
Trinity Sutter Creek – The little church that can – responds 
to Caldor Fire Survivors 
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Left: Lis Padula - St. Michael’s | Carmichael with Sparky the Fire Dog; Middle: Catherine 
Maloney - Faith | Cameron Park, Steve Christensen and Meg Verardi - Trinity | Sutter Creek; 
Right: Smokey Bear and Disaster Resilience display - all photos taken at the Amador County 
Smokechaser Fair  

 

Remember the childhood story of “The Little Engine that Could”?. It encourages us to 
believe in ourselves even when the outlook is not in our favor.  
 
This childhood story has been the background for one of our scrappy congregations, in 
one of the more remote parts of our diocese. The story of Trinity Episcopal Church in 
Sutter Creek starts out rather familiar to many of us: reduced community interest in 
Christian life, retirements and health problems taking the congregants away, the local 
economy softening – all leading to a small, lay led congregation. 
 
Fortunately, this resolute band of parishioners decided to take on the challenge of 
determining what “church” means to them, rather than hang their collective head in 
defeat. 
 
Trinity Sutter Creek, is making a name for itself in the diocese as “The Disaster Church.” 
Not because they are a disaster, but because they have focused their congregational 
mission on disaster resilience. They have turned their vision outwards and begun 
turning their compassion into action in support of the Caldor Fire survivors as well as 
participating in events that bring attention to the importance of 
preparation before disaster strikes.  
 
Their efforts first came to the attention of the bishop’s staff because they have 
a functioning phone tree that can connect the community in time of need. It is tested on 
a regular basis (which also allows the members to check on each other and give support 
during life events – as well as coordinate parties). This model is available for any parish 
that might want to take the first, small step in building a tighter community that is more 
disaster resilient. 
 



I was delighted when the vestry of Trinity, Sutter Creek, invited me to be part of their 
booth at the Amador County Smokechaser Fair (a gathering of community resources to 
raise wildfire awareness, as well as to build bonds between citizens and first responders). 
I was able to spend the weekend with them at the fair, promoting the activities of the 
church in the community, as well as seeking partners to help them build their fledgling 
Project (Re)Start program.  
 
Smokey Bear and Sparky the Fire Dog stopped by, as did many people from Amador 
County. It was through this interaction that they received enough money in donations to 
build two (Re)Start bins. 
 
This small congregation has made disaster resilience their mission. That mission has 
gathered them at fairgrounds, brought them together over lunch, and made them more 
visible in the community – because the community known this church cares about them. 
 
I have taken to calling them “The Little Church that Can,” because I see them doing great 
things. While they have done great things in the past, they are not defined by what has 
been, instead, they chose to write their future and renew community interest in them. 
 
What’s next for this parish?  They have agreed to seek the funding and give their time to 
build another 12 (or more) Project (Re)Start bins in response to a plea for support from 
the survivors of the Caldor Fire. 
 
It’s wonderful to see a congregation hard at work, and gratifying to see the love of Christ 
spread in the world. When you hear them coming, clear the tracks, because they are on a 
roll! 
 
— Mark Dibelka 

 

 


