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Background: the Church's Traditional Role 

The Church has always been involved in helping individuals and the community survive and adapt after disasters, the natural and man-made calamities which over-whelm the resources of the community for coping and recovery. Churches were once the main instruments for social restoration and renewal and since secularisation of community leadership, have continued to work with other rescue, health and welfare agencies to help rebuild and adjust. 

Disasters have a theological component. The quaint practice of insurance companies describing unpredictable catastrophes as "Acts of God", reflects a pervasive awareness even in our modem super-technologies, that we are not In control of the universe, or even of major parts of our daily lives. 

In the past the Church has brought solidarity, comfort and hope, standing alongside the afflicted, bringing strength and encouragement to go on with life in spite of the disruption. 

More recently the emphasis has been on humanitarian aid, the Church and Church-related bodies giving a lead in mobilising resources for the relief of suffering and distress occasioned by large scale emergencies in our own and other countries. 

Currently the NSW community approach to disaster intervention concentrates on practical concerns: rescue of people and property from the consequences of disasters; medical intervention to alleviate the threats to life and health; and welfare facilities, providing goods and services to replace those destroyed or lost in the disaster. 

In the twenty years since Darwin and Granville there has been a greater emphasis on organisation and co-ordination of this secular disaster response, not because of any increase in frequency or severity of disasters, but reflecting the value placed on networking among all professions; the promotion of new found expertise in trauma counselling in some disciplines; and the effect of media technology on the immediacy of the impact. There has also been a political pressure on governments to be seen to be doing everything, as though tragedy and suffering could be averted if only we put enough energy into it. 

From the mid- 1970's, the Churches have linked with the various emergency organisations. Chaplains have been appointed to Police, Ambulance and Fire Departments. Hospital Chaplains have been part of their local Medical Disaster plans. and individuals have joined district State Emergency Services teams. The main thrust of the NSW Churches' preparation for disaster intervention has been through the Government's Disaster Welfare Co-ordinating Committee. Jointly sponsored by the State Department of Community Services and the Federal Department of Social Security, this Committee provides an umbrella organisation for all government and non-govemment agencies involved in the various aspects of Disaster Welfare (as outlined in the NSW Disaster Welfare Plan). 

To provide emergency machinery for mobilising the total resources of the community, the DWCC has allocated "lead organisation" roles to key volunteer welfare bodies: Emergency Accommodation is co-ordinated by the Seventh Day Adventist Church; Clothing, the St Vincent de Paul Society; Food and Catering, the Salvation Army; and Welfare Information, the NSW Red Cross Society. Emergency Counselling, "Personal Services", was initially co-ordinated by an inter-agency Sub-committee, for a while convened by Church representatives from the NSW Council for Clinical Pastoral Education. Currently, Personal Services is included under the Red Cross' lead role, responsible to the Department of Community Services, which now funds full-time Personal Services and Welfare Information workers.

Supported by government funding, the lead organisations channel the provision of the relevant resources from all government and non-government sources. They have earned their place by dedicated allocation of time and energy in planning and preparation over decades, as well as by diligent response in emergencies, which has gained them credibility and access to the scene of a disaster and to emergency relief and assembly centres. 
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The Churches' Main Task in Disasters 

But what the Church does best and what it is most needed for, is "Pastoral Care", the "healing, sustaining, guiding and reconciling activities of God's representatives, helping people with the troubles arising out of ultimate concerns" (Clebsch and Jackle, p4). 

Healing, if consistent with the NT theme, is a "making whole" in spite of sickness and debilitation, not necessarily cure or even restoration of functioning. 

Sustaining, or comforting, refers to those activities of the Church which help sufferers survive and even grow when things cannot be changed. 

Guiding aims to help people learn from their own experiences as well as gain from the wisdom of others. 

Reconciling relates to the ways the Church can help disaster affected people retain a life-giving faith in a Creator who cares, even accompanies us through our afflictions. It also refers to coming to terms with feelings about people and factors "causing" the calamity. 

Researchers have described typical stages of reaction in disasters (C.M. Parkes). 

Anticipation - as the crisis develops and precautions are taken or ignored. 

Impact, accompanied by numbness and disbelief, a dazed immobility or a frenetic rush into action, rarely panic, and often amazing examples of self-sacrifice, heroism and determination. 

Recoil - feelings of anxiety, fear, helplessness, bewilderment and fatigue, a search for help, demands for compensation and protection, preoccupation with your own concerns or support for your group, elation and relief at having survived. 

Grief. With fuller appreciation of the extent of the disruption comes anger and disillusionment, blaming and scape-goating. Inward directed anger brings shame, apathy, dejection, hopelessness (normal reactions in grieving) vulnerability and over-protectiveness, a sense of being sick. 

Recovery takes place as distress is channelled constructively, reflecting a wish to bring something good out of the bad. But reparative activities cannot replace what is lost or undo what has happened, and grieving over lost life or property is necessary. The community adapts rather than recovers - it is permanently changed. Anniversaries renew grief and memorials keep alive the memories of the people and possessions that have been lost. 

Communities and individuals may survive and grow, or deteriorate and become dysfunctional, according to their basic resources and the particular circumstances of the disaster: the extent of any warning. the size and concentration of the disaster; the loss of leaders; events which split a community; isolated settlements with insufficient local resources; disadvantaged people or groups; and societies which already harbour bitterness and resentments. 

Through their pastoral Care activities, the Churches' make a vital contribution to survival and adaptation.




1.    During Impact and Recoil phases -Disaster Response. 

In the immediate aftermath of the emergency, the Church helps individuals and families cope and survive. After physical safety, disaster affected people have put top priority on meeting spiritual needs - along with emotional security and social confidence - even before food, clothing and economic considerations. 
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In times of affliction, the Church, through prayer and ritual, worship, fellowship and pastoral presence, helps people experience the conviction that God is here, life is bearable, the universe is a friendly place. Motivation is retained. 

The Churches’ Disaster Response is best done alongside and within the overall Disaster Welfare organisation in a co-operating inter-church system. No one church can claim to be able to reach everyone and some churches’ theology and practices are felt as alienating by outsiders. Ideally the local Personal Services network will be aware of and ready to utilise the services of teams of trained and experienced representatives of the Churches, where possible providing priests or pastors appropriate to the specific cultural and religious backgrounds of the disaster affected people.

In NSW, the Civil Chaplaincies Advisory Committee represents all the Churches on the Disaster Welfare Co-ordinating Committee at a State level. In practice each denomination makes its own arrangements with its local Personal Services or Red Cross organisations. 

Elements of Pastoral Care in the Early "Response" Stages (C.M. Parkes) The Church brings a calm pastoral presence in the face of chaos, aided by its traditional (priestly) ritual function and (pastoral) expectation that it represents God. 

Pastoral Care is not to be confused with welfare. Its emphasis in the immediate Response stage is on sustaining, support and encouragement when the situation cannot be changed (Aden). 9 Emergency relief, implying immediate action, can be the opposite of the central ingredient of pastoral care, longer term reflection on the crisis, which encourages thoughtful decisions leading to resolution and growth (Patton). 

Pastoral Concern goes beyond solving practical problems and restoring life to a pre-disaster state. It deals with the ultimate dimensions of crisis experience: human finitude and vulnerability; the meaning of suffering; the real grounds for hope even in apparently hopeless situations; the reality of forgiveness (Gerkin). 

However, there are immediate, tangible benefits from the Churches' pastoral role: ministry to the dying and dead., comfort for the injured and bereaved, assuring of God's continuing care; encouragement for expressions of grief, opportunity for carers to meet with and sustain each other; outside helpers whose main function is to back up local care givers; continuing emotional support for community leaders; acceptance of expressions of irrational emotions or inappropriate even harmful plans. It channels offers of help; and uses the media to convey constructive information. 

2. The Role of The Churches in Disaster Recovery. 

In the months after the disaster, when the public attention has gone elsewhere, the crisis level of activity has reverted to normal and the concentration of community resources on the particular emergency has finished, the Churches begin to play their most important part. Basically they continue to do what they do best, offer pastoral care, the healing, sustaining, guiding and reconciling mechanisms that are needed as disaster affected people rebuild, adjust and try to make sense out of the calamity.

As the acute grieving passes and the need for immediate emotional support diminishes, there are opportunities for creative developments. Worthwhile changes can bring good out of evil. 

The Churches have access to people at home; are in touch with individuals and families across generations; and have in-built procedures and structures with which disaster affected people are already familiar. 

The Churches' contribution to Disaster "Recovery" draws on their traditional involvement with and access to people in times of crisis. (The Board for Social Responsibility Disaster Response Committee, March 1994) 
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Pastoral Concern. The Church at the Parish level becomes aware of post-disaster developments in individuals, families or communities and makes a pastoral intervention, home visits, invitations to particular events, special groups, activities and services. The Presbytery offers a similar concern for parish leaders, including ministers, who might be showing signs of disaster stress. 

Pastoral Counselling. The Church at Parish and Presbytery level, with the support of its wider councils, offers referral for specialised counselling by people who are trained and experienced in dealing with trauma, for example, from Lifeline, Church Family Counselling Agencies, Health and Industrial Chaplains, with further referral to and consultation with secular counsellors experienced in this field. 

Memorial and thanksgiving services. Churches can use or develop appropriate liturgies with local resources, reflecting the local culture, to help people work through their fears and memories in a context of a sense of community belongingness and God's presence. 

Theological Reflection. Through sermons, prayers, pastoral visits, articles, discussion groups and Bible studies, as well as in their daily pastoral conversations, pastors enable disaster affected people, including those outside the Church, to retain or develop a helpful theology and even grow in understanding as they review the crisis. 

Devotional Life and Spiritual Direction. By focussing on the reality of God's presence, the support of the caring community and positive faith values, people who have gone through, or watched others go through, life shaking crises, find that suffering can produce endurance, character and hope. 
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