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The Four Chaplains Monument in Kearny on Friday, June 25, 2021. MICHAEL

KARAS/NORTHJERSEY.COM

when she discovered that three parish-
es – in Colwich, Kansas; Windthorst,
Texas; and Atlanta – had prayed the ro-
sary every day during World War II. In
each one, every member who was serv-
ing in the military returned home safely,
Amberg said. 

“It demonstrates the power of pray-
er,” she said. 

One of the most inspiring sites in
New Jersey, she said, is the Four Chap-
lains Monument in Kearny. The memo-
rial pays homage to the clerics who gave
away their life vests to four sailors on
the SS Dorchester when the ship was
torpedoed by a German U-boat in 1943.

“It makes you wonder, ‘would I have
had the guts and faith to do what they
did?’ ” she said, adding that the men
gave their lives so the others could live.
“You have a Methodist, (George Fox) a
rabbi (Alexander Goode), a Dutch Re-
formed minister (Clark Poling), and a
Catholic priest (John Washington).
Those four guys got along and respected
each other. I love that. The sculpture
shows the four chaplains praying in
their respective traditions.” 

Of the 904 men aboard the ship, only
230 survived. Eyewitnesses recall that
the last anyone saw of the chaplains
was that they stood against the ship’s
railing, arms linked and praying as they
went down with the ship. 

Many of the sites have awe inspiring
stories behind them.

When a fire destroyed the interior of
St. Anthony of Padua Church in Jersey
City in 1895, all that was left behind was
a large wooden crucifix that had been
hanging above the main alter. The “mi-
raculous crucifix” has since been re-
vered by generations of parishioners
and is now enshrined in a side altar of

the church.
Couples strug-

gling with fertility
issues often visit
the National
Shrine of St. Ge-
rard Majella at St.
Lucy’s Church in
Newark for a
blessing from
Saint Gerard, the
saint of unborn
children, for a
miracle baby. And women who have dif-
ficult pregnancies seek relief with “holy
hankies” handkerchiefs touched to a
relic of Saint Gerard. Murals in the
shrine chapel depict the saint’s life in
this historic church built by Italians and
Sicilians in the 1920s. 

The book contains Catholic sites
around the nation that are picturesque
as well as oddities, including the Christ

of the Abyss, a nearly 9-foot-tall, 2-ton
bronze statute of Jesus that was sub-
merged in 25 feet of water at John Pen-
nekamp Coral Reef State Park in Key
Largo, Florida. The sculpture draws scu-
ba divers who often dive down to touch
the statute’s fingertips and then bless
themselves.

The Abbey of Regina Laudis in Beth-
lehem, Connecticut is a lavish Nativity
scene dating back to the 18th century
that is believed to have been a gift to the
King of Sardinia for his coronation in
1720. The collection, located in a monas-
tery of Benedictine nuns, includes 68
hand carved figures who are dressed in
typical New England garb. 

Built to resemble the cloisters of me-
dieval Europe, The Cloisters in Manhat-
tan is a picturesque museum overlook-
ing the Hudson River that will transport
visitors back to the middle ages. A
branch of the Metropolitan Museum of

Art, it contains medieval gardens, and
several chapels along with an impres-
sive collection of over 5,000 works of art
and architecture. 

America’s oldest church is French: St
Joan of Arc Chapel in Milwaukee dates
back to the 15th century, and was locat-
ed in Chasse, France. 

According to the legend, Saint Joan
of Arc visited and prayed at the altar in
1429 before heading to war. After World
War I, an architect discovered the cha-
pel and transferred it to New York,
where it was purchased by a railroad
baron’s daughter who lived in a French
chateau on Long Island. When a 1962
fire gutted the chateau but miraculously
spared the chapel, the new owners do-
nated the gem to Marquette University
in Milwaukee.

The book was initially scheduled to
be published in 2020, but then the pan-
demic hit, and it had to be pushed back,
Amberg said. “The timing was provi-
dential because people are ready to have
a new adventure but don’t want to go to
Europe yet. This book is taking them on
adventures all across America.”

Those who opt to remain home can
learn a lot about Catholicism just from
reading the book, or they can virtually
explore the sites because each entry has
a link to a website, she said. 

Amberg, who loves traveling, said
she often combines pilgrimage with her
family vacations. 

“Visiting churches allows us to see
the American melting pot,” she said.
“We can learn the faith stories of all the
various cultures that make up our na-
tion.” 

America, she tells readers in the in-
troduction of her book, “has faith all
around us.” 

It can be found, she says, “in grand
cathedrals and tiny chapels, in miracle
shrines and underwater statutes and
even in blessed dirt.”
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Definitions of the term “secular”
come from Latin, “saeculum”: the pre-
sent age. Emphasis is on “attitudes and
activities that have no religious basis.”
In Astronomy, it refers to “slow changes
in the motion of the sun or planets.”

Given these meanings, it never ceas-
es to amaze me that so many fear sec-
ular ideas and secular people. Talk
about “slow changes.” Personally, I
think we should celebrate the word,
since it isn’t anti-religious but offers a
basis for any chosen worldview or be-
lief, and protects everyone because it’s
not beholden to any particular faith.

A famous preacher claims it has “in-
filtrated” the nation and “stormed
through the gates” of America. In his
mind, it’s a “very dangerous” threat to
people of faith and our whole way of life.

The boogeyman? Secularism. And
the scariest part of it, apparently, is that
it’s “godless.” However, another defini-
tion of secularism doesn’t emphasize
that. It is “the principle of separation of
the state from religious institutions.”
Secularism guards against theocracy.

Does any of this sound familiar? We
need only think back to the 1950’s. Peo-
ple were so scared of “the menace” of
Communism and its atheism (though
not all Communists are atheists) that
people were tried in the court of public
opinion and our godly protectors added
“under God” to the Pledge. That was
supposed to expose the non-religious
who would choose not to say those
words. 

Seems to me, when we judge, exclude
or divide people based on religious be-
liefs, we actually threaten our own free-
dom to follow our conscience.

God-less doesn’t mean Good-less.
When we define people by what they
don’t have – home-less, job-less, god-
less – it seems that it makes us all “less”:
less united, less free, less human.
There’s an assumption a person without
religious faith is less of a good citizen,
maybe less ethical.

Does Secularism worry you? Fact is,
any “ism” needs to be scrutinized. A phi-
losophy or worldview (including reli-
gious “ism”) is open to question and in-
vestigation. Secularism sees this world
as the only one we can experience – the
only one we know anything about – one
planet to share. We know nothing about
any other world. Many religious people,
whose faith is “grounded” in another
world, hear that as a threat – an imag-
ined secular attack.

Nearly one quarter of Americans
consider themselves “religiously unaf-
filiated” (PRRI.org). That doesn’t mean
they are secular; they just don’t identify
as religious.

Secularists (including humanists,
freethinkers, agnostics and many athe-
ists) are not seeking to destroy faith or
remove all religion from society. Some
believers want to “bring (their) God
back” into schools and government, but
many other believers join the secular
community in resisting that. Most hum-
bly considerate people of faith aren’t
concerned with forcing their faith on
others – they’re too busy addressing the
needs of this world (perhaps using Je-
sus as their model) to be distracted by
another world.

I’ve spoken with a few evangelicals
whose faith isn’t so much about the af-
ter-life but the before-death. That
doesn’t make them converts to secular-
ism, just sensible.

In my days of youthful evangelical-
ism, a friend took me to the home of a
Mormon family. I was uncomfortable
and they could tell. The mother sat
down by me and asked what was both-
ering me. “I think the Devil has deceived
Mormons and your faith is not of God.” I
could see she was genuinely hurt, and to
this day I feel a pang of embarrassment
that I said that. We were steeped in a
culture “under siege” by the forces of

Evil, feeling our own satanic panic.
Someone was out to get us, to attack our
faith and take our God away. Now I won-
der: was our faith so weak? Was our God
so small?

If there was some force, power, phi-
losophy or political ideology seeking to
rid the world of great literature, art or
ideas, I would stand beside anyone to
resist. If someone made it their mission
to tell people they couldn’t pray, read
their holy book or practice their faith, I
would stand up and speak out. But I
don’t see or hear that. 

The preachers of paranoia, who fill
masses of minds with fear-based faith,
are the ones to stand against. This is one
powerful way believers and nonbeliev-
ers can stand together in resistance. A
good secular thing to do! 

“Secularism” is not “infiltrating” our
communities to take anyone’s faith or
freedom away. There is no devilish mon-
ster sneaking around to make us all
atheists (or even seculars).

Are there people who would like us to
believe the same things, giving up free-
dom of choice and rational freethinking
to fearfully follow their “authorities”?
Sure.

Chances are they’re not secular.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. Learn
more at chighland.com.

Should we fear or cheer the rise of Secularism?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance to cterrell@citizentimes.com.

July 17

Tommy Payne concert: 7 p.m., Canton
Rec Park, Penland Street, Canton. Wor-
ship night and celebration of the re-
lease of new single “New Creation.”
Bring a chair. Free.

July 18

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., Friend Meeting House, 227
Edgewood Road. Professor Patrick
Bahls presents “Toward an Understand-
ing of the True Loss to Communities
from Urban Renewal.” By Zoom or vacci-
nated persons welcome to attend in
person. Get Zoom connection info at
EHSAsheville.org.
Montreat Summer Worship Series:
10:30 a.m., Montreat Conference Cen-
ter’s Anderson Auditorium, just off
Assembly Drive, Montreat. Visit
www.montreat.org or call 828-669-
2911. Different speaker each Sunday
through Aug. 8.

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 services at
35 Clayton Road, Arden, and satellite
locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the
Wilderness: Online service at 8:45 a.m.
on Facebook. www.stjohnflatrock.org/.
1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock.
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: 10:30 a.m. service at
www.fcchendersonville.org. Email fccin-
fo@fcchendersonville.org if you need
assistance.
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.

Grace Lutheran Church, Henderson-
ville: Livestream worship at 9 a.m. on
Facebook. Watch special services and
sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.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.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10
a.m. online service at Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-
person services at 10 a.m. Sundays in
the fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and attendees wearing
masks. 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. 828-891-7101.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elk-
wood Ave., Asheville. One Sunday in-
person service at 11 a.m. For those who
wish to remain in the parking lot, the
service will be broadcast on 88.3 FM. It
can also be accessed as livestream on
the church Facebook page and
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday ser-
vices at 8 a.m. Eucharist (in person
only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in person and

livestreamed on YouTube), 5:30 p.m
Celtic service (in person and lives-
treamed on YouTube). Visit
www.trinityasheville.org. 60 Church St.,
Asheville. 
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m.
services, 216 Shelburne Road, Asheville.
Visit https://tbcasheville.org/about/.
Nursery and mid-week meal still on
hold.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 10:30 a.m. Also lives-
treamed 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.

July 19

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
books. 828-891-7101.

RELIGION CALENDAR


