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JIWINTT Enganiin:

The spring of 2011 seemed merciless to much of
America. Bxtrerne droughts turned into raging wildfires |
while a few states away, floodwaters breached levess., W O JL[]

Then came the tornadeos. |K EN

The first round struck the South on April 27, leaving 345 O P M
dead from at least 60 tornados with sorme of the worst de-

struction adoss Alabama. On May 22, Joplin, Mao., suffered TU
the single most fatal tornado in 60 years with 156 deaths.

In the midst of splintered wood, shattered glass O | E
and devastating finandal loss, the Churchbecamea | - E

beacon of God's care. Christians came from across town

and across the country to help with relief efforts by dean-
ing up debris, providing medical care, rebuilding entire A \ ]
neighborhoods and distributing everything from food

and clothing to Bibles and letters of encouragement. SW EH M

In both disasters, pastors and volunteers echoed one state-
ment consistently. It was an opportunity to see the Churdh W AS I H
be the Chunch — the active, sening, body of Christ.




photo DY I TRV er
o

Joplin, Mo, youth minister Lew Poe
said. "Saipture talks about there being
many parts of the body that all work
together. It's incredible.”

Poe helped coordinate relief efforts
at Wildwood Baptist Churdh in Joplin,
where he senes as youth minster. He
had left the church only minutes before
the tormado hit the neighborhood and
returned with his wife shortly after the
stomn to open the church as a center
of refuge. The church itself suffered
little damage; only a neighbors tree fall,
puncturing a hole in the building.

"“We truly believe God kept us stand-
ing so we could minister to the peo-
ple in our neighborhood,” Poe said.

"Dozers and dozens of people were
wandering into our building because we
were literally the only thing standing.”

The church set up a store in their sanc-
tuary as donations of dothing, cots, air
mattresses and other iterrs began arriv-
ing from across the country. The cooks
of the dhurch prepared three hot meak
a day for both the victims and volunteers.
Though they had no affiliation with the
chiurch, 10 traurma room nurses and an
emergency room doctor discovered they
could not reach a large nearby hospital
due to destroyed roads. Thus, Wildwood
Baptist became a medical care center &
well, with the church lobby serving 2= a
triage operating room.

“They just saw activity,” Poe said. “We
kreww we were going to be set up a5 a
shelter and resource center. | had pecple

from all over the country calling me and
asking how they could help. | don't even
know how they got my call nurnber.”

In coordinating the efforts, Poe was
able to use his years of training and
experience in emergency services, years
he said God used fo turn around his
“typical prodigal son story” into a cal-
ing for the ministry. 5til, he E quick to
admit that it is not his own strength as
a leader or background that kept him
going each day.

“Bvery day | wioke up and asked 'Can |
do this today? and sometimes | was al-
ready at the church because | had been
there all night, * Poe said.

LITERALLY THE ONLY WAY
| COULD BET THROUGH WAS
GETING IN' THE WOR)'

Poe said his community saw no short-
age of miracles as well. Children talked
about seeing butterflies in the storm
or men with wings wrapping a pro-
tective arm around them. Immediately
upon being pulled out by resaue work-
ers, one litle boy spoke of Jesus be-
ing there with him on the floorboard
of his mother's car. Poe told of many
situations where the only room that
remained standing of an otherwise flat-
tened house was the room where the
family inside was seeking shelter.

“He [God] is the one who is in controd of

life. | pray that my students use this
as an opportunity to see we aren't
promised tomorrow or even a half
hour from now,” Poe said.

Roswell Street Baptist Churdh in Mari-
etta Ga., drove thres teams to thres
different cities to help with relief ef-
forts. Tearn members ranged in age
from 13 to 58. Jason Miley, contem-
porary ministries lead pastor, said they
relied on their teams’ diversity as a gift,
referencing

Miley said the experience brought
his church closer as a family, though
the tearn members hardly knew each
other before setting out.

"God has given us all gifts,” he said.
"Every one of us has something we
can bring to the table.”

Kaithyn Holtzclaw, a 13-yearcld on
Mileys team, said her trip to Tusca-
loosa, Ala., opened her eyes to "how

fragile everything is.”

“It really puts into grasp what you think
you have now, you might not have ina
wesk,” she said. "It kind of hits home.”

Holzdaw said she was able to wit-
ness some of the devastation as they
drove throughout the neighborhoods
of demolished homes next toones that



hadn't been touched. "One had a sign
up that said The joy of the Lord & in this
home.” It was tom up, but they were stil
worshipping,” she said.

While on the trip, she was able to
help in a warehouse by sorting clothes,
bags, bedsheets and other iterrs for
those in nesd.

“It's nice to help people and know
that for that person, it may have
actually helped change their lives or
impact them in some way,” she said.

First Pricrity, a high sdhool campus
ministry, gave away more than 1,500
drawstring backpadks to teers affected
by Aprils tormados. The Bags of Hope,
as the project was called, were full of
magazines, Bibles, books, gift cards,
rmicvies, shirts, flip flops and other gifts
teers would enjoy. Some of the bags
even had mp3 players pre-loaded with
songs of hope and restoration.

These gifts, donated by First Priority stu-
dents and churches all over the coun-
try, were “not necessarily the scap or
tocthbrush — they already had those
— but the kind of gifts that would en-
courage a spintual life,” said Matt Wil-
son, executive director of First Priority for
the Birmingham, Ala., area.

"The kids are kind of blown away with
their new CDs, stuff that teenagers
really value,” he said. “Some of that
stuff, it kind of seems silly, like ‘you
don't have a house, why are you wor-
ried about an MP3 player?’ But we
also know from working with teenag-
ers about how that makes them feel
connected and makes them feel like
life is getting back to normal.”

Wilson said the tearrs wvisited schook
and local summer camps where all
activity stopped for them to distribute
the bags and share the Gospel. He said
this type of cutreach fulfills his ministry's
rmission of studert imvolvernent. He said,

AL RO
HINSTERN 10
JENAGERS

Many of the teen volunteers were from
Hattiesburg, Miss., a dty hit by Hurri-
cane Katrina in 2006. Though only the
oldest of these volunteers would have
been teenagers during the hurricane, it
is possible that their older brothers and
siters could have received bags of hope
during hurricane relief efforts five years
ago, Wilson said.

South Misissippi area executive direc-
tor J.D. Simpson said they saw the tor
nado as an opportunity to repay for the
help they had been given. They clled
the national office to ask how many
bags were nesded, but didn't stop at
donating bags. They made the trip to
Mabama to deliver the bags of hope
themsehes multiple times.

“We had these drawstring bags with a
hanchwritten note that said "Hey you
may not know me, but you have hope
in Jesus' and "You may have lost every-
thing but somebodys thinking about
you' and justwords of encouragement,”
Simpson said. “The smallest handwrit-
ten note — the smallest act of kindness

— is immeasurable.”

Many of the pastors and volunteers
that participated in the relief efforts
encouraged others that they can par-
ticipate as part of the body of Christ
no matter where they are located or
what their gifts.

"Don't hesitate; don't think you are
too far away,” Simpson said.
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You'll see faces, though you may not
rermember names, that will last the rest
of your life.”
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Poe said that though the Joplin tornado
provided an opportunity to show the love
of Christ and helped kad many to the
Lovd, Christians don't have to wait urtil
dlisaster strikes to spread the Good News.

"It shouldn't take a tomado for us
to realize we hawve a mission field
around us,” he said. "We should have
been reaching out before the'tormado
hit. | pray it wouldn't take a natural di-
saster to realize we have a huge urgen-
cy toshare the gospel with a lost world.”

,
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