Faith in Disasters
A look at the ways in which Faith is used to prepare for and recover from disaster
Research to Date
There is some research that looks at religion in disaster situations, for example Quarantelli (1996) and Powell et al (2001) looked at how being part of a religious affiliation influenced certain attitudes and behaviors on the part of the individual in disaster situations.  Powell et al (2001) specifically looked at how being part of a religious group that interpreted Y2K as the end of the world, meant that members actually prepared themselves to survive the event.  Peek’s (2005) article sought to investigate how second generation Muslims used religion to form part of their identity in the wake of the 9/11 bombings.  She found that religious identity was variable rather than static, and that significant events in the world can affect one’s identity with one’s religious beliefs.

Kroll-Smith and Couch (1987) looked at the irrelevance of religious meaning in the underground coal mine fire that was slowly destroying a community in Centralia, Pennsylvania.  The authors believed that the lack of local religion in the community to help respond effectively to the situation was a result of the way in which the fire was seen as a technological disaster.  So, does faith only help in the event that the hazard is a ‘natural’ phenomenon?
Chester (2005) notes that many communities subject to natural hazards perpetuate myths around those hazards.  These are largely based on superstition, and the common belief that God sends retribution for the sins of people.  While interviewing the Katrina survivors I was constantly told, ‘we didn’t expect it,’ ‘it always turns before it hits New Orleans.’  The amazing thing was however, that many of those I interviewed could vaguely recall Hurricane Betsy which happened in 1956 and flooded New Orleans, though nothing like to the extent Katrina and the breaking of the levees did.

Research in Bangladesh (Schmuck, 2000) has shown that those who believe that the flood is the “will of Allah” do not do anything to prepare for the flooding event that makes 30,000 people homeless each year.  This obviously puts them at greater risk of losing their home because they believe they have no control over the event and the resulting destruction of their home, and can do anything to prepare for it.  However, interestingly, this belief means that no blame is apportioned and because Allah took away their material existence he can give them the strength to survive and rebuild again.      

It also appears that not all natural hazards are equated with being a part of God’s retribution.  Such events as tornadoes are considered to be ‘natural disasters’ (Mitchell, 2005) and not God’s retribution because they are so common, while hurricanes and volcanic eruptions, phenomena less frequent are equated with being messages from God and a sign that society has become too decadent.  According to Mitchell (2005) African American clergy insist there is no need to prepare for hurricanes, as hurricanes form off the coast of Africa to punish the white Southerners for their past injustices against blacks.

But in what way does faith within our society help its members cope with disaster?  Are there differences between faiths as to ability to cope?  Does having faith even provide an advantage to recovery for those who believe? Do individuals in certain faiths question their faith more after a disaster than others?  How do religions allow their members to interpret their experiences in disaster situations?  Research by Furnham and Brown (1992) into how different religions allow individuals to interpret disasters showed that Muslims and Jews tended to stress God-type explanations for the disaster more so than Christians and atheists.  

Which religion you belong to can predict how well you recover in the aftermath of a disaster.  In a study by Gillard and Paton (1999) in the Fiji Islands, they found that belonging to a Christian religion was a distinct advantage in recovery for its members.  This religion could call on donations from around the world.  Belonging to the Hindu or Muslim faith was more problematic because these faiths were much more local and support and resources therefore suffered as a result of the disaster.  

As sociologists we try to look at the larger religious aspect of community.  Therefore, we have tended to focus much of our research on the religious organizations and their response to disaster situations.  Bradfield, Wylie and Echterling (1989) looked at the response of Ministers in the wake of the floods in West Virginia in 1985 and the problems they encountered in trying to interpret the event into the “theological context of their religious beliefs” (p.397).  
The Project

For the past year I have been part of a study undertaken by Dr Nicole Dash, at the University of North Texas and funded by the NSF.  We were specifically investigating the decisions Katrina Survivors made to evacuate, or not, from New Orleans.  We followed a semi structured interview schedule, which allowed us to let survivors talk and share more of their experiences than we really needed to know for our particular study.  
Trends

It became apparent while listening to survivors talk about their experiences that religion was a major aspect in their lives.  It was noted that there were some trends evident in the way people talked, and who was saying what.

For the most part, only African Americans referred to how their faith has helped them through the event.  For many they feel blessed that they came away with their lives, even though for many they lost everything that they own, not only in terms of material possessions, but also in terms of being split from family members and being displaced from a location in which many had never been outside of before.  However, for the white population that I interviewed, none mentioned religion, or the feeling of being blessed with what they had.  Even when asked about their religious beliefs in the wake of the hurricane it was insignificant in their life.

Talking to African Americans the great majority were devastated by the events that happened to them related to Hurricane Katrina.  Not only has the actual storm affected them, but how they have been treated, or believe they have been treated, since.  Virtually, all African Americans that we interviewed were emotional and tearful talking about the storm and their experiences.    It was an incredibly traumatic experience, and regardless of whether they feel they have a harder time now with life than before, many attribute their ability to cope with their faith in God.  Specifically, they seem to believe that he has a plan for them…. Though many admit that they don’t know what that plan is yet, or why he would want them to relocate to Dallas.  They believe that it is his will and therefore they must abide by his will.  In this sense, it gives the idea that God is specifically looking out for them.  That he is taking care of their specific needs.
For some, their faith has taken a severe knock, and they are trying to come to terms with the idea that not only is their faith not what they thought it was, but that they are now so alone with no fallback position.  For one individual in particular, the very thought that he is calling his faith into question is not only emotionally draining, but physically draining.  He realizes that the hurricane was not specifically meant for him, but several things had gone wrong just prior to the storm and he was not in the best of health, physically or mentally to get through the storm.   He wonders why God would do this to him when he was so ill prepared, and is having such a hard time now trying to cope not only with his illnesses, and with the loss of his previous life, but also with the loss of his faith.  He doesn’t want to lose that faith and any chance he gets he returns to New Orleans and visits one of the shrines there to light a candle and ask the lord what it is he is supposed to accomplish now.

An interesting dichotomy, which is what initially attracted my attention to the faith issue, is the belief by many of the interviewees that God sent the storm to punish the sinfulness prevalent in society, specifically in New Orleans.  I have numerous quotes that New Orleans is called the Big Easy for a reason.  For many of these same people their former lives have been destroyed by the storm, and they have been displaced to Dallas where they are finding life hard.  They do not see themselves as being part of the category of sinfulness to which God directed his wrath, even though they have suffered by the act.  They do feel blessed by what they have now, even if they are struggling much more than they would have had they remained in New Orleans.  It creates an interesting perspective on what they actually believe about their God.  
What is it about having faith that allows people to have such a dichotomy?  Their lives were affected by the storm; many believe to be God’s punishment, even though they do not personally believe that they were the sinner that the storm was directed at.  But, they have still lost everything in that storm, and they are grateful to a God for what they have now.  He just took everything away from them.

It may be significant when looking at the issue of faith in the African American community that we also found that African Americans appeared to view the destruction of their community as traumatic.  We are not talking about physical buildings here, but the neighborhood, even for those who were barely making ends meet.  Most of the African Americans that we interviewed expressed real concern that their neighbors were not moving back onto the block, that houses still looked as they had the day after the storm, which to them meant that the family was not coming back.  For many they seemed to see their neighbors as like a part of their extended family, and were upset when they did not know the fate of those neighbors, especially a year or more after the hurricane.  Comments were made about ‘having known those people my entire life ’or‘they had seen me grow up.’  For African Americans the sense of loss of their community is more traumatic than the loss of their material wealth, it provided them with a sense of community to which they belonged.  The fact that this community has been lost is devastating to many.  Their community has been destroyed and with it their sense of whom they are.   Maybe their faith is the only thing they have left.    For many faith is the only thing that they can fall back upon, that still has a sense of value and community for them.  For others, the destruction of community is such that their faith also suffers.

For the white population that we interviewed relocation was not a major issue, they felt they could relocate and rebuild their lives.  Whites did not express a sense of community, or talk about their neighbors in the same way.  Whites for the most part are much more materialistic, they lost a house and its contents, so what?  They can rebuild, they can move.  They have themselves.  For African Americans, the thought isn’t that they can or can’t rebuild, but that it needs to be in the same place as they lived before.  

Limitations to the Study

This paper has only presented the general trends that have been noted in the 40 interviews that we have completed for the NSF project.  My intention is to develop this study for my dissertation.  More survivors will be interviewed, in different disaster situations to investigate the different ways faith is used by people.   An element will be added into the research to look at the way clergy prepare, or not, their parishioners for hazards that their community are prone to.  
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