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C
hristmas Nativity scenes around the world feature a familiar cast of characters: Jesus, Mary,

Joseph, an angel or two, some barnyard animals, shepherds and, of course, the three wise

men led by a star. h Within the New Testament, the story of the wise men is found only in the

Gospel of Matthew. It spans 12 short verses, and is simpler than most readers likely remember.

The wise men arrive in Jerusalem from an unnamed location “in the East,” led by a star and in search of a

new king. They make their way to Bethlehem, where they bow before Jesus and offer gifts of gold, frank-

incense and myrrh. Then, they return home by a different route. h The details in this story are slim, and

so it raises more questions than it answers. Where were the wise men actually from? Why were they

interested in Jesus? And, above all, who were they? h I am a scholar of early Christian literature who has

spent years researching and writing about the wise men. I maintain that their identity in Matthew’s

Gospel is ultimately more mysterious and more complex than what traditional Christmas stories sug-

gest. One of the keys to understanding them lies in what Matthew calls them: “magi.”
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See MAGI, Page 3C

LIVING

My mother-in-law, Janet, was a
graduate of Cornell and Yale Medical
School. One of a handful of women at
Yale Med, she overcame formidable ob-
stacles to become a researcher in micro-
biology at the National Institutes of
Health. This learned lady was no-non-
sense when it came to reason and faith.
Her intellect and her heart were always
in dialogue. Truth mattered to Janet
and, like my own smart and strong
mother, that helped make her a woman

to admire. 
Reading through the alumni maga-

zine from Yale, I was drawn to an ad-
dress delivered by university president
Peter Salovey entitled “Pursuing Truth
at Yale.” Dr. Salovey begins by noting
Yale’s motto: Lux et Veritas—Light and
Truth. He shines a light on the current
spread of disinformation and lies. “We
have seen an assault on expertise, an
assault on scientific and other scholarly
findings—indeed, an assault on truth.”
No surprise to us, he points to the “fact-
free” environment often found on the
internet which presents a challenge for
distinguishing what is true or false. He
quotes philosopher Hannah Arendt who
warned that authoritarian leaders seek
subjects “for whom the distinction be-
tween fact and fiction … and the distinc-

tion between true and false … no longer
exist.” Salovey cogently responds to this
warning by affirming what’s at stake “in
the abiding search for truth is humanity
itself.”

Truthfully, one response I have to any
discussion of truth is an annoyance
with those who either say we can’t know
what is true, or claim they don’t need to
pursue it because they already know it.
Some Christians will assert they know
the truth since Jesus said “I am the
truth.” Yet, when his judge asked him to
define truth, Jesus was silent. And sure-
ly most Christians recall the assuring
words: “You shall know the truth and
the truth shall set you free.” Truth is
freeing, liberating, unconfined. It can-
not be contained in one person, or cap-
tured in one teaching, text or theology.

Truth is, as Dr. Salovey frames it: a pur-
suit, a search. 

A free exchange of knowledge is es-
sential, and a university environment
should be one primary place to learn “to
think critically about ideas and their
sources.” My parents did not graduate
from college (most of my extended fam-
ily did not), yet they were intelligent
people with skills I’ve never possessed
myself. The issue is not whether some-
one attends college or receives a liberal
arts education. The questions are sim-
ple: Are you pursuing truth? Are you a
critical thinker? Are you able to put your
knowledge into practical use? Are you
open to new ideas, fresh truths?

Dr. Salovey is well aware of the “cred-

Pursuing the light of truth with devotion and humility 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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Many of us can recall our first Christmas, or a
Christmas long ago or recently, that you consider the
best ever Christmas having the greatest impact pos-
sible on your life. There is, however, no Christmas that
we have experienced that should have a greater impact
on our lives than the very first Christmas 2,000 years
ago.

Many sermons have been preached, many books
written, and many services conducted surrounding
the events of that first Christmas. It would seem that
after all these years the “good news” would become
“old news,” but it hasn’t. It would seem that all that
could possibly be said about the birth of Christ would
already be said, but the half has never yet been told. It
would seem that the story would change from time to
time, but it remains the same yesterday, today and for-
ever.

When we begin to think about the new year with its
celebrations and resolutions, we hope for change. How
will the new year be different, how can I be different,
what can I do to change my life for the better? You see,
it is all about how we can change our habits, behaviors
and circumstances to make us feel better on our own.
However, Christmas comes before the New Year so
that real hope and promise of a transformed life can be
made possible for each of us in the years to come.

"But when the fulfillment of the time came, God

sent his Son, born through a woman, and born under
the Law. This was so he could redeem those under the
Law so that we could be adopted. Because you are sons
and daughters, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our
hearts, crying, “Abba, Father!” Therefore, you are no
longer a slave but a son or daughter, and if you are his
child, then you are also an heir through God.” (Gala-
tians 4:4-7 CEB)

Paul writes that just as the Old Testament Jews
were under the law that they could not keep by their
own power, we are under the power of sin. And no mat-
ter how much we try to change and do better by our
own efforts, self-made promises, and resolutions, we
fail. However, the Christmas story gives us hope for
transformation, not through ourselves, but the
through the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus,
a story of rescue and salvation.

Our lives cannot be lived the way God intended un-
less we accept the salvation offered by Christ and al-
low it to change us into new people. We must not ig-
nore the personal invitation to a new life that the
Christmas story brings. If we do, we have ignored
Christ. Then, Christmas becomes just another holiday,
another shopping trip, another reason to party, or an-
other reason to visit friends and relatives. We know
that in themselves these things are not wrong or sin-
ful, but we must realize that Christ needs to be at the
center of all those activities and celebrations.

Paul writes in verse 4, “the fullness of the time had
come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman,
born under the law, to redeem those who were un-
der the law.” A plan to save mankind had been put into
place. The law plan had been useful to prepare the peo-
ple for the salvation plan of grace and mercy that

Christ would bring. Prophet after prophet had written
about the coming of our Savoir and many had waited
faithfully. But when the fullness of time had come,
when God’s time-table had been accomplished, God
sent forth his Son indicating the pre-existence of Je-
sus. Jesus was born of a woman indicating his human-
ity, and born under the law indicating that the law was
not fulfilled until Christ’s death and resurrection. So,
we see that God’s purpose for sending forth his Son
was to redeem those who were under the law. That in-
cludes us today who are under our own burden of sin
trying to be righteous on our own efforts.

It was on this first Christmas that freedom from sin
became possible. To describe this possibility Paul
used the word “redemption.” This word means that
Christ paid the price for you and me to be bought back
out of slavery. It is his shed blood that breaks the
chains of sins. All of this became possible because, on
that first Christmas, Christ was born in a manger.
Since he was born, he could die. And since he died, he
could rise again. And as he rose again, he broke the
back of sin’s power.

An old pioneer was travelling across the Great
Plains, and as he made his way, one day he came to the
Grand Canyon; one mile deep, 18 miles deep, and hun-
dreds of miles long! He gasped as he said, “Something
musta happened here!” Indeed, it had!

As we sing the Christmas songs, hear the messages,
light the candles and pray, may we too exclaim, “Some-
thing must have happened there in the manger! And
may it also happen in my heart!”

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

ibility crisis” faced by institutions like Yale. His re-
sponse makes sense: “Faculty and students must be
open to engaging with diverse ideas, whether conven-
tional or unconventional, of the left or of the right,” to
seek for truth and be devoted to it. We might ask, does
the religious community also have a “credibility cri-
sis”? If so, is there a similar response, a rededication to
engaging diverse views and beliefs? As president Salo-
vey notes, recent opinion polling shows “most stu-
dents believe it is more important to be exposed to all
types of speech” than to try to protect people from ver-
bal disturbance. Most students do not believe in si-
lencing or “canceling” things they may not believe.

While institutions of learning are often criticized for
closing down unpopular ideas, for not engaging chal-
lenging views, it seems this is mostly a myth. Still, “we
must make room for beliefs we find objectionable as
faithfully as we reject falsehoods we know to be lies.”
Salovey exhorts the Yale community: “We must nur-
ture a bias toward openness, even—and especially—
when this ethos exposes us to points of view that test
our most strongly held assumptions.” In the search for
truth, “we must recognize, with humility, that what
looks like a truth might not be one.” This recognition
calls for responsibility, confronting new ideas with a
humble yet determined attitude.

Again, how might this devotion to light and truth
speak to modern faith communities? Though there are
often “preferred conclusions” in the pursuit of wis-
dom, truth and the good, will people of faith learn from
the example of a university dedicated to reaching for-

ward while wrestling with accepted traditions? 
Dr. Salovey concludes his address by stressing: “no

ideological bloc can claim ownership of truth … evi-
dence must guide the beliefs we hold rather than con-
form to them.” Being aware of our limitations, our im-
perfect knowledge, “can power the curiosity” we need
to search for truth. 

This commitment to bringing “Truth to Light” and
“Light to Truth” would seem to illumine the way for
universities and congregations to kindle the minds of
secular and spiritual students. 

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs are 
presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).
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On the first Christmas, freedom from sin became possible

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist
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Dec. 24

Early 1800s Christmas Eve Candlelight Service: 5
p.m., Asbury Memorial United Methodist Church, 171
Beaverdam Road, Asheville. Music from early 1800s on
hammer dulcimer, guitar and pump organ. Many par-
ticipants in period clothing. Call 828-253-0765.

Christmas Eve services: Trinity Episcopal
Church, 60 Church St., downtown Asheville. Chil-
dren’s pageant and Holy Eucharist 3 p.m. Choral prel-
ude 5 p.m. Holy Eucharist and Blessing of Christmas
creche 5:30 p.m. Choral prelude 10:30 p.m. Holy Eu-
charist and Blessing of the creche 11 p.m.

Family Christmas Eve Candlelight Service: 5
p.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Filled with Christmas carols
and stories. Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Advent Lessons and Carols: 5 p.m., First Congre-
gational United Church of Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Celebration of the Nativity with car-
ols, Scripture and candlelight. 

Dec. 25

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

Christmas Day Hot Chocolate and Hymn Sing: 10
a.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Wear your favorite holiday
sweater, sweatpants or comfy pajamas. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Christmas services: 10:30 a.m. Dec. 25 and Jan. 1,
First Congregational United Church of Christ, 1735
Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. We’ll reprise “This Is My
Story, This is My Song” instead of having traditional
sermon. Communion on Jan. 1. All are welcome in any
attire. Visit www.fcchendersonville.org.

Biltmore Church: All campuses open for on-site

services with safety measures in place. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or
Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite loca-
tions. View times and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook
page for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homi-
ly. 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.
Eucharist 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 Wilder-
ness: 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
service Sundays, 20 Oak St., downtown Asheville.
Wheelchair 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 ser-
vices 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 special services and sermons on YouTube. 1245
6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. www.gracehendersonvil-
le.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, 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 ac-
cessed 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. Nursery available. 75
Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Dec. 27

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-Thurs-
day, Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Jan. 1

New Year’s Day “New Year, New You” Service: 11
a.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Start off 2023 with commu-
nion service with singing, lessons and children’s Sun-
day School. Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

RELIGION CALENDAR

For many Christians around the world, celebrating
the Nativity, or the birth of Jesus Christ, is the most
important part of the Christmas season.

Among the most common Christmas traditions are
small sets of figures depicting Joseph, Mary and Jesus
that are displayed in individual homes, and live reen-
actments of the manger scene in communities and
churches. While Nativity sets focus on the holy family,
they can also include an angel, the three wise men
bringing gifts, shepherds or some barnyard animals.

Around the world, it is common to see particular
cultural and religious traditions incorporated through

the materials used, the types of gifts presented to Je-
sus, or the people and animals present at the manger.

The Marian Library at the University of Dayton has
over 3,600 Nativity sets, also known as “crèches,” the
French word for cribs. These Nativities are used to pro-
mote the study of culture and religion. Since one of us
is a curator for this collection and the other is a reli-
gious studies scholar, we often notice how Nativities
can be used to both depict the birth of Jesus and con-
vey unique cultural beliefs.

Troublemakers in Scandinavia

In Nordic folklore, “the tomte,” or “nisse,” is a small
creature that looks rather like a garden gnome figu-

rine. These long-bearded, red-capped little lads are as-
sociated with Yule, the celebration of the winter sol-
stice in pre-Christian northern Europe.

While these folklore figures were often believed to
be quite helpful around a farm, even doing chores in
secret at night, they also have a mischievous or some-
times even scary side. For example, in one legend a
young farm girl decides to put butter at the bottom of
the porridge bowl left out for the nisse, instead of on
top. The nisse was so angry he immediately went and
killed the farm’s best cow. Once he discovered the but-
ter at the bottom, he felt remorse, and to remedy the
situation he stole a cow from the neighboring farm.

Nativity sets around the world show different takes on Christmas story 
Kayla Harris, Neomi De Anda 
University of Dayton | THE CONVERSATION

See NATIVITY, Page 3C


