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ABSTRACT
International practices of disaster preparedness presume human
agency, particularly at the household level, as an important pre-
emptive response to anticipated natural hazards. Our analysis of
Fijian responses to Tropical Cyclone Winston indicates that
preparedness is also regarded as important by cyclone survivors
but has a moral dimension that can be used to assign blame to
underprepared members of the community. However, Fijian
villagers’ experiences of terror and awe during Tropical Cyclone
Winston also make them aware of the limits of human agency,
prompting them to reflect on God’s role in the cyclone and
the need for collective repentance and renewed Christian
commitment. The effectiveness of disaster preparedness and
climate change adaptation efforts can only be enhanced by a
better understanding of the values of affected communities,
including religious and spiritual values. We seek to contribute to
this knowledge by showing how disaster preparedness both
converges with and diverges from Fijian Christian practices.
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Introduction

International practices of disaster preparedness presume human agency, particularly at the
household and community levels, as an important pre-emptive response to anticipated
natural hazards. Our analysis of Fijian responses to Tropical Cyclone Winston indicates
that preparedness is also regarded as important by cyclone survivors but has a moral
dimension that can be used to assign blame to underprepared members of the community.
However, Fijian villagers’ experiences of terror and awe during Tropical Cyclone Winston
also make them aware of the limits of human agency, prompting them to reflect on God’s
role in the cyclone and the need for collective repentance, humbling of themselves and
renewed Christian commitment. As Nunn et al. (2016) have argued, the effectiveness of
disaster preparedness and climate change mitigation efforts can only be enhanced by a
better understanding of the values of affected communities, including religious and
spiritual values. We seek to contribute to this knowledge by showing how disaster
preparedness both converges with and diverges from Fijian Christian practices.
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Tropical Cyclone Winston

On 20 February 2016, Fiji was hit by Tropical CycloneWinston, the first recorded category
five cyclone to affect Fiji and one of the strongest cyclones ever recorded in the Pacific region
(Government of Fiji 2016).Winston’s impact on Fiji was severe, directly affecting some 60%
of the population (Mansur, Doyle, and Ivaschenko 2017, 19). Powerful winds of up to
350 km/h drove storm surges and battered property, while heavy rains caused flooding
and landslides. Some 30,000 private residences were damaged, with inhabitants losing
household goods and other resources, including food crops. Power and water supplies
and sanitation systems were disrupted, leaving tens of thousands of families without
power or potable water. Forty-four people were killed and more than 120,000 people
were displaced. Losses were estimated at some FJD 2 billion or 20% of GDP (Mansur,
Doyle, and Ivaschenko 2017, 20). The Fiji Government took the lead in responding, assisted
by the international community, with the largest contributions coming from Australia and
New Zealand.More than two years after the cyclone, many communities are still rebuilding
homes and livelihoods. The scale of these impacts has been immensely disruptive and has
led to vigorous debates about the causes of the cyclone, particularly by iTaukei (indigenous
Fijian) Christians critical of the Bainimarama government (Cox et al. 2018).

Fieldwork in Ba District, Viti Levu

This article is based on fieldwork in the Ba District, an area severely affected by the 2016
Tropical Cyclone Winston (and, in 2018, Tropical Cyclones Josie and Keni). Ba District is
on the Northwest side of Viti Levu. Ba has suffered from several major disasters, including
the great hurricane and flood of 1931 (Yeo and Blong 2010). Figure 1 provides an overview
of the study area with the location of the four communities investigated.

Figure 1. (a) Map of Fiji’s Viti Levu island with location of Ba province; (b) Map of Ba River Catchment
with location of study villages. Wavuwavu is the name of the original location of the resettled commu-
nity of Itatoko.
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Votua village, the primary fieldwork site for this study, has been affected by four large
flooding events, including during Cyclone Winston. The most devastating floods to hit the
village were in January and March of 2012. Votua is one of the larger villages in Ba with a
population of approximately 700 people. Most villagers are iTaukei but a few Indo-Fijian
sugar-cane farmers lease land and live on the outskirts of the village. Relations between the
two groups are friendly and characterised by mutual support in times of disaster (Yila,
Weber, and Neef 2013, 100ff). This is in keeping with Brison’s (2009) argument that
rural Fiji is often more ethnically inclusive than urban locations where divisions are
more sharply drawn.

Votua has two churches placed at its centre, one Methodist and the other Catholic. Pat-
terns of settlement within the village are clearly demarcated by religious affiliation, where
one side is predominantly Catholic and the other side Methodist. While these are the
major Christian denominations within the village, there are also several people who are
Pentecostal and who travel to Ba town every Sunday for worship.

In Nawaqarua, the other major village studied, there is only one church building and
both Catholics and Methodists share the church scheduling Sunday services using a time-
table that is managed and adjusted by each denomination’s church leaders/committees
within the village. This sharing of the church space means that Nawaqarua villagers
have learned to work together across the denominational divide and relations between
Catholics and Methodists are very warm.

On 20 February 2016, the Western side of Viti Levu was struck by Tropical Cyclone
Winston. The Catholic primary school was used as an evacuation centre and all communi-
cation to and from the village was cut for a period during and after the cyclone. Fallen
power poles and trees blocked all road entrances to the village so the only means of trans-
porting the injured and sick to the hospital in Ba town was along the coast via small fishing
boats, powered with outboard motors. These boats also brought back essential food, water
and fuel supplies needed by the villagers. Votua was out of power for over 5 months fol-
lowing Tropical Cyclone Winston. When our field researcher, Renata Varea, first visited
the village on July 2016, people were still trying to rebuild homes that had been either com-
pletely or partially destroyed.

Varea was mobilised as part of an international research team led by Dr Jesse Hession
Grayman of the University of Auckland for the project ‘Climate Change Adaptation in
Post-Disaster Recovery Processes: Flood-Affected Communities in Cambodia and Fiji’
funded by the Asia-Pacific Network for Global Change Research (see Neef et al. 2018).
She spent most of her time in Votua village and also visited Nawaqarua, Navala and
Itatoko villages for shorter periods. She continues to visit these villages as part of
ongoing research work.

In addition to Varea’s participant observation, we analyse the journal responses of 100
villagers from the four communities to questions about their preparedness for the cyclone,
its impact and the subsequent responses, including interactions with government and
NGO relief agencies. This method followed previous work on the impacts of the 2012
floods in the same area by Yila, Weber, and Neef (2013).

The journals were designed to allow flood-affected individuals to describe their per-
sonal perceptions of the impacts of disasters and how they interact with other risk
factors but were not an attempt to study broader attitudes or social practices per se. There-
fore, at first glance, they may seem an unlikely source for anthropological investigations of
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religion. However, it is precisely the prominence of these themes in a notionally secular
disaster impact survey that has provided the impetus for the writing of this paper. The
research team were intrigued by the prominence of religious themes which initially
seemed somewhat ‘out of place’ to the researchers, although not to the respondents,
who clearly thought that religious observations were important and appropriate to write
about. This led Varea to engage with anthropological perspectives, beginning the conver-
sations that ultimately produced this paper. Moreover, the very ‘out of place-ness’ of the
survey responses makes them an excellent resource for observing individual and group
sense-making practices, precisely because the intent and focus of the survey were not
on religion, faith or morality. While most journal responses were very brief, the open-
ended questions did allow respondents to tell stories. Some did so at length and developed
their answers in some depth. Not all took this opportunity, but the narrative material is
rich and therefore a valuable source of qualitative data. While respondents gave consent
for their journal entries to be used for research publications, in order to protect their
privacy, we have chosen to de-identify individuals when citing from the journals.

The Practice of Disaster Preparedness

Disaster preparedness entails a set of practical measures that are clearly very effective and
save many lives and minimise damage to property. Our intent in analysing these practices
is not to question their practical value but to explore how practices of disaster prepared-
ness interact with Christian moral disciplines.

In the Western secular tradition, the place of religion in disasters has become marginal
to public debate since Rousseau and Voltaire’s vigorous arguments about the great Lisbon
earthquake of 1755 where theological readings of the catastrophe, such as those of Metho-
dist founder John Wesley, were dismissed (Chester and Duncan 2010; Fountain and
McLaughlin 2016). Contemporary approaches to disaster preparedness practices are
heirs of this secularist legacy where ‘Acts of God’ are understood as ‘natural disasters’.
While they may value religious institutions as allies in delivering relief, INGOs and
other disaster response agencies rarely engage with local perceptions of divine agency in
disasters or consider how these perceptions may influence practices of preparedness
and recovery (Fountain and McLaughlin 2016).

Disaster preparedness is a standard component of disaster management cycles con-
structed by humanitarian relief agencies. Disaster risk management is commonly ima-
gined as a temporal sequence that begins with mitigation and preparedness and moves
through to response and recovery (Sorensen and Albris 2015, 76). Increasingly, govern-
ments, including the Fijian government, are recognising the importance of disaster prepa-
redness at both national and community levels (Barnett and Campbell 2010, 113ff;
McDonnell, forthcoming). Fiji’s National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) oversees
disaster response and in recent years has stressed the importance of preparedness (Nolet
2016, 721). The banner on the NDMO home page carries the question ‘Are you prepared?’
(NDMO, n.d.), indicating the centrality of preparedness. Similarly, the Fiji Red Cross
website promotes disaster preparedness with the quotation, ‘We cannot stop natural dis-
asters but we can arm ourselves with knowledge: so many lives wouldn’t have been lost if
there was enough disaster preparedness’ (Fiji Red Cross, n.d.). Somewhat puzzlingly, this
statement is attributed to the Czech supermodel Petra Nemcova, marking out disaster
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preparedness as an international discourse that Fijians should heed as members of a
modern global community.

Disaster preparedness entails a range of practices that are implemented at household
and community levels. For households, preparedness involves securing property; for
example, by tying down roofs with ropes or fitting shutters to windows. Preparedness
includes storing basic supplies such as food, water, clothing, medicines and fuel and plan-
ning escape routes, alternative shelter and even planting different varieties of food (Neef
et al. 2018). Households also ensure that radios are in good working order to enable
news of disasters. More recently, communications have begun to shift to mobile phones
and social media (Finau et al. 2018; Skuse and Brimacombe 2013; Wentworth,
forthcoming).

Community activities focus on collective actions that aim to identify risks and appro-
priate local responses. The Red Cross Vulnerability Capacity Assessment (VCA) is a
typical example of widely-practiced community-based approaches to Disaster Risk
Reduction (DRR) (IFRC 2007; Twigg 2015, 56–57). Red Cross staff in Fiji and around
the world use VCAmanuals and toolkits as the basis of community preparedness activities
in vulnerable areas.

In DRR exercises, community members are invited to analyse their environments for
immediate hazards and identify the resources they have at hand to minimise risks
(Gero, Méheux, and Dominey-Howes 2011, 108). For example, removing overhanging
tree branches or rubbish that may clog drains and induce flooding or planting mangroves
in coastal areas to reduce the impact of storm surges are the kinds of practical actions
taken at household and community levels. Communities also establish refuges for those
whose houses are unlikely to weather severe storms, and agencies such as Red Cross main-
tain shipping containers with stores of food, blankets, basic medicines and containers for
drinking water.

Village elders from Votua observed that their community is accustomed to processes of
preparation and evacuation because the village frequently experiences floods. Indeed, at
the time of writing (April 2018), Votua village has been badly affected by flooding
caused by Tropical Cyclone Josie and Tropical Cyclone Keni. These disaster preparedness
activities include collective actions such as preparing refuges and removing rubbish as well
as household-level practices such as stock-piling food, water and batteries. These prep-
arations are now routine for villages in the Ba District and seem to be understood
within a common national framework. This is not to say that the national idea of disaster
preparedness is uniformly adopted throughout Fiji. Nolet (2016, 731) has documented tra-
ditional practices in the Rewa area where villagers’ ideas of preparedness for flood events
diverged considerably from that of the NDMO.

For Ba District, disaster preparedness activities are a form of common sense. They are
familiar, practical and seen as effective. A typical account of household preparations was
provided in a journal entry written by a 45–year-old male truck driver from Itatoko:

When warnings are given about cyclones at the same time, we usually prepare ourselves with
our families, secure our houses and also buy things such as kerosene, batteries for radio and
torch lights, groceries, and tablets such as Panadol, paracetamol. After Winston, my family
was able to survive with the stock that we bought, especially when all our source of liveli-
hoods, our farms, were destroyed.
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Here, the proactive observance of appropriate disaster preparedness activities allowed the
driver and his household to provision themselves in the face of damage to their crops, the
primary source of food and income. Such preparations are unremarkable and routine.

Preparedness as Heeding Warnings

Notwithstanding the effectiveness of disaster preparedness measures in mitigating the
impacts of flooding and cyclones, implementation is uneven and depends on advance
warning (Ballard et al., forthcoming). In the case of Tropical Cyclone Winston, villagers
reported late warnings that did not allow much time for preparations to be made.
Several people received warnings a day prior to the cyclone hitting. Many of these mess-
ages were from family members in urban centres. Warnings came via text messages, phone
calls or social media posts that young people had seen on their Facebook pages. One man
mentioned that the turaga ni koro (village headman) had received a late warning message
from the provincial council and the disaster management unit but by then strong winds
and rainfall had already begun and people were finishing off their preparations or evacu-
ating their homes.

In conversations with individuals within the village, people complained about what
they saw as a lack of warning and/ or provision of awareness activities from the govern-
ment and related disaster response agencies. Some said that they were prepared but were
not aware of the magnitude of the cyclone that had hit them. In a conversation with one
older man, he mentioned his frustrations over understanding exactly what ‘category five’
meant (see also Singh and Naidu 2018, 93). Although radio stations kept stating the cat-
egory of the cyclone, the implications of a cyclone of this scale were not necessarily clear to
everyone in the village. There was little mention in the journals of these issues, perhaps
reflecting a reluctance to create a record that could be read as a criticism of the
government.

Many did not criticise the government for failing to warn them but took the responsi-
bility upon themselves, stating that they had not taken adequate heed of the warnings.
During Varea’s first visit to the village (two months after Cyclone Winston), many
survey respondents felt that their losses were due to their own inadequate preparation
and that they had learned a hard lesson about taking warnings seriously. The quotation
below is typical:

In my view I believe that a lesson was learnt fromWinston that we should always be prepared
and avoid taking things lightly.

32 year old farmer, Itatoko village

Preparedness for cyclones and flooding is an established social reference point imbued
with clear moral implications. Media, government and external agencies routinely
lament Fiji’s poor levels of disaster preparedness. In her ethnographic study of local
responses to flooding in Rewa district, Nolet observes that ‘Some commentators have
denounced a passive attitude infused with a “laid-back” philosophy or a cultural tendency
to consider dangers and hardships only once they have materialised’. (Nolet 2016, 721).

Our informants echoed these types of criticisms, regarding themselves as inattentive or
too easy going (vamalua tu ga in Fijian). The above reference to ‘taking things lightly’ is
often repeated by other respondents, regardless of denominational affiliation. Not taking
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preparedness seriously is seen by some as reflecting a broader feature of the Fijian char-
acter, producing a lack of urgency or reactiveness glossed as ‘Fiji time’ or ‘Pacific time’.
As Eräsaari argues, this perception has colonial origins that have been internalised by
Fijians themselves:

in addition to revealing a racialized depiction of the chilled-out islander, ‘Fiji time’ today also
stands for indigenous Fijian assumptions of ‘historical downstreamness’, of being behind in
(or late from) history. (2018, 408)

For some iTaukei, ‘taking things lightly’ is seen as a moral failing of present generations
and is contrasted with the resolute and upright character of the great ancestors of the
past (Tomlinson 2009). However, Eräsaari (2017, 2018) notes that, while Fijian discourses
of time usually imply a ‘sense of inferiority’ (2018, 412), iTaukei do also value their own
use of time as reflecting proper socialising and attention to relationships (Eräsaari 2017).

Here, the discourses of preparedness and heeding warnings in the context of recovery
after the cyclone elicit a negative moral self-judgement. As the selection of journal entries
below indicates, the lack of moral fibre was articulated as a spiritual condition, requiring
renewed religious conviction and observance of ritual (Miyazaki 2000, 34ff):

I believe we should be better prepared in flesh and in spirit and for the turaga ni koro [village
headman] to be very vigilant in times of such disasters.

53 year old female, Catholic, domestic duties, Navala village.

I think that we need to be prepared at all times. Rebuild Fijian bure [thatched houses], which
is good for all weather. We should dedicate ourselves to the Most High God every day.

48 year old, male, Methodist farmer, Itatoko village.

In these accounts, being prepared has an explicit moral dimension and requires a spiritual
preparedness in addition to the practical measures discussed above. Human agency in the
form of heeding warnings and taking appropriate actions also requires the right disposi-
tion towards God and therefore the observance of correct rituals that demonstrate this dis-
position in anticipation of divine agency. These are familiar features of Fijian Christianity
and evangelical Christianity in general. Miyazaki (2000, 37), for example, notes that for
Fijian Methodists and Adventists:

use of the image of sin-free cleanness as the ideal models for the present in their sermons
implicate a similar temporal frame that defines the future as contingent on the congregation’s
renewed effort to conform itself to the ideal model.

Tomlinson (2014), writing of curses, has argued that Fijian Methodists have recursive
practices that return to the need to keep making amends for sinful acts in the past. Inter-
generational curses, such as the killing of a missionary in the nineteenth century, are seen
as leaving a legacy for the present that requires continual maintenance in the form of
prayer and repentance (Tomlinson 2014, 170; see also Jones 2015; Ryle 2010). Ba district
villagers did not mention any specific historical curses but their responses reflect a similar
logic of renewed faith and ritual practice as the appropriate response to misfortune.

Watchfulness and heeding warnings are ancient Christian themes, famously exem-
plified in the parable of the ten young women, some of whom fall asleep while waiting
for the bridegroom to return: a metaphor for the need to Christians to maintain their
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spiritual vigour in advance of the return of Christ (Matthew 25, 1–13; Robbins 2004,
294ff). For some, spiritual preparedness took on a more apocalyptic tone, even among
Catholics. One young Catholic woman linked the cyclone to Christian expectations of
the return of Christ:

Everyone should try to listen to God. Prepare for his coming. We should learn to take care of
our lives and everything else around us.

17 year old, female, student, Navala village.

These sentiments were echoed in the reflections of another woman from Itatoko:

I’m 58 years old this year, I have experienced two cyclones such as Bebe and Kina and it was
said that those were very strong but when Winston struck then I realised. Such a terrible
cyclone is still part of our conversation every day. Be prepared and get ready when his
kingdom is near. Whatever I have shared is all I have witnessed and mentioned, people
are not in control, only God is. Thank You.

Female, 58 years, domestic duties, Itatoko Village.

In these accounts, disaster preparedness merges with the need for being spiritually ready
for the return of Christ. While eschatological interpretations of natural disasters do circu-
late in Fiji, particularly on Pentecostal Facebook groups (Cox et al. 2018) that represent a
more middle-class urban constituency (Brison 2017; Newland 2004), they were not
common among our respondents. Here anticipations of the return of Christ or being
ready for ‘his kingdom’ illustrate the convergence of Christian heedfulness with the
self-managing dispositions expected in disaster preparedness.

Narratives of Blame and Being Humbled

Observations of the need for humility and repentance often lead into moral evaluations of
others. In conversation with field researcher Varea, one man from Votua mentioned that
he and his family are Pentecostals. They do not engage in village activities if they include
drinking kava or alcohol because this is not condoned in their church. He noticed how
people ‘on the other side’ (meaning those who live on the predominantly Catholic side
of the village) were the ones who lost more and were more severely affected. The impli-
cation was that Catholic villagers had not exercised the proper personal discipline to
make adequate preparation for the cyclone. This reflects a broader critique by new evan-
gelical and Pentecostal Christians of the older Christian denominations as lax or as having
lost their spiritual vigour (Tomlinson 2013) and a more intensified Pentecostal stress on
individual identity and moral responsibility (Brison 2007). However, Morgain has warned
against exaggerating the contrasts between Fijian Christian denominations, noting that
‘each [denomination] partakes of affiliations nationally and globally, being embedded in
arrays of local, regional, Fijian, and international networks’ (2015, 108).

Some villagers saw the cyclone as a generalised act of divine punishment. In other Fijian
cases, the cause of this punishment was quite specifically identified, for example, the vil-
lagers in the Yasawa group who saw flooding as God’s judgement on their love of money
(Nolet 2016, 726); or the Christian iTaukei nationalists who interpreted Tropical Cyclone
Winston as a punishment of the Bainimarama government for its implementation of a
secular constitution (Cox et al. 2018). Such narratives of blame are common following
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mass disasters (Calendra, forthcoming; Fountain, Kindon, and Murray 2004) but typically
externalise blame and attribute the disaster to the agency of powerful others, such as the
government. In most cases of our study, however, explanations of the cyclone were not
linked to external actors. Blame was accepted as a disciplinary act of God but no
specific causes were identified beyond general sinfulness and the need for renewed Chris-
tian observance:

Our view was that Winston was the scariest and most frightening event. I believe the cyclone
occurred because God was angry and punishing us.

37 year old woman, domestic duties, Catholic, Navala village

‘Humbling oneself’ before God is a common theme in our respondents’ accounts. God’s
anger is seen as having been incurred by people who have not heeded his word but
who have become self-centred, arrogant and hubristic. Taylor (2015) has written of
similar practices of humbling oneself in his account of the moral economy of human/
supernatural agency in Vanuatu. Taylor’s (2015, 43–44) description of Vanuatu applies
also to Fiji:

individuals are ideally expected to ‘humble’ themselves in an embodied fashion as a part of
everyday social aesthetics… This includes in the Christian context ‘humbling oneself before
the Lord’ …

In Vanuatu, perceived economic inequality led to accusations of sorcery and intrafamilial
violence. Taylor analyses the moral economy of the agency using two categories: distribu-
tive and possessive. Both have their place but an excess of possessive agency (ambition and
self-seeking behaviour) can elicit jealousy. Distributive agency is more community-
minded and is expressed by adopting a (proper) humble demeanour.

Similar dynamics of humbling or being humbled are at work in Fiji but with God as the
key agent, not other community members or sorcerers. Discussing the need for spiritual
preparedness after Tropical Cyclone Winston, many of our informants see themselves as
having neglected their Christian duties and as not having the correct internal dispositions
towards God. In Taylor’s terms, they have shown an excess of possessive agency, neglect-
ing their obligations, not to each other but to God. The proper response is to humble
oneself before God. Taylor notes that individuals humble themselves before others and
also before God. Moreover, ‘individuals may also be “humbled” by others, particularly
if they do not do so adequately themselves’ (Taylor 2015, 44). In Votua and other villages,
many see God as having intervened with the cyclone as a disciplinary measure, collectively
humbling a people who had not adequately humbled themselves.

God as the Creator

In these accounts of discipline and humbling, the theme of God as the Creator comes to
the fore. As Creator (as distinct from other theological tropes such as Saviour), God is an
all-powerful figure who sits above the created order and must be given due respect:

We should respect the Creator who made nature. It is very important for us to obey God,
those in our family, community which is to love one another and respect each other.

45 year old, male, farmer, Navala village.
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In this quotation from the Navala farmer, a Methodist, God is the Creator of nature,
implying that a meteorological understanding of the disaster would be incomplete and dis-
respectful. Similarly, the following statement from a Pentecostal Votua villager warns
against placing God above the created order:

Some of the stories we’ve heard regarding the Cyclone Winston, these stories are lies. Only
Jehovah the strong, the Almighty, the Most High is in charge of everything. It is written in the
Bible in Psalms: it says that ‘the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof; the word and they
that dwelt therein’. The sun, the moon and the stars, the rain, thunder, lightning, the wind,
the earthquakes are all God’s. The cyclone that we experienced describes that God is the
creator of all things and those who are undecided in serving him will never think that this
was God’s doing. Be diligent in serving him and obeying his commandments.

47 year old female, Votua village.

In this account, the cyclone is evidence of God’s imminent power as a creator who has the
right to discipline his people. Only ‘those undecided in serving him’ will fail to recognise
God’s hand. For Fijians, these narratives of created order also encompass the sacred
relationship between iTaukei and the vanua (land) (Abramson 2000; Presterudstuen
2016; Tomlinson 2009; Toren 2004) and assume that iTaukei have a responsibility to
care for the land that the Creator has given to them (Tuwere 2002, 99ff). These perspec-
tives articulate a link between disasters and local environmental degradation that sees God
as Creator at the apex of the created world.

Understandings of this relationship are beginning to be articulated in language
influenced by scientific approaches to the environment, including disaster preparedness
and environmental awareness and activism extending into an awareness of climate
change discourse. Mismanagement of the environment appears in several journal accounts
as a possible cause of the cyclone, perhaps reflecting Methodist preaching about deforesta-
tion and pollution (Bird 2016) or warnings from the Catholic Archbishop about the
impacts of climate change in Fiji (O’Flaherty and Pontifex 2018). A Catholic shop assistant
gives a typical account:

We should protect our environment and not prey on it that we may sow beauty not pollution
and destruction. We must individually and collectively respond to the challenge to work
together for the common good to ensure that the land and sea are not polluted and to
speak with one voice to the suffering that our environment and our communities are facing.

36 year old, female, Catholic, retail assistant, Votua village.

In the accounts below good conduct involves both an ethic of care for the environment as
well as keeping God’s moral laws, particularly Sabbath observance:

My view and thoughts is that the cyclone heavily damaged our homes. I believe that the
cyclone occurred because of the burning and the cutting of vegetation, putting poison in
the water to kill everything in it. This could also contribute to the changing climate and
the coming of the cyclone. Plenty people have bad habits and are getting what they
deserve for their actions.

18 year old, male, Catholic, student, Navala

We are being punished for what we have done. We are destroying the natural environment by
burning the forest and working on Sabbath.
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47 year old, male, Methodist, farmer, Votua

A few other villagers expanded this to a global scale, mentioning climate change:

My thoughts towards Cyclone Winston is mainly caused by climate change. Changes in
weather patterns had driven the cyclone to be stronger, which we did not expect.

52 year old, female, Catholic, primary teacher, Votua village.

When climate change was mentioned, however, it was not articulated solely as a secular,
scientific phenomenon but was also integrated into Christian views that saw the cyclone as
a divine chastisement requiring heedfulness, humility and obedience before the Creator. A
37-year-old Catholic woman from Votua summarises this flow of logics between prepa-
redness (human agency), the threat of disasters and the importance of being in the
correct relationship with God:

I would like to share a short story about Cyclone Winston which struck our beloved Fiji:

-We should be well prepared at all times since we’re experiencing climate change;

-It’s time to think of all the natural disasters that will strike our island like flooding, tsunamis,
earthquakes, cyclones, soil erosion and many others;

-It’s time to take ownership and attend workshops where we are properly advised on what to
do during and whatever disasters;

-Most of all, we should always acknowledge our God who gives us the breath of life which we
are able to live and who takes control of everything in this universe.

This respondent articulates the need for preparedness as a disposition that actively surveys the
future for threats, seeks and takes advice andheedswarnings.These disciplines are grounded in
a relationship withGod as the Creator. Her rendering of God in this way is repeated by almost
all of our informants across denominational affiliations and indicates that Christian experi-
ences of natural disasters are likely to foreground imaginings of God as Creator. As Creator,
or Almighty, God is seen, not as the supportive friend of evangelical sermons, but as more
distant, authoritative and powerful: a fearsome judge and the overseer of the created order.

The Fear of God: Awe, Power and Otherness

The encounter with the terrifying force of the cyclone renders human agency powerless
and insignificant. The disaster becomes an encounter with God’s imminent power that
produces responses of deep gratitude among survivors who have felt that their very
lives were threatened and see their survival as an act of divine mercy. Accounts like the
one below recall the terror and chaos of the cyclone but then re-centre the subject as rever-
ent and humble servants of the Almighty:

That day will be an unforgettable moment in my life as I was trying to tighten the house with
ropes, one roofing iron was blown away then I took my family to another house, the wind was
so strong. Luckily none of us got injured. My children cried out as they were afraid. We
thought that the wind would last for a very short time. We give the Almighty the glory
and the honour and praise.

31 year old female teacher, Votua village
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The transition from fear to praise in this account can be interpreted through the theolo-
gian Rudolf Otto’s classic theory of God as Wholly Other. According to Otto, God is an
unknowable mystery that is experienced initially in terror (Otto 1936, 13ff) or as the
‘Wrath of God’ or ‘absolute overpoweringness’ (Otto 1936, 19–20). In religious subjects,
this produces

… the feeling of one’s own abasement, of being but dust and ashes and nothingness. And this
forms the numinous raw material for the feeling of religious humility. (Otto 1936, 20)

This fearful awe, however, gives way to the fascination that draws the subject into a posi-
tive relationship with the divine, experienced as grace, love, peace and gratitude (We give
the Almighty the glory and the honour and praise). This theological schema (stripped of
Otto’s ideas of the evolutionary development of religious sensibilities) helps to explain why
many of our informants switch so readily from describing their fear of losing their lives in
the cyclone to praising God for sparing them. Their terror is an experience of the suspen-
sion of their own agency which is then experienced as (in a non-secular social context) a
direct encounter with God and ‘self-surrender to the numen’ (Otto 1936, 32).

Because awe at God’s otherness and power is so prominent in these accounts, we are
drawn to recent work on the anthropology of wonder in the face of alterity
(Timmer and Tomlinson 2017; Tomlinson 2017) as a further resource for interpreting
our informants’ experience. Tomlinson (2017) argues that nineteenth-century Christian
missionaries in the Pacific often provoked ‘power encounters’: public contests of
wonder where the transcendent Christian God was proved to be more efficacious
than emplaced or locally embodied indigenous gods. The legacy of missionary power
encounters lives on in the common use of the phrase ‘Na lewa kei na kaukauwa ni
Kalou’ (‘according to God’s will and power’) in private and public prayer and
sermons, particularly in times of crisis or disasters. This phrase was often repeated
among our informants as they came to terms with the impacts of Tropical Cyclone
Winston, positioning themselves as accepting the disaster with humility and in a
spirit of repentance that explicitly recognised the incomparable power and standing
of the Almighty Creator.

Humbling Oneself and the Abeyance of Agency

This humble disposition, however, does not entail complete passivity or dependency, as is
sometimes implied in media discussions of cyclone-ravaged areas (Nolet 2016, 721).
Rather, there is a different kind of openness to the future that is grounded in subordination
of human agency to the anticipation of divine agency and presence. Drawing on fieldwork
with Fijian Methodists and Adventists, Miyazaki (2000) has developed a theory of reli-
gious faith as the ‘abeyance of agency’. Miyazaki characterises this in opposition to a Kier-
kegaardian ‘leap of faith’ where the believer makes an heroic choice to believe in a
supernatural reality that cannot be proven. By contrast, abeyance of agency is a set of
ritual practices where participants put aside their own action in anticipation of ‘a
moment at which all present cease to emphasise their actions or others’ and instead
look to God for a response’ (Miyazaki 2000, 42). Rituals are completed by silences in
which the participants wait for an answer from God in humble anticipation. Miyazaki
sees this not as an instrumental attempt to strategically manipulate the deity but as a
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ritual enactment of the correct disposition towards God: hopeful but humble and
subordinate.

Taking Miyazaki’s abeyance of agency as a model, we interpret the acceptance of Tro-
pical Cyclone Winston as God’s will by rural Christian Fijians, not as a fatalistic or judge-
mental set of attitudes but as their adoption of the appropriate humble disposition in
relation to God. Tomlinson (2013, 88) argues that Fijian Methodism cultivates ‘displays
of extreme respect and submissiveness to God’.

This embodied humility before God has been hotly debated in Fiji. Cox et al. (2018)
have documented responses to the #StrongerThanWinston campaign launched on
social media by the Fijian Government immediately following Tropical Cyclone
Winston. Many Fijians embraced the campaign as a rallying cry for rebuilding the
nation after the disaster (Finau et al. 2018). However, some evangelical Christians saw
this as an hubristic claim that ignored the divine agency behind the cyclone and placed
the nation at further risk if they did not heed what they saw as God’s warning that the
notionally secular constitution introduced by the Bainimarama government in 2013 is a
betrayal of Fiji’s calling as a Christian nation (Tomlinson 2013, 83).

Cox et al. (2018) draw out the political and ethno-nationalist dimensions of this Chris-
tian critique as it is reflected in Fijian social media debates. Similar sentiments in respect of
divine agency are reflected in some of the quotations used earlier in this paper. In the evi-
dence we consider here, however, ethno-nationalist and other political concerns are not a
theme. The government is not blamed for bringing God’s wrath on the nation. Rather,
calls for repentance and humility are directed inwards to believers and their communities;
the very communities most affected by the cyclone.

Where disaster preparedness stresses the importance of human agency in reducing the
risks of natural disasters by taking appropriate precautions, the response of these Fijian
Christians to the cyclone can be seen as a deliberate putting of their own agency aside
in a context where the might of the cyclone is evidence of God’s power as the Creator.
This positioning then leads into another cycle of recommitment to Christian observance
of ritual and moral codes, a kind of Kierkegaardian repetition as described by Tomlinson
(2014). However, in this case, the desired outcome is not the lifting of an intergenerational
curse but the recovery from a disastrous cyclone.

In respect of attitudes to government, Ba villagers focused not on the identity politics of
Christian nationhood but on the short-comings of relief and re-building efforts. During
later field visits, the focus of village discussions shifted away from the immediate
impacts of the cyclone to discussions of relief assistance. As the months passed and aid
seemed to have stopped, villagers felt that they had been forgotten.

This was at variance from their journal entries, where most people thanked the govern-
ment for assistance. Informal conversations with the villagers revealed a different perspec-
tive. They expressed their frustration with both government and aid agencies and the lack
of timeliness in giving people money to begin rebuilding and repairing their homes. People
were still in tents, building funds were not being processed, and water and electricity
supplies were still down. The frustrations that people expressed in talanoa (iterative dis-
cussion) sessions, however, were somewhat muted: their complaints would often be
qualified by a statement such as ‘but we are still thankful for whatever help we have
received’, again demonstrating humility as the appropriate disposition that, as abeyance
of agency, anticipates a gift.
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Conclusion

For Christian iTaukei, disasters such as Tropical Cyclone Winston have a cosmological
dimension where the power of God as Creator is made manifest. The appropriate response
is humility, repentance and renewed observance of Christian ritual in anticipation of better
times ahead. In this paper, we have argued that the abeyance of the agency involved in
these practices sits in tension with the imperatives of secular disaster preparedness. The
latter focus on human agency in the form of practical actions taken at household and com-
munity levels is crucial to disaster mitigation. However, in seeing these practical, material
preparations as a counterpart to spiritual preparedness, our iTaukei informants mark their
own abeyance of agency not as the passivity imagined by urban critics of rural aid depen-
dency but as an active engagement with disasters that repositions them both as moral
actors who heed warnings and as humbled subjects who display the correct subordinate
dispositions towards the Creator.
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