
Drawing from poet Nikki Giovanni’s moving reflection at the
university convocation, in which she declared, “We are Virginia
Tech. We will prevail,” I rephrased her refrain to declare “We
are the people of Jesus Christ. We will prevail.” I also drew
inspiration from the father of Austin Cloyd, a nineteen year old
student lost on April 16. A professor at the university, Dr. Cloyd
sent an email to his students after he learned of his daughter’s
death, encouraging his students to cherish the sacredness of life
and their loved ones. His words provided the conclusion of my
sermon that Sunday, and allowed me to pose the question of
where such faith comes from.

An article entitled “Probing the ‘Meaning’ of September 11,
2001” by Princeton Theological Seminary Professor William
Stacy Johnson proved instructive for theological reflection and
sermon construction.1 Johnson, citing the work of Maurice
Blanchot, writes “if the disaster could be said to have a ‘mean-
ing,’ that would be the worst thing of all. The worst kind of
‘wisdom’ would be the kind that domesticates the devastation or
seeks to explain it. By explaining events, we seek nothing more
than to explain them away.”

The text for that day was II Corinthians 4:7-9. Paul’s words
about being afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed,
but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck
down, but not destroyed served to acknowledge the ongoing
experience of Good Friday in human life while also affirming
that faith in Jesus Christ will prevail and enables us to prevail.
God was proving to still be at work in spite of all the pain and
the perplexity. The II Corinthians pericope enabled that reality
to be recognized and affirmed without resorting to theological
clichés and simplifications.

We were in a state of great shock and disbelief, not really
knowing what to think or how to think. I began by suggesting
that we not try to move from that place too quickly, and contin-
ued with four fundamental lessons of Christian faith that helped
us as we struggled with the pain, confusion, and dismay, and
that can help any community in times of crisis.

1. This is a time to acknowledge our pain and not assign blame.
The actions of police and university officials had been scruti-
nized on national television throughout that week. There was
insufficient knowledge for many of the conclusions, and many
people in the congregational context knew that many such dec-
larations were unwarranted. Pastoral responsibility demands
that we acknowledge the very real pain of the moment, and
advocate the need to wait until all the facts are known before
attempting to construct an understanding.

2. This is a time to affirm our larger oneness and not be divided by
dumbness. This observation seeks to address the need for mutual
support, respect, and encouragement. In our case, identifying
the killer as a Korean-American had given rise to anxiety of
potential expressions of racial hostility. There was a profound
sense of remorse and dismay in the Korean community, and we
needed to express our larger solidarity as all people were hurt-
ing. On the Saturday following the incident, our church hosted
a multicultural service which brought together the African
American, Korean American, and European American commu-
nities to reaffirm our oneness and to reassure the Korean com-
munity of our support.

3. This is a time to be kind and keep our minds. It is important to
emphasize the value of righteousness when the circumstance
seems to give multiple opportunities for succumbing to the dark
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Ministering to People
in Crisis: Don’t Just
Stand There!

What do you say or do when people’s lives are
falling apart? Feeling put on the spot may
be uncomfortable, but as clergy and
leaders, it is our role to have words and

actions informed by wisdom to lead others from danger
into safety, from chaos into calm, from despair into hope.

Speaking and acting in a crisis calls for preparation.
Following Joseph’s example in Egypt, prepare for disaster
in the times of peace and plenty. People demonstrate their
love of God and neighbor as they pool resources for the
care of others. Help them best know how to do that
ahead of the stress and challenges that crisis brings.

Contact UMCOR (http://new.gbgm-umc.org/umcor)
to find out how you might best equip your congregation
so that they will be able to respond immediately and
confidently when a crisis strikes.

Participate in disaster response training even if you
don’t believe you’ll ever need it. The Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America offers Prepared to Care: A
Booklet for Pastors to Use in the Aftermath of a Natural
Disaster and one for human-caused disasters free of charge
at www.augsburgfortress.org/store.

When disaster strikes, teach your congregation
what victims need. Whether from the pulpit or in a
class, let them know that people in a crisis need:

Safety — Provide a place of physical safety for victims.
Security — Provide a feeling of security about their

privacy and information.
Ventilation — Allow victims to express their feelings,

memories, and thoughts.
Validation — Acknowledge their feelings, 

reactions, and thoughts.
Prediction — Help victims predict what will happen in

the future because of what they experienced.
Preparation — Help them think about how to prepare

physically and emotifor the future

Blessings on your preparing, speaking and doing!  ❑
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