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 Disasters are an ever increasing phenomena in our society, resulting in many 

people being adversely affected. The social vulnerability paradigm explores the social, 

economic and political factors which contribute to certain populations being 

disproportionately affected by disasters. However, the paradigm has not yet begun to 

investigate the cultural or religious ideologies which may affect a population's behavior 

in disaster. This study is an exploratory investigation into whether religious ideologies 

may impact a person's decision to prepare, or not, in the event of a disaster. Specifically, 

it seeks to investigate whether a person who holds a belief that natural disasters are under 

God's control will prepare for the hazard? The study undertaken five years after 

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans show that religious ideology is closely linked with 

one's capacity to prepare for the hazard which is closely tied in with social structure. It 

may appear that a person's 'fatalistic' attitude is tied to economic inability to prepare for a 

hazard. This does not mean that they will not prepare but that preparation may include 

prayer as their initial attempt to mitigate.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A terrible storm came into a town and local officials sent out an 
emergency warning that the riverbanks would soon overflow and 
flood the nearby homes. They ordered everyone in the town to 
evacuate immediately. 

A faithful Christian man heard the warning and decided to stay, 
saying to himself, "I will trust God and if I am in danger, then God 
will send a divine miracle to save me." 

The neighbors came by his house and said to him, "We're leaving 
and there is room for you in our car, please come with us!" But the 
man declined, "I have faith that God will save me." 

As the man stood on his porch watching the waters rise up the 
steps, a man in a canoe paddled by and called to him, "Hurry and 
come into my canoe, the waters are rising quickly!" But the man 
again said, "No thanks, God will save me." 

The floodwaters rose higher pouring into his living room and the 
man had to retreat to the second floor. A police motorboat came by 
and saw him at the window. "We will come up and rescue you!" 
they shouted. But the man refused, waving them off saying, "Use 
your time to save someone else! I have faith that God will save 
me!" 

The flood waters rose higher and higher and the man had to climb 
to his rooftop. 

A helicopter spotted him and dropped a rope ladder. A rescue 
officer came down the ladder and pleaded with the man, "Grab my 
hand and I will pull you up!" But the man STILL refused, folding 
his arms tightly to his body. "No thank you! God will save me!"

Shortly after, the house broke up and the floodwaters swept the 
man away and he drowned. 
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When in Heaven, the man stood before God and asked, "I put all 
my faith in you. Why didn't you come and save me?" 

And God said, "Son, I sent you a warning, I sent you a car, I sent 
you a canoe. I sent you a motorboat. I sent you a helicopter. What 
more were you looking for?" 

The Epistle, 2011 

 Our history is replete with stories of disasters that have become mythologized in 

our culture while the actual accounts of the event have been lost in time. The Bible 

abounds with stories of disasters such as the Great Flood and Sodom and Gomorrah 

(Dynes, 1998) while other devastating disasters have left their mark in our historical 

records, for example, the volcanic explosion of Mount Vesuvius that buried Pompeii in 

79 A.D. (Lusnia, 2008). Each disaster is a "social drama;" an event sated with stories and 

interpretations contingent upon worldviews prevalent at the time. While disasters cause 

disruption and disorder to the normal social functioning of society religion provided a 

means by which people could make sense of these social dramas through public 

performances of ritualized behavior in order to facilitate the restoration of order (Turner, 

1974). Regardless of the scientific explanations of natural phenomena that we currently 

have in our modern society, which have taken the mystery out of natural disasters, the 

notion that they are under God's control still prevails (Gillard & Patton, 1999; Mitchell, 

2000). This is a concern because how we define and interpret such events has a strong 

influence on our behavior to those events (Lenski, 1984). If we believe that natural 

hazards are in fact controlled by God then we may also believe that there is nothing that 

we can do to save ourselves. This inclination to believe that God holds one's fate and that 

there is nothing that can be done to prevent it has been termed a "fatalistic" attitude by 



 

3 

disaster researchers and is a great concern to emergency managers whose job it is to get 

people out of harm's way (Auf der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 2007).  

 Understanding how people perceive, prepare, and respond to disasters is, 

therefore, essential for researchers to examine in order to facilitate solutions for 

preparation and recovery in the event of a disaster. The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the possible effects of religiosity upon an individual's behavior in a disaster. 

Specifically, the question of whether a belief that natural disasters are indeed caused by 

God will impact an individual's behavior to the extent that they do not prepare for the 

hazard leaving their fate in God's hands. In order to understand the effects that religiosity 

may have upon behavior we need to understand what is meant by a disaster, how people 

frame disasters, and how people use religion in their lives. 

Defining Disasters 

 The term "disaster" is used in our everyday language to describe a multitude of 

events and situations that do not go according to plan. The term is used so often and so 

broadly that it is hard to quantify and narrow down a more precise meaning and 

definition (Quarantelli, 1998). When asked to define what a disaster is most people are 

unable to provide a concrete definition but use their own experiences to determine its 

nature. The term is more narrowly defined within academia, but still the definition of 

disaster is based upon the study area of the discipline: in other words what constitutes a 

disaster for an engineer may not be what constitutes a disaster for a psychologist 

(Quarantelli, 1998).    
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 Within sociology and the disaster research community in general, there has been 

much debate about the definition of disaster and what constitutes a disaster (Perry & 

Quarantelli, 2005; Quarantelli, 1998; Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977). Part of the problem is 

the desire to provide a definition that can encompass all other disciplines (Perry, 2007); 

another part of the problem is that most people assume that the actual physical hazard, for 

example, the hurricane or the explosion, is the disaster (Hewitt, 1998; Phillips & 

Fordham, 2010). An additional component to the challenge is the capacity of the media to 

construct what constitutes a disaster (Tierney, Bevc, & Kuligowski, 2006). For 

sociologists the following definition by Fritz (1961, p. 655) preserves the notion that the 

disaster is the actual impact of the hazard upon the social environment and the 

consequences that result (Hewitt, 1998; Oliver-Smith, 2002): 

actual or threatened accidental or uncontrollable events that are concentrated in 
time and space, in which a society, or a relatively self-sufficient subdivision of a 
society undergoes severe danger, and incurs such losses to its members and 
physical appurtenances that the social structure is disrupted and the fulfillment of 
all or some of the essential functions of the society, or its subdivision, is 
prevented. 

This has been one of the dominant definitions used by disaster researchers for the past 

half century. This definition, however, provides a paradigm that views disasters as 

extreme, separate, and external forces acting upon a population (Phillips & Fordham, 

2010; Quarantelli, 1998). The underlying assumptions in Fritz's definition contend that 

the population is homogenous, everyone will be affected equally by the event, and that 

the population is essentially passive and helpless (Hewitt, 1983; Phillips & Fordham, 

2010; Quarantelli, 1998; Tobin & Montz, 1997). Under these circumstances there is 

nothing that the individual can do to protect themselves from the consequences of the 



 

5 

hazard. This belief tends to be reflected in society where a large portion of the population 

believes that there is no way of protecting themselves against a "natural" event of nature. 

The hazard is just too large for individuals to be able to contend with. Coupled with a 

tendency to believe that natural hazards are in fact God's will people are less likely to 

consider that there is anything they can do to protect themselves (Weigart, 1988). While 

this belief may increase the vulnerability of the population to disasters, a belief that it is 

God's will may in fact actively deter an individual from even seeking to prepare oneself 

for the natural hazard, which places them in greater danger. 

 As with most disciplines there have been a number of theories put forth by 

sociologists within the field of disaster research to help explain and define concepts. 

Functionalism looks at how organizations prepare, cope with, and respond to disasters; 

cultural theory has looked at shared values within cultures and how institutions highlight 

some risks and down play others as well as how we use technologies (Beck, 1992; 

Douglas & Wildavsky, 1983; Luhmann, 1995); and critical theory has looked at the 

conflicts within society that help to explain the differential experiences of groups in 

disasters (Dombrowsky, 1987). Each of these theories, however, only takes certain 

aspects and variables into account when seeking to explain phenomena. There has been a 

move recently, in light of empirical evidence, to take a more phenomenological 

perspective, detaching the disaster event as such from its physical manifestation and 

viewing its social manifestation. After all, to sociologists it is not the actual hazard that is 

important, but the result of that hazard upon the diverse populations. A more recent 

definition of disaster by McEntire (2007, p. 2) states that disasters are "deadly, 
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destructive and/or disruptive events that occur when a hazard (or multiple hazards) 

interact with vulnerability." McEntire takes into account that some populations are more 

vulnerable to disaster than others.  

 Research over the past half century has demonstrated that disasters are not equal 

opportunity events as once perceived (Quarantelli, 2006). Societies are made up of 

diverse populations with differential access to resources (Bolin, 2006; Bolin & Bolton, 

1986; Cutter, Boruff, & Shirley, 2003; Phillips & Fordham, 2010). Social stratification 

(Bullard, 2008; Wisner, Blaikie, Cannon, & Davis, 2004), race (Bolin & Bolton, 1986), 

gender (Phillips & Morrow, 2008, Phillips, Thomas, Fothergill, & Blinn-Pike, 2010), and 

age (Childers, 1998; Peek, 2010) have been shown to play important roles in how people 

are impacted by the hazard. More significantly if vulnerability to social structure 

influences an individual's life chances then there is something that can be done to help 

survive natural disasters. This paradigm called the social vulnerability perspective looks 

at a population's ability to perceive, prepare for and cope with the disaster event (Phillips 

& Fordham, 2010; Wisner et al., 2004). 

 Over the past two decades the social vulnerability paradigm has become a central 

facet of disaster research as it can effectively predict which portions of the population 

will have difficulty preparing and responding to disasters and will, therefore, be the most 

vulnerable in disasters. While the social vulnerability paradigm has investigated a 

substantial number of factors that may create vulnerabilities there has been relatively 

little research examining the affects of religion on disasters and disaster perception. Yet 

beliefs in natural disasters as "acts of God" are prevalent in the population. Given the 
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amount of study on religion and religious beliefs and how this affects our worldly 

perceptions it is imperative that we understand how religion may impact disaster 

perception and behavior (Berger, 1990, 1992; Emerson & Smith, 2000; Habermas, 2010; 

Juergensmeyer, 2001; Stark & Finke, 2000; Wuthnow, 1992). 

Framing Disasters 

 How we define and frame a category has a profound effect on how we interpret 

and respond to that category not only in terms of how we label that category but also in 

terms of the variables that we use in association with that category (Lenski, 1984; 

Merton, 1948). Thus, how we define a disaster affects how we will prepare for it, if at all, 

and how we will respond and recover from the consequences.  

 Disaster researchers have preserved the categories of natural and man-made 

hazards; however, the boundaries between the two have become sufficiently blurred over 

the years to introduce a category that blends the two. Termed "na-tech" (natural-

technological) this category recognizes that natural hazards may be compounded by man-

made structures as occurred in Hurricane Katrina where the damages from the actual 

event itself were minimal but as the winds came into contact with man-made structures 

some of those structures failed, quite dramatically (Picou & Marshall, 2007). However, 

for the majority of the population there is still a significant difference between disasters 

that appear to be created by the natural effects of the planet and those that are man-made 

or created through technology. While preparation for man-made disasters is difficult due 

to the sudden nature of most man-made disasters recovery from each is very different 

because of how they are defined by the population. 
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 Framing natural disasters as under God's control has presented two ways of 

viewing the disaster, which may impact an individual's behavior. Associating natural 

disasters as acts of God has been shown to strengthen the belief that nothing can be done 

by an individual to prevent the disaster or to protect oneself from their consequences. 

Acts of God are usually viewed as infrequent and haphazard (Gillard & Patton, 1999). 

Victims are assumed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time (Phillips & Fordham, 

2010). As the devastation is apparent and victims can be easily identified natural disasters 

are thought of as having legitimate victims (Gillard & Patton, 1999). Consequently, there 

is an expectation that the federal government will respond appropriately and provide 

support in the aftermath. Interestingly, research has shown that recovery from natural 

disasters tends to be shorter than for man-made disasters because people try to resume 

their lives as quickly as possible after the event (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Bradfield, Wylie, 

& Echterling 1989; Dynes, 1998; Gillard & Patton, 1999; Mitchell, 2000; Picou & 

Marshall, 2007, p. 4; Stern, 2007). 

 In contrast, some people view natural disasters as occurring because of "God's 

wrath" and that the victims have somehow earned their punishment (Bradfield, Wylie, & 

Echterling, 1989). The notion of God's wrath has been growing over the past decade and 

has been framed by prominent Christian leaders like Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell, and 

John Hagee who claim that those affected by disasters are being punished for their 

adverse lifestyles (Mitchell, 2000). This kind of belief has a profound effect on disaster 

victimization allowing us to blame the victim for their fate by implying that they must 

have done something wrong or sinful in order to attract God's wrath (Dynes, 1998). This 
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may have profound impacts on the recovery of the victims not only in terms of 

psychological well-being of the individual, but also in terms of aid from other members 

of society who will be reluctant to send resources if they buy into the notion that the 

victim was in some way responsible for their own fate. To date, however, there has been 

no research undertaken to investigate whether this aspect of framing a disaster has an 

impact on an individual's actions related to both pre and post impact. As disaster 

researchers we have tended to focus on only one variable within religious beliefs, acts of 

God, and assumed that took into account the majority of the belief (Bankoff, 2004).  

 While no-one is considered to blame in acts of God, and the victim (sinners) are 

blamed in God's wrath, there is always someone to blame in man-made disasters. The 

assumption is that someone must have allowed something to go wrong to cause the man-

made/technological disaster to happen and blame can, therefore, be apportioned when the 

culprit is found; many people have been used as scapegoats in order to fulfill this need 

(Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Perrow, 2007). One of the reasons for the slow recovery from 

man-made disasters is that the event is often dragged out through courts and the victims 

do not have access to any other recourse in order to recover resulting in more mental, 

social, and physical problems for those affected (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Picou & 

Marshall, 2007, p. 4).  

 Therefore, framing of the hazard and the disaster affects how people prepare for 

them and recover from them. One's world view, often based on religion, is one way that 

people frame these types of events. With the increasing potential for more disasters to 

occur in the future and for man-made disasters to occur as a result of natural disasters 
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(na-tech disasters) the importance of disaster research becomes essential (Picou & 

Marshall, 2007; Quarantelli, 1992). Understanding how people frame a hazard and how 

this ultimately affects their behavior to the hazard is an essential component for 

researchers to examine in order to facilitate solutions for preparation and recovery. The 

social vulnerability perspective takes into account factors that may affect people's 

behavior to respond to the hazard; religious belief if it impacts an individual's ability to 

prepare for the hazard may be one of those factors. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore whether religiosity, that is religious beliefs 

and their attendant behaviors, affect people's vulnerabilities to disasters. Specifically this 

study seeks to ask: 

• How does a religious worldview affect perception of disasters? 

• Does a person's religious view ultimately impact their behavior towards 

preparing for or responding to that disaster?  

• If people believe that natural disasters are a result of God's will do they 

prepare for the disaster, or will they be more vulnerable because they believe 

there is nothing they can do to prepare?  

• How does a person's religiosity affect their ability to recover from a disaster? 

 Religion is partly belief and partly practices and customs that are ingrained into 

cultural aspects of societies (Bourdieu, 2005; Geertz, 1983). While we can explain many 

of the natural phenomena that occur now through science and scientific knowledge 

religion was once used to explain these exact same phenomena (Koening, 2006; Stern, 
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2007). In this regard our highly industrialized society views religion as a fall back for 

some people to explain the unexplainable (Stark & Finke, 2000). As humans we like 

order and religion helps provide a sense of control in our lives (Weigart, 1988). 

 While the question of whether or not people who believe that natural disasters are 

acts of God will prepare for disasters has been posed by several researchers (Bolin & 

Bolton, 1986; Gillard & Patton, 1999; Kroll-Smith & Couch, 1987) the findings are 

inconclusive (Gillard & Patton, 1999; Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007; Holcombe, 2007). 

Many disaster researchers view this attitude as a "fatalistic" tendency (Auf der Heide, 

1987; Perrow, 2007) while other researchers believe that to some extent it depends on the 

context of the hazard (Kroll-Smith & Couch, 1987), and still other researchers believe 

that this is in fact a coping mechanism used to understand events, which otherwise would 

make no sense to the individual (Koening, 2006; Stern, 2007; Weigart, 1988). Kunreuther 

(2006) in his development of the "hyperbolic tendency" states that it is not that people are 

not cognizant of the possible danger that they are in, but that with the more pressing daily 

struggles of life that most people have they put off thinking about a possible future event 

that may or may not impact them. Associating natural disasters with God's will allows the 

belief that someone is in control of the natural systems on earth and we are not just 

subject to a system we have no control over (Stern, 2007; Weigart, 1988). Religion then 

offers a way of providing ourselves with an order to the chaos and a way of alleviating 

the future problem to somewhere else so that we do not have to worry about it in our 

daily lives (Weigart, 1988). In this context then people willingly place their fate in the 
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hands of God and do not deal with the possibility of a disaster. There is little research, 

however, on such a belief and how this ultimately impacts behavior in disasters. 

 Much of the research into religion in disasters has focused on the institutions of 

religion and how they help recovery after a disaster (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Bradfield, 

Wylie & Echterling, 1989; Holcombe, 2007; Mitchell, 2000; Wisner et al., 2004). 

Religious institutions have been a powerful force in helping people recover from a 

disaster; both spiritually and physically (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Holcombe, 2007; Kroll-

Smith & Couch, 1987). They form the focal point of much of the response to a disaster 

situation especially as the religious leader is so embedded within the community (Wisner 

et al., 2004). Other studies such as that undertaken by Bolin and Bolton (1986) in the 

Mormon community after a flood event, found that social networks created within the 

religious community significantly helped individuals to successfully respond immediately 

following the impact of the flood. However, while their social network acted to access 

individuals immediately after the storm, their religious beliefs of independence actually 

impeded individuals from gaining much needed help to recover in the long run after the 

disaster. Bolin & Bolton (1986) assert how the members of the Mormon community who 

were required to provide food for others on a regular basis in their daily lives were in fact 

reluctant to seek aid for themselves after the disaster due to their philosophy that they 

ought to be able to provide not only for themselves but others too. 

 In order to explore how religion may affect disaster perception and behavior New 

Orleans was selected as the place in which to undertake this case study. New Orleans has 

a long history of natural disasters; having experienced 38 hurricanes since 1559 
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(Freudenburg, Gramling, Laska, & Erikson 2009b, p. 15) and 30 storms since 1900 

(Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008, p. 723). In August 2005 New Orleans was hit by a Category 

4 hurricane, known as Katrina. The devastation left in the wake of Hurricane Katrina is 

not directly the result of the storm itself, but rather a series of geographical, social, 

economic and political decisions that led up to that date. The location, urban and 

suburban development and demographic characteristics of New Orleans have made it a 

unique city within the United States, which attracts a large number of tourists each year 

to experience its rich culture. Though considered to be one of the most multicultural and 

integrated cities in the United States (Campanella, 2008) it is also one of the most 

impoverished and ghettoized cities in the nation (Dreier, 2006). Part of the unique culture 

of New Orleans extends to its deeply religious population and can be observed in the 

proliferation of churches within the region. It is now five years after the storm and an 

ideal time to explore how religiosity may influence an individual's perceptions and 

behaviors.  

 This exploratory study found that while the majority of the participants did in fact 

believe that the hurricane was an act of God no one in the study believed that it was a 

result of God's wrath. Significantly, however, the devastation from the hurricane was not 

blamed on God but on man and failures within the system. Nearly all the participants had 

evacuated for the storm, though for nearly half of the participants this was the first time 

they had ever evacuated the city. For some of the participants their immediate preparation 

for the storm had been to pray to God as they had done, with some success, in countless 

other storms. Thus, while religious rituals had not been effective in this storm there is 



 

14 

evidence that they had accomplished the goal in the past. It also became apparent within 

this study that the denominational ideologies espoused by the different denominations 

had an effect upon evacuation behavior and belief in God's ability to help them. One 

negative aspect that the study came across was the belief by religious leaders that they 

were not responsible for aiding evacuation of their congregation members. Social 

networks within religious institutions have been shown to be an effective way of 

evacuating a population (Laska, 2004). This attitude may have an effect upon member's 

awareness of the hazard and subsequently their desire to evacuate. 

 For many of the residents who participated in the study recovery from the storm 

has been slow while for others recovery has already taken place and they are now in the 

new normal. The recovery stage for the participants within the study can effectively be 

broken down by which denomination they belong too. Some denominations provided 

substantial resources to their congregation members while other denominations have no 

resources to provide and in fact require resources from their membership in order to 

survive. 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this study is twofold; not only will it add to the small amount 

of literature on the subject of religion and disasters but it also provides insight into the 

social vulnerability aspects of religion and religious practices. Providing some insight 

into the religiosity of Hurricane Katrina survivors may add another variable into the 

social vulnerability framework and provide a more holistic approach to the paradigm 

(Oliver-Smith, 1999).  



 

15 

 There has been a substantial amount of research done into making warnings more 

effective for the population. The assumption has been that providing correct knowledge 

and information about hazards will make people prepare for the event, and that the reason 

they don't prepare is due to a lack of economic resources. While the research so far has 

investigated the perspective of the population in terms of race, ethnicity, gender and age 

(Dash, 2010) it has not examined the religious beliefs of those diverse populations, which 

may ultimately help explain whether preparation is an economic issue or a fatalistic issue 

(Auf der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 2007). The importance of understanding why some people 

prepare for disasters and others do not is paramount to the emergency manager's ability to 

warn the various populations within their jurisdiction and to ultimately save lives. 

Thousands of dollars have been invested into making warning systems more effective, 

while the research has shown that their effectiveness is not as spectacular as hoped.  

  In order to understand what happened in Hurricane Katrina we need to look not 

only at the vulnerable populations within New Orleans that were most deeply affected, 

but at the circumstances; environmental, social, and political that allowed such an event 

to happen in the first place. As cities are complex systems subject to risks from physical, 

engineered and socioeconomic subsystems we need a more holistic understanding of the 

event; social vulnerability occurs at the intersection where all these meet not only in the 

disaster but long before that in the social structure of society (Mileti, 1999; Oliver-Smith, 

1999). At one point in our history hazards were a part of our cultural awareness and 

though our understanding of them was less scientific we were able to cope and live with 

them. While our understanding of natural hazards has increased we are less able to live 
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with the effects of those hazards on our built environments (Oliver-Smith, 1999). Thus, 

our understanding of the interface of the hazard with our environment will provide 

knowledge that may teach us how to overcome disaster events.  

 This study provides more information on religious perceptions and disasters. The 

more information that can be garnered about a population the more able emergency 

managers are to serve the population and identify the areas where help is needed. Many 

of the people who regularly attend religious services are part of informal social networks 

whose influence on helping people evacuate should not be taken lightly, regardless of the 

reticence of the religious leaders to become part of those social networks.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

 Following this introduction, Chapter 2 presents an overview of the social 

vulnerability paradigm and how religion may possibly fit as a factor in the social 

vulnerability of the population. Chapter 3 outlines the Hurricane Katrina event and 

provides an overview of the social vulnerability factors that plagued New Orleans leading 

up to the event, which made it the disaster that it became. Chapter 4 outlines the 

qualitative methodology used to undertake this exploratory investigation and examines 

the advantages and limitations of such a study. Chapter 5 details the findings of the study 

in New Orleans while Chapter 6 discusses their significance in terms of the social 

vulnerabilities and religion of the population. The study concludes with a discussion of 

the limitations of the study and possible directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW: SOCIAL VULNERABILITY AND RELIGION 

Introduction 

 This chapter outlines the concept of social vulnerability and how religion may fit 

into the social vulnerability paradigm. The aim of this chapter is to examine the 

importance of religion in people's lives and how the beliefs and practices of religious 

denominations may impact perceptions of disasters and ultimately their behavior in the 

face of the event. Religion is not a uniform belief across society nor are religious 

practices consistent across society: beliefs and practices do, however, share 

characteristics within denominations that intersect with other social vulnerabilities in 

society. It is important to understand these intersections and how they affect each other in 

order to get a more holistic view of the factors that compose social vulnerabilities.  

 The chapter begins with a discussion of the social vulnerability paradigm and 

examines the factors that have been most often researched under this perspective. These 

factors are part of the social structures that exist prior to a hazard and dictate who will be 

more vulnerable in the disaster event. The discussion then proceeds to discuss the 

importance of religion in people's lives and the way in which people view natural 

hazards, as this may have a bearing on the way they react to the hazard. Religious beliefs 

and practices are discussed because knowing a person's religion and denomination 

provides a means of knowing that person's standing within, and beliefs about, the world.
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This is relevant to the intersection of religion and social injustices. The chapter finishes 

with the research question undertaken in this study. 

Social Vulnerability 

 Loosely defined, social vulnerability may be seen as the disproportionate loss 

incurred by specific sections of the population (Cutter, Boruff, & Shirley, 2003). As 

Sharkey (2007, p. 499) states: 

The social isolation that results from persistent segregation, economic 
disinvestment, a lack of political influence, and violence makes the residents of 
America's disadvantaged neighborhoods even more vulnerable to an 
environmental disaster such as Katrina. 

The social vulnerability paradigm takes a more holistic view of the disaster event 

recasting it in terms of its political, social and economic nature (Boyce, 2000; Erickson, 

1976; Klinenberg, 2003; Phillips, & Fordham, 2010; Sharkey, 2007). The paradigm not 

only investigates the structural location of potential hazards, but the social characteristics 

of the population, which may put them at risk for suffering in the event of a hazard. 

These social factors include characteristics of age, class, race, gender, and health all of 

which impact access to resources (which includes information) within the community 

(Phillips & Fordham, 2010). Thus, the social vulnerability paradigm examines the lack of 

access to resources, the lack of a political voice, the dynamics of the population, the 

degree of urbanization, and the number of social networks and infrastructure and how 

these factors influence the disaster experience of individuals, groups and communities 

(Bolin, 2006; Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Cutter, Boruff, & Shirley, 2003; Dash, 2010; 

Phillips & Fordham, 2010). The major problem it highlights in disasters is the 

competition by "individuals, groups, and classes" to access scarce resources, which is 
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manifested further after the disaster (Boyce, 2000; Bolin, 2006). Though triggered by a 

natural phenomenon the consequences of the disaster are disproportionately felt by 

disadvantaged groups within the population affected, specifically those in the lower 

social structure (Phillips & Fordham, 2010; Wisner et al., 2004).  

 The ability to access resources is key to how individuals and communities will be 

affected by a hazard; the less resources at their disposal the more likely they are to be 

vulnerable to any devastation caused by an event (Boyce, 2000; Bolin, 2006; Cutter, 

Boruff, & Shirley, 2003; Phillips & Fordham, 2010). Though not a financial resource 

religion may also impact a person's ability to prepare due to certain ideologies advocated 

by the group that stress the fragility of human life in the face of God's powerful control 

over natural disasters. Briggs and Keys (2009) refer to the concept of "geography of risk" 

meaning that segments of the community are isolated by their inability to access 

institutional resources in terms of economic opportunity and political power by the racial 

and economic segregation that exists in society (INURA, 2003; Peacock & Girard, 1997; 

Sharkey, 2007). The belief is that the lay of the landscape, the subsequent urbanization 

and differential social aspects not only creates centers of poverty and underclass citizens, 

but marginalizes individuals and communities (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Mehretu, Pigozzi, 

& Sommers, 2000; Peacock & Girard, 1997). The built environment then: 

forms contours which structure social relations, causing commonalities of gender, 
sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and class to assume spatial identities. Social 
groups, in turn, imprint themselves physically on the urban structure through the 
formation of communities, competition for territory, and segregation - in other 
words, through clustering, the erection of boundaries, and establishing distance. 
(Fainstan, 1994, p. 397 cited in Low, 1996) 
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 For some members of society locating in a hazard prone area may be a choice; 

such as building a multimillion dollar ocean front home for the view. For other members 

of the population they have no choice but to live in more hazardous and marginal 

conditions as the economic landscape restricts choices and the likelihood of being placed 

in a geographical location that has a greater risk quotient (Bolin, 2006; Dash, 2010; 

Grenier & Morrow, 1997; Phillips & Fordham, 2010).  

 Klinenberg's (2003) "social autopsy" of the 1996 Chicago heat wave event clearly 

demonstrates the way in which social structure prior to the hazard governed who died and 

who survived. Investigating the factors that led to the deaths of 739 people within 10 

days, Klinenberg identified the structural factors which contributed to the social 

characteristics of the African American elderly male population, which made them 

manifestly more vulnerable to the heat wave than other groups within the population. 

These conditions existed prior to the hazard; the hazard just exasperates the disparate 

structures more profoundly, or as Molotoch (cited in Laska 2008, p. 581) states "disasters 

merely peel back the skin to reveal the underlying tissue of society."  

 The social vulnerability paradigm then while seeking to investigate the factors 

that make people vulnerable to a disaster found that those vulnerable in society prior to 

the disaster are more likely to be vulnerable after the event too. In fact, vulnerability after 

disaster is often amplified for the marginal as the disaster destroys people's lives and 

routines and valuable resources used on a daily basis are lost which cannot be replaced. 

Thus, most often those that are vulnerable to disaster are the groups that are 
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representative of the lower socioeconomic classes in society. Chapter 3 provides an 

overview of many of the social vulnerabilities faced by the population of New Orleans.  

 Although many factors that influence vulnerability have been examined religion 

has not been analyzed in a similar fashion, perhaps because it is less tied to financial 

resources. Yet religion is a phenomenon that has been around for as long as societies 

have existed (Durkheim, 1992) and plays an important role in how people see and 

evaluate the world around them. Religion influences the lives of individuals in various 

ways: People do not just relate their beliefs and doctrines to one aspect of their lives but 

religion pervades their daily lives and how they behave. More broadly, religion provides 

an understanding, orientation and direction for people in their lives which influences their 

behavior (Chester, 2005; Dynes, 1998; Geertz, 1983; Johnstone, 2007; Koenig, 2006; 

Schieman, 2010; Stern, 2007; Weber, 1963). This influence continues to exist, and 

perhaps is even exaggerated, in times of crisis. 

Religion 

 We see religion almost everywhere in our daily lives, from the many places of 

worship to the rituals that are centered on religious activity. People practice rituals, retell 

traditions central to their understanding of the universe, hold up symbols relevant to their 

faith and accept certain doctrines. Religion, therefore, plays an important role in society 

by shaping culture as symbols and language once thought of as religious transfer to 

mainstream society (Durkheim, 1992; Reder & Schmidt, 2010; Turner, 1974). Sermons 

relate themselves to everyday values outside of the religious establishment providing not 

only a connection between religion and the everyday world but also promoting religious 
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values on the outside as essentially moral values. As Wuthnow (1992, p. 5) contends 

"American religion is a social institution, embedded in and always exposed to the broader 

social environment." Thus, religious metaphors like acts of God are fairly easy to 

translate into mainstream society.  

 Various theorists have attempted to explain the importance of religion in society 

and why it has persisted as an institution (see Berger, 1990; Chester, 2005; Durkheim, 

1992; Habermas, 2010; Geertz, 1983; Koenig, 2006; Reder & Schmidt, 2010; Stark & 

Finke, 2000; Stern, 2007; Turner, 1974; Wuthnow, 1992). A general consensus amongst 

religious scholars maintains that religion helps people to explain and understand a world 

that is complex and uncertain (Berger, 1990; Geertz, 1983; Habermas, 2010; Johnstone, 

2007; Stark & Finke, 2000; Turner, 1974). Prior to our modern scientific rationalizations 

of the world people used religion to explain phenomena that they did not comprehend. 

This led some researchers (Durkheim, 1992; Geertz, 1983) to maintain that religion grew 

out of our cognitive need to explain natural phenomena that we could not understand. 

Even though we can now scientifically explain these natural phenomena religion persists. 

Part of the reason may be that as human beings we constantly strive to maintain control 

over our environment and this includes providing a sense of meaning to the chaos that is 

created when nature takes away that control (Kunreuther, 2006; Stern, 2007; Turner, 

1974; Weigart, 1988). It is no surprise then that many individuals sustain a belief in 

divine control of their lives. In fact, belief that God controls all aspects of our lives and of 

the natural world still prevails in our society to such an extent that many people turn to 

God for help and guidance in their daily lives (Schieman, 2010; Weigart, 1988). Such 
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guidance does not come without expectations of the individual in the form of religious 

practices and rituals (Schieman, 2010; Stark & Finke, 2000; Weber, 1963). Scholars 

measuring religiosity then seek to take into account not only the beliefs of individuals, 

but the shared beliefs of the group, how religion is practiced and how this affects one's 

daily behavior (Johnstone, 2007). A working definition of religion is posited by 

Johnstone (2007, p. 14) as:   

a set of beliefs and rituals by which a group of people seeks to understand, 
explain, and deal with a world of complexity, uncertainty, and mystery, by 
identifying a sacred canopy of explanation and reassurance under which to live. 

Johnstone takes Berger's (1990) idea of the "sacred canopy" to present the notion that 

these sets of beliefs and rituals help protect people and help illuminate unexplainable 

natural phenomena in the world. This idea of protection offered by the divine is important 

in how people view themselves and their relationship to God and what they believe they 

need to do in order to maintain that protection and ultimately their salvation (Schieman, 

2010). 

Soteriology 

 Soteriology is the theological study of salvation that assesses how individuals 

understand their relationship to God; how is it that they believe they will be saved. As we 

cannot possess God within ourselves we must seek to become God like and, therefore, to 

abjure all physical and psychological aspects that are unlike God. To this end we 

voluntarily assume control over our physical and psychological processes in order to 

maintain a methodical regimen in the way we live which places religion as the most 

important aspect of our lives. In order to fulfill the obligations of religion to become self-
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sufficient and self-righteous in our achievement leading to salvation we must observe 

complete compliance to the institution and avoid the pitfalls of temptation in our daily 

lives (Weber, 1963).  

 Religion, then, cannot be detached from the culture in which it resides (Gaillard & 

Texier, 2010). While religion in simpler societies was inseparable from the daily 

activities and beliefs of the group (Johnstone, 2007), society today is more rational, 

logical, and complex with a set of institutionalized laws and religious practices removed 

from the daily activities of ordinary people (Weber, 1963). Individuals then must perform 

the rituals and practices of religion in essence outside of their normal daily routines. 

Effort is needed to accomplish these tasks which become an indication of faith in God. 

Undertaking these rituals not only means that the individual believes in God but that they 

place their faith in His hands. Thus while religion is a symbol that we can experience our 

daily lives through (Berger, 1990; Turner, 1974; Wuthnow, 1992); it also provides a 

model and a guide for our behavior (Geertz, 1983) and possibly our protection. Within 

American culture Christian religious leaders teach us that we, as individuals, must find 

Jesus and subsequently the means to our own salvation. This is a much more 

individualistic message than that professed in other areas of the world (Bankoff, 2004; 

Gaillard & Texier, 2010). Stark and Finke (2000) see acceptance and use of religion, 

therefore, as a rational choice in which people choose religious ideas and systems for the 

benefits that it offers them in their daily lives, even though there may be associated costs 

in the belief. In this way belief that God not only controls our destinies but has an active 
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role in the outcome of our lives may influence, and limit, the range of actions that are 

seen as appropriate in the face of an impending hazard. 

 Religion is not only an individual practice; it has significance at the societal level. 

Durkheim (1992) and Turner (1974) assert that religion is a function that enables social 

solidarity through the practice of rituals and symbolization. The beliefs help provide 

social cohesion to a group of people who share similar attitudes and values. Linked with 

the idea of soteriology is the concept of theodicy; the theological discussion which 

centers around the issue of reconciling the benevolence of God with the imperfect world 

that He has created and the human suffering that exists (Chester, 1998, 2005; Weber, 

1963). The concept of theodicy is important to understand because it provides a means by 

which people understand the world and their place within the world (Johnstone, 2007). 

As religion is not uniform across society but is shaped by social structures and 

geographical locations, theodicy becomes a means by which the ideologies of groups are 

expressed. These ideologies are fairly consistent across social groups. 

Theodicy 

 Research within religious studies has demonstrated that religious beliefs are 

predicated upon social standing in society (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Gaillard 

& Texier, 2010; Johnstone, 2007; Litt, 2008; Pope, 1957; Schieman, 2010; Weber, 1963). 

This is significant to the social vulnerability paradigm if religious beliefs influence 

certain behaviors which then impact the safety of these groups in society. Durkheim 

(1992) established that religion may be regarded as an organization that creates and 

replicates the social structures around which people coordinate their thoughts and daily 
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activities. This functional perspective of religion maintains that religion be viewed as a 

means of generating social solidarity of the group through the mechanism of sharing of 

beliefs and values and, therefore, religion serves a healthy function in society (Christiano, 

Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Durkheim, 1992). The historical development of cities tends to 

produce conditions of inequality and marginalization (Burby, 2006; Burkle, 2006; 

Mehretu, Pigozzi, & Sommers, 2000; Williams & Collins, 1995) which are exacerbated 

by urbanization leading to areas of concentrated poverty (Branshaw & Trainor, 2007,  

p. 99). As such social inequalities translate into religion and religious institutions it 

comes as no revelation that religious beliefs are translated in different ways in different 

social structures (Marx & Engels, 1964; Zaret, 1985). 

  According to Weber (1963) religion is deeply entwined within class structure in 

the form of the "misfortune or disprivilege theodicy" and the "theodicy of good fortune." 

The theodicy of good fortune maintains the notion that wealth accumulated by those in 

the higher social classes is in fact God's blessing for their success. In contrast those of the 

lower social classes who have no wealth subscribe to the disprivileged theodicy, which 

maintains the "malevolence of wealth" but also realizes "the impending compensation for 

their suffering in the next life" (Schieman, 2010, p. 27). 

On the one hand, the sense of honor of disprivileged classes rests on some 
concealed promise for the future which implies the assignment of some function, 
mission, or vocation to them. What they cannot be, they replace by the worth of 
that which they will one day become, to which they will be called in some future 
life or hereafter. (Weber, 1963, p. 106) 

Therefore, their social position, as lower class, is regarded as somehow merited from the 

religious point of view. They see themselves as suffering as Jesus suffered and maintain 
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that their reward will be in the life to come, with God. At the same time they view the 

wealth of privileged groups as somehow sinful and illegal and that God's wrath will 

sooner or later catch up to them (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Schieman, 2010). 

Basically, people will assume a theodicy that matches their capacity in life. They have to 

shape their reality how they can. They are more likely to form a bond with the divine in 

order to compensate for their position in society and more likely to participate in religious 

rituals (Stark & Glock, 1968; Schieman, 2010). As a result, for certain groups, like the 

poor in New Orleans, social class and religion are intrinsically tied together. If faith in 

God is all compassing every day, is it then even more significant in crisis? 

 For Marx and Engels (1964, 1975) religion as such is a form of social control; as 

a tool in the hands of the elite used to placate the masses and keep the status quo and the 

dominant social class in power. Marx believed that the spirituality of the lower classes 

was as a direct response to the alienation of this class. Religion provided comfort and 

solace to the underclass by the belief in something that would ultimately reward them for 

their sacrifice in this life, hence his famous description of religion being "the sigh of the 

oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is 

the opium of the people" (Marx, 1970). Religion, then from the perspective of Marxists 

was believed to be a powerful conservative force, which perpetuated the status quo and 

the domination of one social class over another (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008). 

This is important to understand as religion then perpetuates the inequalities within the 

social structures. While the concept of religion has been treated as though it is uniform 
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across society by disaster researchers it does in fact provide different benefits for the 

different social classes. 

 Religion is used by many people as a means of coping with their daily lives and a 

way of explaining events which they find incomprehensible (Berger, 1990; Geertz, 1983; 

Habermas, 2010; Johnstone, 2007; Stark & Finke, 2000; Turner, 1974). However, for the 

lower social classes research (Schieman, 2010; Stark & Glock, 1968; Weigart, 1988) 

suggests that the use of religion can be a significant coping mechanism in their daily 

lives. They report higher levels of divine intervention in their lives possibly as a result of 

more intense religious activity. For this group religion provides a psychological benefit to 

help understand the uncertainties which exist in the world. Participating in religious 

practices provides a means of controlling aspects of one's life that they may feel is out of 

their control otherwise (Johnstone, 2007; Schieman, 2010; Weigart, 1988). It would make 

sense, then, for some to turn to religion as both explanation and guidance during disaster. 

 The notion that religion is a coping mechanism though demonstrated in several 

disaster studies (Bankoff, 2004; Bolin & Bolton, 1983, 1986; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; 

Gillard & Patton, 1999; Schmuck, 2000) has not been extensively studied. The disaster 

studies that illustrate the use of religion as a coping mechanism demonstrate it as a way to 

cope with the trauma after the disaster, that is, a response to the disaster. These studies 

also tend to treat the disaster as though it was the only event happening in an individual's 

life at the time; they rarely take into account that the disaster may be only an added 

trauma to multiple events that are happening within an individual's life (Bolin and 

Bolton, 1986). At the same time many of these studies examine religion from the context 
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of the religious organizations response to a disaster and not from the religious individual's 

perspective (Mitchell, 2000).  

Church vs. Sect 

 If theodicy is different within different social classes then this must be represented 

within the religious institutions. Religious scholars have noted that the same rewards and 

drawbacks that plague individuals within different social classes also afflict the religious 

institutions that those individuals belong to (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; 

Johnstone, 2007). Though Christianity proposes the ideal of unity it is perceptible that 

definite social classes are overrepresented in specific denominations (Niebuhr, 1929, 

cited in Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Weber, 1963). The upper classes are 

epitomized by Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and the United Church of Christ, which are 

considered to be the Protestant elites and rooted in the Colonial Era (Pope, 1957). The 

middle classes tend to be characterized by Lutherans and Methodists, while the middle to 

lower classes are composed mainly of Baptists, Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox, 

and the lower classes are embodied by fundamentalists and holiness churches (Christiano, 

Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008). Niebuhr maintained that the upper class churches were more 

likely to be mainstreamed and accommodating to the larger society and the status quo. 

Significantly these churches by virtue of their membership are significantly wealthier 

than their sister denominations in other socioeconomic classes. As the ideology of the 

lower classes is not represented within these wealthier churches they do not attract 

members of the lower socioeconomic groups who join other sects or form sects of their 

own, which more readily match their own doctrines and needs. These sects are less likely 
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to be mainstreamed and less likely to have wealth as a result of the poorer status of their 

membership. As sects grow, however, their ideology may become more mainstream in an 

effort to attract more wealth and as a result end up not meeting the needs of the lower 

classes of their membership who may break away in protest and form another sect. Thus, 

religion may also become a status symbol and individuals possibly will, depending on 

their religious beliefs, change their denomination in order to enhance their social status, 

for example switching from Lutheran to the Episcopal church because more elites are 

situated there (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008). 

 Denominations within American society are dependent upon voluntary 

contributions and donations. Thus, they are subject to the market forces which affect all 

other aspects of social structure (Stark & Finke, 2000). While some of the Protestant sects 

have intentionally kept congregation sizes small because people are more likely to 

contribute, the Southern Baptists and other small sects have kept their congregations sizes 

small because the local congregation can ordain anyone they see fit which creates local 

competition between pastors (Stark & Finke, 2000). Churches then tend to be 

representative of the general population around them. Lower socioeconomic groups are 

more likely to live in areas where Baptist, Catholic, and fundamentalist churches exist, or 

vice versa. These churches are not wealthy and are less likely to form social bonds with 

other churches outside of their immediate area. In contrast, Episcopal and Methodist 

churches are more likely to be found in wealthier neighborhoods and more likely to 

belong to national and international organizations that have complex organizational 

structures. While there has been denominational movement over the past couple of 
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decades in American society due in large part to intermarriage, the denominational 

boundaries still remain to a large extent. It is evident that those with lower levels of 

education will not only remain within the denomination they were born into but will also 

be more likely to marry within that denomination too. Denominational movement is more 

likely for those who are relatively well educated and more likely to marry outside of their 

denomination, except for the Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Jews who tend to have 

high levels of education (Wuthnow, 1989).  

 Research (Gillard & Patton, 1999; Holcombe, 2007, 109; Koenig, 2006) into 

religion in disasters has found that denominations may have a significant effect on 

recovery from a disaster. Gillard and Patton (1999) found that Christians in the Fiji 

Islands had access to more financial resources as a result of their membership in the 

Christian religion. These resources came from international Christian organizations sent 

specifically to aid those in the area affected by the hurricane. The local Muslim 

population who maintained membership in their mosques found themselves at a severe 

disadvantage as they were expected to maintain their tithes to the local organization in 

spite of the financial hardships wrought by the hurricane. The more individualistic, local 

religious organizations in this case have less access to resources than the more 

mainstreamed institutions. Though it may be seen that belonging to one of the 

mainstream denominations provides some resiliency after the disaster, belonging to 

certain other denominations appears to increase vulnerability after a disaster. While 

religious beliefs and practices have been demonstrated to be subject to a person's social 

standing their beliefs about God and His role in natural disasters may be significant 
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enough to be able to predict possible behavior in the event. It is the possibility of 

predicting this behavior that becomes so important for disaster researchers and 

emergency managers. Solutions can be found to help these groups prepare for the hazard 

rather than helping them respond to the disaster. 

God's Role in Disasters 

 The Lisbon earthquake of 1755 brought to the forefront issues of God's role in a 

disaster and his benevolence in society (Chester, 1998, 2005; Dynes, 2000). 

Consequently, it became a belief that God allowed evil for the sake of humanity having 

free will as this was the ultimate way to provide the best aspects of humanity (Chester, 

1998, 2005). This was ultimately summed up in the Christian Leibnizan theodicy that 

asserts that our salvation is in God's hands and not our own. In this sense, God has 

created the "best of all possible worlds" as the interconnections between good and evil 

are needed to provide man-kind with aspects of humanity (Berger, 1990; Tilly, 1991,  

p. 324).  

 Significantly, the Lisbon earthquake is a turning point in how disasters are 

perceived especially by the scientific community. Following the death of between 60-

100,000 people in the earthquake the Leibnizan argument of the "best of all possible 

worlds" lost ground and rationalism gradually began to replace divine determinism as an 

explanation for disasters. Occurring as it did during the developing Enlightenment 

thinking the earthquake was regarded on the one hand as being inflicted on a world that 

did not deserve it, while on the other hand, the earthquake, and natural disasters in 

general, were seen as social constructs; an interaction between the hazard and a 
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vulnerable population (which is how the social vulnerability paradigm views them) 

(Chester, 1998, 2005; Dynes, 2000). This split is consistent with the two paradigms 

evident in disaster literature. In its infancy disaster research examined natural disasters as 

extreme, separate, and external forces acting upon a population (Phillips & Fordham, 

2010; Quarantelli, 1998). The population affected was seen as a homogenous entity that 

was essentially passive and helpless in the wake of the hazard, that is, there was nothing 

that they could do to avoid the event and everyone would be similarly affected by it 

(Hewitt, 1983; Quarantelli, 1998; Tobin & Montz, 1997). While scientists are now able to 

explain how most natural phenomena will form and behave and so predict a good portion 

of the hazard, many people still hold to the belief that natural hazards are somehow 

connected to God (Dynes, 1998; Furnham & Brown, 1992, p. 44; Geertz, 1983; 

Johnstone, 2007; Koenig, 2006; Stern, 2007; Stark & Finke, 2000; Wuthnow, 1992).  

 Disaster researchers tend to assume that the majority of people are rational human 

beings and will willingly take steps to protect themselves if warned about hazards. 

Thousands of dollars have, therefore, been spent in providing effective warnings to 

people under the assumption that if people are warned they will prepare. The problem 

with this belief is that disaster researchers tend to assume that people who do not prepare 

have a fatalistic attitude toward hazards (Auf der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 2007). This 

fatalistic attitude has not been explored at all by disaster researchers. It is not that 

religious belief is not rational, it is for the individual, it is that the rational behavior is not 

in accordance with what disaster researchers and emergency managers seek: effective 

preparation and evacuation from the area. Disaster researchers while stating that this 
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behavior is fatalistic are missing the behaviors that religious people do undertake to 

prepare themselves for the hazard. Understanding this behavior is paramount then to 

providing resolutions, which will obtain the desired outcome for emergency managers: 

preparation and evacuation behaviors. 

 Within the literature on religion it may be seen that religion can not only provide 

people with an explanation for natural phenomena that is not easily explainable, but it can 

act as a coping and/or problem solving mechanism that people engage in with the belief 

that the behavior may solve their problems (whether it in fact does, or not) (Johnstone, 

2007, p. 4; Weigart, 1988). Most people have multiple stressors in their daily lives and, 

therefore, a disaster is likely to add to the strain of the individual (Bolin & Bolton, 1986). 

These studies argue that for people struggling everyday to survive, God is a rational 

choice who can help take away some of the stresses of their existence (Weigart, 1988). 

By placing their faith in God it subsequently alleviates their responsibility in the event 

and absolves them of any blame for what may ultimately happen (Bankoff, 2004; Gillard 

& Patton, 1999; Schmuck, 2000). Stern (2007) maintains that it not only resolves their 

dilemma but they can place the blame for subsequent damage on a higher being than the 

individual. Religion, thus, provides a means for ordering chaos and a way of alleviating 

future problems so that the struggles of daily life are not so overwhelming (Gillard & 

Patton, 1999; Weigart, 1988).  

 Placing our salvation in God's hands, however, requires strict adherence to 

religious practices and "pure obedience to the institution" (Weber, 1963, p. 191). The 

performance of religious life is twofold for a person; by their willingness to be subject to 
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the dictates of the religious doctrine and the self-denial of the sins of life their 

performance makes it clear that they are ideal candidates for God's favor in the afterlife. 

This ensures their place in heaven, and prevents them from being subject to natural 

disasters that are controlled by God in this life. Involvement in church related activities is 

therefore paramount and often used as a cushion against the negative impacts of life 

events (Weigart, 1988). Their religious activities then provide insurance against future 

catastrophe. The assumption is that by being a part of these rituals God will send the 

disaster to someone less deserving (Stern, 2007).  As Habermas (2010, p. 15) states part 

of the reason for the continuance of religion in today's society is that modern day 

solutions have not produced a viable replacement.  

 Though a great deal of effort has gone into debunking the notion that natural 

disasters are related to God's will the idea persists (Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977). There are 

two ways in which God is seen as responsible for natural disasters; it is either an act of 

God or it is God's wrath. While both beliefs maintain the idea that God is responsible for 

the hazard the repercussions from the labels may be significantly different and may 

impact populations in different ways. 

Act of God 

 One of the oldest ways that natural hazards have been viewed and explained in 

society is by relating them as acts of God (Furnham & Brown, 1992, p. 44; Koenig, 2006; 

Stern, 2007). The Bible is filled with stories of disasters such as the story of Noah and the 

Flood (Genesis 5:29 - 10:32). Transferring blame to a deity and using it as a scapegoat 

for the disaster has two purposes: not only is there nothing that ordinary man can do to 
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prevent the hazard as it is considered too large for an individual or a society to be able to 

control, but it provides the belief that someone or something is in control of the natural 

systems of the earth and that we are not just subject to a system over which we have no 

control (Gillard & Patten, 1999; Stern, 2007). The assumption maintains then that an 

individual's fate is not in their own hands, but in those of God. As a consequence man is 

not to blame for his predicament as he is a victim of God's actions and, therefore, not 

himself inherently evil (Chester, 2005; Chester & Duncan, 2010; Schwager, 1987; Stern, 

2007). Thus, human beings retain an element of control in our sphere of life as we can 

now explain the phenomena that we cannot understand (Johnstone, 2007; Kunreuther, 

2006; Stern, 2007; Turner, 1974; Weigart, 1988).  

 Regardless of our ability to explain natural phenomenon using science and 

scientific knowledge, a variety of theological and doctrinal positions still accept many 

events as being in some sense "under the control of God" (Berger, 1990; Chester & 

Duncan, 2010; Habermas, 1979; Stark & Fink, 2000). The term "act of God" has become 

mainstreamed in our culture and is an acceptable term. The term is found in courts of law 

and on insurance contracts where it is used to specify an event that could have been 

foreseen but for which a party cannot be held responsible (Stern, 2007).  

 While there are studies of religion and its role in a disaster context an examination 

of the existing disaster literature shows little in the way of investigating how people's 

beliefs in acts of God influences their behavior to prepare and/or respond to a disaster 

(Chester & Duncan, 2010; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; Gillard & Patton, 1999; Haney, Eliot, 

& Fussell, 2007; Kroll-Smith & Couch, 1987). Chester and Duncan (2010) found that 
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while many earthquakes and eruptions throughout the past century have been given 

religious explanations these have often been excluded from the academic research. 

Significantly, Gillard and Patton (1999) found that people living in the Fiji Islands who 

held the view that God creates disasters were less likely to be prepared for the frequent 

hurricanes that came through the area. As a result they were more likely to be killed, and 

more likely to be displaced by the events as their homes were easily destroyed. Research 

examining this phenomenon in other regions of the world has not been undertaken to date 

representing a significant gap in our understanding of how influential religion may be in 

people's perceptions and ultimate behavior in a disaster situation.  

 Gaillard et al., (2008) found that as the Qur'an prohibits Muslims from placing 

their wealth in banks those that lived in the province of Aceh, in Indonesia, when the 

tsunami hit were more likely to lose all of their possessions and lack the ability to call on 

financial resources stored outside of the disaster zone. In contrast, while the Millennium 

and Y2K problems were not inherently religious, Powell, Hickson, Self, & Bodon, (2001) 

wanted to study the reactions to Y2K. They found that people who were part of a 

religious organization interpreted Y2K as a millennium disaster, that is, a disaster that 

would change the world and as a result they actively prepared themselves to meet the 

disaster and survive it. 

 As demonstrated there are segments of the population who believe that they are 

unable to prepare for acts of God and willingly place their faith in God to help them 

survive the event. However, in order for God to help them they must show their faith in 

Him through participating in religious practices and rituals. This behavior becomes 
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effectively their insurance against the hurricane happening to them. Participating in 

religious rituals and practices is not considered by emergency managers to be mitigation 

or preparation behavior and effectively does contribute to the vulnerability of this 

population. However, acts of God though believed by the majority of the population to 

strike without prejudice and affect anyone, anywhere at any time (depending on location 

and season) do in fact affect certain vulnerable segments of the population more than 

others. 

God's Wrath 

 How we frame disasters influences the meanings we attribute to them (Dynes, 

1998). Labeling a natural disaster as an act of God also allows for the notion that God 

may send the disaster to those He deems as having sinned. Dynes maintains that the basic 

frame behind the story of Noah was that the "flood resulted from and created chaos but 

that the appropriate response was to attend to God's command and He chose Noah to be 

obedient to His control" (Dynes, 1998, p. 4). The story is not only a part of religious 

doctrine but has become embedded as a metaphor for American culture (Turner, 1974). It 

maintains that if we follow and adhere to the will of God then He will grant us the 

salvation that we seek and protection from his wrath via natural disasters. There is, 

however, a counterpoint to this; that is, if a population is conquered by enemies, or 

visited by calamities of nature, then it must be as a result of God's anger against his 

followers (Chester, 1998; Furham & Brown, 1992; Weber, 1963). Hence, the sins of the 

group were to blame for any unfavorable development that overtook them (Furnham & 

Brown, 1992). 
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 Thus, a natural disaster is seen as having a reason for being and the specific 

population that is affected as having earned God's wrath (Chester, 1998; Furham & 

Brown, 1992). This belief that individuals are in some way to blame for their misfortune 

of being in a disaster is widely accepted in today's society and often portrayed in the mass 

media coverage after a disaster (Dynes & Rodriquez, 2007). While we don't blame God 

for sending the disaster we can blame the victims of the disaster because they must have 

earned it in some way. This adds to the vulnerability of those affected by the disaster 

because it prevents resources from flowing to the affected areas in response to the 

disaster as the general (unaffected) population believes that the victims "got what they 

deserved" and therefore they don't deserve the aid.  

 God's wrath has become a prominent element in blaming specific populations for 

the disaster that just befell them (Hamilton, 2011; Lusnia, 2008). After Hurricane 

Katrina, several prominent Christian leaders stated that the people of New Orleans were 

sinful and therefore to blame for the devastation that Hurricane Katrina had caused to 

their city. Franklin Graham, a prominent Christian leader maintained that there had "been 

satanic worship. There's been sexual perversion. God is going to use that storm to bring 

revival. God has a plan. God has a purpose" (CNN, 10-4-2005). Pastor John Hagee 

(MediaMatters for America, 2008) goes even further:  

All hurricanes are acts of God, because God controls the heavens. I believe that 
New Orleans had a level of sin that was offensive to God, and they are - were 
recipients of the judgment of God for that. The newspaper carried the story in our 
local area that was not carried nationally that there was to be a homosexual parade 
there on the Monday that the Katrina came. And the promise of that parade was 
that it was going to reach a level of sexuality never demonstrated before in any of 
the other Gay Pride parades. So I believe that the judgment of God is a very real 
thing. I know that there are people who demur from that, but I believe that the 
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Bible teaches that when you violate the law of God, that God brings punishment 
sometimes before the day of judgment. And I believe that the Hurricane Katrina 
was, in fact, the judgment of God against the city of New Orleans. 

 
Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell, also prominent leaders within the Christian church, had 

both made public comments after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York stating that the 

sinners in America (feminists, gays and lesbians) were to blame for the attacks (Lusnia, 

2008). And, subsequently, after the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Pat Robertson echoed a 

similar sentiment by stating that God had seen fit to punish Haiti because they had 

previously made a pact with the devil. 

 Blaming the victims of a disaster is not limited to church officials; high ranking 

government officials, such as Mayor Ray Nagin and Representative Richard Baker have 

both made comments concerning the devastation of Hurricane Katrina and who is to 

blame. Recently Tokyo's governor, Shintaro Ishihara, stated that the Japanese earthquake 

was tembatsu (divine punishment) on the people of Japan (Hamilton, 2011), while 

Michele Bachmann, a candidate for leader of the Republican Party, claimed that 

Hurricane Irene was a "divine warning" while speaking/campaigning (Ward, 2011).  

 Some disaster research has shown that those who experience disasters may also 

hold a similar view. Bradfield, Wylie, and Echterling (1989) found that after a 

devastating flood in West Virginia in 1985 those affected were more likely to attribute 

the event to God's wrath, and view those who had not been affected by the event as 

having been somehow righteous citizens for having escaped the flood, even though one 

of the places saved was the local bar. This perspective, believing that a natural disaster is 

God's will and is somehow punishment to those that deserve it, is viewed in the disaster 



 

41 

literature as a fatalistic or helpless attitude. Significantly this attitude is believed to hinder 

people's ability to prepare for the disaster as they believe themselves to be at low risk 

from the event (Auf der Heide, 1987; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; Perrow, 2007). While 

many people may place their faith in God and through that act that He will not visit 

disaster upon them, they must also consider themselves to be less deserving of 

punishment than others; often fulfilled by attending religious institutions and adhering to 

the institutional requirements (Weber, 1963; Weigart, 1988).  

 Western researchers studying religious aspects of disasters tend to assume that 

one religious viewpoint pervades all aspects of that religion regardless of where it may be 

located. This myopic view tends to overlook the uniqueness of place and culture even 

within the United States especially in a place like New Orleans where religion is a 

syncretism of multiple religions (Bankoff, 2004; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; Hewitt, 1983). 

Based on this view, research into religion and disasters has resulted in the analysis that 

belief in natural disasters as acts of God or as punishment for sinfulness is a fatalistic 

attitude (Chester, 1998, 2005; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; Perrow, 2007). While this is a 

concern for disaster researchers it has not been studied to any great extent (Auf der 

Heide, 1987). This study seeks to help fill this gap in the literature by examining the role 

of religion in disasters. 

  Religious organizations and leaders are well integrated in the community and as a 

consequence are able to quickly and effectively mobilize to help citizens recover in the 

event of a disaster (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Holcombe, 2007; Smith, 1978). A good 

portion of the literature that examines the intersections of religion and the sociology of 
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disasters examines how religious organizations respond to disaster to help their 

congregation members and others in the community (Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Dodson & 

Gilkes, 1995; Holcombe, 2007). Many of the mainstream denominations have national 

networks set up within their organization to deal with disasters and the logistics that go 

along with getting the needed supplies to their local chapters in the region, such as 

Episcopal Community Services, Catholic Charities, United Methodist Committee on 

Relief, and Samaritan's Purse (non-denominational). Studies have shown that religious 

groups are quick to respond to a disaster, in fact usually being the first on the scene and 

can quickly address the needs of victims who may be otherwise overlooked in a disaster, 

specifically because they are aware of the needs of their community. However, what is 

less well researched is how, or whether, these organizations have any significant impact 

helping reduce the risk of disaster for individuals prior to the event (Dynes, 1974; 

Holcombe, 2007, 109; Wisner, 2010; Wisner et al., 2004).  

Summary 

 Religion is a large part of our lives and a useful cultural tool for a large majority 

of the population (Perrow, 2007). While religion can provide people with a useful coping 

mechanism for life on a daily basis (Weigart, 1988), belief in the absolute power of the 

divine and the idea of retribution may leave people vulnerable to a disaster as they lack 

the capacity to examine how the natural hazard may affect their life (Auf der Heide, 

1987; Perrow, 2007). There has been a lot of money spent on research attempting to 

determine the effectiveness of warnings and their usefulness in predicting behavior, or 

risk perception of people (Auf der Heide, 1987; Drabek, 1985, 1999). This research has 
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examined issues of gender, class, race, and age in an attempt to improve the effectiveness 

of getting warnings to certain populations. However, those people that believe that 

natural hazards are a result of God's will are inclined to perceive the risk from disasters as 

low and therefore not do anything about them (Chester & Duncan, 2010). This has been 

regarded in the disaster literature as a fatalistic attitude (Auf der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 

2007). The context in which this belief exists, though, is based on a person's religious and 

cultural schemes that are a part of the context in which they are socialized and the place 

in which they live (Bankoff, 2004; Bourdieu, 1998; Geertz, 1983).  

 Disaster researchers examining religion in the context of disasters have tended to 

generalize aspects of religion collapsing all studies into a general category of religion in 

disasters without separating or signifying the importance of the cultural and spatial 

context in religion (Bankoff, 2004). While this has been a pervasive aspect of the disaster 

literature it has been consistent with the dominant view once held by disaster researchers 

that equated a hazard as being something physical which was external, unintended and 

impacted the social world causing disruption in the system. In this sense there was 

nothing that humans or society could do to prevent the disaster (Quarantelli, 1998, p. 266; 

Tobin & Montz, 1997, p. 8).  

 Habermas (2010, p. 74) maintains that while some people may be impotent in one 

area of society, for example, the public domain, they may become more rigid in another 

domain, the private domain. That is, individuals in lower socioeconomic classes who feel 

helpless in society may become more rigid and inflexible in their religious beliefs. This is 

a problem when this belief incapacitates an individual from recognizing and preparing for 



 

44 

a future disaster, not because they don't have the resources, but because they don't see the 

need in the first place. To them their fate is in God's hands. Our warning messages are 

falling on deaf ears and ultimately while the life of the individual is at risk so too are the 

lives of the first responders who may be called in to rescue them. 

 This chapter has demonstrated that religion according to the social vulnerability 

paradigm may in fact be a social vulnerability for certain segments of the population. 

Different social classes tend to have differing religious views and differing beliefs in their 

relationship to God which ultimately affects their behavior patterns in terms of their 

mitigation and preparedness behavior. These differing religious beliefs are also impacted 

by the social status of the individual and their ability, or lack, thereof to gain access to 

resources.  

Purpose of the Study 

 When researchers study aspects of a disaster they tend to take an attribute, 

category or institution that has been affected by the disaster and examine the effects of 

the disaster from only that perspective. This then treats families, networks, communities, 

or organizations we are studying as closed systems while in fact, they are operating in the 

larger society with numerous stressors occurring at the same time (Bates, 1997; Bolin & 

Bolton, 1986; Peacock & Girard, 1997; Phillips & Fordham, 2010). Studies of disasters 

tend to assume that the disaster will be the most significant trauma happening at that 

moment in a person's life, when in fact, many people have multiple stressors going on at 

the same time (Bolin & Bolton, 1986). Individuals are part of communities that are made 

up of a series of complex and interconnected systems. These systems are not only the 
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product of human design but also the creation of vulnerabilities inherent in the system. 

Cities reflect the patterns of inequalities and ideals present in social structures. They are 

physical, engineered and social systems around which life revolves in a given location, 

reflecting the ideas of visionary leaders at the time (Comfort, 2006; Mileti, 1999). 

Recognizing the various vulnerabilities that people face in their lives allows emergency 

managers and officials to devise solutions and lessen the risks (Phillips & Fordham, 

2010, 7). 

 Religion is a part of a cultural system influenced by the makeup of the people 

within the system and the way in which people adapt to the surrounding landscape. It is 

one factor in the social vulnerability paradigm that has not been extensively examined 

and which may influence an individual's world view and their behavior in a disaster. It is 

as such an important component to investigate. It has been demonstrated that religion is 

used a coping mechanism both in daily life and in social dramas. It provides collective 

metaphors that help a group to solidify together. It may also construct vulnerabilities in 

segments of the population through their beliefs in acts of God and their resulting 

inability to prepare for the disaster.  

 This study examines how religion may create vulnerabilities in populations and 

what these may be. It is an exploratory study of religion and people's perception of 

religion in their disaster experiences. It examines people's beliefs and how they are used 

in a disaster, specifically Hurricane Katrina, and it examines what behaviors resulted 

from those beliefs. The study places certain religious beliefs within the social 

vulnerability paradigm.   
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 To understand how religion may fit into the social vulnerability paradigm the next 

chapter discusses the event known as Hurricane Katrina and the social vulnerabilities of 

New Orleans that led to the disaster becoming as devastating as it did. Providing this 

chapter presents the context in which people were reacting as Hurricane Katrina 

threatened the Gulf Coast. It helps paint a more holistic view of the people and City of 

New Orleans. Later, the discussion in Chapter 6 explores how religion fits into the social 

vulnerability paradigm using the findings from the research.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SETTING 

Introduction 

  This chapter focuses on New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina. The discussion 

begins with a description of Hurricane Katrina and its effects on New Orleans. Next I 

examine the landscape of New Orleans that makes it so susceptible to hurricanes and 

proceed to the history of New Orleans and the subsequent mix of people who inhabit the 

area. As the social vulnerability paradigm takes a holistic approach to investigating 

factors which lead to vulnerabilities within populations the socio-spatial, economic and 

political factors need to be understood in order to assess how religion may play a role in 

the vulnerability of the population. New Orleans possesses some unique features that 

contribute to its social vulnerability landscape. Its location has a lot to do with its 

susceptibility to hurricanes and flooding, coupled with urbanization and political and 

economic decisions throughout the last century, New Orleans has in fact been made more 

vulnerable to a disaster as Hurricane Katrina showed. Within this context a person's 

social standing and world view play a significant role in how people cope with their life 

and the many dangers they face on a daily basis, as well as the larger one which may be 

looming over the horizon. The location and environment in which they live not only 

affects them on a daily basis, but their daily activities then affect their environment.



 

48 

Hurricane Katrina 

 The 2005 hurricane season was one of the busiest on record. In an average year 11 

named systems may be generated, six of which may become hurricanes and two of those 

will be a Category 3 or above (NOAA, 2011). In 2005 there were an unprecedented 31 

named storms, for the first time on record all the names in the alphabet were used and the 

Greek alphabet was started (Comfort, 2006). Hurricane Katrina was the 16th storm of the 

season. Tracked since its formation as a Tropical Depression in the Bahamas on August 

23 (Comfort, 2006) the hurricane hit Florida on Thursday August 25, killing nine people 

and causing a billion dollars in damage. Weakened from its traverse over the Florida 

landmass it preceded into the Gulf of Mexico where it intensified over the warmest 

waters on record (Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 4; Litt, 2008, p. 32). On Friday August 26 

the White House declared an impending disaster area and the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) began preparing as the storm was slated to make landfall 

in Gulfport and New Orleans (Litt, 2008, p. 32). The news media warnings became dire 

during the 10 p.m. news broadcast (Lusnia, 2008). On Saturday August 27 though 

predictions were given that Hurricane Katrina would strengthen to a Category 4 storm, 

most people within the city of New Orleans had not heard anything about the storm 

(Flaherty, 2010). This same day the Director of the National Hurricane Center advised 

the Mayor of New Orleans, Ray Nagin, to call a mandatory evacuation (Litt, 2008, p. 32). 

Instead Mayor Nagin issued a voluntary evacuation order at 5 p.m., but consequently on 

Sunday August 28 at 11 a.m., only nineteen hours before Hurricane Katrina made 
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landfall, revised the evacuation to a mandatory evacuation order; first in New Orleans 

history (Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 17; Branshaw & Trainor, 2007, p. 99).  

 Once the mandatory evacuation was given a major problem facing the majority of 

residents was leaving the city (Litt, 2008, p. 40). Despite what many think, the ensuing 

evacuation of the city, however, was in fact one of the most successful rapid evacuations 

of a city ever undertaken (Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 19). Unfortunately, it only really 

included those with access to cars, credit cards, friends outside of the region that they 

could visit, and experience on the road. Many people without the required resources, or 

who were caring for ill, disabled or elderly family members and friends were less likely 

to be able to leave (Flaherty, 2010). Some estimates place as many as 250,000 residents 

in New Orleans (not including tourists and special needs populations) as being unable to 

leave the city (Wohlson et al., 2005, p. 136), while other more conservative estimates 

maintain the figure was more likely 100,000 residents (Bullard, 2008, p. 756; Johnson, 

2008, p. 47; Laska, 2004). Regardless of which is most accurate, what is clear is that a 

significant number of people were unable to leave New Orleans as the storm approached. 

 Due to the dire warnings given about buildings collapsing in the storm, Governor 

Kathleen Blanco told people who would not evacuate the city to write their social 

security numbers on their arms to make identification of the body easier in the aftermath 

(Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 19). With only 19 hours before the storm made landfall in 

New Orleans, the Mayor finally opened shelters as a "refuge of last resort" that included 

the most well known shelter in New Orleans; the Superdome (Comfort, 2006; Kapucu & 
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Van Wart, 2008, p. 725; Litt, 2008, p. 32). The State of Louisiana Emergency Operations 

Plan states that a place of last resort is: 

a place for persons to be protected from the high winds and heavy rains from the 
storm. Unlike a shelter, there may be little or no water or food and possibly no 
utilities. A last resort refuge is intended to provide best available survival 
protection for the duration of the hurricane only.  
(Office of Emergency Preparedness, 2005, p. 29, cited in Branshaw & Trainor, 
2007, p. 99) 

The Superdome was chosen because it had a second floor that provided a means of 

escape from flooding, the building could withstand hurricane winds and was deemed 

suitable for the amount of people estimated to take refuge there; 15,000 were anticipated 

(Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008, p. 732). The Louisiana National Guard delivered three 

truckloads of ready-to-eat meals prior to the storm, enough to feed 15,000 people for 

three days (Russell 2005, cited in Branshaw & Trainor, 2007).  

 By Sunday August 28, Hurricane Katrina had become a Category 5 hurricane on 

the Saffir-Simpson scale and had become the biggest and most intense storm ever in the 

Gulf (Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 5). At 5 a.m. on Monday August 29, 2005, Hurricane 

Katrina made landfall on the Gulf Coast as a Category 4 hurricane with wind speeds up to 

145 miles per hour (Comfort, 2006) and sustained winds of 125 mph (Freudenberg et al., 

2009a, p. 501). The hurricane was the fourth most intense Atlantic hurricane on record 

(Freudenburg et al., 2008, p. 1024, 2009a, p. 501). The low pressure system pushed water 

back up the MR-GO/Intracoastal Waterway resulting in the overtopping of levees behind 

the lower Ninth Ward and St Bernard Parish. Water in the Industrial Canal rose to 14 feet 

above normal. At around 7:45 a.m. a section of the levee wall in the Lower Ninth Ward 

gave way and gulf water flowed in to the residential area. Soon after the levee at the rear 
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of the Ninth Ward was overtopped allowing water to flow into the Ninth Ward from the 

north. Flood levels rose 10 feet within 20 minutes. Within the city of New Orleans itself, 

at around 2 p.m., the 17th Street levee breached, which allowed water from Lake 

Ponchartrain to enter the city (Comfort, 2006). The London Avenue and Industrial Canal 

levees that back up to Lake Ponchartrain also failed (Freudenburg et al., 2009a, p. 502).  

 

Figure 1. Map depicting the points where the levees were breached after Hurricane 

Katrina impacted New Orleans. Note the low lying areas below sea and the location of 

the pumping stations. It is significant that middle class housing has developed on the 

shores of Lake Pontchartrain and was also severely flooded as a result of the levee breach 

Adapted from "Deal yields $3.1 billion to strengthen levees" on MSNBC website 2005. 

 After the failure of the levees, an estimated 18,000 more people were forced to 

leave their homes and seek shelter at the Superdome while 20,000 more people went to 

the Convention Center (Branshaw & Trainor, 2007, p. 99). By Monday evening the 
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Superdome was surrounded by water and inaccessible, and as a result those seeking 

shelter had to take refuge in the Convention Center, which had no supplies (Freudenburg 

at al., 2009b, p. 28). The Superdome is alleged to have held over 20,000 people for more 

than five days, which inevitably meant that it quickly ran out of supplies.  

 Even though the hurricane had passed through the region, flooding from the levee 

breech required the continued evacuation of people from New Orleans, including 

everyone at the Superdome and Convention Center. This became the largest movement of 

people in memory (Dreier, 2006, p. 544) as an estimated 300,000 people in the 

metropolitan area were moved to safety (Murakami-Ramalho & Durodoye, 2008, p. 115), 

resulting in the dispersal of New Orleans residents to 44 states within the United States 

(Zedlewski, 2006). Black females made up the largest contingent of those displaced by 

the storm (Murakami-Ramalho & Durodoye, 2008, p. 116). For many residents of New 

Orleans the forced evacuation out of the city marked the first time that they had left the 

city, having had no resources to be able to travel and no relatives outside of the area 

(Branshaw & Trainor, 2007, p. 104). 

 For at least a week after the storm, water continued to inundate the lower Ninth 

Ward finally leveling off at 3-4 feet above the highest ground and 10-12 feet in the lowest 

sections (Comfort, 2006). It is estimated that 80 percent of New Orleans was ultimately 

flooded (Brunkard, Namulanda, & Ratard, 2008; Bullard, 2008; Burns & Thomas, 2008; 

Frei, 2005; Horowitz, 2009; Lusnia, 2008), and virtually all infrastructure components 

either damaged or destroyed (Harrald, 2006, p. 258; Jenkins & Phillips, 2008, p. 53; 
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Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008, p. 723). The entire city was lost to the aftermath of Hurricane 

Katrina (Comfort, 2006, p. 502).  

 

Figure 2. Orleans Parish September 11, flood extent with neighborhoods and major 

roads. Greater New Orleans Community Data Center adaptation of the FEMA September 

11, flood extent data, New Orleans City Planning Commission's neighborhood 

boundaries, and Census TIGER streets and natural boundaries. (GNOCDC, 2011). 

 Estimates claim that 75% of the flooded areas were in neighborhoods where the 

majority of the population was African-American (Miller & Rivera, 2006, p. 148). As in 

the last major storm to hit New Orleans, Hurricane Betsy in 1965, the lower Ninth Ward 

was the hardest hit area in the metropolis and the last to see utilities, municipal services 

and residents return (Campanella, 2008, p. 153). The map above shows the extent of the 

flooding as of September 11, 2005. 
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 Analyzing and understanding the pattern of casualties in Hurricane Katrina also 

helps illustrate the context in which survivors made and continued to make decisions 

related to the storm. Death toll estimates initially released by the state government were 

that 10,000 people had been killed by the hurricane and the subsequent flooding. The 

actual estimate of those that died is closer to 10 percent of that figure, probably 1,846 

(Dynes and Rodriquez 2007, p. 26). Although this figure varies, the Louisiana 

Department of Health and Hospitals (LDHH) declared in June 2006, that 1,577 victims 

had been killed as a direct result of Hurricane Katrina (Sharkey, 2007, p. 484). Other 

estimates suggest that the figure could be over 1,800 victims (Bullard, 2008; Dynes & 

Rodriquez, 2007; Lee, Shen & Tran, 2009), and there was an estimated 700 people still 

listed as missing two years after the event (Freudenburg et al., 2009a). Of the total 

number of deaths in New Orleans 200 occurred in hospitals and nursing homes (Kutner, 

2006, p. 204). Since the hurricane, one in 20 survivors of Hurricane Katrina report having 

had a family member killed in the storm, while one in four reports having a friend killed 

in the storm (Lee, Shen and Tran 2009, p. 8). Regardless of the actual figure these death 

toll estimates have only been surpassed by two previous disaster events in the United 

States; a hurricane in Florida in 1928 that killed an estimated 3,000 people and the 

Galveston hurricane in 1900 that killed 8,000 (Bullard 2008, Harrald 2006, Litt 2008, 

Freudenburg et al., 2009b).  

 Analysis of death toll statistics shows that being elderly was the single most 

important factor in falling victim to the storm. The elderly, those over 65 years of age, 

accounted for 67% of the deaths but only represented 12% of the population in the 2000 
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Census (Laska, 2008, p. 587; Sharkey 2007), while those over 75 years of age accounted 

for 75% of the deaths (Laska, 2008). The mean age of victims was 69 years of age. Those 

under 45 years of age accounted for only 10% of the victims (Brunkard, Namulanda, & 

Ratard, 2008). Though the majority of the elderly population in New Orleans is white 

(19% of the population is elderly white compared to only 9% of the population being 

elderly black) deaths were more likely to be amongst the black population. In fact, at all 

age levels, death rates for blacks were double that for whites. Of the nonelderly victims 

blacks accounted for 82% of the victims while they represent 70% of the population, in 

comparison the white nonelderly victims accounted for 17% of the victims while 

representing 27% of the population (Sharkey, 2007). Deaths were also more likely to be 

male, due to the fact that this was the predominant population that had stayed in the city 

to wait out the storm (Brunkard, Namulanda, & Ratard, 2008).  

 Overall, 1.5 million people were displaced from their homes throughout the entire 

region of the hurricane's devastation and 60,000 homes totally destroyed, possibly 

resulting in a negative impact on the United States economy for years to come (Comfort, 

2006). And while this dissertation is not directly evaluating the role of age and race on 

Katrina impacts, it is vital to understand the context in which people made decisions. Yet 

understanding the storm is not enough. To fully contextualize how people framed 

Hurricane Katrina, it is necessary to understand the unique nature of the city of New 

Orleans itself. 

 

 



 

56 

New Orleans 

 New Orleans while having a history of hurricanes, being hit 13 times since its 

founding in 1718 and being affected by 30 storms since 1900, it has not been hit by a 

Category 3 storm or above in over a century (Frailing & Harper, 2007, p. 51; Frei, 2005; 

Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008, p. 723). However, in five years prior to Hurricane Katrina 

four major warnings had been issued; Dennis in 1999, Isidore and Lily in 2002, and Ivan 

in 2004 (Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007, p. 72). These storms had all veered at the last 

moment and New Orleans had not suffered as a result; leading to the false notion that 

somehow New Orleans was 'protected' from hurricanes (Campanella, 2008; Freudenburg 

et al., 2008). 

 Situated about 120 miles upriver from the Gulf Coast on the Mississippi River, 

New Orleans had developed as a valuable Port city for the various colonists from Europe, 

Africa and the Caribbean (Campanella, 2008, p. 190; Donato, Trujillo-Pagán, Bankston, 

& Singer, 2006, p. 218; Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 41). A landscape of natural levees 

resulted in a social landscape of wealth developing on those more solid river banks, 

known as the "Front of Town" and people (more often than not slaves and poor 

immigrants) with fewer resources inhabiting the "Back of Town" on the lower lying less 

stable land (Bullard, 2008, p. 761; Campanella, 2008; Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 34).   

 While 300 years ago most of the deltaic region of New Orleans was at or above 

sea level now only 51% of the land is at or slightly above sea level (Campanella, 2008, p. 

85; Frailing & Harper, 2007), while the remaining 49% of the land lies at an estimated 

seven feet below sea level (Comfort, 2006, p. 502). The Mississippi River now runs 
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between 0.71 feet and 19.98 feet above Gulf level, which means that 95% of the time the 

surface of the river is higher than 56% of Greater New Orleans (Campanella, 2008, p. 

90). Technological solutions to the flooding issues inherent in New Orleans have in fact 

made the situation worse by over exposure of the population to greater risks of flooding 

(Burby, 2006; Campanella, 2008; Freudenburg et al., 2008; Kunreuther, 2006; Phillips & 

Fordham, 2010, p. 8; Quarantelli, Lagadec, & Boin, 2007). Mechanized pumps and 

outfall canals take rain water from the city and pump it into the Mississippi River or Lake 

Ponchartrain (Campanella, 2008). A catastrophic failure of this system occurred when 

Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and water flooded the city remaining in some 

locations for as long as three weeks until it could be pumped out. The extensive levee 

system that has been built upon over the years is the actual cause of the sinking of the city 

as it has interrupted the natural process of sediment deposits and removal (Campanella, 

2008; Freudenburg et al., 2008). Ironically the one thing that would save New Orleans 

from the storm surge, the Wetlands, are being eroded at an estimated 40 square miles per 

year over the past 50 years (Dyson, 2006, p. 84). The Army Corps of Engineers estimates 

that it would only take a width of Wetlands 2.7 miles wide to lower the storm surge by 

one foot (Freudenburg et al., 2008, p. 1027 and 2009a, p. 508). 

 Urbanization and development has spread into the Back of Town areas which 

have been drained by the levee system and which development then results in further 

deterioration of the landscape (Burby, 2006; White, 1975). Belief in the flood protection 

system has not only fueled the rapid and intense urbanization of the region but has led to 

forgoing necessary precautions to better mitigate in flood prone regions (Burby, 2006; 
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Freudenburg et al., 2009a, p. 510). However, these new developments are outside of the 

original levee protection areas resulting in more severe risk to the inhabitants when 

floods occur (White, 1975). The costs of construction and maintaining the existing levee 

system are not small and the levee system in New Orleans has been poorly maintained 

over the past decade (Comfort, 2006). Repeated attempts to get federal funding to 

reinforce the levee system have been repeatedly denied (Comfort, 2006), largely because 

of the cut in the Army Corps of Engineering budget by the Bush government (Dreier, 

2006). 

New Orleans is one of the oldest multicultural cities in the United States claiming 

ancestry from Spain, France and British explorers who did not move far inland because 

of the need for resources from their respective countries of origin (Campanella, 2008, p. 

190). Acadian exiles who were ousted from Canada by the British also made their home 

in New Orleans and then mixed with Germans, Native Americans, African, Caribbean 

and Anglo Americans (Donato et al., 2006, p. 218; Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 41) 

creating the Cajun culture that exists today with its unique food, language and music that 

makes New Orleans the place it is today (Flaherty, 2010; Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 

41). As the population of the city grew the Cajuns moved out further into the wetlands 

where they could make a living on the extensive natural resources of the region and were 

joined by escaped slaves who were allowed to establish their own communities within the 

marshes (Freudenburg et al., 2009b, p. 44). Over the years, New Orleans developed a 

three tier racial caste system, one of the few places in the United States where one existed 

(Campanella, 2008, p. 191). This system of white, free people of color, and enslaved 
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blacks has dramatically influenced ethnic divisions within the region that persist to this 

day. This three tier system produces a significant vulnerability for segments of the 

population as they experience differential access to resources and frames the experience 

of many who survived Hurricane Katrina.  

While the composition of New Orleans has always been mixed to some extent, the 

Caucasian population has been declining since 1960 when they represented 62% of the 

population (Campanella, 2008; Dreier, 2006; Flaherty, 2010; Frailing & Harper, 2007, p. 

57). By 1970, the New Orleans populations was 54.4% White and by the 1980 census 

New Orleans was a majority African American city when African Americans accounted 

for two thirds of the population (Flaherty, 2010; Frailing & Harper, 2007). In July 2005 

just prior to Hurricane Katrina the population of New Orleans stood at 67% African 

American, 28% white, 3% Latino and 2% Asian (Branshaw & Trainor, 2007, p. 99; 

Turner & Ledewski, 2006; Miller & Rivera, 2006, p. 144). In comparison African 

American's make up 12% of the population nationwide (Turner & Ledewski, 2006, p. 3). 

According to Frey and Myers (2005, cited in Zedlewski, 2006, p. 3), however, New 

Orleans has one of the highest racial segregation rates in the south. Though over two-

thirds of the New Orleans population is African American they only comprise one-fifth 

of the suburban population and are concentrated in urban regions that are located in high 

flood risk, low-lying areas (Dreier, 2006). Significantly, New Orleans is one of the few 

areas in the nation where people are likely to live in the same area that they were born 

into and to have multiple generations living around them, thus homes are passed down 
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from generation to generation (Bullard, 2008, p. 761; Dyson, 2006, p. 12; Flaherty, 

2010). 

 New Orleans ranks third in poverty concentration amongst the nation's 100 largest 

metro areas (Dreier, 2006). In 2004 the median household income in New Orleans was 

$21,850 compared to the national median income of $26,690 (Bureau of the Census, 

2008). Some estimates state a quarter of its population, about 103,000 people lived in 

poverty prior to Hurricane Katrina mainly in Orleans Parish, which houses the Ninth 

Ward (Branshaw & Trainer, 2007, p. 99; Brezina & Kaufman, 2008, p. 703; Comfort, 

2006; Dreier, 2006; Dyson, 2006). Others, however, claim that more than 30% lived in 

poverty (Bolin, 2006, p. 113). Regardless the poverty rate is twice that of the rest of the 

United States (Bourque, Siegel, Kano, & Wood, 2006, p. 145). As a consequence New 

Orleans is one of the most ghettoized cities in the United States (Dreier, 2006). 

 The city and the region has been in economic decline over the past five or so 

decades due to the migration of the petroleum industry out of the area, which has resulted 

in the loss of much needed employment (Comfort, 2006; Dreier, 2006). While New 

Orleans now promotes tourism, employment within the tourism industry is not lucrative 

for the majority of its employees (Chevan & Stokes, 2000) and self employment and 

unemployment is high (Frailing & Harper, 2007, p. 55; Zedlewski, 2006, p. 3; Miller & 

Rivera, 2006, p. 144).   

 The city is governed by the Parish system, a remnant of the power struggles 

between the French and Spanish colonists and Americans throughout New Orleans 

history. Each Parish is an individual entity with its own police force and system of 
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governing which means that there is no consistency throughout Greater New Orleans in 

land use, development, and laws. New Orleans is therefore considered to be a non-regime 

city, that is, it is not governed by the cooperation of a coalition of people, but rather by 

many different groups that have different interests. This creates obstacles for coordinated 

development planning such as evacuations, as there is little or no coordination among 

federal, state and local actors (Burns & Thomas, 2006, p. 520). 

 Religion within New Orleans has been described as being as unique as its culture 

(Flaherty, 2010). It is a syncretism of multiple religions brought about by the mixing of 

the various nationalities throughout the history of New Orleans. Culture is strongly 

influenced by the religious beliefs of the predominantly African American community 

whose religious roots are deeply buried within their daily lives (Bankoff, 2004; Gaillard 

& Texier, 2010; Hewitt, 1983; Litt, 2008. p. 32; Weigart, 1988). African Americans, 

more so than any other group, profess a personal relationship with God, pray daily and 

believe in the power of healing (Christiano, Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Emerson & Smith, 

2000; Johnstone, 2007; Lawson & Thomas, 2007). Thus, religious institutions abound in 

the city providing spiritual guidance for the multitude of religious beliefs evident. As 

New Orleans demonstrates cities "are the product of human design, and the communities 

that societies create reflect the balance of risks and opportunities their leaders are able to 

recognize at the time" (Comfort, 2006, p. 508). 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA AND METHODS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this chapter is to discuss details of the data collection procedures 

used for this study and the methods used to analyze that data. The chapter begins with a 

general discussion of sociology and the role of the sociologist in helping to explain 

elements of our daily lives. It proceeds to discuss aspects of qualitative methodology and 

why this method was selected top best explore the research topic. Finally, the chapter 

concludes with a discussion about the effectiveness of this sample and its collection 

methods focusing on the effectiveness of the methods employed and the resulting data 

produced for analysis. 

Qualitative Research Methods 

 According to Giddens (2009) people build a perception of the world by 

interpreting what is going on around them and using their experiences within their own 

groups. The role of the sociologist is to discover and explain phenomena in our daily 

lives that we believe is a "natural" element however is anything but natural in that our 

lives are, in part, dictated by the social conditions in which we exist. These natural 

elements may relate to such things as falling in love, religion, education, and law; 

elements that we view in our society as a natural and inevitable fact which leads Boudon
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 (1981, p. 6) to proclaim that "[s]ociology is the study of why people have no choices." 

Many other societies do not share our particular views of love, religion, law, or 

education; some may have different systems based on their culture, while others may 

have no system at all. By investigating the commonalities and diversities within and 

between societies sociologists can learn a lot about how societies and people within them 

function and interpret their world.    

 Within sociology there are different viewpoints as to how to explain society; the 

positive tradition as represented by thinkers such as Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Parsons 

and Stinchcomb seek to view sociology as a "progressive, cumulative, explanatory, 

'scientific' project" believing that they can "explain, predict and ultimately in some cases 

control the social world" (O'Brien, 1993, p. 6). As these thinkers believe that society can 

be explained by laws and rational logics the methods employed to provide substantiation 

for their theories lean towards quantitative collection methods. That is, they have a 

hypothesis about what they will find and they seek to test that hypothesis by questioning 

large numbers of people (Gilbert, 2008; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Their questions are 

more direct and have limited responses. 

 However, another viewpoint, represented by thinkers such as Weber, Goffman 

and Garfinkel seek to understand the significance that the social world has on people who 

live within it (O'Brien, 1993, p. 7). These thinkers believe that interpretation of the world 

should be the focus of sociology. They have no preconceived ideas of what to expect and 

they employ methods that seek to build an understanding of the mechanisms and 
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processes in society (Gilbert, 2008; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Their methods allow 

people to provide more in-depth answers to questions and consequently use less people.  

 The focus for quantitative data collection is focused on testing the hypothesis of a 

researcher. It is deductive and ultimately directed towards the problem of substantiating 

through empirical evidence a concept or idea that the researcher already possesses. 

Qualitative methodology, however, approaches from an inductive position and has no 

such focus allowing for the collection and blending of multiple data sources to provide a 

richer more descriptive body of evidence from which the researcher produces her or his 

analysis. Whereas quantitative data collection is driven by theory, qualitative data 

collection allows for theory to emerge from the analysis of the data. Termed grounded 

theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) or inductive reasoning (Gilbert, 2008, p. 27) this research 

method has a long history within disaster research largely because little was known about 

people's reactions within disaster situations (Phillips, 2002; Quarantelli, 2002). 

Hypotheses were, therefore, difficult to formulate and most of our knowledge and theory 

regarding disasters has been developed through observations, interviews and secondary 

data analysis.     

 A grounded theory approach provides the researchers the advantage of being in 

the world that they are studying and thus having an opportunity to view actual 

interactions within their natural context (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). This 

type of research allows for an interactive approach between the participant and the 

researcher and provides some flexibility on the part of the researcher to change questions 

and sometimes even focus as the field research progresses. Thus, the methods for 
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collecting data are not locked in stone (Phillips, 2002). However, given that this approach 

uses immersion with the society under investigation results are only specific to that 

population and generalizations to the rest of the population cannot therefore be made.  

 Due to the relatively small number of samples of participants collected by 

qualitative research methods case studies are a commonly employed technique for the 

collection of qualitative data. That is, a relatively small number of subjects are needed, 

but the information collected about each is extensive and from different perspectives, 

rather than having a large number of samples but collecting relatively little information 

about them. Case studies may be seen as heuristic devices as they "focus one's attention 

during learning, construction, discovery, or problem solving" (Van & Khan, 2007, p. 81). 

Case studies in general are often able to provide insights into general understandings of a 

social problem (Stake, 1994), and are considered useful for investigating a phenomenon 

in its real-life context (Yin, 1984) by providing a means to illustrate hypotheses, generate 

theory, identify problems and produce a working interpretation of evidence for the 

purpose of solving social problems (Gomm, Hammersley, & Foster, 2000). They provide 

a more in-depth exploration into an area as they explore it from several different 

perspectives (Simons, 2009) and, therefore, provide a more holistic understanding of the 

problems and experiences of their sources (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).  

 In light of the amount of information that we do know about society and the need 

to extend that knowledge Burawoy et al., (1991) have proposed an Extended Case Study 

method that seeks to assess whether the theories we already know are correct, or whether 

there is a possible niche in the field that has not yet been investigated. Thus, extensive 
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literature reviews for the proposed research can be used prior to the researcher going into 

the field, resulting in a positioning that alters the grounded theory tabula rasa approach in 

that the researcher already has some idea of what to expect in the field and thus 

preconceptions in regards to his or her findings. 

 This particular study has elements of the Extended Case Study method in that 

there is a substantial body of literature developed on disaster situations that provide 

significant insight into people's behavior (Quarantelli, 1998). However, the topic within 

the disaster literature relating to religion has not been studied extensively by disaster 

researchers until fairly recently (Airriess et al., 2008; Bolin & Bolton, 1986; Chester, 

2005; Chester & Duncan, 2010; Dynes, 1998; Ensor, 2003; Gaillard & Texier, 2010; 

Gillard & Patton, 1999; Grandjean, Rendu, MacNamee, & Scherer., 2011; Holcombe, 

2007; Kroll-Smith & Couch, 1987; Mitchell, 2000; Schmuck, 2000). The majority of 

these studies make no distinction about religious denominations within their studies, or 

about how particular beliefs may influence behavior. Religion is taken to be a general 

category that people either fall into, or not. 

 The use of the social vulnerability paradigm allows us to look at the way in which 

the pre-conditions in society may influence a person's disaster experience. The ability to 

prepare, survive and recover from a disaster is in large part based on the social, 

economic, political and socio-spatial location of people prior to the disaster. By using the 

social vulnerability paradigm we can investigate religious belief and adherence as one 

variable amongst many. The use of certain theories and methodologies may actually 

restrict our view of an event. For example, the use of the dominant perspective of hazards 
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as the hazard being external too and separate from humans has meant that technological 

solutions have been used to try and control the effects of the hazard through society wide 

engineering projects. The focus would then be on the physical hazard and the impact 

rather than on the social structures which make people susceptible to hazards (Hewitt, 

1983; Phillips & Fordham, 2010). 

Research Question 

 The purpose of this study is to explore whether there is a relationship between 

one's religious faith and one's disaster experience. As stated in Chapter 2 belief in natural 

phenomenon as being part of God's will has led to the belief by many researchers that, for 

the religious, nothing can be done to avoid the hazard and, therefore, religious people 

may not prepare in order to help themselves in the event of a hazard approaching (Auf 

der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 2007; Weigart, 1988). This fatalistic attitude is a concern to 

disaster researchers as it means that this population is vulnerable to the hazard and thus at 

risk from the disaster. This study will examine how religion and religious beliefs may 

play into a person's perception of the disaster and whether this in fact means that they do 

not prepare for the impending hazard. While religion may affect one's vulnerability prior 

to the disaster, religion has been found to positively impact disaster recovery after the 

incident (Gillard & Patton, 1999) both in terms of mental resilience and by use of the 

social networks in the religious organization (Bolin & Bolton, 1986). This study will 

examine the effects of religion and religious belief on recovery from a hazard and how 

the networks established within those religious organizations have been used to aid in 

recovery.    
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Setting 

 The setting for this study is the Greater New Orleans region of Louisiana. The 

City is situated near the Gulf Coast and is susceptible to hurricanes. The land underneath 

the city is also sinking due to flood control programs that have been implemented over 

the past century in an attempt to protect its citizens from flooding. Just over half of the 

area now lies at or below sea level. One August 29, 2005 a Category 4 hurricane 

(Katrina) hit the area. Though the hurricane itself caused little damage the storm surge 

caused three of the levees to breach which resulted in over 80% of the city being flooded, 

in some places for up to three weeks (Brunkard, Namulanda, & Ratard., 2008; Bullard, 

2008; Burns & Thomas, 2008; Frei, 2005; Harrald, 2006; Horowitz, 2009; Kapucu & 

Van Wart, 2008; Lusnia, 2008).  

Sampling Procedures 

 Places of Worship have been selected as a location to gain samples as they 

provide places for people of religious beliefs and faith to congregate. In order to compile 

a list of religious institutions in the greater New Orleans area a google map search was 

undertaken. The website USA Church (http://www.usachurch.com/louisiana/new_ 

orleans/churches.htm) netted 883 churches of which Baptist churches represented the 

majority at 458 (about 52%) of places of worship, followed by the Church of God (62 or 

about 7%) Methodist (60 or about 7%) and Catholics (45 or about 5%). Superpages 

(http://www.superpages.com/yellowpages/C-Churches/S-LA/T-New+Orleans/) netted a 

list of 729 congregations in the area also representing a variety of denominations and 

faiths, including, Baptist, Catholic, Episcopal, Lutheran, and Jewish. While both the USA 
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Church and the Superpages websites state that the Baptist religion represents the majority 

of churches in the area, the latter source states the Baptists account for only 240 (about 

33%) of the religious institutions, much less than the 52% representation in the USA 

Church sample. Overall, Baptists represent somewhere between one-third and one-half of 

the religious institutions in the city. The Superpages website states that the Baptists are 

followed by Catholics in New Orleans who accounted for 59 (about 8%) of the formal 

religious institutions.  

 The list of congregations does not correspond with the percentage of the 

population who claim affiliation to religious organizations. According to city-data.com 

(http://www.city-data.com/) the percentage of people claiming affiliation with the 

Catholic church is 64%, while 13% claim affiliation with Southern Baptists, 18% other 

and 5% United Methodists. The Catholic church accounts for 69 congregations within 

New Orleans which is only 28% of the religious institutions but they have 136,377 

adherents which amount to 64% of the religious population within the New Orleans area. 

The Southern Baptists account for 29 congregations which is 11.5% of the religious 

institutions while maintaining 27,793 adherents or 13% of the religious population within 

the area. The United Methodist church has 34 congregations or 13.4% of the religious 

institutions and 11,193 adherents or 5.2% of the religious population. The Episcopal 

church with 12 congregations or 4.37% of the religious institutions has 6,138 adherents 

or 2.9% of the religious adherents. There are 33 different religious organizations 

represented in New Orleans of which Catholic, Southern Baptist, United Methodist and 

Episcopal are the main four.  
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  An alphabetical list of the institutions along with their address and phone 

numbers was compiled. Starting with the first institution on the list, interval random 

sampling was used to identify every tenth institution. A multi-pronged strategy, using 

phone calls and email, was then employed to recruit church leaders for the study. If a 

phone number was out-of-service or had been reassigned to a citizen and no email 

address could be found for the institution then the next institution on the list was used of 

instead of the original selection which was then removed from the sample frame. There 

were an inordinate number of out-of-service phone numbers.  

Participants 

 Participants in this study are members of religious institutions within the City of 

New Orleans and its immediate surrounding areas. All participants were approached 

either via phone calls or emails and willingly consented to take part in the study.  

Participants were selected from two groups; clergy and congregation members. The 

religious leaders were picked from a list of religious institutions within the area as being 

the primary contact for their organization or a designated representative. It was hoped 

that these religious leaders would be useful gatekeepers and provide access to members 

of their congregation. Though several leaders were very helpful gatekeepers into their 

congregations others were less helpful or denied access to their congregation. Members 

of the congregation were helpful in providing other names of people they felt would be 

willing to participate. 

 Church leaders that were contacted were informed about the study and asked 

whether they would be willing to participate. Participation would require them to take 
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part in a face-to-face interview of approximately one hour, and provide an introduction 

for the researcher to some members of their congregation. The majority of religious 

leaders contacted were amenable to the interview and agreed to set appointment times. 

Phone calls did not result in any direct "no" however, a few leaders did later change the 

time of the interview and did not reschedule despite repeated attempts to contact them. 

Approaches through email did receive some interest however did not yield any 

interviews. 

 Three church leaders readily agreed to provide access to their congregation 

members after the interview, while several others agreed to place fliers in their sanctuary 

for members of their congregation. One church leader provided names and phone 

numbers for several members of his congregation whom he believed would be willing to 

participate. This did in fact result in three interviews from congregation members. Two 

leaders invited me to their Wednesday evening services where they made announcements 

about the study and asked for volunteers to help in the study. These efforts helped 

tremendously in soliciting interviews. Additional participants were recruited using the 

snowballing technique. A few leaders provided names of other leaders that they believed 

would be willing to take part in the study, and several members of the congregation 

provided names of other members and people outside of their church they thought would 

be useful to the study.  

 Six field trips were made to New Orleans during the months of August, 

September and October 2010. Each visit took place during the week arriving very early 
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Wednesday morning and leaving Saturday evening. On average three interviews a day 

were conducted during each visit, which allowed for travel time between the interviews. 

Sample 

 In all 36 people were interviewed yielding 35 useable interviews. In terms of 

demographic composition the sample consisted of 17 females and 19 males of which 

there were 14 African Americans and 22 Caucasians. The age range extended from 35 

years to 65 years of age with an average age of 53 years. The sample was diverse in terms 

of represented denominations and faith consisting of 11 Episcopal (2 claim to be Anglo-

Catholic, a breakaway from the Episcopal faith), 9 Baptists, 5 Methodists, 4 Catholics, 2 

multidenominational, and 2 people of the Jewish faith. Eight participants who declared 

their religion also stated that they had been raised in a different denomination and had 

converted. The sample consisted of 14 church leaders and 22 congregation members. At 

least one church leader was interviewed from each of the denominations represented. The 

church leaders were overrepresented by males (12 males to 2 females) and by Caucasians 

(11 Caucasians to 3 African Americans).  

 Twenty-five of the 36 participants had been born and grew up in New Orleans, 

with the majority of these having never left the city. Two participants had left New 

Orleans to pursue careers elsewhere for a time but both had returned after Hurricane 

Katrina with the purpose of helping in the recovery. Of those participants who were not 

born in New Orleans, two had been brought to New Orleans as children while the others 

had come later in life to work. This group is overrepresented by church leaders (7 of the 

11 non-natives). Only one member of this group had come in after Hurricane Katrina and 
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would be celebrating one year at his church. For other members the time of their arrival 

extended from 8 years to 23 years. The member who had lived in New Orleans for 23 

years considered herself native, though the member who had been there only 17 years 

thought he might be considered native, but probably not by the natives. 

 Twenty-six participants lived in Orleans Parish while the remaining nine 

participants lived in Jefferson Parish. While both parishes had experienced severe 

flooding the makeup of each parish is quite different in terms of social characteristics. 

Jefferson Parish was 80% white in 1980 but is now 56% white, 26% African American 

and 26% Hispanic. Orleans Parish on the other hand had a 67% African American 

population prior to Hurricane Katrina that has now been reduced to 60%, Whites account 

for 30% and Hispanics 5% of the population. Orleans Parish lost 29% of its population 

after Hurricane Katrina while Jefferson parish only lost 5% of its population. Orleans and 

Jefferson parishes are the most populous of the seven parishes in the greater New Orleans 

metropolitan area. Prior to Hurricane Katrina Orleans Parish accounted for 37% of the 

population while Jefferson Parish accounted for 35% of the population. After Hurricane 

Katrina Jefferson Parish is now the most populous in the area accounting for 37% of the 

population while Orleans Parish now only accounts for 29% of the population (Plyer, 

2011). Though the literature in Chapter 2 focused on Christianity during the course of 

this study I was given the names of two Jewish subjects who were willing to be 

interviewed. Their interviews have been included in the study as they did not differ 

markedly from the views of all the other participants. 



 

74 

Confidentiality 

 All participants in this study were informed that their identities would remain 

confidential and anonymous. Each interview was given a number and pseudonyms were 

used throughout the transcription process to refer to names, either of the interviewee or 

people they refer to in the interview. Outside of the interviewer no one is able to connect 

the interview to a specific person. One interview in particular, however, regardless of 

pseudonyms is identifiable as I later found out that the participant had been interviewed 

by the New Yorker soon after Hurricane Katrina and relayed a similar account of their 

experience. All audio recordings and transcripts are kept in the interviewer’s office in a 

locked cabinet. 

 Interestingly, though the congregation members accepted the confidentiality and 

anonymity aspects of the study, the religious leaders, however, felt that this was 

unwarranted. All were willing to stand by what they had said in the interviews without 

the need for pseudonyms. Several leaders provided me with papers they had written and 

published in their community about the effects of Hurricane Katrina. 

Conceptualization 

 For the purpose of this study there are three core concepts that needed to be 

examined; religion, preparedness, and vulnerability (Gilbert, 2008, p. 31). Indicators of 

religious faith here include attending church, talking about one's faith, and using faith in 

everyday life. As religious leaders were contacted originally it was assumed that they are 

religious and thus would define themselves as being religious. I, therefore, took what they 

state about religion and their faith as being legitimate. In terms of the members of the 
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congregation, it is believed that as they are known to the leader, have been recommended 

by the leader, and/or that they attend a religious institution regularly and identify 

themselves as religious that I can treat their opinions too as being representative of a 

faith.  

 Another aspect of the study is disaster preparedness. Indictors for this concept 

would include taking appropriate actions to help mitigate the effects of a disaster. In 

terms of a hurricane, this would include actions such as having a three day supply of food 

and water, filling up bath tubs and available large pots with water, in anticipation of the 

power outage, having an evacuation route planned should an evacuation be called, etc. 

These indicators were probed for in the interviews to ascertain whether in fact 

participants had prepared for Hurricane Katrina prior to its landfall. 

 For the purpose of this research vulnerability is here defined as the inability to 

cope with and recover from a disaster. In this study I am interested in how people use 

their faith and aspects of their religion in their disaster experience and how it influences 

their perception of the disaster. 

Analysis 

 Once all the interviews had been completed, they were transcribed by the 

researcher. Transcription of audio-recordings of the interviews into a written format is an 

important aspect of data analysis as it allows a deeper immersion into the data. This in-

depth and detailed processing of interview material makes it easier to identify and code 

the patterns and themes that may emerge from the data. Using QSR NVivo 9 software the 

interviews were thematically coded. From these codes themes and patterns were derived 
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that were then used to further analyze the data and to later construct general theories 

about this particular population. 

 Validity is a requirement sought for in all scientific data analysis. In qualitative 

studies validity is harder to ascertain and must be garnered through the qualitative 

process itself and the eventual interpretation of the data to establish whether the research 

findings match reality (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). According to Kvale (1996) there are 

three ways that the qualitative researcher can provide validity, or at least ensure validity 

to the extent possible in their work; validity as craftsmanship, communicative validity, 

and pragmatic validity.  

 Validity as craftsmanship refers to the credibility of the researcher and the 

research. In this case, though the researcher is a graduate student in the sociology 

department of the University of North Texas extensive guidelines have been followed 

while undertaking the research process. Communicative validity is the idea that research 

findings are open to interpretation and as such can be interpreted differently by different 

people. The question is then, to what extent are the research findings valid? There should 

exist a dialogue which surrounds the meaning of the findings. Given that the research 

team consisted of a lone individual there is little room for such except with committee 

members who are experts in the field as the research is dealing with an area that has not 

been extensively developed in the disaster literature and thus lacks a collaborative body. 

 Pragmatic validity goes a step further and seeks to investigate the extent to which 

research findings may impact those interviewed as well as the larger society. To what 

extent may the research findings once published influence the wider society? Would 
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policies change? Pragmatic validity then raises the issue of power in social research; 

whose values are being assessed and how will they be viewed in the larger society? 

(Kvale, 1996). 

 Another technique used to increase validity within a study is triangulation. This is 

the idea of using at least two methods to get at the research question and looking for a 

convergence in the research findings (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Phillips, 2002). 

Throughout the process of this research several triangulation methods have been used; 

different methods collecting data such as interviews, observation, and collection of 

relevant secondary data. Also, several different theoretical frameworks have been used to 

explore the research findings in the discussion; interpretative and critical theory 

approach. 

Reliability 

 Reliability refers to the consistency of the data gathered within the field, either 

internally (does the entire individual interview match?) or externally (does the data 

collected match with other findings?) (Gilbert, 2008, p. 32; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).  

In this study, internal reliability has been checked with all the interviews against each 

other and the sources of data collected, while external reliability has been checked against 

findings within the field of the sociology of religion and those that exist in the disaster 

literature field. 

Reflexivity 

 The final aspect that may significantly impact research findings in this research is 

that of reflexivity. There are several ways reflexivity may affect data. Reflexive 
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sociology is the notion that in our research we affect what is in our surroundings (Gilbert, 

2008, p. 19). For example, the social interaction during interviewing may affect the 

context and outcomes of the interaction. Thus, it is important to ask questions such as "in 

what way do people react to us just because we're there? How would they react to a 

person of a different race, or gender asking the same questions?" These situations cannot 

be accounted for within this design study where there was only one principle investigator. 

It is believed, however, that being a white female with a slight English accent did help 

elicit more interviews than may have happened otherwise. 

Researcher reflexivity though unintentional is likely to have influenced the 

findings of this research in that it is what prompts us to do the research that we do, it 

establishes our reasons for being in the field and promotes our roles, responsibilities and 

obligations in the field. Importantly, as with the cultural and post-modern turns in the 

social sciences, reflexivity assumes that the researcher has some internal biases that may 

influence how research findings are interpreted (Gilbert, 2008). In this study it is 

important to note that there are several researcher biases that may impact how the 

research findings are interpreted. I originate from England, which is deemed to be a more 

secular country and perhaps more importantly was raised by a father who claimed to be 

atheist resulting in a situation in which religion and religious affiliation was not central in 

life. There is, therefore, a certain fascination with people who in a scientifically 

dominated, developed country would place their faith for their survival in an 

unexplainable higher power. Part of the basis for this study was the desire to understand 
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this phenomenon and the possible contribution it could make to people's survival in a 

disaster situation. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This chapter outlines the relevant findings from the interviews that took place in 

New Orleans during August through October 2010. In terms of identifying whether 

religion contributes to social vulnerability there are several themes that emerged and 

which are presented in this chapter. How people identified hurricane formation is relevant 

in foreseeing how people view natural disasters and whether they perceive them as acts of 

God thus establishing the role they perceive God as playing not only in the universe but 

in their lives too. In connection with this, their own relationship to God is explored which 

becomes significant in investigating the theodicy aspects of the different denominations. 

The findings for how people prepared or evacuated for Hurricane Katrina are then 

discussed to investigate whether there is some relationship between religion and 

vulnerability prior to a disaster. Religion may play a vital role in recovery from a disaster 

and so the church's role is also presented to establish not only what role it plays but what 

role it is perceived as playing and how this may differ between denominations. 

Act of God 

 When asked what caused hurricanes the majority of the participants understood 

that hurricanes were a natural phenomenon caused by nature and the warm waters in the 
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Atlantic. Many even tried to explain the phenomena which lead to the creation of 

hurricanes.  

006: As far as the elements of the hurricane, I think it just starts off in the 
elements of the earth, and they're formed. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 
 

007: Well, not from God – natural forces that have their roots ultimately in things 
I'll never understand.  I think we can explain that a hurricane is a heat transfer 
mechanism, transferring heat from Africa to the West, but beyond that, who 
knows? 

White male, Baptist, congregation member 
 

011: Some conglomeration of weather events, I think, gather the – something that 
happens off the coast of Africa, and the combination of the heat of the water and 
things that are going on in the atmosphere, can lead to hurricanes. 

White female, Jew, congregation member 
 

Several explicitly stated that they were not God's creation, or sent by the devil: 
 

006: I don't think they're – come from, as some people think – as it relates to 
church – I would say church.  Most people in church – and I'm not talking about 
Christianity when I say this; I'm talking about just church people – they would 
say, "Oh, the devils did this," or, "The devil sent this, and this is all of the devil," 
but I don't believe that per se. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 
 

031: Well, it’s a natural thing.  Unfortunately, it’s an inevitable thing that you 
have to – weather is something that you can’t control.  You can’t say it’s 
developed by God.  You can’t say it’s developed by anything other than just 
conditions.  A lot of people believe that El Nino and the global warming, and all 
the other things; I just think those have been going on for years.  I mean disasters 
or, in general, hurricanes have been here for as long as I’ve been born, and 
probably way after I’ve left here, too. 

White male, Episcopal, congregation member 

032: Hurricanes, the ones that hit us, most of them form just off of Africa, and it’s 
just a confluence of weather conditions I don’t understand.  But I don’t believe as 
some preacher in Houston that it was God’s invention to punish the wicked city of 
New Orleans.  That was so funny, that somebody was actually preaching that, that 
this was New Orleans’ punishment for Bourbon Street and – So, either God is a 
very bad shot, or maybe there’s more good to that than we realize. 

White female, Methodist, leader 
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008: I don’t know. I don’t think they come from God if that’s the hidden question.  
I think God made the laws of nature and let’s them run.  

White female, Episcopal, congregation member  
 

Interestingly people though stating how hurricanes were formed through natural weather 

related processes did also attribute them to God's will. 

030: They come from the coast of Africa. They come from - yeah.  They’re an 
effect of the heat off of the Sahara, I guess. I must tell you, when I sat Monday 
and Tuesday, after Katrina looking at what was happening, it did keep playing in 
my mind, that what I’m looking at is the fall of Sodom and Gomorra, between the 
gambling and the what happens on the coast.  Because, they fancy themselves a 
mini Las Vegas and what New Orleans reputation has always been, and the great 
pride that both areas take in that sinful, evil reputation. I truly thought, you know, 
God’s going to wipe all this out.  Give us a chance to start it over.  And, sure 
enough we did, went back to exactly the same thing.   

White female, Episcopal, congregation member 
 

023: They are a result of atmospheric pressure and water and wind.  I consider it a 
natural act of God. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 
  
 014: Hurricanes are an act of God  

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 
 

Two participants, however, did state that hurricanes were an act of God and that it was 

God's will that produced them. Both participants were African American Baptists who 

had grown up in the lower Ninth Ward though were not of the same congregation. Both 

participants were fairly well educated; one was the pastor of a church while the other had 

spent 30 years as a legal assistant. Significantly, both talked about God throughout the 

interviews relating everything they did in their lives to God and how He had a hand in 

everything. They equated their lives with God's purpose for them.  

 Interestingly, though most of the participants had stated that the hurricane was a 

natural disaster and that they knew how it had formed many still equated God as having 
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allowed it to happen. Such comments (more common amongst African American 

Baptists) included: 

014: I just believe that God has a way of getting our attention, and that was one of 
the things that did get our attention.  

African American female, Baptist, Parishioner 
 

001: I think God allows it. 
African American female, Pentecostal, Parishioner 

 
021: I believe that God allowed Katrina to happen to New Orleans. I Believe he 
took his hand off the situation, I believe he allowed it to happen because he 
wanted to see what Christians were gonna do.  

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 
012: I think God uses disasters to bring people to points of decision and action 
that they never would have realized even existed before disasters  

White male, Baptist, parishioner 
 
017: I think God's in every disaster. He allows it to happen, but I also believe it's a 
way of reminding us who he is and that he is in full control and that's in any 
disaster in life whether it's a hurricane or a family disaster.  

African American male, Multidenominational parishioner 

 In general participants appeared to be educated and informed about hurricanes. 

Information is not only provided through the local government and any outlet that it can 

find to distribute the information but is carried on all TV channels within New Orleans. 

Commercials telling residents what to do are prolific, as are news items within the normal 

news segments. As one Episcopalian church leader (024) pointed out, "you can pick it up 

at any Wendy's."  

God's Role in Daily Life 

 One aspect that became clear throughout the study was the way in which different 

participants talked about their relationships with God. For the majority of the African 

American participants God was accessible to them all the time. Not only was He a major 
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part of their lives, in their routines, helping them personally through the trials and 

tribulations of their daily lives, but they believed that their lives and everything they 

accomplished within them was directly attributable to God and his purpose for them: 

014: Because God’s gonna use you for a purpose and a lotta people wonder why I 
praise God because I know who he is to me. I know what he’s done for me and 
what he’s doing for me. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 
Or as stated by another participant: 
  
 006: So I'm just excited about it, and I know my steps are ordered by the Lord, 

and I'm just thankful to God to have called me and positioned me to be placed by 
such an anointed man of God to serve. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 
Bob explained how he had left his well paying job to do God's work at another level and 

was now in a subordinate position at work because of it.  

 016: Even this job that I had here, and I first – I told you that I worked in retail, 
and then the voice said he needed me, and he even showed me the position that I 
was doing because – and I'm like, "You know what –" when I first came here, I'm 
like, "I am too well educated.  I have too much brains to be doing this job." 

 
 I mean, really, at first, it infuriated me that someone of my education and my 

intelligence, and "I'm doing this?"  So it took a young lady to come up to me and 
to ask the question: "Who do you think you are?" 

African American male, multidenominational, leader 

Another participant, a congregation member, Sherry, explained how God had sent her a 

dream prior to the storm to let her know that her life was about to change, but to still 

believe: 

 006: I remember way before the storm actually took place, I had a dream. God 
gave me this dream, and I was in the bedroom, and there was this black blanket in 
the sky, and it looked like it was a tornado, but I couldn't, I couldn't really quite 
gather what it was exactly. But I saw it swirling, and it was just blackness, like a 
black blanket that covered the sky, and in this dream, I remember saying that 
something is about to happen.  And I looked out of the window, and I saw all the 
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debris flying in the air, and I was telling my husband and children, I said, "We 
have to pray.  We have to pray." 

 
 And so we started praying, and then we went to the front of the house because we 

were trying to see what was really going on that was coming up behind the house.  
So at the end of the dream, when I got out of the house, I walked across the street 
by my neighbor's house, and I turned around and looked back at my house. My 
house was still standing – the roof, the trees, everything was intact. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 
In other words these participants found God's message in everything. As one lady 

succinctly put it; 

 just as when we go through catastrophes like Katrina, it is never about us. It is 
about allowing the will of God to be done in our lives. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 

  Another woman (021 African American Baptist, parishioner) whose home had 

been flooded found a Bible intact when she returned home, she stated "the Bible was on 

the speaker and though the house was flooded to four feet it didn't get wet. It was the only 

thing in the house not wet." She marveled at how this Bible could stay dry when 

everything else in the house was soaking and she interpreted this as a message from God 

saying that He was still with her and that she should not give up hope, but must carry on.  

 For Louisa (014 African American female, congregation member) the fact that 

one of her workers did not evacuate was a blessing in disguise because he managed to 

wade through the rising waters to his mother's house to rescue her and his sister: 

 014: He said by the time he got in the house he said his mother had her Bible on 
the bed.  She was praying.  She says, “I know this is the end of my life.”  She 
says, “But I’m glad to see two of my boys.”  She says, “This is the end of my 
life.”   

 
He says “Don’t lie here and say that.”  He sent us here for a reason.  We’re here 
for a reason.”  So he looked outside.  His uncle lived across the street.  His uncle 
had an old boat.  He was able to get his mother and his sister in this boat.  And 



 

86 

His brother, they waded and they waded out with the boat and they finally were 
able to get in and they got to the Coast Guard or whatever and they were able to 
take his mother and sisters out and they got them to evacuate.   

African American female, Catholic, parishioner 
 

 Their description of the injustices done to them throughout the course of their 

everyday life was in God's hands. They believed that it was not up to them to take 

retribution, but that God would do it in his own time, as they were faithful to him, He 

would see their offender punished appropriately. Bob (17 African American male, 

multidenominational, leader) had had a run in with a superior who had not given him the 

evaluation that he felt he deserved: 

 016: So there was a point and a period of time where the enemy really was trying 
to – was attacking me – attacking me, and I guess it was to see whether or not I 
really was trusting God because I was given a mortally set evaluation one year by 
a man who had only been in that position less than six months. And my 
contention was, "I had trained you.  How can you evaluate me?" And even though 
they agreed that that was unfair, no one did anything about it. 

  
 I said to him one day, I said, "Sir," I said, "Be not deceived. God is not mocked, 

whatsoever man soweth that shall be reaped." 
 
 And he says, "Bob, you don't think they're gonna take your word over mine" 
 
 I said, "Sir, did you understand what I said to you?" Very calm like that.  
 
 And he looked at me, and I looked at him, and so less than a week later, he was 

outta here, and I said, "Ooh, God, I know you're fast, but wow." 
African American male, multidenominational, leader 

Interestingly, this perspective was the most prevalent amongst African American 

Baptists. The focus of the Wednesday night Bible Study class at the one of the African 

American Baptist churches took on issues that were relevant for the population. For a 

period of three weeks during September they discussed money management through the 

use of scriptures and lessons. The pastor led the entire presentation providing useful tools 
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for the congregation in terms of money management and how to manage their money in 

different situations and the sinfulness of temptation etc. The last line of the lesson was to 

be able to afford to pay the tithe to the church. Their money management was not 

provided in terms of whether they might have the understanding or proficiency to manage 

money, but was a direct link to God and your ability to perform your duties to God.  

 For White participants God tended to be at a greater distance and was not so 

prominent in their everyday routines. He was there, they believed in him just as strongly, 

but there was a distinct difference in the way African Americans converse with him on 

personal terms and the way in which Whites express their belief. For many of the 

interviews with the White participants God was not mentioned until the questions later in 

the interview that specifically asked about His role in disasters. 

 Episcopalians were more inclined to speak in terms of their faith getting them 

through the event and their ability to reconnect with their church and their social support 

group. It was more abstract. While Baptists tended to speak along the lines of God having 

blessed them in some way with skills to get them through the event and in some way 

provided what they needed as they needed it, i.e. being given money, or patience, a 

chance to see how people could help each other. Methodists were more inclined to talk 

about trusting in God, that their faith was now stronger because they had learned to trust 

him more deeply than before. 

 The pastor stated that he had become very angry with God after the hurricane (the 

only person in the sample to state his anger against God) and that he had been unable to 

pray for several weeks in the aftermath. He felt it so unfair that God had demolished what 
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he had built up as a pastor there since 1986 and had destroyed everything around him in 

the lower Ninth Ward yet allowed Bourbon Street, the street of "sin and sinners" to 

remain. He could not understand the message that God was trying to send:  

 018: I was angry. I was mad ’cause I could not understand how something like 
this would happen in America where people were dying because they couldn’t get 
water and food in America. That – this is no third-world country. This is America.  
And elderly people, babies were dying because they couldn’t get water. Now we 
can send people to the moon. We can send soldiers to war. And you can’t send a 
helicopter and just drop some food or water? And that mess with me. 
 
Another thing mess with me is that I couldn’t understand how our church can be 
flooded, other churches in the city can be flooded, but Bourbon Street was high 
and dry. Bourbon Street did not flood. Bourbon Street has strip clubs,  

 Satanic churches, anything and everything goes on Bourbon Street, and I just 
couldn’t understand. That just didn’t make sense to me. I couldn't.  

  
 So when I get to Heaven, God and I gonna have a long talk about this ’cause he 

haven’t gave me the answer yet. But I couldn’t understand that. And so I was 
angry with God for a while.  

African American male Baptist, leader 
 

God's Role in a Disaster 
 

 For the majority of participants God had a role that was external to the disaster. It 

was more of a spiritual role that literally stated that everyone who believed in Him could 

place their faith in him and He would get them through the ordeal. He was there for them 

in their time of need;  

030: I think God's role in disaster is to be the rock we can cling to. And that says 
it all. 

White female, Episcopal, parishioner 
 
002: God's role in disaster is to send his Holy Spirit, as he did, to comfort, to 
strengthen, to protect, and I believe that it trickles down to God being our creator 
and calling those that he have chose to spread the gospel. 

White male, Episcopal, leader 
 
004: I definitely think that God's grace works through those disasters. 
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White male, Episcopal, leader 
 
015: To help us maintain hope. 

White female, Episcopal, parishioner 
 

035: It's just amazing what he can bring out of that. If we just humble ourselves 
before him and trust him like children, he will provide. And he has. And he's 
provided in my life. Without the Lord I don't see how we can get through it you 
know. 

White male, Methodist, leader 

 Episcopalians were more inclined to take the view point that God would be with 

them during the disaster,  

004: holding our hands while we cower in the closet waiting for the tornado to 
pass and inspiring people who come to rescue those who are trapped 

 White male, Episcopal, leader.  

Baptists were more inclined to state their faith in God  

019: God's role in a disaster and whether it be a disaster or even a blessing, God's 
role is his role  

African American male, Baptist, congregation member.  

African American Baptists were also more inclined to believe that God had allowed the 

disaster to happen. It was up to the individual to work out God's role in the disaster for 

them, but there was no doubt that he was there guiding them through the experience: 

022: I became more dependent upon God. I knew God's role was there, but 
became - it became stronger in knowing God. I'm definitely an agent of God here. 
And God does strengthen us to do God's work in this community and God will be 
with us as we go through this. It made me think about what God is doing a lot 
more, and our role. 

African American male, Baptist, parishioner 
 

Significantly a couple of the leaders expressed the idea that without trust in God there 

was no reason to exist. Not only were they to trust God implicitly with their spirituality 



 

90 

"If there's no God then we're just a part of an accident that happened and life has no 

meaning" they must trust him to provide their physical needs too. 

017: I was in a building where the roof flew off. I had to live in the car. I was 
trapped in a - I couldn't even get out of the area that I was in because of the trees 
all the way around us.... and the people in the area came, and they cut the trees 
down and said "we're gonna get you outta here, and we're gonna do this for you." 
So I don't see no other thing to do but to have more confidence that God is able to 
do exceedingly abundant - all that - the actual thing. I mean that just did it. 
Solidified it for me and no it's not perfect. Our lives are not perfect, but then our 
lives are also affected by our unwillingness to be submissive. 

African American male, multidenominational, parishioner 

 Trust in the lord was expressed several times not only by the church leaders but 

by members of the congregation too. One Episcopal pastor after describing the blight still 

apparent in New Orleans and the difficult living conditions stated that:  

002: And just being able to trust the Lord more and just not fret over minor things 
as much, just its gonna work out you know, just keep plowing ahead. 

White male, Episcopal, leader 
 

014: Came in stronger. I know I could, you know, there's nothing too hard for 
God and God's faith is an action word. Anybody can have faith when everything 
is going good. Faith that can't be tested can't be trusted. People always talking' 
about God, how could God allow? Excuse me? 

African American female, Catholic, parishioner 
 

017: I believe that you have two choices. If you don't truly believe that God exists 
and truly believe that he's with you, you gonna drive yourself crazy and human 
nature - some people like - you start doing drugs, you start drinking a lot, you start 
doing a lot of things. I went through a moment where I don't believe I lost faith, I 
just allowed - I tried to deal with certain things in life, because as I said me and 
my ex-wife we went through and I got a little upset then, but even through all of 
that, I believe God was with me. 

African American male, multidenominational, parishioner 
 

021: And I learned not to complain. That's why the monies they gave me to help 
me and I heard about other people getting three times that much money I got. I 
was like 'I'm not going to complain, some people don't have a house, some people 
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don't have nothing.' So I didn't complain, I didn't complain. I was just grateful you 
know. Yeah, I know it increased my faith, I know it did, mmmm-hmmm. 

African American female, Baptists, parishioner 
 

023: I think it's gotten stronger because it was tested. My - oh God, I said - my 
patience was tested because I am a hurry up let's get it done type of person, and 
when I couldn't do that I felt helpless. And so I found myself more often asking 
God "ok God what do you want me to see in this? I know that patience and 
perseverance, I know I need that, but hurry up and give it to me. And since you're 
not hurrying up, ok, what I am I supposed to get out of this? And I'm supposed to 
be still and still know that you are God. Ok I get that.".... So I learned patience 
and that in the midst of everything God has equipped me with skills and to love 
people. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
 

029: I've also learned in the chaotic times over the past five years, I've learned to 
trust that as long as I keep sort of bringing myself back to God and recentering in 
God that sort of a way will open and that's been a powerful faith experience as 
well. That's not sort of up to me to have the grand master plan or to figure it all 
out. You know I've become more trusting. 

White female, Episcopal, parishioner 
 

033: But that's part of faith... I don't understand why Katrina happened. I just 
know that He had a reason for it, and I just know in my own life that it's made 
some changes for the better. 

White female, Methodist, parishioner 

 Many of the participants felt God's role in the disaster was as a wakeup call, either 

for them or for the community at large, that they should sit up and pay attention to what 

was happening around them. In fact, many people did comment on how people were 

much more willing to forgive each other and work with each other after the disaster, a 

common finding in the disaster literature. 

 014: I just believe that God has a way of getting our attention, and that was one of 
the things that did get our attention, and I think we had to have just a whole other 
perspective on love and life and appreciation for one another. 

African American female, Baptist, parishioner 
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028: Well sometimes I think God's role in disaster is to get our attention. I think 
he'll knock at the door. He'll maybe tap you on the shoulder. He might shake you. 
You may be in one room and you hear something fall in another, and you think 
'What was that? Oh yeah.' I think sometimes he wants to get our attention. I think 
sometimes we need a wakeup call. We need to pull together as a community. 

African American female, Catholic, parishioner 
 

 The leaders tried to teach their congregation about the loving nature of God, and 

use the hurricane as a vehicle to promote faith and solidarity and caring in the 

congregation. In fact, this does seem to have happened in the aftermath of Hurricane 

Katrina. Many of the participants talked about how the community had pulled together to 

help each other in the wake of the disaster. Basically they felt that they could not do this 

on their own as individuals and that everyone needed the help of each other in order to be 

able to survive the response to Hurricane Katrina. This was especially evident in the 

church leaders who formed groups amongst themselves.  

 Signs of God were everywhere, especially for the African American Baptists. 

Many people believe that God was present during the storm helping people survive 

throughout. There are numerous survival stories that are attributed to God's work (see 

Brister, 2006; Horne, 2006; Kuzma & Walsh, 2006). Doris (013) provides an example of 

her co-worker who she tried to persuade to evacuate but who adamantly refused and 

stayed. When he saw the waters rising he immediately got in his car to drive to his 

mother's house, but was prevented about 10 miles out by the high water, so he got out and 

waded through chest deep water to his mother's house where he found her and his sister. 

Doris maintains they would not have survived but for the blessing of God: 

He said by the time he got in the house he said his mother had her Bible on the 
bed.  She was praying. She says, “I know this is the end of my life.” She says, 
“But I’m glad to see two of my boys.” She says, "This is the end of my life.” He 
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says “Don’t lie here and say that.” He sent us here for a reason. We’re here for a 
reason.” So he looked outside. His uncle lived across the street. His uncle had an 
old boat. He was able to get his mother and his sister in this boat. And his brother, 
they waded and they waded out with the boat and they finally were able to get in 
and they got to the Coast Guard or whatever and they were able to take his mother 
and sisters out and they got them to evacuate.   

African American female, Baptist congregation member 

  After the storm, God gave reminders of who He was and His role in their lives.  

Sue (021) marveled at the devastation to her home when she saw it for the first time after 

Hurricane Katrina. It had originally flooded to about four feet and then sat for well over a 

month with several inches in it through the humid September air. All the furniture had 

been moved and knocked around, except a speaker, upon which sat a Bible. She states 

"the Bible was on the speaker and though the house was flooded to four feet it didn't get 

wet. It was the only thing in the house not wet." This for Sue was a sign that God had not 

left her that he was with her and would see her through the ordeal. Though things have 

not been easy for her, either before or since Hurricane Katrina, she maintains that her 

faith is strong and that God sees her through. 

Preparation and Evacuation Behavior 

 The majority of the respondents did evacuate for Hurricane Katrina, 26 out of the 

32 interviewed who lived in New Orleans at the time of Hurricane Katrina evacuated, 

two people were out of the area taking their children to begin college out of state, one 

was on vacation in Florida and another attending a funeral in Mississippi. Only three 

people stayed during the storm, one of them a police captain at the time, one a church 

leader and the other was married to a nurse who was required to stay and he didn't want 

to split up his family. 
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 Timing of evacuation varied anywhere from the Saturday afternoon to the 

Sunday/Monday morning hours (Hurricane Katrina made landfall in New Orleans at 

about 7 a.m. on Monday morning). By denomination all five Episcopalians who lived in 

New Orleans at the time of Hurricane Katrina evacuated. Of the four Catholics two 

evacuated while two stayed. Eight of the ten Baptists evacuated while one stayed and the 

other was on vacation at the time. All five Methodists evacuated for Hurricane Katrina as 

well. While one of the multidenominational members stayed the other did evacuate. 

 For many people this was the first time they had in fact evacuated for a hurricane. 

While 8 of the 10 Baptists interviewed evacuated, 5 had never previously evacuated. 

Only one Episcopal member did not normally evacuate, and both the 

multidenominational members had not evacuated previously. Seventeen of the 19 Native 

born New Orleanians evacuated for Hurricane Katrina, for 10 Natives this was the first 

time they had ever evacuated for a storm. Seven of the Non-native New Orleanians were 

living in New Orleans at the time of Hurricane Katrina and all evacuated. While 12 

African Americans evacuated for Hurricane Katrina it was the first time for 5 of them. 

Fifteen Whites evacuated while it was the first time for only four of them. There appears 

to be little difference in the numbers of females and males evacuating, 15 and 13 

members respectively, while this was the first evacuation for the same number of 

members; 5. Reluctance to evacuate in the first place was expressed by many of those 

who had never evacuated previously, many stating that they had never had a really big 

storm previously and had never seen the need to evacuate. As one African American 

female stated: 
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006: So with New Orleans not ever having a real major impact where it came to 
storms, we were not used to that type of thing happening, so our normal lives of 
hurricanes and storms coming, we would just say, "Okay, we're gonna pray our 
way through it, and we're gonna stay here.... Now once there was a major 
mandatory evacuation that's when I knew I had to go. But other than that I was 
not going. So I only packed enough to last for maybe three days to come back. 

 African American female, Baptist, elder 

 021: This is the god-honest truth, I was not gonna leave... I went to church that 
morning, that Sunday morning and they had about 15 people in there. And we 
were cryin’ out and prayin’ and believing God and just walkin’, speakin’ in 
tongue, “Lord, please lift us.”  You know, but the man already declared a state of 
emergency but we still was believin’ God could turn it around. We were prayin’, 
layin’ prostrate at the altar and Deacon Quinn.   

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

 031: Well, I guess it really depends on the severity of the storm. I mean growing 
up here all of my life, we’ve always had the threat of storms, always had the 
threat of hurricanes, but we never really took it very seriously. My father, my 
mother, my grandparents all grew up here, and they were all never really 
evacuated at all, even when we were here for Andrew, which was a relatively 
large storm, or Betsy, which was 1965, which was a large storm. We never really 
evacuated, mainly because we prepared.  

White male, Episcopal, congregation member 
 

015: I do when - I was going to say "when ordered" but that's not true. If it looks 
as, I did, of course for Katrina, and I did for Gustav....  It depends really on the 
severity. You know, when they're really defined as a hurricane. One time we were 
supposed to have had a tropical storm and you know no one talked about 
evacuating or any of that stuff. And I stayed here and I think the winds got up to 
maybe a level one hurricane or whatever and I was petrified. I'm by myself - this 
was in the, I guess in this century already. I mean I'm petrified of I mean being by 
myself I feel, of course, more vulnerable. And I was petrified. So yes I do prepare 
now definitely. 

White female, Episcopal, congregation member 
 
People that had gone through Hurricane Betsy as a child tended to compare other 

hurricanes with that one, however it was not consistent as to whether they evacuated or 

not. Some made arguments that Hurricane Betsy provided them with the impetus to leave 

018: ’cause both of us as kids were caught in Hurricane Betsy.  And that’s a 
memory that I’ll never forget.  So we just don’t mess around with hurricanes.   
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African American male, Baptist, Church leader 

While others believed that Hurricane Betsy would be the worst storm that they would 

ever go through and as they had survived it they felt confident in their ability to stay and 

survive any other storm. 

 021: when Betsy happened we just moved to - with relatives and stuff.  We never 
had to evacuate out of the state..... Never.  That was the first time for me. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

Many of those that had never evacuated before had to be "pushed" by someone close to 

them in order to evacuate. 

 013: “Pat, you know you don’t never go anywhere, but you need to go. The storm 
is comin’.” Yeah, yeah, yeah. We hear that every year. And the daughter that was 
here who was visiting stayed up and when I woke up that morning she looked at 
me and she said, “I don’t care what I have to do, you are leaving here today.”  
And her sister said, “I’m not going.” At the time we had one car.  I said, “Well 
you’re gonna have to go. Your sister saying we have to leave.” 
.... but when you asked if I would evacuate at the approach of a hurricane, 
probably not unless there was a mandatory evacuation, just because my mindset 
is, “I’m staying to take care of whatever is here.”  Why go away?  It’s not like I 
willingly place my life in extreme danger.  I just don’t think that it is in extreme 
danger 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

021: And so I was here in the house and I was cookin’ fried chicken, I remember 
it so plainly, creamed corn, creamed corn and creamed potatoes and my brother 
who is an ex-Marine sergeant he called me on the phone and he’s a member of 
Green 16 and he said, “Girl, whatcha gonna do?” and I said, “I don’t have any 
money, I don’t get paid ‘til next week.” And here by myself and it was darkness, 
no lights, no, you know, I could see having a panic attack, I could see that 
happening.  It doesn’t mean that I don’t love the lord and I don’t trust in the lord. 
But I know that I would’ve been afraid. I know I would’ve been afraid.  So when 
we got to Georgia, it took us like 22 hours to get to Georgia.  That’s a 6-hour 
drive on any given day.   

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

Many people found that the prospect of being stuck in traffic was a major factor that 

played into their decision to evacuate, especially if they had elderly or disabled relatives. 
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These decisions were based on prior experience with evacuation; a number of participants 

mentioned the evacuation for Hurricane Ivan the year before which had turned into a 

nightmare traffic jam for many of them. 

001: We only had one personal car that we could use and his parents were alive 
and very sick and they were too sick to evacuate. So we chose not to leave them. 
That they were both deceased by the time Katrina hit, but before that we chose to 
stay with his ill parents and we went up to Tulane University, because my brother 
worked there in security. So he allowed us to come there, so we left our homes 
but we did not leave the city because of his ill parents. 

African American female, Pentecostal, congregation member 
 
004: Evacuating we have learned is an art. You either, you either go early and 
take the risk that maybe you evacuated and not need to, or you stay late and 
maybe get caught in the bad weather. But if you go kind of when you know you're 
supposed to, you can spend eight hours for a trip that should take one hour. 

White male, Episcopal, leader 
 
014: We started leaving at 6 o'clock and got to - took us 13 hours to get to Baton 
Rouge cause we were in were in the contra flow... and at the time it hadn't started, 
the contra flow, it was just continued traffic. Normally Baton Rouge was just a 
two hour drive, but it took us 13 hours to get to Baton Rouge when we decided to 
evacuate. But I would not have left. I tell them all the time. I would have been on 
the TV and they would have been saying "I didn't know she could act so crazy" 
cause I would have been on TV. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 
 

028: My thing is I hate to evacuate and that's a big thing though because I am not 
accustomed to being in a convoy. I don't like to drive. When I do drive I like to 
have the road to myself....For Katrina I left the Saturday after Vigil Mass, after 
the 4:30 mass, but even then it was heavy traffic and I just went to Alexandria, 
and that was, I felt like I was doing my penance because it was somewhat of a 
convoy. 

African American male, Catholic, leader 

Many of the religious leaders expressed their concern for whether to hold services on 

Sunday or not. Many were going to because it is their job and their livelihood:  

025: The truth is one of the concerns frankly was if we don't have church we're 
not able to take an offering. And that's a very practical concern to a pastor, 
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because if you miss a week, you've missed one fifty-second of your income, 
basically because you can't make that up. So I was very concerned about that. 

White male, Methodist, leader 

Several of the leaders saw it as their duty to stay and protect their flock, rather like a 

captain on a sinking ship. They were more likely to leave the city later than their 

congregation members.  

020: And then I needed to – I had gotten gas, fortunately, but I also needed to go 
to the bank, and I sat in the last bank line I could find anywhere which was 
actually out toward the lakefront, for about two hours. And when I got up to the 
car teller, I had a deposit to put in my discretionary fund, and instead of making 
the deposit, I asked that my discretionary fund, except for $100.00 be given to me 
in $100.00 bills. And what I did with that is I went to the needier people in the 
parish by car that afternoon and said, “You have to get out. Here’s money for 
gasoline and for a place to stay.” And I handed out $100.00 bills to about four 
families. A couple had already left. But, anyway, in the course of all that, I used 
up a quarter of a tank of gas, which turned out to be very critical.... Sunday 
morning, I got here at 7:30. The city was beginning to be deserted. And we were 
gonna have the 8:00 service and then flee. One person showed up for 8:00 and 
said, “I need to get out of here,” and I said, “Fine.” Put signs up that services were 
cancelled and went back home and finished packing up. 

White female, Episcopal, leader 
 
035: But as a pastor I have an extra responsibility and that's for the church. And 
that's to check on people who are elderly. I remember before Katrina my secretary 
and I made a lot of phone calls to people to be sure they were getting evacuated. 
Katrina hit on a Monday morning and my family evacuated on Saturday. I didn't 
evacuate until Sunday because I needed to be sure we had things put up; trash 
cans, and whatever would be flying objects that could hurt things. I'd get that 
taken away and so I made sure things were closed. 

White male, Methodist, leader 
 
Significantly religious leaders tended to evacuate after the rest of their family had already 

left. In some cases they were not intending to evacuate, but because of the mandatory 

warning felt they should set an example to their congregation members by obeying 

authority and evacuating.  
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 There were several people who stated quite categorically that they would never 

evacuate again. The evacuation experience had been horrendous for a number of the 

participants. They believed that the costs of evacuating for them far outweighed the risks 

associated with being in the city and it was not necessarily the financial costs that they 

found the burden: 

 002: And I would under no circumstances leave again.  I mean I did the last time 
there were certain reasons that it was probably the right thing to do last time, but 
given the fact that I now know, we now know, that this particular property does 
not flood and that it is a large convenient space, that I am the only one that can 
give access to legally. So if there was a reason for National Guard troops or 
someone, I mean if we had another event for me to be here you know I believe 
makes sense.  And I certainly made provisions, I just keep what would be 
necessary to stay assuming the worst scenario.  I mean the worst scenario if we 
had the kind of storm that made the whole city go away and then they'd be no 
evidence that we ever existed, so I'd be gone anyway.   

White male, Episcopal leader 

 
012: Well if it's a mandatory evacuation, yes. I'm not gonna be a - I don't want to 
be in a position of a conscientious objective because I think part of responsibility 
of leadership is to present a model that others will seek to emulate. And I think 
there are people who if they did not evacuate will place themselves in danger. 
Now personally, I'd rather stay, right. If it's not a mandatory evacuation, no, I 
probably wouldn't go. 

White male, Baptist, congregation member  
 
 
 
016: I said "You know what? The devil's not gonna make me run. I am sorry. He 
is not gonna make me run. I'm having church in the morning." 

African American male, Multidenominational, leader 

One Episcopal leader had gone so far as to get himself instated as a Sheriff's deputy in the 

event of a disaster: 

002: But in terms of a similar kind of Katrina event I have been commissioned as 
a deputy to the Orleans Parish Sheriff's office, so I mean I have a badge, I don't 
have a gun. At this point people discourage me from trying to learn how to shoot 
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a gun. I have done these things purposely so I have a clear legal ability and have 
the resources necessary to stay so that I could allow access if necessary pr provide 
help you know as necessary too. 

White male, Episcopal, leader 

 The other participant who stated that they would be unwilling to evacuate for 

future hazards was a Jewish congregation member. Both of their homes had not been 

touched by the flooding and both felt confident that they would be able to survive any 

future storms, partly believing that Hurricane Katrina would be the worst that they would 

go through. Apart from the one Episcopal leader all other Episcopalians interviewed 

stated that they would likely evacuate when told to do. 

Church Preparation Prior to Hurricane Katrina 

 Prior to Hurricane Katrina churches as a whole had done very little to prepare 

their congregations for a storm. Many not seeing it as part of their responsibility.  

006: I don't believe the church's responsibility in disaster is to just totally give to 
the community because a lot of times, we think that we have to have a handout.  
We think that we have to have a place where we can go just to receive everything 
that we need, but I believe that we need to educate the people to let them know 
how to plan, how to budget, how to prepare, how to prioritize. 

African American female, Baptist, elder 

 One White Baptist church did however have an established protocol set up to deal 

with evacuating its members, especially those who may have difficulty themselves: 

 005: Well we have an evacuation plan in the congregation, so what it is the 
deacons – every deacon is assigned a certain number of people, primarily those 
who are homebound or susceptible, you know, the most vulnerable and we go 
through a checklist, through that and say, “Friday, call your people and if 
everyone’s accounted for, then I’ll leave,” yeah, but we can do that pretty quickly. 

 It’s – there’s protocol, there’s paper, there’s – you know we – I mean it’s informal 
in the fact that – well, then, no, I would say it’s a formal thing, yeah.  We have a 
protocol to follow and we had a trial run this year.  I’ve never been through one, 
so there was a tropical storm a few weeks ago, and so I said, “This is our trial 
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run,” so I made everybody call everybody and I said, “Just say hello, that’s all you 
gotta do, and make sure the phone tree works and numbers are correct.” 

White male, Baptist, leader 

This is not consistent across the denominations however. While several leaders know that 

their national organizations have disaster plans, more often than not the disaster plan only 

extends to the religious organization and effectively evacuating the space.  

 Most of the churches however now provide information on hurricane 

preparedness, though it is redistributing information provided to them from the local 

government. For many of the churches it is placed at the back of the sanctuary where 

most other information is placed, people can pick it up when they feel that they need it. 

The Episcopal, Methodist and Jewish faiths now provide newsletters in digital format for 

their membership. Within the newsletter they will provide information relevant to 

hurricane preparation such as the fact that hurricane season is approaching, where to get 

additional information, etc. Though several stated that they can provide a warning on this 

digital format if necessary the newsletters did not tend to go out frequently enough to 

warrant that information.  

 The organizations were more concerned with using their newsletters to request 

information from their congregation to be added to their databases. Basic information 

such as names, addresses, phone numbers and emails were the most requested, though 

some organizations requested further information for a relative or friend who lived 

outside the area who could be contacted in the event that the member could not. Still 

others asked for specific information regarding the places and people you would evacuate 
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to in the event of a hurricane to be able to contact their members in the event of another 

evacuation.  

 Several Episcopalian churches have a software package called "Constant Contact" 

that is basically a third party email service which emails the parishioners on a regular 

basis. The Catholics did not maintain a database of parishioners nor a newsletter, while 

the Baptists tend to use their website to relay information to the congregation as a whole. 

Within the first few weeks and months of Hurricane Katrina, the Episcopalians, 

Methodists, and Jews had actively used digital resources in the form of emails and 

websites to try and contact their membership and let them know what was happening 

with the church and the city. As far as they could they also used it as a source to provide 

word about their members to one another, that they were okay, and where they were, and 

what they intended to do. Through these means they have actively created a network for 

members to be able to reestablish themselves.  

026: Every year I have a file ready of all my congregants because after, in 2005 
half the time I spent trying to find my people as they were scattered all over the, 
over six, eight, ten states. Now I have all of their email addresses. I have their cell 
phone numbers so that we're ready. 

White male, Jew, leader 

 032: I went to a coffee shop and set up my laptop and just started finding our 
people. They were all over the country, from one end of the nation to the other, 
and so we started emailing each other. I had a big group. In fact, I got in trouble 
with AOL several times during that period because I had such large mailings, but 
I sent out a newsletter every single day; every time I’d find somebody else, I’d 
include them in.   

White female, Methodist, leader 

 005: we’re really using social networking as much as we can, so I mean we’ve 
probably got about 90 percent of everybody in church as an email, anybody that’s 
on Facebook is on the – they’re a member there and we have this blog and then 
we just recently had purchased a new you know email software that it’s very 
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streamlined that I can access it.  If I’m in Birmingham, I can send an email to 
everyone in the congregation, regardless.   

White male, Baptist, leader 

 The African American Baptists had not been as effective at using this resource 

which may help explain the significantly diminished membership years after the event. 

One advantage to keeping up with dispersed members is that they can still be actively 

contributing members even from afar. This was a significant source of income for the one 

Episcopal church interviewed whose membership, which had been small before 

Hurricane Katrina had halved since Hurricane Katrina and whose survival probably will 

not extend beyond this year. 

 It is worth noting that prior to Hurricane Katrina much of the current technology 

in use was not available to the extent that it is used nowadays by the population. 

However, there is still a significant difference in its use by different segments of the 

population, notably the poor are less likely to have the kind of access to technology than 

the wealthier (Castells, 2005; Gilbert, Masucci, Homko, & Bove, 2008; James, 2008; 

Mossberger, Tolbert, Johns & King, 2006; Warschauer & Matuchniak 2010), and the 

young are more likely than the elderly to be proficient with its use (Czaja et al., 2006). 

 Many religious leaders believe that they are better prepared for the next disaster 

just by the actuality of having been through Hurricane Katrina. They believe that they 

know more what to expect in a disaster and will be able to cope better, especially 

emotionally with the next one.  

002: In some ways we are prepared because of what we’ve been through and what 
I mean by that is I think, emotionally, we’re more prepared because we’ve lived – 
I mean our people have lived -- through some of that.    

White male, Episcopal leader 
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Change of Faith 

 All of the participants interviewed when asked whether their faith had changed in 

any way stated that their faith was stronger since Hurricane Katrina. However, it wasn’t 

necessarily because of Hurricane Katrina that their faith was stronger. They felt it was a 

maturity of their faith that made it stronger and that helped them get through Hurricane 

Katrina.  

 There were several prominent themes that emerged from asking people whether 

their faith had changed since Hurricane Katrina. Many simply explained why they 

believed, for others they saw Hurricane Katrina as providing blessings which they 

otherwise would not have experienced, while others saw the need to trust God to get you 

through the worst. 

006: I think New Orleans has been very fortunate over decades, and I think what 
we did was take a whole lot of things in life for granted before Hurricane Katrina 
because it never really affected us in such a way.  So the things that we once had, 
we learned to appreciate 'em even more after we didn't have 'em – you know, to 
realize how much it really, really meant to us to have what we have.  So I believe 
New Orleans is a blessed city, a city that's rich in culture.  
 
We've taken a lot for granted, and I think Hurricane Katrina was just  eye-opening 
to bring us all back into perspective, to know what we should put first, which to 
me – and I've always believed it to be – was God was always first and is and will 
always be first. 

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

One church leader stated how Hurricane Katrina had given her white hair but that she’s 

“more of a believer now than ever before.” Many others expressed this idea of being 

more of a believer now than ever before: 

008: And I learned to live in the present much more fully than I ever had, and I 
had a deeper more visceral and physical understanding of God.  
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But the only way that I can explain it is this, and maybe this isn't a good way. But 
I once heard a sermon about baptism and he said that when we were baptized we 
are imprinted with Christ. And he compared it to a watermark on paper. And that 
a watermark cannot be removed from that paper. It is part of the paper and that is 
the way in which we are imprinted with Christ. And I became more aware of that. 
And I became more comfortable with just having God in my pores. 

White female, Episcopal, parishioner 
 

019: If anything I would say where my faith was on a 22 hour notice, now it's on a 
24 hour notice. It's at the 24 hours now. Where I used to have gaps in my faith I 
don't anymore, because I know. And in a moment, in an instant, it can all be taken 
away from you. 

 African American male, Baptist, parishioner 

009: I think it's a refining process. I do. I think that many things that you thought 
were so important get reprioritized.... So I guess one of the really kind of amazing 
revelations to me was this notion that despite everything that's going around, 
some things remain certain. And one of the other things is that despite everything 
going on, there is always a solution. It's just whether you embrace it or not, and 
despite everything going on, you're not a victim in the usual sense of the word,  

that you actually have most of the things that you need if you will join with other 
people and use them. 

White female, Methodist, parishioner 

While others emphasized the blessings that have come as a result of Hurricane Katrina. 

One church leader noted:  

And if we love him and trust him, He’ll bring something good out of it. And 
people have told me that as a result of Katrina “I wouldn’t have experienced this, 
I wouldn’t have done this, and it’s been a real blessing.” 

White male, Methodist, leader 

Many people expressed their faith in God was stronger as they had seen their faith in 

humanity increase. For many of the participants their homes would not be in the 

condition that they're in now without the volunteer aid of people from all over the 

country. In fact, this was a major factor for some people in their faith growing stronger. 

As the pastor who was too exhausted to pray noted volunteers came from everywhere and 



 

106 

slept on the floor of her church and then went out during the day just to help anyone they 

could. 

 One pastor had come to terms with the concept that he could not do everything. 

He stated that when he evacuated it had been almost a relief because up to that point he 

had been so busy with everything and trying to get his congregation situated: 

035: It changed my perspective as a pastor that I had to do everything, and if I get 
all these plates spinning on these poles and I had to keep them all spinning. And 
so I think it's changed my role I think as a pastor that I have to do everything. 
That I can leave things more and train people, and think more intentionally about 
that for the ministry. And knowing that I’m not God, I can’t do everything. And 
that’s given me much of an ease as a pastor, you know to be able to say “no” at 
times, “I need to take care of my family” or “I need to be there for my wife.”And 
feeling like I can give myself permission to be able to do that. And not feel that I 
have to be everything for everybody. And so that’s helped me a lot in my faith 
and my role as a pastor. And be patient. 

White male, Methodist, leader 
 

 Donald (024 White male, Episcopal leader) expressed that his theological stance 

had not changed in any way. Donald and his very small congregation of Episcopalians 

had worked tirelessly with an organization called "Samaritan's Purse" after Hurricane 

Katrina distributing food in some of the hardest hit areas. They had also provided much 

needed summer camps for children and a safe haven for those children to deal with the 

stress of the event and hopefully intervene before things got out of hand. Donald states 

with some laughter  

024: Having satisfaction of helping other people to get over their problems and so 
forth probably was the greatest satisfaction, but it happens, but right now I would 
say that we are at a draw with our God now. He certainly got the saint and 
everything like that - praise him - but I wish he would help me get a little bit of a 
larger congregation right here. So thanks for everything Lord, but while you're at 
it.... 

White male, Episcopal, leader 
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Unfortunately, Donald's congregation now consisting of 12 members will not survive the 

year. Donald himself is expected to retire by the end of this year and there has been no 

talk within the diocese of replacing him. 

Church's Role in Disasters 

 For the majority of the participants in the study the church's role in a disaster was 

to provide aid, in terms of physical, emotional and spiritual aid after the disaster. Several 

themes emerged from the responses to this question. Some people focused on the 

financial responsibility of the church, others on the physical and resource needs of the 

community, however, overwhelmingly it was stated that the church needed to provide 

reassurance to the community.  

006: I think the church role in disaster is to inform the people in faith because 
without it, I just can't see how the people would actually make it and not go 
through major depression.  I really think that the church's role is to just increase 
the people's faith, to encourage them, to let them know that they're able to stand, 
and they're able to overcome. 
 

 I believe the church's role is to network the resources.  I don't believe the church's 
responsibility in disaster is to just totally give to the community because a lot of 
times, we think that we have to have a handout.  We think that we have to have a 
place where we can go just to receive everything that we need, but I believe that 
we need to educate the people to let them know how to plan, how to budget, how 
to prepare, how to prioritize. 

African American female, Baptist, elder 

008: To give comfort and to help as they can.  You know like all the church 
groups who’ve come down to help muck out houses and build houses and they 
have no idea how profoundly they have collectively affected us.   

White female, Episcopal, congregation member 
 
009: Well, I think the number one thing for any institution, including the church, 
is staying connected, and you certainly hope that churches are positioned to be 
uniquely, spiritually supportive of people, and then following that, that they are 
going to engage in partnering for real outreach activities. 

White female, Methodist, congregation member 
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010: I think I think one of the principal roles is reconnecting community.  It 
becomes a community focal point. I think that’s an extremely important role and 
then I think churches, just by the nature of the beast, churches are usually 
anything from a small to very large buildings with a lot of space that are way 
underused and one of the critiques I have of churches is we need to start using our 
spaces wisely for the benefit of community and humanity. 

White male, Episcopal, leader 
  
 011: Well, I think that churches and synagogues should have a role in caring for 

their congregants and whether that’s helping people build relationships or helping 
people to make contact with one another, you know, maybe some temporary 
helping people economically or –You know, I think one really important role is 
helping its congregants help others and not necessarily others who are in that 
congregation, but you know, reaching out 

White female, Jewish, congregation member 
  
 013: Not only being there for their members and other people in the community to 

bring back that spiritual need ‘cause a lot of times you need that spiritual need.  
You need to fulfill that emotional and spiritual need.  I think they can help in both 
ways. 

 
 A lot of churches open up their doors to provide the pantries and they can help in 

different ways that way.  And you know some churches actually work as a 
network for different businesses that provide services, they can provide services 
to the community and to their members.  So I think that’s a good way to do it, too. 
I think the church, they play a focal role ‘cause most individuals when they go to 
their church they feel like it’s like I’m going to God.  They’re gonna show me the 
way.  They expect the truth.  They’re gonna find the truth.  When they go to their 
church, their pastor, they’re gonna get the truth.  I think that’s what I would look 
for. 

African America female, Catholic, congregation member 
 

018: One, to be there for people, to try to get people to see that no matter what it 
is – the disaster is, we’re gonna be there.  It’s a test of our faith.  This, too, shall 
pass.  It’s not the end of the world.  It’s gonna be tough.  It’s not gonna be easy.  
We’re gonna have a lotta why questions.  But ultimately, this, too, shall pass.  
We’re gonna get back on our feet again.  We’re gonna cry together. 

African American male, Baptist, leader 
  
 020: I think it needs to be a beacon of hope for people.  It needs to be a place 

where people can come together and know that they are safe and valued and will 
be cared for no matter what the circumstances. 

White female, Episcopal, leader 
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 032: Well, I think it’s possible to be the church without your building.  So, if an 
evacuation occurs, I see it’s my responsibility, and I tell this to all our staff, that 
the people in our care continue to be in our spiritual care, and it’s our job as 
shepherds to find them and care for their spiritual needs as best we can.  We 
discovered that we could do that, even spread across the country, that we could 
still be a church.  But I think beyond that, we’ve got to get back as soon as we can  

 and get open as soon as we can, and begin providing care, for the people who do 
return, as soon as we can. 

White female, Methodist, leader 
 

 Many of the congregation members expressed how important it was for services 

to resume at their church as soon as possible after the storm. In fact, many who returned 

to New Orleans the first week after Hurricane Katrina actively sought out their church 

and if that was damaged then sought out the church leader. Victor (010 White male 

Episcopal leader) explained how several members of his congregation found him at his 

home, which had suffered some damage and they held service outside on his driveway, in 

fact they were joined by a raccoon in that first service.  

 The need to reconnect for the members was apparent. People wanted to know 

where other members of their family and congregation were, to talk about the damage 

they had suffered and how they would begin the clean-up and recovery process. 

 The church mission has been to help members of their community, and during the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina every church that I interviewed helped members of the 

New Orleans community in any way that they could with whatever resources they could 

get their hands on. However, many of the church leaders have now found that their 

congregation members wish their church leader to come back to the church to concentrate 

again only on its members and to stop being absent while helping others who are not 

contributing to their specific congregation. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the findings from this study focusing primarily on religion 

in the social context of disasters. The discussion begins with answering the research 

question whether in fact religion contributes to the social vulnerability of a population in 

terms of their beliefs and their behaviors. The results of this particular study did not 

support the premise that religion contributes to the social vulnerability of individuals; 

however, the study did produce findings that may lend credence to the notion and raises 

the possibility of further study. Most participants in the study were more likely to believe 

that God had some control over natural phenomena and some participants did pray as 

their first form of mitigation. These beliefs and behaviors appear to be associated with the 

socioeconomic status of individuals and the prevailing theodicy contained therein. The 

discussion then looks at whether religion may be a social vulnerability in the recovery 

phase of a disaster. It became apparent that social inequalities experienced by individuals 

also plague religious institutions in a similar fashion. Religious institutions then find 

themselves either able to survive the disaster and help their congregation members or 

unable to survive and/or unable to help their congregation members. The chapter finishes 
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with a discussion of the limitations of this particular study and possible future research 

which has become apparent from this study.  

Hurricane Katrina as a Social Drama 

 The significance of Hurricane Katrina and its position as one of Turner's (1974) 

social dramas epitomized by destruction and loss of life cannot be overstated. Though 

initially framed by the media as an external event that impacted the city of New Orleans 

it soon became apparent that the citizens who had been left in the city had had no 

alternative and no way of getting out of the city prior to Hurricane Katrina (Dynes & 

Rodríguez, 2007). Hurricane Katrina brought to light many of the social factors that the 

people of New Orleans lived on a daily basis and which influence how they can, or 

cannot, respond to a disaster situation (Phillips & Fordham, 2010). The social 

vulnerability paradigm seeks to explore these social factors and their effects on particular 

populations in an effort to help solve some of these issues. This study sought to 

understand whether religion may in fact contribute to the vulnerability of a population in 

a similar fashion. In order to understand the effect that religion may have this study 

provides a holistic view of the intersection of social factors with religion and the way in 

which religion may influence people's attitudes and subsequent behaviors in their disaster 

experience.  

Religion as a Social Vulnerability 

 The research question proposed in this study sought to unearth whether religious 

beliefs and practices contributed to the vulnerability of a population. That is, if an 

individual believes that God is responsible for natural disasters will they also believe that 
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there is nothing that they can do to prepare themselves for the disaster and so do nothing? 

(Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007; Kroll-Smith & Couch, 1987; Gillard & Patton, 1999). 

The rationale behind seeking to answer this question is the fatalistic attitude that is 

assumed on the part of many disaster researchers. That is, the belief that if people feel 

that their fate is in God's hands then they will do nothing to prepare or protect themselves 

from the hazard (Auf der Heide, 1987; Perrow, 2007). While there has been some 

evidence to support the idea that religious people are less likely to protect themselves 

from an approaching hazard because of their beliefs that God will save them (Elder et al., 

2007; Gillard & Patton, 1999; Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007), this particular study did not 

find any evidence to support this view during Hurricane Katrina's approach. 

 Two separate studies (Elder et al., 2007; Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007) conducted 

soon after Hurricane Katrina found that religion was in fact a reason used for people not 

evacuating the city in the face of the approaching storm. The studies found that people 

who were deeply religious "are more ideologically inclined to leave their fates in God's 

hands" (Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007, p. 78). Elder et al., (2007, p. 126) stated that 

people used phrasing to show that they had faith in God and did not need to prepare 

themselves for the storm; For example, "Because I made it through Vietnam and I figured 

my Lord ain't gonna let me die in nothing like this. You dig?" or "Even if we wanted to 

leave, we would not have made it that far. We might as well stick it through the storm 

and pray. Thank God for prayer because he answered our prayer" (Elder et al., 2007, p. 

126). Haney, Eliot, and Fussell (2007, p. 86) found that those who listed faith in God as 

their primary emotional support were less likely to have evacuated for Hurricane Katrina. 



 

113 

These studies found that those least likely to have evacuated prior to Hurricane Katrina 

"were men, the employed, the low-income, African Americans, and those expressing 

religious faith" (Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007, p. 86).However, the two studies did not 

differentiate between denominations, nor did they include people who had voluntarily 

evacuated prior to the storm. They were conducted in shelters where people had been 

evacuated to after Hurricane Katrina. This group largely consisted of African Americans 

and lower socioeconomic groups that had not been able to leave the city because of lack 

of financial resources (Branshaw & Trainor, 2007).  

 From the 36 interviews conducted for this study, 32 of the participants lived in 

New Orleans at the time of Hurricane Katrina. Only three people from this group did not 

evacuate for the storm, and of these, two were required to stay because of their work. 

Only one, a church leader, voluntarily stayed rather than evacuate. There are several 

reasons that may explain the large evacuation rate of the participants in this study. Most 

significant, was the size of the storm as it approached Louisiana. Graphic pictures shown 

on news outlets revealed the storm to be huge covering the entire Gulf and were very 

convincing as to how bad this storm was going to be. The models predicting its path 

covered such a wide area that New Orleans could not fail to be hit and meteorologists 

reported the dire consequences of such a hit from the storm (Freudenburg et al, 2009b; 

Johnson, 2008; Laska, 2008; Peacock, Brody, & Highfield, 2005). Research (Johnson, 

2008; Peacock, Brody and Highfield, 2005) has demonstrated that the greater the risk of 

being in the path of the hazard the greater the potential for evacuation. Hurricane Katrina 

not only posed a risk from the winds but also from severe flooding due to excessive rain 
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and the fact that New Orleans lies below sea level (Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007, p. 74). 

Thus, a large evacuation from New Orleans was estimated. Participants in this study who 

claimed never to have evacuated for previous storms stated how they had been pushed to 

do so this time by family and friends, comments such as  

And the daughter that was here who was visiting stayed up and when I woke up 
that morning she looked at me and she said, "I don’t care what I have to do, you 
are leaving here today" 

013, African American female, Baptist congregation member 
 
 were fairly common. Family and friends are a very important motivator of evacuation 

behavior in other studies (Drabek & Boggs, 1968; Eliot et al., 2010). Secondly, a 

significant characteristic of the participants interviewed for this study was that the 

majority were in fact from the low middle or upper middle socioeconomic classes and as 

such did have some resources available with which to be able to evacuate.  

 The intersection between religion and socioeconomic class became very apparent 

in this study, and is shown in the comparisons between Episcopalians and African 

American Baptists. A caveat must be stated here, however; the comparisons are made 

because there were enough participants in these two groups to be able to compare and 

contrast their ideologies and behaviors. While ideologies and behaviors differed between 

the two groups class presented itself as the most likely explanation of the differences, 

however, race may be just as significant though I was unable to compare and contrast this 

in different classes in this study.   

 For the purpose of this study it was significant that the African American Baptists 

that I interviewed were from the Gentilly area and considered to be middle class African 

Americans. This group was for the most part educated and working in salaried 
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occupations and therefore did have some resources with which to be able to evacuate. 

However, there were certain characteristics found in this group that lend credence to the 

idea that culturally African American Baptists place their fate in God's hands. This trend 

may be more apparent in lower class African Americans who have no resources with 

which to be able to prepare for the disaster, but I was unable to ascertain whether that 

would be the case for this study. As a group Episcopalians, Methodists and White 

Baptists were more likely to evacuate sooner than African American Baptists who left it 

to the last minute to evacuate and many only did so when they heard that the evacuation 

was now mandatory and they must leave. 

 Thus, while the majority of participants in this study did evacuate which appears 

to counter any notion that religion may contribute to vulnerabilities in the population, 

there are a number of interesting observations that still may lend weight to the idea that 

religion may contribute to vulnerability in a population. As ages for these participants 

ranged from 35 years old to 65 years old the majority had been through previous storms, 

some even remembered Hurricane Betsy when they were children. For half of the 

participants Hurricane Katrina was the very first time that they had ever evacuated for a 

storm, as Sue (006), an African American Baptist elder, stated "so our normal lives of 

hurricanes and storms coming, we would just say, Okay, we're gonna pray our way 

through it, and we're gonna stay here..." Even on the morning before Hurricane Katrina 

struck some people were reluctant to believe that the storm would come. As another 

participant, Linda, an African America female expressed: 

 021: This is the god-honest truth, I was not gonna leave... I went to church that 
morning, that Sunday morning and they had about 15 people in there. And we 
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were cryin’ out and prayin’ and believing God and just walkin’, speakin’ in 
tongue, “Lord, please lift us.” You know, but the man already declared a state of 
emergency but we still was believin’ God could turn it around. We were prayin’, 
layin’ prostrate at the altar.   

African American female, Baptist, congregation member 

This latter behavior more prevalent amongst African American Baptists in this study is 

significant for the fact that it implies that this group believed that if they participated in 

religious rituals and prayed to God that He would somehow change the course of the 

storm. Thus, praying to God is a form of preparation behavior that people may participate 

in prior to other more physical forms of preparing for the hazard, and up until Hurricane 

Katrina it had been effective. Significantly, 78% of African Americans claim to pray 

daily and believe in the power of healing, more so than any other racial group (Lawson & 

Thomas, 2007). For African Americans religion is deeply embedded within their culture 

and their daily lives and is used as coping mechanism (Gaillard & Texier, 2010; Litt, 

2008; p. 32; Weigart, 1988).  

 As people in this study had participated in this behavior in prior minor storms it 

may demonstrate that in fact some people do partake in religious practices with the 

explicit belief that doing so will somehow prevent the hazard from affecting their 

particular world. Participation in these religious rituals then becomes a form of insurance 

for the believer in that while they participate and the hazard does not affect them then 

God has looked favorably on their endeavors. Kunreuther (2006) notes that in the 

insurance industry owning insurance reduces the likelihood that people will take other 

forms of mitigation for the hazard. This is known as "moral hazard" and may play a 

similar role in religious beliefs. African Americans tend to take for granted that they have 
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a personal relationship with God in terms of having direct access to him (Christiano, 

Swatos, & Kivisto, 2008; Emerson & Smith, 2000; Johnstone, 2007). It was apparent 

amongst African American Baptists in this study that they spent considerable time at their 

church in religious practices. In fact, one of the local Baptist churches had changed the 

night on which it performed mid-week services so that people could attend that church as 

well as the church involved in this study. While expressing that they belong to one church 

some participants commented that they also attended religious services at another church 

in an attempt to understand the word of God. Thus, devotional religious practices were 

the norm while seeking to provide meaning in their lives (Schieman, 2010; Smith, 2007). 

Practicing religious rituals and "talking" to God may then serve certain denominations as 

their first form of insurance against the storm.  

 Belief in the divine and supernatural though more prevalent in the lower 

socioeconomic classes is not clearly understood. Some theorists maintain that it is linked 

with the greater religious activity (Berger, 1990; Stark & Finke, 2000), while others 

maintain that it may be a result of lower education in these groups. A difference in the 

belief of supernatural and divine control has been noted within higher socioeconomic 

classes where demythologized beliefs are apparent possibly due to the higher education 

levels associated with these groups (Schieman, 2010). Significantly, all Episcopal leaders 

stated that God did not produce the hurricane, while the Baptist leader claimed 

categorically that God did in fact produce the hurricane. 

 Amongst African American participants it was apparent that they believed God 

controlled their destinies and their fate and had some plan for them (Schieman, 
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Pudrovska, & Milkie, 2005; Stark & Glock, 1968). Such expressions as "I know my steps 

are ordered by the Lord, and I'm just thankful to God to have called me and positioned 

me" (Bob, 016 African American male, multidimensional leader), or "God's gonna use 

you for a purpose" (014, African American female, Baptist congregation member) or 

"God gave me this dream" to warn about the storm (Sue, 006 African American Baptist 

elder) suggest that people view God as controlling their lives. God is also provided with 

the ability to right the wrongs that may have been done to people in their daily lives. 

Though they themselves do not take revenge against instigators who are seen as having 

committed wrongful acts towards them, the ultimate downfall of the instigator is seen as 

being God's retribution for those acts. Several participants told narratives of another's 

willful injustice towards them and how God had "corrected" those injustices by punishing 

the instigator in some fashion. Stark and Glock (1968) maintain that Christian ideology 

does in fact promote the idea that God actively exercises control over the direction of 

people's lives and that God is in control of the universe.  

 Religion to African American Baptists in this study appears to play a significant 

role in their lives in terms of a model and a guide for their behavior (Geertz, 1983). They 

believe that God plays an active role in defining their destiny and they place faith in God 

to control what happens to them (Schieman, Pudrovska, & Milkie, 2005; Stark & Glock, 

1968). Thus, it may come as no surprise then that their first thought would be to try and 

"pray the storm away." Interestingly, though the behavior of praying to God for the storm 

to go away was prevalent amongst African American Baptist congregation members it 

was not found in the two church leaders interviewed. In fact, these two leaders evacuated 
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not only before their own congregation members, but significantly sooner than their 

counterparts in the Episcopal and Methodist churches who had stayed behind to make 

sure their congregation members had evacuated. 

 Similar patterns of behavior as praying the storm away were not observed 

amongst Episcopal or Methodist participants in this study. While the participants talked 

about their belief in God they did not turn to God to help them during a hazard. In fact, 

all but one Episcopal and all the Methodists who lived in New Orleans at the time of 

Hurricane Katrina evacuated prior to the storm, and evacuated significantly earlier than 

the African Americans in the study; a finding consistent with research by Peacock, Brody 

and Highfield (2005) which showed that Whites were more likely to evacuate and 

evacuate earlier than African Americans. Earlier evacuation may be due to the fact that 

these participants being of higher socioeconomic status had considerably more resources 

with which to be able to evacuate, and notably many had family and friends outside of 

the area that they would visit when storms threatened the area. Thus, it appears that it 

may not necessarily be religious belief that contributes to vulnerability but the 

intersection of religion with other social inequalities that lead people to believe that 

religious practices may in fact help them.  

 As Weigart (1988) proposes religion is often used by people as a coping 

mechanism especially to deal with those events that seem overwhelming. As people in 

lower socioeconomic statuses have fewer resources with which to deal with life a natural 

disaster that threatens to take away all that they own is just too much of a stressful 

thought to bear and they place their faith in a higher being to take care of that for them. In 
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this way people regain some control of their lives and they can focus on the daily 

struggles (Stern, 2007; Weigart, 1988). Low socioeconomic groups are more likely to 

have little or no power in the public realm according to Habermas (2010) and are 

therefore more likely to develop rigid avenues in the private domain that may show up as 

deeply ingrained religious attitudes and practices. Within this study there was an apparent 

difference not only in how African American Baptists practiced religion versus 

Episcopalians and Methodists, but also how the two viewed natural hazards was 

appreciably different. So while there was little support to argue that religion is 

vulnerability, it is clear that religion may play an important role in how people make 

sense of disasters, particularly how people may see disasters as acts of God. 

Act of God 

 While there has been a considerable amount of effort applied to debunking the 

idea that natural disasters are conceptualized as God's will the pervasive belief still exists 

(Kreps, 1984; Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977; Steinberg, 2006 cited in Haney, Eliot, & 

Fussell, 2007).  It was apparent in this study that people still equate God as having a hand 

in the natural order of weather related events. Interestingly, when asked how hurricanes 

form all but two of the participants in this study were knowledgeable and educated about 

the science behind the phenomenon and attempted to explain the science behind 

hurricanes. Though an unexpected response from the participants this may be due to the 

significant number of television campaigns and the availability of written literature found 

in a considerable number of establishments from Denny's to hospitals that outline what 

hurricanes are, the dangers inherent in them and what people need to do to protect 
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themselves. It appears since Hurricane Katrina there has been a concerted effort to 

educate the public on hurricanes. 

 However, even though participants provided scientific explanations many African 

Americans followed with statements that still attributed the threat to God. For example, 

"They are the result of atmospheric pressure and water and wind. I consider it a natural 

act of God" (023, African American female, Baptist congregation member), or "I think 

God allows it" (001, African American female, Pentecostal congregation member), or "I 

just believe that God has a way of getting our attention, and that was one of the things 

that did get our attention" (014, African American female, Baptist congregation member). 

Significantly, the two participants who did not offer a scientific explanation for hurricane 

formation professed instead that God created them. While these two participants were 

African American Baptists they were well educated, one being a church leader and the 

other a paralegal. The fact that so many participants stated that God had a hand in the 

hurricane appears to contradict Kroll-Smith and Couch's (1987) finding that disaster 

victims rarely frame disasters as acts of God, though in fairness to Kroll-Smith and 

Couch the Episcopal church leaders adamantly stated that hurricanes were natural 

disasters and not created by God  and most of the Episcopal and Methodist congregation 

members did not mention God as being involved in the creation of the hurricane (Elliot & 

Pais, 2006; Haney, Eliot, & Fussell, 2007). The findings do support research by 

Schieman, Pudrovska, & Milkie (2005) that sees God as a causal agent over people's 

lives. This may help explain why lower socioeconomic groups may turn to religion and 

religious practices as the first form of preparation when a natural hazard threatens. It is 
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also possible that those who do not have the resources to prepare try to find alternates to 

help them frame the event that they will experience as a way to cope with dangers they 

are aware exist. 

Theodicy 

 Religion is an organization that creates and replicates the social structures around 

which people coordinate their thoughts and daily activities (Durkheim, 1992). Religion 

adapts to and is adapted by the culture and social positioning of the individual and their 

beliefs and values within that context. Religion becomes a part of their behavior and 

practices, and a way of taking care of events that "outsiders" cannot see (Bankoff, 2004; 

Bourdieu, 2005; Geertz, 1983). As discussed in Chapter 2 the lower socioeconomic 

classes tend to have a disprivilege or misfortune theodicy in which they maintain that 

wealth is sinful (partly because they themselves will never be able to gain wealth) and 

they believe that their reward will come in the afterlife if they believe. They are therefore 

more reliant upon the omnipotent deity to offset the negative aspects of their daily lives 

(Weigart, 1988). As this study found African American Baptists were more likely to 

participate in devotional religious practices and more likely to believe they had a personal 

relationship with God and that their lives were divinely controlled which provided a 

religious meaning in everything that they did in their lives (Fukuyama, 1960, cited in 

Demerath, 1965; Habermas, 2010; Johnstone, 2007, p. 228; Schieman, 2010). As Weber 

(1963) asserts obedience to the religious institution is a requirement for the continued 

good favor of the divine. In contrast the Episcopalians and the Methodists were more 

likely to maintain the wealth theodicy which asserts that they are blessed by God with the 
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privileges that they enjoy in this life. They are more likely to hold positions within the 

church that require regular formal meetings, but they only tend to perform devotional 

religious practices once or twice a week. Thus, while religion replicates the social 

inequalities within social structures as Marx and Engels (1975) expressed, religion 

provides an escape or relief for the oppressed classes from the harshness they experience 

in their daily lives it also serves different functions for the different social groups 

(Johnstone, 2007, p. 224). In fact, it is quite possible that religion serves a similar purpose 

in disasters. It is not necessarily a belief that God will protect an individual from the 

danger, but that placing faith in the divine allows an individual to escape from the reality 

of the danger that is possible (Weigart, 1988). 

 For many of the lower socioeconomic groups religion provides a meaning in their 

lives and an explanation for their lot (Schieman, 2010). The bond with the divine 

provides an order to the chaos that they experience in their daily lives and gives a sense 

of security that compensates for the psychologically negative aspects of their daily lives 

(Habermas, 2010; Stark & Glock, 1968). The two African American Baptist churches 

that participated in this study had by far the greatest membership numbers. One had in 

excess of 7,000 members and the other claimed over 10,000 members at the time of 

Hurricane Katrina. Their congregation members expressed sentiments of "belonging" and 

"community" when talking about the church which was interesting given that one of the 

church leaders split his time not only between New Orleans and Houston (where he had 

formed another church after Hurricane Katrina) but also flying around the world 

preaching the word of God. In contrast, the congregations of Episcopalians and 
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Methodists were much smaller ranging in size from about 25 to 350. Congregation 

members were less likely to see divine control of their lives and more likely to provide 

their own impetus for their success in society (Stark & Glock, 1968; Schieman, 2010).  

 Religion then while not contributing directly to vulnerability in a population may 

in fact still be a part of the social structure that helps reinforce the inherent social 

injustices in society. One finding which was apparent in this study was the difference in 

recovery between African American Baptists and Episcopalians and Methodists.  

Vulnerability and Recovery 

  Religious institutions provide a substantial amount of aid in the form of physical 

resources and spiritual help after a disaster (Airriess et al., 2008; Bolin & Bolton, 1986; 

Bradfield, Wylie, & Echterling, 1989; Gillard & Patton, 1999; Holcombe, 2007; Mitchell, 

2000). This study demonstrated a similar pattern found by Gillard and Patton (1999) in 

the Fiji Islands, where members of mainstream denominations received help while 

members of more local independent sects did not receive help. Significantly, church 

buildings of the Episcopalians and Methodists had all been repaired since Hurricane 

Katrina using funds from national resources. Interestingly, Episcopal church buildings are 

required to have insurance through their own organization. This meant that everyone 

within the organization knew the policy, who to contact and the insurance was more 

likely to pay out. With the Episcopal and Methodist congregations being much smaller 

than the African American Baptists most of the members knew about the financial 

resources of their particular church and many participants played roles in the upkeep of 

the church. Thus, insurance on the church was a known fact by most of the members and 



 

125 

may have been seen as a form of protection which they themselves subsequently 

participated in with their own homes. Insurance is an important fund for recovery after a 

disaster and the lower socioeconomic groups are less likely to have adequate insurance, if 

they are able to have insurance at all because it is a luxury that they can ill afford 

(Peacock, Brody, & Highfield, 2005). Thus, in many ways the churches within 

neighborhoods replicate the same social inequalities which plague their congregation 

members. 

 Funds from national sources had also been used to help their congregation repair 

or rebuild their homes. In several instances the congregation members banded together to 

help each other: one member having a contact in the construction industry who was able 

to get construction materials and they as a team descended on one house at a time to gut 

and repair the damage. In this way all the homes of the Episcopal and Methodists 

members had been repaired since Hurricane Katrina; even the homes in the Lakefront 

area that had been flooded up to 15 feet (Bullard & Wright, 2009). 

 Religious institutions are subject to the same vagaries that plague their 

membership; lower socioeconomic groups are more likely to sustain disproportionately 

more damage than their wealthier counterparts (Cutter, Boruff, & Shirley, 2003). Thus 

the two African American Baptist churches, one in Gentilly and the other in the lower 

Ninth Ward sustained disproportionately much greater damage than those buildings of 

their counterparts in the middle and upper classes. While many of the congregation 

members of these two African American Baptist churches were still struggling to recover 

five years after Hurricane Katrina so too were the churches themselves. For three years 
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after the storm the Baptist church in the lower Ninth Ward was given space to hold their 

services at a Baptist church in Downtown New Orleans. The church in the lower Ninth 

Ward had sustained severe damage from the flooding in the area and had to be rebuilt. 

Though they were able to access some funds from other sister churches they had made 

partnerships with in other cities they did not receive substantial funds the way that the 

Episcopal and Methodist churches had. In fact, the second Baptist church located in 

Gentilly had not received funds from anyone else but their own membership who are 

requested to tithe to the church. They have only just won a battle with the City of New 

Orleans not to demolish their church. After five years they can now start to rebuild. They 

have been holding services in a banquet hall in Gentilly since the storm. Significantly 

both these two churches have lost about 70% of their membership, substantially more 

than the 30% lost by the Episcopalians and Methodists.  

 Neither of these two Baptist churches provided any physical aid to their 

congregation members who are in a worse position than their wealthier counterparts in 

other denominations. Many of the homes of these congregation members flooded and 

needed substantial repair or rebuilding. The help they have had, if any, came not from 

their own denominations but from volunteers of other denominations who are still 

coming down to New Orleans. Several Episcopal and Methodist churches have since 

Hurricane Katrina built facilities into their churches to house volunteers who come down 

for a week or so and go out during the day looking for homes that need to be repaired or 

rebuilt. Significantly, these homes are in the poorer sections of the city, Gentilly and the 

lower Ninth Ward. If it hadn't been for these volunteers many of the homes of the African 
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American Baptists would still be in the state they were when Hurricane Katrina hit. 

Interestingly, while African American Baptist leaders have been unable to provide help to 

their congregation members their ideologies do not tend to promote that concern maybe 

because in reality their resources do not allow it, while the ideology of the Episcopalians 

and the Methodists includes outreach to others in the community and helping their 

recovery in ways that will make them productive members of society. Catholics have a 

slightly different ideology that promotes providing assistance to the poor in the form of 

food and clothing, thus their help is limited to those aspects (Johnstone, 2007). 

 One reason for the substantial fall in membership of the African American Baptist 

churches is that the lower socioeconomic groups living in the lower Ninth Ward were 

forced to evacuate after Hurricane Katrina and have not been able to go back to live 

because their social network structures and jobs are scarce (Elliott, Haney, & Sams-

Abidun, 2010; Flaherty, 2010).. They are in a catch 22 situation where they not only need 

employment but also the bonding networks which they use extensively in their normal 

daily lives for services that the wealthier would be able to pay for (Putnam, 2000). The 

Baptist church in the lower Ninth Ward in collaboration with Samaritan's Purse has been 

buying up abandoned homes and rebuilding them in the hopes of attracting its 

membership back to the area. 

Conclusion 

 While this study did not find support that religion, in and of itself, creates social 

vulnerability, it did find support that religion as it intersects with class perpetuates the 

social injustices in society, or at least reflects the social injustices within society. As 
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denominations reflect the particular memberships of the neighborhoods around them they 

too are prone to similar issues that plague their membership. Those in wealthier 

neighborhoods such as the Episcopalians, who also belong to mainstream denominations, 

have far more resources available to call up in the time of need. They have access to 

resources that they do not usually use on a daily basis, a form of bridging capital 

(Putnam, 2000). The denominations in the lower socioeconomic areas on the other hand 

are less likely to have resources just as their congregation members also have fewer 

resources. They are less likely to be mainstreamed and therefore less likely to be able to 

call upon additional resources for help in the time of need. They rely heavily upon the 

networks available on a daily basis to keep them afloat during normal everyday activities, 

a form of bonding capital (Elliot, Haney, & Sams-Abiodun, p. 645; Litt, 2008; Putnam, 

2000). When disasters occur these networks become disrupted and people do not have 

any other means of surviving the disaster. Thus, while mainstream religions are able to 

weather the disaster by calling upon resources from their national and international 

operations, churches in lower socioeconomic groups with much less resources suffer 

similarly to their congregation members and have little to offer in the way of physical and 

financial help to their members. 

 While findings in this study support the differences between denominations this 

may not exist outside of this geographical area. Disaster researchers (Bankoff, 2004; 

Oliver-Smith, 2002) have begun to note that differences in religious ideology are 

influenced by where we live geographically and the possible hazards that we perceive 

and interpret through religious beliefs and into our culture. Religion and religious 
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ideologies are not consistent across the board but are influenced by other social factors 

which must be taken into consideration. Religion, however, does have a role to play in 

the social vulnerability paradigm as it intersects with other social factors. 

Limitations of the Study 

 An important limitation to this study was the sample size and the selection. Only 

36 interviews were undertaken in the sample, a small number which may elicit interesting 

data but which is not enough from which to draw conclusions to generalize to the 

population. In addition, the characteristics of New Orleans make it such a unique place in 

terms of culture, geography and meteorological events that adaptive strategies are an 

integral part of their culture and though they may be expressed in their behavior may not 

be found in other populations.  

 Significantly this study was not able to undertake interviews with citizens of the 

lower Ninth Ward. While attempts were made to target this area, probably the poorest 

area in the city of New Orleans, no church within the area returned phone calls or emails. 

Only 20% of the population has returned to the area and there are a significant number of 

abandoned church buildings which may help explain the results. It was only through the 

efforts of three other church contacts that the leader of the Baptist church in the lower 

Ninth Ward contacted me, though I was able to interview him he denied access to his 

congregation on the grounds that they had been "researched out." Thus, the study is 

skewed toward the middle classes. The residents of Gentilly, while still predominantly 

African American are middle class. A study of the lower socioeconomic groups may in 

fact support the notion that religion does contribute to social vulnerability. This group 
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would be more likely to be less educated and possibly more likely to believe that natural 

disasters are God's will and therefore less likely to do something to protect themselves in 

the event of a hurricane (Weigart, 1988). As discussed earlier Habermas (2010) maintains 

that those who have no power within the public realm are more rigid in their private 

realms. Indeed, it was evident in this study that African American Baptists were more 

likely to see the hurricane as God's will though they knew how hurricanes formed, they 

were less likely to evacuate, and more likely to try and pray to God for the storm to go 

elsewhere. This, however, may also be an aspect of their reality and their coping capacity 

which dictates their evacuation behavior based on their economic realities. A study of the 

lower socioeconomic population may find a stronger correlation and more rigidity in this 

correlation. Unfortunately, it was beyond the scope of this study to investigate all the 

different religions within New Orleans such as the Creole, which form a large part of 

New Orleans culture.  

 It must be stressed that this study was a qualitative study undertaken in New 

Orleans five years after Hurricane Katrina. While comparisons within the study were 

made between Episcopalians, Methodists and African American Baptists these may not 

reflect conditions in these denominations outside of this study. Especially as convenience 

sampling and snowballing techniques were used that provided a disproportionate number 

of Episcopalian members being interviewed. While Episcopalians only make up 2.6% of 

the United States population they account for a quarter of the participants in this study. 

Also, New Orleans has a rather unique character and mix of populations and religions. It 

can be seen that while three denominations have been explored in this study, African 
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American Baptists tended to consist of Black lower socioeconomic groups than the White 

wealthier Episcopalians and Methodists. While differences between Episcopalians and 

Baptists were apparent they may have been significant for their socioeconomic 

differences than their religious differences. It cannot be overstated that Episcopalians and 

Methodists had resources to be able to mitigate for the hazards that were severely lacking 

for the African American Baptists.  

Considerations for Further Study 

 Though many of the church leaders had been through Hurricane Katrina one 

significant finding that emerged was that all but two leaders did not see helping their 

congregation to evacuate as part of their job description. In fact, several stressed how 

their national organization had developed disaster offices with the express purpose of 

helping communities after disasters, pre-disaster planning and prevention was not a part 

of the requirement nor did they see it as their responsibility but as an individual 

responsibility on the part of the person. Their job description was to provide spiritual 

counseling. In fact, many of the leaders though providing housing for volunteers from out 

of state did nothing to help coordinate the activities of those volunteers; it was all 

arranged by the disaster offices in the national office. They very clearly had a hands off 

approach five years after the hurricane and only dealt with their own congregation 

members. This actually goes against mainstream thinking that religious leaders are 

willing to help prior to a disaster and subsequently requires further investigation. 

 Religion and religious institutions provide a significant opportunity for social 

networks which could be accessed for evacuation purposes (Elliot, Haney, & Sams-
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Abiodun, 2010; Laska, 2006). However, leaders were reluctant to formalize any type of 

social network within their congregation or view evacuation as within their purview. It is 

significant that some members need more help to evacuate than others and social 

networks are a means by which essential help can be provided. This study did not find, 

however, that social networks formed within congregations had been used for the purpose 

of evacuation during Hurricane Katrina. Some members of the white Baptist church did 

state that they knew people who could not evacuate by themselves during the storm and 

had attempted to help them evacuate. Most of the literature on religious organizations 

within disasters investigates the aid that they provide after the disaster, which is 

substantial (Holcombe, 2007). There is no literature available that seeks to explore 

preventative methods that religious organizations may participate in to help their 

congregations. Surely this would be a useful endeavor in helping people, especially in 

lower socioeconomic neighborhoods where they suffer disproportionately more losses 

from disasters. Prevention in the end is always cheaper than cure. 

 A second important theme which emerged from this study was the use of faith 

after a disaster. Many people actively sought out their church leader as soon as they could 

and requested services regardless of where that might be, which in one case ended up in 

the front lawn with raccoons in attendance (010, white male, Episcopal leader).  Adults 

are more likely to be affected by tangible resource loss (Bourque et al., 2006, p. 144) and 

so more likely to compensate by turning to their faith for assistance. Engaging in rituals is 

an important return to normalcy for people. While the study by Bourque et al., (2006) 

suggested that 81% of people interviewed stated that their religious faith had been 
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strengthened as a result of Hurricane Katrina, this study found that all participants stated 

that their faith had been strengthened, but it was not as a direct result of Hurricane 

Katrina. It was associated more with a maturing of their religious faith and a deeper 

understanding. It would be interesting to provide a longitudinal study as the study by 

Bourque et al., (2006) was conducted in the shelters immediately following the storm, 

while this study was undertaken five years later. Do views on faith change with the 

perception of the storm? Also, significantly neither of these two studies investigated the 

views of people that had lost faith and stopped coming to church, or of agnostics and 

atheists. 

 While this study found some interesting relationships between religion and social 

injustices further investigation is essential to understand this relationship. Religion is so 

deeply entwined within society and within our social structures that it may be difficult to 

separate out the possible contributions that religion may make to social vulnerability. 

There is no denying however, the fact that the theodicy's associated with the different 

denominations in the different social classes goes a long way to perpetuating the social 

injustices within society. It must be stressed that this was an exploratory study into the 

possible effects of religious belief on behavior in disasters, generalizations are, and 

therefore, impossible with such limited data. More studies are needed to determine if and 

why religion promotes vulnerability at times and even resilience on other occasions. 

 The questions that we ask often direct the flow of information that becomes our 

data in the study; redirecting the question may provide a new flow of information that 

highlights or contradicts the initial findings. Such is the concept of epistemology; what 



 

134 

we know is often determined by the type of questions that we ask. It must be stressed that 

my question in this study specifically looked at whether religion may be a social 

vulnerability. The findings that I obtained though they did not verify my hypothesis did 

not undermine it either. By asking a different question related to the same topic I may 

find a different answer.  
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Form  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 
understand the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and 
how it will be conducted.   

Title of Study: Disaster Preparedness and Faith: A Case Study of New Orleans and 
Hurricane Katrina 

Principal Investigator:  Dr Nicole Dash, University of North Texas (UNT) Department 
of Sociology.  

Key Personnel: Alison Herring of North Texas (UNT) Department of Sociology. 

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study which 
looks at what types of things affect people's decisions to prepare for a disaster and/or 
evacuate from a disaster.   The study looks at what you did for Hurricane Katrina and 
whether you are prepared now.   

Study Procedures: You will be asked to participate in an interview that will take about 
an hour of your time.   

Foreseeable Risks: No foreseeable risks are involved in this study.  

Benefits to the Subjects or Others: There are no direct benefits to you from this study.  
However the results from this study is expected to provide insights for the research 
community and for policy makers.  
 
Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: The Principal 
Investigator of this project will keep all records, including this signed consent form, in 
locked cabinets in her office.  If you agree to be audio-taped, these tapes will be kept 
separately and only heard by the transcriber.  All attempts will be made to protect your 
confidentiality and anonymity, including substituting names or any identifying 
characteristics in transcripts, publications, or presentations.  The confidentiality of your 
individual information will be maintained in any publications or presentations regarding 
this study.  
 
Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact 
Dr. Nicole Dash, or Alison Herring. 
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Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been reviewed and 
approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT IRB can be contacted 
at (940) 565-3940 with any questions regarding the rights of research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: 

Your signature below indicates that you have read or have had read to you all of the 
above and that you confirm all of the following:  

• Dr Nicole Dash or Alison Herring has explained the study to you and answered all 
of your questions.  You have been told the possible benefits and the potential risks 
and/or discomforts of the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 
participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights 
or benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop your participation at any 
time.  

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.   
• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily consent 

to participate in this study.  
• You have been told you will receive a copy of this form.  

________________________________                                                             
Printed Name of Participant 

 

 

________________________________                                ____________         
Signature of Participant                                      Date 

 

 

For the Principal Investigator or Designee: 

I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this form with the subject signing above.  I 
have explained the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the 
study.  It is my opinion that the participant understood the explanation.   

______________________________________                    ____________                 
Signature of Principal Investigator or Designee  Date  
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Interview Guide - Church Leaders 
 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed by me today. As you know we are conducting a 
study about your experiences with Hurricane Katrina and hurricanes in general. There are 
no set questions for this interview. I have some general questions, but most importantly 
I'd like to know your experiences. 
To get started then: 

Part 1: Introduction and Demographics 

1. Tell me about yourself 

• Probes: age/race/gender/education/religious affiliation/where grew 

up/where living 

Part 2: Disasters in General 

2. How would define a "disaster"? 

3. Tell me about the disasters that are the most common here 

4. So how would you prepare for these disasters? 

• Probe: would you do things differently for X, Y or Z? different 

preparations for different types of disasters? 

5. Do you think there's a difference between a disaster like the oil spill and a 

hurricane? 

• Probe: how?  can you prepare for them in the same way? in what ways are 

they similar/ different? 

6. Whose responsibility do you think it is to prepare for a disaster? 

• Probe: individuals? Federal agencies? local governments? 
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7. What about after the event, whose responsibility do you think it is to respond to a 

disaster? 

• Probe: individuals? Federal agencies? local governments? 

8. Would you say that you're better prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

• Probe: If yes, in what ways?  If no, why not? 

9. What about the city, state, and federal authorities do you think they are better 

prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

• Probe: If yes, in what ways?  If no, why not? 

Part 3: Your Experiences 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your own experience with disasters. 

10. What different types of disasters have you experienced? 

• Tell me a about your experience with Katrina 

• What did you do before the storm made landfall? 

• Probe: Did they evacuate?  If not, why not?  What resources did 

they have available to use? 

Part 4: Disaster Beliefs 

11. Where do you think disasters like hurricanes come from? 

Part 5: Religious Affiliation 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your views and experiences with the 

Church. 
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12. Tell me about your Church 

• Probe: religious affiliation/length of worship/number of 

members/involvement in Church outside of services 

13. Do you provide any disaster or hurricane related education in the Church? 

• Probe: If yes, what? If not, why not? 

• Do you talk about disasters/hurricanes in your sermons? How? What's the 

message you're trying to get across? 

14. Where do you get your information from about hurricanes? 

• How do you use this information?  Do you inform your congregation? 

How?  If not, why not? 

15. Did the congregation do anything prior to/during/after Katrina? 

• Probe: helped others, helped themselves, you helped. 

• How was this organized? By you, the Church leader, or the congregation 

members took it upon themselves? 

16. What is the Churches role in a disaster? 

• Probe: helping others, Church response plans, linked with government 

officials, congregations role, your role 

• What about before the disaster hits?  

17. Do you think your Church is better prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

18. What do you believe is God's role in a disaster? 

19.  Has your faith changed in any way since the disaster? 

• If yes - In what way? 
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20. What, if anything, is the Church doing now for the oil spill? 

• Probe: whose responsibility is it?  is it different for a hurricane than an oil 

spill? why? 

21. What do you believe is God's role in this disaster? 

Part 6: Follow up Questions 

22. What has changed since Katrina? 

• Probe: media coverage, attention to warnings, better prepared, able to 

evacuate 

 

 

 

Thank you for your assistance.  
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Interview Guide - Congregation 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed by me today. As you know we are conducting a 
study about your experiences with Hurricane Katrina and hurricanes in general. There are 
no set questions for this interview. I have some general questions, but most importantly 
I'd like to know your experiences. 
To get started then: 

Part 1: Introduction and Demographics 

1. Tell me about yourself 

• Probes: age/race/gender/education/religious affiliation/income level/where 

grew up/where living 

Part 2: Disasters in General 

2. How would define a "disaster"? 

3. Tell me about the disasters that are the most common here 

4. So how would you prepare for these disasters? 

• Probe: would you do things differently for X, Y or Z? different 

preparations for different types of disasters? 

5. Do you think there's a difference between a disaster like the oil spill and a 

hurricane? 

6. Probe: how?  can you prepare for them in the same way? in what ways are they 

similar/ different? 

7. Whose responsibility do you think it is to prepare for a disaster? 

• Probe: individuals? Federal agencies? local governments? 
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8. What about after the event, whose responsibility do you think it is to respond to a 

disaster? 

• Probe: individuals? Federal agencies? local governments? 

9. Would you say that you're better prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

• Probe: If yes, in what ways?  If no, why not? 

10. What about the city, state, and federal authorities do you think they are better 

prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

• Probe: If yes, in what ways?  If no, why not? 

Part 3: Your Experiences 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your own experience with disasters. 

11. What different types of disasters have you experienced? 

• Tell me a about your experience with Katrina 

• What did you do before the storm made landfall? 

• Probe: Did they evacuate?  If not, why not?  What resources did 

they have available to use? 

Part 4: Disaster Beliefs 

12. Where do you think disasters like hurricanes come from? 

Part 5: Religious Affiliation 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your views and experiences with the 

Church. 
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13. Tell me about your Church 

• Probe: religious affiliation/length of worship/number of members 

/involvement in Church outside of services 

14. Tell me about any memorable sermons 

• Probe: mention of disasters? Katrina? 

15. Does the Church provide any information about disasters that you know of? 

• Probe: If yes, what? Where would you normally get your information 

about disasters from? 

16. Did you do anything as a congregation member prior to/during/after Katrina? 

• Probe: helped others, helped themselves, you helped. 

• How was this organized? By you, the Church leader, or the congregation 

members took it upon themselves? 

17. What is the Churches role in a disaster? 

• Probe: helping others, Church response plans, linked with government 

officials, congregations role, your role 

• What about before the disaster hits?  

• Do you think the Church does enough to help people in the event of a 

disaster? 

• Probe: what it does? what would you like to see done? 

18. Do you think your Church is better prepared for a disaster since Katrina? 

19. What do you believe is God's role in a disaster? 
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20.  Has your faith changed in any way since the disaster? 

• If yes, in what ways? 

21. What, if anything, is the Church doing now for the oil spill? 

• Probe: whose responsibility is it?  is it different for a hurricane than an oil 

spill? why? 

22. What do you believe is God's role in this disaster? 

Part 6: Follow up Questions 

23. What has changed since Katrina? 

• Probe: media coverage, attention to warnings, better prepared, able to 

evacuate 

 

Thank you for your assistance. 
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