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The Maori people of New Zealand be-
lieve the Whanganui River is not only
sacred, it is a vital part of the people (see
AP News, August 15, 2022). “In 2017,
New Zealand passed a groundbreaking
law granting personhood status to the
Whanganui River. The law declares that
the river is a living whole, from the
mountains to the sea, incorporating all
its physical and metaphysical ele-
ments.” Bangladesh followed by grant-
ing its rivers “the same rights as people.”
Quite a fascinating way to protect the
environment and preserve nature.

The Maori people relate to the Whan-
ganui River as a “living force.” They have
a saying: “I am the river, and the river is
me.” For the settlements along the river,
the waters are a lifeblood. “They dictate
the terms for human use and occupa-
tion.” The river, like the land, is a teach-
er, offering living lessons. Decisions in
the human community have to take into
consideration what is best for the envi-
ronment, including the rivers. The
health of the river is now a major factor

in deciding to build bridges, manage
tourism or design laws governing poten-
tial threats to the river and the tribe that
watches over it.

Like the Maori name for New Zea-
land, Aotearoa, the issue of personhood
for the Whanganui River is a matter of
“giving power back to the community.”
People still come to fish or four-wheel by
the river, but there are now eyes mon-
itoring the landscape. Treating the liv-
ing ecosystem as a living being is a spiri-
tual concept, yet science also reveals
these interconnections. 

One scientist was honest about his
initial response to the river being desig-
nated a person. “As a scientist I always
try to rely on rules and regulations to
protect a river. So the personhood status
was a real foreign concept to me. But
what it has done is attract a lot of atten-
tion to the river, which has been really
helpful in highlighting the issues.”

“I’m certainly coming around to it,”
he adds. “I’m hoping that it really will
turn the tide and help save the river.” 

In church groups we once sang songs
like “There is a river,” “River of Life”
(“I’ve got a river of life flowing out of
me”), “Peace like a river,” “River Jordan.”
Water is a central element in many tra-
ditions, and the symbolism of flowing
streams is a powerful and persistent im-
age. “Let justice roll down like water and

righteousness like an ever-flowing
stream.” Water must be pure because it
is purifying (think baptism) but also be-
cause it is literally life-giving (and we
are made of mostly water). 

More than a person, some religions
view rivers as divine. Hindus believe the
Mother Ganges is a deity. We would
think that devotion would keep rivers
pure and clean, but some are still pollut-
ed. As is so often the case, there can be a
muddy disconnect between belief and
practice. Superstition can cause some
to turn a blind eye to the earth, or other
humans, while espousing a faith in a su-
perior world somewhere beyond. This
makes it easier to slip into an impure riv-
er and be carried along by a current of
magical thinking. All the while, the
earth suffers, which invariably means
the people who depend on the land, air
and water suffer as well. Most often
these are vulnerable people living in
poverty.

The severed relationship between re-
ligion and nature is often due to the con-
fusing ways we anthropomorphize (hu-
manize) nature. As with the Maori river,
calling it a living being, a person, can in-
crease the value of the river in the mind
and daily life of the people. Yet, others
may give human qualities to natural
things and still treat them poorly, per-
haps as they treat others in the same

manner. This can happen when “spiri-
tualizing” the natural world. Other-
worldly thinking and belief systems
tend toward disrespect and neglect of
the immediate world. The Maori have a
healthier commitment to the respectful
treatment of the environment—they
take the sacredness seriously without
disconnecting that from the tangible
world they are part of.

As a young kid hiking with my family
in the mountains of the Pacific North-
west, we thought nothing of drinking
from a creek bubbling over boulders. As
years went by we had to be more cau-
tious about organisms and pollutants in
the water. Walking in the high country
of Scotland I knelt to drink from a gur-
gling stream that seemed as purified as
the land and air. I felt fine even though
upon standing I observed a herd of
sheep much higher up the hillside. Oh
well, I survived. Rivers can be life, life-
lines, lifeblood, coursing like blood
through our veins. We could learn much
from the Maori.

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 river of respect for a living force of nature
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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Dec. 4

Online services: Some churches are
still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion.

“The Messiah” oratorio by George
Frederick Handel: 4 p.m., First Baptist
Church of Weaverville, 63 N. Main St.
Free. For more information call 828-
645-6720.

Haywood Choral Society presents
“Requiem for the Living”: 7 p.m., First
United Methodist Church, 566 S. Hay-
wood St., Waynesville. Free but dona-
tions accepted. Visit
haywoodchoralsociety.org.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services with safety
measures in place. Online services at
9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmorechurch-
.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton Road, Ar-
den, and satellite locations. View times
and locations at
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube
and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Vil-
lage, Asheville. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-per-
son services. Online service at 8:45 a.m.
on Facebook. 1895 Greenville Highway,

Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Academy Street,
downtown. Also on Facebook, YouTube,
or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or
WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC: 10:30
a.m. in person service Sundays, 20 Oak
St., downtown Asheville. Wheelchair
accessible. Back parking lot and street
parking available. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tra-
ditional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.
Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-
ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. www.grace-
hendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Junalus-
ka Conference & Retreat Center, Lake-
shore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church:
Service at 11 a.m. Enter via side door
from parking lot. 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: Indoor
worship at 11 a.m., 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. Service also livestreamed on

church Facebook page and can be ac-
cessed later at www.newbridgebaptis-
t.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m. Sunday services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery available.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood
Road.

West Canton Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Service also on
Facebook. No nursery until further no-
tice. 75 Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road,
Canton. www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Dec. 7

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship
and testimony 7 p.m. Small group dis-
cussion 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m.
Free child care. Contact Connie at 828-
669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-669-4146.

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. every
Tuesday-Thursday, Mills River Presby-
terian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Dec. 10

Cookie Walk: 10 a.m.-1 p.m., Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presby-
terian Church Road, Mills River. For $10
purchase an empty bakery box and fill it
with homemade cookies. Each box fits
about two dozen cookies. Pre-packed
boxes available. Also Chex Mix for $5 a
bag and soup mixes in a jar for $8. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Lessons & Carols service: 7 p.m.,
Memorial Chapel at Lake Junaluska,
Haywood County. Includes candlelit
singing of “Silent Night.”

Dec. 11

Blue Ridge Ringers handbell choir:
“Rings & Rhythms of the Season” at 4
p.m., Asheville First Congregational
Church, 20 Oak St., downtown. Free. 

Holiday Gift Show: 9 a.m.-2 p.m.,
Congregation Beth Ha Tephila. 43 N.
Liberty St., Asheville. Featuring hand-
made items, glass, jewelry, ceramics,
textiles and much more.

Dec. 17

Blue Ridge Ringers handbell choir:
“Rings & Rhythms of the Season” at 7
p.m., Hendersonville Presbyterian
Church, 699 N. Grove St. Free. 

Dec. 18

Traditional Moravian LoveFeast
and Candle Service: 11 a.m., Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Hallmarked
by traditionally-clad people serving cof-
fee and LoveFeast buns to attendees.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org
.The Moravian custom of distributing
lighted candles during a church service
was begun in Germany in 1747.

Blue Christmas Service: 3 p.m.,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
For people who may yearn for comfort,
hope, support and renewal during the
holiday season. Time of quiet reflection,
music and worship during this commu-
nion service of wholeness and healing.
Visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

RELIGION CALENDAR

When Americans picture a chaplain,
many of them likely think of someone
like Father Mulcahy, the Irish American
priest who cared for Korean War sol-
diers in the classic TV show “M.A.S.H.” 

The reality is much more complex.
Today’s chaplains are diverse in gender,
age, religious background and sexuality.
They serve people from all back-
grounds, including those with no affili-
ation. And their roles may become more
significant as more Americans step
away from traditional religious congre-
gations. Three in 10 adults in the United
States say they are atheists, agnostics
or “nothing in particular.” 

I have spent the past 15 years inter-
viewing, shadowing and writing about
chaplains: religious professionals who
work outside of congregations in health
care, the military, prisons, higher edu-
cation and other institutions. My latest
book, “Spiritual Care: The Everyday
Work of Chaplains,” describes who they
are, what they do and how it connects to
broader aspects of American religious
life. In a recent survey that colleagues

and I conducted at Brandeis University
in partnership with the polling firm Gal-
lup, we found that a quarter of people in
the U.S. have been assisted, counseled
or visited by a chaplain at some point in
their lives.

Brief history 

In the U.S., chaplains have been pre-
sent in the military since the Revolu-
tionary War – initially all Christians.
Jewish leaders began to work as chap-
lains with the advent of Jewish hospi-
tals in the 19th century. In 1861, at the
start of the Civil War, a rabbi named Ar-
nold Fischel lobbied President Abraham
Lincoln to let Jewish chaplains serve in
the military. Lincoln stretched the
phrase in federal legislation that re-
quired chaplains to be of “some Chris-
tian denomination” far enough to for-
mally include Jews as chaplains in gov-
ernment positions for the first time. 

The number of non-Christian chap-
lains has increased ever since. While
rabbis frequently visited Jewish in-
mates, it was not until 1895 that New
York state funded an official Jewish
chaplain position in the state prisons. 

Non-Christian chaplains began ap-

pearing on college and university cam-
puses in the 1920s. Today, there are
campus chaplains from a broad range of
religious and spiritual backgrounds, in-
cluding humanists who see and empha-
size the goodness in all people. They are
often able to quickly connect with
young people, one-third of whom are
not religiously affiliated. 

Chaplains have become increasing
diverse in other ways, as well. Little has
been written about chaplains of color,
for example, but African American
newspapers suggest that the first Black
chaplains served in the military, which
was segregated until 1948.

The work today 

Today chaplains work in a variety of
settings. Beyond the military, federal
prisons and veterans’ centers, they are
also present in most health care organi-
zations, and places as surprising as the
Olympics, research stations in Antarc-
tica, airports and some polling places. 

In interviews I conducted with chap-
lains in greater Boston, all said they
work around end of life care, and almost
all engage with people’s big-picture life
questions – what one chaplain de-

scribed to me as people’s peripheral vi-
sion, the questions hovering just out of
sight until a crisis forces them into view.
Rather than offering answers, chaplains
offer a listening ear. Describing her work
in a hospital, one explained her role as
creating “a bit of a holding space” and to
“validate what a person is feeling and
give them some sense of hope or stabil-
ity in the midst of chaotic times.”

According to our recent survey on de-
mand for chaplains’ services, about half
of people who connected with a chap-
lain did so in health care settings, in-
cluding hospices. Respondents said
that chaplains listened to them, prayed,
offered spiritual or religious guidance,
or comforted them in a time of need. “He
was just so compassionate with my
mom and I when we lost my grandfa-
ther, and it was a sudden loss,” one par-
ticipant recalled of meeting with a
chaplain. “I knew then God had sent him
there to help me deal with the pain and
loss.” Another said: “We talked for hours
and he truly seemed to understand the
path my life had been on. I will never for-
get his kindness!”

Others said chaplains helped them 

As congregational attendance shrinks, chaplains step in
Wendy Cadge 
Brandeis University

THE CONVERSATION

See CHAPLAINS, Page 4C


