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Abstract: Prayer for divine intervention at the time of disaster is well-documented. With a general belief in some sectors of the

population that God or some external force drives disaster, to appeal to the same for help or direction should not be unexpected. A numb
of studies around the world and across cultures have found this to be true. Using a sample of Christian clergy in South Carolina, praye
is investigated for its perceived use as a hazard adjustment. The results indicate that there is broad support for perseverance acrc
denominations, that prayer as protection enjoys support under certain conditions, and that prayer as prevention garners little suppo
except among some more fundamentalist conservative clergy. An important question remaining for hazards researchers is how to recol
nize and support the positive roles prayer can have in the recovery and relief process of disaster in addition to other protective measure
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Introduction is in control of the world around them. To witness the use of this
facet of relgion at the time of disaster is not surprising and is in
fact well documented.

With a belief by some in the general population that God or
some external force drives disaster, appealing to the same for help
or direction should be expected. A number of studies around the
world and across cultures have found this to be tfdaekson and
r\llukerjee 1974; Kirkby 1974; Murton and Shimabukuro 1974;
Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 1999; Schmuck 200Mistributive

[They] huddled with their three preschool children and 100 neigh-
bors in a narrow basement hallway at First Baptist Church of
DeKalb when a tornado bounced through the Northeast Texas
town ... As the acoustic ceiling tiles above them popped and
bowed ..[the] minister of music at First Baptist Church led some
of the people nearest to him in prayer as the tornado passed ove
them, ripping half the roof off the church’s sanctuaand de-

stroying 90 percent of the downtown business distric€Camp literature by groups such as the Jehovah's Witriessi others
1999. . . . often contain references to disaster as part of their eschatological
The above scene is a familiar one: a tornado looms large— yiewpoint (Meredith 1985 and Watch Tower Society 199Sch-
churning in the distance. As it approaches, it destroys everythlngmuck(zooo and Alam(1990 demonstrate that this view of God

in its path—schools, shopping centers, homes, and often theas the source of disaster is not restricted to a particular Christian
people within them. Invariably, the threat reaches a house of wor- theology, but is also found in some Islamic communities as well.

ship, and though the steeple or another symbolic feature is dam-gyen those who do not believe the event was divinely directed

aged, those souls harbored inside the structure manage to avoigh,e heen known to pray for intervention or protection nonethe-
death. Of the survivors reporting after the fact, many credit their oo

narrow escape to the power of prayer. People often find themselves led toward the cosmological

A rllumb.?_r of adjustments to elnvirlonm.?ntal extrerrr]]esl hgvel when trying to understand calamity. Within religion, they find
been identi |_ed_an(_zl can be broadly classified as te_c nologica ‘explanation and assign meaning to the traumatic eéatshman
regulatory, dlstrlbqtlonaﬂn"n_ovement o_f hL_Jmans and th_e|r use Sys- and Bonk 1960: Dynes and Yutzy 1965 Lifton and Olson 1976;
tems, and symbolioMicklin 1973; Mileti 1980. The final clas- Gibbs 1989; Davis and Wall 1992However, some exceptions
sification refers to adjustments that stem from culture. Both his- _ known(K’roII-Smith and Couch 1987 Reliéious involvement
toric and contemporary references tie the important cultural post-event in disaster response is also quite pervai@veith
aspect of religion to disaster with event descriptors such as “acts 1978. The activities of churches often revolve around relief, and
af G.?tdlgcg tlfltﬁ .”0".‘ the .blue t(Dimef’t anldldYuttz.ft.ay :tLi?GtS descriptions of the Mennonite Disaster Serfiédiebe 1976 and

ewl 9. Re Igion 1S an important cuttural ildentier that IS = y,o cpreh of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day SaifNsrmonsg relief
useful fo_r understanding how hl_Jmans occupy and '”ter‘?“’t W!th activities are not uncommofiFisher 1985; Bolin and Bolton
their environment both on a routine basis and when dealing with 1986. A small body of research has also ;‘ocused on the role of
extremes. For many religions the use of prayer is the communi- . > . . - S . !

o . . . religion in ing an nselinghinnici 1 Bradfield et al.
cation link between the believer and the d&jythat they believe 1898%0 coping and counseling: Ci 1985; Bradfield et a
— While the use of prayer has been identified as a seemingly

“Assistant Professor of Geography, Dept. of Geography and Geo- common response to disaster, the application of prayer by indi-
sciences, Bloomsburg Univ. of Pennsylvania, Bloomsburg, PA17815. g a5 or various groups in terms of its perceived utility has been

Note. Discussion open until July 1, 2003. Separate discussions mustIeSS studied. As a hazard adjustment, prayer is poorly understood

be submitted for individual papers. To extend the closing date by one bv h d h d in hostile to the di .
month, a written request must be filed with the ASCE Managing Editor. y hazard researchers, and some remain hostiie (o the discussion.

The manuscript for this paper was submitted for review and possible R€gardless of the perceived efficacy of this particular
publication on August 14, 2001; approved on May 22, 2002. This paper is adjustment—and prayer is a form of action—those involved in
part of theNatural Hazards Review\Vol. 4, No. 1, February 1, 2003.  hazards mitigation/response must recognize that it will continue
©ASCE, ISSN 1527-6988/2003/1-20—26/$18.00. to take place. The question then is how can we support this ad-
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justment in a positive way to reduce the loss of life and property? soldier on after the event has passed. If God has given the disas-
Clearly, a better understanding of the practice would go far. This ter, then God will provide the ability to survive it.
does not mean that we become advocates of the practice or at- Is prayer as a hazard adjustment preventative, protective, or
tempt to make it the business of public policy, but rather recog- simply a form of perseverance? Or is it completely irrelevant and
nize that our efforts will be more effective when we respect the a wasted effort? The answer likely depends on one’s view of two
cultural beliefs of the people we seek to protect. issuesi(1) God’s role in the worldor the lack of a divine being

In this paper, the role of prayer in disaster preparedness andand(2) the need for human action as opposed to general passivity
response is explored by investigating the survey responses ofor external reliance in the face of disaster. The perceived utility of
Christian clergy in South Carolina, which is a place with a unique this particular adjustment form as it relates to these two issues
disaster and religious history. How prayer is used as an adjust-may lie within the faith tradition of the believer.
ment to environmental extremes—as a preventative measure, as a
protective action, or as personal support—is contrasted by reli-
gious denomination and by broader faith traditions. Additionally, Case Study: Christian Clergy in South Carolina
how the respondents believe biblical texts direct them and the
church to prevent disaster and support relief are also discussed. A
preliminary goal is to investigate whether differences exist be- Method

tween these groups in terms of their disaster response and if thesg:|iowing a pilot survey with clergy from two seminaries, a ques-
could lead to a heightened hazard vulnerability. Vulnerability may tjonnaire was mailed in Fall 1997 to Christian clergy across South
arise from a number of physical or social circumstances including carolina. Clergy were surveyed as opposed to laity based upon
one’s demographic profile, a lack of resources, or the physical the pelief that clergy, despite their differences, are a more cohe-
infrastructure of the threatened pla@utter et al. 2000 Recog-  sjve group than individual congregants. Due to their historical
nition of the diversity and complexity of these factors—including dominance, Christian religious groups were the focus of this
religious beliefs(Gillard and Paton 1999-has focused attention  stydy (see study area sectiprNonchristian faiths could be ob-

on understanding how they influence vulnerability. In this in- gerved as to their similarities or differences with these findings in
stance, the use of prayer and biblical guidance are looked upon aspe fyture.

underlying social factors that in certain contexts could lead to  clergy from 29 denominations were invited to participate

unsafe conditions. (Table 1. These groups were drawn from their affiliation with the
South Carolina Christian Action Council, an ecumenical organi-
zation with easy access to clergy across the state. Three additional
Prayer as Hazard Adjustment groups were contacted in an effort to ensure participation by pre-
dominately African-American Christian denominations. A survey
Adjustments for environmental threats are generally thought of aswas sent to each church within the smaller denominations. For the
purposeful or incidental. Prayer for disaster can be considered alarger denominations, 120 survey recipients from each denomina-
purposeful adjustment—it is generally directed and specific. For tion were randomly selected from a four-region stratification of
example, a predisaster prayer to develop stronger, longer-lastinghe state based upon the number of congregations within each
building materials that may in turn reduce vulnerability to some respective region. Mailing costs largely necessitated this sam-
threats (an incidental adjustmentis much less likely than a  pling. For example, 25 surveys were sent to Bible Way congre-
disaster-specific prayer for protection at the height of a hurricane gations(25 churcheg but only 120 surveys were sent to the Epis-
(a very purposeful adjustmenA number of different purposeful  copal Church(139 churches The total response ratd19 usable
hazard adjustments have been propo$Bdrton et al. 1993; responses out of a possible 14@®as 30%.
Tobin and Montz 199y7and prayer may be a part of each depend- Twenty denominations were represented among the returned
ing upon the perceived utility of that action. surveys, although the clergy of the seven denominations returning
One purposeful hazard adjustment is to change locations andthe majority of the surveys are the primary focus of the findings
remove oneself from the path of harm. A second adjustment reported here. These denominations are the Episcopal Church, the
would be to prevent the effects of the hazard through some form Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Presbyterian
of mitigative activity. Building a flood wall or strengthening the Church in America, the Presbyterian Church—USA, the Roman
structural integrity of buildings would be examples. Prayer might Catholic Church, the Southern Baptist Convention, and the
be used in both instances for protection—a recognition that while United Methodist Church. The remaining 13 denominations,
everything humanly possible has been done to protect propertywhere mentioned, have been placed into a larger “all other de-
and life, humans are not always fully in control and unforeseen nominations” category. It must be stressed that the findings re-
circumstances can occur. ported here reflect the individual beliefs of clergy and are not
A third adjustment would be to modify the event. Cloud- necessarily representative of the followers of their faith tradition.
seeding, for instance, has been utilized to stimulate rainfall in It nonetheless provides some insight into the varying uses of
times of drought. Prayer may be seen as a powerful mechanism tqorayer as an adjustment strategy. The responding sample had the
change the threat, for if God can turn it on then perhaps God canfollowing demographic characteristics: 95.7% male, 86% white
also turn it off. A belief that prayer can change the course of a nonhispanic, 72.6% aged 40 to 64, and 96% college educated.
hurricane and send it back out to sea is another example of thisThe average length of ministerial service was approximately 21
adjustment strategy. A final adjustment would be to do nothing years. More than 90% of the congregations of each denomination
and to simply bear the loss. Changing locations may not be prac-supported disaster-relief efforts through their larger church hier-
tical, mitigation may be too costly, and techno-fixes to modify the archy and at least 84% indicated support for programs within
threat may be futile. Deciding to do nothing is still a choice. The their specific congregation. These included providing money
prayer in this instance, when no other options are perceived to be(98%), goods(84%), time (65%), or other serviceg21%) such as
available, may simply be for perseverance and the opportunity to counseling.

NATURAL HAZARDS REVIEW / FEBRUARY 2003/ 21



Table 1. Research Participants

Participant denomination

Faith tradition

Number usable responses

Number potential responses

African Methodist Episcopal Evangelical 9 99
Associate Reformed Presbyterian Reform 25 59
Baptist Educational and Missionary Convention Evangelical 8 102
Bible Way Evangelical 1 21
Church of God Pentecostal/Holiness 25 114
Church of God—Anderson, Ind. Pentecostal/Holiness 5 10
Church of God in Christ Pentecostal/Holiness 6 34
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints Evangelical 9 28
Church of the Nazarene Pentecostal/Holiness 18 56
Episcopal Liturgical 38 119
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Liturgical 62 120
Lutheran—Missouri Synod Evangelical 5 11
Presbyterian Church in America Reform 36 82
Presbyterian Church (USA) Reform 37 117
Roman Catholic Liturgical 32 83
Salvation Army Pentecostal/Holiness 7 17
Seventh Day Adventist Evangelical 7 27
Southern Baptist Convention Evangelical 32 120
United Methodist Evangelical 33 120
Wesleyan Pentecostal/Holiness 24 61

Note: Bolded churches are the primary focus of this paper. Two denominations, the Assemblies of God and the Pentecostal Holiness Church, decline
offers to participate. No invitation response was received by the state offices of the following: Church of God—Prophecy, Christian Churck-eDisciple
Christ, Progressive National Baptist Convention, Reformed Episcopal Church, Society of Friends. The Christian Methodist Episcopal anddgieek Orth
churches agreed to participate but no survey responses were received. Potential responses reflect the total number of surveys deliverbl onadelivera

is not included in the total.

Study Area or the establishment of religious schools, it also appears in less
obvious ways. For example, if a divine entity is the ultimate pro-

South Carolina is a hazard-prone place. Between 1989 and 1995tector in times of trouble, then public support for the saiag.,

the state ranked fifth in terms of total Stafford Act outlays of . L .
o . . public mitigation efforty may be less for those believers. Of
public disaster assistand®ymon and Platt 1999 Hurricane T )
course much caution is warranted since we are unable to ad-

Hugo in 1989 was responsible for the majority of this assistance, equately separate the clearly religious from the other motives

but other outlays have also been made for floods and tornadoes, rompting bublic behavior. Nonetheless. religious beliefs and in-
In the past, the state has also experienced serious seismic activityromPung p ' €19

with significant damage occurring in Charleston during an 1886 Stitutions play important roles worth exploring further. _/-\ny les-
) ) ons learned here may be transferable to other locations where

earthquake. The state’s coastal counties are also among the mostH> : ) -

. . . Y . religion plays a central role in people’s daily lives.
rapidly growing, far outpacing the nation’s population growth rate
since 1980 by 15%Ullmann 2000. This portends dangerous
future consequences in terms of life and real property loss, andThe varying Uses of Prayer
difficulty in evacuations as evidenced by Hurricane Flgipdw

and Cutter 1990 These summarize a few of the more traditional Prayer changes things. When the praises go up, the bless-
natural hazards but the area is also subject to human-generated ings do come dowfAfrican Methodist Episcopal minister
threats. Nuclear power is generated at five facilities within the I think prayer has ... stayed judgments and the wrath of God

state and hazardous material spills are not uncommon. (Church of God minister

Religiously, South Carolina finds itself neatly tucked within Prayer is not magic. Prayer is not a way to control God ...
the Bible Belt. Attributed to Baltimore newspaperman and soci-  (Evangelical Lutheran minister
etal critic H. L. Mencken, the term did not originally refer to a A variety of questions related to hazards and environmental issues
specific location, but eventually he did associate it with the “Bap- comprised the questionnaire administered to the clergy. Each re-
tist back-waters of the SoutWilson 1989. The spatial dimen- cipient was asked to relate which hazards they perceived to be
sions and religious characteristics of the region have been invespersonally the most pressing. Generally speaking, the hazards of
tigated a number of time&elinsky 1961; Reed 1974; Shortridge  greatest concern were those that were more likely to occur near
1976 with a consensus emerging that the region is predominantly the respondent or that the respondent had some past personal
Protestant, largely evangelical, and more literal regarding scrip- experience(Mitchell 2000. These results varied little among
tural interpretationHill 1989; Wilson 1989. Importantly, South clergy of differing denominations. A series of open-ended ques-
Carolina, like other states in the region, is persistent in its reli- tions was also posed to shed light on the relationship between
gious expression; the public order of the state—the social, legal, religious conviction and disaster response. The following ques-
political, and cultural arrangements by which its citizens conduct tion directly related to prayer is illustrativéihat role should
their lives—has been and continues to be profoundly influenced prayer have for the prevention or reduction of losses from haz-
by the private realm impressively so by religidbewis 1993. ards? This question generated 394 responses. It was decided that a
Whereas religion shows itself in obvious forms such as blue laws content analysis of these sometimes lengthy responses would be use-
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Table 2. Categories of Prayer: What Role Should Prayer Have for the Prevention or Reduction of Losses from Hazards?
Code

Prayer category Sample response

“Prayer plays an important role for every Christian.”

“None.”

“We are to pray that God’s will be done, not ours.”

“Prayer should be utmost as we seek guidance, direction, and strength from Almighty God.”
“Prayer is only good when backed by positive actions. Prayer alone will not change one thing.”
“Prayer can still storms and divert the path of hurricanes and tornadoes.”

“I've never thought of this.”

Prayer important—general
Prayer unimportant

Pray that God’s will be done
Pray for protection

Prayer needs action

Prayer can prevent

Unsure of prayer role

~No o wN R

ful to determine if differences existed among the various religious derived from historical and contemporary accounts of religion in
groups. As the issue of reliability is of critical concern in content South Carolina and the Southippy 1993; Hill 1989. Under this
analyses, care was taken that the content was broken down into discategorization, the Liturgical faith traditicisomprised heavily of
tinct and meaningful categories. A number of coding variations exist; Lutheran$ was significantly more allied with the position of
two of the most common qualities—frequenégumber of refer- prayer as protection.
ence$ and typology(common themes—were used to structure this Two other categories deserve further discussion. Category 5
analysis(Baker 1999. Ultimately, seven categories were system- (prayer needs actions reminiscent of the saying “heaven helps
atically created based upon several key recurrent words orthose who help themselves.” Here, the respondents noted that
phrases. Table 2 shows these categories and provides an examplsrayer also needed human action and that prayer alone would not
of an actual response. change one thing. Prayer is seen as complementary to other ac-
Very few of the respondents were unsure of the role of prayer tions that must also be taken to reduce hazard loss. The general
or believed that it was unimportant when related to disa3le view is that God has already provided many gifts to reduce
3). A modest number overallél or 15% believed that prayer  |osses—resources, intellect, experience—and it is the people’s re-
should focus on God's desires, not those of humans. These prosponsibility to use them appropriately. The clergy of the
portions varied little by group. More interesting results occur Presbyterian—USA denomination were the most conspicuous re-
when comparing the proportions of each denomination in each garding their support for this viewpoint while the Pentecostal/
prayer category to the proportions for the total grogiests with Holiness faith tradition appears more externally focused.
significance ap=<0.05 were used throughout this analysis A common anecdote/picture of disaster has the overly reli-
The greatest number of responses for nearly all groups focusedgious person kneeling and praying for God to turn the tide rather
around the fourth category—the need for prayer as protectionthan getting up and removing oneself from harm. The image is
(“we should pray for God's mercy and grace to all’— usually derisive and questions the intellectual capacity of the vic-
Presbyterian—-USA minister Although generally consistent tim. The belief that prayer can literally prevent disaster by divert-
throughout, the Evangelical Lutherans and the Presbyterian—ing events or causing their cessation is the focus of the sixth
America groups stand out in contrast, with the former signifi- category. Overall, few clergy supported this use of prayer; some
cantly more supportive of this position than the total group and were dismissive and even on the verge of host{liBrayer is not
the latter much less s@able 4. Understanding that denomina- a 911 button for hazards”—Presbyterian—USAEvangelical
tional differences on these questions could be slight and maskingLutherans, and by extension the Liturgical faith tradition, were
patterns within larger faith traditions, each church was also placedsignificantly less supportive of this use of prayer. In contrast,
in its larger faith background, either Evangelical, Liturgical, clergy of the Pentecostal/Holiness faith tradition and the “all
Pentecostal/Holiness, or Reforffiable ). These categories were

Table 3. Role of Prayer by Denomination and Faith Tradition: Re-
spondents in Each Prayer Category

Table 4. Significance Test Comparing Proportions in Prayer Cat-
egory: Denomination and Faith Tradition versus Total Group

Church 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total Pray for Prayer Needs Prayer can
Episcopal 12 1 2 13 5 1 1 35 Church protection(4) action (5) prevent(6)
Evangelical Lutheran 9 0 10 31 5 1 1 57 Episcopal -0.284 1.245 -1.339
Presbyterian—America 13 1 7 7 1 4 0 33 Evangelical Lutheran 2.1%9 0.167 —1.98F
Presbyterian—USA 11 0 3 13 8 0O 0 35 Presbyterian—America —2.088 —-1.052 0.459
Roman Catholic 8 O 2 17 3 1 0 31 Presbyterian—USA —0.284 2.878 -1.925
Southern Baptist 8 1 5 10 1 4 O 29 Roman Catholic 1.663 0.303 -1.192
United Methodist 5 1 4 18 2 2 0 32 Southern Baptist —0.544 —0.906 0.721
All other denominations 33 1 28 47 7 25 1 142 United Methodist 1.843 —0.376 —0.633
Evangelical 25 3 13 38 6 12 0 97 All other denominations —1.368 —1.256 2.528
Liturgical 29 1 14 61 13 3 2 123 Evangelical —0.076 —0.639 0.795
Pentecostal/Holiness 15 0 17 29 1 18 1 81 Liturgical 1.962 0.841 —2.58%
Reform 30 1 17 28 12 5 O 93 Pentecostal/Holiness —0.637 —2.220 3.197
Total 9 5 61 156 32 38 3 394 Reform -1.697 1.447 —1.305

Note: See Table 2 for prayer category explanation. The “all other de-
nominations” category is comprised of the thirteen other denominations
that responded to the survey.

Note: Only prayer categories with
(Categories 4, 5, and) &re shown.
aZ-test scores significant @t<0.05.

statistically significant differences
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Table 5. Categories of Biblical Influence: How does the Bible Influence Your Response to Hazards?

Code Influence category Sample response

1 General influence [1t] provides a sense of hope in the midst of uncertainty.”

2 No influence/unimportant “It does not—but science and reason does.”

3 Directs us to help others “If you have done this unto the least of these you have done it unto me.”

4 Directs us to be stewards of earth  “We are to be keepers of God’s earth. People have been placed on earth as responsible stewards.”

5 God is sovereign and in control “I believe that God is sovereign over all that happens in his creation, therefore | don’t worry about disaster.”
6 Provides message about end times “Hazards are allowed by God and may be signs of the last days.”

other denominations” categofeavily comprised of Evangelical ~ between human ability versus a more passive response is seen
and Pentecostal/Holiness cleyggtrongly viewed this use of  again in the responses of the Pentecostal/Holiness and the “all
prayer as appropriate. These groups have been described els@ther denominations” groups.

where as being among the most conservative and literal in their ~Respondents of the Pentecostal/Holiness faith tradition were
understanding of scripture, and more likely to view disasters as also more likely to see scripture as evidence that the outcome of
increasing in frequency as part of the second coming of Christ disaster should be left in God’s hands and that there was little one
(Mitchell 2000. Placing faith in only one adjustment strategy— could do since disaster occurrences were messages about the
whether prayer or an engineered flood wall—may prove fool- coming end of timgCategory 6 or possibly punishment. Human
hardy. Nonetheless, it is a majority clergy opinion of nearly all godlessness is often believed to be the source of disaster with God
denominations that prayer is most useful as a protective and/orsending disaster as a punishment. Pronouncements by tele evan-
supplemental, not preventative, disaster intervention. The popu-gelist Pat Robertson regarding homosexual behavior demonstrate
larized vision of prayer as prevention, while evident in some the recency of this convictiofWharton 1998 Bradfield et al.
circles, is not an openly advocated adjustment. (1989 found that fundamentalist ministers tended to focus on this
aspect of disaster in discussion with survivors—disasters were
meant to punish or test people. Some other members of this faith
tradition were, in fact, joyous at the occurrence of disa&tEhe

more frequent natural disasters come, the more excited Christians
should become”™—Church of the Nazargeneot for the losses
incurred, but due to the fact that their entry into God’s kingdom
was forthcoming. This finding seems contradictory in that this
faith tradition also believes that prayer can stay disaster. The Li-

Scriptural Influences

You will not have to worry about sudden disasters, such as
come on the wicked like a storm. The Lord will keep you
safe. He will not let you fall into a tragProverbs 3: 25—

26).
Our God is in heaven; he does whatever he wigtRszalm turgical tradition (Episcopal, Evangelical Lutheran, Roman
115:3. Catholig was strongly opposed to this viewpoint, which is not

i L ) o . surprising given their more figurative approach toward Biblical
The Bible is rife with descriptions of disaster, and parables eschatology(Mitchell 2000.

frequently use disastgr metaphor; like a strong faith in G.od built  Taken together, the greatest number of responses fall within

upon rock_that can withstand the f|ercest_ pouring rains, wind, and Categories 3 and 4 and provide evidence of a strong belief among

flooding rivers (Matthew 7: 24-2). Anticipating that clergy  many of the clergy across denominations that their faith directs

Wou_Id rely on scripture to clarify and support thelr_mterpretanons them to be proactive in the face of disaster. Not only does scrip-

of disaster and the role of prayéa suspicion confirmed by the  ,re indicate that prayer is useful as an adjustment, but it also

frequent reference to a variety of chapters and veystes follow- mandates that caring for others in times of néespecially disas-
ing question was also posedow does the Bible influence your

response to hazard€2ach of the 384 responses were coded based
upon recurrent terms and themes; six categories were established
(Table 5. Very few believed that the Bible had no influence or
was unimportan(Table 6. Substantially more believed that scrip- ~ Table 6. Biblical Influence: Respondents in Each Category

ture instructed them to aid others in times of né€ategory 3 Church 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total
with little variance among the groups. Some more interesting

findings revolve around the issue of control: are humans in chargeE'O'SCO'D‘_"1I 13— 5 10 4 — 32
(steward, is God sovereign, or is a message being sent by using Eva"9elical Lutheran 1 1 18 12 14 1 57
disaster events? Presbyterian—America 5 — 9 2 15 1 32
The idea that humans are responsible for taking care of their Presbyterian—USA 3 1 8 16 5 2 35
surroundinggreducing vulnerable situations where possitalrd Roman Catholic 4 2 8 10 5 — 29
an understanding that God is in control of all situations are the Southern Bapist 5 — 8 9 7 1 30
subjects of the fourth and fifth categories, respectively. One of the United Methodist 8 1 10 8 4 1 32
more notable differences between groups involves the Presbyteri-A” other denominations 29 3 37 18 29 21 137
ans. The Presbyterian—USA clergy place greater emphasis on thé&vangelical 23 3 23 20 20 7 9
role of people moderating disaster loss while the more conserva-Liturgical 28 3 31 32 23 1 118
tive Presbyterian—America clergy were more resigned to the Pentecostal/Holiness 7 1 22 7 17 16 79
power and sovereignty of Gd@€ategory 5. The argument that a ~ Reform 10 1 28 26 23 3 91
denominational label is not sufficient to ferret out religious differ- Total 78 8 103 8 83 27 384

ences apparently does not apply in this context. This difference Note: See Table 5 for influence category explanation.

24 | NATURAL HAZARDS REVIEW / FEBRUARY 2003



Table 7. Significance Test Comparing Proportions in Bible Category: If any broad generalizations can be made from these observa-

Denomination and Faith Tradition versus Total Group tions, it would be that prayer as perseverance is widely accepted,
End that prayer as protection enjoys support under certain conditions,

General Stewardship Sovereignty times that prayer as prevention garners little support except among

Church ) (4) (5) (6) some more fundamentalist, conservative clergy, and that each

group uses and interprets Biblical texts to support their positions.

Ep'scc’pﬁll | Luth B ozii? _3'122 _162;081 :122; The ability to test the effectiveness of any of these particular
vant?e cal Lutheran ' 3 2' )3 2 @ : prayer adjustment strategies is, of course, scientifically impos-
Eresby:er!an—ﬁr;znca _2'281 B 3‘1122 ioig _8'23‘71 sible. Several other questions still remain:
respyterian— —1. . —1. —U. . . .
Roman Catholic —0.849 1523 _0555  —1477 rDe(;ilst;k;e venuégeographic location of the sampleolor these
Soythem Bapt'.St ~0.480 0.990 0.220 —0.777 * How do these views of clergy transféor do they to lay
United Methodist 0.629 0.374 —1.218 —0.847 believers?
All other denominations 0213 ~2.27G ~0.109 2888 + What is the impact of the sample demograplilasgely white,
Evangelical 0.784 —0.276 —0.167 0.089 middle-aged maleg
Liturgical _ 0.795 1120 -0494  -2.560 « Since not all believe that prayer is a useful adjustment, how do
Pentecostal/Holiness 0242 -2.693  -0.019 3.687 we protect people and property while still respecting their re-
Reform —2.058 1.304 0.754 —1.317 ligious views?
Note_: Only bible categories with statistically significant differen@@at- This research was conducted in a region that is generally more
egories 1, 4, 5, and)@re shown. conservative religiouslyReed 197%and with a limited segment

“Z-test scores significant @t<0.05. of the religious community—its clergy. Variations in these two

factors may lead to other results elsewhere. To expect that other
adherents of their faith tradition will think or behave in the same
ter) and caring for the earth as a piece of God's creation are way regarding prayer may be an unwarranted assumption. Prayer
responsibilities for all believeréTable 7. is, after all, a highly personal endeavor. It is important to note,
however, that many faith communities identify strongly with their
clergy and their views carry great weight. Their views on hazard
Conclusion response are often promine(litchell 2000 and could carry
over to their congregations. In either case, it is incumbent upon
This paper began with two questions: Is prayer viewed as preven-hazard researchers to recognize both the potentially positive and
tion, protection, or perseverance with regards to hazards adjust-negative roles prayer can have for disaster. The recovery process
ment? Are there variances across faith traditions? From the re-may be aided positively by prayer, but in other instances people
sponses provided by this research, the answer is a mixed onemay fail to recognize simple earthly protection opportunities.
There is ample evidence across the sample to suggest that prayer Clearly, this research demonstrates that people of differing re-
plays an important role for perseverance. Scripture and prayerligious backgrounds hold contrary beliefs about how, when, and if
provide direction to help other&learly seen through the very prayer should be used as a hazard adjustment. Approaching these
active relief activities and strength to try to understand God’s groups from the viewpoint to which they are accustomed should
plan through the disaster event. This particular role for prayer is aid us in future protection efforts. Communicating the threat of
not only important for the Christian denominations investigated disaster and prompting proactive responses has been and contin-
here, but also for followers of other religioiSchmuck 200D ues to be a problem. To remedy this, greater attention has been

Protection is also seen by most as an appropriate use forcalled for regarding the context in which disaster oc¢Mgchell
prayer, but some strings are attached. Several clergy indicate tha€t al. 1989. Economic, political, environmental, and sociocul-
prayer for protection is legitimate as long as the believer recog- tural contexts all color our interaction and response with hazards.
nizes that God is sovereign and that God’s plan may be contraryReligion, and prayer as one of its primary tools, though poorly
to the believer’s wishes. Others go further to note that prayer for understood by many, must also be recognized and respected as are
protection is only useful when backed by positive human actions. the many other contextual subtleties that differentiate people and
The general idea is that God has already provided the believerdisaster-prone places from one another.
with a remedy: the ability to purchase insurance, the ability as a
community to provide services to the needy, the foresight to lo-
cate a home out of the floodplain and so on. Prayer in this caseAcknowledgments
protects by providing the wisdom to use God’s gifts wisely.

The third use—prevention—is much less widely subscribed to The writer would like to thank the journal editors and the anony-
despite what popular lore may have us believe. The invocation of mous reviewers for their constructive comments on this research.
divine intervention at the time of crisis to prevent, for example, a Special thanks go to Deborah Thomas and John Polhill. Funding
tornado striking your home was viewed derisively by most clergy support for this research was provided by Sigma Xi—the Scien-
(prayer is not magic The few who advocated this position tific Research Society.
largely fall within the Evangelical and Pentecostal/Holiness faith
traditions, two groups that appear to be more externally located
(Mitchell 2000 and therefore may show a greater potential for a References
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