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A mile east, in downtown East Pal-
estine, on the second floor of the
town’s First United Presbyterian
Church, some answers may be coming.
The church has offered its stained-
glass and brick building as an on-site
hub to a team of researchers from the
University of Kentucky.

“The residents deserve to know
what chemicals are in their bodies, es-
pecially from this derailment,” said
Erin Haynes, chair of the university’s
department of epidemiology and envi-
ronmental health. “And then that in-
formation can also help inform medi-
cal attention that they would need, in-
terventions or better medical care, and
monitoring. There needs to be a health
monitoring plan for this community.”

On July 17, Haynes and her group
met with study participants in a make-
shift research center at the church to
kick off the first organized collection of
biological samples in the community
since the Feb. 3 derailment, a reality
Haynes called “sad.”

“There should have been organized
collection of samples of their urine and
blood in February,” she said.

Twenty East Palestine residents
will participate in the collection study,
with 75 taking part in a study that asks
them to wear silicone wristbands that
absorb the chemicals in water and air.

Having a dedicated place to work in
East Palestine is crucial to these ef-
forts. Like Centenary United Method-
ist Church, which is operating as the
headquarters for the Environmental
Protection Agency and Norfolk South-
ern, First United Presbyterian has
made itself available since the first
days of the disaster. 

The Way Station, a thrift store and
community resource center in the
church’s basement, quickly became a
crisis response center, distributing
water and other resources.

According to the Rev. Fritz Nelson,
First United Presbyterian’s pastor,
hosting the scientists from Kentucky is
a way for the church to address both
the community’s physical and spiritu-
al needs.

“To me, the big underlying commu-
nity and spiritual issue is, at least in
the short term, you have people who do
not feel as though they were affected at
all, and you have people who were
physically very affected,” he said. Hard
data could help bridge what Nelson
identified as an “empathy gap.”

Other than these benefits, said Nel-
son, “there’s no direct benefit in any
way to our congregation. Dr. Haynes is
not renting our facility. She’s not pay-
ing us. This is what our community
needs at this point, and it’s a way of
bringing healing to our community.
This is what we’re doing to do.”

The UK team’s first step, begun in
April, was an online survey to help
gauge the health symptoms of resi-
dents in and around East Palestine.
Preliminary findings indicated that a
week after derailment, leading symp-
toms included sore throat, coughing,
headache, tiredness and nasal and eye
irritation.

“Over 80% of respondents indicat-
ed that the symptoms were still pre-
sent,” Haynes told Religion News Ser-

vice in an email. “Our team will be ana-
lyzing the data soon to be able to share
more details. We will want to know if
there are differences between males
and females and by residential distance
from the derailment.”

Participants in the biological and
wristband studies were selected from
survey participants. Bill and Peggy
Sutherin, members of Centenary United
Methodist Church and longtime East
Palestine residents, are participating in
both the biological and wristband stud-
ies, respectively.

“We feel the findings from these
studies will help not only the East Pal-
estine residents but also others who
may end up going through similar cir-
cumstances. What is learned from the
studies could have a huge impact down
the road for many, many people,” Peggy
Sutherin told RNS via email.

After residents wear the wristbands
for a week, the silicone bands will be
sent to Duke University to be analyzed
for dioxins and other chemicals that re-
sult from burning. Blood and urine will
be screened for exposure to chemicals
present or suspected to be present at the
derailment, including dioxins, vinyl
chloride, acrolein and butyl acrylate.
Haynes and her team also sampled their
own urine before and after their three-
day stay in East Palestine.

Once Haynes’ team receives the re-
sults from the wristbands and samples,
it plans to write individual letters to
each participant with clear explana-
tions of what was found. An advisory
committee of roughly 10 community
members will also give input on the on-
going survey and the best way for the re-
search team to deliver a summary of re-
sults to the community.

“Any environmental health research
that’s done needs to be done with the
community, not never just on,” said
Haynes.

As Haynes’ team members distrib-
uted consent forms and wristbands and
collected samples at the church, they
didn’t go hungry. Church members
showed up with pulled pork, pasta slaw,
blue Jello cake and fried chicken, keep-
ing the fridge fully stocked. On a recent
afternoon, Nelson, the pastor, drove
Haynes and a member of her team
around town in his gray microvan to col-
lect passive air sampling devices the
team had placed around town.

Haynes has been building relation-
ships with East Palestine residents
since the derailment, but her connec-
tion to this research far predates the di-
saster. She grew up in a part of rural
Ohio that could have easily been hit by a
similar calamity.

“I didn’t know it at the time, but we
were in poverty,” Haynes said of her
childhood. “I’m from an Appalachian
community in the Eastern Ohio area,
and I love giving back to them every-
thing I’ve been trained to do, which is
looking at exposures and health ef-
fects.”

Haynes said she’s also driven by her
Christian faith. “I know that God would
want us to do it. In the Lord’s prayer, we
ask that his will be done on earth as in
heaven. So how can we make the situa-
tion better? How can we bring heaven to
anything we’re doing, whether it be
reaching out with love or empathy and
sympathy?” asked Haynes. 

“I think in this case, they need scien-
tific answers. So let’s bring it.”
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Episcopal Church of Saint John in the
Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online
service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895
Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit 
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.
First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.
208 Academy St. 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,
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.
traditional service in person and on
Facebook, 11:15 a.m. praise service,
11:15 a.m. Spanish service in person and
livestreamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual
service every second Sunday. Watch
special services and sermons on
YouTube. 
1245 6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. 
www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake
Junaluska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore 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
Hendersonville Road, Arden.
Mills River Presbyterian Church: 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: 11 a.m., 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service also
livestreamed on church Facebook page
and can be accessed later at 
www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 
10:30 a.m and 5 p.m., 216 
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit 
https://tbcasheville.org/ Nursery
available.
Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m. Rite I
Eucharist, Rite II Eucharist with choir,
5:30 p.m. Celtic Eucharist in person or
virtual. 60 Church St., downtown
Asheville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org.
West Asheville Baptist Church: 10:30
a.m., 926 Haywood Road. Also
livestreamed on Facebook and 
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 
West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m. 75
Lowe St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
Service also on Facebook. Nursery

available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Aug. 14
Fall Sabbath Getaways: Aug. 14-Oct.
28 at Montreat Conference Center in
Montreat. Enjoy God’s creation, spend
time in prayer, work on next sermon
without having a structured program.
Visit www.montreat.org.

Aug. 15
Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tuesdays,
Mountain View Church, 2221 North
Fork-Right Fork Road, Black Mountain.
Free meal 6 p.m.
Worship/testimony/lessons 7 p.m.
Small groups 8 p.m. Dessert
fellowship 9 p.m. Contact Connie at
828-669-1981 or Jeanie at
828-669-4146. 
Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m.
Tuesday-Thursday, Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Free jigsaw
puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Aug. 16
Pickleball: 6 p.m. Wednesdays, Groce
United Methodist Church, 954 Tunnel
Road, Asheville. Visit
www.groceumc.org.

Aug. 20
Ethical Humanist Society of
Asheville: 2:30-4 p.m. via Zoom or in
person at Asheville Friends Meeting,
227 Edgewood Road. “Ethical
Culture’s Unique Role in the World”
presented by Don Montagna. Visit
http://EHSAsheville.org.

Aug. 25
Lake Junaluska hosts Journey to Joy
Women’s Retreats: Aug. 25-27 and
Nov. 10-12. In August, the theme is
“Lessons from the Letters: A Journey
to the Abundant Life,” centering on
letters to the seven churches found in
the book of Revelation. $295-$475.
Register at https://bit.ly/joy-retreat
or call 800-222-4930 8 a.m.-5 p.m.

Aug. 27
“The Art of Transitional Ministry”
Conference: Aug. 27-Sept. 1 at
Montreat Conference Center in
Montreat. Learn art of leading a
congregation through a transitional
period. Online version also available.
Visit www.montreat.org.

Sept. 7
National Missionary Summit:
Missions in a Changing World: Sept.
7-8, Montreat Conference Center, 401
Assembly Drive, Montreat. 
Visit https://montreat.org/.
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It might be a startling thought but I
suppose it’s obvious: No child is born a
believer in any religion. Hard to imagine
parents looking down at their bundle of
joy and exclaiming: “Ah, there’s our little
(Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, Jew, Chris-
tian).” No one is born a baby believer,
though we wouldn’t know that by ob-
serving the faithfully observant. 

In some traditions, sprinkling a
splash of spirituality on an infant is a
symbolic entrance into “the faith” (bap-
tism, for example). In other traditions,
some kind of bodily cutting is a sign of
passage into piety (circumcision, for ex-
ample). A ritual like communion offers
the child an early taste of theological
connection (some would say indoctrina-
tion). All these ceremonies mark a child
(in mind and body) before the age of con-
sent, often before they know what is
happening and what the mark means. A
child has little or no say in the matter.

Conversion is the most critical step
for a young person. “Ye must be born
again” is a powerful message that essen-
tially proclaims that one birth — even

one baptized bath — isn’t enough.
Though a child may be born into a partic-
ular Family of Faith, they are compelled
to make a decision — a volitional choice
— to choose the right faith, which is the
only faith they have been told about or
told is correct. 

When a child is born, their parents are
the only gods they know: their protec-
tors, their Providence. Later, when the
child is old enough to understand (if they
do indeed understand), the parents may
shock their offspring by explaining there
is a Higher Parent, a greater Mother or
Father over and above the gods (adults,
teachers, clergy) they have known in
their life. The Almighty doesn’t approve
of atheists, so a child must choose. To
prove they are no longer a non-believer
from birth, specific required rituals or re-
cited creeds are designed to assure the
family and community a child has cho-
sen to believe acceptable beliefs. Have
they freely chosen? Has there been an
honest choice?

Baptized as an infant and raised in a
Protestant church, adults told me I had
to “confirm and affirm” my faith through
Confirmation (Communicants) classes.
Completing those tests I was welcomed
into the Church Family, again. Other
adults from other churches convinced
me my baptism and confirmation were
insufficient — church membership

didn’t cut it. I needed to be saved through
accepting Jesus as my personal savior. I
became a baby believer (which seemed
like starting over, which in a way it was).
Then, other adults from different
churches told me being saved wasn’t
enough either. I had to “receive the holy
spirit” and speak in strange languages.
Finally, so it seemed, the Paramount
Parent could adopt me as his own. 

Through college and seminary I was
taught a whole new way of “birthing.”
Believing wasn’t the point at all; actions
mattered more; a daily practice of com-
passion, working for justice, being a
peacemaker, loving others — this was
the true way of faith. Youthful beliefs
faded over many years in ministry and
service. Deeper and wider daily experi-
ences were like new births. However, at
ordination, I was required once again to
“confirm and affirm” correct beliefs.

Eventually becoming a freethinking
adult myself, I looked back on this per-
sonal “growing up in faith” and decided
my baby self may have been right after
all. After all...we are not necessarily born
to believe, except to believe in our innate
ability and inborn right to make up our
own minds what, if anything, we want to
believe. Those who taught us, passing
along what they had been taught as chil-
dren, aren’t gods; they are not the final
authority for how we see the world and

interact with the world. That is our re-
sponsibility as “grown-ups” who either
live with a grown-up faith of our choos-
ing, or a fundamental commitment to a
good, mature life. 

Perhaps each baby actually enters the
world agnostic. They don’t know much
of anything. When they look up and gig-
gle, or scream, they gaze into giant faces
with goofy grins. The child can’t identify
the faces as Allah, Buddha, Jesus or
Krishna. There is only the sense that
someone is watching over them, caring
for them. That must be both comforting
and terrifying.

When waking at the dawning of the
summer solstice, it dawned on me:
awakenings come through many sea-
sons of life — birth to death. What we be-
lieved as children may be very different
from what we believe as older adults. I
would suggest that is a very good thing.
Because the wonder of living is not about
what we don’t believe in (a-theism), but
in what gives us joy and a sense of be-
longing. Seems almost childlike to say
that. 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist cel-
ebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and
blogs are presented on “Friendly Free-
thinker” (www.chighland.com).

Isn’t every child born an atheist?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

ter’s table. Without you being just the
way you are, he would not have this beau-
ty to grace his house.”

Self-awareness of our weaknesses
and imperfection allows us to let God use
them for his work and his glory. Denying

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, even the cracked, bro-
ken places with nothing held back!

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com.
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