Dear Friends,

Last week I got home from my week in Mississippi. Every bone in my body ached, muscles I never knew I had were complaining and I had so many mosquito/bug bites that I had to go straight to the doctor (an allergic reaction that is responding to prednisone). 

It was the roughest week in my life and I am already trying to figure out how and when I can go back.

Pearlington, Mississippi is a small (1200 folks) community in Hancock County. People live on property that their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents owned. There has never in known history been a flood of the Pearl River until Katrina. Those houses that weren’t tumbled and twisted by the wind were drowned in up to 20 feet of water. Several residents pointed out to me the oak trees they swam to for safety. One such survivor was the elderly pastor of the Pearlington First Baptist Missionary Church (he was interviewed for a CNN Anderson Cooper show – check their website). I think he’s 80 something; he rode out the flood in a tree at the entrance to the Presbyterian Disaster Assistance camp where I stayed. Another woman I met, Dallas Trammell, found a perch in an oak tree near her house. During her 8 hour vigil in the uppermost branches, she fished 8 dogs out of the water and kept them safe. Whether people stayed or evacuated, they had stories that still needed telling six months after the flood. Many are still so shell-shocked they haven’t been able to go into their own homes.

Twenty-five of us left Sea-Tac airport at 6:30 am on Tuesday, March 7, 2006. By 5 pm local time, we were settling into the corrugated plastic tents that would be our home for the next 7 days. Ten portapotties and six showers served our hygiene needs; a wedding tent was our dining hall. Peter Rangalov is the volunteer who runs the camp. In appearance, he looks like Ghandi; in action and words he is a cross between General Patton and Mother Theresa. At our orientation he explained our work but repeated several times that if some community member wanted to talk, we were to put down our hammer or shovel or crow bar and listen. 

The days started at 6, with breakfast and job assignments at 7. We were on site by 8 or 8:30 depending on how far we were going and how many tools we had to round up. Jobs fell in three general categories: mucking out, demolition and rebuilding. I did all three but, of course, rebuilding was my favorite because I could actually visualize a family moving back into their home as a result of my efforts.

Mucking out is what it sounds like. We used shovels and wheelbarrows to scrape up years of someone’s life and pitch it into a growing garbage mound at the street for a collection service to pick up. It was better to muck out when the homeowner wasn’t around. If they were around, it was painful to have them see their photo albums and china tea sets and personal files be piled on a wheelbarrow and chucked into a trash heap. Most painful was when they began to pick through the trash heaps to pull out “treasures” we’d pitched. At one home, a woman pulled out a half-empty bottle of olive oil – certainly contaminated by flood water. We didn’t say anything. This same woman yelled at us later for pitching Tupperware and other plastics. Finally, Julie – a gentle young woman on our team – explained that we were concerned about what these plastic products had absorbed sitting six months in the flood waters. She gently removed those items and put them back in the garbage. Afterwards, the homeowner offered us all Doctor Peppers.

Demolition is hard work. I climbed up on top of a roof one day to pitch off shingles loosened by Kyle, another team member. Our goal was to retrieve the plywood sheeting under the shingles. With the staples and nails pulled out, these precious rectangles would help someone reconstruct a home. I learned how to remove siding – a challenging task when a house has been shifted off its foundation and everything’s settled at a caddy-whampus angle.  One day, we divvied into two teams, attached ropes to a stripped manufactured home and after dozens of tugs, pulled it to the ground. We’d asked the contractor nearby if he could knock it over with his machinery but they are not allowed to go on private property without express permission. So a job that would take an hour with a machine took a dozen or so volunteers half a day.

Reconstruction was the best job. The clean smell of studs sawed to exact lengths. The drywall measured, heaved and nailed into place. I got very good at taping and mudding – my corner work was the envy of the team. What a satisfying feeling to be putting something together in a place where so much was torn apart. The second house that I helped to rebuild was the home of Pam and Bubba Bennett and their two children. Pam has cervical cancer and is scheduled for surgery in a week. Bubba works for FEMA now. Their Vietnamese pot bellied pig disappeared during the storm. She not only survived the flooding but returned to the Bennetts several weeks later with three piglets in tow.

I have never worked so hard or been so tired as I was this week in Mississippi. The heat and humidity were hard on this Northern girl. Gatorade was my best friend. I was crashed out on my Army cot by 8 or 8:30 every night. We rotated preparing meals in camp but most days we lunched at the fellowship hall of the Pearlington Baptist Church. Built in 1869, the church was hard hit by the storm. This small congregation gives back out of their own need to the community by providing lunch five days a week. We shared tables with long time community members, Army Corps of Engineers folks, as well as church members and other volunteers like us. The church members desperately want to rebuild their church – when we left, we gave them the $1200 we had left from our funds. But that is only a drop in the bucket. If you’d like to help, their mailing address is P.O. Box 282, 5202 Hancock Avenue, Pearlington, MS 39572.

One of my highlights was worshipping on Sunday at First Baptist. Pastor Rawls actually sang his sermon. If that wasn’t moving enough, Sister Rawls stood up at the end to “testify.” She said, “Today, as I look around this room, I know what heaven looks like.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as she spoke. They matched the tears on my own cheeks. She talked about how too often we see people’s skin color but that isn’t what matters. And she talked about how they couldn’t believe people from all over were there to help. These church members – and all of the folks we met – were so thankful in spite of the hardships they’d endured. I heard very little anger or bitterness; only thankfulness. What a life lesson!

This has gone on far too long. For those of you who are still reading, be sure to check out our church website, www.inglewoodpc.org.  You can click on the Katrina Mission Trip and see some of the photos taken. These are not edited because Todd Inch was too tired after working all day to do more than download the images from various team members’ cameras. Presbyterian Disaster Assistance is also in need of donations, if you feel so led.

I will never forget my week in Pearlington. I worked alongside such good people, team members and community members alike. It has opened my heart and changed my viewpoint. It has been, as one of my son’s friends predicted, a life-alerting experience.

If you want more information, just ask me. There is too much to tell.  I’ll close by sharing one more thing. On our last night, I asked a few people what their most significant memory was. Lots of answers appeared but one stuck with me. Jim Steinhoff said something I will never forget. He said, “What I carry away is that there is always hope. No matter what the circumstances, there is hope.” 

If, in the face of tree-twisting storms and ravaging floods there can be hope in Mississippi, there can surely be hope for all of us, no matter where we live. For myself, I hold onto Sister Rawls’ words: heaven is where people step up to help one another. It is not far away. It can be right here, where you are. 

Thanks for reading this long, long email. As you can tell, this was a profound experience for me. Thanks for indulging me.  K.
