Email written by David Huegel, Elena's brother

Earlier this evening I was able to have a long conversation with Elena.  I asked her to tell me everything that had happened in her life since the earthquake at 3:30 AM on Saturday evening.  She was able to talk with me for a good while because in the midst of her very busy life she had returned to the home base in Talca to begin putting her office in order.  We spoke via Skype videophone, and althought the image was very poor, she was able to show me the disaster area that was her office.  Although there was no damage to the building, every book, every CD, every paper had fallen on the floor, along with her computer, scanner, and printer.  Our skype call was proof that the computer was not seriously damaged (we tried to speak again just now, but her computer keeps cutting off, so maybe I spoke too soon), and she continued working at picking up everything even as she told me about all of the events.  She then asked me to put together a general e-mail to send not only to our extended family and family friends, but also to her friends and associates.   I ask you to be indulgent of the fact that this is being told to you by someone who doesn’t understand the context as well as some of you and who may be muddled at some points.

            I begin by telling some things that happened before the quake.  A few weeks ago, Dr. Beverly Prestwood-Taylor came to the Shalom Center to lead a certification workshop for 9 people (Elena included) in the Seminar for Trauma Awareness and Resilience developed by Eastern Mennonite University for use in natural disasters and situations of abuse.  How timely this was, you can imagine and will see proof of presently.

On Monday the last delegation from the States was sent off at the airport and the camping season at the Shalom Center was concluded.  For a year the Shalom Center board had planned a work camp for their volunteer staff at which they would stage a simulated emergency (sort of a fire drill as I understand it), to make sure that they could evacuate the cabin in less than three minutes.  The camp nurse was to direct this simulation.  The simulation and retreat would conclude on Saturday evening with a large barbecue and celebration of the completion of the Shalom Center’s tenth year of operation.  Due to an emergency in her home church, however, the nurse had to cancel her participation, so based on her preparatory work Elena stayed up most of the night on Thursday night preparing herself to take over the direction of the event. 

            On Friday during the day the chair of the Shalom Center board in answer to the prayers of many of us over the past few years was able to close the sale of Elena’s home base in the town of Talca, which will become the Administrative Headquarters for the Shalom Center (it’s not possible to have HQ at the camp because of limited communications and extreme weather in the winter).  After the earthquake Elena thought, “Horrors, we just bought the building and it probably doesn’t exist anymore.”  It turns out to have been like Jeremiah buying a field in the midst of the Babylonian invasion.  In this case God chose to protect His own investment (it was now His building, after all) for the service it would provide beginning immediately.

            Friday evening, Elena and her staff reviewed all of the emergencies and incidents that they had had during the camping season and took suggestions for improving their procedures.  When the earthquake hit at 3:30 AM, Elena was the only one sleeping in a tent.  She says she awoke before the earthquake actually began to be felt—she says a noise precedes the quakes usually.  She was sleeping on an air matress and was fully clothed (as camp director she sleeps that way with her glasses within easy reach because she has to be ready to respond when needed).  She was out of the tent quickly and ready to raise the alarm.  But all of the volunteers were already evacuating the cabin in perfect order.  They counted noses and all were present.  It was a scary moment because they could hear the boulders crashing down from the enormous sheer rock cliff on the other side of the river/ravine.  No one, and not even the cabin (which is wooden and therefore somewhat flexible) was hurt.  They sang a couple of songs, prayed, and, once the first aftershocks were over, set out on foot to check on the two neighbors that they have (one of which has a cabin perched on the edge of the ravine).  Everyone was OK, but also very glad to see the Shalom Center staff.

            They turned on their two-way radio and were surprised to hear . . . nothing.  No police, no national park, no radio chatter at all.  The next morning they walked to the nearest village and found that the dirt road to there was still passable.  They knew that the families of the volunteers would all be worried, and they had already had their drill.  So the immediate order of business was to get everyone back to HQ, contact their families, and then onto buses to their hometowns.   There were several mercies in this.  They waited for the second bus of the morning from the village to Talca (where HQ is), in order to be sure that the buses were indeed getting through.  Elena and her assistant Jorge stayed behind to close up the camp and pack up all the food in ice for distribution back in town.  Elena was able to get down off the mountain by 3 PM, and only as they left the mountain and turned on the truck’s AM radio did they begin to get an idea of the size of the disaster.  As they drove along, most of the buildings and homes made of adobe had been flattened.  Downtown Talca (about a six block radius) was in ruins.  Arriving back at HQ, however, they found several other mercies.  Miraculously, the land telephone line was working and somehow they had been able to contact almost all of the families.  By the end of the day,  almost everyone was on a bus for home.

            Three of the volunteers who had not been able to come to the work camp remained incommunicated for several days.  The very last one to report in did so this evening while I was on the phone with Elena—it was the camp nurse whose home church is close to the center of the disaster area.  She is OK, but very busy.

            Elena is a missionary of the Global Ministries of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the United Church of Christ.  In Chile, however, she serves under the covering and as a member of the Pentecostal Church of Chile.  This denomination, headed by Bishop Ulises Munoz and his cabinet, has a great number of churches, many if not most of which are located throughout the most severely affected areas.  The denomination has its mother church in the town of Curicó (where all the Chilean grapes you buy come from).  This town’s center was also demolished by the quake.  But since it is a little farther away from the epicenter, the army has not had enough troops to enforce a curfew there (Talca does have a curfew).  Elena says that yesterday Curicó saw looting and violence, and one person was killed.  By Saturday night she had driven to Curicó and the next morning was available to drive the Bishop around as he assessed the damage and began to visit his flock.  She asks us to pray for Bishop Ulises, because this has been extremely stressful for him, and he feels he must be strong for everyone else.  There are at least two church buildings that collapses completely, though the mother church and the bishop’s house were miraculously spared.

            It became apparent early on that there was going to be a pressing need for water and for temporary shelter.   But where could these be got?  Elena could only think of the artesian well up at the camp and the tents that the Shalom Center owns.  At two AM on Monday morning she and Jorge were back up at the camp pulling down the tents, filling up every available jug of water, and siphoning off what diesel remained in the camp generator for the Camp’s truck that Elena was using.  She told me “I knew that we would never get the tents back once we loan them out, and there was no one to consult about using them.  But given the circumstances I felt justified in making an executive decision.”

            The next day she spoke with Richard (the bishop’s son) and said, “the need is so huge that we can’t address it all.  Pick the place that was hit the hardest, and let’s go spend our time there.”  They picked the mission church at Tutuquén Bajo where Richard supervises the work.  Here one of the families was crushed by their own house, and only one daughter survives in serious condition.  Five more families lost their homes.  Elena made another executive decision and took along the health kits that the women of the churches had put together to send to Burma.  When they arrived at the place, Richard began distributing water and Elena gathered all the children.  She says that the symptoms of trauma were obvious.  She spent three hours with them, using paper and crayons to help them express themselves, playing games that taught them how to brush their teeth and clean themselves with just half a cup of water, speaking about the importance of cleanliness at this time, etc. 

            This morning (Tuesday)  Elena met with the Bishop and such of his cabinet as they were able to gather.  They had to make decisions regarding addressing the needs of the people in the churches.  There are two pressing needs that will not immediately be addressed by the government or Non Government agencies:  1. The need for Post Trauma care  2. The need for adequate housing.  They have a month before the autumn (their autumn is our spring, remember) rains and the cold set in.  Elena, newly certified in Trauma Awareness and Resilience, is supposed to come up with a plan by March 9 that will mobilize all of the Christian Educators (Sunday School teachers, and such) of the churches to offer the post trauma care.  Pray for her in this regard as she prepares materials and decides how best to train those who haven’t been trained.  There is an architect who is a member of the Curicó church who has been commissioned to develop very specific plans and cost estimates for a one-room efficiency house that can be prefabricated.  The plan is to turn the open-air but roofed gym of the Curicó church into a factory staffed by volunteers from the men of the church.  They will begin constructing the frames of these houses.  The affected families will be given instructions on preparing the foundations and piers (due to flooding, the houses have to be up off the ground) for the houses to be set up on once they are ready.  The church cabinet estimates that from among the church people there is an immediate need for 200 of these houses in the Seventh region alone.  No estimates are yet available for the sixth and eighth regions (these numbered regions are like states in the US).  

            There are a number of dangers present, and although Elena is well, I would ask that you pray for her safety: 1. as she drives roads that have been damaged  2. as she welcomes refugees into her home (one of the pastors who lost his home is bringing his family)  3. as she is potentially exposed to illness  4. as she is tempted to stretch herself too thin and not rest adequately.  

            Finally, although it is still early in the recovery, some of you have asked about helping out financially.  The best way to do it is to send your check to Elena’s supervising missionary agency:  Global Ministries   P.O. Box 1986  Indianapolis, IN 46206.   I have been assured that 100% of funds designated to “Pentecostal Church of Chile-earthquake relief” will be sent to Chile through the partner ministries there. 

            Thank you all for your interest and prayers.  I hope that I have not tired you out with this exhaustive report.

            May God bless you all.

 

