What we can learn from Katrina!

In this world there are always events that take place that bring surprises.  For us as Christians it is our responsibility to respond in a Christ like way when the unexpected does happen.  Recently I was sent to Biloxi, Mississippi to reach out to the Greek Orthodox community which was affected by Hurricane Katrina.  For that one week I experienced much more than any human being should ever be expected to experience.  I not only witnessed devastation that I never imagined possible but also I was educated in a lesson that I hope never to forget.
Metropolitan Gerasimos sent me to the Mississippi Coast from the Metropolis of San Francisco in order to extend a pastoral presence.  Metropolitan Alexios of the Metropolis of Atlanta enthusiastically welcomed me hoping to further assess the needs of the Greek Orthodox parishioners affected by the hurricane and to offer any priestly comfort when needed.  Being encouraged by their pastoral sincerity, I left my mission in Flagstaff, Arizona on early Monday morning the 17th of October.  When I had finished my 14 hour journey to the South Eastern part of our country, I was warmly welcomed by the IOCC (International Orthodox Christian Charity) representatives in Mobil, Alabama whose center of operations was located at the Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church.  After receiving exceptional hospitality from the Annunciation community and being loaned a vehicle, I then proceeded to the city of Biloxi, Mississippi.  Upon arriving to the coastal parish, I was greeted by the Parish Council President and several parishioners.  The Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church in Biloxi is located less than a mile from the shore line therefore the community members offered to show me the effected hurricane tossed areas.  My eyes were not ready for what I saw, … miles and miles of devastation.  The power of this natural disaster literally leveled every house up to a mile into the shore line.  Old cotton plantation mansions were no longer existent.  Trees that had been part of the landscape for generations where utterly destroyed either by the wind or the salt water poisoning their roots.  Casinos and other tourist attractions were tossed around like small match box cars.  One man with whom I was driving had served in the Army during WWII and described the scene as worse than Hiroshima (where he served part of his tour) after the dropping of the A-bomb.  I visited with many families.  I prayed with them, witnessed the destruction, and tried to make some sense of the utter shambles that still dominated the landscape of this once flourishing vacation destination.  What do you say to a person who has incurred $200,000 in damages to their home and business due to 4 feet of flooding but did not have flood insurance because they were supposedly not in a flood zone?  What words of wisdom does one share with a person whose house was moved off its foundation some 200 yards away because a 42 foot tidal wave came tearing through their neighborhood?  What reason can there be that 2 months after the hurricane had passed still no one has removed the patio table which was lodged in a bill board some 40 feet off the ground?  The stories of hardship and disarray are never ending but not without hope.  
The hope lies within the people.  Yes, FEMA is sending down thousands of trailers for people to live in.  Church communities have responded with millions of dollars in relief.  People are rebuilding and the Coastal area of Louisiana, and Mississippi will once again be a place where people will visit to find solace and beauty (Though it seems that it will never be the same and it will take years to restore the historic areas.)  In reality the restoration of the buildings and landscape is the easy part but for people to build, establish and maintain a continual sense of hope in a world that is out of our control is the true challenge.  When you loose everything you ever worked for, your job, home, maybe even a loved one then there is no way to ignore the fact that our ability to affect things is tremendously finite.  This is not just applicable to people who are refugees of catastrophic natural disasters but it is a reality for every human being from Flagstaff, Arizona to Biloxi, Mississippi to a small village in the mountains of Pakistan.  I am not suggesting that we are just pawns being controlled by some supreme chess player but rather things happens in the world over which we have no power.  The thing which we can influence is the way we react to things and events that unexpectedly happen, and that is where the hope comes in.  We can either choose to run from the difficulties, suffering and pain to a world of isolation, darkness and vices or we can sincerely try to deal with the chaos and cling to God who is always with us and has the power to help us.  In Biloxi people are persevering despite the loss of jobs, homes, and lives.  Yes there are people who fall into the temptation of the vices whether it be alcohol, drugs, sex, anger, or depression but there is the majority who cling to that which is bigger.  People place their hope in God’s message that despite the suffering that comes into the world, we need to endure the difficulties and carry the cross by being there for one another.  
For this experience I would like to thank His Emenences Metropolitan Gerasimos and Metropolitan Alexios for their pastoral support in a time of tragedy, also the parishioners of the Greek Orthodox Mission of Northern Arizona for providing the resources to allow me to minister not only to the faithful in Flagstaff but  also to those in other parts of the country.  Most importantly thanks must be given to God for allowing me to learn from this catastrophic event and to help those in need.  May the Lord enlighten all of you in this new year so that you might never forget that Christ is the Savior of the world.
