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Superstorm Sandy Response

Please forgive what must seem like a torrent of emails from me this weekend, but these are extraordinary times. So many of you have asked what we can do to help those affected by the recent superstorm. In the last 24 hours I have learned that The Unitarian Church of Staten Island is now one of the staging centers assisting with the recovery effort organized by StatenIsland.recovers.org. In speaking to my colleague, the Rev. Susan Karlson, I’ve learned that there is enormous need, and that there will be many opportunities in the coming months for us to be of service on behalf of our liberal religious values. This disaster will have long-term implications for the entire area, and our SI neighbors will need our help.

How can you help right now? By coming to church this Sunday, Nov. 4, with blankets, warm clothing of all sizes, flashlights and batteries, non-perishable food, printer paper, bleach and other cleaning supplies, or large garbage bags. Thanks to our own Ryan Novosielski and his trusty van, we’ll be able to transport them to UUSI that same afternoon, where they will be relayed to the folks that need them. Now’s the time to step up and be counted–many thanks and blessings for your generosity; I’ll see you on Sunday!

I’m writing to tell you about the day, and to thank you again for your kindness, your generosity, and your enthusiasm! With the help of your intrepid Vice President, Ryan Novosielski, we took a truck filled with supplies to the UU Church in Staten Island. Rev. Susan and her partner, Allen, were almost ready to go by the time we got there, after collecting tons of supplies and moving them around to make room for the homeless men’s shelter they also support. Thanks to their local connections with OccupySandy, we were not only able to get information about a site in immediate need of cleaning supplies and other items, we were also able to transport urgently need supplies already sitting in the Staten Island church awaiting distribution! The first photo shows Ryan and Allen loading a suitcase with desperately needed toiletries.

Our drive to the New Dorp community (on the other side of the island) was in sad and marked contrast to the neighborhood of the church. It looked a lot like Katrina—houses and streets in total darkness except for our headlights, piles and piles of garbage and the smell of stagnant water. Occasionally, we saw floodlights. More often we saw incredibly long gas lines and police roadblocks. We called the number we’d gotten from our church partners and got “Jonny Bravo,” a neighborhood man who had contacted OccupySandy and found himself the leader of a recovery effort! The second photo of us was taken by Jonny, and includes his many neighbors who are staffing this incredible effort out of a former local catering hall, Adriana’s. People were coming by and getting supplies almost as quickly as we could unload them. Especially valuable were the water, diapers, food and the cleaning supplies. Many blessings on the Fourth U folks who donated the candles—they had just gotten a request for candles that could be used safely, and we had two boxes full! In return, we got a lot of gratitude, hugs and God Bless You’s from these really brave, resilient people. The one thing they could not use any more of were clothes—they were buried in clothes. So, we took back the clothes we brought, and we took along some of their extra clothes too, and distributed some of them elsewhere while we were still on the island, to some homeless folks at the local shopping center, including the mother of a family looking for children’s clothing. Everyone who came to our truck left it with warm clothes and shoes or boots—thanks to all of you!

We still have the truck until 6 pm Monday, and Ryan and I will be hard at work to find a place for the remainder of the clothing, as well as the new supplies that are coming to us from Massachusetts tomorrow. What these families need right now more than anything are: BROOMS, MOPS, GLOVES, FACE MASKS, TARPS, TENTS, BLANKETS, TOILETRIES, PAIN RELIEF AND COLD MEDICINES (don’t worry—they’re also being looked at by medical personnel who’ve traveled there from Tennessee!) The tents and tarps are especially meaningful: They are terribly worried about the rain that is forecast for the next few days, and the chance that it will ruin all the supplies they’ve already collected. SO: If you’re in the neighborhood of the church before noon Monday, AND CAN BRING SOME OF THESE ITEMS TO THE CHURCH, WE’LL TAKE THEM OUT THERE. If you can’t get to the church tomorrow, don’t worry and stay tuned, we’ll have more information coming by mid-week on what we’ll be doing next. We’ll also be on the hunt for other communities that need clothing. If we don’t find them by tomorrow, we’ll be taking the clothes to Housing Works or to the Salvation Army. But please know that our first priority are the survivors of the Superstorm.

Many thanks to our brand new administrator, Sheila Powers! Her last job was in Ireland for Oxfam, a worldwide relief agency, and she has extensive experience in running a relief operation. Along with our stalwart interim administrator Alex Glass, and our Worship Arts co-chair Nancy Robillard, Sheila organized, sorted and helped to repackage your generous donations so that we knew what we had to give and the best place to take it. That’s all for now. It’s late, and I’m tired, but my soul is rested, and I hope yours is, too. I will write again soon!

With love and appreciation,

Rosemary

DATE: 11/06/2012

The work of recovery from Superstorm Sandy continues, and I’m writing to give you today’s update.

We awoke this morning with a truck filled with clothing and no clear idea of where it would go. Thank goodness for our administrator Sheila Powers, who worked the phones like the pro she is and connected us to our wonderful neighbors at Rodeph Shalom Synagogue on 83rd St. They were thrilled to find out we had clothing to donate, so Ryan and myself, with the help of Nancy Robillard and our interim administrator Alex Glass, met up at the synagogue entrance with the truck—and wowed the staff with the amount of clothing we had. They were assembling and sorting supplies in a small room off the lobby, which we could easily have filled. It took a conference between us and the synagogue’s wonderful staff to come up with a plan. We would unload all the clothing near the elevator entrance; the middle school kids would sort the clothing today and tomorrow for transport. We created a mini-assembly line to get everything off the truck, and to re-bag loose items. And we also made friends with the many good people working hard to help our New York neighbors in trouble. Thanks to all of them, especially Michael Kimmel, the synagogue’s executive director!

In the course of our work, we noticed the large amount of non-perishable food collected by Rodeph Shalom, and asked where that was going. When they said they didn’t have a site for it, I told them I knew of several places that could use the food–#occupysandy has a Twitter feed that updates current needs throughout the day. By the time we’d unloaded the truck, I’d gotten a tweet making an emergency request for food at a hub in Sunset Park. Ryan and I had filled up the truck with gas on Sunday, and it seemed a shame not to make another run when he didn’t have to return the truck until later that evening. So I responded that we were on our way to them with food, and we quickly packed up the synagogue’s supply, then stopped by the local Pioneer to supplement it with proteins and fresh vegetables.

We arrived in Sunset Park at St. Jacobi’s Church to a narthex and sanctuary filled to the brim with volunteers. Once they assessed what we were bringing, they decided it made sense to bring our haul directly to the restaurant that was doing all the cooking, especially since it could refrigerate the meat we’d brought. That’s how we met Norman, who runs Stable House Café in Bed-Stuy. He met us at his restaurant and helped us bring everything inside, along with another couple who’d just dropped off cooked food, and we’ve promised to keep in touch.

We also checked in with our sister church in Staten Island by phone. Susan was being ably assisted Monday by my colleague, the Rev. Jef Gamblee, who lives on SI. They had a lot more room to receive and sort donations because we took away so many supplies Sunday night. Nancy has agreed to be on standby to support Susan, and has volunteered to go out and help to coordinate the relief effort as needed.

In the next day or so, Sheila and I will put together the most current information we can gather on ways you can help. Once the gas shortages ease, having a car or van that can be used for transport will make a difference in whatever you choose to do—one reason we’re thinking of renting another truck soon to support the many staging areas that need help moving materials from one place to another. Finally, I will be wearing my Disaster Chaplaincy Service hat later this week as I take a shift at one of the city’s shelters for survivors of the storm—most likely at George Washington High School in upper Manhattan. In the meantime, I am grateful for all of your kind words and support; please know that I take each of you with me wherever I go!

Faithfully,

Rosemary

