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In the November/December 2024
edition of “The Freethought Society
News,” secular humanist Herb Silver-
man presents his responses to ques-
tions brought by religious people. I find
his answers useful, since those of us in
the secular community often hear these
kinds of challenges. Some people of
faith are genuinely curious to learn how
non-religious people think, while others
seek to prove the superiority of faith —
their chosen faith — over non-belief.
They simply can’t believe that someone
doesn’t believe what they believe. Sin-
cere and respectful dialogue is possible,
if people with differing viewpoints are
willing to listen and reign in the impulse
to proselytize. As I’ve observed, atheists
can sometimes be as pushy with their
worldviews and opinions as the reli-
gious. Evangelism of any sort is, at best,
unhelpful in an exchange of opinions,
and at worst, disrespectful, shutting
down potential mutual learning.

Silverman addresses some of the
most basic questions we hear from reli-
gious believers, such as: 

How can you be moral without God?
He quotes a line attributed to Abraham
Lincoln: “When I do good, I feel good.
When I do bad, I feel bad. That is my reli-
gion.” Whether Lincoln said that or not,
it stands to reason the point is clear: we
innately know good from bad, and if we
choose to live by the good actions, per-
haps that would be the best kind of reli-
gion to believe and practice. In my view,
Silverman gives a perfect response to
the frequently repeated question: How
is your morality different from religious
morality? He explains: “Morality is do-
ing what is right, regardless of what we
are told. Religious morality is doing
what we are told, regardless of what is
right.” I’ve always thought living a natu-
ral, conscientious ethical life is healthi-
er than a moral life that merely con-
forms to orthodox doctrines and dog-
mas. It’s too easy, too simplistic, to hold
the old notion that only a religious per-
son can be moral.

Where does an atheist find meaning
in their life? Silverman answers: “We
create or find our own meanings in life.”
In the religious mind, meaning and pur-
pose primarily originate in a belief in
God. One’s chosen deity bestows mean-
ing on an individual, and a life purpose
comes from devotion to the deity. With-
out a God, these folks believe we are
“lost” and life essentially has no value. If
you aren’t living for God, living by faith,

then how can you possibly have any rea-
son to live at all? This view overlooks
the obvious: there are millions of people
who discover much to live for, who have
purposes for living, without religious
belief. This relates to the next question
Silverman fields: Do atheists believe in
the importance of being good? He mat-
ter-of- factly responds: “The atheists I
know feel better about themselves
when they are good to others in this one
life they have. Make others happy, and
we will be happy too.”

It may be helpful to widen the lens
here. The world is made up of billions of
believers and large numbers who
choose not to believe in any gods. There
are those who believe there is a super-
natural reality, and those who see noth-
ing but the natural cosmos. There are
those who try to convince the other side
they are right and those who see things
differently are wrong. This leads to end-
less, and perhaps pointless, debates, ar-
guments and at the extreme, violence.
I’m curious about the intentions behind
the inquiries, what motivates people to
ask questions. Do they really want hon-
est answers or are they looking for a
fight? Are they already convinced there
are winners and losers? In battles, or
games, this may be true. But in the
search for better understanding, to
learn the truth about how another indi-
vidual sees the world, if we are only see-

ing “enemies,” and what amounts to
caricatures or straw-men (scarecrows?)
— a dehumanized “other” — sincere
education is not possible. 

In his responses to two other ques-
tions, Herb Silverman presents a rea-
sonable outlook any thoughtful believer
might seriously consider. What is an
atheist’s philosophy of life? His answer
makes a lot of sense to me: “My philoso-
phy of life is based on the title of an old
soap opera (which I never watched):
“One Life to Live.” Atheists, who believe
this life is all we have, try to make the
most of it in pursuit of happiness and
fulfillment. This usually requires that
we help others fulfill their needs, too.”
When asked his opinion on how we
should live, he replies with a quote from
British philosopher Bertrand Russell:
“The good life is one inspired by love
and guided by knowledge.”

Personally, I welcome sincere ques-
tions arising from sincere curiosity. I
might respond similar to Silverman; and
ask a few questions in return.

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).
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Henderson-
ville and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube
and live.biltmorechurch.com. The Es-
pañol Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the
Hendersonville Campus. For more in-
formation visit
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Biltmore Church of Christ: Drive-
through of complete storm relief sup-
plies at 823 Fairview St., Asheville (be-
hind Juicy Lucy restaurant).

Cathedral of All Souls: Following
damage from Tropical Storm Helene,
the congregation is meeting at 9 and
11:15 a.m. Sundays at St. George’s Epis-
copal Church, 1 School Road, West
Asheville. Services are in person and

livestreamed. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

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 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://wptlra-
dio.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
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.gracehendersonville.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: 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.

Providence Global Methodist

Church: 11 a.m., 364 Broadway St.,
Asheville. Sunday school at 10 a.m.
Wheelchair accessible, hearing assis-
tance and on-site parking. Visit
https://providencegmc.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m., 216 Shelburne Road,
Asheville. Visit https://tbcashe-
ville.org/ Nursery available.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist; 10:45 a.m. Rite II Eucha-
rist (with choir) in person and live
stream; 5:30 p.m. Candlelight Celtic Eu-
charist (with choir) in person and live
stream. 60 Church St., downtown Ashe-
ville. Visit www.trinityasheville.org. 

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

West Canton Baptist Church: 11 a.m.
service, 75 Lowe St. (off Old Clyde
Road), Canton. Service also on Face-
book. Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.
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Creating Willamette Valley 
First Responder Chaplains

First responder chaplains provide
care, counseling and support to first re-
sponders, their families and the public.
They respond on scene with law en-
forcement, watch officers for critical in-
cident stress, help deliver death notices

and teach classes on
trauma and self-care.

Dean Aithwaite
founded WVFRC in 2018
after spending several
years as a volunteer
chaplain throughout the
mid-Willamette Valley.
Aithwaite previously
served in the British

Armed Forces and as a volunteer fire-
fighter in Corvallis. He said he’d always
felt compelled to support his peers
through crises.

“I wished I’d had somebody to help
me when I was struggling,” Aithwaite
said. “I can’t go back and change that,
but I can make sure the first responders
that are coming behind me have what
they need.”

Firefighters and law enforcement of-
ficers are more likely to die by suicide
than in the line of duty, according to the
national Office of Emergency Medical
Services. Other first responders also are
more likely than the general public to die
by suicide and have elevated levels of
depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder.

“Everything that they experience is
so abnormal ... it’s not normal seeing
that level of violence,” Aithwaite said.

For the first few years, Aithwaite ran
WVFRC alone from his dining room ta-
ble and pickup truck, struggling to bal-
ance meetings with potential donors
and responding to incident calls.

It wasn’t until 2022 when Aithwaite

got a large donation from the Bill and
Doris Scharpf Foundation that he was
able to rent office space and hire another
chaplain and an office manager. The or-
ganization has slowly grown since then,
and now has four chaplains, including
Aithwaite.

What they do

The chaplains are not licensed men-
tal health professionals, but they part-
ner with local professionals who have a
background in law enforcement and can
refer people to them.

Although they are religiously affiliat-
ed, Aithwaite said the chaplains don’t
talk about religion unless that’s some-
thing the person seeking counsel wants.
Each chaplain is licensed as a minister
because it guarantees clergy penitent
privileges so communications remain
confidential.

“I just love that part because they
realize, ‘Oh, these people are here for us,
and they’re not pushing a religion,
they’re not pushing their faith, but
they’re pushing the fact that they’re
right there, 24/7, ready to answer the
call and support them,’ ” Warren said.

Aithwaite said the chaplains respond
to about 300 calls per year, often for fa-
tal traffic crashes, house fires and deli-
vering death notifications. Sometimes
they get called to check on a crew re-
turning to the station after an incident.

After nearly 10 years as a chaplain,
Aithwaite said he has some relation-
ships that have lasted nearly that long.

“You’re a part of somebody’s very
worst day and you become a stain in
their memory forever, and so there’s a
right way and a wrong way of doing
that,” he said. “Sometimes those fam-
ilies invite us into a relationship with
them forever.”

When they’re not responding to inci-
dent calls, the chaplains spend time
each day doing station visits. By getting
to know the first responders, they build
rapport and learn to recognize when
they’re not operating at their normal

level.
They also leave time open for private

confidential counseling when a first re-
sponder or their family needs a space to
work through something.

Sherri Sperling primarily provides in-
house counseling to first responders,
their families and the public. 

Sperling said too many first respond-
ers leave the profession because of trau-
ma or mental health struggles.

“Unhealed trauma can devastate a
life. It can be like a wool, wet blanket
around us, smothering,” she said. 

How Willamette Valley 
First Responder Chaplains
respond to calls

Chaplains get dispatched through
the same dispatch center sending law
enforcement officers to the scene and
only go where requested.

The calls come to Aithwaite, and the
dispatcher provides available informa-
tion. For bigger incidents, such as a
2023 multiple casualty crash on Inter-
state 5, he may send more than one
chaplain.

“When that call came in, we have
multiple agencies and multiple victims,
so I needed my whole team,” he said. “I
start sending out my message to get all
my chaplains en route.”

The chaplains bring Coleman burn-
ers so they can feed officers who may be
on scene for hours. They pass out water
and hot coffee and monitor officers for
any signs of critical incident stress.

If they do notice an officer who seems
to be having a hard time, they follow up
privately in the following days.

As a scene begins to clear, the chap-
lains help the officers with the clean-up.
When they finish the call, they check on
the dispatch agencies.

“The dispatchers really are the first of
those first responders,” Aithwaite said.
“They’re the ones who take the first call,
experience the whole immediate horror.
They hear it all on the phone.”

When the chaplains finish, they send

a group message to the other chaplains
with a number: 10 meaning they’re feel-
ing great, one meaning they’re feeling
seriously impacted.

“Then I know my chaplain’s suddenly
suffering the trauma effect of the critical
incident itself, so then I’ll check straight
away. Do you want to talk now and de-
brief it or do you want to talk later? But
we’re going to follow up and we’re going
to engage that,” Aithwaite said.

Aithwaite said the chaplains watch
out for each other and he has a health
and wellness budget written into his an-
nual budget to ensure they can access
professional care. He also will assign
mandatory critical care leave to those he
thinks they need time off.

What’s next?

Aithwaite said building the organiza-
tion has felt like climbing a mountain,
and they’re not quite at the top yet.

The organization is raising funds for
a mobile response vehicle to shelter and
care for families. It would also have a
bathroom for officers who are on the
scene for hours.

Getting more funding also is key to
growing the organization, Aithwaite
said, but as a religious entity, grants and
federal money are mostly unavailable.

He hopes to build a health and well-
ness center for first responders and
their families and offer in-house mental
health clinicians. His plans also include
eventually purchasing a large, rural
property to set up a retreat for first re-
sponders.

Until then, the chaplains are focused
on serving, and they all said that’s what
matters most.

“It’s not about the chaplain, it’s about
our first responders and serving them,”
Warren said. “What they have to go
through on a regular basis is tough, and
having lived it out myself, I think, is
what makes it motivating to me.”

Isabel Funk covers breaking news
and public safety for the Statesman
Journal.
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