
Disaster Ministry Committee 

Report to Synod Council  

June 2020 

Synod Council Action Requested: 

1. Approve Pastor Katie Pasch as chair of the committee. 

2. Remove Mary Brunso and Pastor Matt Steinhauer from committee as terms have expired. 

Committee Overview and Scheduled Meetings 

The Disaster Ministry Committee meets monthly (2nd Tuesday of the month from 3-4 pm Eastern) using 

the Zoom platform.  It meets more often when there has been an active disaster within the Synodical 

boundaries. The committee relies on a partnership between the Synod, its social ministry partners 

(R3SM in Mississippi and Inspiritus in Georgia and Tennessee), Lutheran Disaster Response (LDR), the 

Bishop and Synod staff, the Deans, Congregations and their Pastors, and Synod Volunteer Response 

Coordinators.  It further coordinates with state and local Emergency Agencies (EMA’s), Voluntary 

Organizations Active in Disasters (VOAD), and other disaster groups like the Salvation Army, Crisis Clean-

up, American Red Cross, and other religious disaster organizations.  We cannot succeed by ourselves. 

The Disaster Ministry Committee is responsible for preparing congregations, their members, and the 

communities that they serve for disasters.  This includes mitigation and emergency planning.  It is also 

responsible for monitoring potential disasters and responding once a disaster has occurred.  This year 

has been a challenging year as we are experiencing a pandemic for the first time in over 100 years.  We 

have also experience disasters within disasters as evidence by the spring tornadoes and flooding 

throughout the Synod during the pandemic. 

Funding 

Funding for the Disaster Ministry Committee is through the donations to the Synod for Disaster Ministry, 

and through partnership grants from LDR which accesses the funds that have been donated to LDR.  This 

year, the Synod has received two grants from LDR to further our ministries.  The first was a grant for 

assisting R3SM in Mississippi with their on-going storm recovery.  The two-year grant total was for 

$62,000 ($42,000 from LDR/$15,000 from Synod).  The second grant was just approved this month and 

will concentrate on the hunger issues surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.  The grant total was for 

$45,000 ($30,000 from LDR/$15,000 from Synod).  The committee anticipates the need for upcoming 

grants to assist with the recoveries of the tornadoes that have impacted Tennessee. 

In addition to the above grants, the Disaster Ministry Committee has funded the following projects: 

funds to move a tool trailer from Camp Victor to Panama City to assist in hurricane recovery, 

transportation of donated meals from the Seattle area for the people impacted by the Ice Raids in 

Mississippi, distribution of funding from the Spring Storm 2019 grant from LDR for various cases brought 

to the committee, funding to Inspiritus for assisting in rebuilding a home in Chatham County, GA 

impacted by Hurricanes Irma and Matthew, funding to Inspiritus to purchase bathroom fixtures and a 

water heater for a client impacted by the tornado in Albany, GA, gift cards for impacted people due to 

flooding in Jackson, MS, and money to aid in the immediate relief for the tornado that struck Middle 

Tennessee.   



Current Responses 

This has been an eventful year for the Disaster Ministry Committee.  We have added the COVID-19 

pandemic to the regular natural disasters that the Synod experiences.  The following is a State-by-State 

synopsis of the current disaster responses that are on-going. 

COVID-19: Covid-19 impacts every state in our Synod.  In March, the Disaster Ministry Committee held a 

joint meeting to hear how each group could support the Synod in dealing with the pandemic and its 

effects on the Synod.  The Disaster Ministry Committee has been actively involved in providing 

information from the State VOAD/EMA meetings to the Synod so that accurate information is received 

regarding the virus and the impact to each community.  Additionally, the committee approved the 

funding for the hunger grant to support churches in caring for our vulnerable populations.  Covid-19 

impacts responding to disasters through volunteer efforts as there are new guidelines to insure the 

safety of the volunteers and those who have been impacted by the disaster. 

In response to the COVID 19 pandemic, the Bishop formed a COVID 19 Taskforce to advise the office of 

the Bishop, Southeastern Synod Congregations in how to respond.  Pastor Tom Clark, has served as a 

liaison between the COVID 19 Taskforce and the Disaster Ministry Committee.  The Taskforce includes 

Synod leadership, doctors and a CDC personnel/SES pastor.  The Taskforce has developed educational 

videos to inform the Synod of the risk of the COVID-19 virus.  The Taskforce also advised the Bishop in 

developing guidelines for congregations in phasing back to physical ministries. This Taskforce will 

continue through the length of this pandemic and will develop additional resources as needed.  Most 

significantly we are asking each congregation to develop their own COVID-19 Taskforce and designate a 

Disaster Relief Coordinator for their congregations that will be the interface between the SES COVID-19 

Taskforce and the individual congregation.  The DMC will train these Disaster Relief Coordinator when 

they are appointed in the COVID 19 Guidelines and how to develop a Disaster Preparedness Plan for 

their congregation. 

 

Alabama: There are no current responses in Alabama.  During the past year, the Disaster Ministry 

Committee supported recovery work in Alabama following the spring 2019 storms. 

Georgia: The Disaster Ministry Committee continues to partner with Inspiritus in South Georgia in long-

term recovery from tornados, and Hurricane Michael.  We have been partnering with Inspiritus on the 

GA coast in recovery from Hurricanes Irma and Michael, but Inspiritus is closing out those recoveries.  

Mississippi:  The Disaster Ministry Committee continues to partner with R3SM helping in the long-term 

recovery from flooding and tornado in Hattiesburg and Mississippi Delta flooding.  Mississippi has 

experienced many tornadoes this spring, and the DMC anticipates assisting with these recoveries as 

well.  As part of the LDR grant, we are looking at a care-giver retreat later this year depending on the 

requirements and progression of the pandemic.  Additionally, the DMC responded to the flooding in 

Jackson through a providing gift cards to aid in purchasing items for people needing assistance 

immediately following the flood. 

Tennessee: Tennessee has been especially hard hit this year.  There have been flooding issues along 

with tornados.  The Middle TN tornadoes were wide-spread and were devastating.  One of our 

congregations, St. John’s, was destroyed in this storm.  We are partnering with Inspiritus and others in 



this recovery.  The Covid-19 pandemic has halted many of the efforts due to shelter-in-place orders.  

Here are the current updates: 

Middle TN relief assisting with food and clean up supplies, funeral expenses for two 

families who lost loved ones in the tornado, fed  TN National Guard assisting with clean up after 

tornados. Provided emotional spiritual care at the food bank in the immediate aftermath of the 

tornado. Provided gift cards and housing for Inspiritus volunteers.  

             Long term planning includes participating on long term recovery committee assisting 

with unmet needs, providing volunteer housing in Lebanon at Faith Lutheran Church and in 

Nashville at Christ Lutheran Church, providing Emotional Spiritual Care programs including 

disaster recovery support groups and children’s camps in both Davidson and Wilson County.  

            On Easter Sunday, the Chattanooga area was hit by a tornado. Trinity Lutheran Church in 

Hixon, provided housing for the early response team for Inspiritus.  We will seek ways to provide 

continued housing for volunteers and assist with unmet needs during the recovery process.  

We also are working to increase dedicated volunteers and funds for local food banks in this time 

of Covid-19.  We have volunteers assisting with the Covid-19 call center. 

Challenges 

This spring, the Disaster Ministry Committee faced a challenging question of “How do you respond to a 

disaster within a disaster?”  The April Tornado outbreak was devastating as many people faced a 

decision of what to do as there were shelter-in-place orders, but tornadoes were approaching.  Likewise, 

volunteer agencies and our DMC also question getting help to those who need it while protecting 

volunteers from the pandemic.  Likewise, congregations faced the uncertain future of how their 

emergency plans were organized.  Some congregations reached out to the DMC to assist them in 

preparing emergency plans as they had not done this before.  Further complicating our assisting others 

in a disaster, are the newfound realities of higher unemployment and increased demand in providing 

food and medicine to those who need help.  The love of God and a reliance on the ELCA motto, “God’s 

work our hands” motivates the DMC to continue to open our hearts to the new possibilities of service in 

disaster ministry. 

Conclusion  

The Disaster Ministry Committee wishes to thank our partners, volunteers, LDR, and the Synod for your 

continued support of this ministry.  We cannot do it alone. 

In Christ, 

Mary Brunso, 2019-2020 chair of the Disaster Ministry Committee 

   

    


