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Hurricane Idalia made landfall on Florida’s Gulf Coast on
Aug. 30, 2023, bringing surging seas and winds over 100
mph. Meanwhile, another climate emergency was un-
folding along Florida’s coast: a marine heat wave bleach-

ing corals throughout the world’s third-largest barrier reef. 
Similarly, ocean temperatures in many parts of the Atlantic and

Pacific are at record highs, with reefs from Colombia to Australia
showing signs of stress in recent years. Scientists warn that the
world may be witnessing the start of a global coral-bleaching event,
which would be the fourth on record – and while corals can survive
bleaching, they won’t if the waters stay warm for too long.

CORAL
is woven into culture,

spirituality

Climate change is destroying reefs, 
but the effects are more than ecological

Michele Currie Navakas Miami University | THE CONVERSATION
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See CORAL, Page 2C

Nature’s drama can be quite a show,
each act delightful or dangerous, hu-
morous or harmful. For me, one of the
best things about the natural world is

that it doesn’t need us, doesn’t require
any human presence. One of the silliest
trick questions we used to hear asked: If
a tree falls in the forest and there’s no-
body there to hear it, does it make a
sound? Ridiculous. Do humans have to
be there for something to happen? The
joke is a great reminder for less-than-
humble humans that we aren’t center
stage, the star of the show. Nature, in
countless costumes on endless sets, is
constantly active in the play of Life,

whether we are there or not, whether we
notice or not.

While writing a response to a reader’s
reflections on religion and faith, there
was a strong gust of wind and a huge
branch broke from a tree just outside my
window. The crack and thump startled
me to my feet. Thankfully, it missed our
house and fell across a corner of the
neighbor’s driveway when she wasn’t
outside. Apparently I was the only hu-
man to hear it, so I alerted several neigh-

bors and arranged for a tree service to
come. 

The reader I was writing to when the
branch fell is a former professor of the-
ology. He heard me speak in South Caro-
lina and read one of my books. His email
was deeply thoughtful, and he appreci-
ated that I helped stimulate his thinking
about subjects that he’s wrestled with
for years. He explained there was a 

Natural drama: Broken branches of belief

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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theme woven through his years of
teaching: “As a full-time academic theo-
logian, it was one of intellectual humil-
ity in matters of belief, and generosity in
matters of ethics.” As he has grown old-
er, he has chosen to stay connected to
his church community. “I’m not sure
that leaving the church behind com-
pletely would serve any worthwhile
purpose. But finding ways to combat su-
perstition, religious bigotry, irrational-
ity and hostility toward science, and
cultivate a generous spirit in matters of
traditional Christian morality (e.g., the
LGBTQ community), these are areas
where I may still be able to make some
meaningful difference — at least as long
as people of faith will put up with me.
And I view you and your work as a help-
ful ally in this endeavor.” In that context,
I certainly affirm his choice to remain in
relation with the church. 

In his letter, the professor referred to
a question I sometimes use to invite
conversation: “How do you regard sec-
ular worldviews?” His stated response
rang true: “I welcome the opportunity to
dialogue with fellow strugglers and to

learn and share what I can.” He makes a
good point with the next line: “While
this sentiment is absent from many
communities within the church, that is
certainly not true for all.” He’s sensitive
to the imbalance evident in some con-
gregations, something that might be
corrected with more dialogue and will-
ingness to learn.

The next topic our theologian pre-
sents concerns “the foundations of eth-
ical decision-making.” Reading the neu-
ro-scientist Sam Harris, the professor
finds some disagreement with the no-
tion that science can offer that founda-
tion of ethical values, that historically
we have looked to religion and philoso-
phy to provide. This leads to questions
about the origins of a belief in human
worth and dignity. Is this something
that arises from “intuition” or from
scriptures and revelations? The theol-
ogy professor suspects science, by it-
self, cannot give us “an overall compel-
ling worldview and a way of under-
standing the human condition.” In re-
sponse, I wrote that maybe science can’t
present all that, yet the way of thinking,
studying and learning about our world,
guided by a scientific method that seeks
evidence, may indeed be the best thing
we have. However, I do agree with his
further reasoning: “We need our shared

narratives and our communal reflec-
tions, many if not most of which are
handed down through the ages, as re-
sources to prompt our reflection and to
give birth to ever new generations of re-
sponsible human agents.”

I think we do need to share narratives
from the past, and yet our own contem-
porary stories are really all we have for
plain truth. And, as I see it, the best evi-
dence may continually be those two
qualities of character — the guiding
themes the professor directs attention
toward: humility and generosity. When-
ever there may be broken branches of
belief, fractures of faith, perhaps these
can often lead us back to firm roots to
grow and guide us.

We can’t push the analogy too far, but
after the tree fell, my wife and I were
standing in the window, and noticed
how much more light was streaming in.
There’s probably some lesson there, in
the drama.

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).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

From time to time, my thoughts go
back to the season of Advent, and then
the night of the Christmas event. At
those times, my mind cannot readily
stop thinking about how much God
wants to be with us, his people. It is a
certainty that he has always wanted to
be with his creation, as we find revealed
in scripture after scripture within the
Biblical narrative. The birth of Jesus is
proof of how far God went to be with us
and actually live in and among us. He
still does.

From the Old Testament writings
found in Deuteronomy, Joshua, 1 Chron-
icles to the letters of Paul, and the words
of Jesus, we find the reoccurring theme

that God will never leave us, his people.
The writer of Hebrews quotes from the
Old Testament in 13:5, “…I will never
leave you or abandon you.” (Hebrews
13:5,6 CEB) And we hear Jesus’ words to
his disciples just before he physically
leaves this earth, “…Look, I myself will
be with you every day until the end of
this present age.” (Matthew 28:20 CEB)

Although Jesus physically left the
earth, his spirit is with us. Jesus prom-
ised to send his spirit to continue to pro-
vide his presence. So Jesus in the ex-
pression of the Holy Spirit can find his
way into the daily lives of each of us.

First of all, and primary to the begin-
ning stages of discipleship, God pursues
us and meets us where we are. He is a
relational God and draws us to himself
by his grace and shows us unconditional
love. He knows the deepest darkest se-
crets of our hearts and is willing to for-
give and forget. God, through the person
of Jesus, knows about the pain, uncer-

tainty, fear, the times when we must
wait, and the times of joy. God can see
us through all these times, using these
times to season our relationship with
him and others, preparing us to be sent
into the world.

As Jorge Acevedo expresses in his
book, “Sent, Delivering the Gift of Hope
at Christmas,” “Jesus is God with us in
the pain.” Never doubt whether Jesus
experienced pain before the cross, emo-
tional pain. The pain at Lazarus’ death.
“When Jesus saw her crying and the
Jews who had come with her crying
also, he was deeply disturbed and trou-
bled. He asked, ‘Where have you laid
him? ‘They replied, ‘Lord, come and see.’
Jesus began to cry.” (John 11:33-35 CEB)
Then the pain, both physically and spir-
itually, in the Garden of Gethsemane
and on the Cross. God knows about pain
and he is with us in our pain.

Jesus is also God with us in uncer-
tainty and fear. How often do we face

decisions and situations in which we
have no answers? Then there are the
fears that come when we cannot see
around the next corner, and do not
know what lies ahead for us and our
families. But then we have the words
spoken through the prophet Isaiah 41:10,
“Don’t fear, because I am with you; don’t
be afraid, for I am your God. I will
strengthen you, I will surely help you; I
will hold you with my righteous strong
hand.” (CEB)

It is so hard for most of us to wait,
wait for anything! However, Jesus is
with us as God in the times in which we
must wait and be still. We begin to know
the nature of God in the most intimate
ways in the silence of waiting. These
may be the times when the Holy Spirit
prays for us, the times when we have no
words to express ourselves, the words
simply will not come. The ancient Chris-

God wants to be with his people
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

See MCCONNELL, Page 3C
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Blue Ridge Ringers handbell
choir: “Swingin’ Spring” at 4 p.m.,
First Congregational United Church
of Christ, 20 Oak St., downtown
Asheville. Free but donations accept-
ed.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. 35 Clay-
ton Road, Arden, and satellite loca-
tions in Brevard, east Asheville, west
Asheville/Enka, Hendersonville,
Franklin. Also 11 a.m. at Espanol cam-
pus, 220 Johnston Blvd., Asheville.
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.
Eucharist (in person only) 11:15 a.m.
Eucharist livestreamed on www.all-
soulscathedral.org, YouTube and
Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Vil-
lage in Asheville. Visit www.allsoul-
scathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John
in the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. On-
line 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 Face-
book, 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. Child
care available 10 a.m.-noon. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Wor-
ship 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 You-
Tube. 1245 6th Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. www.gracehendersonville.com
.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial
Chapel open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily:
Lake Junaluska Conference & Re-
treat Center, Lakeshore Drive, Hay-
wood County. A sacred place for
prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in per-
son and also on Facebook or You-
Tube. www.nativityarden.org. 2425
Hendersonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church:
11 a.m. Enter via side door from park-
ing lot. 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
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See CALENDAR, Page 3C

Large-scale reef destruction tends to
be measured in biological and economic
terms. Reefs support about 25% of all
marine species, protect human lives
and property by buffering shorelines
and bolster the worldwide economy
through fishing and tourism.

But coral’s loss also takes an enor-
mous spiritual, psychological and cultur-
al toll – one of the main topics of my re-
search and recent book, “Coral Lives.”
Centuries of writing, painting, storytell-
ing and rituals show that coral has given
meaning to human lives for nearly as
long as we’ve been around to marvel at it.

Protective powers

From the Middle Ages until the 19th
century, anxious new parents across
Europe and North America clasped red
coral necklaces and bracelets to their chil-
dren’s bodies and gave them red coral to
hold – and even teethe on – because coral
symbolized physical and spiritual protec-
tion. Early Christian art from the medi-
eval and Renaissance periods often fea-
tures the infant Jesus in red coral, which
scholars suggest may also be because its
color symbolized the blood of Christ.

Coral encircles the necks and wrists
of babies and children in more secular
portraits, too, particularly during the
18th and 19th centuries. Often a child
holds the “coral and bells,” a combina-
tion toy and teething aid: Children
would alternately shake it as a rattle and
chew on the red coral shaft to soothe
sore gums. The item was cherished by
the families of presidents and poets
alike, from George Washington to Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, who even wrote
about it. “Coral and bells” were such a
popular christening present that shops
could barely keep it in stock.

For these families and countless oth-
ers across centuries, coral was far more
than ornamental. By giving a child coral,
parents were protecting what was most
precious to them: their child’s life.

The birth of coral

Belief in the protective powers of coral

dates to at least the classical period. Ac-
cording to the first-century Roman poet
Ovid, coral carried petrifying powers be-
cause it originally emerged from the
touch of Medusa, the snake-haired Gor-
gon whose stare could turn others to
stone. In his epic poem “Metamorphos-
es,” Ovid describes the hero Perseus sev-
ering Medusa’s head and laying it on a
bed of seaweed that then hardened into
coral. By the medieval period, this story
gave rise to popular beliefs that wearing
coral could ward off the “evil eye.”

Coral was also believed to have cura-
tive properties. In the “Historia natura-
lis,” an encyclopedia of the natural world,
Roman author Pliny the Elder wrote of
the sacred and medicinal qualities of
coral. The material could remedy a varie-
ty of ailments when ingested, he claimed
– which also explains why people once
thought it was healthy for children to
chew on coral.

Modern medicine, of course, argues
against these ideas. But during historical
periods when child mortality rates may
have been almost 50%, coral calmed
anxious parents’ fears.

To this day, in some parts of the world,
coral continues to provide a sense of
control over situations that are largely
out of our hands. In southern Italy, peo-
ple give one another the “cornicello” for
good luck: a small, horn-shaped charm
frequently made of red coral. Some rosa-
ries, too, are still made of red coral beads,
just as they were in the Middle Ages.

Community bonds

Beyond protection, coral can also
symbolize belonging. Throughout the
African diaspora during the 18th and 19th
centuries, free and enslaved women in
many communities wore red coral jewel-
ry, particularly on special occasions, to
commemorate a shared past and create
new bonds.

Groups of women in Jamaica and oth-
er parts of the Caribbean, for example,
wore coral necklaces, earrings and
bracelets during Jonkonnu, a Christmas
holiday masquerade of West African ori-
gins that incorporates traditional music
and dance.

As historian Steeve O. Buckridge ex-
plains, these women used clothing and
jewelry to communicate their identities
nonverbally. Wearing coral was a way to

preserve links to the African cultures
from which slavery had severed these
women. In many cultures, red coral
beads were – and in some cases still are –
objects of spiritual, economic and cul-
tural significance.

In fact, coral was so valuable that it
came to play a violent role in history. In
coastal areas of Western Africa, coral be-
came currency in the transatlantic slave
trade: Slave traders exchanged coral for
people.

But when diasporic women wore cor-
al, it became part of their choice to create
a different present and future. As scholar
Elizabeth Maddock Dillon has also ob-
served, each piece of their elaborate Jon-
konnu costumes announced “not only
splendor and beauty but a form of social
belonging” within different “kinship
groups” of their own devising. Coral si-
multaneously signified slavery and hope
for new possibilities.

Forging the future

After the Civil War, Black communi-
ties in the United States embraced coral
for another reason. During Reconstruc-
tion, as these communities struggled to
create a more just country, writers, reli-
gious leaders and activists turned to
reefs as an inspiring model.

Even massive coral reefs are made up
of millions of microscopic animals called
polyps, which many people in the 19th
century understood as “laborers” work-
ing together to build the reef. According
to African American poet and civil rights
advocate Frances Ellen Watkins Harper,
reefs expand by sustaining others, rather
than devaluing or displacing them. In her
1871 poem “The Little Builders,” Harper
chose reefs as an analogy for how listen-
ers and readers, Black and white, should
work to build the social and financial
bonds equality would depend on.

But Harper knew that outcome was
by no means certain. That’s why the cor-
al analogy worked so well. As Charles
Darwin explained in 1842 in a famous
treatise on coral, reefs are formed by so
many relationships among different in-
dividual organisms across vast periods
of time that their future form and shape
can only be unpredictable.

This story was first published on Sept.
5, 2023.
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