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In the late ‘70s, when Martha and her
husband, Bobby, moved out to their
hunting camp along Blind River –
named for the many turns that make it
impossible to see around the next cor-
ner – Martha was worried about how
she’d be able to regularly attend church.

But then came a vision of Jesus
kneeling by a rock. That vision, Martha
told Bobby, was Jesus saying that she
needed to build a church there. So on
Easter Sunday of 1983, Martha and Bob-
by – who luckily was a carpenter – got to
work.

It became a community project, Pat
said on a recent morning as she leafed
through a scrapbook of photographs
showing the neighbors and friends who
helped turn Martha’s vision into reality.

“They got together and they came
and helped. And that was a beauty in it-
self,” said Pat.

They laid down floor joists and raised
a roof and a steeple. They carved pews
from cypress trees and hand-chiseled
the shingles from cypress as well. In the
center of the chapel is a statue of the

Virgin Mary who is standing inside a
hollowed out cypress tree that was
pulled from the swamp. The room is
decorated with paintings of Jesus or
other religious scenes, rosaries and
crosses.

When the chapel was finished in Au-
gust 1983, a priest came to dedicate it in
a ceremony attended by neighbors and
friends in their boats.

Since then it has hosted weddings,
visitors from as far away as Israel and
England and one archbishop. Pat said
her mother was generally there to greet
them, hand out finger rosaries or can-
dles, and ask them if they wanted her to
pray for them or if they wanted to write
out a special prayer.

Many visitors who weren’t Catholic
would ask Martha if they could go inside
the chapel. Pat said her mother assured
them they could.

“She said this place is for everyone,”
Pat said. “That meant a lot to her to have
people come in here, and whether they
stayed a minute or an hour, it didn’t mat-
ter.”

Bobby Deroche died in 2012 and Mar-
tha the next year. Now Pat’s son Lance
Weber, who has a small house next door,
is taking care of the chapel. The years
and south Louisiana weather have not

been kind. The chapel has flooded re-
peatedly and needs extensive repair
work. For the past two years or so, Lance
has kept the chapel closed to most visi-
tors out of safety concerns.

Last summer he built a new boat
dock with donated composite boards,
and he’s mounted support posts that
will help hold the chapel up when he
raises it from future floods. Then he’ll
start repairing the flooring and tackling
other projects. All of the tools required –
everything from heavy beams to riprap,
screws and bags of concrete – must be

hauled in on Lance’s 15-foot flat boat.
He plans to build a dock specifically

for kayakers on the side of the chapel.
And he’d like to repeat something his
grandparents did when the chapel was
first built. Those who helped with its
construction wrote special prayers on
pieces of paper that Martha and Bobby
gathered and stored in the steeple.
Lance plans to take those out, rewrap
them in a waterproof container and
then ask everyone who helps him with
repairs to write their own prayers. He’ll
put them all back together in the stee-
ple.

Lance grew up visiting his grandpar-
ents on the river, and the chapel was a
constant of his childhood. His grand-
mother rang the church bell on Sunday
mornings to call him in from wherever
he was fishing so they could watch
church services on TV.

Over the decades he’s noticed some
changes in the surrounding swamp –
high water and waves from boat traffic
have eroded the tree line and widened
the river channel, but otherwise, every-
thing is just about the same. And he
wants to keep it that way.

“Now that I’m older, I’m trying to pre-
serve it for my kids and their kids and
grandkids and everything else,” he said.
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Pat Hymel on Tuesday tells the history
of Our Lady of Blind River Chapel in St.
James Parish, La. GERALD HERBERT/AP

There was a time when I regularly
(even religiously) turned to the “saints”
for their wisdom, to learn lessons from
their spiritual lives: Teresa of Avila; Ju-
lian of Norwich; Hildegard of Bingen
and her symphonies; John of the Cross
and his “dark night of the soul”; Augus-
tine and his “Confessions”; Francis of
Assisi and his “Canticles.” Reading
Thomas Merton’s “Wisdom of the Des-
ert Fathers” was a delight, with stories
and sayings that inspired deeper
thought and contemplation.

I often drew stories from these early
monastics while leading groups or
teaching classes. They seemed an end-
less mine for meditation and prayer.
Along the way I would introduce
“saints” from other traditions. Jewish,
Buddhist, Hindu, Sufi and Taoist voices
were added to the lessons of the Chris-
tian saints.

As a chaplain I depended on the
faithful support of volunteers and con-
gregations. St. Vincent dePaul became a
central hub for the work as it did for
many in the “community of the streets.”
“St. Vinnies,” as it is affectionately
named by the community, was and is
one of the great social service agencies,
providing daily meals, rental assis-
tance, counseling and much more. I
would call it Compassion Central. A vi-
brant community center and safe space
off the streets during the day, Vinnies
was the perfect place for our chaplaincy
team to connect with “our people.”

There were many directors, employ-
ees and volunteers who made St. Vin-
cent’s thrive through the years, but one
in particular stands out for me. His
name was Bob Kunst. He’s gone now,
but his legacy should not be forgotten.

Bob had been the director of St. Vin-
cent’s before he joined our chaplaincy
board where he served for several years.
Especially skilled as a treasurer, Bob
was also a steady voice of wisdom for us
all. His familiarity with many of the peo-
ple on the street coupled with his long
experience in direct service made him
an exceptional colleague. 

He took a loving yet firm approach
and had no stars in his eyes. He also
never seemed to “spiritualize” the peo-
ple or their situation. It was certainly a
“God thing” for him, and his deep faith
was evident, yet he never wore that on
his sleeve, which was most visible in his
interactions with people in the free din-
ing room or on the sidewalk, as well as
his work with our inter-religious chap-
laincy.

Bob’s playful humor was clearest for
me in something he did within his own
Catholic community. Bob organized
“Sock and Undie Sundays” in a number
of parishes. His relationship with peo-
ple in poverty and distress made him
acutely sensitive to the greatest needs.
In his mind, human contact was essen-
tial and spiritual care was necessary
but so was practical assistance which
included basic clothing. Most might
not consider socks and underwear as
necessities (I often smiled imagining
families and seniors carrying “intimate
apparel” into church).

Bob would advocate in parishes and
speak to priests about setting aside
special Sundays to collect donations of
new socks and underwear. In the days
following “Sock and Undie Sunday,”
Bob would appear at a shelter, shower
location, the chaplaincy office and St.
Vincent’s with his van to deliver bags
full of new underwear and socks. 

Merton wrote that the desert her-
mits were “very alert and very sensitive
to the landmarks of a trackless wilder-
ness.” In other words, in their solitary
way, they were explorers, venturing
“where no one has gone before.” This
makes me think of naturalists like John
Muir, but also participatory pragma-
tists like “Saint Bob.”

Bob would laugh with embarrass-
ment and wave off any mention of him
being a saint. But why not Bob? Hum-
ble service seems fairly good criteria for

the title, wouldn’t you agree? It’s not
about purity or piety but presence. 

I think Bob left us some value les-
sons about sainthood and those we like
to venerate or emulate as paragons of
the spiritual life. He wore no robes or
big crosses; he was a faithful Catholic
Christian who was humble enough to
work side by side with friends of any
faith and no faith; he was a successful
businessman who shared his wealth
along with his heart and intelligence.
Always bringing a smile into every
room, Saint Bob exuded cheerfulness
as well as a respectful seriousness, es-
pecially face to face with suffering peo-
ple.

I no longer believe in sainthood.
There are many wise and respectable
teachers in word and deed. Some are
people of faith, others are not; good hu-
man beings who seem to have a natural
sense of kindness and compassion,
who devote their lives to helping oth-
ers. 

People like Bob remind me that, re-
gardless of religious beliefs, each of us
can be generous and good, though few
may ever think of us as saints.

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. 

Saints, Socks and Sundays
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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“Saint Bob” saw the humanity in everyone. COURTESY OF NATIONAL CIVIL RIGHTS
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causes water to leak out all the way back
to your master’s house. Because of my
flaws, you have to do all of this work,
and you don’t get full value from your ef-
forts,” the pot said.

The water bearer felt sorry for the old
cracked pot, and in his compassion he
said, “As we return to the master’s

house, I want you to notice the beautiful
flowers along the path.”

Indeed, as they went up the hill, the
old cracked pot took notice of the sun
warming the beautiful wild flowers on
the side of the path, and this cheered it
some. But at the end of the trail, it still
felt bad because it had leaked out half its
load, and so again it apologized to the
bearer for its failure.

The bearer said to the pot, “Did you
notice that there were flowers only on
your side of your path, but not on the

other pot’s side? That’s because I have
always known about your flaw, and I
took advantage of it. I planted flower
seeds on your side of the path, and every
day while we walk back from the
stream, you’ve watered them. For two
years I have been able to pick these
beautiful flowers to decorate my mas-
ter’s table. Without you being just the
way you are, he would not have this
beauty to grace his house.”

Self-awareness of our weaknesses
and imperfection allows us to let God

use them for his work and his glory. De-
nying that we are needy in some areas of
our lives, deprives God from using them
for his purposes. So, my prayer is that
God would remove the pride of self from
my heart; that pride that keeps God
from using all of me, cracked, broken
places with nothing held back!

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long’s Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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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.

May 18

Jewish Secular Community of Ashe-
ville’s Scholar in Residence Weekend:
Ambrose West, 312 Haywood Road,
Asheville. $35, $25 JSCA members.
www.jscasheville.org/Special-Event.
Arts and crafts specialists being
sought for Dec. 7 craft show and sale
at Mills River Presbyterian Church: 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Anyone interested in displaying their
crafts should contact Jean Tody at
803-360-2975.

May 19

Ethical Humanist Society of Asheville
: 2 p.m., Friends Meeting House, 227
Edgewood Road. “How Can A Capital-
istic Democracy Offer a Strong Social
Safety Net? Sweden: Myths and Reali-
ties” presented by Julie Snyder. 828-
687-7759 or http://EHSAsheville.org.
Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Guest musician is Karen
Pommerich on small pipes.
Sunday Lunch: Noon, First Baptist
Church, 74 Academy St., Canton. Sug-
gested donation $8. Proceeds go
towards educational scholarships.

May 20

Annual Greater Asheville Citywide
Revival: 7 p.m. May 20-24, Tried Stone
Missionary Baptist Church, 100 Carroll
Ave., Asheville. Guest preacher is Dr.
Alyn E. Waller, of Enon Tabernacle
Baptist Church, in Philadelphia. 828-
776-1721.

May 24

Annual Gaither Family Fest Music
Spectacular: May 24-26, Gatlinburg
Convention Center, Gatlinburg, Ten-
nessee. Get tickets at
www.gaither.com or 800-406-4224. 

May 26

Celtic service: 5:30-6:30 p.m., Trinity
Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Guest musician is Lorraine
Lordi on hammered dulcimer.
Outdoor worship service: 10:30 a.m.,
West Canton Baptist Church’s new
property, New Clyde Highway, Clyde,
near Midway Medical Center. Followed
by hot dog lunch.

May 31

Walter E. Ashley Lecture Series: May
31-June 2, First Congregational
Church, 1735 5th Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. The Rev. Ed Bacon presents
“Love Over Fear” at 7 p.m. May 31. He
also speaks at 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. June
1 and will preach at 10:30 a.m. service
June 2. Lectures are $25 each or $75
for all with lunch. Call 828-692-8630.
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