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READING 

Mary Gehman is a professor and an author, with a particular interest in the history of Louisiana. 

I knew her while I was growing up as a fellow member of the First Unitarian Universalist Church 

of New Orleans. She could be any one of us here in this room today. In the early morning hours 

of August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina swept across the city of New Orleans. Mary was caught in 

the storm. On Tuesday, August 30th she was rescued by boat from the balcony of her flooded 

house and dropped off on an overpass, with hundreds of other people. She waited on that 

overpass for three days and nights, with minimal food and water, in the blazing August heat, 

until finally being transported, again by boat, to the Superdome, with thousands of others who 

were waiting for evacuation. Eight hours after that, she was on a bus for Dallas and eventual 

reunification with her family.  Several months later, she wrote a full account of what she 

experienced, and these are excerpts, in her own words. 

Link to Mary Gehman’s story online: 

http://www.marygehman.com/surviving-hurricane-katrina.html 

  

http://www.marygehman.com/surviving-hurricane-katrina.html
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SERMON 

On the front cover of your order of service is a blank hurricane tracking map.  Every year in 

August, in New Orleans, these maps would appear – I don’t even remember where would we 

would pick them up, or if they handed them out in school, or if they were stacked like flyers at 

the checkout of the grocery store. But you could find them all over the city. This was before the 

internet, when you couldn’t just find and print whatever you wanted. Now, there’s an app for 

this. But growing up, we did this with pencil and paper and the nightly news. If there was a 

storm brewing way out to sea, the weather forecaster would give you the coordinates each day 

and you could chart the progress at home, latitude and longitude, watching to see which way 

the storm would blow.  Hurricanes are part of the weather.  I’ve been through a couple of 

hurricanes and tropical storms, and I’ve waded in flood waters that rose for a few hours and 

then subsided as the giant pumps emptied the city.  So it’s no surprise that some people stayed 

during Katrina, despite the evacuation orders.  Some people had no money to leave, to pay for 

the hotel room and gas. Some people, like Mary Gehman, had beloved pets that they did not 

want to abandon.  Some people had work, like the prison guards and their families. 1.2 million 

people evacuated the region, and about 100,000 people stayed.  

It is hard to explain, in just a few minutes, the extent of the damage from the storm, or more 

accurately, from the federal flood, as people in New Orleans now call it. I felt it important to 

share Mary’s story this morning because it gives us a glimpse, a tiny window, into one person’s 

story.  And if you multiply her story by thousands, by tens of thousands and more, you start to 

understand the scope of this disaster.  In New Orleans alone, 80% of the city was flooded. 

Everything within the flooded zone, every trash truck and police car, every hospital and grocery 

store, all the offices of City government and every school, everything destroyed or useless after 

sitting in stagnant floodwaters for weeks. It was of such a scope that the only way I know of to 

communicate about the disaster is to bring it down to personal terms. So I share Mary’s story, 

and I remember that the congregation where I grew up took six feet of water, pews piled up 

like matchsticks in the sanctuary, grey hymnals covered with mold tossed everywhere. The 

whole building had to be gutted, floor to ceiling. The other UU congregation, out by the 

Lakefront, was flooded up to the roof and had to be razed to the ground and rebuilt entirely. 

The third congregation in the area, on the North shore of lake Ponchartrain, had its roof ripped 

apart.  There was not a family in any congregation that did not suffer loss. Imagine this 

sanctuary ,gutted, while Live Oak in Goleta had been destroyed and the congregation in 

Ventura with its roof gone and nearly every house between here and Ventura damaged and 

everyone you know, everyone, scattered across the country.  One year after the flood, only 38% 

of the population had returned. One year after the flood, only 60% of the city had electricity. 

I start with what was, because that is the only way to understand what it is, ten years later.   
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In New Orleans alone, it is estimated that 134,000 housing units were destroyed. Whole towns 

in Mississippi were also wiped out. But New Orleans is what I know, so I start there. In order to 

replace all 134,000 residences within a ten year time frame, you would have to rebuild 258 

housing units a week, 52 weeks a year. Roughly 36 houses or apartments a day. Disaster 

recovery experts have stated that it takes at least 20 years to rebuild from a disaster like 

Katrina.  So, my first thought is, “be patient”. We are only halfway there.  

As this week unfolds, I have no doubt there will be some media coverage of the anniversary.  

We will hear about stories like Mary’s, see then-and-now pictures, and hear countless opinions 

about how the schools are doing, how the crime rate compares, what rebuilding should look 

like, or whether it’s even worth the effort, as another hurricane spins out in the Caribbean this 

week.  I’m sure that many of you have questioned the sanity of living below sea level, but it 

should come as no surprise that many people in New Orleans question me about the sanity of 

living on a major fault line. 

There is not just one recovery going on in New Orleans, but many recoveries, many losses, and 

some gains.  The problems that plagued New Orleans before the storm were not magically 

wiped away in the flood.  Crime and corruption and potholes that go unfilled for years, these 

are still there. But the most common topic of conversation that I hear from friends back in the 

city is a fear that the complex culture, built up over three hundred years of history, will become 

lost as developers rearrange the city to their plans and newcomers buy up houses in 

neighborhoods like Treme, made famous by the HBO series, only to rent them out on airbnb to 

people who treat the neighborhood like a disposable playground, seeing the city as just another 

experience to be consumed. 

Being treated like a consumable culture, rather than a city full of real human beings, touches a 

raw nerve for natives.  It cuts a little too close to something that was revealed in the storm and 

its aftermath. 

Although people may love the idea of New Orleans, the actual people of New Orleans, the 

overwhelmingly African American people of New Orleans, were abandoned and left to their 

fate ten years ago, and the people who lived through it are still, in many ways, fighting an uphill 

battle.   As the current Deputy Mayor, Andy Kopplin, told a reporter, “The only reason New 

Orleans came back was that the people scrapped and clawed and figured out a way when there 

was none.” 

Because it wasn’t just the flood. After wading through floodwaters for weeks, people waded 

through senseless bureaucracies for years.  By the end of 2007, over two years later, only 31% 

of Louisiana residents who applied for federal housing grants through the state’s Road Home 
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program had received them.1 Getting permitted to rebuild was a constantly moving target, and 

that was only if you could find a contractor that wasn’t going to skip town with all your money. I 

have friends who are just now, just this year, finally moving back into their renovated homes.   

I highlight all this because it is true that New Orleans is back, in many ways.  The food is great, 

and the music is fantastic. I was just there for a wedding in May, and I can see how it would be 

easy for someone new to the city to misunderstand the depth of the trauma that still resides 

below the surface.  

Chris Rose, a columnist for the New Orleans Times-Picayune, wrote a compilation of articles 

from the first year after the flood titled “One Dead in Attic”.  He describes riding his bike around 

on his first day back in the city, about a week after the storm, and seeing a dead body on the 

porch of a small house, and hearing only wind chimes. “Everybody here has a dead guy story 

now. Everybody here will always be different.”2 He says.   

No matter how bustling the recovery seems, it can’t be forgotten that Katrina highlighted a 

fundamental truth about our nation: Some lives have more value than others. And the people 

of New Orleans are keenly aware of what that means. 

In those first few days after the storm, while I was sitting in my apartment in New York 

obsessively watching CNN, I saw the people gathered on the overpass and at the Convention 

Center and the Superdome, and I remember shouting at the television, “Why isn’t anyone 

doing anything?”  I knew the geography of the city; I knew that they could be reached.  

Although I didn’t know that Mary Gehman was on that overpass, I looked at that image and I 

saw neighbors. I saw my hometown, I saw desperate, fearful and exhausted people who were 

in pain and needed help. And help was not coming, at least not right away.  It seemed to take 

several days for the people in charge to realize that yes, in fact, these people needed rescuing.  

It was only later that I thought more deeply about why help was so slow to arrive.   

The musician Kanye West stated it so succinctly when he said on live TV, “George Bush doesn’t 

care about black people.” Much of the nation, and certainly the people in charge of the national 

emergency management system, up to and including then President Bush, did not really see the 

full humanity of the people who were stranded. They did not see neighbors. They did not see 

echoes of their hometown.  It was as if New Orleans was a foreign country. The people on 

busses arriving in Red Cross shelters in Texas and Arkansas were even called refugees, as if they 

had crossed a national border and not just a state line. 

                                                           
1
 http://www.theguardian.com/cities/2015/jul/27/new-orleans-hurricane-katrina-10-years-lessons 

2
 P. 14, “One Dead in Attic” by Chris Rose 
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Reflecting on this, it becomes even more apparent that there is a spiritual response to the 

disaster that is even more important than the physical rebuilding of the city.  It is a spiritual 

practice that is at the heart of Unitarian Universalism, the call to see all people as worthy, all 

people as connected, all people as neighbors.  We need to practice, each and every day, seeing 

the human faces around us as holy, beloved and precious.  We need to practice this because 

there are forces at work, powerful systems of history and culture, that try and tell us a different 

story.  These habits are what kept us from mobilizing ten years ago when we saw the 

floodwaters rising, and they are the habits that convinced the Army Corps of Engineers to take 

shortcuts building the levees in the first place.  They are the habits of racism and classism, 

habits of fear and isolation, that can only be undone by a conscious effort to re-see the world, 

to re-inscribe love and compassion and connection even when our first impulse is to turn away. 

It is clear that, because of the changing climate, disasters like Katrina will only increase, and 

that the communities on the front lines will be like New Orleans.  They will be filled with 

beautiful people without much money.  Their skin will probably be darker than mine.  They will 

have crumbling infrastructure and poorly planned evacuation strategies and they will bear the 

brunt of things, at first.   

But if there is any lesson to be learned, ten years later, it is that we have a choice about how to 

respond.  We can sit in a plane and fly over the damage, and see the people waving on rooftops 

and wonder why they let themselves get stuck like that, or we can see our neighbors, ourselves 

in those moments of crisis and respond accordingly.  

This is still a challenge for many people, this understanding that we are all neighbors in this 

world. Just a few weeks ago, there was an editorial in the Chicago Tribune, in which the writer 

romanticized the destruction of the storm, wishing that a disaster like Katrina would wash 

through Chicago and give them a chance to wipe the slate clean and start over, to be reborn.  It 

was as awful as it sounds. In response, my colleague the Reverend Nathan Ryan, a UU minister 

in Baton Rouge, wrote these words: 

“My family has lived in and around New Orleans for several hundred years, and I currently serve 

Louisianians as a Unitarian Universalist minister. I was also fortunate to attend Meadville 

Lombard Theological School in downtown Chicago and loved my time there. 

I would never, ever, wish the trauma and heartbreak of Hurricane Katrina and the ensuing 

federal flood on your city. 

… 

New Orleans was revitalized because we demanded it. New Orleans was revitalized because 

our culture is deeply steeped in traditions of celebration in the face of adversity. New Orleans 

was revitalized because the resilient people of Louisiana love being alive. New Orleans was 

revitalized because our people were committed to getting back home. 
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If you want Chicago to experience a similar rebirth, do what New Orleans has always done: 

throw parades, embrace your past, find an excuse to celebrate every weekend of the year, give 

your poorest children trumpets and saxophones, make each meal a celebration, savor each day 

as a blessing and a gift.” 

 

I close with a prayer that I wrote nine years ago, after I returned from my first trip back to New 

Orleans after the storm: 

Spirit of Life,  

We need each other. 

We need one another to sit together in the dark when the electricity is out and the wind is 

howling. 

We need one another to wade through the water with nothing but an old canoe and the will to 

save as many lives as possible. 

We need one another to help tear down our moldy, rotten walls and put up new ones in the 

house that our grandfather built. 

We need one another when the sky clears and yet we are still so filled with stories that if we 

don’t tell them to someone, we might hurt ourselves. 

We need one another to make us laugh on the first good day in a long while. 

And we need one another so that when my own little spring of hope dries up, there is a 

community well from which I can drink, that will keep me going until the drought is over, and it 

rains again. 

 


