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Preface

Disasters are a regular fact of life for many parts of our world. Christians are not
immune to such disasters, and the areas affected often include networks of local
churches. For example, the South Asian tsunami of December 2004 affected

the Catholic churches of Tamil Nadu (India) and the Pentecostal churches of the
Andaman Islands. When Cyclone Nargis hit Myanmar in 2008, many Baptist
churches lay in its path. Annual flooding along the Brahmaputra river (Assam) affects
scores of local congregations. In January 2010, the churches of Haiti's capital Port-au-
Prince, including its cathedral, were badly damaged by a powerful earthquake.

These disasters have left a trail of death, sorrow and destruction, but there have also
been amazing stories of churches taking the opportunity to demonstrate the love of
Christ in very practical ways.

During Hurricane Mitch in 1998, large areas of several Central American countries
suffered severe damage and loss of life. In Honduras, a small community near the
river Choluteca was cut off by the rising flood waters for nearly two weeks. The local
church decided to feed and look after the entire community. They mobilised a group
of women to prepare and cook food, and motivated the youth of the church to
deliver it to elderly people and the house-bound. The church leader organised groups
of men to repair houses and to collect firewood and food. This was stored in the
church. After 14 days, a team from an NGO arrived by boat with supplies: they were
amazed to see how well the community and church had organised themselves.

When the team met the pastor, he said, ‘We were here before the disaster, we were
here during the disaster and we are here after the disaster. Agencies like yours will
come and go, but the church will always be here.’

In 2008, Andrew Bulmer, former head of Tearfund's Asia Team, produced 12 case
studies of situations worldwide in which local churches had engaged effectively with
various types of disaster, both natural and man-made. He followed this in 2009 with
a publication called The Local Church and its Engagement with Disasters, in which he
highlighted seven strengths or ‘niche areas’ which the local church can deploy in the
face of disaster. If recognised, developed and used, these strengths could do much to
reduce the suffering and distress normally associated with disaster events.

The purpose of this manual is partly to increase understanding of disasters, but more
importantly, to give guidance on the practical things a church and its community
can do to prepare for a disaster, respond effectively to it and reduce the risk of it
happening again.
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How to use this resource

This book is written to give guidance to church leaders and church members in
areas where disasters are a common occurrence. Some areas may see themselves as
relatively free of extreme weather, but this may change in future with the advance
of climate change. Disaster management is not usually taught in seminaries or Bible
colleges, yet members of churches will instinctively look to their spiritual leaders,

as well as to local government, for help and direction. This book will provide the
knowledge and skills which a leader may need in order to respond to these requests.

Churches usually have significant resources which can be used in times of disaster
— their buildings, their compound and the resources of their members. They also
have a committed group of people who are motivated by compassion and can be
mobilised to respond to a crisis. The church often has strong sub-groups which can
be used to raise awareness of disaster risks, and can bring communities together to
make plans and reduce those risks.

This resource has eight chapters, four of them relevant to all disaster types and the
other four dealing with specific types of hazard. The earlier chapters explain the
particular strengths of the local church in facing disaster, and give some guidance on
how to set up disaster committees and volunteer teams. There are also tables and
templates for planning small projects, carrying out needs assessments and analysing
the risks facing the community. These can be photocopied for use. Some practical
guidance is given on how to meet the needs of displaced people — particularly the
more vulnerable groups - for food, water, sanitation and shelter. The church’s role in
providing emotional and spiritual help is also explored.

The four specialised chapters give more information on preparing for and responding
to particular types of disaster - floods, storms and landslides, droughts and
earthquakes. There are also suggestions on actions to take to reduce long-term risks.

The church leader or pastor is a busy person with many responsibilities, and it

is not intended that he or she alone uses this book. It would be far better for a
leadership team to study relevant chapters together, perhaps copying and reading
them beforehand. Each chapter provides Bible studies, case studies and discussion
questions, as well as practical ‘how-to' material.

Another approach would be to form a disaster committee and ask it to study relevant
chapters and develop plans to prepare for expected hazards. The committee would
need the support of the leader or pastor, but he/she may choose not to be a member.
The book also contains material on working with others — with government, NGOs or
other churches. Their representatives could be invited to these committee meetings.
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