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KAPAA, Hawaii – It is the only all-granite,
hand-carved Hindu temple in the West built
without power tools or electricity, and it’s
nestled on one of the smaller islands in Ha-
waii surrounded by lush gardens and forests.

On the island of Kauai, the presence of the
Iraivan Temple – a white granite edifice with
gold-leafed domes, modeled after millennia-

old temples in South India – is unexpected
and stunning. Less than 1% of Hawaii’s 1.4
million residents are Hindus and on Kauai,
the number of Hindus may not even exceed
50, according to some estimates.

But that hasn’t deterred the two dozen
monks living at the Kauai Aadheenam cam-
pus from being good neighbors and stewards
of their faith tradition, drawing pilgrims and
seekers from around the globe. In this all-

male temple-monastery complex, the monks
study and practice Shaivism, a major tradi-
tion within Hinduism, which holds Lord Shi-
va as the supreme being.

One of the order’s monks, who has spent
decades supervising the temple’s construc-
tion and tending to its gardens, is Parama-
charya Sadasivanatha Palaniswami, who 

The sun shines on the golden spires of the Iraivan Temple at Kauai’s Hindu Monastery in Kapaa, Hawaii. 
The temple is made entirely of hand-carved granite, which the monks have been constructing for the past 33 years.

It was completed in March and marked with a special opening ceremony the same month. JESSIE WARDARSKI/AP
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Millions of people in India this year celebrated Di-
wali, the Hindu festival of light, at the birthplace of the
deity Ram. The huge crowds gathering by a (very pol-
luted) sacred river, lit over 2 million earthen oil lamps,
even with concerns about air pollution. As reported by
the Associated Press: “The festival came as worries
about air quality in India rose. A ‘hazardous’ 400-500

level was recorded...more than 10 times the global
safety threshold, which can cause acute and chronic
bronchitis and asthma attacks.” (“Millions of Indians
set a new world record celebrating Diwali as worries
about air pollution rise,” AP, Nov. 12, 2023). Enormous
fireworks at the end of the celebrations raised more
concerns. Then there were all the extra trains and ve-
hicles used to transport the millions of attendees. 

We can’t pick on Hindus though, can we? Think of
the environmental impact of holiday travel, decora-
tions, packages and feasting we have in America. I
sometimes wonder if December holidays are the worst
assault on our environment. Without throwing a wet
blanket over winter celebrations, I think it may en-
hance our festive feelings to step back a bit to reflect on

the wider affect of these annual occasions. 
The Psalms proclaim: “The earth is the LORD’s, and

everything in it, the world, and all who live in it” (Psalm
24. Quoted in First Corinthians 10). It’s always been
puzzling to me observing people of faith disregarding,
even disrespecting, the land, and all who dwell on the
land, without a thought for the clear teachings of their
own scriptures. It seems to me the way you treat “the
Lord’s earth” and those He apparently loves so much,
says just about everything about the sincerity of one’s
faith. Some may try to justify “using” the natural world
based on a narrow interpretation of the Genesis in-
struction to “have dominion” and “subdue” the earth. 

A season for more conscious and creative celebrations

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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Men drink more, are more likely to binge drink and
are almost four times more likely to develop alcohol
use disorder than women, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. 

Yet when it comes to diagnosing babies born with
birth defects associated with alcohol consumption,
such as fetal alcohol syndrome, historically only the
mother’s drinking habits are taken into consideration.

Research clearly shows that sperm carry a vast
amount of epigenetic information – meaning heritable
shifts in the way genes are expressed that don’t result
from changes in the DNA sequence – that strongly in-
fluences fetal development and child health. Yet most
doctors and other health care providers do not take
into account the influence of paternal health and life-
style choices on child development. 

I am a developmental physiologist, and my research
explores the ways that male drinking affects fetal de-
velopment. 

While most of the attention is given to the mom’s
drinking while pregnant, my team and I focus on male
drinking in the weeks and months before conception.
Our studies are the first to demonstrate that male
drinking before pregnancy is a plausible yet complete-
ly unexamined factor in the development of alcohol-
related craniofacial abnormalities and growth defi-
ciencies.

The intense focus on mom

In 1981, the U.S. surgeon general issued a public
health warning that alcohol use by women during
pregnancy was the cause of physical and mental birth
defects in children.

This warning came in response to growing recog-
nition that a group of severe physical and mental im-
pairments in children, now commonly known as fetal
alcohol syndrome, were correlated with maternal alco-
hol use during pregnancy.

Today, doctors and scientists recognize that as
many as 1 in 20 U.S. schoolchildren may exhibit some
form of fetal alcohol spectrum disorders, a term refer-
ring to a wide range of alcohol-related physical, devel-
opmental and behavioral deficits, many of which
cause lifelong challenges for those affected.

According to the CDC, this syndrome can occur
when alcohol in the mother’s blood passes to the baby
through the umbilical cord. This has led to the firmly
accepted belief that alcohol-related birth defects are
caused only by maternal alcohol use during pregnancy
and are the woman’s fault.

The medical community reinforces this perception
by requiring pediatricians to compel mothers to con-
firm and document their prenatal alcohol use before
they can formally diagnose children with alcohol-re-
lated birth defects or neurobehavioral disorders asso-
ciated with prenatal alcohol exposure. Nonetheless,
there are multiple documented instances in which
children diagnosed with fetal alcohol syndrome were
born to mothers who denied that they consumed alco-
hol during pregnancy.

For example, in one study, 41 mothers denied having

consumed alcohol during pregnancy despite their
child receiving a diagnosis of fetal alcohol syndrome.
In this circumstance and others like it over the past 40
years, the commonly accepted assumption and expla-
nation is that these mothers lied about their alcohol
use during pregnancy.

According to the CDC, there is no known safe
amount of alcohol use during pregnancy or while try-
ing to get pregnant. Despite this recommendation, al-
cohol use during pregnancy is widely reported.

However, reported drinking levels do not directly
correlate with a child developing alcohol-related birth
defects, and not all women who drink give birth to chil-
dren with fetal alcohol syndrome. This contradiction
has resulted in conflicting public messaging.

Although differences in how much and when preg-
nant women drink can contribute to the variation in
how fetal alcohol syndrome develops, these factors
alone cannot explain the wide range and severity of
symptoms. Therefore, unknown factors beyond ma-
ternal alcohol use must contribute to this debilitating
disorder.

Dad is the missing piece

Alcohol is a social drug, so when women drink, they
often do so with their male partner. Building from this
perspective, my laboratory used a mouse model to de-
termine what happens if mom, dad or both parents
drink.

Fetal alcohol syndrome is associated with three
core birth defects: facial abnormalities, including
small eyes and malformations in the middle of the
face; reduced growth of the head and brain; and fetal
growth restriction, a condition that occurs when ba-
bies are born smaller than average. Building on a previ-
ous study in humans, we used facial recognition soft-
ware to study the effects of alcohol consumption on
the faces of mice born to mothers, fathers or both par-
ents who consumed alcohol before conception.

In a study published early this year, we captured a
digital image of the mouse’s face. We then digitally as-
signed facial landmarks, including specific parts of the
eyes, ears, nose and mouth. The computer program
then determined if maternal, paternal or dual parental
alcohol exposures changed the proportional relation-
ships between each of these landmarks.

Our study using this mouse model revealed that
chronic male alcohol exposure affects the formation of
the offspring’s brain, skull and face. We also observed
microcephaly, the underdevelopment of the head and
brain, as well as lower birth weight, which became
worse the more the male parent drank.

Therefore, our studies demonstrate that chronic
male alcohol exposure – defined as consuming more
than five drinks per day in a four-hour window – could
drive all three of the core fetal alcohol syndrome birth
defects.

Using this same mouse model, we also determined
that these craniofacial changes persist into later life.
Specifically, we identified abnormalities in the jaw and
the size and spacing of the adult teeth. Abnormal
alignment of the upper and lower teeth is another rec-
ognized symptom of fetal alcohol syndrome in hu-
mans.

Besides our research, other studies have identified

behavioral changes in the offspring of male mice who
regularly consume alcohol. In addition, clinical studies
suggest that paternal drinking increases the risk of
heart defects in people.

Effects on male fertility and pregnancy

Our studies also support more immediate impacts
of alcohol consumption on male fertility and the abil-
ity of couples to achieve a healthy pregnancy. These
observations may be especially relevant for couples
struggling to have children.

The CDC estimates that about 2% of all babies born
in the U.S. are conceived using assisted reproductive
technologies. While the focus of in-vitro fertilization
treatments remains maternal health and lifestyle
choices, our studies reveal that male alcohol exposure
decreases the chance of becoming pregnant after un-
dergoing IVF.

Significantly, our research showed that the more a
man drinks before providing sperm, the lower the
chances of his partner becoming pregnant – in some
cases, by almost 50%.

Looking ahead

Annual estimates suggest that the cumulative costs
of fetal alcohol spectrum disorders to the health care
and educational systems range from US$1.29 billion to
$10.1 billion annually. Given these exorbitant costs and
the devastating lifelong effects on affected individ-
uals, ignoring paternal drinking habits in public health
messaging overlooks a significant contributing factor.

The first published investigations into the effects of
maternal exposure to toxins on birth defects in the
1950s and ’60s were met with skepticism and disbelief.
Today, it is widely accepted that maternal exposures to
certain drugs cause birth defects.

I fully anticipate that some within the medical and
scientific communities, as well as the public, will
forcefully deny that paternal drinking matters. How-
ever, until doctors start asking the father about his
drinking, we will never fully know the contributions of
paternal alcohol exposure to birth defects. 

New research shows that
dad’s drinking can be factor
in fetal alcohol syndrome 
Michael Golding 
Professor of Physiology, Texas A&M University
THE CONVERSATION
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What gets forgotten is the “goodness” of the creation,
and domination does not necessarily mean exploiting
or disrespecting less powerful species (there are, of
course, many problems with this hierarchy). Respon-
sible, conscious inter-relationship may be a wiser al-
ternative.

It may be distasteful to contemplate, but think of all
the animals sacrificed in our annual rituals “celebrat-
ing life.” Is this reminiscent of the blood sacrifices of
ancient Israel, or the “sacrificial Lamb” of the Christian
story? I wouldn’t put down the meaningful sharing of a
meal where traditional dishes and stories are passed
from hand to hand, generation to generation. Yet I
would suggest we seriously consider what we do and
how it may have harmful rather than healthy effects
far beyond the table we gather around. 

As a former believer in the supernatural, I suspect
many religious people who celebrate various holy days

are, perhaps unconsciously, assenting to old and
frankly unnatural beliefs. The thinking goes: since
there is another world superior to this world, and this
world is passing away — and that’s a good thing —
therefore we can do whatever is necessary to enjoy our
sacred celebrations. This seems shortsighted and
thoughtless. Shouldn’t a holy day be a time, perhaps
the best time, to be more reflective (prayerful?) and
lead us to greater enlightenment in heart and mind? If
so, wouldn’t we welcome the opportunity, at least once
a year, to seek a deeper connection, a more empathetic
relationship, with all creatures and creation, including
ourselves and our loved ones?

What if we were committed to simplicity, reducing
wastefulness, enhancing kindness and compassion
for all living things by focusing greater attention on the
center of celebrations? What renewable resources of
human empathy might we draw from the original sto-
ries of light, goodwill, peace and the spirit of giving?
Without taking anything away from traditional rituals,
secular experience of the seasons offers some hints for
a more earthbound way of celebrating (with a Christ-
mas birthday myself, I’ve often thought “presence” is

more valuable than presents). A little less emphasis on
food, less shopping, fewer loud and crowded noisy
gatherings, all could help reduce the waste and the
overuse of resources. A creative adjustment to how we
“do holidays” can bring the stress level down as well
(my daughter and her husband donate to local char-
ities instead of exchanging a lot of unnecessary gifts).
Why not try new things, start fresh traditions, that
could potentially make the old traditions brighter and
more relevant?

Celebrating the birth of a season or a savior, can be a
quieter, calmer time of year. We can look deeper to
honor those around us in the human and non-human
community, and discover the heart of the holidays,
kindling a sensible sense of the season. There is much
more to explore and adore in these days of transition,
as we toast the dance between darkness and light.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain 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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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.

Dec. 6

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

Wednesday Advent Services: Nov. 29-Dec. 20,
Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. Dec. 6: Holden Evening Prayer 6 p.m. Dec. 13:
Soup and salad meal at 4:45 p.m. Las Posadas 5:30
p.m. Posadas procession followed by meal at 6 p.m.
Las Posadas remembers the journey that Mary and Jo-
seph made from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Visit

www.gracehendersonville.com.
Asheville Nativity Exhibit-“O Come Let Us Adore

Him: Christmas Creches from Around the World”:
Dec. 6-13, First Baptist Church of Asheville, 5 Oak St.,
downtown. 5-8 p.m. weekdays and noon-6 p.m. week-
end. About 250 nativity sets from more than 60 coun-
tries. Free admission. 

Dec. 9

Lake Junaluska’s Candlelight Lessons and Car-
ols: Harp prelude at 6:45 p.m. followed by service at 7
p.m. in Memorial Chapel at Lake Junaluska in Hay-
wood County. Traditional English service will feature
Scripture readings and corresponding music.

Cookie Walk: 10 a.m.-noon, Mills River Presbyteri-
an Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Purchase a box for $12 then peruse thousands of
homemade cookies. Box fits about two dozen cookies.
For people wishing to grab and go, variety boxes avail-
able for $12. Cash or check only. Call 828-891-7101 or
visit www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Dec. 10

Christmas concert: 5 p.m., Asbury Memorial Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 171 Beaverdam Road, Asheville.
Music by the chancel choir, brass, and other instru-
mentalists. Free. 

Dec. 15

Christmas Jubilee: 5-8 p.m., Long’s Chapel Meth-
odist Church, 133 Old Clyde Road, Waynesville (near
Lake Junaluska). Drop in for a stroll through Bethle-
hem village with music, food, animals, marketplace,
children’s activities. 

Dec. 17

Live Nativity: A Celebration of the Birth of Jesus
Christ: 6-8 p.m., The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, 91 Monticello Road, Weaverville. Free. Call
828-206-0421.
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