
Hurricane Sandy Symposium 

 

Natural disasters hit different parts of the world every year, leaving behind a long trail of tears, 

poverty, hurting, suffering, despair and hopelessness. Hurricane Sandy landed on the North-

American Eastern cost in October 2012 and left entire areas, homes and lives completely 

devastated.  

The Salvation Army Greater New York Division’s Emergency Disaster Services, the American Red 

Cross, New York Interfaith Services and Catholic Charities organized an event entitled: 

“Hurricane Sandy Sustainable Recovery Symposium” on October 30th, 2013, the one year 

anniversary of this catastrophe. The International Social Justice Commission had the privilege of 

sending three representatives to this Symposium who joined over four hundred other 

participants from various disaster relief organizations. The objectives of this first-of-its-kind 

event were to define sustainable recovery, share about recovery resources, build local capacity 

and network. Many important points were made and discussed with regards to long term 

disaster relief intervention and the development of disaster-resilient communities. These points 

were not only relevant to natural catastrophes and emergencies but also pertinent to the 

Salvation Army’s mission and work in providing support and “relief” in situations where people 

find themselves victims of social injustice and other human disasters. It can be said that every 

Salvationist – not to mention Christian in general – is a disaster relief service provider. The 

Salvation Army and the Salvationist have a responsibility to help whether it is assisting in a 

natural, physical, spiritual, moral, or social disaster. The following points from the symposium 

are both relevant and beneficial to share and link to the wider work of the Salvation Army. 

The human being must be at the center of humanitarian work. As efficient as it is to have a 

prepared set of fixed practices and strategies when responding to a challenge, it is important – 

particularly in long-term disaster relief - to be mindful of the individual person’s specific 

situation, life circumstances, perception and understanding of the event, as well as other 

aspects influencing the person’s experience of the gravity of the situation. In other words, 

established strategies of relief provision are important and useful, however, if these are to truly 

answer encountered needs, a first step to take is to seek to understand the individual situation 

of the person, and then to be flexible and adapt methods and services provided as far as this is 

possible and meaningful.  

A natural consequence of focusing humanitarian work on the human is the acknowledgement 

and respect of the cultural context in which the relief action is taking place, as well as a 

preservation and nurturing of the victims’ dignity. The importance attributed to reestablishing 

and protecting the human dignity of victims must be no less than the attention given to this if 



the victim was a family member. This level of care and respect that is the objective we must 

seek to achieve with every person helped through our work.  

Putting the human being at the center and taking their circumstances into account was very 

much part of Jesus’ practice and teachings during his time on Earth. One of the best examples 

of this is probably the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 25-37), in which the Samaritan 

acts against all expectations and out of love and compassion. Another example is seen in the 

way that Jesus repeatedly asked people what he could do for them, how he could help, and 

listened to what people considered as their needs, rather than impose His hands on them as 

soon as He met them. This again shows the importance of seeing the human being in the 

specific circumstance and treating that person with respect and dignity no matter what 

circumstances you find them in. Jesus saw people’s value and treated the poor and those 

suffering most with dignity. He came to Earth first and foremost to save us and to show that 

this must be the center of attention and focus of any follower of His. 

Another point at the Symposium was to constantly have a long term perspective when working 

with disaster emergency relief. This long term perspective entails a focus on prevention from 

future disasters and the construction of resilient communities. One of the most important tasks 

in this type of work is to make sure that the people assisted on one occasion do not end up in 

the same disastrous situation the next time a catastrophe occurs. The specifics of what this 

means is different in every situation according to the context of the country, the disaster and 

the family/person in need. Whether or not people will be able to afford the help provided to 

them in a longer timeframe (e.g. costs related to a new house) and whether anything can be 

done in order not just to help with the most immediate needs are things to reflect on before 

taking action to assist others. We need to ensure that we actually improve the situation of the 

family as a whole in order to make certain, within our reach, that this family does not end up on 

the disaster relief list next time (e.g. have a talk about insurance).    

We do not need to search further than to Jesus and the apostles in the Bible in order to 

exemplify the Christian perspective on this. More than once, as the apostles passed a homeless, 

sick person in the streets asking for money, that person received an improvement of their lives 

offering the possibility to become self-sufficient moving forward; they were healed (e.g. Peter 

heals the lame man, Acts 3:1-10). The approach was a holistic one. Salvation is for the body and 

soul. As people in need receive help from the Salvation Army, our approach must be holistic 

too. Our focus must be on how God can help us transform and improve a person’s circumstance 

and life in all its aspects in the long term perspective. 

This holistic approach and effective disaster emergency responses in general require a certain 

amount of collaboration between relief organizations within affected communities. If a major 

task such as rebuilding entire lives and communities after a catastrophe is to succeed and be as 



effective as possible, it is important to be aware of who other organizations are and what they 

can provide. It is important to know which part of one’s network it is practical to rely on in this 

certain situation, what services already exist and could be accessible and useful in a given 

situation and how the community in general worked and functioned together before the 

disaster hit. It is about investigating the scope of options available and most relevant to people 

in need in the context of a given event. 

A Biblical foundation for this is not difficult to find. On several occasions Paul speaks of God’s 

Church as being one body (Romans 12:4-5, 1 Corinthians 12:12-26).  Just like different parts of a 

body are equally important for the well-being and good functioning of the whole, cooperation 

is necessary among the members of God’s body on Earth in order to most effectively achieve 

the God-given mission of salvation and holistic transformation of their lives. 

All of this cannot be achieved if the relief organization itself does not function properly. If we 

are to build resilient communities, we must first and foremost build resilient organizations – we 

must make sure that we are constantly ready and have the necessary resources to function 

effectively when disaster strikes and help is needed.  This ranges from the very practical form of 

making sure that electricity in your building keeps working in the event of a storm to personal 

resilience by making sure you are emotionally and physically ready and protect oneself when 

faced with the harsh experiences and stories encountered during relief work. The latter entails 

important things like knowing your personal limits, being aware of your stress levels, training 

yourself in not taking critique and insults during stressful situations personally, always 

encouraging and supporting your co-workers and work on building up a relationship of trust so 

that you can be who people need you to be during the critical situation. 

There are Scriptures that reference the preservation of the body both physically and spiritually. 

When observing the life of Jesus, it is mentioned several times that he sometimes took time to 

be alone and spend time in prayer away from everyone (Mark 1:35, Matthew 14:23, Luke 5:16). 

Other passages such as the observance of the Sabbath or the importance of respecting and 

treating one’s body as God’s Temple show the recognition of human vulnerability, and 

therefore, also the need for humans to take care of themselves in order to be able to serve God 

properly. As seen in Ephesians 6:10-18, we must build up an armor of resilience within and 

amongst ourselves so that when the day of evil attacks, we are ready to fight and be the ones 

God has called us to be.  

As Salvationists and members of God’s army on Earth, we have a responsibility to help the 

needy and constantly be ready to fight Evil and take action in times of trouble. This is both 

about relief when the natural or human disaster has occurred, but also about using peaceful 

times to build-up physical, material, mental and spiritual resilience and protection. The 

question now to be raised is: How do you prepare yourself and others for difficult times?  


