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Our interactions with nature can
sometimes startle our senses. The pho-
tographer Jason Persoff reveals this in
an incredible series on snowflakes
(https://stormdoctor.smugmug.com/
Snowflakes-and-Winter/). I’m not sure
how he does it, but the images are noth-
ing short of … well, that’s just it, I can’t
think of an adequate word, as with most
things in the natural world. When
someone “captures” something incred-
ibly amazing with a camera, whether a
cell or a whale, a molecule or a moun-
tain, I’m usually stunned into silent
awe, struggling for descriptive terms.
My tongue feels captured and numb. No
verbal response is adequate; any term
evaporates, like a transient snowflake.

Naturalist John Muir scribbled into
his notebook, high in his beloved moun-
tain temples: “Contemplating the works
of these flowers of the sky, one may eas-
ily fancy them endowed with life” (The
Mountains of California). On their “er-
rands of divine love,” these “snowflow-
ers” are frail and feeble yet together be-
come powerful sculptors carving the
valleys and mountain ranges. Muir is

awestruck by their cooperative spirit:
“We are many, and together we will be
strong.” As with so many of these inspir-
ing moments in nature, he writes what
almost can’t be written: “Nothing that I
can write can possibly exaggerate the
grandeur and beauty of their work.” 

I know the feeling. Earlier in my
saunter into the wilds, friends and I
would lace on pairs of snowshoes and
trek out to silent forests where every
sound was absorbed by the beauty. Far
out in the high country wilderness we
would delight to discover frozen mead-
ows glistening in gardens of skyflowers.
In these natural sanctuaries, words
seem to freeze even as they are spoken.
There are many sounds and sights to fill
the senses, but silence reigns and
speech is superfluous. In our world of
words, we need these places of pilgrim-
age where we can learn over and over
that a centering stillness rejuvenates,
restores and reforms our lives as the
snowflakes form and reform the earth.

Snowflowers, skyflowers, the most
ethereal creations of nature, planted
from the clouds to grow into drifts, gla-
ciers … and snowmen. Astoundingly
unique, they are, by nature, creative, in-
spiring creativity. In the history of reli-
gion, explorers of the outer and inner
landscapes have felt compelled to ask:
Who is the Master Designer, the Cre-
ative Artist, sculpting and painting and
writing the poetry of life? Who, or what?

The Psalmist sang of a Great Artist
whose handcrafted artwork is visible in
the sky above and earth below: “The
heavens declare the glory of The Un-
speakable, and the firmament pro-
claims their handiwork.” (Psalm 19). Yet
even the biblical poet is aware that we
must be wary of words: “Day to day
pours forth speech [though] there is no
speech, nor are there words; their voice
is not heard.” What can this mean? If
we’re perceptive, attentive, don’t we
hear something, Someone? “Yet their
voice goes out through all the earth, and
their words to the end of the world.”
Caught in the timeless dilemma of all re-
ligious writers, and naturalists like
Muir, the Psalmist hears something pro-
found in a wordless world of daily cre-
ation. The Psalm-writer senses a master
Poet expounding the great poem of the
planet, a Sculptor shaping sentences in
the sky and sand, whispers that drift on
the wind and ripple the waters. Or, put
another, more secular—present world—
way: one artist is honoring another: Na-
ture, Creator, Great Inventor.

As Muir himself said: “In our best
times everything turns into religion, all
the world seems a church and the
mountains altars” ("My First Summer in
the Sierra"). Like a bearded and bedaz-
zled modern Psalmist, he perceived
voices too, in the skyflowers and earth-
flowers carpeting his mountain cathe-
dral, where he heard: “the sweetest

church music I ever enjoyed.” In compa-
ny with myriads of believers through
history, Muir found himself “devoutly
wondering, admiring, longing!” 

Can we experience a similar ecstasy,
standing beside the Psalmist and the
naturalist, the preacher and the teacher,
the believer and the freethinker? Isn’t
this all as delicate as a snowflake, as
unique to each as those delightful de-
signs? Think of the words that come to
mind when viewing those photographs
by Jason Persoff. Gorgeous, beautiful,
amazing … wow! How did he do it? What
hath Nature wrought? Profound won-
der. Is it the “glory of God” we see and
hear and feel, or the glorious artwork of
the cosmos that built us atom by atom,
cell by cell?

Maybe we simply draw a deep
breath, sound a sigh, with a shaking
head, stunned to silence in the face of
something beyond words. “Day to day
pours forth speech [though] there is no
speech, nor are there words; their voice
is not heard.” Like flowers of frozen flak-
es. Like Winter’s best gifts.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on "Friendly
Freethinker" (www.chighland.com).
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But it bothered the Rev. Adam
Kelchner, the new pastor: “I was preach-
ing one Sunday and was rather dis-
traught that one of our families literally
could not be in the same worship space
just because we didn’t have a seating ar-
rangement that made sense.”

So Kelchner made one that did. He
secured trustees’ approval and hired a
company to cut up a few pews, making
space for Lamb – and anyone else using
a wheelchair or walker – to worship
alongside the rest of the congregation.

“It blew us out of the water,” said
Lamb.

Except as employers, religious enti-
ties are exempt from the Americans
with Disabilities Act, the 32-year-old
landmark civil rights law that included
access requirements for public spaces.
Nonetheless, most have made their
buildings accessible in some fashion. 

But there is much room for improve-
ment, said Scott Thumma, a sociology
of religion professor and director of the
Hartford Institute for Religion Research.

Thumma also co-leads Faith Com-
munities Today, a research project that
surveyed more than 15,000 U.S. reli-
gious congregations for its 2020 report
and found that 76% have wheelchair ac-
cess. Thirty percent offer large-print
worship materials and about the same
portion have hearing assistive devices. 

“That’s not terrible. But then when
you start to ask the questions of how are
they accommodating all the other chal-
lenges and disabilities? …Then it just al-
most drops off,” Thumma said. “They
don’t make the full accommodations to
allow all of their people to actually wor-
ship to their fullest in the service.”

The pandemic and the sweeping rise
of online worship that followed was a
catalyst for a more expansive under-
standing of what it really means to be an
accessible church, said the Rev. Kelly
Colwell, who leads digital and hybrid
ministry at First Congregational Church
of Berkeley, United Church of Christ, in
California. 

She had an eye-opening virtual cof-
fee chat early in the pandemic. A con-
gregant with multiple sclerosis ex-
plained how her online event-packed
calendar finally allowed her to partici-
pate in ways her physical condition
wouldn’t otherwise permit. It made Col-
well realize the church had been exclud-
ing people with accessibility challenges
all along. 

Today, Colwell continues to assess
whether the church is physically acces-
sible to all congregants on an equal ba-
sis. Now she also considers how to make
the online and hybrid experience mean-
ingful.

“We’re not providing a sort of sepa-
rate and unequal service for people who
can’t come in person,” Colwell said. 

Maria Town, the American Associa-
tion of People with Disabilities’ presi-
dent and CEO, has seen progress. She
pointed to congregations adding inclu-
sion events and playgrounds for all as
well as an activist-created, easy-to-read
Quran translation for those with intel-

lectual and developmental disabilities. 
“It’s slow, but I do think more and

more entities are beginning to realize
that this is a need, and I also hope that
more and more people with disabilities
are actually saying, ‘We deserve to be
here,’” Town said. 

Omer Zaman, a Muslim wheelchair
user near Chicago, is one of the disabled
faithful pushing for acceptance and ac-
cessibility. He focuses on inclusion at
mosques as a volunteer and board
member with MUHSEN, a nonprofit ad-
vocating for accommodations and un-
derstanding of disabilities in the Mus-
lim community. 

“Individuals with special needs can
be on a board. They can contribute.
They can give you a perspective,” said
Zaman, 37, who has muscular dystro-
phy. “We are not defined by our special
needs. It’s just a part of who we are …
but there’s more to us than that.”

MUHSEN recognizes mosques mak-
ing progress through its tiered masjid
certification. To earn it, they must meet
requirements like having disability
awareness events, support groups, spe-
cialized childcare, braille Qurans and
ramps.

“It’s not just the ramp,” said Jerry
Lamb, who has confronted accessibility
problems in many types of venues.

Lamb wants to invite policymakers to
what he thinks would be an eye-open-
ing outing in wheelchairs. They would
experience firsthand just how hard it is
to do basic activities, like using public

bathrooms and finding restaurants with
enough space between tables for a
wheelchair, he said. 

His family also sacrificed what they
thought was their forever home to move
into a fully accessible house. They
skipped church for awhile, juggling the
pandemic, Lamb’s health problems, and
taking on new duties as foster parents.

“It wasn’t even the fact that church
didn’t have a place for him in the chair. It
was difficult for us. We were just learn-
ing this new kind of lifestyle,” said his
wife, Laura Lamb, who was grateful
their fellow congregants checked in on
them. 

Dignity is needed in accessibility as
well, said Amy Asin, the Union for Re-
form Judaism’s vice president of con-
gregational engagement and leadership
experiences.

Anybody who’s “had to go through
the kitchen to get to the sanctuary has
experienced what congregations need
to do,” Asin said. “Some of it is about get-
ting around … some of it is about making
sure that path has dignity.”

Accessibility shouldn’t be treated as
only a disability community issue ei-
ther, she said. 

“If we’ve had the blessing of living
long enough, we will all be disabled.
This is not about them. This is about all
of us,” Asin said.

Accessibility updates can be pricey,
but so can a congregation’s other needs,
Asin said. These projects also can go
through the annual budget process,

knowing that some years, replacing a
leaky roof or other critical need will take
precedence. 

Sometimes financial help is avail-
able. Asin said donors may be interested
in funding a particular accessibility pro-
ject. 

ENCORE Ministry provides grants for
congregations making accommoda-
tions for older members in the Tennes-
see-Western Kentucky Conference of
the United Methodist Church, said ex-
ecutive director Kent McNish. 

Of the conference’s roughly 1,000
congregations, more than 60% of con-
gregants are 60 and older, he said:
“Most churches see that as a given and
they don’t do anything for their senior
adults.”

ENCORE is trying to change that with
training and resources. As examples,
they have funded sound systems that
make worship easier to hear and
screens that are more readable than
hymnals.

At Camden First, the sanctuary
layout now sends an important mes-
sage. “This is a place where we have
thoughtfully made decisions to invite
folks in” that need mobility assistance,
Kelchner said. 

The Lambs rejoined the congregation
in the sanctuary this fall. It just so hap-
pened that a newly-halved pew was
near what once was their usual Sunday
seat before everything changed. Jerry
Lamb said, “It felt like coming home.”
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Jerry Lamb, who has a spine condition, talks to Pastor Adam Kelchner at Camden First United Methodist Church in
Camden, Tenn. The church recently had a couple pews cut in half so Jerry, and anyone else who uses a wheelchair, walker
or other aid, can still sit with the rest of the congregation. AP


