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The setting is an anti-slavery gather-
ing in Concord, Massachusetts, 1844.
Frederick Douglass and Ralph Waldo
Emerson are the featured speakers.
Writer, editor and feminist Margaret
Fuller is in the front row. The event,
called by the leadership of the Concord
Female Anti-Slavery Society, is a cele-
bration of the emancipation of slaves in
the West Indies 10 years earlier. But
there is grumbling in town. These aboli-
tionists are a mix of “disunionists” and
Transcendentalists. Some are calling
for the disunion – even burning copies
of The Constitution and turning the flag
upside down. Their cry is, “No union
with slaveholders!” For others, the main
issue is to work cooperatively to end the
ownership of human beings, peacefully,
if possible. 

There is a more immediate confusion
in the crowd. “Where do we meet?” Or-
ganizers lead the throng to one church.
The pastor angrily slams the door and
locks it. At another church, they are met
with the same disgust and denied entry.
The writer Nathaniel Hawthorne and

his wife Sophia invite people to the lawn
behind their house – the “Old Manse” –
with a view of the North Bridge over the
Concord River, where the first battles of
the American Revolution were engaged. 

Then, a strong rainstorm forces peo-
ple to run for cover. Many gather at the
courthouse in town but the only way to
draw the townsfolk is to ring the Parish
bell. The sexton refuses and no one
dares touch the bell. Out of the crowd
steps a young man, a recent graduate of
Harvard, who had failed as a school-
teacher. Just returning to town from
hikes in New Hampshire and New York,
he walks straight back into yet another
Concord controversy.

The 27-year-old has never been a
member of the Parish church, or any
other. In fact he once wrote that his reli-
gion was “a love of nature.” Yet, still in
his hiking clothes, he steps forward
through the timid crowd and takes hold
of the rope. He firmly rings the bell as
people begin to pour into the court-
house, out of the pouring rain, from ev-
ery corner of town.

The bellringer was Henry David Tho-
reau. His mother Cynthia and sisters,
Helen and Sophia, were disunionists
who opened their home for runaway
slaves-a stop on the Underground Rail-
road. Henry too had sheltered and guid-
ed escaped slaves to the north.

Following the excitement of the

event, Henry printed and distributed his
friend Emerson’s speech, signing as
“agent for the Society”-The Concord
Female Anti-Slavery Society!

This vivid story comes to mind while
considering the question: Where are the
bells today and who dares to ring them?
Do the bells call us in or out? 

One chilly Sunday morning in Janu-
ary 1853, Thoreau wrote in his journal
that the church bells were calling people
inside, to the “stove-warmed church,”
while God “exhibits himself” outside in
the frosty forest, as with Moses in the
burning bush on Mount Sinai. Going in-
side a building, or staying inside an in-
stitution, was not Henry’s idea of “find-
ing the divine.”

When I was in college and later in
seminary, we were called to classes by
the chimes in a belltower. While living in
Berkeley, the bells of the University
could always be heard in the distance.
Bells can serve a practical purpose,
piercing our consciousness to wake us
to move, and learn. 

The early church thought of them-
selves as the “called out ones” – the “ec-
clesia.” This has traditionally been un-
derstood as meaning the People of God,
called out from secular society. Some
feel God wants them to be “in the world
but not of the world.” What does this
really mean? 

We need new voices to sound a wake-

up call for the faithful and the secular.
The bells need to shake us out of our
fenced faiths and buttressed beliefs to
realize there is no other world. We may
find the church doors, like so many
minds, closed and locked. If they refuse
to open, to let out or let in, someone un-
expected may step from the shadows to
grab the rope and pull. 

Bells are always pealing. We simply
can’t hear them or choose not to hear.
They are agitating and alarming, and
can no longer be ignored because they
call us to face Truth and act for the
Right. What is Truth? What is Right? We
won’t know until we heed the bells,
gather together and accept that we are
both in the world and of the world.

Thoreau and his circle of abolition-
ists had a good sense of the true and
right. They knew their message would
not be popular but they stood up and
spoke out.

What is that ringing in our ears? An
alarm? A wake-up call? 

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant 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. Chris’ new book, “Bro-
ken Bridges: Building Community in a
World Divided by Beliefs,” is now avail-
able on Amazon.

Are ringing bells calling us in or out?

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Oct. 31

Drive-thru Trunk or Treat: 5-8 p.m.,
West Canton Baptist Church, 75 Lowe
St. (off Old Clyde Road), Canton.
Drive-thru Trunk or Treat: 6-8:30 p.m.,
North Canton Baptist Church, North
Canton Road, Canton.
Drive-thru Trunk or Treat: Begins at 6
p.m., Oak Grove Baptist Church, 39
Robinson Road (Thickety area), Clyde.
Drive-thru Trunk or Treat: 3-5 p.m.,
First United Methodist Church, New-
found Street, Canton. 

Nov. 1

Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
“With Malice Toward None-Live the
Golden Rule”: 3 p.m. People can gather
for multi-faith, non-partisan virtual Vigil
for Civility. We hope to improve how we
see and talk to each other. Visit
www.wncLiveTheGoldenRule.com and
click on the Virtual Vigil tab for the link.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on

Zoom at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merri-
mon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Juna-
luska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A
sacred place for prayer and meditation.
Asbury Memorial UMC: 10 a.m. Sundays
on the lawn, 171 Beaverdam Road,
north Asheville. Social distance and
masks required. Canceled in the event
of rain. Bring a chair. Online service at
www.asburymethodist.org/.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestream-
ing Sunday at 10:45 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.
60 Church St., Asheville. For pdates on
services visit www.trinityasheville.org/
livestream-links.
Biltmore Church: Online services con-
tinue 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.biltmore-
church.com/rsvp/for 6:30 p.m. Thurs-
day services at Arden and Henderson-
ville 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 Face-
book. 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://wptlra-
dio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM.
Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
tream services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org.
First Congregational Church, Hen-
dersonville: Online service at
www.fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service
at http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shel-
burne 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 Green-

ville Highway, Flat Rock. 
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online
service at www.newbridgebaptist.org
and Facebook page. 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville.

Nov. 3

Holiday Craft Fair: 10:30 a.m.-noon
Tuesdays through Nov. 17, Etowah Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 110 Brickyard
Road, Etowah. View items at www.eto-
wahumc.org/holiday-fair/. Call 828-
696-5567 or 828-702-6793 noon-6 p.m.
daily to pre-order. Pre-ordering re-
quired. 
Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate
God’s healing power. Biblical and bal-
anced program helps overcome hurts,
hang-ups, habits. Contact Connie at
669-1981 or Jeanie at 669-4146.
Free puzzle swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tues-
days-Thursdays, Mills River Presbyteri-
an Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles out-
side church entrance via back parking
lot. Wear face masks while picking up
and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-
7101.
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taneously brace the remaining walls of
the cupula, provide a work platform just
under the dome and the arch over the
top, to provide trusses for a temporary
metal roof.

The experts working on projects like
this across Mexico face some of the
same issues confronting restorers ev-
erywhere, like France’s re-building of
the Notre Dame Cathedral: are the ma-
terials and craftsmen’s skills of centu-
ries ago still available? How can you ex-
plain delays to impatient modern citi-
zens, for whom construction is some-
thing that is done in weeks or months?

“It is true that some of the finer, more
specialized knowledge of these (con-
struction) crafts has been lost. This
work is still being done, perhaps more
clumsily, but the crafts remain and peo-
ple know how to work with these ma-
terials,” Mondragón says, referring to
the quarry stone and super-light “tezon-
tle” volcanic stone used to build the
original dome. But with quarries near
the city depleted – or filled in to create
housing – Mondragón says “in effect, it
gets harder every day to find good ma-
terial.”

Initially, restorers thought that they
would have to dismantle what remained
of the dome and re-assemble it piece by
piece, Mondragón said.

But they realized that the cause of the
collapse had been an enormously heavy
central cupola that stood atop the dome
and which had been leaning out of level
because the church was unevenly sink-
ing into Mexico City’s notoriously
swampy soil. So the collapsed part
could be rebuilt and mated with the re-
maining structure.

The $2 million restoration effort at
Nuestra Señora de los Angeles will take
at least two years more; impatient resi-
dents often ask experts why it is taking
so long. To date, about 1,100 of the 2,340
damaged structures have been restored.

Architect Fernando Duarte Soriano is
restoring churches for the Institute,
known as the INAH, in the neighboring
state of Morelos. He points to the barrel-
vault roof from the 1500s of the former
convent of San Juan Bautista in Tlaya-
capan, Morelos that cracked and partly
collapsed in the 2017 quake. 

“Sometimes with community mem-
bers, we face a situation where they say
‘it has been so long, and you haven’t fin-

ished,’” says Duarte Soriano, noting that
original materials like lime mortar,
wood and stone take longer. “Imagine,
these structures sometimes took as long
as 100 years to be built … and in three
years, we have managed to consolidate
the structure.”

While the Tlayacapan convent, start-
ed in 1554, soon after the conquest, is
nearing completion there are dozens of
other churches that need urgent atten-
tion.

Duarte Soriano headed up teams that
went out immediately after the 2017
quake to inspect 159 damaged buildings
in Morelos, often at enormous personal
risk. “The truth is there are vaults on the

verge of collapsing, collapsed bell tow-
ers, domes, buttresses and walls that
were falling down. At times it wasn’t
safe to go into all those places, there was
a chance that part of it was going to
come down on top of you.”

Unable to correct inclinations in
some structures, the best restoration
work will still leave some buildings
leaning at crazy angles, steadied with
steel cables and counterweights.

Nor were the original builders centu-
ries ago faultless geniuses; the restora-
tion work has uncovered some elemen-
tary errors, like the use of rounded river-
stones in the lower parts of some walls.
Their round shapes are inherently un-
stable and don’t hold mortar well. 

Experts restoring buildings and mon-
uments here have faced every kind of
challenge: how to replace a bent old
steel support completely encapsulated
inside a slender stone column hundreds
of feet tall; how to fix foundations sunk
in swampy soil; how to restore church
bell towers that are central to village life.
There have even been fires and take-
overs by homeless people at one church
under restoration.

Filiberto Arias Araujo, the parish
priest at the San Juan Bautista church
in Tlayacapan, explains the importance
of the bells in Mexican village life.
Church bells are commonly rung as an
alarm in emergencies, or toll to gather
townspeople together. After San Juan
Bautista’s bell towers were damaged in
2017, the town went silent for three
years.

“They rang the bells recently as a
test,” Arias Araujo said of the restora-
tion experts. “They wanted to see if
there were any vibrations, especially in
the facade, and the people were saying
‘Great! We got shivers hearing what we
hadn’t heard in three years, our bells,
the voice of our town.’”
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Father Filiberto Arias Araujo leads an afternoon Mass in a temporary outdoor
chapel erected outside the former San Juan Bautista Convent, where restoration
work is underway following damage in a 2017 earthquake, in Tlayacapan, Morelos
State, Mexico, Oct. 13. Araujo explained the importance of the bells in Mexican
village life: that church bells are commonly rung as an alarm in emergencies, or
toll to gather townspeople together. REBECCA BLACKWELL/AP


