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Turning to God in the middle of a disaster
By Jim Patterson
March 15, 2019 | UMNS

Lit only by candlelight, seven adults, five
children, some elderly dogs, a cat and a parrot
that couldn’t speak huddled on the second floor of
a home in Brazil. The bottom floor was
flooded and the water was rising.
One of the adults was Scott Gilpin, director of
global development and fundraising resources at
the United Methodist Board of Higher Education
and Ministry.
“We’re just talking to each other about who are
we and where did we come from and why are we
in this place together?” he recalled.
“It was that kind of sharing in the dark. Waiting
and wondering if this house was going to hold
together.”

Victor Pastel (left) and Scott Gilpin after Gilpin sought shelter in Pastel’s home during
March 10-11 flooding and landslides in Brazil. Photo courtesy of Scott
Gilpan.

Cleanup begins in Sao Benardo do Campo, Brazil, after floods and landslides
killed at least 11 people March 10-11. Photo by Scott Gilpin.

Gilpin describes himself as
“tempered” from his life
experiences. His near drowning in
Brazil was not his worst brush
with mortality by far. It isn’t even
his best story about almost
drowning.
That happened in 1989. Gilpin was
single-handing a racing sailboat in
rough weather on a lake near
Shreveport, Louisiana, when a
large wave caused his ejection from the vessel and his life vest to be
ripped away.
“I fought my way up from under the sail and I was left treading water in
the middle of a large lake in the middle of wintertime,” Gilpin said. “So
I had 30 minutes before hypothermia and exhaustion finished me.
“I told God, ‘If you’re there, like I’ve been taught, then I’m coming,
because I’m exhausted, there’s nothing else I can do.”
His next memory after passing out was that he was lying on a beach.
Someone on shore had seen the accident and called the lake patrol.
Gilpin’s most dangerous adventure happened in Nairobi, Kenya, in
2013.
He was in Kenya to meet with presidents of African Methodist colleges
and universities about a project to provide e-readers to seminarians. One
day, he headed to Westgate Mall in Nairobi to run an errand and meet a
colleague for lunch.
The driver couldn’t get close to the mall because of traffic. Gilpin
continued on foot and saw the beginning of an attack by four shooters
from the extremist Islamic group al-Shabaab.
During the attack, Gilpin led six people to safety at the nearby Jain
Oshwal Community Center. By the time the standoff ended, there were
71 dead and 200 wounded.
“As a Methodist minister’s kid growing up in a parsonage, my parents
told me that if you ever win a soul to Christ, it changes your life and
you’ll want to do it again and again,” he said. “It transforms not only
their life but your life as well. I never understood that as a kid.
“Then when I had the opportunity to save six lives in Nairobi, and we
prayed together at the end of our journey to safety, I understood exactly
what they meant. The value of every single life. And if you ever have
the chance to save a life, like winning a soul to Christ, you want to do it
again and again and again.”
Gilpin is wondering if Pastel might feel the same way. “He saved this
young family and then saved me,” he said. “My hope is it’s an
awakening in him, this desire to continue to serve others like he’s so
capable of doing.”

Gilpin had been in Brazil on church business, leading a three-day conference
on organizational development and fundraising for approximately 30 school,
seminary, college and university leaders from Methodist educational
institutions in South America. He got caught in the flood March 10 in Sao
Benardo do Campo while being driven from a meeting back to his hotel.
At least 11 people died because of the flooding and resulting landslides,
according to news reports. Gilpin was almost the 12th.
“Our driver entered a flooded street that turned out to be deceptively deep,” he
told United Methodist News Service. “Immediately, the car died, began to
float and then filled with water. We all finally made it out of the car and
waded to higher ground.”
The three made their way to a line of businesses and a home, hoping to find
cover, but the street in front of them became a raging river. One of Gilpin’s
companions managed to get to higher ground and the other was swept away by
the river but later made it to safety. Gilpin was alone and trapped as the river
continued to rise.
“Not far away, I watched a family of five exit a sinking car and move toward a
home in the line of buildings about 50 yards from where I was standing,”
Gilpin said. “The owner of the home was calling for them to come to him for
safety. They all made it into his house as their car was swept downstream.”
After trying other ways to escape, Gilpin headed toward the house where the
family had found sanctuary. Victor Pastel,
owner of the house, lowered a
ladder and the United Methodist executive
climbed to safety. The water was up to
Gilpin’s neck when he escaped it.
The adults in the home tried to bail water
out of the first floor with buckets, but it
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wouldn’t reach them.
Juliana Melito sits with her child at dawn after seeking refuge from flooding in a Brazil
home on March 10. Photo courtesy of Scott Gilpin.

Then came the overnight vigil. By morning, the water started to withdraw and
everybody was safe. Gilpin was able to go to the airport and return to Texas.
In the conversation overnight, Gilpin learned that another adult who took
refuge in the house had once been a drug addict but had been clean for 14
years. He and his wife were Christians.
Pastel, their rescuer, spoke of his love of drumming and revealed that he was a
Methodist but did not feel particularly close to God anymore.
“My hope as we were sitting there discussing what was important to us, was
that maybe there would be a renewal for Victor, who was obviously a fine
man,” Gilpin recalled. “Perhaps our interaction would reawaken all of that. …
I don’t know if he feels this way or not.”

Family Leave

Office volunteers are almost filled up! Thank you to those who responded and
signed up so quickly. If you are still interested in helping and learning more
about this opportunity, please contact Jessica Lares at the
Office & Ministry Building at (616) 887-8255 or Pastor Phil
at (616) 779-4281.
Available Office Volunteer dates:
(Hours 9:00am to 1:00pm)
May 2, 7, 14, 16, 21, 30
June 3, 4, 5, 10, 11, 12, 17-20, 24-27

Prayers Needed

GriefShare Corner:

Come join us each Tuesday from
6:00-7:30pm at the
Office & Ministry Building, as
we journey each week from
mourning to joy!

Wendell & Deb Wilson– Father Ken Losey healing from
back
surgery
Diane Jensen– Continued prayers for my son. He has a ways
to go yet.
Diane Young- My cousin, Diane Lander s, is mour ning
the death of her son. He passed from a heart attack.

Schedules

Easter Egg Hunt

Sparta UMC will be hosting a Easter Egg Hunt following Easter service. We are
collecting candy for the eggs and are also in need of egg
stuffers. If you are interested in helping out, please contact
Heather Westra at (616) 298-6849. Candy donations can be left
in the Office & Ministry Building or given to Heather Westra
on Sundays. Thank you!
~Heather Westra

Journey Youth Program

Starting the Thursday after Easter, April 25th, Sparta United
Methodist Church is excited to announce a NEW youth program,
called Journey. The program will run from 6:00 PM to 7:30 PM
every Thursday.
Volunteers and nursery coverage is needed! All
ages of children and youth are welcome to
participate in the program. From this program, our hope is it will
help expand and grow our youth group.
In order to kick off this program successfully
with stainability, we will need lots of willing
hearts and hands to serve. Please prayerfully
consider getting
involved. We ask for a lot of prayers for God’s
blessing in everything that we do for the next
generation.
~Heather Westra

Family Fare Receipts

As a friendly reminder we are still collecting Family Fare receipts!
Once we have collected the required $150,000 in eligible receipts, the SpartanNash
Direct Your Dollars program will reward the Church with
a $1,000 check. So keep bringing those Family Fare
receipts in! You can drop them off in the Office &
Ministry Building or place them in the white mail box,
located in the Church of Wesley Hall.

MARCH BIRTHDAYS
March 21 Naomi Collins
March 24 Beth Murray
March 26 Kurt Burmeister
Mary VanGessel
Hal Lindsay
March 27 Deb DeGlopper
Erik Tilli
March 28 Tammie Purcell
March 30 Diane Jensen
Kevin Pinckney
March 31 Dave Steenhagen

MARCH
ANNIVERSARIES
3/21/09
Dan & Brenda McCracken

Mondays
7 pm …………………..Boy Scouts Church Wesley Hall
Tuesdays
9:30 am ................Girl Talk Study Group
6:00-7:30pm……….Grief Share (February 5 through April 30)
1st Tuesday of each Month
5:45 pm……………...Finance Meeting
6:30 pm………………Ad Council Meeting
Wednesdays
6 pm ......................Worship Design Team
7–8 pm ..................Adult Choir practice
4th Thursday of each Month
6 pm ......................Vision Team
2nd Saturday of each Month
8 am…………………….Men’s Mealtime Rally
Sunday mornings
8:45–11:45 .......... Nursery (ages 0–4 years)
8:30–9:45 ............ Disciple Bible Study
9:00 ..................... Adult Bible Study
9:00 ..................... Middle & Senior High
Sunday School
9:00 ..................... Chime Choir Practice /
Craft Time (Pre-K – 5th)
9:30 ..................... Children’s Choir Practice
(Pre-K – 5th)
Parents: pick up your child at 10 am from practice
9:50 ..................... Adult Choir pre-service
rehearsal
10:10 ................... Morning Worship
Celebration
10:30 ................... Pre-K – 5th Grade Sunday
School

10:10 am Worship Attendant Volunteers
March 24
Soundboard ..............Brandon Ingersoll & Isaiah Marks
Head Usher ...............Dale Young
Nursery Assistant ......Elizabeth Hartman
Welcome Table .........Naomi Collins
Intercessory Prayer ...Paul Schulz
Scripture Reader………JoEllen Pinckney
Fellowship Time….......Steve Barnum, John & Connie Chance, Thom & Pat
Babcock, Ben Morris, Felicia Stuhan
Greeter…………………….
Altar Flowers…………….Sue Steenhagen

Save the Date
Mar. 23 Free Community Breakfast– Dining Room 8:00-10:00AM
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