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Bishop Donald Washington of
Mount Hermon Missionary Baptist
Church. COURTNEY HERGESHEIMER/

COLUMBUS DISPATCH

COLUMBUS, Ohio – On Sunday
mornings, when Bishop Donald
Washington looks out over those in
his congregation, he struggles not to
linger on the empty spaces.

COVID-19 has hit his flock partic-
ularly hard.

While his Mount Hermon Mis-
sionary Baptist Church on the city’s
Northeast Side stands strong at
1,900 members, Washington said he
can’t help but think of the 60-some
members who have died in the past
two years – more than one-third of
them due to COVID-19 or related
complications. 

“COVID has really impacted the
Black community, and particularly
this church,” Washington, 75, said.
“It just seemed like every week, two
or three were dying at the same
time.”

Now, two years after COVID shut
down many houses of worship,
Mount Hermon Missionary Baptist 
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‘HUNKS OF US
ARE GONE’

Pandemic’s impact is personal at Ohio church

Danae King
Columbus Dispatch

USA TODAY NETWORK - OHIO

See IMPACT, Page 4C

LIVING

This story and the lesson I draw from
it may sound somewhat silly, but take a
ride with me. Driving home one after-
noon to my small apartment in a pre-
dominantly immigrant neighborhood, I
came to a stoplight at a busy intersec-
tion. As the signal turned green, I was
anxious to move. After a long day I was
ready to get home, to relax with dinner
and a glass of wine. 

The car in front of me didn’t move. I
was about to give a honk, when the driv-
er opened his door and emerged. The
worried Latino man called out: “Can you
give a push? My car won’t start!” I got
out and looked over the situation, hesi-
tating to risk scraping my newer bump-
er with his older car. “Please!” he asked,
and pointed, “Just over to that gas sta-
tion.” More cars were impatiently stack-
ing up behind me and it seemed the risk
of a scrape or dent was worth it. No big
deal.

I slowly moved my small truck for-
ward until there was contact. A bump, a

nudge, and we began to move. Very
slowly I pushed him through one inter-
section, then another. Thankfully the
lights were all green. Passing through as
the second light turned yellow, I gave
one final bump and he coasted into the
gas station, waving as I drove on.

Such a simple story. Not an uncom-
mon thing to see. A car stalls, a stranger
helps push. Something my Dad would
do without hesitation. He was always
helping others in need. A model of the
Good Samaritan. It was second nature,
common sense to him. Someone needs
help, of course you help. I suppose it’s
good to be somewhat cautious and not
jump into assist another person without
at least a moment to consider the op-
tions, your own safety, or potential im-
pacts. The man who asked me for a push
was probably a neighbor. His children
may have been classmates with my
daughter at the nearby elementary
school where 20 languages were spo-
ken. Friends she brought home were
Black, Laotian, Vietnamese and Latino.
It didn’t matter if he was a neighbor,
since the timeless questions must be
asked: “Who is my neighbor?” “Who is
the stranger?” 

This happened on yet another day of
“being Chaplain Chris” – a “high traffic”
day of practicing a ministry of presence.

A chaplain’s day is often filled with en-
countering men, women and children
who seem stalled in their personal lanes
of life (you knew I would use that im-
age). This day, like many days, I bumped
into people with all kinds of needs,
some who were stalled at life’s intersec-
tions, indecisive or out of gas, feeling
powerless, overwhelmed, afraid to pro-
ceed. Then someone bumps into them.
Could they help or will indifference dent
the day? With or without words, they
may ask a vulnerable, risky question:
Could you give me a push?

Don’t we all ask these sincere ques-
tions at crisis points in our lives? Aren’t
we sometimes fearful to show weak-
ness, need, dependence on someone,
anyone?

Many of the people I’ve tried to lend a
hand to over the years didn’t need that
much, at least not much from me. A lis-
tening ear perhaps; a short walk down
the sidewalk; a few minutes sitting on a
park bench; a cup of coffee in my office.
A person may have a car-full of prob-
lems that appear to be unmanageable,
out of control or out of fuel. At times all I
could offer was a push to believe in
themselves, a nudge to move forward, to
make a decision, perhaps to steer in a
new direction, even when coasting. Do
they have the momentum or motivation

to get going, or stop going the wrong
way, possibly a dead end way? 

I don’t want to “push” this too far. The
image has its limits. Yet I think it’s worth
considering, contemplating the impact
we can have on others and they on us.
What stalls us? When are we hesitant to
move on? Do we have the energy to
move and if not, who can provide the
shove we need? When we get into a
scrape, another option might be to get
out of the stalled vehicle, or the wreck (a
relationship, mindset, belief), seek oth-
er more reliable transportation that can
get us where we need to go, where we
need to be.

Bumping into another person who
may need our immediate assistance
presents a moment of decision that may
have long-lasting effects. We may be
pushed to change our schedule, our day,
our mind, or even our life. It prods my
conscience to think about that one sim-
ple act of kindness. Because I was being
nudged as well. 

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.

A nudge and a push with a bumper of kindness
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