Mission Katrina – Page 2

Mission Katrina – Page 3


[image: image1.jpg]
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PO Box 269 / 1986 Newark Rd
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610-869-7332
Fax : 
610-869-7823 
56 volunteers from the Ground Zero Youth Ministry share stories from their mission trip to D'Iberville, MS where they helped with Hurricane Katrina Relief Efforts.

Forty-eight local teenagers recently returned from their 9-day mission trip to the Katrina disaster zone.  Inspired to take their local Project: RAKE home repair outreach to the people in Mississippi, the students spent the week doing everything from debris removal to roofing. The teenagers put in 1920 hours of work for the citizens of D’Iberville with countless hours spent ministering to the different homeowners and citizens in the disaster zone.  These teens walked away amazed at the faith and positive outlook these people possess.


“We went out to dinner the first night in D’Iberville, and people saw our volunteer ID tags and started coming up to us and thanking us for coming down; for remembering them.   It really blew me away,” said Lincoln University resident, Blythe Kegal, age 17.
“Our homeowners were so grateful for everything we did for them, even in the little things,” remarked Lexy Tebbs a junior at Solanco High School.   Bryan Withiam, age 23 of Landenberg explained, “I changed a light bulb for my homeowner and she was ecstatic. Then when Frankie, Becca, and I finished hanging the front door, our homeowner was so happy, that she almost cried she.  It didn't seem like a lot to me, but it meant the world to her.”

While their attitude of thanks was so pervasive, their faith was equally evident.  Kris Carlson, a junior at Avon Grove High School elaborated, “Many of these families lost everything, yet their hope and resolve and relationship with God all remain intact and are stronger than ever. They could thank the Lord and praise His name despite the things they did or didn’t have. They relied on Him for each day; and each day was enough.” 

Team members had the opportunity to meet with the survivors of Katrina and hear their stories of what they lost & how they survived. Many of the residents live in FEMA trailers on an empty lot of what used to be their house, or in a FEMA trailer park located in abandoned parking lots and fields.  The team spent four hours on the first day in D’Iberville touring the devastation.  
“As we drove down the road, we saw slab after slab, and stairs leading up to piles of rubble where houses used to stand,” explained Rob Cochran, a 21 year old student at Ground Zero Master’s Commission.   “Cemeteries were still in ruin.  A partially collapsed parking garage still stood by the beach.  Signs for fast food restaurants stood mangled over empty lots as the only indication of what used to be there.  Few roads were marked.   Piles of debris stood on nearly every street.   You couldn’t drive a mile without finding 2 or 3 roofs still under tarps.”  

But in the middle of what appears to be years of endless, hopeless rebuilding, the students learned to look beyond the surface.  Melissa Kelly, an Avon Grove graduate, now a junior at Messiah College shared about her experience.  “In the middle of our tour, we drove out onto a peninsula in the Bay of Biloxi where many homes had once stood.  We got out to look around in one community and in the midst of the destruction and devastation my group found a flower that had just bloomed right in the middle of a pile of debris.  To me this was a sign of hope, a sign that God still had good things in store for D’Iberville, Biloxi and the entire gulf coast.” 
Towards the end of the week, the team visited a local beach to reflect on their week and to have a time of worship.   This time had a tremendous impact on several of members of the team.   Emily Hendricks, a sophomore at Millersville University said, “As we worshiped, I really considered for the first time what happened here.   I was questioning how I could be standing with such a peace, in this place where twelve short months ago, a 25 foot wall of water came ashore destroying everything in its path and sweeping so many people and things back out to sea.”
Samantha Simpers, a Junior at Solanco High School had a different experience.  “When we were at the beach, and I looked at the sand swirls and saw four things.  At first, I saw the hurricane, then I saw the word LOVE, and looking again, I saw HOPE and finally, LIFE.  The way I think about it is the hurricane came and went, but what remains is love, life, and hope.”
Tyler Weitzel, an Oxford High School graduate who is now attending Penn State was amazed by what wasn’t damaged.  “Katrina brought a 25 foot storm surge. We were putting insulation in a house that had been completely flooded out and I walked outside of the house and saw a tiny windmill standing in the yard. There were sustained winds at 160 mph and the ocean came in at 20 feet per second. This tiny windmill stood through all of this. It wasn’t bent, moved, or broken, it lasted through the storm.  I started to ask myself, ‘How? Houses were completely destroyed, cars were thrown like rag dolls, and this little windmill lasted the storm.’ God touched my heart and He said, ‘Tyler, no matter how bad the storms in your life get, no matter how deep the valley, I will be there.’”

Rick Cope, one of the adult leaders on the trip summed up his experience this way, “As I walked, I looked down at the beach and saw the designs of footprints in the sand made by all of us and realized that many people had made footprints on that same beach before Katrina came.  The footprints were all gone, just like the homes we came here to help rebuild.  Just like Katrina had washed away the homes, our footprints would be erased by the wind and tides over the next 24 hours.  But what God kept bringing back to me was that ‘Years from now, the work we were doing in these homes may or may not be visible to others.  The mark we leave in this world is not the footprints in the sand or the work on the homes, but in the lives we have touched with the compassion of Christ’s love.”

Each member of the team returned with a greater appreciation for how God has blessed them.  Kaleigh Reid, a sophomore at Avon Grove High School, explains the impact of the trip.   “I've brought home the images of Biloxi and D'Iberville and I plan to share the homeowners' stories of how these people survived the storm and how their life is now. I’m telling everyone that even though the storm is gone, the devastation and destruction is not, but neither is these people’s faith or hope for the future.” 

In the end, 48 teenagers and 8 adults had an incredible experience that they say they’ll never forget.   The city of D’Iberville will be able to deduct several dollars from their FEMA repayment bill for each hour the team contributed.  And while they know the work they did spackling, insulating, roofing, and running new plumbing and electric was appreciated, it’s not the core of what this team recalls when they think about their trip.  They believe the deeper impact was made on a spiritual level in the hearts of the people they helped, and in their own hearts, minds, and lives as well.  These 9 days weren’t about the 22 hour van ride, the tents they stayed in, the hot temperatures, the donated food, the work that was completed, or the money it cost to make it all happen.   It was about the relationships that were built, the stories that were shared, and the memory of a people who will never be the same again.  

According to the students, the biggest need the people in D’Iberville had, beyond donations, volunteers, and skilled electricians, plumbers and roofers, was to know that the rest of us haven’t forgotten them.  These teens won’t be forgetting D’Iberville anytime soon.
To see photos from the trip, please visit
http://www.gzyouth.com/snapshots/2006/katrinamissiontrip

To read daily updates that were posted during the trip, please visit http://www.gzyouth.com/MessageBoard/treplies.asp?message=481&all=True

To read written testimonies from several of the mission team members, please visit

http://www.gzyouth.com/Testimonies/2006

For more information about the D’Iberville Volunteers Foundation who hosted the team and helped them connect with local homeowners, please visit http://www.dvolteam.org
To purchase a book of Katrina survivor stories written by the people who lived them, which will in turn help them rebuild their city, or to see photos of the devastation please visit http://www.GivingBackToVictims.com
# # #

MEDIA NOTE: 
For more information about New London Presbyterian Church, the Ground Zero, Project: RAKE or  the mission trip, please contact Drew Cope 610.869.7332 Tuesday-Friday 9am – 6pm or e-mail Drew@GZYouth.com.   
A courtesy photo of the Mission Team is online at www.gzyouth.com/press/BiloxiMissionTeam/ 
The full text of this release is available on our website at www.gzyouth.com/press/ 
