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Kolb said he has no idea if the book
will be successful, but he hopes it will
help people who read it and enable him
to reach a wider audience. 

“This book’s a ministry – not a busi-
ness,” he said.

Beyond sharing his book and mes-
sage, addiction counseling, scuba div-
ing and pickleball could be in Kolb’s fu-
ture. He is in the process of getting the
credentials to provide addiction coun-
seling at Northeast Ohio Medical Uni-
versity and hopes to be able to offer it
starting a half day per week in the
spring.

He has also been taking classes
through Emmaus Theological Semi-
nary, though he’s not working toward a
degree. 

Kolb maintains his athleticism,
swimming twice a week at the medical
university, where the lap pool has achair
lift. He works out at home twice a week.
He used his “Action Trackchair,” an all-
terrain wheelchair, on two family vaca-
tions last summer.

“It’s been a blessing,” he said of the
chair, which was mostly paid for
through grants. 

Friends have been trying to get Kolb
to try scuba diving and he’s thinking
about it, especially given his newfound
love for swimming. He also would like to
try wheelchair pickleball and basket-
ball. He thinks he could be good at pick-
leball if he uses two rackets. 

Asked if he’s thought about adaptive
skiing, his wife answered for him: “No!” 

“I just wonder if that chapter is
closed,” Kolb agreed. “I liked to go fast.
To sit and ski on a beginning hill – I don’t
know if that’s attractive.”

Two years ago, Dr. Jason Kolb’s life
changed forever on a Colorado moun-
tain: He crashed while skiing and was
paralyzed below the waist.

He would never walk again – and
could no longer work as an emergency
medicine doctor. 

But Kolb set about reinventing him-
self while teaming up with a ghostwriter
on a book about how his faith helped
him through this challenging time. 

Kolb, 51, launched the book “Down
the Mountain,” on Tuesday, the day be-
fore the two-year anniversary of his ac-
cident. More than 400 people signed up
to attend.

The cover of the book depicts a
mountain at the top and clouds at the
bottom – Kolb’s view when he fell.

“My world was upside down,” Kolb
said during a recent interview at his
home in Kent, Ohio.

The father of four spent two months
at a Denver-area hospital, learning to
tackle everyday tasks in a wheelchair.
Hundreds of people donated $170,000
to the family – enough to cover numer-
ous updates to their home and to buy a
van that operates with hand controls.

Then Kolb returned home and tried to
figure out what came next in his life. 

Part of the path: teaching. He became
an associate professor at Northeast
Ohio Medical University last fall.

On a recent morning, Kolb instructed
about 25 second-year medical students
on how to do a spinal tap.

“It’s not that common,” he said, not-
ing that he did the procedure only about
150 times in his 20 years as an ER doctor.

Kolb held up the 31⁄2-inch needle used
in the procedure. “Look how long that
is!” he said.

Using a model of a pelvis, Kolb dem-

onstrated the steps, which include giv-
ing an anesthetic and asking his patient
to “curl up like a scared cat.” 

Along with the technique, Kolb fo-
cused on communication, telling stu-
dents they must explain a spinal tap in
terms their patients can understand:
“It’s like drawing blood but involves tak-
ing fluid from where the spinal cord
ends,” he said. He thinks students need
to learn not just the science but the art
of medicine, which involves skills like
gentleness and compassion.

When Kolb finished his demonstra-
tion, the students clapped. He leaned
over at his waist in a bow.

Several of Kolb’s students said they
enjoyed having him as a teacher.

“He’s great,” said Jarad Willets. “He
always spends a lot of time with the stu-
dents and makes it so we understand
well.” 

Alex You described Kolb as “real-
world” rather than academic.

Dr. Erik Messamore, the course’s lead
instructor, said Kolb has a broad knowl-
edge base from his two decades in the
ER. “He would have seen almost any-
thing humanity can bring forward,” he
said. “It’s great to have him.” 

Kolb teaches for a few hours on
Wednesdays and Thursdays and spends
time outside the classroom preparing.
“Eight hours a day, five days a week
would be tougher. I have the perfect
amount of time there,” he said.

Despite his years talking to patients,
writing the book was tougher than Kolb
expected. 

“It’s been a challenge – finding the
right vocabulary to communicate my
thoughts in the same way I teach med-
ical students to communicate well,” he
said. 

Kolb has been helped by Tricia Heyer,
a New York Times bestselling author of
15 books. Heyer is a friend of Kolb and
his wife through church. After the acci-

dent, she reached out and told him, “You
have a beautiful story here. I’d love to
help you tell it.” 

Heyer began crafting the book from
14 hours of interviews with the family
and their friends. Kolb made additions,
including stories from the Bible, his reli-
gious studies and other literature.
Kolb’s wife Amy helped him edit the
book, combing through it for missing
commas and incorrect verb tenses. She
said she cried several times during the
process. Their children haven’t read the
book yet.

“If you are suffering, please hear this:
You are not alone,” Kolb wrote. “You may
feel alone but you are not alone. May
you be blessed with friends who will
mourn with you, who will comfort you,
who will sit with you. If you are not in a
season of suffering, become that friend
for someone who is.” 

The book includes a poem that Kolb’s
daughter Grace wrote about her father’s
accident, and an essay about pain writ-
ten by Kolb that will be published in a
medical journal. Kolb said he still has
nerve pain that requires him to stretch
his back in his standing frame or by ly-
ing down. 

Asked what message he hopes peo-
ple get from the book, Kolb said, “We
have hope in the midst of suffering. On
the other side of pain, there’s purpose.”

Heyer said it was an honor to work on
the book with Kolb. She hopes readers
will be inspired by reading about how he
overcame his challenges with the help
of his faith. 

“Life has its ups and downs,” she
said. “Sometimes it is extra high and
sometimes it is extra low. We have testi-
mony that God is in both of those places.
God is at the mountain and in the valley.
We don’t have the choice of whether we
will suffer, but we can choose how we
will suffer and whether we will suffer
well.”

Doctor paralyzed in skiing accident
shares faith journey in new memoir
Stephanie Warsmith
Akron Beacon Journal
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On a hike near the Blue Ridge Park-
way, Carol and I were enticed to explore
new trails. Entering the portal of trees,
the moss, ferns and full carpet of flower-
ing plant life gave us a sense of walking
in a World of Green — and so we were. I
paused several times on our walk to take
a photo of the winding path, each time
curious what lay ahead, “just a little fur-
ther.” This regularly motivates us to
push on down or up the trail to see
what’s there. I’m reminded of the tune
we sang as children, of the bear who
went over the mountain “to see what he
could see.” That fairly describes the
sense of adventure we pack along every
outing into the woods. 

As an explorer of ideas, particularly
relating to religion and secularism, I’m
consistently curious how others re-
spond to the topics and questions I pub-
lish. In that spirit of curiosity, I sent the
draft of a column to several old friends
from high school days. One lives on the
West Coast, and one in the East, near
where I live now. In our younger years,

we were deeply involved in Campus
Crusade evangelistic activities. Both of
these friends are still connected to
churches, though one has grown skepti-
cal of narrow religion. The other one re-
mains connected with an evangelical
congregation; he’s very thoughtful, so
each time I raise questions, he responds
with more questions. Our exchanges
can get a bit heated at times, but the
foundation of friendship and the history
we share grounds us in fundamental re-
spect. 

Speaking recently with the friend on
the West Coast, we were sharing our
concerns for the future of the nation,
particularly with the rising threat of
Christian Nationalism. We used to share
concern for the afterlife, but now the
present state of the world occupies our
minds. I told my longtime Christian
“brother” I’m optimistic our secular de-
mocracy can withstand attempts to
erode separation of religion and state
and imposition of extremist views on all
of us through their “biblical” legislation.
Yet, I’m realistic that the situation may
get worse, and I’m confident the com-
mon sense of thoughtful people will
prevail. My friend felt encouraged.

My other friend, here in the East, re-
sponding to my suggestion that a “reli-
gion of love” might be what Jesus was
actually calling people to practice, ques-

tioned whether becoming a “martyr”
was the “ultimate demonstration of
love.” My friend acknowledges that peo-
ple all over the world, and not just Chris-
tians, die for their faith. As a Christian,
he feels that no matter what part of the
Body of Christ a person is, “we all have
limited skills and abilities, which we
should strive to deliver as completely as
possible.” He doesn’t think there is a
“high level” of loving service — each be-
liever does what they are able to do for
the faith. In response, I stated I can re-
spect anyone — of any faith or no faith —
who devotes their life to service “in the
name of [Love].” This doesn’t necessar-
ily mean someone has to sacrifice their
life to that service.

My sincere friend and former “broth-
er in faith” often expresses an honest
willingness to wonder along with me. In
this latest exchange, he responds:
“You’ve raised a good question...which
unfortunately doesn’t have an obvious
answer...at least for me.” I have an ap-
preciation for his integrity. It seems to
me, if more people of faith would “walk
the path” of co-questioning, and more
seculars would do the same, there might
be very good results. The shared path
could be even greener with growth. 

As I was meandering the trail of this
column, I received an email newsletter
from Seattle University’s Center for Ec-

umenical and Interreligious Engage-
ment. There was an interview with Di-
ana Eck, founder of Harvard’s Pluralism
Project. Dr. Eck says the inter-religious
community is becoming more open to
including those with no particular reli-
gious faith. She describes the difference
between “seekers and belongers”: “The
seeker culture is increasingly pervasive
in the U.S. That means you don’t neces-
sarily feel settled or that you belong in
just one place; you may still be looking,
still thirsting in some way. Perhaps we
should say that the numbers of seekers
has multiplied, rather than indicating
that people no longer want to belong.”
There is a growing edge of people who
are “self-identified groups of atheists
and humanists” and they deserve a
place in the progress of religion in soci-
ety. As she explains: “What defines a
movement is that it has energy in a par-
ticular direction even if it may not have
one central leader or one main organiza-
tion at its core.” 

Like an open trail in the forest, the
path simply gets greener.

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).

What lies ahead down the green trail?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

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

Prayer Wall: A 40-foot-long prayer
wall is open to the public at Unity of the
Blue Ridge, 2041 Old Fanning Bridge
Road, Mills River. The wall offers a space
for prayer and reflection. It is part of the
property’s Pathway of Peace, offering 10
acres of green space and a labyrinth.
Visit www.unityblueridge.org.

Ethical Humanist Society of Ashe-
ville: 2:30 p.m., via Zoom or at Asheville
Friends Meeting, 227 Edgewood Road.
“Whole Broken People” presented by
Brenda Lewis, Director of Spiritual Care
at Givens Estates and Givens Gerber
Park in Asheville. How can we navigate
changes and transitions with agency
and intention and find the gifts that this
unexpected and often unwanted jour-

ney brings? Visit
http://EHSAsheville.org.

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 in
September 2024, the congregation is
meeting at 9 and 11:15 a.m. Sundays at
St. George’s Episcopal 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-
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