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Reflections of a Disaster Pastor – Pastor Judith Spindt, Bishop’s Associate 

Twenty-five years ago, the Caribbean Synod bishop asked me to go to St. Thomas USVI.  It was 

to be a temporary assignment, to serve a congregation that had experienced the destruction of 

their sanctuary in Hurricane Marilyn.  This was a devastating crisis, not only for the 

congregation, but also for the entire island community and the individual members whose homes 

were also destroyed or severely damaged.  Though the crisis was caused by a natural event that 

was over in about 18 hours, it was a long-term experience in the lives of the people of St. 

Thomas.   

 

It was an amazing ministry experience for me.  I was in paradise, but not for the beaches.  I was 

there to join in the devastation, paw through the rubble, bring hope, and love God’s people in 

their distress.  I was able to do some good work.  I learned a lot.   

 

Phases of Response to Disaster 

At that time, there was not a lot written about the dynamics of disaster.  One small pamphlet 

from the US Department of Health and Human Services described 4 phases of emotional states 

following a disaster:   

 

 The Heroic Phase.  It begins at the time of impact and immediately after.  Emotions are 

strong and direct.  Altruism that is often thought of as surprising or special is readily 

displayed as people reach out to others in spite of their own loss. 

 The Honeymoon Phase.  People fell a strong sense of having shared a dangerous 

experience during the month or so after the precipitating event.  Help comes from 

volunteers and government agencies.  There are promises of assistance, which give 

people hope that their situation will soon be back to normal.  Community groups form or 

are revitalized. 

 The Disillusionment Phase.  It kicks in after about 2 months and can continue for 2 years 

or longer.  There is anger, bitterness and resentment because of delays in resolving 

situations.  The hope of outside assistance becomes disillusion.  Outside agencies may 

leave.  Community institutions may weaken.  People perceive that they will have to 

resolvers their own problems and absorb their losses.  There is sadness that “normal” 

seems so far away. 

 The Reconstruction Phase.  Here people shoulder the responsibility for restoring their 

own situations and finding a new normal.  This phase can last for several years as 

renewed institutions emerge and new programs develop.  These positive developments 

affirm victims and support the appearance of new community from the fragments left by 

the destruction.   

I lived through these four phases and know them to be wrenchingly real.  I think it tracks very 

well with the most recent graphs being published (here).  I have learned not to expect any of 

these phases or stages to move quickly.  They will ebb and flow.  There will be regression and 

progress.  A deadly virus that is invisible to the naked eye has mightily challenged our collective 

sense of self.  Our way of life has been torn into pieces.  We do not feel safe anymore.  These 



schemes of the dynamic of disaster and recovery can help us identify some of the things that are 

going on around us and find ways to be faithful leaders in the midst of heroism, disillusion, 

anger, and the remaking of reality. 

 

A Pastoral Approach to Disaster 

In 1995 there was a fair amount of literature in the field of pastoral theology about the nature of a 

personal crisis and how deal with it, but a disaster?  Not so much.  A book by Eugene Kennedy, 

Crisis Counseling (1981) had one helpful sentence: “A full blown disaster apes the critical nature 

of every other problem but explodes it from within with a face and shape that can truly be 

overwhelming and disordering.” (108)  In a disaster, the members of an interlocking, 

multilayered social system lose the protection of the ordinary givens of life: safety, income, 

necessities, information, and sense of community.  

 

 My question as a pastor was, how do I care for a whole community in crisis? Of course, there 

were technical issues.  We even washed peoples’ clothes with the water in our church cisterns, a 

generator and a washing machine.  Lutheran Disaster Response brought volunteers to clean up 

the rubble.  The financial generosity paid for many necessities. But what are the resources of 

faith that can be brought to bear?   

 

It was learning by doing.  The day after I arrived, picking my way through streets lined with 

rubble, cars with no windshields and intersections with no signals, 8 people showed up for Bible 

Study.  “What are you studying?” I asked.  Someone suggested that we start at the beginning.  So 

we found some Bibles that were relatively dry and started with Genesis 1:1. As we heard “…and 

God said that it was good” over and over again, it occurred to me to ask, “Why do you think it 

was so important to proclaim that phrase over and over?”  There was silence. Then someone 

responded, “Maybe things weren’t so good for the people who were receiving this story.”  That 

broke open for me the pastoral hermeneutic for disaster:  Good News.  Proclamation and hearing 

of God’s Good News is the interpretive antidote that makes it possible to confront the chaos and 

even eventually thrive, despite great loss.  That first “wondering” led us into an intense dialogue 

between scripture and the lived experience of “God’s People on the Move.” (The tag line of 

Lutheran Church of the Reformation) 

 

My three-month short-term assignment turned into a call that lasted four years during which we 

struggled to illuminate the community praxis with the Good News of God’s presence.  It is 

complicated.  It is messy.  There are wins and losses, but God is always present and always good.   

 

 

 


