“Eight thousand homes and 300 businesses were destroyed ...
I didn’t know what to do. But our prayer has become,
‘Lord, show us our part.’”
Pastor Jeff Kingery, CC Joplin, MO

Wayne and Ashley Buck, left, stand in what remains of the living room of their home in Joplin, MO, and talk with Wayne’s uncle, Pastor Jim Stewart of CC Kansas City, KS. The tornado leveled their house and dropped a school bus in their backyard.

After the Storm
Story by Debra Smith
Photos by Gary Meek

Relief workers help in Joplin, MO, to comfort those impacted by the United States’
deadliest tornado since 1947. The Joplin tornado left more than 150 dead and caused
widespread destruction.
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Skye bowed her head, weeping, and prayed
to receive Jesus. Pastor Jeff Kingery of CC
Joplin, MO, had just shared the Gospel with
the young volunteer from Pineville, MO,
who had traveled to Joplin to help tornado
victims. While working alongside other
volunteers, mostly believers from various
churches, “Skye had seen something in them
that she wanted in her life,” Jeff explained. A
team member quickly ran and summoned

Jeff, who was grateful for the privilege of
praying with her.
Skye’s experience is not unusual, according to Jeff. “We’ve had about six to eight
folks on the church grounds alone come to
know Christ each week since the disaster,”
he said. In the wake of Joplin’s devastating
tornado on May 22, believers have been
serving the community with practical help

and the message of Jesus. Teams from other
cities have lodged at CC Joplin, which has
become a hub for groups who distribute
food and drink, do cleanup, clear downed
trees, and more. “Eight thousand homes and
300 businesses were destroyed,” Jeff said.
“About 20 to 30 percent of the city’s population was displaced, and everything was in
chaos for the first week. I have never been a
part of anything like this, and I didn’t know
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Jeff and his wife Missy minister to CC Joplin member Peggy Carsello. Although
Peggy ‘s home withstood the tornado, it was burglarized shortly afterward.

what to do. But our prayer has become,
‘Lord, show us our part of the wall’—like in
Nehemiah, when each group rebuilt a section of Jerusalem’s wall:”

Next to Eliashib the men of Jericho
built. And next to them Zaccur
the son of Imri built. Also the sons
of Hassenaah built the Fish Gate
…And next to them Meremoth
the son of Urijah, the son of Koz,
Nehemiah 3:2-4a
made repairs.
“It’s like eating the proverbial elephant,” Jeff
continued. “It sounds so cheesy, but it
applies: ‘How do you eat an elephant? One
bite at a time.’ If we each just do our part,
even if that is small, God will accomplish
His purposes through us. We just want to be
a conduit for Him to move through.”

Spared to Serve

When the tornado hit, CC Joplin Associate
Pastor Russ Hibbard and his 10-year-old
son Isaac were at Wal-Mart. They heard
a tornado warning announced but, like
many other customers, continued shopping without concern. “We have a habit in
Joplin of ignoring tornado warnings,” Russ
said. “They’re so common here that we typically blow them off and go on about our day.”
Soon, however, Russ decided to walk to the
camping section for a flashlight and batteries,
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just in case. “We walked about five feet and I
suddenly felt like I was in a balloon,” he said.
“It felt like the room expanded, and ceiling
tiles came crashing down on our heads. I
was immediately down on the ground, covering my son and a girl I didn’t know. I heard
the sound of grinding metal, and we knew
the roof had been lifted off the building. The
noise and wind continued for about 30 to 45
seconds; then torrents of rain and hail began
to fall. We broke pegboard and made shields.
Word was circulating that another tornado
was on its way, so we all started trying to
leave. A few of us moved some debris off a
few girls, and it took 30 minutes to weave
our way through the mess and out the door.”
The parking lot, Russ said, was marked by
chaos, “Everyone was trying to get their
cars started, people were searching for one
another, and most of us were crying.” Russ
and his son arrived safely at home, but the
experience has affected Russ—in a positive
way. Jeff summed it up: “For years, Russ
has been getting to know people downtown,
where the tornado hit the hardest. He’s been
doing an outreach there each Saturday. The
relationships he’s built have paved the way
for our ‘satellite station,’ a tent from which
we’ve been ministering, and Russ has been
running that.” At the tent, believers distributed clothing and household goods to
survivors while handing out snacks, coffee,
and hot chocolate to refresh law enforcement officers, emergency responders, and

Sarah Brown, a Joplin resident who was displaced by the tornado, receives prayer from Pastor Jeff Kingery and Shannon Shewmake, right, an associate pastor and elder.

other professionals whose teams had
worked around the clock since the disaster.
The tent gave the responders an opportunity to relax and be listened to—volunteers stand around ready to chat and pray
for those who desire—rather than only to
serve and to listen to others, as their jobs
demand of them.

Healing without Forgetting

CC Joplin’s other associate pastor, Shannon
Shewmake, was with his and another family at a restaurant, celebrating the high
school graduation of their friends’ daughter.
Shannon and his wife Ingrid had heard the
tornado warnings en route to the restaurant
and parked in a spot they felt was fairly protected from potential hail damage.

As the group started to order, a friend of
the Shewmakes called to ask permission to
use their basement for shelter. “I was beginning to suspect we had made a mistake in
going out to eat,” Shannon recalled. “I said,
‘Sure, you can use our basement; I wish
we could join you!’” The lights soon went
off, wind picked up, and windows started
flexing. As everyone was ushered into the
back of the restaurant, Shannon tried desperately to keep his wife and five children
together. He did not succeed amidst the
chaos, and as the storm’s full fury hit, he
was unable to hold on to his wife and two
little girls. “That was one of the toughest moments of my life,” Shannon said. “I
wanted to protect them—not that there’s
anything I really could have done, but I

wanted to try—and I could see them but
not reach them. Everybody was reaching
and pulling in every direction, and screaming and praying, and we felt tremendous
pressure in our ears.”

As the wind subsided, Shannon and a friend
decided to exit the building and assess the
safety of leading their families and other
patrons outside. They had heard that a gas
line had been broken and were concerned

“It felt like the room expanded, and ceiling tiles
came crashing down on our heads. ...
I heard the sound of grinding metal, and we knew
the roof had been lifted off the building.”
Associate Pastor Russ Hibbard
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Committed Relief of CC La Habra, CA, serves three free meals daily at CC Joplin. The
volunteers prepared nearly 600 meals a day during the month of June.

CC Joplin Associate Pastor Russ Hibbard prays with Louise Richards, left, and her niece. CC Joplin volunteers helped the family find personal belongings and cleared debris.

that the building might explode, but further tornadoes or lightning posed dangers outside as well. “We saw mangled
cars and things were moved all around;
we didn’t know what to do or where to go,”
Shannon recounted. “And hail was hitting
us.” Eventually deciding to try to start his
vehicle, he was amazed that it ran. He soon
loaded up his family and headed for home.
On the way, they gave a ride to strangers:
a couple and their daughter, who was still
wearing her graduation gown. The normally
20-minute drive to their home, which was
unscathed, took two hours due to traffic,
chaos, and roads littered with rubble.
Shannon now facilitates the teams coming
into Joplin and runs the church’s distribution
point, from which the believers send goods
into the community. “It’s been amazing to
watch the church grounds go from being
empty to being filled with tents,” he said. “I
feel it’s my job to serve those who have come
to serve our community. It’s neat because
my kids get to be here as well, serving food
and being a part of the ministry. I’ve been so
stirred by the experience; I want to heal but
not forget it. We have been able to meet so
many wonderful people at these tents.”

A Different Kind of
Homecoming

The resource tent at CC Joplin provides donated items to community members.
Visitors to the tent also receive prayer, a free Bible, and an invitation to CC Joplin.
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St. John’s Regional Medical Center and the surrounding area’s infrastructure was
destroyed. Water, sewer, and power lines must be replaced and the hospital rebuilt.

Pastor Jim Stewart, who now leads CC
Kansas City, KS, planted CC Joplin in 1989
and pastored the fellowship for 10 years.
“We turned leadership over to Jeff about 13
years ago, and he’s been doing a great job,”

Jim said. With groups both large and small,
Jim has driven the few hours south between
Kansas City and Joplin several times since
the tornado, offering assistance in his former community.
Once while Jim was serving at the ‘satellite
station’ tent, an elderly couple came in looking for toiletries. They began talking, and Jim
learned that the couple had lost their house
and nearly all possessions in the tornado. “As
it hit, they said they had been praying and
just trusting the Lord, asking Him to spare
their lives,” Jim said. “They were trapped
for a few days where they had taken shelter
in their basement, but they were eventually
rescued. The man said very clearly, ‘We’ve
lost everything—except God, and our faith
in Him.’ Then they turned around and
pointed at the little truck they had driven
up in,” Jim continued. “‘Our vehicles were
destroyed,’ the man said, ‘but someone from
a little church in Arkansas, people we don’t
know, decided to drive up here and donate
that truck to someone in need. They found
us and gave us the title. God knows exactly
what we need, and He’s still taking care of us.’”
A friend of Jim’s lost his mom in the tornado, and Jim conducted the funeral, where
about a dozen people committed their lives
to Jesus. “In the midst of so much suffering,” added Jim, “I pointed out our need to
go to Christ for comfort—only He can provide us with comfort not only for ourselves,
but also for others who are hurting.” Paul
explains in 2 Corinthians:
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Jeff teaches an evening service in the tent where meals are served. The church was
not damaged; however, about 70 volunteers were being housed in the sanctuary.

In addition to much needed family items, the resource tent provides toys for children.

Pastor Dwayne Bryant of House Of Luke Ministries in Sharp County, AR, prays with
a volunteer, left, who became overwhelmed during relief ministry.

Who [God] comforts us in all our
tribulation, that we may be able to
comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we
ourselves are comforted by God. For
as the sufferings of Christ abound in
us, so our consolation also abounds
2 Corinthians 1:4-5
through Christ.

arrival as ‘like a big hug from God.’” The
kitchen does meal preparations, while the
CR staff is equipped to coordinate the volunteer relief effort, if needed. When tragedy
strikes, an area church is typically inundated
with phone calls and emails from volunteers
desiring to help. Jim added, “CR unifies the
relief effort while mobilizing Christians from
all over the country to serve. This takes the
burden off of the local church, allowing them
to minister to their community.” During their
month-long stay in Joplin, CR’s volunteers
prepared 150 to 200 meals three times a day,
serving relief workers and those displaced by
the tornado—many whom were camping on
the CC Joplin property. They also prepared
food for emergency personnel at the substations in the midst of the devastation.

During the tornado, Jim’s nephew, Wayne
Buck, a Joplin police officer, and his wife
Ashley were sheltered in their basement
where others had joined them. Wayne,
Ashley’s father, and another man held the
door closed with all their might—knowing
that if the wind won and opened it, they
would all be sucked out to their deaths.
Afterward, they emerged to find their
house destroyed and a school bus in their
backyard. “As we were cleaning up later, it
seemed like 30 minutes didn’t pass without
some stranger wandering by and offering
help, chainsaws, food, or water,” Wayne said.
After getting his family to safety, Wayne
immediately reported to duty. Since his
vehicles were destroyed, he caught a ride in
a passing ambulance to the police station
and went to work on search and rescue that
continued nonstop for several days.

Pastor Jeff of CC Joplin explained, “There’s
something special that happens when food
is served. Sometimes people are stiff and
distant when first offered help; they insist
they don’t need anything. But as you sit
down and enjoy a meal together, people
connect. Sometimes after a volunteer has
provided a listening ear for 30 minutes or
an hour, those walls come down and people
end up saying, ‘You know, I do have a tree
down on my garage. Do you think you could
send some people over to help?’”

Committed Relief

In early June, Committed Relief (CR), a
ministry of CC La Habra, CA, drove their
trailer-based kitchen 1,600 miles to Joplin
to prepare meals for volunteers and victims. “That’s a powerful ministry,” Jim commented. “I heard a local person describe its
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Tom Prokop, right, founder and pastor of House of Luke Ministries in Hemet, CA, and CC Bible College students pray with a woman after removing debris from her mom’s yard.
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