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NORTH KINGSTOWN, R.I. – You could easily drive past Alpha & Ome-

ga Deaf Church without noticing it. The congregants meet in a non-

descript red brick building that used to be a physical therapist’s office.

The only hint of its presence is a modest sign with its name and ad-

dress: 7291 Post Road. h But the church’s quiet demeanor on the out-

side belies its lively interior. On a recent Sunday, the fellowship room

was abuzz with energy. Hands performing American Sign Language

gestured warm greetings and made quick jokes, eliciting laughter and

smiles.

SIGNS
ofFAITH

Jonny Williams Providence Journal | USA TODAY NETWORK

As Rhode Island’s only church
owned and run by the deaf,
congregants find God in the

words they need not hear

See SIGNS, Page 2C
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A reader questioned why this column
appears in the “Faith” section of their
newspaper. They didn’t think my opin-
ions on religion should be printed with
“the Christians.” Apparently the reader
believes that pages devoted to religion
should exclusively present their own
particular type of Christianity. No one
considered to be the “wrong kind” of be-
liever – and especially those who identi-
fy as non-Christian or non-religious –
ought to be given space to voice an opi-
nion that differs from the reader. To me,
that sounds like a fundamental misun-
derstanding of a free press, free speech,
and freedom of conscience and religion.

It never ceases to puzzle me why peo-
ple read what they don’t want to read,
and then don’t want anyone else to read
it. Consider book bans and “inappropri-
ate” library or school texts. “We don’t
want our children to read those things,
so we don’t want any other parents to al-
low their children to read them.” A very
narrow “reading” of civil society in a
secular democracy. If we can’t, or won’t,
be exposed to something, no one else
should be able to. If our God doesn’t
want us to read that, see that, hear that
… then it shouldn’t be available for any-
one else. I saw a meme that suggested
simple steps to take if there was a book
that offended you – “Step One: Read
Something Else.”

We used to trust librarians (and
teachers, too). We relied on them to rec-
ommend good books to inspire, encour-
age and instill knowledge, as well as a
basic love of learning and delight in

reading. We never expected these re-
spected adults to tell us what to think or
tell us about all the books we shouldn’t
read. A library, like a classroom, was a
safe (and quiet) place to expand our
young minds, to have adventures, to
take journeys of imagination to far off
lands. No one tried to stunt our growth
by demanding we stay in our bubble of
experience. At home, we had a family
Bible, but also encyclopedias, dictionar-
ies, novels and many other kinds of
books. My parents were people of deep
faith, yet never told me I couldn’t read
this or that, allowing me the freedom to
follow my inquisitive nature.

In high school there were books I
didn’t want to read (students aren’t al-
ways pleased with assigned books).
Some I read, and didn’t like, but usually
picked up a bit of knowledge; others
held my attention and I actually learned
something. Then, there were a few I

liked so much I still have them (two po-
etry collections). In college, and later in
seminary, we were assigned texts with
various degrees of interest. Mostly, I
gained something from each, even if
they weren’t my first choice. These days,
someone may recommend a book (or a
website) and I decide whether to check
it out or not. I offer my own recommen-
dations. There’s rarely some book or
film I would tell others not to read or see,
and I would never try to restrict anyone
else from looking at something I didn’t
like, even if I was disturbed by it. In a
pluralistic democracy, I don’t see how
we can honestly do that, censoring ma-
terials due to one individual’s or group’s
preferences or moralistic standards.
Freedom of choice has to mean some-
thing.

The upset reader seems to be fine 

Reading (something else), writing and religion 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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who will provide all our needs.
“He makes me lie down in green pastures” gives us a

picture of rest and assurance. Sheep will not lie down
if they are afraid, if there is conflict among other sheep,
if bothered by insects or parasites, or if they are hun-
gry. Since we are his spiritual sheep, Jesus, our Shep-
herd, can take away from us, fear, the tension between
and among each other, the aggravations of things that
“bug” us, and he can satisfy the hunger that we have
for heavenly things. It is then when we become free to
“lie down in green pastures.”

We find that sheep prefer the “still water” of a
stream. The shepherd will often dam up the fast-mov-
ing water of a creek to form a quiet, still pool. However,
sometimes the sheep may go for days without water.
Their only source of water is the dew found on the
grass in the early morning. Many times, it is in the still-
ness of the early morning in which we find the quench-
ing of our thirst as we open our hearts to God in devo-
tion and prayer. It is in another psalm where we find
the words, “Be still and know that I am God.” God is
found in the “still waters.”

The words “He restores my soul” indicate that even
in the wonderful care of our Shepherd, the still water,
and the green pastures, there are times when we will
need to be restored, repaired and renewed. Now there
is an exact parallel found in the world of sheep. Some-
times a sheep, because of its center of gravity, will turn
over on its back and is unable to get up by itself. In

England the shepherd’s term for this condition is
“casting.” A “cast” sheep will lie for days and even
sometimes die on its back if it doesn’t get help. We can
get in that condition also. Maybe the word “downcast”
describes our despair, discouragement, and our help-
lessness as we wander away from God and get into se-
rious trouble. I can see Jesus coming to us as the Good
Shepherd, turning us right side up, and placing us on
our feet. “He restores our soul.”

Sheep are creatures of habit with a tendency to go
the same way to the same pastures until the pastures
are worn out leaving nothing to eat. We have that same
tendency. However, we can be assured that our Shep-
herd will lead us in the right path. It is Jesus who leads
us into new pastures with abundance of food and op-
portunities. It is our responsibility to follow. We will
starve to death spiritually if we stay behind in a worn-
out pasture. Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and
the life… I came so they could have life…so they could
live life to the fullest.” (John 10 :10, 14: 6 CEB)

We must be willing to give up ourselves, pick up the
cross of discipleship, and follow our Shepherd into
“the paths of righteousness.”

We will continue our examination of this encourag-
ing psalm next week.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 

Looking at Jesus from the sheep’s perspective

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Perhaps no presence loomed larger than Pastor
Seth Sobral. Tall, broad-shouldered and with an invit-
ing smile, he exuded a magnetic force.

Sobral brings this charisma to his sermons. While
preaching about Samson – a Bible character known for
his supernatural strength – he joked about his phy-
sique, pointing at his belly.

Sobral encourages audience participation. While
speaking during a service at other churches would be
considered rude, congregants sign back at him in the
middle of his sermons, prompting a response from
him, which then prompts others to chime in. The
whole affair does not bother Sobral – he seems to har-
ness the feedback back into his sermon.

“I should not be afraid,” Sobral signed during his
sermon on Samson. “God is strong when we are weak.”

Sobral was born deaf, but that did not stop him from
hearing God’s calling. It started with a cartoon Bible
when he was a kid and with his mother’s instruction.
He went to a hearing church but found it unrelatable.

“It’s hard to really relate to the hearing world, even
though I’m looking for God’s word,” Sobral said
through an interpreter.

He became the church’s pastor in 2003. Alpha &
Omega Deaf Church, which is part of Assemblies of
God, a charismatic Christian denomination, has been
around for 40 years, according to Sobral. On a recent
Sunday, about 30 people gathered at the church, but
Sobral said attendance dips during the summer.

Finding an ASL church was serendipitous. While
some churches offer ASL interpretation for services,
Alpha & Omega Deaf Church is the only deaf-owned,
deaf-run church in the state. Sobral estimated the
nearest one would be in New York City or St. Albans,
Vermont.

Rhode Island’s deaf community is small. Only 6% of
people 18 or older in the state have a hearing disability,
according to the federal Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, making the church an oasis for deaf
people who are looking for a community of faith. Some
commute to Sunday services and mid-week Bible
studies from Connecticut and Massachusetts. 

The services are conducted entirely in ASL. Sobral
uses visual aids to help congregants follow along. The
worship music, which is interpreted by Sobral’s wife,
Gloria, uses booming bass so everyone can feel the
beat.

“We just want to try to connect to something greater
or connect with something deeper and worship be-
yond our day-to-day life,” Sobral said.

The church attracts a wide range of people from the
deaf community. Some were born unable to hear, while

others lost their hearing through an illness.
A few, like Gladys Medina, are not deaf, but come for

relatives who are. In Medina’s case, it is her 17-year-old
son and his friends. Medina, who was born in Puerto
Rico and lives in Cumberland, did not know ASL when
her son lost his hearing at 3 years of age. In fact, she
didn’t even speak English.

“It was a really tough challenge because I didn’t
speak English, so I had to learn English first and then
ASL,” Medina said.

Medina now works with the Rhode Island Depart-
ment of Health to help families with children who are
deaf. She said her favorite part of Alpha & Omega
Church is the fellowship.

For some congregants, finding the church itself was
a spiritual experience.

Michelle Buchanan, who has been a congregant for
about 10 years, said she found it through a vision.

“God showed me the way and said go in this direc-
tion,” Buchanan said.

After she asked around, someone pointed her to Al-
pha & Omega Deaf Church. Buchanan had previously
attended a hearing church, where she would often feel
on the outside.

“There’s a lot of spoken language in the hearing
world. It’s just all over our heads. I can’t understand
anything. But now I can understand clearly,” Buchan-

an said.
It’s a sentiment shared by others. Joe Geisser, who

lost his hearing due to spinal meningitis when he was
14 months old, also attended a hearing church without
an interpreter. It was hard to socialize or learn in that
environment.

“I really have fallen in love with this church and
learning more and more about God’s word,” Geisser
said.

Sobral’s desire is that people understand that,
while unusual, a deaf church is not so different from a
hearing church.

“We worship the same God as you,” he said. “... We
sure can’t hear, but we can feel it.” And feel it they do. 

For many, Alpha & Omega Deaf Church may be the
only place where they can step into a fully immersive
ASL community. It is not unusual for several to arrive
early or stay behind for hours after the service just to
spend time chatting with others who converse in ASL. 

Their time spent together in reverence of something
much larger than self becomes all the richer for the rar-
ity of this togetherness, for the way congregants hun-
ger for conversation and are nourished by each other’s
presence, for the way they linger because they can re-
late so easily in the church that has become their
haven. 

Luz Torres, of Norwich, Conn., signs out the words to a hymn with other members of the congregation at the
Alpha & Omega Deaf Church in North Kingstown, R.I. KRIS CRAIG/THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL
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with the editor placing my columns in another part of
the paper (maybe hidden in the classifieds?). I get that.
But they miss the main reason my writings have been
published every week for eight years: I address reli-
gious issues … from a secular viewpoint. Having been a
minister, now a humanist married to a minister, I cer-
tainly am not anti-religious. I don’t mock or disrespect

religious beliefs, though I ask hard questions of faith in
order to challenge the faithful (not just Christians), en-
couraging deeper thinking on beliefs that either don’t
make much sense to secular people like me, or appear
to be irrational nonsense. I think that’s fair to talk
about. I wish someone would have challenged my be-
liefs years ago. I may have grown stronger in my faith,
or, decided to make some changes in my views. Either
way, as uncomfortable as that can be, self-reflective
interrogation of our own views can be very healthy.
And, yes, this is true for a humanist writer as well. The
agitated reader seemed bothered that I’m not a believ-

er. I don’t mind being called an atheist, though some
use the word to dismiss another person and their opin-
ions on faith. It’s a way of saying, “he’s not one of us, so
don’t give him a forum.” All I can say to that is I’ll keep
writing, and including voices like the reader’s. It’s the
freethinker’s way.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville., N.C. His books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).

Highland 
Continued from Page 1C

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Aug. 11

Online services: Many churches have online wor-
ship services. Visit church websites for full informa-
tion.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11 a.m. with lo-
cations in Arden, Brevard, East Asheville, Franklin,
Hendersonville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube and
live.biltmorechurch.com. The Español Campus meets
at 1:30 p.m. at the Hendersonville Campus. For more

information visit www.biltmorechurch.com.
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook

page for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homi-
ly. 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.allsoulscathedra-
l.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Vil-
lage in Asheville. Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: 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. Child care
available 10 a.m.-noon. 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 ser-
vices and events.

RELIGION CALENDAR

See CALENDAR, Page 3C

We so often associate the Twenty Third Psalm most
closely with a funeral service and comfort for the fam-
ily during the time of death. But in all reality, these
verses can provide comfort for our everyday living and
support for our daily faith journey. David, a shepherd
boy, the author of this psalm and later to be known as
“The Shepherd King” of Israel, writes as a sheep would
think and feel about his/her shepherd.

“The Lord is my Shepherd” implies a profound yet
practical working relationship between a person and
the Creator and Savior. “I belong to my Shepherd be-
cause he created me as the object of his affection, he
bought me back when I turned against him in sin, and
he continually cares about me.”

So, if the Lord is my Shepherd, then “I shall not
want.” There is nothing that is lacking in my life and
nothing that I desire that he cannot provide within his
will and within his time table. However, as his sheep
and as followers of Christ, we are not guaranteed im-
munity from the “knocks” of life and the problems of
living in a flawed world, but we can claim a Shepherd


