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FUMC CHANGES LIVES AND MAKES 
DISCIPLES IN PUERTO RICO
by Allison Ratkovich

“Silent Night sounds the same in every language.” – Dee West

 

Christmas time in Puerto Rico brought a new definition of a “building” mission 

trip to FUMC volunteers who traveled to the unincorporated territory of the 

United States to assist in recovery efforts for some of the thousands of residents 

affected by Hurricane Maria in 2017.

 

“Building” meant erecting a roof on one home and replacing another, as the 

missionaries were split into two groups both helping families literally put roofs 

over their heads. The first team built trusses and a roof as well as a small porch 

for the 83-year-old homeowner, whose small future home literally sits on the 

front lawn of another two-story home still reeling from the devastation of the 

hurricane. The owner there still does not have electricity, 15 months after Maria 

delivered her devastating blow to the small commonwealth in the northeast 

Caribbean Sea. She runs an electrical cord from another neighbor to power her 

fan and television. She has been told her service will be restored when the new 

home on her front lawn is completed. The second home’s roof was replaced 

with trusses and a roof more hurricane resistant, which was a welcome relief to 

the family who has been confined to the small, first level of their house after 

the upper story was demolished by Maria.



“Building” meant creating new friendships, 

which began the day the team arrived in the 

beautiful country of Puerto Rico. Included was 

88-year-old Minnie Torres a member at FUMC 

and a native of Puerto Rico. “The Minnie Factor” 

added an even more personal note to the trip, 

allowing the group to see Minnie’s birthplace 

through her eyes, her humor, her faith, and her 

ties to the Puerto Rican people. 

 

The group’s arrival in San Juan was a lesson in 

contradiction. The city is vibrant, old, and 

beautiful with brick streets lined with colorful 

buildings, gorgeous flora, stone walls, and local 

artwork. Their tour included the restaurant 

Barrachina where the famous Caribbean drink, 

the Pina Colada, was rumored to be created as 

well as historic colonial-era forts, bastions, 

powder houses, and the old city wall.

Yet in direct contrast to the city’s stunning 

beauty and heritage was the sea of blue tarps 

peppering the skyline that serve as temporary 

roofs for hundreds of homes in San Juan and the 

surrounding area, a constant reminder that the 

recovery from Maria is far from over. The piles of 

rubble throughout what is a naturally striking 

and beautiful country tugs at the heartstrings, 

all the while the people of Puerto Rico remain 

gracious in the face of adversity; friendly, happy, 

and kind.

 

However, despite the team’s take on the 

devastation and the response to it, it was the 

people of Puerto Rico that left the most 

indelible impression of all. They are tough, 

soldiering on with smiles and a gracious attitude 

that transcends the rubble and tarps, the 

makeshift homes and lack of electricity.

SILENT NIGHT SOUNDS THE 
SAME IN EVERY LANGUAGE

DEE WEST, FUMC LAY LEADER



While the team helped build houses, they were 

also building fellowship that goes beyond the 

walls of their Hendersonville church. “Building” 

new friendships revealed the fun in long days, 

hard work, and the best ice cream ever tasted.  

Found only a short walk from their 

accommodations, the local creamery proved to 

be an irresistible daily excursion following a long 

day of building roof trusses, securing metal 

roofing, installing hurricane braces, putting up 

interior walls, and demolishing masonry walls 

and cement flooring. Despite cold showers and 

sore muscles, the shared experience was a 

bonding one, creating friendships and 

memories. 

 

Along with the kind-hearted spirit of the locals, 

the team’s experience proved yet another 

contradiction. Even in the most challenging of 

circumstances joy, friendship, and fun can be 

found – relationships can be built and faith can 

be forged.

On their final day, one of the homeowners and 

her family shared a homemade meal to show 

their appreciation. The team then traveled to 

the El Yunque National Rainforest, a respite 

from the rubble and heat of San Juan where the 

rain and the beautiful flora underscored both 

the beauty of this amazing country and the 

urgent need to replace blue tarps with working 

roofs.

 

The team returned to North Carolina just ahead 

of the December snowstorm, going from one 

extreme to the other. And while the warmth of 

the country and the people of Puerto Rico are 

not far from mind, Dee shares the most 

poignant takeaway of all.

 

“Mission trips, whether they are to build houses 

or relationships, are about expanding one’s 

world view in order to understand others as well 

as our place in the world.”

 

Five days in Puerto Rico at Christmas time. 

“Building” homes where roofs were raised, 

fortunes changed. “Building” friendships and 

lasting memories. “Building” a new 

understanding of our place in the world, and our 

collective mission to make a difference – to help 

where help is needed.

 

Love, it turns out, sounds the same in every 

language too.

I AM HUMBLED BY THE STRENGTH 
OF THE PUERTO RICAN PEOPLE 
WITH SUCH A GRACIOUS SPIRIT

DEE WEST, FUMC LAY LEADER


