and
"Broken Bridges." Learn more at chighland.com.

RELIGION CALENDAR
Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events.citizentimes.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Dec. 26
Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full information.
Blue Christmas service: Service available to watch at your convenience on
YouTube through December. Service
acknowledges our struggles, disappointments, and grief. Visit
www.gracehendersonville.com for link.
Online concert by The Greater Hickory
International Council and Romanian
Baptist Church Choir: “International
Christmas Concert” featuring performance by Western Piedmont Youth
Symphony Orchestra Quartet. Free.
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Faith Community Nurses (FCN) are
registered nurses who encourage physical and spiritual health and wholeness,
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and function
educators,
personal health counselors and referral

h Distressed at the number of lonely
shut-ins during the pandemic, FCNs
spearheaded a program through the Lee
County Public Library to supply books,
audiobooks, and DVD’s to adults and
children by mail.
h Within the health system, FCNs
supported nurses during these troublesome times byPowered
leadingbya TECNAVIA
session called
“Spirituality and the Acute Care Nurse”

