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comprehend the incomprehensible. It
can’t simply be a natural thing, it has to
be the work of a heavenly hand.

One rather odd thing about disas-
trous events is they, more than just
about anything else, reveal our latent
superstitious nature. We can almost
predict responses that turn a natural
event into a “lesson,” a “test” or a “mes-
sage” from the divine. Some go so far
as to credit God when one person sur-
vives a calamity while others die. 

We sometimes hear the claim that a
weather or geologic event is some kind
of judgment or punishment, usually
directed toward unbelievers or other
“unrighteous” people. 

Ancient people were very supersti-
tious, believing that “the gods” were
angry or pleased, bringing peace or
war, prosperity or ruin. It appears to
me that at least part of the history of
religion can be explained by appeasing

and pleasing the Powers so they won’t
be upset enough to throw lightning
bolts.

Where does the responsibility lie
with disasters? It depends on lots of
things, but as I see it, blaming them on
the forces of good or evil doesn’t really
help. It deflects the responsibility and
disrespects nature itself. 

Shoddy housing construction may
lead to many deaths in an earthquake.
Poor planning or building in a flood
plain may have terrible consequences.
But we can’t blame some other some-
one somewhere. We may not under-
stand, but that doesn’t mean we can get
away with claiming or blaming a god.

Awful and awesome things that hap-
pen to us and our world might serve to
remind us of two things: We’re not in
control, and nature is greater (this is
almost a “statement of faith” for me,
and requires no belief). We are made of
the four Elements so any one of them
can help or harm us at any time. If
we’re honest with ourselves, we are
only an infinitesimal part of nature. 

For those who believe in God, disas-
ters present a difficult dilemma chock
full of questions: Why do terrible things
happen? Why doesn’t God stop them?
Why aren’t prayers answered for so
many? What can we learn from the
kindness and selflessness we see when
disaster strikes? 

Perhaps people with faith or without
faith can find something to agree upon
here. If we leave out the superstitions
we can face adversity and the questions
together.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant
minister and interfaith chaplain for
nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer,
free-thinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, Carol, a Presbyteri-
an minister, live in Asheville. Learn
more at chighland.com.

Facing disasters with faith — or without faith
CHRIS HIGHLAND
HIGHLAND VIEWS 

My daughter and I were pretty
shaken by the 1989 shaker in
San Francisco when over 50

people died and part of the Bay Bridge
collapsed. We huddled in a doorway of
our cheaply made apartment (built on
landfill) and cried as the walls swayed
and bookshelves fell. It was a scary 15
seconds. 

I still remember scrambling under
the desk in my suburban Seattle school
the morning of the 1964 Alaskan earth-
quake — the one that moved the conti-
nent a fraction of an inch. Almost as
scary as our nuclear attack drills.

Carol and I followed the fires in the
Bay Area intently as some of our
friends and colleagues evacuated their
homes and watched neighborhoods
burn to ashes. It was very emotional
even from a distance. 

Most of us have felt the fear of these
tense moments. How many of us have
faced natural disasters in one form or
another? (Human-caused tragedy is
another story).

In recent weeks we’ve seen an end-
less series of terrible natural events
from hurricanes to earthquakes, floods
and fires. A continual barrage of im-
ages and stories from Houston to Mex-
ico, Puerto Rico to Northern California
and far away centers of suffering. 

Sometimes it seems we’re members
of the Disaster-a-Day club. Will it ever
stop? We know it won’t, as long as we’re
holding on for dear life to this rock
spinning wildly through space.

I’ve been reflecting on the Four
Elements and how they can seem at
times to be out to get us. Air/Wind —
hurricanes and tornadoes. Water —
floods and tsunamis. Earth — quakes

and landslides. Fire — volcanoes and
firestorms. 

The ancient Greeks gave each ele-
ment a name and a god. The Wind was
the winged Eurus with Zephyr and
friends controlling the Four Winds.
Poseidon (Neptune to the Romans)
handled all things Water, ruling the
ocean. Earth was Gaia, the Mother of
all material things. Fire was the realm
and responsibility of Hephaestus (Vul-
can to the Romans).

The word “dis-aster” originates in
the Latin: “bad star,” maybe related to
our expressions “not in the stars,” or
even “under a dark cloud.” “Somebody
up there doesn’t like us” might be a
similar phrase. 

We try to make sense out of destruc-
tion, especially faced with the awesome
power of nature. For thousands of
years we’ve attempted to put a human
face on the elements so we can better

Chris Highland's photo of Dry Creek Valley in Sonoma County, California, where wildfires
have been burning for nearly two weeks. COURTESY OF CHRIS HIGHLAND

soldiers who come home to family. It is
presence that is celebrated.

There is something divine about the
healing effects of someone’s presence.
A person feels better in mind, spirit and
soul after the visit of someone who
imparts love and compassion.

God has always known that the crea-
tures he created needed more comfort
and companionship than they could
give themselves or give each other. So
he came down to be with us.

God walked in the garden with Adam
and Eve during their special time of
worship and communion. He met Mo-
ses, Abraham and the prophets in their
daily routines and shared his presence
with them. God came down in the wil-
derness to live with his chosen people,
and in the person of Jesus became one
of us so that he could be even closer to
us.

After Jesus returned to his Father,
we received his spirit as a continual
presence in our lives. God has never
stopped pursuing his people, even when

we have turned away from him.
Why is God’s presence so essential to

the faith walk of the believer? We can
find some answers to the necessity of
God’s presence in our lives from scrip-
ture. First, we must realize that sin can
separate us from his presence, cause us
to hide and avoid the things of God.

Back in the garden and after the sin
of our first parents, scripture tells us,
“They heard the sound of the LORD
God walking in the garden in the cool of
the day, and the man and his wife hid
themselves from the presence of the
LORD God among the trees of the gar-
den” (Genesis 3:8). We must not let sin
separate us from the healing presence
of a God who wants to be so close to us
that he is in us.

God wants us to find comfort and
assurance in his presence. Do we really
think that we can handled by ourselves
everything that life throws at us? Can
we hear Jesus saying, “Just put your
burdens, questions, uncertainties, and
failures over on me, and I will help you

manage them? I will help you carry the
load.”

Do we really think that we can pro-
duce the fruit of a mature disciple of
Jesus, or obey the Sermon on the Mount
without the daily presence of the one
who taught all these things?

In God’s presence, we will find we
can find rest for the moment as he
moves with us during the day (Exodus
33:14). And in Psalm 16:11, we find that
God will reveal his purpose to us, “and
in your presence is fullness of joy; and
in your right hand are pleasures forev-
er.” 

“Most of all, God is with us,” John
Wesley proclaimed on his death bed.
Remember, Jesus promised that he’d
never leave us, now or in eternity.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

My almost 94-year-old mother
recently moved into our down-
stairs apartment. Of course, I

must leave her each day for my work at
the church, and my wife goes out from
time to time doing short errands.

Each time one of us leaves my moth-
er, she will always ask, “When will you
be back?” Our presence is important to
her and her presence is also so essen-
tial to us. To us, the gift of presence has
more value than any other gift.

Our two dogs express themselves by
jumping and barking when we return
home after work. They want to be close
to us as we sit on the porch. It is pres-
ence that they are looking for more
than anything else.

I think of loved ones who have been
separated for a length of time, and

God comforts with his spiritual presence
TIM McCONNELL
DEVOTIONAL 

Email information about faith-based
events at least two weeks in advance to
Bruce Steele at bsteele@citizen-times.
com and Carole Terrell at cterrell@citi-
zen-times.com.

Rev. Wright visits FCUCC
HENDERSONVILLE- Here’s some

of what’s going on at First Congrega-
tional United Church of Christ, 1735
Fifth Ave. W. To learn more, visit
fcchendersonville.org or call 828-692-
8630:

» Ashley Lecture Series features
Rev. Matthew Wright, an Episcopal
priest, writer, retreat leader and Mur-
phy native at St. Gregory’s Episcopal
Church in Woodstock, New York. The
Oct. 21 topics are “The Gospels of
Thomas and Mary: Restoring Wisdom
Texts and Teaching” at 10 a.m. and
“Christianity in a Second Axial Age:
Teilhard de Chardin and Raimon Panik-
kar as Prophets of an Evolving Path” at
1 p.m. A noon lunch is available. Lec-
tures are $25 each. Wright also will
speak Oct. 22 at the 10:30 a.m. service.

» Adult Forums: Meet from 9-10:15
a.m. Sundays in the Felix Building.
Upcoming topics are: Distinguished
Lecturer the Rev. Matthew Wright
leads the group in the sanctuary (Oct.
22); review and discussion of Wright’s
message (Oct. 29). 

Jubilee hosts Baha’i bicentennial
ASHEVILLE - A Baha’i Bicentennial

Commemoration will be 10 a.m.-noon
Oct. 21 at Jubilee Community Church,
46 Wall St., downtown.

This program, preceded by a free
and inclusive brunch, will include mu-
sic, storytelling and short plays about
the lives of the Bab and Baha’u’llah,
Baha’i Prophet founders. A children’s
program will be provided. Youth and
children are encouraged to attend.

RSVP at wncbahai.org/twin-
birthdays-bahaullah-bab. To learn
more, email twinholydays@gmail.com.

Burns inducted into
So. Gospel Hall of Fame

PIGEON FORGE, Tennessee - Troy
Burns, one of the founding members of
the Inspirations Quartet, which started
in 1964, was inducted into the Southern
Gospel Music Association Hall of Fame
last month. Burns will have a bronze
bust in the Southern Gospel Music Hall
of Fame at Dollywood.

Burns also has been the lead singer
for Archie Watkins & Smoky Mountain
Reunion. He was saved at a revival in
1962 when he 10.

CROP Hunger Walk is Oct. 29
ASHEVILLE - The annual CROP

Hunger Walk will be 2 p.m. Oct. 29 at
First Baptist Church, 5 Oak St., down-
town.

Walk to raise money for hunger
locally, nationally and globally. Twenty-
five percent goes to MANNA, ABCCM
and Loving Food Resources.

Register at
crophungerwalk.org/ashevillenc or
beginning at 1 p.m. on walk day.

St. Eugene’s hosts
Respecting Life forum

ASHEVILLE - The Peace and Justice
Ministry and Respect Life Ministries
and the Knights of Columbus of the
Parish of St. Eugene are sponsoring
Respecting Life forums on Thursdays
in October, open to everyone, meeting
at St. Eugene Catholic Church, 72 Cul-
vern St. Each evening begins with a
soup dinner at 6:15, followed by the
presentation from 7-8:30 p.m.

The remaining topics is: “A Christian
Response to Health Care Crisis: Right
or Privilege” (Oct. 26).

Institute for Faith welcomes Stortz
HICKORY - Lenoir-Rhyne Univer-

sity’s Institute for Faith and Learning
will continue its Speaker Series with a
presentation by Dr. Martha Stortz at 7

p.m. Oct. 26 in Grace Chapel. Stortz will
offer a second presentation at 12:30
p.m. Oct. 27 at LRU’s Lutheran Theo-
logical Southern Seminary in Columbia,
South Carolina.

There will be a poor man’s supper,
large items such as furniture for sale,
Christmas items for sale and a bake
sale. To learn more, call 828-298-3057.

Bullying forum at St. James
ASHEVILLE - St. James AME

Church is hosting “Stop Bullying: Stand
Up, Speak Out,” a community forum,
from noon-3 p.m. Oct. 28 at the church,
44 Hildebrand St.

The forum is sponsored by the East
End Valley St. Neighborhood Associa-
tion and the Rosa Walker Advancement
Initiative of St. James. The event is
free and open to all, but middle and
high school students and their parents
are especially encouraged to attend.

The keynote presenter will be Rev.
Stephanie M. Atkins of Baltimore,
Maryland, whose own experience with
bullying within her family is the topic
of her presentation, “Silence of the
Lambs: Let Their Voices Be Heard.”
Representatives of local school systems
will also speak. To learn more, call 828-
253-5191 or email glori-
ous125@@stjames-asheville.org.

Giesemann will speak at Unity
MILLS RIVER - Here’s some of

what’s going on at Unity of the Blue
Ridge, 2041 Old Fanning Bridge Road.
To learn more about these events or
other Unity programs, visit unityblue-
ridgenc.org or call 828-891-8700:

» Author Suzanne Giesemann
presents the workshop “The Gift of
Guidance” on Nov. 2. Giesemann is a
retired U.S. Navy commander, author
of 11 books, a metaphysical teacher and
an evidential medium, able to commu-
nicate with those on the other side of
the life-death divide. Cost is $25. To
register, visit
http://giesemann.link/Guidance. 

» Weekly services are at 9:45 and
11:30 a.m. every Sunday.

» Fall Study Series began Oct. 1,
based on the book “Braving the Wilder-
ness: The Quest for True Belonging and
the Courage to Stand Alone” by Brené
Brown.

Funds raised in Mills River
MILLS RIVER - Here’s some of

what’s going on at Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road. To learn more about these events,
call the church at 828-891-7101 or visit
millsriverpresbyterianchurch.org:

» $1,000 raised for Bryson Legacy
Fund: Chili Night Oct. 12 raised money
for the Thomas A. Bryson Legacy Fund,
a Donor Advised Fund-Community
Foundation of Henderson County.

Grief support at Grace Lutheran
HENDERSONVILLE — Here’s some

of what’s going on at Grace Lutheran
Church, 1245 Sixth Ave. W. To learn
more about these events, call the
church at 828-693-4890 or visit Grace-
Hendersonville.com:

• Hope and Healing grief support
ministry meets 3:30-5 p.m. Tuesdays
through Nov. 14, co-facilitated by Rev.
Mike Hoffmann and his wife Jan. To
learn more, call the church.

• A walking class meets at 9 a.m.
Tuesday and Thursday in Stull Hall.
After a devotion, a walking DVD gives
participants the option to walk 1-4
miles. Free. Drop-ins welcomed.

Haywood Christian Academy
consolidates campus

CLYDE - Haywood Christian Acad-
emy has made a significant step in its
multi-phase plan to consolidate on a
single campus: It has paid off its mort-
gage thanks to generous donors.

“We are excited to have taken this
first step in our desire to bring Hay-
wood Christian Academy together on
one campus with full facilities,” said
Kristen Stevens, chairperson for the
board of directors.

To learn more, visit haywood
christianacademy.org or find the school
on Facebook.
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