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Abstract 

This qualitative study examines the description of disaster events in religious journals in order to 

better understand how faith communities access their faith traditions and master narratives to 

encourage, motivate, and engage members of the faith community in responding to disaster 

needs. Religious journals provide a snapshot of how a religious community is reflecting on the 

meaning of an event, close to the action, yet one level removed from first-hand and individual 

accounts; they are structured in such a way as to connect the individual experience to the larger 

network of concerned individuals, and thus provide a rich resource for the study of how 

communities understand significant disaster events. Religious journals were searched using an 

online search engine for occurrences of the most common terms associated with natural disasters. 

Sample articles were chosen to demonstrate the use of narratives that describe disaster events 

according to different worldviews, based on narrative frameworks proposed by Northrop Frye 

(1957) and John McClure (2002). The characteristics of these narrative frameworks are 

described, and examined for instances of fatalistic descriptions which are often assumed by 

disaster researchers to be part of the religious perspective on disasters. Very few such instances 

of fatalistic descriptions were found, but it is important to note that narratives that employ high 

agency by God or divine forces may still be read as fatalistic by readers outside the religious 

community of discourse (e.g., disaster researchers). Analysis of faith-based narratives included 

in this study shows a very high emphasis on disaster response, encouragement to assist, and 

empathy with victims and survivors on the basis of common humanity rather than religious 

affiliation. Understanding the ways in which different communities, including faith communities, 

describe and understand disaster events is an important facilitator in aiding communication and 

cooperation between disaster researchers and faith-based organizations. This improved 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 5 

understanding and communication should address a persistent bias in disaster research that can 

underestimate and minimize the importance of religion and faith groups in disaster management 

and may lead to the underutilization of the resources of religious communities.  
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Preface 

The place of metaphor and narrative 

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was profoundly influenced in high school by an essay 

by Susan Sontag, entitled intriguingly “Illness as Metaphor.” It was my introduction to the world 

of constructed reality, my first realization that things did not simply exist as existential realities, 

but were constructed and understood in metaphorical and narrative ways. Sontag’s essay 

described the way illness – classically tuberculosis, and in modern culture, cancer, - was both 

viewed and understood. 

I was launched headlong from there into the study of deep, constructed reality in the 

world of biblical studies. This was more than the Comparative Religions approach that saw 

sacred writings as fundamentally metaphor for shared human experience; this was a 

philosophical and hermeneutical approach that saw the experience of the divine as mediated 

through human experience; through parable, metaphor, and analogy. This was my introduction to 

an approach to viewing life as narrative, or as metaphor. It is an approach entirely different from 

propositional logic, an approach that attempts to systematize and analyze a cultural experience 

that is organic and a socially constructed within a lived context. This propositional approach still 

prevails in many disciplines, including that of faith and religion, which unfortunately reduces a 

multidimensional reality to a single dimension.  

During the time set aside to do this study, I was engaged in a parallel project; the doctoral 

thesis of my beloved partner, Helena. Her doctoral study into the effects of Tantric study on a 

number of Western students led me into an entirely different cultural world in which I could 

experience being a neophyte again, even though my involvement largely consisted of editing 

minor punctuational peccadilloes and providing copious amounts of tea. However, it has kept me 
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continually aware of the interdisciplinary nature of all true research, and the need constantly to 

maintain breadth as well as depth. She has broadened my understanding of all things. 

I began the study of disaster research motivated by the desire to engage religious 

communities more fully into disaster response. This desire is in some ways superfluous, as 

religious communities are already heavily represented in disaster response, and frequently in 

disaster mitigation efforts, driven by a concern for basic human compassion and an attitude of 

sacrificial commitment. At the same time, I have not always seen this engagement properly 

acknowledged or understood within the disaster response, or the disaster research community. 

Not only does this lack of understanding disappoint me, it frustrates me when I consider how 

these attitudes interfere with efforts to minimize distress and increase resilience. Religious faith 

(or any strong ideological faith, for that matter) is a powerful force for dealing with crisis. We 

must not forget that in our desire to ground our discipline in scientific, and objective, certainties. 

I wish I could properly acknowledge the many, many influences and contributors to my 

thoughts. As much as possible, I have tried to ensure that those who have inspired, intrigued, and 

infuriated me have at least found acknowledgement in the references, but I know that is not 

entirely true. A lifetime of study obscures the sources that triggered thoughts that have taken 

years to develop. Nonetheless, I wish to acknowledge the inspiration given by my peers and 

colleagues in the Disaster and Emergency Management Programme. I continue to be awestruck 

by your wisdom, your accomplishments, your experiences, and your passion to make the world a 

better place. 

And, finally, a word of thanks to my thesis supervisor. We live in a wide and flat world, 

these days, and my thesis committee was comprised of people who have never met in person. 

That seems to me to be an incredible thing, which we will simply take for granted as we continue 
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to web together in this world. But Kathleen (Katie) has been both steel wool and cotton wool for 

me, scrubbing and swabbing as necessary, swapping recipes and cat stories and stories of faith 

and declarations of despair at the vagaries of formatting requirements. She has been my 

lighthouse. 

 

O Trinity of love and pow'r, 

Your children shield in danger's hour; 

From rock and tempest, fire, and foe, 

Protect them where-so-e'er they go; 

Thus, evermore shall rise to Thee 

Glad hymns of praise from land and sea. 

(Whiting, 1860) 
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A narrative analysis of religious journalism’s approach to disaster reporting  

While the disaster management community continues to pay greater and greater attention 

to cultural factors in disaster management, the ways in which religion and faith exert influence 

on how people think about, plan for, respond to, recover from, experience, and understand 

disaster events is often ignored. Bush and Fountain describe “years of neglect” of the role of 

religion in disaster relief (Bush & Fountain, 2015), and an issue of Religion dedicated to disaster 

studies noted that while “religion easily stirs the attention of the media, who are keen to cover 

alleged ‘acts of god’ or the religion-related fatalistic attitudes of victims,” the number of 

scientific studies on religion and disaster is surprisingly limited (Gaillard & Texier, 2010, p. 81). 

The belief among some faith communities that natural phenomena are directed and 

guided by God’s will has led to the assumption embraced by many disaster researchers that 

religious believers may not prepare in the event of an approaching hazard, as their faith 

narratives may espouse that nothing can be done to avoid the fore-ordained event. This is often 

described as a ‘fatalistic’ attitude (Herring, 2012). Bush and Fountain (2015) also point out that 

when the role of religion in disaster relief is discussed, the default approach tends toward 

unhelpful dichotomies and “simplistic tropes” of either “angel in the house” or “irrational 

maniac” portrayals, neither of which provides insight into the roles that religious actors actually 

play in disaster relief efforts. Bush and Fountain propose a need to provide more textured, 

empirical, and contextual studies of religious actors. This current study seeks to further that goal, 

by deepening our understanding of the way in which religious communities narrate the events of 

disasters when communicating amongst themselves. The understandings and beliefs that 

undergird these narratives in turn provide guidelines for dealing with disasters at all stages in the 

disaster cycle: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. This study was initiated in order 
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to address this gap in research, namely the study of how religious communities actually express 

their experiences of disaster and disaster response. In particular, this study was begun in order to 

ascertain to what extent religious narratives promote fatalistic understandings that would work 

against effective disaster response. A better understanding of such potential barriers to disaster 

responses should then lead to enhanced efforts to mitigate these challenges. 

An individual’s narrative is personally owned and crafted, yet there is at the same time a 

constraining social narrative that shapes how and why stories are told, a master narrative (grand 

récit) (Lyotard, 1979). There is, for religious believers, a community master narrative that is both 

normative and formative. This master narrative shapes the way an individual narrative is formed, 

how an event is portrayed, and how it is understood by the individual who narrates the story, as 

well as the audience with whom he or she is engaging.  

In any given context, there are two stories going on at the same time, stories which 

continue to interact with one another dialectically. The master narrative exists as a given, a 

narrative that both presents a particular worldview and constructs it at the same time; it 

constitutes a community with a specific worldview. Concomitantly, the community itself, and 

the individuals that comprise the community, in adopting the master narrative, adapt and shape 

the master narrative to their own needs and their own worldview, selecting and highlighting 

those aspects of the tradition that seem most germane to their experience.  

Note that this use of the word “community” is not specific to a particular religious 

community. Geertz (1973, p. 5) refers to “webs of significance” that link individuals into 

cultures and subcultures. “Community” is used in this sense, of people who share common 

understandings, rather than to describe a discrete body of people distinguished from another: we 

may (and do) belong to many communities, one of which may be a faith community. In the 
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context of religious periodicals, it implies something more than mere passive “readership” but 

expresses the sense that people are drawn to a given periodical because its perspectives tend to 

resonate with their own. 

One example of such constitutive master narratives are stories that are constructed around 

community and individual experiences of great social disruption, threat, and dislocation, whether 

these are caused by naturally occurring circumstances such as natural disasters, or through 

human activity such as wars. Disaster stories are found throughout the scriptures of Islam, 

Judaism, and Christianity (Dynes, 2003), and in Buddhist and Hindu scriptures as well, meaning 

that faith narratives on disasters are globally relevant. The use of master narratives to constrain 

and inform a culture, and to inform the context in which disruptive events are given an 

intelligible and interpretive meaning, is not confined solely to communities that identify 

themselves as religious. Certain powerful narratives can have this effect across an entire culture, 

through a “democratization” of the narrative, for example the Noah story1 from the book of 

Genesis, a religious narrative that has entered contemporary secular culture in a variety of forms 

(Dynes, 2003).  

This qualitative research study sought to understand how individuals tell faith stories in 

relation to pre-existing master faith-based narratives; whether they appropriate, resist, or modify 

                                                           
1 This is the account of a universal flood, told in Genesis 6-9, in which the ancient patriarch 

Noah is told by God to build an ark and populate it with representatives of the world’s animal 

species in order to save them from a massive global flood God intended to release on the world. 

The destruction caused by flood is understood to have been universal, and it was only through 

this human intervention inspired by God that the disaster effects were mitigated. 
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those stories, and how they employ them in making meaning. This study used a narrative 

analysis approach to explore how religious narratives are employed to make sense of the 

personal and communal description of a disastrous event, in order to address the question: “when 

disaster impacts a religious community, how does that faith group describe and interpret the 

experience, and how does that inform their response?” The working hypothesis was that there are 

a variety of narrative forms that shape religious responses to events, including disaster events, 

which can be categorized according to narrative types that provide coherent frameworks that 

enable and encourage engagement in responding to disasters from a variety of religious and 

theological perspectives (Gaillard & Texier, 2010). 

The second area of inquiry this study addressed was an exploration of the assumption that 

there is a predominant “fatalistic religious viewpoint” which has been noted as a perceived 

barrier for disaster managers when collaborating with faith-based communities. This bias 

misconstrues the nature of religious faith which may contribute not only to resilience, but also 

engages faith communities in disaster response through financial resources, direct humanitarian 

aid, and long-term engagement with vulnerable communities (Gaillard & Texier, 2010). At best, 

this is a missed opportunity. At worst, this assumption can contribute to lack of coordination, 

poor collaboration, and even competition. Disaster narratives in religious journals were 

examined to determine whether or not they support the charge of “fatalism” and perceived 

resultant paralysis among faith-based communities held by many disaster researchers. This study 

has explored whether there is evidence of such a fatalism that would inhibit the response of 

religious organizations, and whether it is present in the way they describe and interpret disaster 

events, specifically through their communication media, such as religious journals. 
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A Note about Scripture References 

Throughout this study, references will be made to the foundational documents of 

different faith groups. Appendix A contains a summary of many of the most frequently-cited 

narratives found in foundational texts. Traditional citations only require that the books of the 

Bible or other religious writings be cited by name (American Psychological Association, 2009, § 

6.18). However, since the range of foundational texts can be quite vast and are not necessarily 

familiar to all, the following sources, in no particular order of precedence, have been used: 

Citations from Jewish Scriptures. Known as the Tanakh within Judaism, an acronym 

formed from the names of the three major divisions (Torah or Law, Nebi’im or Prophets, and 

Khetubim, or Writings). These are primarily written in Hebrew and are generally known in 

translation. The same writings form the basis for the Old Testament of the Christian scriptures. 

Citations from Christian Scriptures. Known as the Bible (from the Latin, literally 

“Books”), there are two major divisions: the first is the Jewish Tanakh, although it is referred to 

variously by Christians as Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament, and the second is the body of 

specifically Christian writings comprised of Gospels (historical accounts of the life of Jesus) and 

other writings addressed to the early Christian movement, known collectively as the New 

Testament or Christian Scriptures. These are written in Greek and known primarily in 

translation.2 

                                                           
2 When citing from articles taken from religious journals, the English language version of the 

Bible that is used will be the one used by the article itself. All other instances will use The Holy 

Bible: New Revised Standard Version. 1989. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers (NRSV).  
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Citations from Islamic Scriptures. Known as the Qur’an, these are the collected sayings 

of Mohammed, considered to be directly inspired by God. The Qur’an is divided into chapters 

called “Surahs” which are both numbered and named: Surah 99: Az-Zalzalah (The Earthquake) 

for example. These are written in Arabic and known primarily in the original language; 

translated versions are considered “interpretations” and are not authoritative. 

Citations from Hindu Scriptures. Hinduism is diverse and includes many traditions. 

There are a few texts that are considered common to most traditions: these include the four 

Vedas (Rigveda, Samaveda, Yajurveda, and Atharvaveda) and their embedded texts (Samhitas, 

the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas, and the early Upanishads). Of these, the Upanishads are the most 

widely influential of the written religious texts. Other written resources important to many 

traditions include the Bhagavata Gita and Agamas. These scriptures are written in Sanskrit and 

are collected in chapters.  

Citations from Buddhist Scriptures. Theravada Buddhism (Path of the Elders) uses the 

Tripitaka (or Pali Canon) as the sole canonical text, comprised of three main sections: the Vinaya 

Pitaka (Discipline) which lists rules for monks; the Sutra Pitaka (Discourse) which contains 

teachings and sermons of the Buddha, and the Abhidharma Pitaka (Special Teachings) which is a 

miscellaneous collection of songs, poetry and stories of the Buddha intended as illustration of 

key Buddhist concepts. Mahayana Buddhism (The Great Vehicle) incorporates a vast corpus of 

sacred texts known generally as Sutra in addition to the Tripitaka. As these teachings were 

passed orally for many generations, originally in Sanskrit or Pali, they exist now in a variety of 

translations. 
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A Note about References to Divine Activity 

Throughout this study, there are references to the actions of a deity or divine forces. To 

be properly inclusive at all times would be unwieldy, as the language of religious belief is 

particular and does not lend itself to generalities without creating artificiality. Therefore, I have 

followed the example of the majority of the journals surveyed here in using traditional Christian 

language and referring to the divine as God, although I have avoided gender-based pronouns. 

When citing from religious journals that use specific terminology for God or divine 

forces, I have used the terms most frequently used by those journals. By default, however, the 

majority of articles cited are from Christian sources, and the use of the term “God” is 

predominant. This is not intended to deny or denigrate the multivalent experiences of religious 

believers who use many, many terms to describe their experiences and their awareness that there 

is a very real presence beyond our senses, the ground of our being, Wholly Mystery and Holy 

Presence, the forces of energy that throb and flow throughout the cosmos, that can be 

experienced dependably through a variety of means. These can never be reduced to a single term. 
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Literature Review 

The range of literature pertaining to religion and disaster is potentially quite vast; after 

all, unexpected catastrophic events and literal “acts of God” have been linked through much of 

human history. Even our use of the word “disaster” (i.e., “bad stars”) indicates our tendency to 

attribute catastrophic events to forces beyond our daily existence. Yet, despite the prevalence of 

religious belief and its engagement with all facets of human experience, religion is often an 

excluded or forgotten aspect of disaster research. It may be tempting for researchers to view 

religion as pre-scientific or unscientific (R. W. Perry, 2007) and its study as compromising 

objectivity and reflexivity (Dillon, 2003), or that the study of religion might be interpreted as 

legitimating religious belief (Dillon, 2003). Yet these a priori assumptions have contributed to a 

gap in the study of the relationship of religion and disaster, and the field remains understudied. 

Two areas of neglect will be examined first: the need for more research on the role of 

faith and spirituality, religious organizations, and religious media during disasters, and, secondly, 

the limited definitions that are typically used when doing research into issues of religion and 

spirituality. One of the barriers to effective communication is the assumption that we already 

know what others think and how they perceive the world. This can lead us into deep 

misunderstandings that can lead to resentment and hamper effective working relationships, 

especially during the crisis of disaster response and rebuilding.  

Next, this review will turn to the religious communities’ own descriptions of what a 

disastrous occurrence actually means. Religious believers have spent many centuries reflecting 

on the meaning of unexpected disastrous events, and the philosophical and theological 

interpretations of disastrous effects are deeply embedded in religious thought and practice. It is 

not enough to determine whether or not the divine is acting through disastrous events (and if so, 
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the religious questions raised are questions of theodicy3, or justification for divine involvement); 

the follow-on questions are about human responsibility and whether human beings should simply 

accept their fate and not try to take action (this is the response of fatalism). Though the 

discussion may be complex, these religious questions stem from the anguish of people who 

suffer and ask, “Where is God when disaster strikes?” and “what then should we do about this?” 

This study will therefore explore some of the existing work on theological and philosophical 

interpretive frameworks, namely the questions of fatalism and of theodicy, as part of the 

background of thought that informs the understanding of religious communities. A truer 

indication, however, of how an event is understood is found in the ways in which communities 

tell the stories of a disaster event. As such, the narrative approach is chosen over a philosophical 

or psychological approach in this study.  

Rather than examining solely the experience of first-person accounts, this study takes its 

approach by examining the socially constructed narratives of disaster response within 

communities. Within religious communities, constitutive understanding has traditionally been 

communicated through story-telling and narrative. A narrative approach to understanding the 

religious experiences of disasters will be described, based on the concept of the “interpretive 

cycle”. The interpretive cycle describes the continual process of building layers of understanding 

by cycling back from individual experience to the initial narrative, and reinterpreting that 

narrative in the light of new experience. This is the means by which a tale of an ancient Near 

                                                           
3 Theodicy is the attempt to answer the question of why a benevolent and all-powerful God 

permits the existence of evil and suffering. The word theodicy is derived from the Greek words 

Θεός (Τheos) meaning God, and δίκη (dike) meaning justice or judgement. 
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Eastern flood becomes a useful story for how to deal emotionally with floods in the 21st 

Century. It explains the perduring quality of sagas, fairy tales, and myths which are re-

interpreted by each audience and take on new life with each generation. This understanding of 

the interpretive cycle forms the basis of the narrative approach of this study. A framework that 

categorizes religious narratives into four different worldviews, based on classical studies of 

narrative structure, will be proposed as a helpful framework through which to understand 

different ways of interpreting disastrous events. 

The Need for More Research on the Role of Faith in the Disaster Experience 

There are relatively few studies of the role of religious organizations, and especially local 

churches, congregations, mosques, synagogues, and temples, in preparing for and responding to 

local disasters. This study is seeking to address this “religion gap” by examining elements of 

religious journalism that inform members of faith groups and reflect their own experiences and 

expectations around disastrous events. Religion is generally ignored in disaster studies, or is seen 

through stereotypical lenses; Gaillard and Texier (2010) have outlined several ways in which the 

study of religion and disasters has followed a “single and simplifying model” that fails to 

recognize the diversity of religious experience in the world.  

Perhaps, as David Chester suggests, this is an unfortunate bias among researchers, as 

religious interpretations of disaster events, are often “simply dismissed as a symptom of 

ignorance, superstition and backwardness” (Chester, 2005, p. 319). When religion is considered 

by disaster researchers, it is often examined in therapeutic terms (as an aid to resilience), as a 

naive or unscientific approach to risk analysis (Call, 2012), or in purely religious terms as 

theodicy (Stern, 2007; Veilleux, 2014). Furthermore, most studies rely on simple classifications 

to determine belief structures, such as denominational affiliation or religiosity (Call, 2012).  
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The goal of the narrative approach of this study is to develop a richer, deeper, thicker 

understanding of the faith-based narration of disastrous events. Previous studies (Albertazzi, 

2011; Becker, Johnston, Lazrus, Crawford, & Nelson, 2008; McGeehan, 2014; Veilleux, 2014) 

have begun the task of examining faith-based responses to disasters, but have consistently 

pointed to the need for further study with diverse faith-based groups as they respond to different 

disaster situations. A number of studies have already shown the importance of religious belief in 

determining how people cope with disaster events. Many of these have pointed out how religion 

contributes to coping skills (Gall et al., 2005; Koenig, 2012; Smith, Pargament, Brant, & Oliver, 

2000), increasing resilience (Zraly & Nyirazinyoye, 2010) and reconciling ambivalence 

(Weigert, 1989). Religious beliefs provide purpose and a sense of control (Leavell, Aten, & 

Boan, 2012), and coping is enhanced by rituals, social action, belief in afterlife, acceptance of 

suffering, and detachment from the world (McGeehan, 2014).  

Religion is not solely an individual experience, but it is linked with the experience of a 

faith group. An important aspect in understanding the effect of disasters on local faith groups is 

the study of local faith group leaders. Focussing on religious leaders as part of the disaster 

experience is valuable because the literature identifies that 1) religious leaders are important 

community leaders, and are relied upon in disaster situations; 2) religious organizations have 

important missions and ministry to carry on which are both compounded and expanded by the 

impacts of disasters; and 3) religious organizations have complex motivations both to engage in 

and to disengage from disaster management (Massey & Disaster, 2006). Existing qualitative 

studies of local faith group leaders, particularly in the U.S., have focused on identifying: the 

relationship between prayer and the disaster experience (Mitchell, 2003); theological responses 

to disaster (Chester, 2005; Stern, 2007); or the effect of end-times theology on the understanding 
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of disaster (Albertazzi, 2011). Some studies have examined the experiences of local faith group 

leaders in responding to, recovering from, and interpreting the impact of disaster events, using 

interviews and focus groups (Brogt, Grimshaw, & Baird, 2015; Leavell et al., 2012). While these 

studies have added to our understanding of faith in the disaster experience, there are still 

relatively few studies that have engaged the interpretive community beyond that of identified and 

official leaders.  This study explores the narratives shared by other members of faith 

communities.  

Limited Definitions of Religion and Spirituality in Disaster Research  

While the afore-mentioned studies have been important in beginning the study of the 

relationship between religious faith and disaster preparation, mitigation, response, and recovery, 

one of the shortcomings of the existing body of research has been the way in which religion and 

spirituality have been defined. This study examines religious worldviews, rather than narrow 

metrics of religious behaviour or pre-defined beliefs. The study of religion, and its relationship to 

disaster studies, is and must be multi-disciplinary, involving anthropology, social psychology, 

community development, and socio-cultural and religious belief systems as well as their impact 

on politics, individual and communal resilience, and emotional and mental health. There is no 

monolithic approach to the study of religious communities (Adiyoso & Kanegae, 2013; Akasoy, 

2007; Al Amry, 2008; Beliefnet, 2001; Call, 2012; Chen, 2011; Falk, 2010; Gillard & Paton, 

1999; Husseini, 2011; Levy, Slade, & Ranasinghe, 2009; Merli, 2010; Mitchell, 2000, 2003).  In 

this study religion is understood as a: 

… belief system concerning ultimate truth, origin, purpose, morality, reality, 

and/or destiny; the corporate and personal practices utilized to affect and/or relate 

with spiritual entities such as beings, forces, and powers that lie within and/or 
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beyond the self; and the socio-cultural relationships formed around these beliefs 

and practices. This three-fold definition focuses on belief systems, practices, and 

socio-cultural relationships as essential characteristics of religion. (Call, 2012, 

p. 11) 

There are two predominant approaches when studying religiosity and spirituality in the 

field of disaster studies. One focuses on resilience, with various studies asking respondents how 

religion helped them cope, or looking at religious categories to determine whether religious 

belief contributed to lower levels of psychological distress following disasters (Koenig, 2006). 

The other approach has focused on activities surrounding disasters, such as levels of preparation, 

or emergent response (Adiyoso & Kanegae, 2013; Albertazzi, 2011; Call, 2012; Herring, 2012; 

Phillips & Jenkins, 2010) and has studied the behaviours of religiously-motivated volunteers. 

When differentiating between different religious responses to disaster, however, studies have 

relied on self-identification (Albertazzi, 2011) or traditional religious denominational categories 

(Mitchell, 2003); neither of which adequately addresses the role of religion in contemporary 

North American society. McGeehan (2014) specifically addresses the limitations of measuring 

religiosity by the frequency of attendance at religious activities, rating of importance of religion 

in daily life and/or coping, or frequency of prayer; and Koenig (2008) raises methodological 

concerns about relying on such data. Moreover, such studies so far have failed to establish how 

theological narratives intersect with lived experience to guide practice, particularly when disaster 

strikes. This suggests that a narrative approach, examining the ways in which religious believers 

actually use their religious understanding in describing disaster events, can complement existing 

approaches and provide fresh insight into the ways in which disaster events are understood. 
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The Framing of Disaster Narratives 

Another gap in the literature that has been understudied is the “cultural story” or 

“underlying narrative” of how a given community understands a disaster event (Dynes, 2003). 

The underlying narrative describes how the event is framed: is it described as a technological 

failure, for instance, or a human failure to recognize danger, or a political failure to plan for 

predictable occurrences? Is it described as a judgement for moral failings, a test for moral 

courage, or an opportunity to demonstrate resilience? How the story is framed determines what 

problem is identified, where the solutions will be sought, and who will be held responsible. 

World-wide, 84% of the world’s population is affiliated with a religious group (Hackett 

& Grim, 2012). Moreover, most of those who belong to the world’s major faith groups live in 

countries where they are in the majority, which suggests that culture continues to be influenced 

by master religious narratives even among those who do not subscribe to the specific beliefs of 

the dominant faith group. Over three-fourths of North Americans claim religious faith; over 95% 

of those belong to the three monotheistic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) based on 

written scriptures, some of which are held in common (Hackett & Grim, 2012). Because of the 

importance of religion for the majority of the world’s people, the way in which a disaster event is 

narrativized is likely to be shaped by pre-existing religious beliefs and religious narratives. 

Religious narratives are themselves often formed in response to dislocating events such as 

storms, floods, earthquakes, and wildfire; since these narratives have shaped religious belief, 

they are accessible to individuals and communities when disaster strikes and communities are 

seeking ways to describe, understand, and respond to those events. 

There are a number of pre-existing schema for interpreting the relationship between faith 

and disaster, from biblical hermeneutics (W. Brueggemann, 1986) to sociological studies 
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(Niebuhr, 1952) to studies of personal and social resilience (Koenig, 2006, 2012). Each one of 

these frameworks focuses on a different domain that may be used as an analytical lens. For 

example, an article on the type of faith that sustains individuals who are recovering from a 

devastating disaster may explicitly reference religious stories and themes, either in the words of 

individuals or through the writer’s own comments. This would be an example of biblical 

hermeneutics, the application of a religious text to a current situation (Long, 1990; Osborne, 

1989). Sociological studies (Berger, 1979; Berger & Luckmann, 1991; Niebuhr, 1952) may 

provide insight into the relationship of a religious sub-culture to the surrounding culture; for 

example, does the religious culture see itself as working with secular (or scientific) cultures, 

working against the culture, or working in parallel with them? This is not merely a rhetorical 

question; the presuppositions with which some disaster researchers approach religious 

communities can interfere with communication and mutual understanding. The primary example 

is the assumption that religious communities that believe that God is in control of the universe 

are “fatalistic” and therefore are less prepared to respond to disaster events.  

Interpretations of Faith Narratives in Disaster as “Fatalistic” 

 Among certain disaster researchers there is an assumption of a fatalistic worldview held 

by religious believers; this assumed worldview holds that because God is the arbiter of fate, 

nothing can be done to prevent disasters from occurring. As described by Drabek, fatalism is the 

attitude that “it is not worth doing anything, as whatever will happen will happen” (Drabek, 

1986). This “fatalistic” attitude is a concern to disaster managers who are hoping to prevent the 

unprepared from suffering unduly in a disaster (Auf der Heide, 1989; Call, 2012; Perrow, 2007). 

There seems to be a facile assumption that acknowledging an external locus of control (a 

fatalistic worldview) will shape the narrative to that of an inactive and helpless protagonist. Sims 
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and Bauman, for instance (Sims & Baumann, 1972), studied the different responses to tornado 

warnings in different regions of the United States, comparing Northern States to Southern States, 

based on indications of internal and external locus of control which they identified with religious 

belief. Their conclusion, that respondents in Southern states relied heavily on external loci (God, 

fate, or luck) seemed to be consistent with the prevailing assumptions that belief in God leads to 

a fatalistic and passive response to crisis: “Fatalism, passivity, and perhaps most important, lack 

of trust in and inattention to society’s organized systems of warning constitute a weak defense 

against the terrible strike of a tornado.” (Sims & Baumann, 1972, p. 1391) 

In contrast, Cohen and Nisbett, in replicating and refining the study almost a quarter 

century later, found that the conclusions of Sims and Baumann were unwarranted and that their 

measure of fatalism was not validated. They concluded that the reputation for Southern fatalism 

is widely assumed, yet that “there is absolutely no evidence that the South is any more fatalistic 

than the Midwest (Cohen & Nisbett, 1998, p. 2187). 

Still, the research of Sims and Bauman continues to be cited as evidence for fatalistic 

attitudes in religious believers (Etkin, Ivanova, MacGregor, & Serota, 2014; Quarantelli, 1998; 

Rodríguez, Quarantelli, & Dynes, 2007). Gaillard and Texier, however, point out that referring to 

divine activity is a long way from fatalism, but is rather “a convenient and rational way of 

pointing to someone or something that is out of people’s reach in a context of daily hardship” 

(Gaillard & Texier, 2010).  

Bernard, Dercon & Taffesse (2011), however, express doubt as to whether fatalism is an 

analytically useful concept at all, citing the various understandings of the term that range from a 

strict understanding that everything has an appointed outcome which cannot be changed by 

human efforts, to less strict usages such as resignation, cynicism, or helplessness to describe 
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learned behaviour. The Merriam-Webster dictionary definition of fatalism is the “doctrine that 

events are fixed in advance so that human beings are powerless to change them” (“Fatalism,” 

2017). Philosophy Pages offers a fairly simple definition: Fatalism is the “belief that every event 

is bound to happen as it does no matter what we do about it” (Kemerling, 2012). Yet these 

definitions do not describe the attitude of most religious believers. For example, according to 

Solomon (Solomon, 2003), who provides a critical review of the philosophical literature, “fate is 

not the same as fatalism, although most conceptions of the former imply the latter. Fate is the 

explanation. Fatalism is a doctrine.” In other words, there are two different beliefs operative in 

using this definition: the first is the belief that events are pre-ordained, or destined (“fated”) 

either by divine intention or the nature of the universe. The second belief, fatalism, is the belief 

that, in the face of events that are so pre-destined, human beings are powerless and that it is 

senseless, or even wrong, to try to prevent, mitigate, or prepare for disastrous events.  

Call (2012) points out there is a significant difference between empiric and theological 

fatalism. Both describe events as “fated” in the sense that their occurrence is beyond our control. 

Empirical fatalism, however, sees no reason for the occurrence of events; they are arbitrary, and 

they therefore cannot be controlled. Theological fatalism is grounded in religious beliefs that 

God or a moral order such as karma controls human destiny, and that these are not arbitrary but 

have purpose, such as to provide justice in the world or to bring the universe to a destined goal 

(whether this is intended by the purposes of a deity that is directly involved, or through the 

impersonal working out of “laws of the universe”). Theological determinism may in fact prompt 

individuals and communities to act to bring about the envisioned outcomes, shaping identity by 

following God’s will, becoming virtuous, or accumulating merit, through specific types of social 
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action (Call, 2012), whether this is done in everyday circumstances or in unexpected, disastrous 

circumstances. 

For a fuller discussion of the ways in which fatalism is discussed in other religions, see 

Jayram V on fate, freewill and fatalism in Hinduism (V, n.d.), Thanissaro Bikkhu’s discussion of 

karma in Buddhism (Bhikkhu, 2000), and Shahul Hameed (Hameed, n.d.) on fatalism in Islam. 

All three authors write to explain these religious concepts in terms of Western philosophical 

understandings. An exploration of these topics, however, is outside the scope of this study. 

Theodicy in the Disaster Experience  

A discussion of fate leads naturally to consideration of the question of God’s agency in 

the world, which is essentially the question of theodicy (see footnote 3 above). Theodicy raises 

the question of God’s involvement in a disaster occurrence. Was the earthquake sent deliberately 

by God in order to destroy, to punish, or to warn? Or did it simply occur, without God’s direct 

involvement? Theodicy is connected not only to philosophical concepts, but to the very nature of 

religious practice: “For as long as human beings have practiced them, the complex and 

multifaceted beliefs, rituals, and moral teachings known as religion have told us how to think 

about and relate to everything on earth that we did not make ourselves” (Gottlieb, 2006, p. 1). 

For centuries, when disasters have struck, whether they were large-scale catastrophes such as 

earthquakes, floods, or violent storms, or individual tragedies that seem to be caused by 

something “we did not make ourselves,” people have turned to God in prayer or in anger or in 

confusion. The forces that cause such events may or may not be understood, but the religious 

question does not ask simply about cause, it asks about purpose: “Why did this occur?”  

The same questions are raised when any sudden catastrophic event occurs, even if the 

cause is clearly human activity, such as the terrorist attack in New York on September 11, 2001 
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in which the Twin Towers were destroyed and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. was damaged 

by commandeered aircraft. Religious leaders wrestled publicly with the question of God’s 

involvement, but most commentary at the time focused on the human actors (Beliefnet, 2001). In 

the wake of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, Gary Stern (Stern, 2007) interviewed several 

prominent religious leaders whose beliefs ranged across the diversity of religious expression to 

draw out their understanding of the theodical question, “can God intervene,” following the 

December 26, 2004 tsunami that struck Southern Asia. He noted that in the weeks that followed 

the disaster, most religious figures concentrated on the need for response to disaster victims, and 

identified God’s activity as being involved in the relief efforts: “God’s presence during the 

tsunami may have been unclear, but his [sic] presence in the relief camps was largely 

unquestioned” (Stern, 2007, p. 4). This coincides with Mitchell’s study of the uses of prayer in 

disaster, in which he points out that most clergy believed that scripture instructed them to aid 

others in times of need, rather than as a means of avoiding the disaster in the first place 

(Mitchell, 2003). 

Stern then compares the reaction to Hurricane Katrina and the flooding of New Orleans 

that occurred soon after, in late August 2005. When the levees failed, on the 29th of August, the 

discussion about the cause of the disaster became a political argument, and the theological 

questions themselves became political. Conservative religious leaders such as Pat Robertson and 

Franklin Graham in the United States, and Rabbi Ovadia Yosef in Israel, described Katrina as a 

punishment from God for sins. In response, liberal theologians mocked such assertions, and 

placed the blame on President Bush, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), 

long-standing issues of racism and poverty, and other social ills, rather than invoking God’s 

involvement (Stern, 2007).  
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Theodicy is not an ivory tower concept, however, as it addresses the dichotomy between 

the belief in a loving God and the experience of pain, suffering and evil:  

I can’t help believing that many people privately wonder how an all-loving, all-

powerful, all-present God can watch over so much senseless pain. If I’m right, 

many people face questions of theodicy late in the night—even if they’ve never 

heard the term. (Stern, 2007, p. 216) 

If questions of theodicy are faced “late in the night,” then they necessarily become part of the 

narrative of religious journalism. However, issues of theodicy are rarely addressed as 

philosophical questions, nor do religious journalists typically try to propose a theological 

response to a particular situation. Instead, the implicit assumptions of a particular approach to the 

question of divine involvement in a disaster event are woven into the way the story about the 

event is framed, and becomes part of the narrative itself. “How is God involved?” is answered in 

the narrative structure itself. 

The Value of a Narrative Approach 

Narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, 

drama, comedy, mime, painting…stained glass windows, cinema, comics, news 

item, and conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite diversity of forms, 

narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins with 

the very history of mankind [sic] and there nowhere is nor has been a people 

without narrative…it is simply there, like life itself. (Barthes, 1982, as cited in 

Riessman, 2008, p. 4) 

As Russell Dynes pointed out, “Disasters are both interesting and infrequent. Thus, 

understanding them usually depends on stories others tell us. Such stories frame our 
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understandings and imaginations” (Dynes, 2003). If stories are the means by which both our 

understandings and our imaginations are framed, then a fruitful approach to understanding the 

relationship of faith to disaster events might be found in the ways in which the stories of 

disasters are told. Thus, a narrative approach to exploring the role of faith in the disaster 

experience is proposed in order to examine the ways in which disaster events are told as stories; 

that is, how disaster events are framed within a religious worldview as narratives that are 

intended to explain, encourage, and strengthen coping. This in turn inspires action, particularly 

on behalf of others, and supports recovery by placing the disaster event in a larger context of 

meaning. 

If researchers in the disaster management community are to pay more attention to 

religious and spiritual experiences of crisis and disaster, what factors would commend a narrative 

analysis? First, much of religious faith is expressed not as propositions but as narrative, 

reflecting their traditional origins in oral history and myth. Even when codified belief systems 

have developed, there remain diverse collections of parallel “instructional stories” (hadiths, 

sayings, proverbs, parables, etc.) that are intended to instruct, inspire, and model appropriate 

ways of behaving. Secondly, narrative itself is holistic, involving thoughts and emotions as one 

whole communicative event. Narrative analysis seeks to be also a holistic approach, a 

methodology that does not deconstruct experience into smaller, lifeless, generalizable themes, 

but seeks to elicit, to share, and to deepen the understanding of experience. And finally, narrative 

is the approach that most closely matches the methods by which religious people make meaning 

for themselves. Religions themselves are grand narrative structures communicated to followers 

through stories and the drama of re-enacted rituals.  
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The study of how religious communities understand and interpret important disruptive 

experiences is one that has also been heavily influenced by literary analysis, in large part because 

many of the tools of literary and narrative analysis were developed in order to understand 

religious scriptures, particularly in the area of hermeneutics (Bochet, 1993). The interpretive 

work is already ongoing and has been for generations. Listening to those stories can provide 

insight into how people have handled disasters in the past, in the present, and possibly even into 

the future (Wisner, 2010). 

As storytelling is often used by individuals to make sense after events of “biographical 

disruption” (Riessman, 2008), one approach to narrative analysis examines both dislocation and 

location (what Bruner (1991) calls “breach” and “canonicity” and Brueggeman (1986) refers to 

narratively as “exile” and “restoration”, linking the existential experiences of the interpretive 

storyteller to the historical experience of a dislocated community). Since, according to 

Durkheim, one of the outcomes of religion is social stability, brought about through common 

beliefs, and through social interaction (Durkheim, 1915), catastrophically disruptive events 

demand a form of religious response from faith communities. Disaster researchers that focus on 

the social phenomenon of disasters also interpret disaster as that state in which the social fabric is 

disrupted and becomes dysfunctional (Drabek & McEntire, 2001; Fritz, 1961; Kreps & Drabek, 

1996; Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008), suggesting that 

dislocation/relocation would be important narrative themes to examine how an individual 

interacts with the socially and religiously received master narrative during an experience that is 

profoundly dis-locating. 

To seek a master narrative that provides structure for the understanding of personal 

experience is not in any way to suggest that there is a narrative “out there” that can be 
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uncritically applied to “explain” a contemporary event (Long, 1990). The post-modern approach 

of Paul Ricoeur (1986) argues that there is no universally shared meta-narrative to provide us 

with an “objective” or “normative” truth, despite the fact that many may long for such certainty. 

In a sense, this is what the sociologist Peter Berger (1979) refers to as the heretical imperative. 

In our pluralistic world, where there are many narratives to choose from (the root of the word 

heresy is “to choose”); the responsibility is now on each individual to choose and to tell an 

individual narrative. That does not mean that the subjectivity of the narrative makes it 

undependable and untrustworthy. Narrative is a socially constructed world that does not depend 

on correspondence to an objective truth to be valid; it is trustworthy to the extent that there is 

coherence between what the narrator describes and what the listener or reader knows as his or 

her own experience (Riessman, 2008). And for this reason, narrative is a particularly appropriate 

means for studying religion: “Because narrative research centers on exploring the process by 

which meaning is constructed, it is ideally suited for exploring how people create and transform 

meaning through spiritual and religious frameworks, practices, and experiences” (Gockel, 2013, 

p. 193)(Gockel, 2013, p. 193). 

The Four Worldviews Approach to Understanding Narrative 

The worldviews approach to narrative analysis adopted in this study is based on the 

archetypal approach introduced by Northrop Frye in his analysis of narrative types (Frye, 1957). 

This approach has informed many researchers who explore how narrative creates and sustains 

community. This study will use the structuralist approach to religious communication offered by 

John McClure (2002) which combines Frye’s analysis with sociological and ethnographic studies 

(Carroll & Dudley, 1986; Hopewell, 1987; Niebuhr, 1952).  
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A worldview is a picture of “the way things in sheer actuality are” (Geertz, 1973, p. 127), 

the “perspective we use to make sense of our total life” (Carroll & Dudley, 1986, p. 32) It is all 

encompassing: a worldview is “a system of beliefs and assumptions about the reality, nature, and 

desirable characteristics of the social, natural, and spiritual worlds and relationships between 

these worlds. This constellation of beliefs and assumptions forms the unique perspective through 

which a community perceives and from which it acts in the world” (Call, 2012, p. 11). 

Worldviews, then, differ from each other. What one person, or one group, sees as real, 

important, dangerous, or valued about life is often quite different from what another may see. 

Often, when speaking of different worldviews, we default to bipolar descriptions such as a 

liberal-conservative spectrum of beliefs, scientific vs religious worldviews, or the contrast 

between an industrial and an agricultural worldview. Such two-category classifications are too 

simple, but some categorization is helpful in order to situate different approaches in a common 

framework so that the differences can be more clearly seen. In this study, I adopt the approach to 

worldviews used in narrative analysis. Story-telling is a near-universal way of interpreting and 

communicating experiences, and can hold significant clues to the ways in which a group or 

individual perceives the reality of the experience they are undergoing or have lived through. 

Frye: A framework for narrative analysis.  

Northrop Frye’s work, particularly his third essay, “Archetypal Criticism: Theory of 

Myths” in Anatomy of Criticism (1957) was concerned with shifting the study of narrative 

(poetry) from a merely aesthetic and emotional response to a more formalized structural 

approach. Drawing on classical myths and the classical theories of Aristotle, he identified the 

central unifying myth in narrative as that of conflict, with four narrative plots that served as 

“generic plots” (p. 162) or mythoi. These generic plots are defined by two bipolar scales: one 
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scale denoting either negative or positive outcomes, and the other scale representing a continuum 

between realism and idealism, or what is real and what is desired. This then creates four 

categories defined by the quadrants: Tragic, Ironic, Comic and Romantic, with two diametrically 

opposed pairs: tragedy and comedy are contrasted to each other, as they work in opposite 

directions, as do romance and irony. These are shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. A comparison of worldview approaches used by Northrop Frye (1957) 

Tragedy. Pathos, or, literally, catastrophe (the word comes from the Greek, “to be thrown 

down”) is the archetype of tragedy. Tragedy has an element of the inexorable to it, “an epiphany 

of law, of that which is and must be” (Frye, 1957, p. 79). This may be portrayed as fate, or the 

immutable laws of the universe; the divine may itself be subject to these laws. Fate, or nemesis, 

will always triumph. Paradoxically, there is also a sense in which the hero’s own hubris, or fatal 

flaw, will bring about the tragic events. This places more emphasis on the human role, but it is 
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still, in some sense, inevitable; the hero is unable to act differently in the situation: “existence is 

itself tragic, not existence modified by an act, deliberate or unconscious” (Frye, 1957, p. 213).  

Comedy. Comedy includes struggle, to be sure, but the movement of comedy is towards 

discovery; the dawning awareness that what appears to be disaster does not have the final word. 

A new world, a new hope, can be ascertained, and it is from this hope that the hero draws 

strength. Comedy usually tends towards a happy ending, with the reader’s response being 

satisfaction: “happily ever after” is the way things should be (Frye, 1957). This is not the 

“should” of a moral obligation, however, but of a social context, in which relationships are 

restored and what was disrupted becomes healed. It often moves from a constrained social 

environment ruled by habit and tradition to a new way of being that celebrates freedom and a 

new way of knowing. It seeks a new stability, based not on convention but on a new awareness 

of how things “really should be”; a new world emerging from the destruction of the old. 

Comedic narratives stress what is desirable rather than what is real, and as such draw on 

images of hopefulness and moving through a conflict to a better future, or at least one in which 

the positive aspects of life can be better and more deeply enjoyed. Comedy lends itself to the 

religious viewpoint: “Civilizations which stress the desirable rather than the real, and the 

religious as opposed to the scientific perspective, think of drama almost entirely in terms of 

comedy” (p. 171).  

Romance. The mythos of romance is that of adventure and the structure is often that of a 

quest: a perilous journey or dangerous situation leads to a conflict which is often a battle or 

intense struggle. This is then followed by a stage of discovery, in which the hero is proved to be 

heroic, even if still not fully recovered or restored. The hero has come to a new place, a new 

understanding, which shines a light on the events that came before and shows them as ultimately 
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inconsequential, or even as necessary in order to attain greatness. The reader identifies entirely 

with the hero, and the narrative focus is entirely on the struggle to achieve victory over the 

enemy (which may, in the case of disaster narratives, be either an impersonal or a personal 

enemy).  

Irony. Irony stands in opposition to the archetype of romance, and denies the role of 

heroism. In the face of disaster, there is little that can be done; certainly, the effects cannot 

simply be overturned. In this most realist of plots, there is confusion and anarchy. Survival is 

characterized by hanging on; stoically waiting, or by joining hands with other fellow-sufferers to 

care for each other and to rebuild. It is not, however, absurd or meaningless. Rather, meaning is 

found in “going through” the events, and in a courageous and honest acceptance of experience 

“as it is” rather than seeking either a cause or an outcome from the catastrophic event. 

McClure: The use of theosymbolic codes 

John McClure (2002) argues for the role of narrative in understanding religious 

communication. Following Frye, and understanding narrative as essentially the presentation of a 

conflict (Frye, 1957), McClure describes the typical roles that are contained within a narrative: 

there is a protagonist or hero at the centre of the action, who receives a task from a giver, on 

behalf of others who will receive the benefit (McClure, 2002). The hero then faces an opponent 

or a series of opponents, which may be personalized or impersonal. Typically, the hero acts with 

the assistance of others, helpers, who may be companions on the quest or those who are met 

periodically on the journey.  

As an example of such a religious narrative, the story of Siddhartha Gautama, known as 

the Buddha (“Enlightened one”) has instances of each character (Shepard, 1995). According to 

the story, Siddhartha Gautama’s parents were told by a seer that he would become “the 
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Enlightened one.” They consulted several priests, who informed them that this would happen 

once their son had seen “four signs”: an old person, a sick person, a dead person, and a holy 

person. Unwilling to have their royal son lead a life of religion, they vowed to hide their prince, 

and keep him from any such contact. This they did for several years, until one day when he went 

to visit a park outside the city and saw examples of all four people on the way. When he asked 

his attendants what he was seeing, they explained the realities of aging, sickness, death, and 

holiness. This sudden awareness led him on his quest for enlightenment. 

In this example, the protagonist is clearly the young Buddha. The opposition is 

represented by his loving, but ill-informed parents. The receiver of his quest (ultimately) 

becomes the whole of humanity who receives the benefit of his eventual enlightenment. How to 

achieve that enlightenment is the challenge that needs to be overcome. This challenge comes 

from a ‘giver’ – which in the case of the Buddha is an impersonal imperative built into the nature 

of the universe; in other religious systems, this may be identified with God. In overcoming the 

opposition, the Buddha is aided by his attendants who both enable him to see more of the world, 

and who explain the meaning of what he sees.  

This narrative contains the necessary elements of character, plot, and conflict, but it 

arranges them in a conventional format. We can characterize this narrative according to the way 

in which it deals with conflict, which is overcome by the hero such that a great good is said to 

have resulted. Frye would characterize this as a romantic story, in which the hero achieves 

enlightenment through dealing with conflict. It is romantic, because it has a positive outcome, 

and it fulfills a divine destiny. 

These two descriptors, the positive outcome and the fulfillment of destiny, are what 

McClure describes as “theosymbolic” codes, which define theological approaches based on the 
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level of divine involvement. McClure builds on the model of the mythoi described by Frye by 

outlining four such codes, defining them according to two criteria: “positive / negative” and “low 

/ high” as show in Figure 2 below. These two criteria form the two axes. Positive and negative 

refer to conditions of abundance and lack, and of positive or negative outcomes (McClure, 

1991). The terms “high” and “low” are not precise terms, but correspond to a convention in 

Christian theology of referring to theology done from “on high”, i.e. from the divine perspective, 

or from “down below”, i.e. from the human perspective (Rahner, 1975). Low worldviews are 

mundane: the challenges exist on a human level, and the experiences described are personal or 

interpersonal and take place within a relatively short time span. High worldviews, by contrast, 

present challenges which are more extensive, more threatening, and of cosmic scope, often 

impacting on large populations or taking place over a relatively longer period of time. In the 

figure below, negative approaches (tragic and ironic in Frye’s terms) are on one side of the scale, 

positive approaches (corresponding to Frye’s romantic and comic narratives) appear on the right 

side.  
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Figure 2. Four theosymbolic worldviews used by McClure (2002) 

How the question of divine involvement is treated varies between each of the four 

worldviews, and is in fact a defining feature for distinguishing them from each other. Religious 

narratives work with the assumption that God is present, but they vary on the extent to which 

God’s presence is evident. Using the familiar four worldview models, this analysis emphasizes 

the way in which God or divine forces are utilized as helpers in the narrative. The viewpoints 

described by McClure (2002) as “low” (irony and comedy) typically downplay the active role of 

God or the divine, and describe God’s presence as hidden or mysterious, while high viewpoints 

(tragedy and romance) see God’s involvement as clear and evident.  
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These theosymbolic worldviews do not exist outside of the context in which they are 

communicated. Worldviews act intertextually with religious communication. Religious 

communication is embedded in the cultural worldview, and at the same time, it influences that 

worldview in three main ways: it vouches for the worldview, lending it authority; it promotes 

that worldview, commending it as an interpretive framework that can be trusted; and it responds 

to the worldview, both influencing and being influenced by the shared assumptions. 

Negative approaches: Tragedy and Irony 

Negative viewpoints start from a perspective of lack. These are worldviews that see 

something missing from the world, something that needs to be fixed or restored. When the hero 

sets out to fix what is broken, there are few helpers and givers. In a “low negative” worldview, 

the ironic approach, there is an unresolved tension with very little likelihood of resolution 

Without a helper to assist, the situation remains unresolved, with the hero neither succeeding nor 

failing; without resolution, the goal of the protagonist is simply to continue and endure. 

Solidarity with others who are in the same situation is paramount, with the sense that “we are all 

in this together.” The ironic worldview therefore celebrates the honesty and authenticity of the 

hero, rather than relying on divine intervention (McClure, 2002). 

In a high negative or tragic worldview disaster is seen as an enemy, something to defeat. 

The tragic narrative is one in which the hero faces an implacable foe that will ultimately triumph, 

and helpers will be insufficient to turn the tide. In this worldview, God may be present or absent, 

but even if present, God may be seen as powerless in the face of disaster (either because God 

cannot change circumstances, or will not). Alternatively, God may be seen as the primary actor, 

the one who sends the disaster as a punishment or an inevitable consequence of human action.  
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The goal in responding to a disaster is to “fight back” and not to give in, but ultimately the quest 

will fail. Sacrifice and martyrdom may be the result. 

Positive approaches: Romance and Comedy 

The positive approaches emphasize not failure, but the accomplishment of a quest, 

characterized by fulfillment or some level of success. In the “low positive” or comic viewpoint, 

the helper and the giver begin to emerge, and the hero is able to discern “what the giver has been 

attempting to communicate all along and is now able to give freely” (McClure, 2002, p. 117). 

The task may be challenging, and may involve suffering, but the hero’s actions, along with those 

of “a strong, tested, and capable helper,” (McClure, 2002, p. 119) will have ameliorated the 

situation, re-establishing equilibrium; McClure styles this the equilibrational view. Peace, 

harmony and union are restored (McClure, 2002), and the situation has improved or been 

satisfactorily resolved.  

The high positive or romantic viewpoint, on the other hand, does not merely resolve the 

initial problem, but ultimately leads to an overall gain or increase, even a new world. Instead of 

mere survival or returning to normal, the situation is resolved with high success, characterized by 

thriving and surplus. The giver is active and provides more than the intended objective to the 

receivers. The situation is not simply restored, it is changed, and can be described as a new 

creation entirely. (McClure, 2002). 

Religious Journalism as a Source for Interpretive Narratives 

Frye based his analysis of narrative structure on the classic tales of gods, heroes, and 

ordinary mortals facing challenges in the world.  The links between classic narrative structures 

and faith stories goes back to the heart of the study of narrative structures themselves. 

Historically, faith groups are founded on master narratives: oral or written narratives that gather, 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 45 

delimit, inform, and inspire individuals and communities. While a narrative approach could 

equally well be applied to personal interviews, speeches and sermons, and religious visual and 

audio media, the use of print media was chosen because of its relatively consistent and 

comparable forms, its accessibility, and the use of these means by religious organizations to 

inform their constituency.  

These underlying master narratives are cultural narratives, belonging to particular faith 

communities, rather than the individual narratives of individual members of a faith community. 

If we want to understand the ways in which individuals use pre-existing religious narratives to 

interpret and situate their personal experiences, the best methodology would be that of individual 

interviews. If the goal is to understand narratives as used for official religious responses, 

particularly in centralized or hierarchical religious faith groups, a better approach would be to 

examine pronouncements from central authorities. Instead, if the purpose of our exploration is to 

understand how individuals and local communities inform themselves and seek understanding of 

a disaster event, not solely from their own experience, but from the collective experience of 

others, we must examine the sources they use to inform their world view. One such source is 

religious periodicals. Religious periodicals are the publications of faith groups, both official and 

unofficial, primarily for a religious audience. These writings are widely read within religious 

communities, and both reflect the beliefs of the readers and shape them (Vanoost, 2010). Thus, 

religious journalism provides an excellent window into the way disasters are experienced and 

portrayed across a wide spectrum of the religious audience.  

Religious periodicals have a number of purposes: they intend to inform their readers of 

actual events and of their significance (Underwood, 2010; Zock & Buitelaar, 2013); they interact 

with other media sources in order to provide a particular viewpoint to their audience; and they 
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form part of an “interpretive community” in which the stories told for a religious audience act 

intertextually with other media intended for different audiences (Lindlof, 2002). Religious 

periodicals occupy a middle ground between affected communities and larger religious 

collectives. They are not authoritative, in the sense that readers do not necessarily turn to them 

for official doctrinal responses. However, religious periodicals are tightly interconnected 

networks of information and meaning, both because they seek to meet the needs of their 

audiences by reference to the religious understanding and background that they share, and 

because they have a certain responsibility to communicate the values of that religious approach 

which is part of their mandate. In fact, “slow journalism” can be considered a form of ethnology 

(Spickard, 2003), providing an narrativization of not only a historical event, but a cultural and 

social context as well. 

Religious journalism is also engaged with the religious communities it serves (Wuthnow, 

2011). Even when explicitly produced by religious denominations to present an official view, 

religious periodicals must attract the interest of the reader and engage them in a shared 

worldview and a shared discourse (Zelizer, 1993). Religious journalism is written in a context 

that recognizes the importance of faith and religious belief, and a desire to enrich the 

understanding of that underlying belief structure. There is, unfortunately, little research into the 

relationship between religious journal readership and faith group involvement, or on how 

religious journalism influences the opinions of religious leaders (Cannon, 2007; Waters, 2001). 

In adopting a narrative approach, this research focused on the narrative itself rather than 

the intentions of the author or the composition of the audience. This analysis examines narrative 

and literary structure (plot, character, conflict, and archetypes, for instance), theological motifs, 

and the interplay between individual and social narrative. It also includes rhetorical analysis 
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(Feldman, Sköldberg, Brown, & Horner, 2004; Frye, 1957; Iversen, 2014; Kuypers, 2009) as a 

means of examining the purposes for which the story is constructed. These tools of narrative 

analysis were then used to examine a number of selected texts to address the following research 

questions: 1) How do religious journals describe disasters when writing about them, and what is 

the purpose of that narrative discourse? 2) Do the disaster narratives in religious periodicals  

support a fatalistic view, or encourage a limited response from their readers?  
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Research Design and Method 

This study used a qualitative, social-constructivist approach to studying faith-based 

narratives. As religious narratives interact with their communities, the community’s beliefs are 

influenced by the narrative, and the understanding of the narratives themselves change as the 

community seeks new understandings in new situations. This interaction can be examined to 

provide important clues to how a narrative functions to provide meaning in changing contexts, 

and forms the basis of a structuralist approach to religious communication. 

The initial approach for this investigation was to engage in in-depth interviews with faith 

group leaders who had experienced a disaster (the 2013 floods in High River, Alberta, and the 

2015 Fort McMurray wildfires); and to analyze how their experiences were narrativized and 

connected to the existing disaster narratives of the faith community; that is, how they were 

presented and interpreted in narrative form. Interviews are certainly the easiest method for 

eliciting narratives of events, in which a researcher engages in a series of open-ended 

questioning and attentive listening, collaborating with the participant to actively construct 

meaning (Creswell, 2008; Czarniawska & Page, 2004). However, several concerns arose with 

this methodology: 1) The interviewing process itself could result in traumatizing memories for a 

participant who is a survivor of a disaster experience; 2) Due to the halo effect, religious faith 

leaders might construct their narratives to meet perceived expectations of the researcher, who is 

himself a religious faith leader; 3) The focus on faith group leaders as participants in the study 

could have the unintended effect of undermining their role as religious leaders within the 

community who are expected to model and maintain faith in trying circumstances, either by 

undermining their own confidence, or the confidence of those who are relying on their 
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leadership. In this case, the expectations of the professional pastoral role would be likely to 

conflict with the freedom to speak frankly.  

Leavell et al. (2012) have shown the stress on religious community leaders following a 

disaster: local faith group leaders often have to cope with their own grief and loss, while facing 

increased demands for compassionate encounter and for community leadership, often with 

depleted resources (Bush & Fountain, 2015; Chester & Duncan, 2010; Etkin, 2016). While in-

depth interviews and reflection with faith group leaders certainly has educational value, the 

ethical concerns of interviewing colleagues who had undergone and may still be experiencing 

considerable stress, solely for research purposes, dissuaded the principal investigator from this 

approach as a primary methodology. Instead, a narrative analysis, which uses crafted narratives 

that organize personal, human experiences into meaningful episodes of a coherent whole 

(Polkinghorne, 1988) was used.  

Narrative Analysis Methodology 

This research used the following framework for analysis, each step of which is explained 

in greater detail below. This follows the approach to narrative research described by Barbara 

Czarniawska, and Catherine Riessman, both of whom build on grounded theory approaches 

(Czarniawska, 1977; Riessman, 2008):  

1. Collecting the stories. Stories were collected through online searches, using 

search words based on standard terms for natural hazard events. 

2. Delimiting the search. Articles were reviewed to ensure that they met the criteria 

of a religious approach to disaster. 
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3. Eliminating non-narrative accounts. Selections were reviewed to determine 

whether they met the criteria for narrative: e.g. plot, development, 

characterization. 

4. Selecting representative examples. Representative examples of disaster narratives 

in religious journals were selected from those articles that met the criteria, 

providing examples of each narrative worldview. 

5. Analyzing articles. Stories were analyzed through narrative and rhetorical analysis 

and categorized according to the thematic of the four narrative worldviews 

described above (Frye, 1957; McClure, 2002). 

Collecting the stories. A distinction is made in this study between “stories written 

concerning faith or religion” and “religious story-telling.” Secular, or mainstream media, 

approach religion as a phenomenon worthy of being noticed and described; that is, from the 

outside looking in (Schmalzbauer, 2003). Religious journalism, on the other hand, is specifically 

written within and for a faith community (Zelizer, 1992). The intended audience for religious 

publications generally has a religious background that is shared between author and audience, or 

at least that have an overlapping consensus of belief (Hoover, 1998). However, the approaches 

vary – some are written very explicitly for a narrow audience whose beliefs are assumed and 

confirmed by the narrative that is told. Other approaches address a more diverse audience and 

may be more intentional in their rhetorical approach to build rapport, sustain argument, or clearly 

advocate for a particular understanding or viewpoint. In this study, the primary concern is only 

with the internal story-telling that is addressed to and is intended to build the “interpretive 

community” (Bolce & De Maio, 2014; Lindlof, 2002; Mineo, 2016; Zelizer, 1992, 1993). 
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Religious publications abound: from congregational newsletters to monthly news 

magazines with full journalistic and editorial departments. Some method for delimiting the 

sources under consideration is required. In order to develop a list of religious periodicals for 

inclusion in this study, the membership lists of the following religious journal associations were 

accessed: The Evangelical Press Association, Canadian Press Publications, Associated Church 

Publications, and Religion Link which, together, comprise over 400 publications that self-

identify as religious publications. Using the membership lists of these established religious 

journal associations has the effect of selecting those publications that had both an interest in and 

the means for being recognized by others as “religious publications”; it is a form of self-

identification. The majority of these have both print and online media sources, and the focus on 

online media was done as a matter of practicality. One of the advantages of focusing on online 

resources is that they are widely available beyond geographic limitations, and their influence is 

not limited to solely local audiences. While not all of these publications have complete 

collections of their holdings online, they are all well-established enough to have a web presence, 

which allows their public information to be quickly verified.  

The website and archives of each one of the journals found in the membership lists of the 

religious periodical associations was sampled with an initial electronic search with likely 

keywords (Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Sandy were chosen as likely to generate non-

ambiguous search results), which eliminated some periodicals that do not report on national or 

international news, but are instead more narrowly focused on their constituencies alone. This 

eliminated, for instance, the newsletters of many theological seminaries and faith-based 

universities. Selected websites were then searched using Google Search and a search string made 

up of date delimiters, limited URLs, and fifteen keywords drawn from the Canadian Disaster 
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Database terms for natural hazards (Public Safety Canada, 2015), described in greater depth 

below. These keywords are shown in Appendix E.  

Delimiting the search. The Google search engine allows for Boolean searches which can 

be limited to specific websites and to be constrained within pre-defined dates. The date 

delimiters were set with a start date of December 26, 2004 and an end date of January 1, 2017. 

These dates were somewhat arbitrarily chosen to include a significant range of natural disasters 

of various kinds, beginning with the onset of the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake, and ending with 

the most recent events available at the time of this study. Both the earthquake and the effects of 

Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf Coast area of the United States in August 2005 were widely 

reported and commented on in religious periodicals, and this reporting provides some the best 

examples of religious journalism’s reporting on natural disasters, producing a number of articles 

on the causes of the disaster, the response of religious groups, and discussion of the spiritual 

issues raised. Although current disaster research avoids the term “natural disaster”, recognizing 

both that many biological, meteorological, and geological events have human causes, and that it 

is more appropriate to speak in terms of “hazard” for the effects experienced by human beings, 

this study has continued to focus on the term “natural disaster” as it corresponds to the popular 

usage found in popular, not scientific, media. Even the term “acts of God” continues to have 

resonance in mainstream and secular media and popular culture (Steinberg, 2000). 

Limited URLs were then chosen to limit the search to the archives page or home page of 

each periodical’s online holdings. This resulted in a search algorithm of the following format, in 

which the daterange: parameter is rendered in Julian format, the limited URL is defined by the 

site: parameter, and a Boolean search is performed for the relevant keywords from the disaster 

database: 
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daterange: 2453366-2457755 site:abc-usa.org/ Epidemic OR 

Infestation OR Pandemic OR Avalanche OR Drought OR Flood OR 

Storm OR Hurricane OR Typhoon OR Thunderstorm OR Tornado OR 

Wildfire OR Earthquake OR Landslide OR Tsunami OR Volcano 

 

Natural hazards were chosen in order to limit the scope to the clearest relationship between God 

and Nature, as these are typically the situations that raise religious questions around the nature of 

God. In theological studies, this is the study of theodicy, or the explanation of God’s involvement 

in human affairs.  

This approach resulted in a large database of hundreds of potential articles for inclusion; 

over 60,000 potential results were initially generated. Spreadsheet software (Microsoft Excel) 

was then used in order to eliminate duplicate records, so that the database consisted of unique 

articles. Duplicates often occurred, for instance, when articles from regional publications were 

replicated in national publications, and vice versa, or when online articles cited other articles 

through cross-referencing. 

Eliminating non-narrative accounts. The second stage in selection of articles for 

inclusion in this study involved eliminating those articles that did not fit the definition of 

narrative. In order to be considered a useful narrative, a report should have a plot or 

chronological development, and identified characters or agents (Frye, 1957). The intent was to 

select substantive pieces that demonstrate what Zelizer calls the “interpretive community” of 

journalism (Lindlof, 2002; Zelizer, 1993).  

Using this criterion, a number of selected articles were removed from consideration. Five 

main categories were identified: 

1. Notices of a disaster event occurring, without comment as to response or 

consequence. These often consist of news items extracted from other media sources. 
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2. Fund-raising notices. Common among the periodicals was the passage of 

information about “how to donate” or “how to help” for specific disaster events. 

3. Notice of concern, as when a conference or prelate offers prayers. 

4. Worship resources, including prayers and liturgies offered for those who were 

affected by a disaster event. 

5. Notices of anniversaries or reminders of past events intended to provide background 

(e.g. “The congregation moved into its new building this week, three years after the 

previous church had been damaged by Hurricane Katrina.”) 

This process rapidly reduced the number of hits from the original 60,000 (45,000 unique 

articles) to approximately 12,000 articles. From these, samples were selected that offered 

sufficient depth of narrative to be useful for analysis, and that included the essential elements of 

narrative: plot, characterization, theme, and genre (Frye, 1957). Here, an important clarification 

should be noted regarding exactly what it is that we mean by “story” and “narrative.” Although 

the terms “narrative” and “story” are used interchangeably throughout the literature to refer to 

individual articles as well as to the “master narratives” of the religious community, for clarity, 

the concrete, specific recounting of a series of events related to the experience of a disaster event 

will be referred to as “narrative texts” (Ricoeur, 1986) and the cultural and scriptural community 

narratives will be referred to as the “master narrative” (Lyotard, 1979).  

Two additional constraints impacted the selection of articles. The first was to ensure that 

the selection of narratives reflected each of the four worldviews. This was done without regard 

for theological background, although selection was made from as wide a range of periodicals as 

possible, and periodicals were categorized according to simple religious categories (Christian 

denominations were chosen to represent the main categories of Protestant churches: Reform, 
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Evangelical, Holiness/Pentecostal, Liturgical. To ensure a broader spectrum of religious 

communities, Roman Catholic, Hindu, Buddhist, First Nations, and Muslim sources were also 

included). However, no attempt was made in this study to categorize either publications or 

writers by theological categories. There are a number of periodicals that are extra-

denominational, and report on “Christian news” or religious news; by definition, these avoid 

being classified into denominations (cf. Table 1, p. 57, below).  

The second constraint was the need to pay careful attention to the ways in which agency 

was described, in order to examine the role of fatalism in the narratives. Religious master 

narratives include supernatural or divine characters as elements in the story, but these divine 

figures may have varying degrees of agency, ranging from being mere observers to active 

participants. Because there seems to be a bias in disaster studies that religious communities view 

disasters in ways that can lead to fatalism, examples were sought from the selected articles that 

illustrate both high-involvement, and low-involvement activity on the part of divine forces.  

Once the database had been established, a process of purposive sampling was begun in 

order to select typical cases from a wide range of periodicals. It was hypothesized that, all things 

being equal, the higher the word count of the article, the more likely it was to contain significant 

information and provide a richer source of material. This was verified by sampling some 

medium-length (500-600 word) and shorter-length (less than 250 words), and it was found that 

those shorter articles did not provide rich enough material for analysis. 

Initially, the close reading of each article looked for rhetorical connections between the 

event reported and the meta-narrative of faith documents. As an example, an account of how 

church groups responded to a flood would be read through for possible allusions to Biblical 

events such as the Noahic flood or the account of Jesus’ stilling of the waves. However, it turned 
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out that this occurred in very few articles that were reporting actual events (it can be assumed 

that this would be more apparent in sermon or devotional material).  

The close reading also looked for signs of narrative structure, such as plot and character 

development (Frye, 1957). Character development was readily identified when a narrative 

focused on a single person, through first- or third-person reporting, and reported on how the 

subject experienced and interpreted an event. Plot was determined by recording the interactions 

between a protagonist, a situation (i.e. the disaster event), and a helper (a divine agent). Those 

that had a number of these features were selected as useful narratives. Several narrative themes 

emerged which corresponded to the narrative structures outlined by Northrop Frye (1957). 

Sampling was continued to ensure that there were sufficient samples of both negative and 

positive outcomes, and to ensure that there were examples of both explicit and understated divine 

involvement.  

Certain periodicals tended to produce a higher percentage of narrative accounts; this has 

much to do with journalistic style. Those who had staff reporters were more likely to produce 

original accounts or to add original material, such as interviews, to standard reports of a disaster 

event. Smaller periodicals, or those with less-frequent publication schedules, were less likely to 

produce original material and relied more heavily on material from other sources, including other 

religious journals. In order to ensure that these smaller periodicals were not overlooked, 

however, articles with the highest-word counts in each periodical were also sampled, as these 

were more likely to include original content or a fuller narrative.  

In total, 174 articles were chosen for further analysis. Special attention was paid to ensure 

that viewpoints other than Christian were represented, as the field of North American religious 

publications is overwhelmingly Christian. Canadian sources were somewhat over-represented, 
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due to the number of Canadian Catholic periodicals that provided suitable narrative accounts, 

and the number of Canadian Mennonite articles, a fact explained by the fact that Mennonites 

have been traditionally very engaged in disaster response and recovery efforts through the 

Mennonite Central Committee, and this emphasis is reflected in the high percentage of disaster 

response reports found in Mennonite periodicals. 

Religious Grouping Number Total Percentage 

Identified with a denomination  98 56.32% 

 Catholic / Orthodox 33   

 Mainline 30   

 Evangelical 29   

 Latter Day Saints 6   

Cross-denominational  42 24.14% 

Ecumenical    6   

Christian News 31   

Advocacy 5   

World Faiths other than Christian  34 19.54% 

Muslim 2   

Jewish 11   

Hindu 5   

Buddhist 1   

Interfaith news 11   

Native 4   

    

TOTAL 174  100% 

    

Table 1: Articles selected for analysis 

Selecting representative examples. Once the selection of relevant articles from religious 

periodicals had been reduced to unique articles through the elimination of duplicates, the articles 

were then reviewed through analysis of the ‘search snippets’, the selection of text surrounding 

the search string, to determine whether the search result was relevant. Articles that were not 

relevant to the study were of three main types: 

1. False hits caused by words in the disaster database that were used in other contexts, 

such as “Dylan Storm Roof” or “Hurricane, Pennsylvania.” 
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2. Rhetorical expressions such as articles referring to landslide victories, an epidemic of 

gossiping, or a storm of controversy. Appendix C provides a sampling of such 

expressions from one periodical. 

3. References to natural events used as metaphors for individual experiences, as for 

instance “weathering the storm” to describe going through difficult times. 

 Two categories deserve special mention, because of their very frequent occurrence: 

references to “flood” and use of the term epidemic to describe AIDS. “Flood” as a keyword 

picked up many references to debates about the historical reliability of the Noahic flood (Davis 

& Wall, 1992; Dynes, 2003; Smith et al., 2000). These references were examined individually 

and if there was a connection to a current event, they were included. A majority, however, dealt 

with arguments about “Young Earth Science” and the creation of a “Noah’s Ark” theme park in 

Kentucky in July of 2016. Additionally, AIDS was frequently described as an epidemic 

(Brookmeyer, 1991) but the treatment of the topic was significantly different from that of other 

natural disasters or epidemics, due to its attribution to human responsibility and in particular to 

its connection to homosexual activity. The study of the AIDS epidemic in particular would 

benefit from an examination (especially a longitudinal study) of the rhetorical and worldview 

approaches taken by different faith groups to ascertain ways in which agency was attributed to 

naturally occurring epidemiological processes, to God as a means of pronouncing judgement on 

individuals with “sinful” lifestyles, or to God as a means of judging a sinful community.4 Due to 

                                                           
4 For a fuller discussion, see Rondi Noden’s article, “Is AIDS God' s judgment against 

homosexuality?” which fairly represents the conservative evangelical and Roman Catholic view 

(Noden, 2007). 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 59 

the emphasis in some religious communities that AIDS is an illness that is linked to behaviours 

that should be condemned, the AIDS epidemic is a topic area which deserves to be studied 

separately; articles referring to the AIDS epidemic have been removed from this study. Due to 

this substantial difference in content, references to these two categories of articles were not 

included in this study. 

Finally, the rhetorical use of natural disaster language to refer to issues or concerns was 

frequently observed and would also warrant a more extended study. There is a “catastrophic” 

style of writing that lends itself (but is not limited to) an apocalyptic approach that is seen in the 

more radical worldviews of certain publications. Appendix C provides an example of one 

representative periodical’s use of natural disaster rhetoric to describe social changes and moral 

issues. However, this fuller discussion is beyond the scope of this paper.  

Analyzing articles. Within each of the narrative worldviews identified by Frye (1957), 

representative narratives were selected for analysis. The intention of rhetorical analysis is to 

disassemble the text to see how it was made (Czarniawska & Page, 2004; Feldman et al., 2004; 

Iversen, 2014; Phelan, 1996; White, 1998), and engage in a close reading to determine how the 

world is represented, and how the narrative is arranged. The development of the narrative in each 

article mirrors, frames, challenges, and enriches traditional religious master narratives to 

persuade the reader of the importance of faith in bringing about resilience and encouraging 

faithfulness, in a commonly shared worldview of both author and reader (McClure, 2002). In 

their analysis of congregational identity, Carroll and Dudley (1986) refer to signs and codes by 

which people communicate with one another to express world views. They give examples of 

phrases and signs that tend to signal a particular worldview, such as “Let go and let God” that 

reflects a comic worldview, or “dying to self” to indicate a tragic approach. These phrases were 
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used as indicators in searching through narratives, as they function within these narratives often 

as summary statements, even as mottos, that can be used to summarize a worldview for the 

readers; they are phrases that “resonate” with their audience.  The selected articles were sampled 

using this technique in order to generate a representative body of articles that included narratives 

from each of the four worldviews, and represented a diversity of faith communities. 

Using Hopewell’s method of analyzing stories within congregations (Hopewell, 1987), 

this study used rhetorical phrases as a means to select and categorize narratives. Hopewell noted 

particular phrases that would punctuate the interviews he conducted, giving clues to the narrative 

world view held. Phrases such as “Expect a miracle” and references to visions or “God told me 

to …” indicate a romantic (high positive) approach, while phrases such as “it will all work out” 

or “Let go and let God” will indicate a comic or low positive approach. While the phrases 

themselves are highly contextual, the word choice and emphasis serve to distinguish the different 

types of narrative. As an example, if the event being described was “rescuers found her the next 

morning”, the narrative could either emphasize or de-emphasize God’s involvement: “thanks to 

God answering prayer, she was rescued the next morning”, or, alternatively, “the hard work and 

tireless efforts of the rescuers led to her discovery in the morning.” Using the same example, 

rhetorical phrases and emphasis can focus on either positive or negative outcomes: “it was not 

until the next morning that she was discovered, dehydrated and confused, and deeply 

traumatized”, or positive outcomes, “fortunately, she was discovered safe and unharmed.” 

Narratives may be aesthetic, instructive, or persuasive (Iversen, 2014) and the articles 

describing disasters are primarily persuasive: “Persuasive rhetoric is applied literature, or the use 

of literary art to reinforce the power of argument” (Frye, 1957, p. 245)… it is “employed at every 

moment when one human being intends to produce, through the use of signs or symbols, some 
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effect on another – by words, or facial expressions, or gestures, or any symbolic skill of any 

kind” (Booth, 2009, p. xi). Narratives were then subjected to a close reading to determine both 

direct and indirect references within the selected narrative texts to the master narratives of their 

respective faith communities. Natural disasters are frequently described in sacred scriptures: the 

universal flood story chronicled in the biblical account of Noah and the ark; Elijah facing the 

thunderstorm (1 Kings19:11-12), the apostle Paul in a sea-storm (Acts 27:1-44), earthquakes 

foretold in the Qur’an (Al-Qur’an 79:6), or the eight causes of earthquakes discussed in the 

Baghavad-Gita (Mahāparinibbānasuttaṁ DN 16 3:19.) are but typical and well-known examples 

in religious communities; an overview is provided in Appendix A. These form part of the 

cultural worldview of religious communities (Geertz, 1973). 

Applying the Four Worldview Approach to Disaster Event Accounts 

The division of narrative into four separate worldviews (tragic, ironic, comic and 

romantic) was used as a framework for examining the different purposes of disaster narratives in 

religious periodicals. Following McClure (2002), the terms positive/negative and high/low were 

used to apply the different narrative approaches to the selected articles. Positive and negative 

refer to the descriptions of outcomes: do the narratives dwell on negative outcomes, such as 

destruction and loss, or do they seek the positive outcomes, describing helping communities, 

recovery efforts, or miraculous escape? High and low refer to the degree of divine agency in the 

narrative, the extent to which God is a central and involved character, or whether God is in the 

background. This creates the four worldview framework: high positive is romantic, high negative 

is tragic. Low positive is ironic; high positive is comic.  
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Results: Applying the Four Worldviews Approach 

This study used narrative analysis and theosymbolic code frameworks to categorize 

narratives found in religious journalism. While the narrative structures behind the stories told in 

religious periodicals may be implicit, they can be readily seen in the way stories and quotations 

are chosen and crafted, providing coherent frameworks that enable and encourage readers to 

engage in disaster response. Religious narratives, published for both internal and external 

audiences, can be understood within this coherent framework and can provide meaning within 

that context. These narratives describe how disruptive events fit into a purposeful universe, either 

because they reveal God’s presence, or because they can be used as warnings or tests (Mitchell, 

2003; Stern, 2007).  

The narratives that were selected and analyzed were categorized by their placement on 

two scales, one describing the outcomes of the events (positive/negative) and the other 

describing the level of divine involvement (high/low). On the outcomes of events scale, articles 

that focus on suffering or tragedy (negative narratives) evoke compassion, while those that 

emphasize positive outcomes or hopeful future (positive narratives) evoke trust in God. On the 

divine involvement scale, some articles emphasize the active role of God’s presence (high 

narratives) while others describe God’s role as hidden, mysterious, and not directly evident, 

although nonetheless real (low narratives). 

Two questions, then, can be used to categorize a narrative: first, “Is the outcome 

predominantly positive or negative?”; secondly, “is credit given to human or divine actors?” The 

answers to these questions locate the narrative along the two scales, creating four categories of 

narrative (Figure 2 above). Narratives that are high negative (tragic) emphasize suffering and 

tragedy, brought about directly by God. Low negative (ironic) narratives are present when the 
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outcome is negative, and God is described as less overtly involved. Narratives that are high 

positive (romantic narratives) describe positive outcomes and emphasize God’s involvement. 

When God’s involvement in bringing about positive outcomes is less explicit, these are low 

positive (comic) narratives; often in these narratives, the focus is on the involvement of human 

beings rather than God. What follows is a detailed description of each of the four worldviews as 

found in the reports of disasters in in religious journals, newsletters, and magazines. 

High positive: “God was in this place.” 

The high positive, or romantic view, sees God as active in the disaster, not to bring 

judgement or punishment, but to bring about a new reality that is only revealed when one has 

come through the crisis. Catastrophe becomes the means not only for discovery, but for ultimate 

fulfillment. Disruptive events, even such devastating ones as a natural disaster, are seen as a 

potential epiphany of God’s presence, and God or divine forces may be credited for creating or 

causing the disaster for a higher purpose. Images of apocalypse may be utilized, not as disaster, 

but as fulfillment of destiny.  

The high positive approach emphasizes clear and obvious signs of positive outcomes 

(“good news stories”), an emphasis on re-creation or renewal, and a focus on what is going right 

and what is possible. Pat Robertson expresses this viewpoint; “Out of this tragedy, I’m optimistic 

something good may come. Right now we’re helping the suffering people and the suffering is 

unimaginable” (Koop, 2010) 

The primary attributes of the high positive worldview are: 

1. Focus on positive outcomes 

2. Highlight vocation and destiny 

3. Suggest a higher purpose to the event  
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1. Focus on positive outcomes. This viewpoint is the approach of success, positive 

change, and the victory of God and humans together. The world is not merely restored (as in the 

low positive view, discussed below) but transformed. In narrative terms, it is romantic, in which 

there is a “happily ever after” aspect to the narrative. An example of the romantic possibility is 

found in the account of disaster recovery in Haiti: 

Port-au-Prince is what you call a “primate” city: everything is centralized in Port-

au-Prince. If you want to get your drivers’ license renewed, you have to go to 

Port-au-Prince. Now all those buildings have been destroyed, those records are 

gone. So there will be an implicit decentralization in Haiti. Could that be a good 

thing? I think it’s a brilliant thing. Primate cities facilitate corruption. In a small 

way I can understand this earthquake as a severe mercy. (Neufeld, 2010)  

The romantic approach to disaster stories looks for positive outcomes, and positive stories. These 

stories are not seen as “alternative narratives”, but as the “real story,” even if it is not always 

being told in the mainstream media. Articles from this perspective seek to change the story as 

portrayed negatively by others. The commentary on negative news from a high positive 

perspective can be quite direct: 

Yesterday, both CNN and Fox News got taken to task by angry people on social 

media. Both news outlets mentioned the devastating Louisiana floods -- but only 

in the context of how they affected celebrities … It's frustrating, even sickening, 

when the news gets covered this way. But there's good news to remember. … 

There is much to despise about the state of modern media, but one good thing is 

that regular old people with no particular influence in any other sphere can change 

the way the news is reported, just by talking about it a lot. If you're still frustrated 
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to see that the media's covering silly stuff and ignoring an important news story, 

push the news yourself. Share headlines about the victims themselves helping 

each other … This is how to make the right stories turn up in the news, even if 

they aren't sexy or politically advantageous or cute. (Fisher, 2016) 

From this perspective, positive changes may be observed not only in individuals, but in a whole 

society’s willingness to use the disruptive event of a disaster to take new initiatives in rebuilding. 

There is an emphasis on new hope, new changes in existing systems, and a rediscovery of the 

power of concerted and coordinated activity that then continues into political and social 

involvement: 

For a long time the Nepali people have been really habituated to criticize and 

blame, to get stuck and prevent change. But the younger people who experienced 

this earthquake—the 15- to 28-year-olds—are ready now to look forward to a life 

that could be completely changed or enhanced. In the weeks after the earthquake a 

lot of young people immediately went out to serve the people; it was a flood of 

acts of compassion. That gives me hope that maybe this earthquake, in the long 

run, will bring more balance and equanimity to our community. That we will 

come out of it not only stronger but also wiser. That it will be a wake-up call for 

us, to learn to coexist, and to value not just the mundane but the important things 

that are intangible. (Varvaloucas, 2015) 

2. Highlight vocation and destiny. Personal involvement in disaster relief efforts can 

also be seen as fulfilling destiny and vocation. Beyond the trauma of loss and disaster, those who 

have survived may see a higher purpose for themselves and others. This account of a 

congregation inspired to respond to the tsunami that struck South East Asia in 2004 is typical: 
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The eight initial team members all personally reported a strong sense of God 

calling them for this assignment. A logistical strategist for the endeavor praised 

their “instant obedience” while aware of the unprecedented nature of the 

assignment and its challenging conditions. It was envisioned that the project 

would help launch a tangible, ongoing expression of God’s love. Some called it 

the beginning of a “second tsunami” of Southern Baptist volunteers for the 

disaster stricken region. (Buckley, 2005) 

The response is seen as part of a larger narrative of life’s purpose. In this case, the disaster 

becomes an occasion to fulfill a higher destiny for the individual, and the quest or challenge is to 

bring about a more positive outcome and a deepening of faith commitment, even for those who 

have suffered tragedy. One volunteer who responded to a call for disaster recovery put it this 

way: “One of the items I put on a to-do list prior to Christmas was: find a purpose in my life—

and I got the purpose,” says Dawson. “I kind of figured God had higher priorities for this middle-

aged father and husband in Squamish, B.C. He answered that very, very quickly” (Stirk, 2005). 

Another described her experience of loss, as part of a larger narrative of faithfulness:  “What has 

been lost is not important,” says Candole, who works with CBM [Children’s Bible Ministries] in 

the Philippines. “Being attached to material things is not important. We survived and became 

closer to God.” (More ruin forecast, 2009). And in another instance, a Christian believer 

described finding a sense of vocation in reflecting back on her experience: 

One survivor said that in the aftermath she would often ask herself, “Why do I 

have to be in Nepal?” Wrestling with that question led her to a conclusion only 

God could inspire: “I realized that God has a purpose for me in Nepal. To share 

His love with as many people as I could.” (McKee, 2015, August 13) 
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Stories of the miraculous often appear in the high positive approach, with a sense that 

there is more to the story than loss and tragedy. While the comic, or low positive worldview 

believes that God can be experienced through the hopeful recovery following a disaster (if one is 

able to see it), the romantic, high positive viewpoint claims that God is involved as a matter of 

faith, and that this is evident, as in this commentary following the wildfires and forced 

evacuation of Fort McMurray in Alberta, Canada: 

While prayers are not measurable, observe this: a remarkable 85 per cent of Fort 

McMurray is still standing, though “The Beast” still rages; furthermore, not one 

life has been lost because of its rampage, except for 15-year-old, Emily Ryan, and 

her relative, Aaron Hodgson, who died in a car crash during their evacuation. 

(Van Roekel, 2016) 

3. Suggest a higher purpose to the event. Romantic, high positive narratives are 

theophanies – events in which God’s presence is revealed, through miraculous preservation or 

unexpected opportunities, as in this account: 

It was especially apparent on the Batticaloa and Ampara portion of this trip how 

the very hand of God seemed to be extended over all that we participated in. Due 

to the escalating violence, particularly in the eastern and northern regions, all 

NGO’s (Non-Government-Organizations) had been told to leave the country. Yet 

because we were a church, we were free to move to and fro, gaining access to 

areas that were closed to others. (Dozlaw, 2009) 

The disaster may push people back onto placing trust in others or in God’s miraculous signs. 

Despite the loss and tragedy, there is a positive outcome, apparent not only to the believer, but 

often to others as well. Elements of the miraculous find their place in these high positive, 
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romantic stories, whether this involves miraculous warnings of impending events, preservation 

from harm, or new opportunities following the event: 

We had extensive damage to our beautiful Bass Chapel on campus, but the Bible 

on the pulpit was left undisturbed, and it's opened to Psalm 46: ‘God is our refuge 

and strength in times of trouble’. (Tornado's wrath crushes Christian university, 

2017) 

For stories told from within the romantic worldview, there exists a happy ending that 

makes sense of the disaster and overshadows its negative effects. For instance, the community of 

Greensburg, Kansas is a community that was almost destroyed by a tornado in May, 2007, and 

responded in the rebuilding phase by creating one of the greenest towns in the U.S. There is a 

sense of both personal and community transformation:  

When I was growing up in Greensburg, if I’m going to be brutally honest, I 

couldn’t wait to leave … But now, I can’t think of a better place to raise a family 

and to push for different things … It’s because of our lessons, because of the deep 

spirit of humanity that has swept through Greensburg that we are who we are 

today. What we’ve learned, what we’ve gained, what we’ve been immensely 

blessed with has made all the difference. (Spurgaitis, 2010) 

While the above examples of high positive narratives were found, there were relatively few 

examples found in the selected articles that provide illustrations of this romantic, trusting view of 

God’s activity in disaster. The dearth of examples of this approach was supported by Mitchell’s 

(2003) study of the uses of prayer by clergy in times of disaster, who found relatively few 

instances of this viewpoint. While the high positive approach was represented, it was not the 

dominant type of narrative in the sources included in this study. 
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Low positive: “We will recover.” 

The low positive, comic approach was the most prevalent type of disaster narrative in 

these religious periodicals and may be described as the “get back to normal” approach. The low 

positive approach is the one that Frye, following the Greek classicists, referred to as “comic” 

which seems a somewhat inappropriate term for the response following a disaster. Yet, in 

narrative terms, “comic” does not refer to humour, but to a “happy ending” (Hopewell, 1987). 

Comedies move from uncertainty or disruption to a new understanding of certainty, confidence, 

and trust in the future. They do not minimize the negative effects of what has transpired but seek 

to look beyond. This approach acknowledges that disasters are deeply disruptive, but is hopeful 

(i.e., positive) in pointing out the resilience of the human experience (and the awareness of God’s 

presence) in helping those who have experienced a disaster to recover. In this view, disasters 

disrupt normal living, and we seek to get back to normal. God may, or may not, send disasters. 

But God does use them to bring people back to success. We come through the disaster; we are 

resilient, and we bounce back (Koenig, 2006; Weigert, 1989). 

Religious rituals can be seen most prominently in this low positive approach, including 

sacraments that bring comfort, circles of prayer that unite believers, and roadside monuments 

that identify the sites where loved ones have died. The appeal that is broadcast is to “trust God.” 

Religious periodicals tell stories of those who display equanimity, who do not lose faith, and 

who help others: 

But the disaster also brought out the best in people. TV newscasts showed people 

visiting cars stuck on the highway asking if those inside needed a fill-up of gas or 

if they needed food and water. It must have been a welcome gift for those feeling 

the panic of destroyed homes and forced flight. People and institutions also 
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reached out to offer free lodging to strangers. And groups across the country have 

mobilized to raise money and goods to replace what the residents have lost. 

(Novecosky, 2016) 

There are three main features of the comic, or low positive response: the first is that 

disaster is not minimized, but that there is an antidote; that antidote is faith, or the belief that 

there is “something beyond” the apparent catastrophe. Within the comedic worldview, tragedy is 

a real part of life but is often placed in juxtaposition with expressions of hope. Secondly, because 

hope is not always evident on its own, it must be pointed out, demonstrated, and actively sought. 

Narratives with the low positive viewpoint will therefore point to signs of encouragement, and 

hope. Finally, there is an underlying current of confidence in the future, the sense that “things 

will work out.”  

The primary attributes of the low positive approach are: 

1. Offer faith as the antidote to disaster. 

2. Seek signs of hope. 

3. Discover meaning and purpose. 
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1. Offer faith as the antidote to disaster. The low positive approach moves from 

tragedy towards the reestablishment of the status quo, or a return to equilibrium. Disasters are 

seen as events that unbalance the current system, and so the goal is to return to balance. Articles 

in this genre place descriptions of tragedy in close conjunction with expressions of hope, 

particularly in the voice of victims, often juxtaposing the positive or hopeful comments of 

witnesses or victims with descriptions of the disastrous effects. In the narrative of post-disaster 

effects, the emphasis is on coping, understanding, and getting back to normal: 

Beyond the practical needs of their communities, the Church is also working to 

provide trauma counseling to those who have seen loss and tragedy. It’s not 

surprising that many in Nepal are struggling to understand what happened, and 

yet many of the believers I had the chance to meet voiced their commitment to 

show God’s love even amid immense tragedy. (McKee 2015) 

Because the comic viewpoint looks for signs of redemption or recovery that may not be 

immediately apparent, it sometimes does that by rising to a cosmic, or universal perspective: 

As in all past symposia, in New Orleans, Bartholomew conducted a blessing, the 

Aghiasmos, of the waters. Symbolically sprinkling the Mississippi River with 

Holy Water, Bartholomew performed the Service of Sanctification as a sign of 

promise and hope in the future. The purpose of such blessings is not limited to 

symbolism. In fact, what has set Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew apart from 

other global leaders involved in ecology is his unprecedented and profound 

influence in recalibrating environmental awareness in ways that aim to restore 

spirituality and religion as centerpieces in the protection of the planet, the first 

major religious leader to do so on a global level. (Kyrou, 2015)  
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2. Seek signs of hope and do not assume they are self-evident. Because the evidence 

for recovery is not always clear, there may be a tendency to adopt a hortatory style, similar to a 

devotional or sermonic approach. The emphasis is on encouraging the believer to seek, search 

for, and see a truth that is not self-evident to others, and to draw strength and fortitude from that 

vision. For instance, the following article uses an example of beauty that resulted from a 

previous episode of climate change: 

Incidentally, Luther’s Reformation took place across an unusually cold stretch 

within our present, or recently present, age, the late Holocene. Called the Little 

Ice Age, it had a good run—from about 1200 to 1700 C. E. Stradivarius violins 

owe their extraordinarily rich sound not only to the craft of Stradivarius himself 

but to the fact that his chosen wood came from northern European pines that grew 

very little, hardly at all, across those long winters and short summers of The Little 

Ice Age. The consequent denseness of the wood—one tree ring is barely 

distinguishable from the next—created the instrument’s unmatched resonance. If 

such beauty was wrested from the Little Ice Age, might not our question be, What 

beauty do we wrest from the Anthropocene so as to make music from our 

changing planet? (Rasmussen, 2014) 

The emphasis in low positive narratives is placed on “coming through” the disaster, and on new-

found or renewed gratitude. Examples may be given of individuals or organizations that give 

positive expression to this viewpoint: “In all of this hardship, the world needs to hear our 

message of hope …. The Lutheran church in Puerto Rico has taught us all how to trust God and 

the power of the resurrection” (Lutherans in Puerto Rico, 1998). As another report on Lutheran 

involvement expressed it, “These wonderful volunteers are what this ministry is all about. 
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Lutherans from around the country give so much to love and serve their neighbors. … ‘We could 

not have made it through this without our wonderful parishioners!’” (Massey 2011) 

Rediscovering a sense of purpose, a new calling, or a new ministry opportunity is also a 

sign of recovery and “happy ending.” These happy ending narratives are not, as in the high 

negative tragic stories, the result of battle or conflict (although there may certainly be strenuous 

efforts involved). The low positive approach stresses that this is the way the world is; things 

work out. For instance, in this account by the Baton Rouge campus pastor Ryan Frith, following 

a massive flood that submerged the building his church was planning to remodel and launch as a 

new campus: “Never would we have imagined a flood like this happening. Nobody on our team 

had done disaster relief before or had even worked in a warehouse” (Aten, 2017). He described 

the experience as “shocking” and “surreal.” Yet, after the water receded and the campus was 

converted into a distribution centre, the situation was described as positive: “We truly got to see 

God take all things and work them together for good. Our plan was to start having church, but 

God’s plan was for us to first be the church” (Aten, 2017). 

Other examples of ministry in disaster include the mobilization of a local church to 

respond to the burning down of a low-income apartment in its neighborhood. 

“Our church already had a presence in the community through an afterschool program 

we started, and through the case management and ESL programs we provided to this 

complex. I think the key to us doing so well in this crisis was the relationships we had 

with the stake holders before the crisis hit. We had already established trust with the 

community. Relationships are the key. Knowing everyone ahead of time sped up the way 

we could respond” (Aten, 2017).  
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Another local faith group focused on the needs of dementia patients from nearby retirement 

communities, which built even stronger relationships with this community, because concern for 

their needs and a willingness to help in a tangible way had been visibly demonstrated. (Aten, 

2017) 

Protagonists in these stories do not need to earn their good fortune; however, they do 

need to recognize it. The emphasis is on knowing and understanding. To communicate the 

message that there is hope, there is an emphasis on seeking signs of positive change: 

And our efforts have made a difference. Simply put, people have survived Ebola 

in Sierra Leone. We aimed to reduce burial-related transmission by 75 percent by 

June 2015. We’ve already met and exceeded that target, having slashed it by 95 

percent by January. In the Bonthe, Bo and Pujehun districts, the numbers of new 

cases of Ebola have dwindled to zero. (Scott, 2015) 

3. Discover meaning and purpose. A powerful metaphor in low positive narratives is 

the conversion story, which is a narrative based on the protagonist discovering a hidden reality in 

the events occurring around her or him that lead them to realize that there is a purpose to the 

struggle they are experiencing, which has been largely hidden and only revealed in part to 

themselves and to others. The realization that something can be done symbolizes a new 

beginning, for a faith community or for individuals within that community. For example, the 

pastor of a Baptist Church in High River, a community in Western Canada that suffered 

disastrous flooding, put it this way: “It’s so easy to become this victimized church and see 

ourselves as people in need and needing to be recipients of other’s ministry … We want this to 

be personally our most generous year.” This congregation organized 700 volunteers who 

contributed more than 6,200 hours, served 1,000 meals to evacuees, and raised almost $166,000 
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for flood relief. The congregation’s communications director described it this way: “At Centre 

Street, we feel we’re called to be the hands and feet of Jesus …. Reacting to the flood is a very 

tangible way to do that” (Epp, 2013). This is not just optimism. It is related to a belief of how 

God or the divine is involved in the world. God is given credit for these evidences of hope, 

although they are subtle and must be looked for: 

Earthquakes may qualify as acts of God. But don’t try blaming the Almighty for 

the calamity gripping Haiti right now if you’re talking to Glenn Smith. The 

director of Christian Direction in Montreal holds an honorary doctorate from 

Haiti’s private universities for his contribution to Haiti’s urban theological 

practice. For more than 15 years he has been travelling four times a year to Haiti 

where he helps train pastors to care for their cities. Human negligence, Smith 

says, is at least partially to blame for this tragedy, perhaps even a deficient 

theology. (Neufeld, 2010) 

High negative: “Stand firm.” 

Negative stories express a worldview focused on lack, rather than positive outcomes. The 

high negative view is characterized by an emphasis on pain and suffering, compassion, and loss. 

It is the story of tragedy, in the face of which one may struggle against fate or be courageously 

resigned. Escaping the tragic circumstances often means focusing beyond this-wordly concerns; 

it may even take the form of denying the world. God may be actively involved, sending the 

disaster as punishment for sin, or God may be uninvolved and aloof. In either case, human 

responsibility is highlighted; either by sinful actions that trigger the divine response in sending 

the disaster, or through direct action or inaction that brought about the disaster event.  
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The high negative approach emphasizes negative outcomes and high involvement of 

divine forces ranged against an opposing force. Religious stories approaching from this 

worldview emphasize the damage, the cost of suffering, and the effect on individuals. They may 

describe the disaster as a curse, or even, in some cases, as a judgement. The narratives told here 

are designed to bring to the reader the reality of the suffering experienced in a disaster event. 

While there may be an appeal to their readers to help with physical, immediate needs, the 

emphasis is on experiencing and empathizing with the victims. When addressing systemic issues, 

there is generally a view to identifying root causes, which are often seen as evidence of a fallen 

or imperfect world. Some attribute disasters directly to the intervention of a divine force intent 

on punishing individuals or specific groups. 

The primary attributes of the high negative are: 

1. Share experience and empathize with victims. 

2. Situate root causes as part of a fallen world. 

3. Attribute cause directly to human behaviour. 

1. Share experience and empathize. One of the goals of religious communication is to 

make connections with the readership, and one of the strongest connections that can be made is 

to connect on the level of human empathy, in which the readers are introduced to the story of a 

person hitherto unknown, whose experience in disaster resonates with their own lives. They 

accomplish this by creating identification between the subject matter and the audience, and they 

help break down barriers by representing a different world from the inside, connecting to 

emotions and values by focusing on people who are experiencing a particular event (Iversen, 

2014). The intent is to produce an effect in the reader by engaging their beliefs and passions 

(Booth, 2009). The reader is placed into a situation that triggers their own thoughts and 
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emotions; “what if this were to happen to me or someone that I love?” When the experience, or 

the emotions it triggers, resonates with the reader’s own, they are engaged cognitively and 

emotionally, with a visceral connection to the event that triggers an ethical response (Phelan, 

1996).  

The following examples depict the use of empathy by a range of faith-based 

communities.  “Certain realities in life can only be seen through eyes cleansed by tears,” Pope 

Francis declared after meeting with a young woman who used to live on the streets following 

Typhoon Haiyan in Manila, the Philippines, but who was now being housed thanks to a 

foundation for street children. “If you don’t learn how to cry you cannot be good Christians … 

[in the face of suffering], our response must either be silence or the word that is born of our 

tears” (Wooden, 2015). In another example, a Buddhist periodical collected a significant number 

of eye-witness accounts of the earthquake in Nepal and the relief efforts. While Buddhism 

includes a philosophical desire to be distanced from suffering, it is also motivated by 

compassion, and the respondents were moved by the suffering of those around them, strongly 

urging others to reach out and assist. Even while recognizing an internal struggle and desiring to 

remain unaffected, a Buddhist monk emphasized the need for compassion and outreach: 

Since I myself am a Buddhist monk, the main thing for me, which is the essence 

of the Buddha’s teachings, is the altruistic heart of bodhicitta [awakened mind]. 

Realizing this, if you hear about this horrible situation in Nepal through the 

media, the key point is to help as much as possible with an altruistic motivation to 

benefit others. This my personal request to you. At this time especially, the need 

to help others is quite urgent, and so it is particularly important to act with an 

altruistic heart as much as you can. (Varvaloucas, 2015) 
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2. Situate root causes as part of a fallen world. There is often in the high negative 

approach a desire to identify the root causes of individual or community vulnerability to disaster 

events. Many religious groups are heavily invested in development issues, through historic 

involvement with countries to whom they have previously had evangelistic or humanitarian 

missions, connections with ecumenical partners, or participation in humanitarian endeavours. 

Because this approach sees the world as essentially broken, there is little surprise that disasters 

will occur. This belief is not understood as fatalistic, but may reflect the religious group’s 

commitment to being involved in a developing region for the long term, and not only in crisis 

situations. Rev. Oscar Bolioli, who heads the Church World Service Latin America and 

Caribbean Office, is quoted in the CWS’s periodical talking about redevelopment following 

Hurricane Mitch in the Honduras in 1989: 

The most important time for the church will be after the initial emergency … The 

worst part will become when people discover they have no jobs, no (sustainable) 

food supply.” Bolioli said the hurricane has revealed “the hidden disaster of 

poverty” that existed before the current crisis and it will be up to the church to 

provide “help and healing” in such a difficult situation. (Update: Church World 

Service, 1998) 

Religious organizations may appear to be spontaneous and responsive, especially when they 

engage in extensive fund-raising or sponsor volunteers to deploy to disaster-stricken regions 

(Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2007; Kreps & Bosworth, 2004), but many religious organizations in 

fact see those efforts as extensions of a pre-existing concern for long-standing development 

issues. Organizations such as these have invested resources in responding to situations that can 

reasonably be expected to re-occur, such as persistent weather patterns that regularly create 
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hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, or flooding. The geophysical events occur regularly, and the 

conditions that need to be changed to prevent or mitigate impact on vulnerable populations are 

complex and slow to emerge. Yet predicting and preparing to respond, rather than preventing 

occurrences, is not the same as a fatalistic approach, but rather are an acknowledgement that the 

world will always have dangers and people will always be vulnerable to them, and that extending 

help in urgent circumstances will always be required.  

3. Attribute causes directly to human behaviour. The search for the meaning of a 

disaster event may, in high negative approaches, result in blaming those who were victims of the 

disaster event. It may also be described as a judgement for sins. This is in keeping with the 

understanding of this category as tragic; the responsibility of the agents in this event is 

highlighted, and the role of the helpers is downplayed. The dynamic is therefore one of 

opposition; the forces of nature (or God) against human beings. Although this may be portrayed 

as impersonal forces, that is more a feature of the low negative style, which de-emphasizes the 

place of purpose or intent. In the high negative approach, there is a reason for disaster striking 

victims: they deserve it in some way. 

A widely reported pronouncement by a well-known conservative religious leader, Pat 

Robertson, illustrates this approach clearly.5 He linked the devastation of the earthquake in Haiti 

(2010) with the sins of its inhabitants: 

                                                           
5 Robertson was for many years the outspoken founder and spokesman for the Christian 

Broadcasting Network and several evangelical organizations, as well as hosting the popular 

Christian news and television programme, The 700 Club. In 1988, he ran an unsuccessful bid for 

the presidency of the United States.  
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[Pat] Robertson explained that the Haitian slave revolt of 1804 was the result of a 

deal with devil. “They were under the heel of the French,” he said. “They got 

together and swore a pact to the devil. They said, ‘We will serve you if you will 

get us free from the French.’ True story. And so the devil said, ‘okay, it’s a deal.’ 

And they kicked the French out; the Haitians revolted and got themselves free. 

But ever since they have been cursed by one thing after the other.” (Koop, 2010) 

Linking the cause and effect of a natural disaster to the actions of those who are victims 

of the event is not limited only to conventional descriptions of God’s judgement against sinners, 

however. Brendan O’Neill, in an article in Spiked: online (14 January 2010) points out that the 

same rhetoric is employed to describe natural disasters such and floods and fires as “punishment 

for our eco-hubris.” He compares the religious narrative to the consumerist narrative: “These 

days it is not acceptable to present terrible acts of nature as manifestations of God’s divine fury, 

but it is de rigueur to depict them as some kind of climatic payback for our greed and addiction 

to consumerism.” (O’Neill, 2010)  

The high negative approach emphasizes high involvement on the part of divine or 

spiritual powers. However, in some instances, although the language of high negative is used, 

there is a cautious approach to attributing causation, either to human agency or to God’s 

intervention (or lack of intervention). In a sermon addressed to a funeral audience in Amatrice in 

Central Italy, following the earthquake that killed almost 300 people and injured another 400, 

Bishop Pompili insisted that “God is humanity’s salvation and ‘cannot be used as a scapegoat.’” 

(Glatz, 2016). 

It is important to note that the high negative approach was represented infrequently 

among the articles included in this study. However, it is also notable that where examples of 
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religious personalities attributing the causes of disaster to the sins of the victims, and describing 

God as a righteous judge occurred, there was an accompanying backlash or critique of these 

approaches. For example, John Piper published an online article following Hurricane Katrina, 

defending God as righteous and beyond reproach for sending disasters; he was also criticized 

widely for sending out biblical verses following the 2013 tornado in Oklahoma City that 

suggested that the victims were deserving of judgement (Piper, 2005). Pat Robertson has 

regularly made comments following major disasters such as Hurricane Katrina or the earthquake 

in Haiti suggesting that God was punishing the inhabitants for sin, and has experienced 

considerable backlash from within the conservative evangelical Christian community, indicating 

the lack of widespread support for such views within that community. 

There was widespread reaction within mainstream media to these examples of high 

negative approaches, and they received a disproportionate amount of media attention. Rick 

Warren (the pastor of Saddleback Church and author of The Purpose-Driven Life) also made 

public comments concerning the effects of Hurricane Katrina, but his comments focused 

primarily on the needs of disaster victims, without any reference to judgment or the character of 

Katrina victims (Olasky, 2006). Although Warren is one of the most influential Protestant 

ministers in the United States and rated as one of the most trustworthy spokesmen for American 

Christianity, and Pat Robertson in contrast was seen at the time as trustworthy by only 4% of the 

same demographic (Olasky, 2006), mainstream newspaper outlets reported on Pat Robertson’s 

Katrina comments over six times as often as Rick Warren’s comments. In the religious media, by 

contrast, these high negative pronouncements were generally reported without comment, or were 

mocked or criticized: 
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As anyone who reads the news on a regular basis knows, there is a long 

history of religious and political leaders making preposterous comments about 

natural disasters being a form of God’s punishment for various sins. Pat 

Robertson, the hard-line American evangelical preacher, loves to blame 

earthquakes on human offences toward God. There is an entire Wikipedia page 

devoted to explanations of Hurricane Katrina as divine retribution, with various 

Jews, Christians and Muslims offering up explanations. After the devastating 

Japanese earthquake and tsunami in 2011, the governor of Tokyo mused that it 

was divine punishment for the increasing “egoism” of Japan’s citizens. Most 

people I know in the United Church see these explanations as nothing but 

punchlines, as I do. We all know the story of Noah and the Ark, but I can’t take 

anyone seriously who thinks extreme weather is a reprimand from heaven (or hell, 

for that matter). (Platt, 2012) 

The high negative worldview may be the approach that attracts criticism about 

religiously-based responses being “fatalistic.” Articles that exhibit this approach describe the 

disaster in personified terms, as an attacker that has succeeded. Those who have suffered from 

the disaster are being described as victims who need help, and other people of faith are 

encouraged to respond out of compassion. Victims are not described as agents in their own 

response, and may be inadvertently portrayed as resigned to their fate. When those who have 

experienced the disaster are quoted, they are generally describing hurt, and cost, without focus 

on solutions or future action: 

This is a terrifying time for the residents…. I think particularly of how stressful 

this is for those who are critically ill and those who tend them under these very 
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difficult circumstances … This fire will look for them … and it will find them, 

and it will try to take them…. It was heartbreaking to see the line of traffic, and 

the slow, slow speed at which they were moving, and the ash all over people’s 

vehicles. That was really sad to see—it broke my heart.… Noticing the fear on 

some faces—not knowing where they’re going, for some…. The only thing we 

have to [help us] get our heads around this is a war situation, where an entire city 

is destroyed—that’s the closest thing I can think of. (Folkins & Forget, 2016) 

The relationship between secular and religious media is a complex one that is also 

understudied (Moore, 2003; Shusko & Stout, 2006; Stout & Buddenbaum, 2002), but the 

tendency of the media to focus on what makes a good story – “action, visual impact, and human 

drama” (Lindell, Perry, Tierney, & Lindell, 2001) – plus the attraction of provocative 

personalities and the tendency to oversimplify and decontextualize complex situations, may be a 

contributing factor in mainstream media highlighting the comments of extreme religious figures 

who may express a high negative and judgemental narrative, as if they were more typical than 

the religious communities’ own more moderated discourse.  

Low negative: “Hold hands.” 

The low negative, ironic view sees disasters in a negative light, but does not ascribe any 

purpose to them. This view is the one that most accords with the post-Enlightenment view that 

sees natural disasters as events whose causes are purely physical (Chester, 2009). In this 

worldview, disasters are a problem that are played out not on the cosmic scale, but on the human 

scale. While disasters are to be avoided and prevented, prayers and rituals are not seen as 

particularly important. What is important is the solidarity of the human community. God is 

present but is not the author of events nor the one who will mitigate their effects. God may even 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 84 

be hidden. God’s activity is largely in terms of being present to human beings who are suffering, 

through the community of those who band together and offer help to one another. The sign of 

salvation, and hope, is that we will reach out and help one another. God is the force that draws 

people together in compassion to help others, and disasters are an opportunity to serve. This 

opportunity to serve may be attached to a recommitment to address underlying structures and 

symptoms, but it is not strongly future-oriented. There is no “solution out there” to the tension 

between the current reality and the hope for a better outcome.  

Narratives that were categorized as “low negative” or ironic tended to emphasize the 

negative consequences of the disaster event, and appealed to readers to respond out of 

compassion and solidarity with those who were suffering. In this view, disasters are a problem 

that we face together, in community, and it is in community that strength is found. God is not 

seen as the author of disaster, but does little to mitigate its effects, and may be experienced as 

absent, or as present indirectly, evidenced by the fact that people are inspired to lend support to 

each other.  

A number of features can be identified that are characteristic of the “low negative” 

approach. The primary attributes of the low negative worldview are: 

1. Empathize with victims. 

2. Make links to common humanity. 

3. Focus on concrete help and solidarity. 

Figure 3 provides the text of a typical article, reported from a Christian organization working in 

the Philippines, during the devastating typhoon season of 2009, and is used to exemplify each of 

the attributes of the low negative worldview.  



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 85 

 

Figure 3: Sample Article from Christian Bible Ministries (More ruin forecast, 2009) 

1. Empathize with victims. Articles often focused on particular individuals who 

experienced the disaster, in order to personalize the event and to encourage readers to make a 

personal connection. The links between readers and those who are suffering at a distance are 

expressed through empathy, through shared faith, or institutional links: 

It is with a heavy heart that we share with you the death of our dear sister, Yvonne 

Martin. Yvonne passed away as the result of the earthquake in Haiti, where she 

had just arrived to do medical mission work for the fourth time. 

More ruin forecast for pummeled Philippines 

MANILA, PHILIPPINES—A second monster is heading for the region where floods wiped out thousands of 

homes only weeks ago. 

Mariecel Candole panicked in late September as she watched helplessly as flood waters rose around her 

wheelchair and her family’s belongings were washed away. The water reached Candole’s her neck before 

neighbours came to her aid. 

“What has been lost is not important,” says Candole, who works with CBM in the Philippines. “Being attached 

to material things is not important. We survived and became closer to God.” 

In the wake of Typhoon Ketsana, that left 1.9 million people in Manila and the surrounding area homeless and 

more than 280 people dead, CBM’s emergency response team worked quickly to set up emergency shelters and 

deliver medicines and counselling. 

To make matters worse, Typhoon Lupit appears to be making a beeline for the already ravaged Luzon island. 

Forecasters expect it to hit the northern part of the island at noon on Thursday, October 22. 

In every emergency situation, CBM’s first response is, “Are people with disabilities being taken care of?” says 

executive director Ed Epp. “Disabled people are the largest minority group in the world. Most disaster responses 

ignore them.” CBM, a Christian organization that focuses on people with disabilities in the poorest countries of 

the world, has more than 40 projects in the Philippines. 

http://www.christianweek.org/more-ruin-forecast-for-pummeled-philippines/
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Please continue to pray for her family, especially her husband, Ron. In unity with 

them, we are consoled to know that she died doing exactly what she loved to do. 

Yvonne’s prayer for Haiti was Psalm 72. As a church, we will make this our 

prayer too. (Buchanan, 2010)  

Empathy is often expressed as a call to prayer: “Calling the storm ‘unprecedented,’ Archbishop 

Roberto Gonzalez Nieves of San Juan, Puerto Rico, called for ‘a human and Christian response, 

a chain of solidarity and closeness’” (Irma cuts deadly path, 2017).  

In the CBM article above (Figure 3) the disaster is personalized (“a second monster”) and 

there is no mention of God as an agent. The emphasis is on human response, motivated by the 

organization’s constitution as “a Christian organization.” The plight of victims is first described 

through telling the story of one individual, rather than through statistics: Mariecel “panicked” 

and “watched helplessly” until she was rescued by strangers. Readers are invited to recognize 

both sympathy for Mariecel, and an affinity with her: she is a volunteer with CBM, she has lost 

her material possessions, and she is disabled. Yet, she is at the same time a heroic victim. 

Despite the circumstances, she expresses faith and, in fact, a deepening of her faith. These are 

attributes to which religious audiences also aspire. 

2. Make links to ‘common humanity.’ Disinterested compassion, in the sense of 

compassion that helps no matter what the cultural or religious background of the recipient is, is 

encouraged in narratives from this ironic perspective. The low negative viewpoint sees the 

protagonist as alone; although there may be some help available, that help is rarely identified 

explicitly with the divine or with spiritual forces. The motivation in these cases rests strongly 
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with the connection between the main actor(s) and the recipients. In order for that to happen, the 

narrative expression emphasizes commonalities: 

When evacuation of coastal areas becomes necessary, you don’t check political 

credentials, religious affiliations or ethnic identities. You help each other nail 

plywood to windows, and then you take your turn heading inland. … To 

understand American politics, follow the money. But to understand American 

goodness and resolve, follow the storms … Watch towns rally to save children 

and to provide emergency shelter. Watch people share water and food with 

strangers. Watch people share chain saws and rowboats. Watch religious 

communities collect offerings of money and supplies … When our host led 

prayers for the victims of the tornadoes, no one asked if they were “our kind of 

people.” They were victims, and that’s all we needed to know. (Ehrich, 2012) 

While there may be signs of hopefulness, especially when reporting on recovery efforts, this is 

attributed to the human spirit, rather than divine intervention. This excerpt from a report by the 

Church World Service emphasizes resilience: “Bolioli added that, given Central America’s 

recent history of wars, rehabilitation, drought and economic crisis, Hondurans, Nicaraguans, 

Salvadorans and Guatemalans are experienced at living through tragedy. ‘This is not going to kill 

their spirit,’ he said. (Update: Church World Service, 1998) Similarly, a bishop’s address to 

Roman Catholics in central Italy emphasized solidarity and cooperation: “’Don’t be afraid, don’t 

hesitate to cry out in need, but make sure you do not lose courage because only together will we 

be able to rebuild our homes and churches” (Glatz, 2016). This does not deny God’s 

involvement, but it recognizes that God is present in human activities: 
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Our family drove through flames and smoke and made it through … I still can’t 

understand how … but here we are … together, happy and loving life … I am so 

amazed by the strength of my husband and my children. I remain eternally 

grateful to my sister and brother-in-law for taking us in and to all the people in 

Edmonton who have been so helpful and supportive. God really does provide! 

(Van Roekel, 2016)  

In the CBM example at the head of this section, (Figure 3) there is an appeal to common 

cause and common humanity. The description of the scope of the disaster is immediately 

mitigated by describing the response of the organization; setting up shelters, and delivering 

medication and counseling; concrete tasks that immediately meet human needs. The crisis is not 

yet averted, and more help is needed.  

3. Focus on concrete help and solidarity. The CBM article makes the connection 

explicit for its readers: CBM exists ready to actualize the reader’s response into timely 

intervention which is already ongoing. The response is aligned with the Christian mission of 

aiding the most vulnerable, not only with medication but also counseling, and the organization 

(with which the readers may have been, presumably, unfamiliar until reading the article) is 

trustworthy and well-established, an appropriate and responsible way of acting on the empathy 

that is generated. 

Members of the faith community are encouraged to identify with the victims through 

prayer, donations, and offerings of concrete help. “If we gave those people hope, that means 

everything. It doesn’t matter what it means to [Liberty University], it’s what it means to the 

receiving end” (Smith, 2017). “We will go around and sprinkle the bodies with holy water and 

say prayers for the dead, alone or with whoever wants to join us,” Brother Jakosalem said 
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(Viehland, 2013). This is not considered as an extraordinary response, but as an expected 

response to need: “I didn’t see the donation as something newsworthy. … It’s what we’re 

supposed to do” (Smith, 2017). 

Practical help is encouraged. For example, a report on a worship service featuring a 

sermon with the title “Who is my neighbor” included a call for doctors and nurses to travel to the 

region affected by the 2004 tsunami “to provide care for physical needs as a tangible expression 

of God’s love” (Buckley, 2005). Practical expressions of help may also be considered as tangible 

ways to reduce the giver’s anxiety and helplessness, such as this advice to explain widespread 

disasters to children: “Being involved in the solution will help relieve some of their anxiety. 

Invite them to contribute to the family’s gift by giving something out of their piggy bank or 

savings account” (8 tips for talking to kids, 2016). 

When it is not possible to respond directly, readers are encouraged to see themselves 

represented by those who are present on their behalf, through church organizations or through 

their financial donations. These efforts are seen as valuable, and effective, despite the fact that 

they may appear to be limited and provided from a safe distance. Descriptions of the extent of 

disasters are often directly linked to response activities: 

Since July, Duane Steiner of Brandon and John Elias of Morden have been 

bringing groups down to Minot on weekends. The city of 40,000, located roughly 

350 kilometers south of Winnipeg, set a new flood record on June 26 when waters 

rose 1,561.72 feet above sea level, three feet above the previous record set in 

1881. (Epp, 2011) 

As many Christian organizations have long-standing involvement in regions that 

experience disasters, religious reporting will often identify the particular mission thrust or 
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concern of a specific organization or agency. From the point of view of the agency itself, this 

may be seen as public relations. For the religious journalist, this is a further means of providing 

credibility, of linking people through empathy and affiliation, and deconstructing the emotional 

response into a manageable, focused, and effective helping response: 

There are two things that Western Christians can do to help; the first is to pray. 

Bhim Lal says he is thankful for all of the prayers. Even among a crisis as dire as 

this, God continues to be present in Nepal as stories of neighbours helping 

neighbours and people being rescued from the rubble continue to emerge. 

(McKee, 2015) 

These narratives help to counteract a sense of helplessness when readers are tempted to 

despair of being able to help: the help that is offered is given significant value. The connection to 

individuals, the emphasis on responding in some concrete way rather than doing nothing, and the 

benefits that accrue from helping others in need, are all important themes. Helping others after 

disaster “resonates with the heartfelt need that we have, and that is to be able to personally touch 

a community …when we give money and we can feel that it has a personal touch to it, it feels 

better.” (Stirk, 2005) 

I looked under the tree at a couple of puzzles my young children had received, 

and I thought, ‘Bingo! If we each take a piece of the puzzle, and we each adopt a 

village, we can put the million pieces of this puzzle back together again.’ … All 

of a sudden the unmanageable becomes manageable. (Stirk, 2005) 

Despite the sudden and immediate urge to provide any type of assistance that will both 

lower the anxiety of the giver and communicate to the recipient that “there are people who care,” 
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many religious periodicals, especially those connected with aid organizations or denominations 

that support aid agencies, also advise caution, concerned that effective aid be offered: 

Second, be careful who you give to. Unfortunately, disasters not only bring out 

the best in people—they also bring out the worst in some charitable organizations. 

Disasters can attract aid groups like moths to a flame; they want to be where the 

money is going. Groups that have never been in Haiti will suddenly launch 

appeals, even though they have no experience in the country. (Longhurst, 2010) 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to conduct an analysis of disaster stories told in religious 

publications to describe how those narratives are told, and for what purposes. Disaster narratives 

were analyzed using classic narrative types based on the outcomes described by the narratives 

and the level of agency afforded to the protagonist. This analysis explored whether there was a 

variety of narrative forms that shape these stories, or whether the narratives were limited to only 

one or two narrative forms. Through this analysis, we were hoping to provide a richer view of 

how religious communities understand and respond to disasters from a variety of religious and 

theological perspectives to help inform ongoing collaboration with religious communities in the 

wake of disaster. 

The results indicate that there are, indeed, substantial variations in the ways religious 

periodicals tell stories: all four worldview categories (tragic, ironic, comic, and romantic) are 

represented in the articles reviewed. Some emphasize the active role of God’s presence (high 

narratives, tragic and romantic) while others describe God’s role as real but not directly evident 

(low narratives, ironic and comic). A majority of articles reviewed focus on the suffering or 

tragedy and evoke compassion (negative narratives, tragic and ironic), while some emphasize 

the positive outcomes or hopeful future (positive narratives, romantic and comic).  

Throughout the religious narratives addressing disaster that were examined in this study, 

there is an emphasis on action and response, rather than fatalism and acceptance. Stories in 

religious periodicals focused on accomplishments and resilience more than victimhood, and the 

focus was most often on individuals connected with faith groups rather than officials or experts. 

Despite the persistent bias of some disaster researchers, the writing in religious periodicals 

examined through this study did not advocate fatalism or resignation.  
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All Four Worldviews are Represented 

Each of the world views (tragic, ironic, comic, and romantic) was found to be represented 

in this review of articles, supporting the initial hypothesis that there are various narrative 

approaches and worldviews to be found in the communications provided by religious periodicals 

to their faith communities, rather than a singular approach. This analysis also found that in 

general the articles reviewed: 

a. Reflect an awareness of divine forces, but interpret the divine actor or forces in a 

multiplicity of ways; some are explicit and obvious (high involvement) and some 

are implicit and in the background (low involvement); 

b. Focus on the outcomes of the disaster: either human suffering (negative) or 

ultimate hope (positive); 

c. Have a rhetorical purpose: they are intended to persuade their readers how to 

respond emotionally, and they propose concrete ways in which to act; and 

d. Include fewer direct references to master theological narratives than originally 

assumed. 

As anticipated, there is no one narrative approach that is normative; religious journalists 

may, for instance, approach a story of a disaster event by highlighting either the suffering of 

individuals or communities (negative), or by pointing to instances that provide hope (positive). 

Both positive and negative approaches help to connect their readership to the effect of a disaster 

incident by describing its impact on other people. Moreover, this story may be told from a human 

level, focusing on human relationships and needs, or from a broader, “divine” perspective.  



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 94 

The Role of Divine Forces 

Specific to religious periodicals, as opposed to mainstream journalism is the 

theosymbolic aspect of divine involvement, although the extent to which this is explicit may 

vary. Whether religious periodicals recount disaster narratives from the perspective of a human 

viewpoint or a divine viewpoint, they implicitly recognize that there is a divine perspective. Even 

though religious authors do assume the presence of the divine in the events that are being told, 

this can be described from either the high or low perspective. Stories told from the “high” (tragic 

and romantic) perspectives most clearly emphasize that God is in charge, and that disasters have 

a purpose intended by God (Stern, 2007). They emphasize high awareness of God’s presence 

(i.e. experiencing the divine in the midst of the disastrous events or recovery). Mysteries are 

revealed; the narrator is all-knowing. This may also have the effect of relativizing the impact of a 

disaster event; it places the event in a larger context which mitigates its effect – it might be 

expressed as, “this is not the worst that can happen.” Religious narratives that describe disaster 

events as serving a divine purpose can acclimatize its hearers to the presence of danger in the 

world, while still in a context of security and confidence. This acknowledgement of danger that 

is relativized may appear to outside audiences to be a fatalistic or cynical response, yet it is not 

tied to inactivity nor any suggestion that efforts to respond and to assist are wasted. Rather, it 

looks at long-term rather than the short-term effects, and emphasizes continuing engagement in 

activities now, while projecting a future that is determined by the intent of God. 

The most extreme expression of the high negative (tragic) view is apocalypticism, or the 

doctrine of the end times. Apocalypticism is the belief that God is entirely active in the events 

that occur, even in disastrous ones, and is using those events deliberately to bring about an 

entirely new age. There is, in many articles that were found in religious periodicals a heightened 
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sense of urgency and hyper-vigilance, demonstrated in the metaphoric use of disaster terms to 

describe political and social movements. Apocalyptic rhetoric is, however, still strongly oriented 

towards response rather than fatalism (Albertazzi, 2011; Wojcik, 1997). The extent of fatalism 

found in the articles included in this study is discussed in greater depth below.  

Both low negative (tragic) and low positive (comic) narratives are frequently of the 

“human interest” variety, found in both religious and secular media, telling stories that point out 

the mutual helpfulness that occurs despite disaster, or that highlight stories of hopefulness and 

resilience. Low perspective worldviews (tragic and comic) are those most aligned with the 

prevailing cultural approaches to disasters (Chester, 2009), and avoid “other worldly” 

explanations of events. While they do not deny the existence of divine forces, their presence may 

be hidden, or indirect, or not apparent to the participant characters in the narrative. These low 

perspective (i.e., low divine involvement) narratives were also found among the articles included 

in this study. The inclusion of both low and high perspective narrative approaches supports the 

finding that religious narratives use a variety of narrative approaches to communicate with their 

intended audiences. 

Focus on Positive or Negative Outcomes of the Disaster Event 

The second component of analyzing different narrative worldviews is to examine how the 

eventual outcomes of a disaster event are described. The narratives included in this study focused 

on either negative or positive outcomes of the disaster event (i.e., they are either focused on lack 

of resources, loss, and grief, or they are focused on positive outcomes, goals, and gains). Articles 

focusing on negative outcomes described the plight of victims, either in terms of the suffering in 

the immediate aftermath of a disaster, or in their struggles to rebuild communities after the 

disaster event. These stories are intended to elicit compassion, and sometimes aspiration, as the 
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readers imagine how they might deal with similar loss or challenges. Readers are encouraged to 

link with the sufferers through prayer, and through tangible, practical support such as 

volunteering or by financially supporting organizations working in the region. Articles focusing 

on positive outcomes emphasized recovery, return to equilibrium, and maintaining hope. These 

stories may even point to positive change, such as increased faith and reliance on God, stronger 

communities, or opportunities to rebuild in better and more resilient ways for the future. Articles 

with a focus on both negative and positive outcomes share a common purpose: to motivate 

readers to action to support those who have been impacted by the disaster. Again, a range of 

approaches has been found among the diverse group of religious articles included in this sample.  

Rhetoric Is Used to Elicit Response 

The interpretation (from a high or low perspective), and focus (on negative or positive 

outcomes) of the disaster event is signaled through the rhetorical use of narrative structures, 

language, and word choices. Rhetoric is the means used for adapting story-telling, or an account 

of events, into a narrative that convinces, encourages, and motivates its hearers to action. (Booth, 

2009; Feldman et al., 2004; Iversen, 2014; Phelan, 1996) This study found that the primary 

purpose for telling disaster stories was not the same as other forms of narrative that intend to be 

aesthetic or entertaining, nor was it primarily to inform readers. The articles reviewed provide 

enough information on the cause of a disaster to establish the context and to contribute to the 

primary rhetorical purpose, which is to convince or persuade readers to some action or response. 

The narratives are written in such a way as to call up the feelings of the readers by showing them 

the hardships, or the triumphs, of those who are impacted by the disaster event, and trigger 

feelings of sympathy and hope, as well as a call to action 
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References to Master Theological Narratives  

One somewhat surprising outcome of this research was that there were fewer direct 

references to master narratives than originally predicted at the outset of the study. While there 

were oblique references to the “grand narratives” of religious faith, these were more frequently 

allusions, rather than direct references. Rather than citing specific narratives from sacred 

scriptures, there was an assumption within the text of shared understandings that were not made 

explicit. This is further evidence that religious narratives are largely intended for the 

“interpretive community” within which certain presuppositions can be largely assumed (Zelizer, 

1993). This assumption may, however, contribute to the misunderstanding of religious story-

telling in instances when a reader is not aware of the allusions being made. 

Fatalism Is Not a Dominant Theme 

The second area of inquiry this study addressed was an exploration of the assumption that 

there is a predominant “fatalistic religious viewpoint” which is a perceived barrier for disaster 

managers when collaborating with faith-based communities. That people of strong faith are 

fatalistic, however, was not substantiated by this survey of religious journalism. On the contrary, 

the tone of most articles is one of encouraging action: either responding with resilience in a crisis 

or helping out neighbours and strangers directly, or helping vicariously through financial support 

and support of religious agencies that are assisting in recovery efforts. This study uncovered no 

examples of articles in which believers were simply told to endure or accept, or not to act in 

response to a disaster. When describing recovery, religious communities focus on human 

endeavor and celebrate small gains, identifying “fully human” responses with divine intent. 

Throughout the religious narratives that were examined through this study, there was an 

emphasis on action and response, rather than fatalism and acceptance. Stories in religious 
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periodicals focused on accomplishments and resilience more than victimhood, and the focus was 

most often on individuals connected with faith groups rather than officials or experts. Despite the 

persistent bias of some disaster researchers, the writing in religious periodicals examined did not 

advocate fatalism or resignation. Neither did this exploration of religious periodicals reveal an 

anti-scientific or anti-rational viewpoint, although there may be examples of criticism of disaster 

response planners or responders and some of their planning assumptions among the articles 

reviewed. Religious groups are highly responsive to disaster relief efforts, and this study 

provides some insight into how religious periodicals serve to inform and motivate such disaster 

relief efforts.  

Policy Recommendations for Using the Worldview Model 

Understanding the audience is critical for communication between disparate groups. This 

is not only true of the one-way communication of public relations or media presentations, but is 

true for any organization or individual involved in working with other groups towards common 

or negotiated goals. Bankoff  (2004) points out the importance of understanding the social 

construction of hazard, and how this awareness can help prevent misunderstanding of people’s 

actions in disaster preparedness, management, and relief. What may appear to be inappropriate or 

illogical behaviour by an observer may be consistent and rational when understood in the context 

of the worldview of the individual. McClure points out, moreover, that misapplying the 

appropriate style of communication can lead to people feeling misunderstood, and even 

“manipulated” and “confused” by another style (2002, p. 67). This can lead to a lack of 

engagement with the message and/or the messenger, and can result in some resistance to both; 

McClure argues that it is important first to recognize that potential resistance, and then to build 

on shared understandings; that is, to “emphasize what they have in common” (2002, p. 166). 
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Much of this has to do with expectations, particularly when describing a narrative. It might be 

compared to what we expect when we go to see a movie, expecting a family movie in which all 

comes out right in the end (the “happy ending”) only to discover that the movie takes a turn 

towards the dark, evil triumphs, and the future is bleak. It is the gap in expectation that causes 

confusion, and possibly resentment at being misunderstood. “That’s not how the world is, or 

should be.” This is not about facts, but rather about facts that are interpreted into a framework or 

worldview. 

The use of a framework that helps clarify worldviews can render members of a given 

community more accessible to those outside that community. This is particularly important for 

disaster researchers, communicators, and for those who are working for greater collaboration in 

disaster response. What follows is an outline of the necessary steps in building improved 

communication and collaboration, directed particularly at these three principal audiences 

working with faith communities: disaster researchers, communicators, and collaborators. We can 

describe the approach as follows: 

1. Avoid bias 

2. Analyze the communication 

3. Acknowledge points of disparity 

4. Align (Build on points of agreement) 

 

1. Avoid bias 

The first step is the necessary step of suspending prejudices and biases against religious 

organizations. These biases may extend to assumptions about those who claim religious faith 

(that they are anti-scientific, uneducated, or fatalistic, for instance) or may be a simple prejudice 
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against the language of religious communication that uses “religious code” in the same way that 

other disciplines may use technical jargon. The caution to avoid bias will apply particularly to 

disaster researchers, given the biases that have been identified within the research community 

when it comes to understanding faith-based approaches to disasters. Disaster communicators can 

also be subject to bias; those who have a particular message or perspective that they are 

attempting to communicate to different audiences including religious audiences. Disaster 

communicators may represent media or public relations experts, or those with particular subject 

matter expertise, such as government officials, public health and other non-profit organizations, 

environmental or technical experts. Assumptions about faith-based organizations as backward, 

non-scientific, or fatalistic will interfere with the effectiveness of communication, so it is crucial 

to examine underlying bias in order to more effectively engage with these communities.   

2. Analyze 

The second step is to carefully analyze the narrative worldview that may be expressed 

through language and narrative structures. Using the worldview framework proposed here, we 

can ask whether a narrative has a primarily negative (focusing on loss) or positive (seeking hope) 

approach, and can further inquire if the focus is primarily at the human level (low), or at a level 

beyond individual human beings (high). This can also be used to determine one’s own biases, 

since each person views an event from a particular perspective. It can be helpful to know 

whether one’s own viewpoint is focused primarily on positive or negative events, or whether 

one’s own bias is towards using existing resources or seeking resources from outside the 

immediate sphere of influence (and these external resources may be divine intervention, or 

technological assistance, or expert guidance, each of which functions as a worldview in which 

help comes from beyond what is immediately present). 
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The images and allusions that may be used within a religious community may not be 

fully understood by people outside the community. While the idioms and language may be 

different, and assumptions around the role (or existence) of the divine may be different, the 

narrative structure frameworks that have been applied in this study are common to all human 

narratives, and thus can provide a means of analyzing and understanding disaster narratives in a 

way that can be used as a point of contact and comparison between religious and secular 

narratives, and can be used in disaster research and communication. The use of an interpretive 

framework such as the one employed in this study can contribute to an understanding of religious 

discourse as multivalent and diverse, particularly with regard to how the telling of disaster stories 

can be used to motivate readers to deal with sudden disaster events.  

We can then examine the purpose of the narrative and whether that narrative supports 

prevailing narratives within the local community, mainstream media, in the disaster community, 

in the political arena, or gives a new or alternative perspective. The answers to these questions 

can then be directed towards examining the purpose of the narrative, paying particular attention 

to the rhetorical means employed, and how the narrative contributes to supporting or challenging 

other narratives. This acknowledges that there is not a single “religious” viewpoint, and that 

there may be tension between different groups of believers, both within an affected community 

and beyond. The example of religious groups’ response to Pat Robertson and John Piper’s 

pronouncements is instructive; communicators should not assume that one faith group or 

representative speaks for all, and should not assume that members of a faith community will all 

share the same perspective or worldview. 
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3. Acknowledge points of disparity 

There will be points of disparity between members of religious communities and the 

disaster community, or the local community, just as there are within religious communities. As 

an example, those who do not readily describe divine activity may feel unsettled by accounts that 

explicitly name divine intervention; this is true regardless of religious or secular affiliation. This 

may be the source for some of the interpretations that view religious accounts as being fatalistic, 

even when those accounts do not promote resignation or fatalism. One study that indicates how 

two potential audiences may describe the same event is provided by Eliot and Pais (2006) in their 

study of the different ways in which white and black New Orleanians described the support they 

received during the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina; white interviewees cited family and friends 

as the most supportive, and black interviewees credited religious faith, even when both were 

reporting similar situations. Eliott and Pais describe this as “two divergent models of cultural 

interpretation and reporting of emotional support” or, in our terms, different forms of narrative 

structure and worldview (2006, p. 315). 

4. Align (Build on points of agreement) 

Those who are concerned with communicating their own messages to religious audiences 

will find that overcoming bias and understanding their audience is critical. This will help them in 

the next stage, which is the process of “negotiating a hearing” for their own particular 

messaging. John McClure describes the process of “negotiating a hearing” in order to improve 

communication between different audiences (2002, p. 12). It begins with recognizing that in the 

interaction between the writer and the audience there are some shared expectations; narrative 

structures are a convenient and helpful way of encapsulating these shared expectations. This has 

been confirmed by research with faith groups; congregational studies such as those found in 
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Carroll and Dudley (1986) have already shown that these shared expectations can be clustered 

into narrative worldviews and that this is a useful means of analysis for understanding 

congregational culture, especially in times of conflict. 

In order to “negotiate a hearing”, for instance, between a negative approach (focused on 

trauma or damage) and a positive approach (focused on the positive human attributes that are 

revealed), communicators will improve the reception of their message if they are able to focus on 

the points of similarity rather that dissimilarity. Generally human suffering will be a common 

point of contact, and human interest stories are often structured similarly to stories that are told 

about divine intervention by emphasizing unexpected positive outcomes that instill hope. 

A surprising number of the articles in religious journalism are not significantly different 

from secular or mainstream articles and may often be based on mainstream sources; the 

information is selected as of interest to the intended readership, and no reframing or refocusing is 

necessary. Much of the communication within religious communities will be of this mainstream 

or secular type: particularly the low negative and low positive worldviews that tend to avoid 

explicitly describing divine action as a factor in the narrative. 

Awareness of the ways in which narrative language is used and how it functions may 

help communicators to develop ways of looking for commonalities, such as acknowledging that 

there are similar ways of describing extra-human forces that interact on the experience of an 

event. These forces may, for example, be societal impacts, ecological impacts, or political 

realities. Different individuals will focus either on what can be done with existing resources, or 

will look for other resources to ameliorate the situation (such as waiting for changes in weather 

patterns, government assistance, or awaited disaster response specialists). 
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Use of this narrative approach with other ideological communities 

This study has looked at a wide number of periodicals from religious organizations and 

networks. The description of the narrative worldviews, however, is applicable to the ways in 

which other ideological communities might also frame their understanding of the impacts of 

disaster events, such as those who identify strongly with unseen political or social forces that act 

on human beings who are unable to resist (“high narratives”). A current example of how an 

ideological community may express competing narratives is seen in the shaping of the discussion 

about climate change: even among those who accept the reality of human-caused change, there 

are different worldview approaches on whether the forces of climate change are inexorable or 

can be mitigated (high vs. low), and whether the effects are simply destructive and need to be 

reversed, or whether changes can be accommodated and mitigated, and even lead to improved 

ways of living (negative vs positive). In a similar fashion, the understanding of different 

narrative worldviews can also provide a framework for analyzing ideological and non-religious 

narratives about disaster experiences.  

Supporting Cross-sectoral Collaboration 

Finally, one of the goals in mobilizing community response following a disaster event is 

not simply to send and receive messages, but to build cooperative relationships between those 

who see the world differently. In order to do this, the goal is to build relationships rather than 

emphasize disparity (McClure, 2002, p. 157). Religious communities may have particular 

motivations and understandings, but they do not see the world in radically different ways from 

other members of a society – there is not a “religious worldview” that is entirely sui generis. 

Religious journalists appeal to human motivations such as empathy and hope in order to engage 

religious readers; the same appeal will engage other communities.  
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A religiously informed methodology for understanding disaster is an alternative approach 

to the dominant secular approach of disaster studies (Veilleux, 2014), but it is not a minority 

narrative. It is a different lens through which to understand the way communities understand and 

respond to disasters that disrupt social networks and impact people’s lives. Moreover, it is a 

value-laden lens that holds clues to the realities of those social networks themselves, networks 

that impact the way communities experience each stage of the disaster cycle. Religious 

journalism is one practical method by which religious communities maintain and communicate 

their worldview amongst themselves and with others, and so an examination of religious 

periodicals can open up understanding of the religious frameworks through which many people 

understand significant life-changing events such as disasters. A better understanding of religious 

perspectives on disaster events may help to reduce perceived barriers to cross-sector and 

interdisciplinary collaboration and enable communities to better leverage the resources of faith-

based communities throughout the disaster experience. 

Limitations of the Study 

It is important to note that one limitation of the sampling approach employed in this 

analysis is that the sample of religious periodicals was largely limited to North American 

publications, which are predominantly Judeo-Christian. While this sample reflects the relative 

balance between faith groups in North America, the results of this study may not be 

generalizable beyond the audiences of the North American publications included in this study.  

This study included only religious periodicals that were written in English, and which 

tended to be periodicals with wider circulation. As many religious periodicals act as 

communication platforms within smaller ethnic and socio-linguistic communities, which were 

not sampled, there may be significant differences between the communications used in smaller, 
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more homogenous ethnic communities and the more widely-publicised periodicals sampled in 

this study. Additionally, religious communications in printed and online media represent only 

one vector of the total amount of religious communication that takes place, which would include 

oral and written communication within faith communities (such as sermons and prayers); other 

printed media such as books, worship materials, and guides for personal devotion; and the 

countless ways in which religion and faith is expressed through culture, customs, rituals, and 

everyday speech. This study cannot be used to generalize to these different and widely varying 

means of direct and indirect communication. 

A further limitation results from the nature of communication itself: while this study 

focusses on what is written, it does not address what is understood by the reader. There may be 

some confidence that journalists write in such a way that their message can be understood, and 

there are some feedback loops to let publishers know that their readers are generally receptive 

(letters to the editor, declining subscriptions, etc.) but this is a crude measure. What we can 

observe is that there are several narrative forms that are considered effective in reaching an 

audience to motivate their response; we cannot directly correlate those responses.  

Future Directions for Study 

The results of this study suggest several directions for future research. By its nature, the 

articles selected have been primarily Western, and Christian. This is partly due to the historic and 

continuing importance of religious journalism in North America, and may be difficult to replicate 

in other contexts, but further study should explore more deeply other faith traditions than the 

Western, Judeo-Christian tradition. In particular, indigenous communities may use similar or 

different approaches in describing disasters, and the use of a narrative approach may provide a 

deeper analysis of how dislocating events are interpreted and how action is prompted in these 
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communities. Other communities may also use similar narrative structures, and the same 

classification system might be applied to non-religious, ideological communities such as the 

environmental movement, or political ideologies. The advantage of using a common analytical 

approach would be not only to provide useful comparisons, but also to seek common 

understandings between communities with different purposes and experiences. 

Two issues identified in the section on methodology above are worth identifying as 

directions for further study: the treatment of HIV/AIDS in the discourse of religious periodicals 

deserves specific study, as the topic is not confined to the epidemiological factors, but is 

entwined with discussions of individual responsibility and divine judgement in a way quite 

different from, for example, discussions of the spread of the Zika virus. Approaching the study of 

the discourse in both religious and secular media using the rhetorical and worldview approaches 

advocated in this study could create new ways of understanding how different communities 

respond to this particular crisis. 

Studies in the area of preaching (McClure, 2002), and in congregational dynamics 

(Carroll & Dudley, 1986; Hopewell, 1987), suggest that communities tend to cluster around one 

of the four worldviews (tragic, ironic, comic, and romantic) and that they are resistant to 

messaging that comes from another worldview, irrespective of theological concerns. The 

worldview provides a basic orientation that determines what types of messaging resonates with 

the community experience. In the area of communications, particularly within religious 

communities, there is a need for further study on the use of rhetorical language concerning 

natural disasters, particularly what we referred to above as the “catastrophic” style of writing. It 

is reasonable to consider whether impassioned rhetoric serves two functions – to increase the 

excitement and passion within the interpretive community linked through the religious 
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communication, while at the same time distancing or distinguishing it from other viewpoints. In 

an era where the discussion of social issues evinces increasing polarity and civic discourse 

becomes increasingly difficult, a study of rhetorical language and how it functions within 

specific communities could help to re-orient conversations or better understand viewpoints 

which appear opaque to others. 

Finally, this study chose to examine only faith-based media for practical considerations, 

and no comparisons were made to secular or main-stream media, which have their own approach 

to communicating about religious issues. This study found that religious periodicals provide 

strong encouragement to their readers to be concerned, engaged, and involved in disaster 

response, and encourage this response by building empathy with victims and trusting in divine 

help. Future studies that examine the rhetoric and goals of mainstream media, using the four-

worldview approach to narrative structure, could lead to a richer understanding of how different 

communities motivate their audiences to respond to disasters. 
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Conclusion 

This study has focused on the communication that takes place within religious 

communities through the public forum of religious journalism, examining the rhetoric that is 

used to persuade readers by analyzing the narrative structures that are used for communication. It 

was hypothesized that religious periodicals would use a variety of narrative approaches and 

different worldviews, and this was shown to be true; the communication within religious 

communities is diverse and complex. The second hypothesis was that the persistent assumption 

that religious communities encourage fatalistic or passive responses was shown not to be true; 

such a viewpoint is rarely expressed and when it is, there is an immediate challenge from other 

religious voices. While there is a diversity of interpretive frameworks, religious periodicals on 

the whole, no matter what worldview they represent, strongly encourage readers to be involved 

in disaster response through stories intended to create empathy, to describe hopeful and positive 

descriptions of recovery, or to use such events as a means to discover God’s presence.  

By focusing on religious media, this study examines a widespread phenomenon that has 

influence on many thousands of believers; religious journalism is one practical method by which 

religious communities maintain and communicate their worldview amongst themselves and with 

others, and so an examination of religious periodicals can open up understanding of the religious 

frameworks through which many people interpret significant life-changing events such as 

disasters. The narrative approach also gives insight into the ways in which religious 

interpretations both expect and influence certain beliefs or perspectives in their readership or 

audience. Greater awareness of the role and approach of religious interpretations can contribute 

to the overall understanding of the role of religion in relation to disaster events. Currently, the 

approach of disaster researchers in general is frequently simplistic and problematic when it 
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comes to religion, and this can influence policy and planning by governmental and non-

governmental agencies in preparing for, preventing, and responding to disasters; despite frequent 

calls by researchers to engage more deeply with religious communities and to understand the 

ways in which faith communities and individuals understand crisis and disruption, this continues 

to be an area in which more research needs to be done (Gaillard & Texier, 2010). A fuller 

understanding of religiously-motivated disaster responses, as described in this study, can help to 

inform these misconceptions and improve policies. This study also provides a framework for 

understanding how media can function within specific communities to engage readers, by 

highlighting the significance of an event affecting others and connecting it to the lives of readers 

through empathy and hope. These frameworks then appeal to readers to respond, whether 

through intangible connections such as prayer and concern, to volunteer their own direct efforts, 

or through financial support or encouragement of others who are volunteering to mitigate 

disastrous consequences. This framework may be usefully applied to other forms of media, and 

beyond religious media to secular media, to examine how the shape of a narrative determines 

what the reader is expected to understand and respond to, and how communications can appeal to 

pre-existing narratives (such as those found within faith communities) and utilize them in 

encouraging response to current events. 

The narratives that are told in religious periodicals are an important component of how 

religiously-minded communities form their understanding of a disaster event. This is not to 

suggest that they are the sole means of forming this understanding, but they work within the 

interpretive community to both reflect the ways in which people think and to reinforce or 

advocate for new understandings. As such, they provide a useful tool for understanding. As a 

simple illustration, compare these three accounts of the Fort McMurray wildfire, which caused 
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the evacuation of over 80,000 people and resulted in the destruction of over 3,200 homes and 

businesses. The first quotation was cited above (page 67); this is an example of a romantic, high 

positive approach, in which the positive outcomes are attributed indirectly but clearly to divine 

intervention: 

While prayers are not measurable, observe this: a remarkable 85 per cent of Fort 

McMurray is still standing, though “The Beast” still rages; furthermore, not one 

life has been lost because of its rampage, except for 15-year-old, Emily Ryan, and 

her relative, Aaron Hodgson, who died in a car crash during their evacuation. 

(Van Roekel, 2016) 

The other two accounts are found in more recent articles, and both are found in Appendix 

D. The first account is an article entitled “Fort McMurray evacuees plagued by PTSD, study 

suggests” and it deals with the effects of PTSD on those who experienced the fire and were 

returning to the community (Snowdon, 2017).In this account, the language, while sympathetic, 

describes negative outcomes being experienced currently and likely into the future. It suggests 

that help will be necessary, but does not hold out promises for recovery. Although secular, with 

no reference to God, the article does refer to the impact of forces beyond the individual, 

particularly the effects of psychological damage which may “remain dormant” and emphasizes 

suffering, evacuees “plagued by memories” and “suffering in solitude.” 

Although there is no reference to divine activity, the description of the disaster itself is 

described in anthropomorphic or animistic terms, as if it had a purpose and was intent on causing 

damage; evidenced by the use of the terms, “the Beast”, “merciless”, “destroying” and 

“devouring”. This is an account characterized by a negative approach, and its emphasis on 

external forces places it as a high negative, tragic worldview. 
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The third account, “Ministry thriving in Fort McMurray,” also tells of the effects of 

PTSD, particularly with first responders, but the approach is positive, and it is focused on human 

interactions (Breakey, 2018). In this article, there is only an incidental, almost ritual, recognition 

of divine activity in the opening and closing paragraphs. God supports the human actors. The rest 

of the article focuses on new ministry initiatives and opportunities, brought about by the effect of 

the disaster. This is a low positive, comic account.  

Is any account more accurate than the other? Certainly not. Yet, the rhetorical approaches 

of each one can make them difficult to appropriate by those who are viewing the events from a 

different worldview. McClure, in describing the need to be cognizant of the different worldviews 

in communication, points out that when people’s expectations of how the events should be 

interpreted differ greatly, they will be misperceived, and heard as “naïve”, nonsense, and 

disturbing (McClure, 2002, p. 35). 

The contrasts between the positive and negative accounts are not theological, but they do 

represent profound differences in how an event is understood, and how responses can be 

influenced by those differences. Carroll and Dudley use this approach to foster understanding 

between groups in conflict, maintaining that the comparison of contrasting views brings “a 

deeper appreciation of the variables in world view that each employs” and leads to a deeper 

understanding of the other’s point of view (Carroll & Dudley, 1986, p. 35). 
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Appendix A 

Scripture resources 

“Disaster stories are omnipresent in the tradition of the three major monotheist religions, 

Islam, Judaism and Christianity” (Dynes, 1998), and to a lesser extent, in the writings of other 

religious communities. The following is a list of the most significant of those texts, the ones that 

are most frequently cited or referred to by religious periodical articles dealing with disasters. 

While this list is in no way exhaustive, it does indicate the wide variety of master narratives 

accessible to those who are writing for religious audiences. The different religious groups are 

presented in chronological order based on when the majority of the texts are understood to have 

been written or compiled for use within the religious community. 

Judaism 

The Hebrew scriptures, or Tanakh, consist of three major divisions: Torah or Law, 

Nebi’im or Prophets, and Khetubim, or Writings. These writings are known by Christians as the 

Old Testament. There are several examples of disaster-related events told in the Hebrew 

Scriptures (Davis & Wall, 1992). Disasters are generally attributed to divine action, for various 

purposes: to punish those who have sinned, to correct the disobedient, to demonstrate God’s 

power, to defeat enemies, and to signify the coming of the end times.  

The most well-known and frequently cited as examples of God’s punishment for sin are 

the story of the universal flood in the time of Noah (Genesis 6:5-8), and the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah by volcano (Genesis 18:21-21 and 19:24-25). Similar themes appear in the 

story of Jonah who was chased by a storm before being tossed overboard and swallowed by a 

large sea creature (Jonah 1:4-16). Other natural disasters include wildfire (Numbers 11:1, 

Numbers 16:31-35); earthquake (Numbers 16:31-35, Amos 8:7-8), epidemic (Numbers 25:3-9), 
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and drought (1 Kings 17:1, 1 Kings 18:18, Jeremiah 14:1-7, Haggai 1:9-11). Disasters can also 

be seen as warnings, to encourage people to turn back from disobedience: examples of these 

include drought (Amos 4:6-8, Zecharaiah 14:17-19), epidemic and hail (Haggai 2:17), and 

unnamed threat of destruction (Jonah 3:4-5). Alternatively, natural phenomena may simply 

reveal God’s power (Exodus 19:6-19, Judges 5:4-5, Psalm 18:7, Psalm 29:3-9, Psalm 97:5-6, 

Isaiah 29:6, Nehemiah 1:5). 

Some disasters are described as having been sent by God as a means to defeat enemies. 

Earthquake, plague, heavy rains, hailstorm, and volcanic activity are all deployed against 

attacking forces (Ezekiel 38:17-23, 1 Samuel 14:15-16). The story of the Exodus, in which the 

expatriate Jewish community leaves economic slavery in Egypt with the help of God’s 

intervention, lists several cycles of natural disasters intended to influence the Pharaoh of Egypt, 

including infestations of pests, flies, gnats, frogs and locusts (Exodus 8:6, 17, and 24), epidemics 

affecting livestock and humans (Exodus 9:3, 6, 10), and hailstorms (Exodus 9:23-25).  

There are also some instances in the Torah in which disasters are not attributed to divine 

action: drought (Genesis 12:10, Genesis 26:1, Genesis 41:53-54, Genesis 47:13, Ruth 1:1), or 

earthquakes (Amos 1:1, Zechariah 14:5, Psalm 60:2, Psalm 46:2-3), for instance. In these stories, 

God is seen as accompanying the believer through these disastrous events, as in Psalm 23: “even 

though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for you are with me.” 

Frequent allusions to God’s epiphany in storm or earthquake are made in the prophetic 

books, occasionally tied to historical events: (Exodus 19:18, Nahum 1:1-15, Psalm 83 13, Psalm 

77:18, Psalm 18:7) Disasters are often sent as warnings (Zechariah 14:4, Joel 2:1-11), or they 

may be experienced as opportunities sent for instruction (Job 9:6). The link between natural 

occurences and theophany (manifestations of the divine presence) is strong enough to create a 
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plot twist in 1 Kings 19:11, in which the prophet Elijah evidently expects God to be revealed in 

the storm winds, earthquake, and wildfire, but instead encounters God in “a sound of sheer 

silence” (NRSV). 

God’s presence is also tied to apocalyptic, or visions of the end times. Apocalyptic 

frequently uses the imagery of earthquake and storm to describe the day of judgement in 

catastrophic terms (Ezekiel 38:19, Haggai 2:6, Isaiah 13:13). In apocalyptic imagery, God is 

shown as ruler over the chaotic events of natural disasters, and is portrayed as eternal even while 

the temporal world is being destroyed in order to create a new order. God both uses geophysical 

disruption to demonstrate power, and transcends it. 

Typically in the Hebrew Scriptures, God’s action is made manifest and is apparent to all. 

In the earliest sources that make up the Book of Genesis (dating from about 950 BCE) God is the 

Creator, and continues to exercise authority over creation, controlling weather, natural 

phenomena and historical events. As the history of religious thought developed from that of a 

nature religion to a more universal deity, God’s involvement became increasingly ahistorical and 

less temporally and geographically bound. God can be described by Isaiah in the sixth century 

BCE as “the hidden god” (Isaiah 45:15).  

Not only is God described as increasingly distant, but the concept of direct punishment in 

the form of disasters gradually became more nuanced. The story of Sodom and Gomorrah 

(Genesis 18:16-19:26) links disaster clearly to punishment for sin. However Job, likely written in 

the 6th Century BCE (Kugler & Hartin, 2009), rejects the notion that suffering must be caused by 

sin, although the story does involve deliberate machinations between God and the devil (K. 

Armstrong, 1994). By the time of the prophets in the 4th Century BCE, (Haggai, Zechariah, 

Malachi) there is more emphasis on persuasion rather than punishment. 
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Buddhism 

The worldviews of Buddhists are based on the philosophy taught by Gautama Buddha 

more than 2,500 years ago. In Buddhist philosophy, individuals and their environments are seen 

as impermanent. Reality is independent of the individual (Chen, 2011). This worldview, 

expressed in the Buddhist Noble Eightfold Path which provides the essential elements of 

Buddhist practice; right conduct, right practice, and right wisdom (Rahula, 2001), encourages 

individuals to be aware not only of their own existence, but, beyond that, to realize that all 

worldly existence is constantly changing and impermanent. Human beings have only the illusion 

of control and security; attachment to the illusion of control and security leads to suffering. The 

condition of suffering is illustrated by the Buddhist Four Noble Truths (Chen, 2011): 

• Life means suffering  

• The origin of suffering is attachment  

• The cessation of suffering is attainable, through  

• The practice of the path to enlightenment (Dhamma) 

The suffering that is induced by attachment is the central Buddhist approach towards 

defining a disaster. Specific to Buddhist spirituality, there are two key practices that contribute 

towards a practitioner’s resilience to disasters. The first key practice is the understanding that 

disasters are not caused, but result from existing conditions. There are no Gods and there is no 

divine or universal purpose. The second key practice is that of action: this is the practice of 

compassion (karuna); those actions that promote happiness and alleviate suffering. Buddhism 

views disaster as an imbalance occurring in nature; while not equated with punishment, it may 

still be seen as a trial, by which a person’s response in dealing with trial will be judged or 
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evaluated (Mujib, 2015) insofar as it brings nature back into balance, or the way it is intended to 

be.  

Other principles that influence the Buddhist approach to disasters and suffering include a 

respect for life, and a belief in karma, which is defined as “the belief that the total effect of a 

person's intentions during the successive phases of the person's existence will determine the 

person's destiny” (Levy et al., 2009). This does not, however, lead to an impassive outlook when 

viewing other’s suffering or pain, as Buddhism strongly reverences life and enjoins compassion 

(karuna) towards all beings who experience suffering (Rahula, 2001).  These two competing 

attitudes – the belief that things happen as a result of one’s actions, and that nonetheless one 

must respond with compassion and not judgement – are eloquently expressed in one of the 

articles cited above in which a young monk describes his reaction to seeing the devastation 

around him following the earthquake in Nepal; while he believes that he should be showing 

detachment and not be affected by the suffering, he responds to the event with “an altruistic 

mind” that moves him towards compassion  (Varvaloucas, 2015). 

In some traditions of Buddhism, there is said to have been an earthquake before the death 

of Buddha. When asked by his disciple, Ananda, about the cause for the earthquake, Buddha is 

reported to have said that there were eight reasons for earthquakes. Among them are the 

movement of the wind on the water which moves the earth; when a hermit gains mastery over his 

thoughts; and, when “one who is intent on awakening mindfully and with full awareness leaves 

his mother’s womb, then the earth is disturbed, it shakes, shudders and quakes” (Sugden, 2015). 

It is recorded that when the Buddha was asked to prove his Buddhahood to the god of death, 

Māra, he pointed not to the heavens but to the earth to provide witness, and the ground 

responded with an earthquake (Monier-Williams, 1889) 
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Christianity 

As the Christian scriptures include the Hebrew scriptures, with the addition of narratives 

about Jesus Christ and the history of the development of the early Christian movement, there is 

considerable continuity between them, with similar themes. Those themes consist of God’s 

accompaniment of the believer in threatening circumstances, the epiphany of God or Jesus 

through dramatic natural phenomena, and the use of disaster imagery to describe apocalyptic or 

end-times scenarios. As in the Hebrew scriptures, natural phenomena continue to herald the 

presence of God (or Jesus), but the emphasis is less on the event itself, and more on the power of 

God (or Jesus) to use or control the event: for instance, in calming the storm that threatened the 

disciples on open water (Luke 8:22-25). Natural phenomena can be harnessed, however, to 

reveal the presence of God or to accomplish God’s purpose: for instance, an earthquake breaks 

open a prison cell (Acts 16:26), stars light the path for magi from the East (Matthew 2) or 

lightning frightens a persecutor of the church, leading to his conversion (Acts 9). An earthquake 

removes the stone from the tomb in which Jesus is laid (Matthew 28:2), and a similar event 

marks the moment of his death (Matthew 27:51).Yet, this is not a radical discontinuity; as 

apocalyptic passages continue to use the image of storms and earthquakes to signify God’s acts 

of judgement (Revelation 6:12-14, Luke 21:10-11, Revelation 16:17-19, Mark 13:8 with 

parallels in Luke 21:9-11, Matthew 24:6-8).  

These trends noted above in reference to developing concepts in the Jewish Scriptures, 

i.e. a move from god’s involvement being seen as punishment to being seen as persuasion, and a 

gradual universalizing and distancing of God’s direct involvement in natural events, continue 

into the Christian scriptures. Christianity, whose roots are found in the Jewish concept of God, 

presents a less apparent and manifest God, a God whose presence is “hidden” by taking on a 
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human form in Jesus who can only be seen with the eyes of faith.  While there is continuity 

between Hebrew and Christian scriptures in portraying God and Jesus as capable of controlling 

and manipulating natural phenomena, Jesus in one significant passage is described as 

challenging the assumption that an unfortunate accident can be used to judge the victims, and 

explicitly disassociates the consequences of a disaster from the worth of the victims: (Luke 13:4, 

in which Jesus points out that the collapse of a tower, killing eighteen people, does not suggest 

that they were greater sinners than others). As the above suggests, both Christian and Hebrew 

scriptures address the question of judgement and God’s involvement in a multiplicity of ways, 

which continue to be reflected in the communication found in religious periodicals (Chester, 

2005; Stern, 2007).  

Islam 

Islamic theology is derived from two main sources, the Qur’an, and the hadith literature. 

The Qur’an is the book of scripture believed by Muslims to be the word of God dictated directly 

to the prophet Muhammad.  The hadith are collections of sayings attributed to the Prophet, 

believed also to be inspired by Allah (Al Amry, 2008).  

Disaster references in Islam parallel those in other Abrahamic religions6, in particular 

when referring to narratives that are seen as judgements for unbelief (“Natural disasters and 

calamities in light of Quran and Sunnah,” 2015): 

                                                           
6 Abraham is the common ancestor of the three major monotheistic religions: Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam. Abraham’s offspring became the founders of Judaism (Genesis 12-23) 

and Islam (Qur’an 2, Al-Baqarah, and 6, Al-An'am); Christianity draws its genealogical heritage 

largely from the history of Judaism. 
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 Noah – Punished by Allah for polytheism, with a flood (Al-Qamar 54:9-16) 

 Tribe of Ad – Punished for polytheism, with a windstorm (Fussilat) 

 People of Sodom – Punished for homosexuality with a rain of stones (Quran 

11:82, 26:169–175, 27:54–58) 

 Pharaoh was drowned, and the people of Egypt punished: “And indeed We 

punished the people of Fir’aun (Pharaoh) with years of drought and shortness of 

fruits (crops, etc.) that they might remember (take heed). (Al-A’raf 7:130) 

 Qaroon was a wealthy person unwilling to admit that his wealth was given to him 

by Allah, who caused the earth to swallow him and his dwelling place. “Then he 

had no group or party to help him against Allah, nor was he one of those who 

could save themselves.” (Al-Qasas) 

 Polytheists of Makkah – The army that attacked the Prophet Muhammad were 

pushed back by a windstorm: “We sent against them a wind and forces that you 

saw not [angels during the battle of AlAhzâb (the Confederates)]. And Allah is 

Ever All Seer of what you do.” (AlAhzâb 33:9) 

From an Islamic perspective, disasters may also be intended as warnings or tests, 

encouraging those who witness them to believe in Allah: 

 Or another example is that of a dark storm-cloud in the sky charged with 

thunder and lightning. They press their fingers to their ears at the sound of 

each stunning thunderclap for fear of death: Allah is encircling the 

unbelievers from all sides. The lightning terrifies them as if it was going to 

snatch away their eyesight; whenever it flashes they walk on; when it 

becomes dark, they stand still. (Quran 2:18-20) 
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 And certainly, We shall test you with something of fear, hunger, loss of 

wealth, lives and fruits, but give glad tidings to As-Sâbirin (the patient 

ones, etc.) (Al-Baqarah 2:155). 

 Do you think you will enter the paradise without such (trials) as came to 

those who passed away before you? They were afflicted with severe 

poverty and ailments and were so shaken that even the Messenger and 

those who believed along with him said, “When (will come) the Help of 

Allah?” Yes! Certainly, the Help of Allâh is near! (Al-Baqarah 2:214) 

 Do people think they will be left alone because they say: “We believe,” 

and will not be tested. And We indeed tested those who were before them. 

And Allah will certainly make (it) known (the truth of) those who are true, 

and will certainly make (it) known (the falsehood of) those who are liars, 

(although Allah knows all that before putting them to test). (Al-’Ankabut 

29:2-3) 

Other passages commend trust in Allah when faced with disasters: one of the hadiths 

describes those who die in a disaster as martyrs (“Natural disasters and calamities in light of 

Quran and Sunnah,” 2015): 

 We shall surely test your steadfastness with fear and famine, with loss of 

property, life and produce. Give good news to those who endure with 

patience; who, when afflicted with calamity, say: "We belong to Allah and 

to Him we shall return." (Quran 2: 155-157) 

 The Holy Prophet (may peace be upon him) said: The martyrs are of five 

kinds: one who dies of plague; one who dies of diarrhoea (or cholera); one 
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who is drowned,' one who is buried under debris and one who dies 

fighting in the way of Allah. (Muslim, Book 020, Number 4705) 

 And fear the Fitnah (affliction and trial, etc.) which affects not in 

particular (only) those of you who do wrong (but it may afflict all the good 

and the bad people), and know that Allah is Severe in punishment. (Al-

Anfal 8:25) 

 And verily, We will make them taste the near torment (i.e. the torment in 

the life of this world, i.e. disasters, calamities, etc.) prior to the supreme 

torment (in the Hereafter), in order that they may (repent and) return (i.e. 

accept Islâm). (As-Sajdah 32:21) 

 See they not that they are tried once or twice every year (with different 

kinds of calamities, disease, famine, etc.)? Yet, they turn not in 

repentance, nor do they learn a lesson (from it). (At-Tawbah 9:126) 

Disasters are also frequently described as signs of judgement day (Al Amry, 2008), when 

the natural world is disrupted to make it clear that something significant is happening. The day of 

judgment is when the power of Allah will be apparent to all, believers and unbelievers. However, 

the natural disasters themselves are not directed towards human beings deliberately to cause 

them harm; they are signs, not weapons.  

 O mankind, is your creation harder than the heaven that He built? He 

raised its canopy and fashioned it to perfection, He gave darkness to the 

night and brightness to the day. After that He spread out the earth, then 

from it He brought forth its water and its pasture, set its mountains, and 

made them beneficial for you and your cattle. When the great disaster will 
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strike, the Day when man will call to mind all that he had striven for. 

(Quran 79:27-46) 

 When the heaven will cleft asunder; when the stars will scatter; when the 

oceans will be torn apart; and when the graves will be laid open: then each 

soul shall know what it has sent forth and what it left behind. O man! 

(Quran 82:1-19). 

 When the earth will be shaken to her utmost convulsion, and the earth 

shall bring out all her inner burdens, man shall say: "What is happening 

to her?" On that Day she shall report whatever had happened on her, for 

your Lord shall have commanded her to do so. On that Day men shall 

proceed in sorted out groups to be shown their 'Book of Deeds.' Then, 

whoever has done an atom's weight of good shall see it there, and whoever 

has done an atom's weight of evil shall see it there. (Quran 99:1-8) 
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Appendix C  

Example of rhetorical usage of disaster language from Tikkun.org 

This appendix gives a sample of the rhetorical use of disaster language in one selected 

journal. Tikkun is a progressive journal, focusing on social transformation from a spiritual and 

politico-economic point of view. Its editor, Michael Lerner, is a rabbi in the Jewish Renewal 

movement, and the journal’s mission is to support and strengthen the Religious Left in 

opposition to conservative movements in American politics and religion 

(http://www.tikkun.org/nextgen/about).  

Of the articles selected for inclusion in this study by online search of disaster terms, fully 

half referred not to actual events, but used disaster language to describe the effect of social 

movements, political action, or other natural events. This gives an indication of the prevalence 

and importance of disaster-oriented rhetoric within religious journals. Examples follow in order 

of the number of occurrences found: 

Flood/tsunami as metaphor for “rapid dissemination” (28), for refugees (6) 

 ... we are left with the incontrovertible observations that a flood of light 

dominates our Universe …. For every particle of matter there are 1 

billion particles of light.” (Fox, 2014) 

 Alvin Herring teaches, “We have to speak truth and flood our hearts with 

generosity.” (Greenberg, 2014) 

 ... critique of the so-called Transfer Agreement that contravened the economic 

boycott of Nazi Germany in its early years; yes, this “flood[ed] the market ... 

(Seliger, 2011). 
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 The flood of war propaganda presaging an imminent escalation of the US 

intervention in Syria threatens to hasten such a confrontation .... (Van Auken, 

2016) 

 ... will flood their ranks with volunteer fighters, drown the voices of 

moderation and unify the Islamic world .... (Zunes, 2016) 

 Stanford’s Periyakoil said America’s aging “silver tsunami” – over 8,000 

citizens turn 65 each day – now has a new name. (M. Perry, 2013) 

 ... the latest refugee flood. If we want to take on Trump, we’re going to have 

to take on the government of Israel—his biggest supporter—as well. (LeVine, 

2017) 

 The books of Reginald Dwayne Betts, which are part of this flood of prison-

based testimony, recount the tale of a young man .... (Hartnett, 2012) 

 ... our general culture is if anything more violent, thanks to the development 

(and abuse) of modern mass media — and the flood of weapons. (Nagler, 

2016) 

 There’s been a flood of essays with titles that are variations on the theme “I 

Am Not Charlie.” (Goldbard, 2015) 

 Culturally, let us resist the flood-tide of hedonistic commercials and 

meretricious programming on television, and the propaganda and .... 

(Anschuetz, 2012) 

 Because the tremendous oil money funding the translations; the books coming 

out of Saudi Arabia can flood the market easily. (Seliger, 2012) 
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 I knew that many of the Negro people were victims of bitterness that could 

easily rise to flood proportions. What could I say to keep them .... (F. E. 

Davis, 2012) 

 In the flood of angry words that poured out of Israel and Gaza during a week 

of spiraling violence, few statements were more blunt …. (Lerner, 2014a) 

 A new brutalism haunts America, drenched in the ever increasing flood of 

intolerable police and state violence. (Giroux, 2015) 

 While the group cannot imagine having a “tsunami effect” they hope to create 

“a tiny drip,” as Marian Kernahan put it .... (Weissman, 2014) 

 Expect some flood warnings as the tears begin to flow when the nation 

celebrates its ... And second there was NO Satanic abuse epidemic. (St. Clair, 

2016) 

 And with global climate change ramping up, the flood of innocents will only 

accelerate into a torrent. (Sachs, 2016) 

 ... in Israel and in the disputed territories, by all means, make it, using 

evidence, not fallacies; if not, brace yourself for the tsunami of history. 

(Nevel, 2014) 

 It is at that point, where the fearful no longer need to fear a tsunami of the 

desperately poor .... (I. Fletcher, 2011) 

 This is the exact same situation you have in Europe and in the U.S. Poor 

people from third world countries flood into western nations .... (Harris-

Gershon, 2012a) 
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 ... 1948 invasion by neighboring Arab states, there would not have been a 

flood of fleeing refugees. (Harris-Gershon, 2013) 

 .... the establishment gun control lobby, whose representatives flood the TV 

airwaves in the wake of every mass shooting. (Villareal, 2013b) 

 You chose a surgeon to lift her six-year-old uterus out of her body, another 

doctor to slice her breast buds away, and an endocrinologist to flood 

hormones into a body. (Clare, 2014) 

 In 1939, after the flood of European refugees to Palestine provoked several 

long and intense Arab revolts, Britain issued a white paper .... (Ascher, 2015) 

 And on October 6th people will flood Freedom Plaza in DC calling for an end 

to wars and an answer to desperate domestic needs. (Lerner, 2011c) 

 At Flood Wall Street, there was a sea of blue shirts and dresses, where people 

got arrested as I wrote. Ritual is most real when it has truth to it. (Schaper, 

2014) 

 How long can we allow this daily tsunami of fatalities to continue unabated? 

Without doubt, humanity is in the midst of a global emergency .... (Share the 

World’s Resources, 2015) 

Epidemic used to describe “widespread”, including depression (13) 

 This wave of spiritual consciousness-raising and the actions it inspires has the 

potential, according to Saade, to unleash an epidemic of positive change .... 

(Kercher, 2014) 
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 … because history moves and deposits new realities: a Black urban 

underclass; an occupied West Bank; pandemic hard drugs in the schools; 

AIDS. (Gitlin, 1987) 

 Note that the obesity epidemic is correlated with the dramatic rise in available 

calories that began in the 1970s. Ask American parents .... (J. Brueggemann, 

2012)  

 ... last discussed before Abbas and Olmert were swept up in the Middle East’s 

infectious anti-leadership/lost election epidemic back in 2008. (Pozmantier, 

2012) 

 Is there really an epidemic of illnesses in Europe related to men being intact? 

Are European men rushing to get circumcised …. (Harris-Gershon, 2012b) 

 ... a phenomenon rather than an issue; the other two contenders were about the 

AIDS epidemic and sexual abuse of women in the U.S. military. (Seliger, 

2013) 

 Filled with mercy in the face of the dangers of the zika virus epidemic Pope 

Francis opens a space for the use of contraceptives .... (Boff, 2016) 

 ... other processed foods that contribute to our nation’s obesity epidemic. ... 

heat waves, storm surges, and other effects that are deleterious .... (J. 

Brueggemann, 2016) 

 In addition, HIV infections have also declined in Portugal, unlike, for 

example, in the rural United States where a heroin epidemic has .... (Gordon, 

2016) 
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 This was evident when she moderated the vice-presidential debate in 2004 and 

asked Vice-President Cheney and Senator Edwards about the AIDS epidemic 

among African-American women. (Elverton-Dixon, 2016) 

 I believe that a potentially significant contribution of my work to the healing 

of the world (tikkun olam) is its treatment of the pandemic spiritual 

narcissism. (Ferrer, 2011) 

 Thus it is that addiction is rampant among the police. Thus it is that 

depression is epidemic in the upper middle class .... (Lerner, 2017a) 

 That, my friends is the grave epidemic contagion that has infected the world. 

(Berndt, 2017) 

Storm or hurricane as a metaphor for controversy, protest, or violence (11) 

 That is to say, as the storm of conflict intensifies, he is less sensitive to either 

the indecency of what is being said or its consequences. (Brenner, 2017) 

 But a storm is blowing from Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it is so 

strong that the angel can no longer close them. (A. Armstrong, 2007) 

 ... justice, and dignity, echoes of which may be detected in the similarly 

astonishing social protest movement suddenly taking Israel by storm. (Klug, 

2011) 

 Last, in an ironic twist, perhaps we owe a thank you to the fringe few who 

manufactured this storm. (Bemporad, Kowalski, Breger, & Khan, 2012) 

 The storm is rising against the privileged minority of the earth, from which 

there is no shelter in isolation or armament. The storm will not abate .... 

(Scofield, 2011)  
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 The thing to do now was “let their lamp of nonviolence continue burning in 

the surrounding storm.” Yet, in the end, there will still be things that …. 

(Nagler, 2012) 

 I hope and pray we can weather this storm, this Hurricane America, together 

.... (Pasquale, 2012) 

 For months now, a group of Jewish zealots has been kicking up a storm in 

Jerusalem by advocating the building of the Third Jewish Temple …. 

(Avnery, 2014) 

 BDS activists storm stores and remove Israeli products from store shelves. 

The only victory BDS is look for is pushing Jews out of the region .... (Harris-

Gershon, 2014) 

 We have a daily howl of madness, and a shite storm spraying across the 

globe. (Weinberg, 2016) 

Pandemic or epidemic to describe “widespread” violence (11) 

 But if I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when?- Rabbi Hillel, Pirke 

Avot 1:14 Our world is riddled with tragedies: the epidemic of killings by 

police …. (Zavis, 2015)  

 Protecting the Majority of Humanity: Stopping the International Pandemic of 

Intimate Violence .... (Eisler, 2016) 

 ... issues like poverty, alcohol and drug abuse and endemic violence in the 

inner city are responsible for the epidemic of gun violence, not the mere 

availability of guns. (LeVine, 2012) 
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 ... none is left after reading James Gilligan’s Violence: Our Deadly Epidemic 

and Its Causes, a book I have referenced here more than once …. epidemic of 

violence (Kashtan, 2012) 

 Indeed, you know that sexual violence in the military has reached epidemic 

proportions when even the officer in charge of the Air Force ... (Villareal, 

2013a) 

 This video looks at a tragedy that struck home last year, two combat-wounded 

veterans set out to end a little-known epidemic in America. (Roland, 2015) 

  It’s as if we have an unspoken agreement not to delve into this epidemic of 

gun violence and mass shootings with our kids .... (Lerner, 2015) 

 ... the Republican primaries, the rise of the Trump mob, and the ongoing 

epidemic of unchecked police violence and murder exposes the limits .... 

(Taylor, 2016) 

 …  if necessary through a Constitutional Amendment aimed at ending this 

epidemic of violence. (Lerner, 2016b) 

 In California they are immunized by it. It is this disrespect for our humanity 

that has given rise to an epidemic of summary executions,.... (Buford, 2016) 

 ... which is ravaged by high levels of poverty and unemployment, an epidemic 

of police killings and violence, and a skyrocketing homicide rate. (Lerner, 

2017b) 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 148 

Storm or tsunami as a metaphor for confusion or trials (7) 

  ... of good and evil in which we are incessantly treading the tsunami of this 

life, since we plunged into the amniotic fluids of this mad, mad world. 

(Perkins, 2011) 

 Madness of friends, a failed life; and now the face of storm. Does the old man 

in uprising speak for compromise? In all but the last things. (Rukeyser, 2011)  

  “The writer,” he continues, like parsing bread to a goose, “the writer got lost 

in the storm.” (Rosett, 2011) 

  ... as I might to play American tourist while on a short sabbatical from 

activism, here I was flying directly into the eye of the revolutionary storm. 

(Abileah, 2014) 

 He juxtaposes first-hand stories of communities helping each other survive the 

storm with the mainstream media’s racist depictions .... (Somerson, 2011)  

 It’s like singing on a boat during a terrible storm at sea. You can’t stop the 

raging storm, but singing can change the hearts and spirits.... (Hood, 2016) 

 What are those parts of us that are so deep that no storm can take them away 

.... (Hutner, 2016) 

Avalanche used to describe a sudden, overwhelming series of events (7) 

 Gays and lesbians work together in desperation, engaging in “spirited public 

advocacy to combat the epidemic and the discrimination entwined with it.” 

(Price, 2010) 

 Our funders and philanthropists will be adventure capitalists investing in an 

avalanche of new, wild, and even anarchic experiments …. (Shapiro, 2013) 
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 ... wiser scriptures and traditions with contemporary philosophy, literature and 

moral sensibilities (and decorates the result with an avalanche of anarchic 

philanthropic experiments in thinking). (Gold, 2013) 

 … when Miya Tokumitsu published “In The Name of Love” in Jacobin early 

this year, she set off an avalanche of links …. (Goldbard, 2014) 

 ... dark money raised by an avalanche of consumer goodies most of which 

feed the world unnecessary goodies. (Fox, 2015) 

 ... “and it was like this electronic avalanche was crashing down on my 

shoulders.” (Sylvester, 2015) 

 Six years later, the new entertainment form arrived in New York, settling in 

the Bowery, accompanied by an avalanche of immigrants. (Bernstein, 2016) 

Natural disasters used as metaphors for scenarios of disaster, apocalypse (7) 

 Imagine this scenario with me: You live in the western U.S. and a wildfire has 

broken out. You watched flames rapidly approach …. (Lerner, 2011a)  

 The storm is rising against the privileged minority of the earth, from which 

there is no shelter in isolation or armament. (Scofield, 2011)  

 Why try to make things better, when we’re all going to die in a super-

tsunami/chemical kangaroo attack on 12.12.12? (2112, that is). (Healey, 

2012b) 

 The volcano has erupted exposing the reality that many have denied and did 

not want to acknowledge let alone confront. (Lerner, 2014b) 
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 Consider three such possible objections to gun control …. First, imagine a 

devastating earthquake cuts food supplies to your part of the country (Strier, 

2015) 

 It’s more like the climate crisis, or a lymphoma or termite infestation that 

destroys from within, unrecognized and unattended. (Lerner, 2016a)  

 ... is paid [by the Jews] to the frightful manifestations of hostility around 

them, which place all Jews on the verge of a volcano about to erupt.” (Black, 

2016b)  

Noah as a reference to covenant, not the Flood (7) 

 After the flood, Noah, ish tamim, a simple man, returned civilization to its 

roots. Like the third son, he was given the tools and God’s guidance .... 

(Kullman, 2011) 

 Famously, after the flood, God establishes a covenant with Noah, Noah’s 

sons, and all living things. God says: “I will maintain My covenant .... 

(Lerner, 2011b) 

 Apart from the fact that humans were vegetarians up until after the Flood 

(Mabul). If some were not so immoral as to stay ignorant …. (Brook & 

Schwartz, 2012) 

 A parent needs preparation to tackle discussing the implications of the Flood 

and the worldwide destruction it caused. (Snyder, 2013) 

 ... being mentioned quite frequently in the Torah, and why the answer given is 

one dealing with the Flood episode …. (Kirschbaum, 2011) 

 Just three chapters later, the earth will be destroyed by a flood. (Allen, 2015) 
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 Initially, it is not clear what this domination implies. We learn after the flood 

in Genesis 9 that it permissible to eat meat. (G. P. Fletcher, 2016) 

Perfect storm (6) 

 Unfortunately, the global population is also growing, placing increased strain on 

limited resources. Add environmental degradation, and you have a perfect storm. 

(Cantrell, 2016) 

 We were swept up in a perfect storm of racial tensions, political ideologue and 

intrigue, passionate emotion, and a collective history of injustice and violence. (Sang, 

2012) 

 In short, if you'll excuse the pun, it's the perfect storm: global warming meets 

incompetent leadership. (Handler, 2018) 

 Every once in a while, you get the artistic perfect storm of an exceptional 

raconteur and brilliant teacher, an extremely talented set of technical .... 

(Duhan, 2013)  

 This is an historic time, posing a perfect storm of challenges to the survival of 

our species, a storm we can’t weather without “all hands on deck.”(Kelly, 

2015) 

 So it’s been kind of the makings of a perfect storm. As Michael was saying 

earlier himself, it would have been very hard to duplicate this jump .... (Lerner 

& Bloomekatz, 2016) 
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Storm used to describe police action (Storm Troopers) (5) 

 As more cops storm in, an Occupy activist on a bullhorn gives loud, 

contradictory instructions to the crowd: “Stay calm! Fuck the police!” 

(Healey, 2012a) 

 You’ll see people wearing burqas, wearing storm trooper costumes, and 

wearing t-shirts, all hanging out together at these conventions. (Luaulu, 2013) 

 In fact there is no fear from anyone when making both right wing and left 

wing statements, We are not a country of storm troopers of Gestapo. (Lerner, 

2013) 

 At first glance this claim may seem exaggerated, because there are no visible 

swastikas and no head-bashing armed storm troopers, …. (Tubach, 2016)  

 The Storm Troopers even adopted the desert sand-colored brown shirt 

uniforms worn by the troops deployed in Africa. After the Treaty of .... 

(Black, 2016a)  

Storm of controversy or emotions (4) 

 What really set off a storm was a passage in the book ... The news of the 

arrest spread like wildfire throughout the settlements. (Avnery, 2011) 

 The book was largely ignored by the Israeli public, which at the time was 

overwhelmed by the storm of emotions evoked …. (Avnery, 2016) 

 … when two personalities meet, an emotional storm is created. Bion wrote 

this towards the end of his life. (Kaniel, 2013) 

 The phony storm over the building of an Islamic Cultural Center near Ground 

Zero .... (Falk, 2011) 
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Wildfire used to describe rapid spread of social movements (4) 

 A great irony is that organized crime grows like wildfire across our nation, 

polluting lives with violence, the scourge of drug addiction slavery .... (Basrai, 

2012) 

 Like a wildfire. .... potential “nuclear catastrophe” in the wake of the record-

breaking earthquake and devastating tsunami. ... not caused by human 

agency (though increased storm activity is linked to global warming). ... along 

the coasts or on the slopes of volcanoes or on flood plains where the soil is 

fertile. (Cunningham, 2011) 

 I am often asked about my attitude towards this international movement, 

which was started by Palestinian activists and has spread like wildfire .... 

(Avnery, 2016)  

 Yotam Marom is organizer, facilitator, and writer based in New York City, 

and the director of the Wildfire Project. (Somerson & Marom, 2016) 

Media storm (3) 

 While that story took the nation, especially American Muslim circles by 

storm, I refrained from writing about it for the simple reason that there …. 

(Faruqi, 2013) 

  “The violent behavior of the soldier videotaped aiming his rifle at a 

Palestinian teen, setting off a storm in the media, especially the social media 

…. (Tikkun Administration, 2014) 
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 To summarize, Amy and her husband, Nick, are unhappily married and when 

Amy disappears, Nick’s unmoved reaction sets off a media storm .... 

(Buxbaum, 2014)  

Hurricane as a metaphor for lust, personal attacks (2) 

 She was taken up into the hurricane that allowed the lustful no peace, no rest, 

no sleep, an unyielding attack by the enemy who uses lust. (Elverton-Dixon, 

2015) 

 In other words, Sanders may not have seen the worst of the radical right, but 

he did absorb an unprecedented hurricane of attacks. (Karp, 2016)  

Storm or tornado to describe political activity (2) 

 As the Trumpian tornado whirls its way across the political landscape, 

turning politics as we’ve known it upside down …. (Lerner, 2017c) 

 I had passed from total, eerie silence right into the ultra-right-wing storm. I 

knew that my safety depended on my smiling and clapping in time. (Sher, 

2015) 

Natural disasters used as metaphors for the clash of ideas (1) 

 What happened next was a perturbation of balance, a virus in a field of 

meaning, the epidemic spread of an alien set of values. (Lipscomb, 2013)  
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Appendix D 

A comparison of two articles on the Fort McMurray Fire 

The following articles were both printed following the wildfire in Fort McMurray Alberta 

which caused considerable destruction, and the emergency evacuation of over 85,000 people. 

Both deal with the aftermath of PTSD. One is from a secular mainstream source, the Canadian 

Broadcasting Company, and the other is from a Baptist website, the Canadian Baptists of 

Western Canada.

Fort McMurray evacuees plagued by PTSD, study suggests 

Wallis Snowdon · CBC News · Posted: Jan 27, 2017 11:35 AM MT | Last Updated: January 27, 

2017 (www.cbc.ca) 

Researchers from Laval University have found evidence of PTSD among Fort McMurray 

residents forced to escape last May's massive wildfire. (Mark Blinch/Reuters) 

The destruction caused by the Fort McMurray wildfires is still being felt by those who lived 

through it, and the damage runs deep for evacuees haunted by the disaster. 

New research suggests some evacuees who were forced to flee for the lives when the flames 

breached city limits last May now suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or other 

mental-health issues. 

"After major disasters such as the wildfires invaded the community of Fort McMurray we can 

expect that people are going to react," said lead researcher Geneviève Belleville, a professor and 

clinical psychologist at Laval University, who is a specialist in traumatic stress. 

"In a sense, post-traumatic symptoms right after the disaster are what we call a normal reaction 

to an abnormal event." 
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Between July and August 2016, researchers travelled to Fort McMurray and interviewed 55 

residents and had 379 people complete online questionnaires. 

According to a clinical review, 29 per cent of participants showed signs of PTSD, 26 per cent 

had a major depressive disorder and 36 per cent had insomnia. 

The fire, which became known as "The Beast" for its merciless unpredictability, destroyed 2,400 

homes and buildings and caused the largest evacuation in Alberta history. In just a few frantic 

hours, more than 80,000 people fled the city as the roaring flames devoured homes, and flanked 

the only highway out of the northern Alberta city. 

"We were expecting that people were going to have some physiological distress," said Belleville 

in an interview with CBC Radio's Edmonton AM. 

"It's not easy to lose your home, or lose your neighbourhood or have to relocate or face all the 

losses that they endured." 

A larger team of researchers will return to Fort McMurray this spring or early summer to expand 

the study and re-interview participants to track their progress. They're hoping to monitor the 

mental health of at least 1,500 residents for the next few years to see how they cope.  

'Don't stay alone with an enduring distress' 

Though most people will heal with time, Belleville expects some study participants who were 

previously symptom free may begin to suffer psychological damage. PTSD can often remain 

dormant after a disaster, only to surface months later, she said. 

During their three-week study, many people were still in crisis. 

"In our samples, there were people who had not yet returned home, so they were still in the 

aftermath of the disaster," said Belleville, who has previously worked with victims of sexual 

abuse and soldiers who served in Afghanistan. 



RELIGIOUS APPROACHES TO DISASTER REPORTING 157 

"It's pretty unique data, in the sense in that it's not often that we get to people and get their 

reactions so soon after a disaster. But of course this data has to be extended." 

Belleville acknowledges that the sample size was too small but said "compromises in the 

methodology" had to be made in order to reach evacuees immediately after they were allowed 

back into the city.  

After hearing from so many evacuees who are plagued by memories of the fire, Belleville has 

one message to those who may be suffering — seek help. Too often, people with mental health 

issues suffer in solitude, she said.  

"Don't stay alone with an enduring distress," she said. "Seek out support or professional help if 

you need it." 

Ministry thriving in Fort McMurray, 18 months after the fire 

by Sam Breakey, January 2018 (cbwc.ca) 

A wildfire began southwest of Fort McMurray on Sunday, May 1, 2016 that impacted the 

bustling city like no other natural event. Two days later, nearly 90,000 people were racing north 

or south to escape the inferno that indiscriminately destroyed property and livelihood. We thank 

God that Canadian Baptist people and congregations contributed finances and volunteer hours to 

respond with Christ’s love. 

The physical rebuilding of Fort McMurray began over a year ago, in some ways the deep work 

of healing the community is just now beginning. On your behalf CBWC is partnering with Fort 

City Church to support this work. 

“PTSD is just peaking in the community now,” says Fort City Pastor Doug Doyle. Fire fighters 

and medical first responders were particularly affected by the disaster, but have taken at least a 

year to admit they’re experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder. Pastor Doyle has noticed that 
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the fire has exposed cracks in their self-sufficiency and they are seeking answers to questions 

they have never asked before. 

Families are stressed emotionally and financially. In many cases, people who completely lost 

their homes are already settled in new houses, but many whose homes were only partially 

damaged are still waiting for insurance to cover repairs. Even pets are dealing with severe PTSD. 

There are stories of dogs who were trapped in homes during fire, now barking all day long and 

scratching windows to get out when their owners are at work. 

Through this, churches have become a source of comfort and community. First responders, who 

were already part of Fort City, got permission from the city to use the church as a spiritual care 

centre for their colleagues during fire. The building became a symbol of consolation for those 

who are hurting, where even men could express their fear and pain. This relationship of care has 

continued and deepened, so that now many first responders who were not part of a church family 

before the fire are now attending Fort City. These newcomers attend about once every eight 

weeks, but in that timeframe the church sees about 1,000 different people. 

“Conversations with neighbours always go back to the fire. But people won’t go to groups or 

counsellors,” Pastor Doyle said. “They will go to beer and wing nights, though, organized at 

restaurant where casual conversations open up the heart.” 

To respond to this window of need and opportunity, Fort City has hired two Wildfire Pastoral 

Associates on one-year contracts. The job posting described them as ‘spiritually passionate, 

adventurous young adults.’ 

CBWC has entered into a partnership with Fort City, to fund 50% of these salaries and provide 

some PTSD counselling for first responders over the next twelve months. For various reasons, 

including local volunteer burnout, funds raised by CBWC for Fort McMurray fire relief have not 
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yet been exhausted by other partnerships CBWC has in Fort McMurray. Charity law requires 

that all monies raised be spent in the area, so I connected with Pastor Doyle at Fort City, and am 

really looking forward to supporting their ministry. The church has also agreed to help us explore 

planting a CBWC congregation in the community. 

Fort City’s community life and ministry have been energized in the last 18 months. Their 

involvement in the community is strong, and they are committed to providing a ‘holistic mission 

of word and deed.’ 

While the city was evacuated, Fort City started live-streaming services, which have become an 

important connection point for the community. They continued streaming since returning home, 

with a geographically wide community. 

This November, after a couple of baptisms in the morning service, Pastor Doyle felt led to invite 

anyone who wanted to be baptised to come forward then and there. No one did. It was the first 

time he had ever given such an invitation. What he didn’t know was that a young woman was 

watching the live stream broadcast from home. She took the invitation literally. She told her 

boyfriend to get up because they were going to church; she wanted to be baptised in the second 

service. 

They’re also the only church in Fort McMurray who sponsored a Syrian refugee family which 

turned out to be a long news-making process. (While waiting in an airport in Jordan, the 

mother’s water broke. She kept the matter secret because she feared not being allowed to come 

to Canada. She then went through Amsterdam still keeping it a secret. She did not tell anyone till 

they landed in Toronto. There the baby was delivered, but with difficulty. Apparently she had 

‘shut down the nerves in her pelvis so severely’ that she needed considerable muscle relaxants to 

deliver. The news of her delayed delivery was on TV news on three continents.) 
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God is at work in Fort McMurray. Thank you for your generosity in supporting their healing and 

recovery. 

Sam 
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Appendix E 

Canadian Disaster Database 

The terms used as search terms in identifying journal articles that referred to natural 

disasters were drawn from The Canadian Disaster Database (CDD). The CDD is provided by the 

Government of Canada and  lists detailed information on “significant disaster events” (natural, 

technological and conflict events, excluding war) that have directly affected Canadians, that 

conform to the Emergency Management Framework for Canada’s definition of a disaster, and 

that meet at least one of the following criteria: 

 10 or more people killed 

 100 or more people affected/injured/infected/evacuated or homeless 

 an appeal for national/international assistance 

 historical significance 

 significant damage/interruption of normal processes such that the community affected 

cannot recover on its own. 

The following lists the terms that are used by the CDD to define disasters found at 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/cndn-dsstr-dtbs/index-en.aspx. They are categorized as 

biological, meteorological - hydrological, or geological events: 

Biological:  

Epidemic, Infestation, Pandemic 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/cndn-dsstr-dtbs/index-en.aspx
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Meteorological – Hydrological 

Avalanche, Cold Event, Drought, Flood, Geomagnetic Storm, Heat Event, Hurricane / 

Typhoon / Tropical Storm, Storm – Unspecified / Other, Storm Surge, Storms and Severe 

Thunderstorms, Tornado, Wildfire, Winter Storm 

Geological 

Earthquake, Landslide, Tsunami, Volcano 
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