
Asheville Citizen-Times - 12/13/2025 Page : C01

December 13, 2025 7:49 am (GMT -5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

M
y earliest religiousmemory is of our synagogue’s Ner Tamid: the decorative electric lamp that hangs

in every sanctuary, above the ark holding the Torah scrolls. h This lamp, I learned from parents and

teachers,was an eternal light – the literalmeaning of theHebrew term “ner tamid.”Thismeant it had

to remain lit continuously. It could never go out. h I’m not certain that, at 7 years old, I quite un-

derstoodwhat this lamp symbolized. But I do know that the idea of its being “eternal” concernedme. I was troubled

bywhatmypersonal experiencehad taughtmeabout light bulbs: Theyburnout.h If this lampneeded tobe eternal –

and if, as I eventually surmised, it had something to do with God – then what terrible thing would happen when it

burned out? Or if the power went out in a storm?h These thoughts disturbed me. It was as though everything the

synagogue meant to me as a child hung upon a light fixture and the small amount of illumination it offered.
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A CELEBRATION OF ETERNAL LIGHT

question: Can a secular person be a “fol-
lower of Jesus”? If so, what would that
mean, what would that look like? Is this
too much of a stretch? Of course, one
central question has to be: Why would
someone who doesn’t believe in a su-
pernatural god,wish to identifywith Je-
sus at all?

There are many questions here, but
the fundamental one has to be: What
does itmean to follow? If it refers to “be-
ing religious,” focused on faith, prayer,
Bible reading, attending church services
andbelieving in salvationwhileneeding
to tell others the “good news” (classic
Evangelical Christianity), then obvious-
ly a secular person wouldn’t do those
things. However, couldn’t it be argued
that Jesus didn’t pray as much as act
with compassion toward others? He
didn’t spend time reading the scriptures
or attending services; in a sense, he em-
bodied the “good news.” Could we just
say he “followed his heart.”

While working as a chaplain I be-
came friends with Lee, a Zen Buddhist
Priest. Lee was one of the most gentle
and wise people I’ve ever met. After
joining our chaplaincy board of direc-
tors, Lee taught a course withme on the
book, “Living Buddha, Living Christ,”by
Thich Nhat Hanh. Half of our classes
were held in a church, the other half at
the Buddhist center where Lee was liv-
ing. It was a meaningful experience,
with both church members and sangha
members feeling inspired and affirmed.
Many Christians practice Buddhist
meditation without becoming Bud-
dhist. Lee taughtme theflip side of that.
A Buddhist could be actively involved in
ministries supported or directed by
Christians. Our chaplaincy was inter-
faith, so this wasn’t an issue at all, but it
was a good lesson in the creative ways
people couldbe “followers”ofBuddhaor
Jesus – or both – by doing human ser-
vice side by side.

Have youheard someone say: “I don’t
call myself a Christian; I’m a Follower of
Jesus”? For some, the “Christian” label
sounds too institutional, too “religious.”
For those who wish to more closely
identify with “walking in the footsteps”
of the Nazarene, associating with a
World Religion has lost its appeal. This
all makes sense to me, at least in a psy-
chological way. A person wishes to
claim devotion to the person of Jesus
rather than theChurch. It’s also away of
expressing the feeling you have a more
personal relationship with Jesus. I un-
derstand this quite well.

I was thinking about a rather odd

This is theheart of thematter, as I see
it. If “following” is primarily concerned
with believing – centered on worship,
devotion, ritual, theological agreement
– then it’s clear a non-believer cannot
“follow.” Yet, if it means practicing the
essential instructions of the Teacher,
especially in cooperation with devoted
believers, then I see no reasonwhy any-
one couldn’t “walk with Jesus” to do
what he encouraged– living a life of lov-
ing service, seeking harmony and heal-
ing in the human community. Many
“followers” wouldn’t accept this possi-
bility. I get that. There are plenty of bib-
lical instructions, including from Jesus
himself, that suggest believing is pri-
mary (although, these may be balanced
by other verses). Jesus said “Give all you
have to the poor and come, follow me.”
and “A new commandment I give, that
you love one another.”He also said to be

Can you be a secular follower of Jesus Christ?
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PETMAKER SCRATCHING POST
No need to wrap this gift. The lucky
cat who receives it will want to use it
right away. Its three sisal-covered
posts on a sturdy base provide plen-
ty of opportunities for scratching,
plus the carpeted top perch is per-
fect for napping. $49.29,
wayfair.com
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When I grewup, I became a professor
of Jewish studies. I now know that the
Ner Tamid that so fascinated me as a
child memorializes the seven-branched
candelabrum in the Biblical tabernacle.
The Torah describes the tabernacle as a
portable sanctuary, a place of worship
during the ancient Jews’ 40 years of
wandering through the wilderness after
God brought them out from slavery in
Egypt.
According to thebooksofExodusand

Leviticus, this candelabrum, fueled
with pure olive oil, was to burn from
evening until morning throughout the
generations. Since the tabernacle was
built to beGod’s dwelling place, the can-
delabrum’s lightmarkedGod’s presence
among the Jewish people.
In later Jewish history, that candela-

brum became the model for the lamps
that continuously burned in the First
and Second Temples in Jerusalem – the
center of the Israelites’ worship. The
fi�rst stood from the time of King Solo-
mon in the 10th century B.C.E. until Je-
rusalem was conquered by Babylonian
armies 400 years later. The second was
built around 500 B.C.E. and demolished
during the Roman destruction of Jeru-
salem in 70 C.E.
Appearing in Jewish art from antiq-

uity to today, this ever-burning, seven-
branched candelabrum symbolized the
permanence of the people of Israel’s
connection to God, and God’s continual
presence among the Jewishpeople. And
so it is with the Ner Tamid in syna-
gogues today.

Each year during Hanukkah, I refl�ect
onmyyouthful trepidation thatmy syn-
agogue’s Ner Tamid might go out. For
Hanukkah recalls an occasion when, in
the second century B.C.E., that is exact-
ly what happened.
At the time,KingAntiochus IVofSyr-

ia ruled over the Seleucid Empire,which
governed much of the Mediterranean
andMiddle East, including Judea. In168
B.C.E., the empire forbade Jewish prac-
tices, hoping to forcibly assimilate the
Jews into Greek culture, and desecrated
the JewishTemple in Jerusalem–extin-
guishing the candelabrum, or menorah.
Considering my childhood anxiety

over the Ner Tamid’s going out even

briefl�y, I can hardly imagine the pain of
this persecution. Alongside the physical
abuses that Jews suff�ered, the loss of
the eternal light must have suggested
that God’s presence no longer abided in
theTemple or among the Jewishpeople.
I can think of nothing more terrifying.
A ragtag army of Jews revolted, led

by the Maccabees, a family of pious
Jewish priests. They defeated themuch
more powerful Seleucid army and re-
captured Jerusalem, including the Tem-
ple. Inside, according to tradition, they
found pure lamp oil suffi�cient to rekin-
dle themenorah for only oneday.Mirac-
ulously, that small amount of oil lasted
eight days, time enough for additional

oil to be prepared.
Hanukkah teaches a lesson of hope

and resilience – of the need, indeed of
the responsibility, to fi�ght for thehuman
freedoms that are the right of all people.
At the same time, the holiday’s cen-

tral symbol is not a sword but a cande-
labrum. The modern one holds nine
candles, one ofwhich is used to light the
other eight – representing each day of
the miracle. Each night of Hanukkah,
Jews light this hanukkiah, as a nine-
branched menorah is called, beginning
with one candle and adding a candle
each night until the entire candelabrum
is ablaze.
Ideas about God’s saving power

stand deep within the Hanukkah story.
But I like to focus on a diff�erent kind of
miracle that I see here.
The Maccabees initiated their fi�ght

against all odds. Similarly, those who lit
the little bit of oil they found in the Tem-
ple rubble elected hope over despair. In
this, I see the holiday’s most enduring
message: When people set their minds
to it, when we choose to act, we accom-
plish that which might appear impossi-
ble.
The creation of a more perfect world,

the kind of world we want to bequeath
to coming generations, will indeed be a
miracle – but one wemust undertake to
achieve.
And I now have an answer to my

childhood concern that my synagogue’s
eternal light might go out. If it does, I
know that it is up to me to relight it.

Previously published on The Conver-
sation, an independent and nonprofi�t
source of news, analysis and commen-
tary from academic experts. The Con-
versation is wholly responsible for the
content.
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great in the kingdom, become a servant
to all. Compassionate service seems to
be an important requirement for follow-
ers. Couldn’t we say the foundational
messagewasLove? If theSermonon the
Mountainside was taken as the main
manual for following Jesus, why

couldn’t anyone choose to become a fol-
lower?
Iwonder if beinga follower is actually

the best thing. The word implies walk-
ing behind the Teacher, picking up
whatever wisdom he/or she may drop
along the way (the way to where? if this
is all about following to heaven, that
seems sad for any kind of follower). A
good teacher doesn’t ask for followers
but students, pupils who will use their
eyes, ears and brains, not simply to ac-

cept or absorb everything the teacher
says, but also to ask questions, chal-
lenge,wonder, be skeptical. Inmymind,
and based on my own experience as
both a student and teacher, I think a
teacher should walk beside students as
a companionon theway toknowledge, a
guide to wisdom leading to a healthier,
happier life, for their own benefi�t and
the benefi�t of others.
If a secular person like me met Jesus

on thepath, or sitting in the shadeunder

a tree, I imagine he wouldn’t demand
faith or following. He might just invite
me to sit or walk awhile with him. We
could calmly discuss many questions.
Maybe that’s better than following?

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. His books and blogs are pre-
sented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).
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H
oliday gifts
are for the ones we
care about, and
that includes pets.
A well-chosen toy

or snuggly bed brings a cat
or dog joy all year round.
A useful pet care item
makes them and their
owner both happy.

PET GIFTS

Fur-tastic
fi�nds

Gifts that will make
four-legged friends merry

MARGARET BURANEN
SPECIAL TO USA TODAY NETWORK
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BetterBone
Classic

GIFTS WORTH BARKING ABOUT

CHUCKIT! CLASSIC BALL LAUNCHER
Here is the perfect gift for the dog
who never gets tired of chasing
tennis balls and the owner who
gets tired of throwing them.
They’ll appreciate and use this
every day. This launcher makes it
easier to throw and the owner
doesn’t have to handle slobber-
soaked balls. $13.99, chewy.com

BETTERBONE CLASSIC
Dogs really like to chew, but
bones and rawhide pieces can
splinter, which can become a
choking hazard. Here is a
safer, thoughtful gift. Better-
Bones are made of splinter-

resistant digestible
cellulose and are avail-
able in three different
degrees of chewi-
ness. $15, chewy.com

SPRINGLAND TRAVEL DOG BOTTLE
Here’s a great gift for a dog owner
whose dog goes along on runs or
walks. This lightweight convenient
water bottle makes it easy to give
a dog a drink away from home. Its
lid inverts to form a portable
drinking bowl. $25.99, chewy.com

PERFECT PRESENTS FOR CATS

MAU HORIZON FELT CAVE
Make your cat’s Christmas a merry one
with this warm, cozy sleeping hideaway.
The 100% wool “igloo” is for cats up to
24 pounds, or two or three smaller cats.
$59, chewy.com

FRISCO
FOLDABLE
PLAY TUNNEL
This fun gift
will amuse
cats long
after the
holidays are
over. Its
straight
47-inch
length makes
it great for
sprinting
through and
long enough
for hiding.
$14.99,
chewy.com

FOR CAT OR DOG OWNERS

CHOMCHOM PET HAIR REMOVER
The lucky pet owner who receives this gift will be thankful every time it’s used. No batteries needed. Simply rolling this hair
remover over upholstery or fabric creates an electrostatic charge that pulls the fur into a tray that is easily removed to emp-
ty. $31.95, Chewy.com

$13.99, chewy.com
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