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But in Miami Beach, faith leaders and
the fire department have joined re-
sources to expedite getting shots in the
arms of older adults starting with the
homebound and those in low-income
housing, winning plaudits from both
the newly vaccinated and their relieved
relatives.

Through late February the initiative
was responsible for delivering 5,466
shots in the city, where a relatively high
17% of its 92,000 residents are 65 and
over, including hundreds of Holocaust
survivors. That’s on top of other vacci-
nations being arranged by hospitals and
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, or FEMA, in the area. 

“We’re not responding with lights
and sirens, but we are responding to a
need in the community,” Fire Chief Vir-
gil Fernandez said. “For many of the vul-
nerable, we’re the first line of defense.”

The initiative began to take shape
well before vaccines were even avail-
able. Early last fall, Division Chief Digna
Abello started pushing for the fire de-
partment to rent a freezer that could
store the Pfizer vaccine at the required
ultra-cold temperatures, on the as-
sumption that it would be approved and
the department’s 200 firefighters, all
trained paramedics, could help distrib-
ute it.

The program now up and running
since January, each day, amid a moun-
tain of neatly organized paperwork in
her office at the fire station, she manual-
ly keys into the state database each vac-
cine delivered by the firefighters and the
nurses that now accompany them, us-
ing a data entry system she created. 

“It’s easier to look the other way. But
if we have the capabilities …” Abello

said, her voice trailing off. The 38-year-
old mother self-assigns tasks that often
keep her at the station until 2 a.m., such
as procuring the most efficient syringes
that waste as little of the precious vac-
cines as possible. 

“Every drop has to be accounted for,”
said fire Capt. Mark Schwartz, who
loads the vials in bags of ice for daily de-
liveries and has configured his phone to
alert him to any temperature changes in
the department’s vaccine freezers.

“The first time we had 1,000 thou-
sand doses,” Schwartz said, “I couldn’t
sleep – ‘I’ve got 1,000 of what everybody
wants!’”

The biggest challenge was to get the
shots to the people who needed them
most and had the greatest difficulty
navigating online registrations or mass
vaccination sites – like a 96-year-old
man who’s unable to leave his bed in a
cramped apartment and got his second
dose from Schwartz in mid-February. 

Firefighters already have an “evacua-

tion list” of people they need to get to
safety during hurricanes. To go beyond
that, they turned to temples and
churches that minister to and are famil-
iar with many of the neediest in the
community. Rabbis and pastors draw up
lists of those who need or have asked for
help with a vaccine, for as soon as the
doses become available. 

One of them is Rabbi Mendy Levy of
the Chabad Hasidic movement, who
qualified to receive the vaccine due to
his front-line work as a hospital chap-
lain and posted about it online immedi-
ately to encourage others. 

“We have to be examples to the rest of
the community,” he said.

Levy helps train health care provid-
ers who treat Holocaust survivors, some
of whom can be retraumatized by trig-
gers such as injections and white coats
after being subjected to experiments
carried out by doctors in concentration
camps. It’s crucial that firefighters and
nurses take the vaccines to a welcoming

setting, such as a synagogue or a pa-
tient’s home, and visit with them and
their families. 

“Though it’s a trigger, so in general
they are afraid, they recognize this is a
God-given gift,” Levy said.

Firefighter Eric Cento, who has
worked two extra volunteer shifts week-
ly, administered a shot to a homebound
Holocaust survivor in her late 90s earli-
er this year. During his visit the woman
showed off family photos and offered
him food, he recalled. 

“To be able to help someone like that
… they’ve been waiting a long time,” he
said. “It’s like going to a grandparent’s
house.” 

While faith leaders assist with the
outreach, their help transcends congre-
gations and belief systems. A married
couple whom Cento helped get their
first doses at a senior community center
were put on a list by a synagogue, but
they’re not Jewish.

Their daughter, Karin Matos, said the
family was “desperate” after four nurses
administering home care to her 93-year-
old father tested positive. She tried all
the vaccine lists she could find but
struck out with each. Then she heard
about the one being maintained by
Temple Beth Sholom and signed them
up.

“The city literally called the same
day,” Matos said. 

Ten days later Matos’ parents got
their first shots. Afterward they sat for a
15-minute observation period to make
sure they came through without any al-
lergic reactions, alerted by two loudly
ringing cooking timers under their chair
when that time was up. Then all three
walked out into a warm South Florida
sea breeze. 

“I think,” said Matos’ mother, 82-
year-old Helga Huget, “we have a good
guardian angel.” 
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John Bagdasian, 72, of Miami Beach, closes his eyes as he receives the second
dose of the Moderna COVID-19 vaccine from nurse Michelle Valcourt at Beth
Israel Congregation, March 1 in Miami Beach, Fla. MARTA LAVANDIER/AP

Wherever a person lands on the path
of faith or atheism, coming across an
open-minded seeker who isn’t afraid to
wrestle with the Big Questions can be
refreshing. When we recognize both the
dark side and bright side of the history
of religion, embarking on a thoughtful
journey through the eyes of another can
be inspiring. Add to that a bit of travel
journal and a good dose of humor and
they can turn out to be a good compan-
ion on our own adventure.

I would normally avoid a book about
searching for faith, but I’ve been reading
Timothy Egan for years and find him a
reasonable sort. Besides, he’s a fellow
Pacific Northwesterner with roots in my
home state of Washington. So I was in-
trigued by his book, “A Pilgrimage to
Eternity: From Canterbury to Rome in
Search of a Faith.” Egan was brought up
Catholic and educated by Jesuits yet he
carries a curious, skeptical sense on his
pilgrim walk. At the beginning he puts
his goal rather bluntly: “I’m looking for
… a stiff shot of [no-b.s.] spirituality.” He

chooses to follow along the Via Franci-
gena, an old pilgrim path from England
to Italy, through France, Switzerland
and down to Rome where he hopes to
meet the Pope. Traveling some seg-
ments with his adult children, he’s a bit
like a spiritual tourist, yet his intent is
much deeper, more profound. Beyond
looking for that “stiff shot,” he’s serious
about doing some self-reflection on
what he believes and why he has a need
to believe.

Near the conclusion he writes: “None
of it matters, not to me. The sacred
scraps prove nothing … [they] are evi-
dence of only one thing: the certainty of
death.” He’s describing all the relics—
bones and other “proofs”— he’s seen in
churches and shrines on his pilgrimage.
They aren’t convincing, only distrac-
tions and disappointments. Faith based
on death isn’t life-giving.

His stories brought to mind my own
adventure in Europe, fresh out of col-
lege. I recall one experience in the Ba-
varian town of Nordlingen some years
ago. Nordlingen (pronounced NERD-
lingin) is a beautiful medieval town sur-
rounded by forests and fields. It’s also
encircled by a high wall. My college bud-
dy John and I wanted a higher view of
the village, so we entered the central
church and climbed the many stairs to
the bell tower. Just as we reached the

room right below the observation level,
we encountered an elderly German man
sitting at a table with a money box.
There was a cost to ascend the last steps
to the top. We were surprised since we
hadn’t seen any sign below, before we
climbed all those stairs. The thought of
paying for access, and the fact that this
was a church, was irritating. John paid
and went up, I refused and waited for
him, trying to peek out the tiny windows
in the room. I knew I was being stub-
born, but I was watching every coin I
carried and decided to stand on princi-
ple. Later, I bought a postcard with the
view John paid to see. 

My experience crossing Europe had
similarities to Egan’s. One church I en-
tered in Italy was so crammed with stat-
ues I didn’t stay, especially after being
told I couldn’t enter a side chapel unless
I paid. Disgusted, I hurried to the exit.
Accustomed to the passing of a collec-
tion plate or asking for donations, I
couldn’t handle charging admission to
“God’s House.”

On the other side of the Christian
coin, I stood at the pulpit in an open and
empty chapel in Scotland. The silence
was a sanctuary. 

Egan gets some clarification from his
long trek. He says: “Christ said many
good things. Those many good things
have held up far longer than any phys-

ical object [relics, churches, etc]. He
was nailed to a cross by Romans—that is
not disputed. He rose from the dead—
that is [disputed].” So, what does he
really believe? “I believe in the Resur-
rection, and I owe this sentiment to the
Via Francigena.” He explains what final-
ly convinced him was something he
heard from a Lutheran minister in Ge-
neva: “Nothing can keep my love in a
grave.” 

As a secular person, I can’t agree with
every element of the faith Timothy Egan
finds along his pilgrim path, but I think
anyone, believers and non-believers,
can discover something valuable in his
quest and questions.

A review of the book in the New York
Times ends with this invitation: “Read-
ing it, you feel yourself in the presence
of goodness — the kind you might sim-
ply have to decide to believe in.”

As I see it, that’s the real “faith” the
pilgrim seeks: the resurrection of the
good.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
"Friendly Freethinker," "Broken Bridges"
and "A Freethinker’s Gospel." Learn
more at chighland.com.

Pilgrimage to seek the resurrection of the good

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events.citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

March 21

Online services: A majority of churches
are still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion. 
Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville:
2:30-4 p.m. via Zoom. “Asheville’s Urban
Renewal Legacy” by professor Patrick
Bahls. Exploring history of Asheville’s
urban renewal from a quantitative,
qualitative and historical perspective
and its impact on marginalized commu-
nities. www.EHSAsheville.org.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on
YouTube at 10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871
Merrimon Ave., Asheville. Visit
www.graceavl.com for weekday ser-
vices and events.
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.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 9 and 11
a.m. services. Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Face-
book. Open for Sunday school and small
groups. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestream-
ing 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 at
9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP at
https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/
for 11 a.m. Sunday in-person service at
35 Clayton Road, Arden. New West
Asheville location at 511 Smokey Park
Highway (old Bi-Lo in Enka) is open.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
our Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
tream service on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926
Haywood Road.
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.

First Congregational Church, Hen-
dersonville: Online service only at 10:30
a.m. at www.fcchendersonville.org.
Email fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if
you need assistance.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.
online services at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne
Road, Asheville. Free food boxes 10
a.m.-1 p.m. Thursdays.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: Online service at 8:45
a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Green-
ville Highway, Flat Rock.

March 23

Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-
Thursdays, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside
church entrance via back parking lot.
Also visit Little Free Library to borrow
children and adult books. 828-891-
7101.

March 27

American Christian Fiction Writers S.C.
Chapter: 2-5 p.m., North Anderson

Baptist Church, 2308 N. Main St., An-
derson, SC. Free and visitors are in-
vited. Workshop “Novels Part 3: How to
Create Unforgettable Characters.”
http://scwritersacfw.blogspot.com/.
Easter egg hunt and lunch: 11 a.m.-2:30
p.m., Victory Baptist Church, 80 Oli-
vette Road, Asheville (near Erwin High
School). Must have legal guardian for
registration at 11 a.m. Mask highly sug-
gested. Egg hunt follows lunch at noon.
Pick up time 2:30 p.m.

March 28

Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m.
Palm/Passion Sunday on March 28.
Other Holy Week services livestreamed
April 1-2 and 4 at
www.gracehendersonville.com.

April 4

65th annual Easter Sunrise Service at
Chimney Rock State Park: 7 a.m. liv-
estreamed on Facebook. Free. Cele-
brate with song, scripture and spiritual
music as sun ascends over Lake Lure.
www.chimneyrockpark.com/
event/65th-annual-easter-sunrise-
service-2/.
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