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By Neisha Fuson
CULLMAN, Ala. (BP) -- "They're coming here to grieve," said Ken Allen, pastor of East Side Baptist Church in Cullman, Ala. Current and former members of East Side Baptist came back to see the rubble that was left after the violent EF4 tornado bulldozed through the city April 27.
The tornado leveled the sanctuary, damaged the Sunday 
School
 area and severely damaged the church's gymnasium. It also 
damaged the building where Cullman Christian Elementary School meets
Allen stayed at East Side Baptist all day April 28, where he has served as pastor for eight years, to receive and console the people gathering. But the comforting was going both ways. Many were reaching out to the Allen family, who had survived the storms from inside the church building 
itself.
 
(Continued on page 2)
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Allen and his wife Sandra, their four children, East Side's secretary and son, and three church neighbors were huddled in the lower level of the church, beneath the stairwells, as the tornado was closing in on the Cullman area. Allen recalled the events of the afternoon: He asked Sandra to pray aloud for the group. Allen continued to check his computer for updates, and eventually went to the front of the church when he saw debris swirling from the tornado in the distance. At that point he told everyone to get down and get as far back in the corner as they could.
"God have mercy on us" he said. The tornado came over the church, shattering glass and ripping away walls and
 the roof. But the group was unharmed.
Afterwards, shocked by the condition of the area but humbled by God's grace and protection, Sandra was thankful. "What good is your faith if you can't weather the storm?" Sandra said. Her daughters -- Haley, 17, and Abby, 12 -- who had been sitting next to her in the stairwell agreed. "I was shocked and scared," Abby said. "But God protected us." 
"It's easy to praise Him when the budget is fine and members are regularly attending,” Allen reflected, “but what about when you're not sure you have enough insurance to cover the damage or enough water to get you through the week?"
All of East Side's members were accounted for by the morning of April 28, and none were injured or had severe home damage. Randy Makemson, director of missions for East Cullman Baptist Association, confirmed that East Side Baptist was the only church in the association with damage. 
Noting that East Side Baptist will have services at Christ Covenant Church in Cullman, Allen said, "The Cullman community is really stepping up."  Ed Hayes, pastor of First Baptist Church in Cullman for nearly 28 years, would agree. Several people helped clean up debris around First Baptist Cullman after the same tornado ripped through downtown where the church sits. The force of the tornado tore a large hole in the gymnasium roof, lifted one third of the sanctuary's roof off, and destroyed a large section of the Sunday 
School
 and children's area. Built in 1951, the sanctuary had beautifully intricate stained glass windows, several of which were torn to the ground and mangled into a mess on the sanctuary floor.
Jim O'Dillon, associate pastor for education and outreach at First Baptist Cullman, was still at the church when the tornado hit even though his wife had insisted on him returning home. He was "Mr. Stubborn," he said, and was finishing up the last 
two
 verses of a Sunday School study he was planning. "I felt the wind get pulled out of me," O'Dillon said, "... and then I heard the windows shatter."
First Baptist Cullman had no member reports of fatalities or injuries in the immediate aftermath.
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"God have mercy on us" he said. The tornado came over the church, shattering glass and ripping away walls and the roof. But the group was unharmed.
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Don’t Park your RV in the Past and Stay T
here
by
 
Missy Buchanan
I remember some years ago watching an older woman wave her hands and dance around a campsite as she gave a series of hand signals to her husband. He was trying to back their RV into a narrow space. Granted, it was a prime spot on the bank of a crystal clear river with snow-capped mountains hovering in the background. But it was obvious even to me that it was going to be a tight fit for the RV. There were clusters of trees and stumps he was going to have to dodge. Time and time again, he would back up, move forward a few inches, and then back up some more.
After what seemed an eternity, the man finally got the RV parked between a group of towering spruce trees and a picnic table. He turned the engine off and began to climb out. You could look at his face and see that he was frustrated and weary of the whole experience. He glanced at his wife with a semi-scowl, 
then
 loudly announced, “After all of that, don’t think for a minute that we are going to move anytime soon. We are here to stay!”At the time, his reaction struck me as quite funny. I couldn’t help but wonder if the RV would stay parked in that same spot until they finally ran out of food.
In some ways it’s a story that tells what can 
happen
 as we grow older. There’s a natural tendency to want to reflect on the good ol’ days, and that’s a good thing. We need memories to tender our hearts and carry us through difficult days.
 
In our mind’s eye, life may be better on Memory Lane than in our current situation. Back then, our loved ones were still alive and well. There was no arthritic pain or loss of eyesight. It wasn’t a struggle just to get up out of a chair.
Indeed, there is much to celebrate about our past. There are so many great memories of holidays and school events. Of road trips and family dinners. Of laughter and joy. It makes perfect sense that we would want to park and stay there.
 
The problem is, when we get stuck in the past and refuse to leave, we miss the opportunities before us in the now. We are so busy looking back that we fail to see the blessings of the present.
(Continued on P
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anytime
 soon. We are here to stay!”At the time, his reaction struck me as quite funny. I couldn’t help but wonder if the RV would stay parked in that same spot until they finally ran out of food.
In some ways it’s a story that tells what can happen as we grow older. There’s a natural tendency to want to reflect on the good ol’ days, and that’s a good thing. We need memories to tender our hearts and carry us through difficult days.
 
In our mind’s eye, life may be be
tter on Memory Lane than in
.
The challenge, then, is how to celebrate the past without parking our RVs and refusing to leave.
That question was answered for me as I heard stories from the older adults I interviewed for 
Don’t
 Write my Obituary Just Yet: Inspiring Faith Stories for Older Adults.
 These 30+ people are ordinary folks. They face the same issues as countless other older adults: cancer, heart problems, diabetes, loss of loved ones and independence, macular degeneration, diminished hearing, and other signs of physical decline. Yet, all these individuals are living faithfully. They are finding ways to serve God and others, even as they age.
These older adults have learned a secret of aging well: embrace the past and celebrate the memories, but live fully in the present. Lean toward the finish line and keep moving!
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Are you 
Coming
 to Anaheim in November?
CASA Network’s
 
INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP CONFERENCE
November 9 – 11 Doubletree Hotel Anaheim Orange County, CA
       
INFLUENCING THE GENERATIONS!
Experience three transforming days at The CASA Network International Leadership Conference!
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Do you have a story to tell?
Send 
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CASA Network
13646 NE 24th Street
Bellevue
,
 WA  98005
Call us at
 888.200.8552
 or 425.460.3709
Web: www.gocasa.org
Email: casanetwork.contactus@gmail.com
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