THE GRANDER VISION
Thank you for the opportunity to share the ‘Vision’ God has given to connect the church with the community through Pandemic/Emergency Preparedness.  This is certainly not today’s norm for transforming communities but I feel this initiative has the potential to not only connect with communities but with Government/Health and other faiths.  We have the opportunity to truly be the shining light of Matthew 5:16.  Kingdom Building is the Vision and Emergency Preparedness is the vehicle.  
The dream or Grander Vision God gave is a huge one so I know only He can accomplish the task set out.  Four years ago, Bridges of Love was birthed to connect the Church with the community in which it is found.  Almost 30 years ago, my husband and I became Christians because a Toronto Church introduced us to God’s Love.  A community church came knocking on our door inviting our children to Sunday School one Sat. morning.    Little did we know that many years later, God would shake my foundation, to begin a ministry to assist churches to connect with their communities.  There is a great need today of reconnecting the church with the community in a way that makes the church both real and reachable.  I believe the church can accomplish this only by turning outward and loving those around us the way Jesus loved his world:  not just in words, but with ACTION.  Is the local church a stranger to its community and if so, what will it take to reconnect the Church with its neighbours.
With a Grand Vision comes an exciting adventure.  A few years after starting this ministry a doctor from Burnaby, Dr. Tim Foggin saw my web site and extended an invitation to help mobilize the local churches across Canada to be ready for an Influenza Pandemic.  He had worked through SARS while in Shanghai and now his twin brother, a Microbiologist in China, watched the progression of the Avian Flu amongst the bird population. He felt it was time to get the church prepared with a Christian response to address what could be, a pending disaster. 

This tremendous opportunity to move the church into the community can be accomplished through Pandemic/Emergency Preparedness – a bridge of love where credibility could be reestablished by God’s people demonstrating “Living Proof of a Loving God.”  A spiritual bridge always involves a physical reality.  People need to see to believe.  
As Robert Lewis stated in his book the Church of Irresistible Influence…This bridge  usually involves a reversal of critical perspective:  from being served to serving, from finding community in the church to impacting the community as the church, from retreating to influencing, from isolation to engagement, from the church of my needs to the church of good deeds.  

“In the wake of the First World War a huge influenza pandemic (the so called Spanish Flu) swept the world, and it is estimated to have killed up to 50 million people world-wide.  Since this time we have had two other pandemics in 1957 (Asian Flu) and 1968 (Hong Kong). We have learned there is compelling evidence that preparation by governments is not enough to completely lessen the impact of a future influenza pandemic without the support of the private sector.  
While schools and businesses have important roles to play, churches are especially well positioned to translate pandemic preparedness plans into a meaningful response at the most local of levels.  Two characteristics of churches, particularly, make this so:  church networks are broad (denominationally and interdenominationally) and deep (the majority of churches have multiple community-based small groups.  As well, Christian Churches have built into them the double mandate of both loving God and caring for their neighbours.  
Social Scientist, Rodney Stark examined the link between social transformation and the early church.  He found that a small group of early Christians had introduced a new vision of humanity to the Roman World.  Christian religion provided a compelling new vision of humanity that was observable—not in organized programs of the church but in the lives of its followers, that drew many to the faith. The growth of the church, in part, was due to the practiced beliefs of Roman Christians.  “Love one another became their standard”.  
The field of “Emergency Preparedness” is one which is often difficult to recruit people ahead of time.  We tend to think of emergencies and natural disasters as happening to others, to someone else and definitely somewhere else!  Ignorance of the unknown is often the greatest hindrance and anxiety and fear cripples effective service.  The scope of a pandemic is something for this generation; we can only imagine or read about from by-gone days.  Think of an emergency, however, that affects not only a nearby neighbourhood but a whole city; that lasts not hours or days but weeks or months; that doesn’t seem to focus on the elderly but rather on healthy young adults; that incapacitates a quarter or more of those trying to respond to it; that affects all surrounding cities, provinces and countries such that no outside help can come in…and it continues---stops and continues again…
  

The church has an unprecedented opportunity to stand in the gap for this impeding threat.  If it is not a Pandemic, we can expect other disasters.  To be prepared for a Pandemic is to be prepared for any emergency which might occur.  While the major sources of pandemic influenza planning can provide volumes of background information on the nature of the threat and make recommendations for a global or national response, it is the local response that will have the greatest impact on minimizing the effects of a pandemic.  In fact, the larger and more widespread the pandemic the more local the response will have to be.  Dependence on the Federal government to ‘fix’ the pandemic problem at the local level will leave more organizations/churches exposed and at risk.  It is, therefore, critical, to conduct the advance planning efforts in collaboration with other stakeholders while demonstrating a spirit of teamwork.  An effective community-wide response must begin with community-wide planning and preparation. 

There is little that can be done to stop a pandemic. Dr. Michael Greger, Director, Public Health and Animal Agriculture  of The Humane Society of the United States  says the H5N1 is already a Pandemic in the bird population so there is no way to stop its spread. The threat of a pandemic triggered by an avian influenza virus is as great as it was five years ago, when H5N1 first started its march around the world.

Should a pandemic develop, however, steps can be taken to limit the impact of its spread on us personally and within our church environments.  Pandemic influenza planning is taking place on many levels around the world.  The world’s healthcare organizations, national, federal, provincial, local governments, corporations, businesses have all vested interests in advance planning efforts.  As we heard at the Summit from Sue Kessler, Emergency Management Coordinator for Alberta Health and Wellness, our Province has been preparing for a Pandemic for the past 10 years.  Understanding the nature and potential of the threat and determining how to address its effects on the church are two fundamental elements of the planning process.  

We know Christians will serve during a crisis but the critical element for effectiveness will be coordination under the Emergency Management Structure.  A year ago June, a National Faith Community Pandemic Summit took place in Winnipeg and most recently, last May, a Regional Summit in Calgary. Recognizing the need for collaboration for integration, the five sectors of health/government and representatives from the Private and NGO sectors in Alberta were invited to the table.  This was an unique opportunity and ground was being prepared for further engagement.
In hopes of raising awareness and offering education across the Faith Community, we accomplished this first goal, but effectively integrating the Faith Community was still not achieved.  To assist in crossing this barrier and to achieve the second goal, the Regional Faith Community Emergency Preparedness Coalition has emerged consisting of Representatives from the Public, Private and Faith Communities.  The Coalition has made the decision to mobilize the Christian community first.  Over the past 3 years a firm foundation has been laid and the Government has recognized the need for the Faith Communities involvement.  At the Summit, Dr. Raj Sherman (Parliamentary Assistant to the Minister of Health and Wellness) gave the welcoming address and his closing comments were…”We cannot do this without you”.  Dr. Rod Elford, the Medical Director of Alberta Health Link was part of a panel discussion and his comment was “We had never put Emergency Preparedness and the Faith Community in the same sentence before”.  The Director of Emergency Management, Brad Andres, another speaker at the Summit said “Are we Missing a piece of the Pandemic Puzzle”.  

The AIM of the Coalition is to strengthen the Emergency Preparedness and response relationship between Faith Community Members and their local Governments, and, as a result, initiate the development of an atmosphere of cooperation and trust between these constituencies.  Ultimately greater understanding, shared responsibilities, and increased collaborative accountability and activities, will lead to an integrated ACTION – orientated partnership.  

I feel God is calling His People to rally around this cause showing the watching world that we are willing to step outside our church and engage not only with our communities but the Municipal Leaders who can guide us through the process.  Building trusting relationships is essential and this can only come from engaging with those who have the expertise.  It takes time and intentionality but I know once trusting relationships are fostered and we are truly partners in the plan – their will be strength for the solution.  As the verse in Ecclesiastes 4:12 says…
“Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves, 
a cord of three strands is not quickly broken.”

Contrary to how we often live out our Christian life, the church does not exist for the sake of the church.  It exists for the sake of the world and what better opportunity to step out of the side-lines and into the place where we can be a catalyst for change and an engine for influence.  The reality of bridge work is indeed costly. If we are serious about penetrating the community with God’s love, what better opportunity to engage in an activity which could build those loving relationships Jesus was famous. Unity within the body of Christ is the resulting bonus which God desires of His Bride.  
This is the spirit of expectation, courage and high adventure bringing life, vitality and purpose back into God’s House as we build bridges of Love to the world around us. 
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