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Holston Home children take 
mission trip to Guatemala

‘Tragic situations are holy ground’: 
Chaplains recall Ooltewah accident

HIXSON, Tenn. --The word “horrifi c” was frequently 
used to describe the nine-vehicle crash that killed six 
people on I-75 in Ooltewah, Tenn., on June 25.

Both Jim Lewis and Craig Paul use the same word to 
describe the scene where they were called to help on the 
night a tractor trailer plowed into eight vehicles near exit 
11. Two children were among the casualties. Six additional 
people were injured.

“It was the most horrifi c car accident I’ve ever seen,” said 
Lewis.

When emergency personnel encounter human suffer-
ing and tragedy, they’re not always prepared for their own 
emotional response. On the night of the Ooltewah accident, 
Lewis and Paul were fi re chaplains on site to support fi re-
fi ghters, medical personnel, police, and other responders.

“Even people who get used to this never get used to this,” 
said Paul. “We’re there to administer help, to offer comfort, 
and to let people know that what they’re going through is 
normal. It’s a normal reaction to an abnormal event.”

At his day job, Lewis is director of Christian formation and 
family ministry at Hixson United Methodist Church. Paul is 
a retired United Methodist pastor who lives in Hixson.

Both are volunteer chaplains serving with the Dallas Bay 
Fire Department, the Tennessee Federation of Fire Chaplains, 
and the Southeast Regional Critical Incident Stress Manage-
ment Team.

“For a lot of fi refi ghters, this is one of the fi rst times 
they’ve seen things like that, especially when it involves chil-
dren,” Lewis said of the Ooltewah accident scene.

It’s his responsibility, Lewis said, to be available and 
“check in” with responders by asking questions to detect 
how they’re coping and if they have a spiritual connection, a 
church home or pastor that could be helpful later.

At the Ooltewah accident, Lewis didn’t offer a formal 
prayer for any of the responders, “but we seek to be a prayer-
ful presence,” he said. “Tragic situations are holy ground, 
and we are seeking to be the hands and feet of Christ.”

Sometimes that means taking water to victims or respond-
ers or helping them fi nd a bathroom, Lewis said. (The Ten-
nessee Federation of Fire Chaplains provides a deluxe mobile 
bathroom trailer for certain emergency sites, such as the 

Ooltewah accident and the 2011 Bradley County tornadoes.)
Sometimes that means giving a person a hug or contacting 

their pastor to let him or her know a parishioner has been 
involved in an accident.

Frequently, more experienced responders will let Lewis or 
Paul know that a colleague is struggling. “They know we are 
chaplains. They know we are ‘God men,’” Paul said.

Since the Ooltewah accident, Lewis and Paul have been 
asked to join in fi ve debriefi ngs, scheduled by emergency 
personnel groups who were there on June 25. The debriefi ngs 
help responders realize they’re “not in it by themselves,” but 
they also help volunteers like Lewis and Paul process their 
experiences in a tragic situation. “It’s our own therapy,” Paul 
said.

Being a pastor or being a chaplain often means going into 
places you don’t want to go, Paul said.

“I don’t always like going to hospitals or funerals or accident 
sites because I know something bad is going to happen,” he 
said. “But I really like how I feel when I leave -- knowing I’ve 
been the presence of Christ to someone -- trying to bring hope, 
peace, comfort, and strength in the midst of great tragedy.” 

Fire chaplains “try to bring hope, peace, comfort and strength in the midst 
of great tragedy.”
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 GREENEVILLE, Tenn. -- “I have been praying for an op-

portunity to take our kids out of the country on a mission trip 
since I came to Holston Home,” said Abel Carrico, direc-
tor of Christian life at Holston United Methodist Home for 
Children. “When Bradley approached me this spring with the 
chance to take a few of our students to Guatemala, I praised 
God for an answered prayer.” 

The group of students, and a few staff, including Bradley 
Williams, president of Holston Home, joined a larger team 
from Fairview United Methodist Church of Maryville, Tenn. 
After weeks of preparation and fundraising, they were ready 
to board the plane for the May 23-30 adventure.

“We spent the week doing construction and leading va-
cation bible school for the children,” said Nate, a Holston 
Home student. “My favorite was vacation bible school, 
though, because I really enjoyed playing with the kids.”

This was the fi rst trip out of the country for all of the 
Holston Home youth. While all of them come to Holston 
with their own stories, it was the fi rst time to be faced with 
the stories of orphans around the world.

“This experience changed my life,” said Ben, who has been 
at Holston Home for two years.

Each one returned with a story of how they saw God move 
in their hearts and in the hearts of others while they were in 
Guatemala. Shannon, who loves children and wants to teach 

pre-school one day said, “Because of my trip to Guatemala 
I now know what God wants me to do with the rest of my 
life.”

“Sometimes in life we feel like the ‘least of these’ and then 
we get the opportunity to go and help someone else. We no 
longer feel like ‘the least of these’ because we are blessing 
others,” said Carrico.

Many children who come to Holston Home carry the 
weight of world on their shoulders. They come broken and 
abandoned and most of the time feeling like the “least of 
these.”

Taking a trip to Guatemala is only a piece of the picture 
that Holston Home wants to paint for the youth that come 
in to their care. “Serving others has an incredible way of 
allowing our students to see the bigger picture, to become 
others focused, and begin the process of changing their own 
stories,” said Williams.

This experience would not have been possible without the 
faithful support of those who believe in ministry of Holston 
Home. “If it hadn’t been for the people who helped us get 
there, I would never have fi gured out who I am,” said Shan-
non. Thanks to all who made this trip a reality.

Pictures and videos are available on Holston Home’s Face-
book page: https://www.facebook.com/HolstonHome.FCA. 

LEAD Kids / Aug. 15-16: Children’s ministry staff and vol-
unteers are encouraged to join training with Rev. Leanne Hadley, 
author and authority in children’s spirituality. Plenary sessions will 
be held Saturday, Aug. 15 at State Street UMC in Bristol, Va., and 
Sunday, Aug. 16 at Mountain View UMC in Kingsport, Tenn. Cost 
is $10, including Saturday lunch. Register by calling (865) 690-
4080 or visit www.HolstonLeadKids.org.

Poverty Summit/ Aug. 28-29: Bishop Sandra Steiner 
Ball of the West Virginia Conference will lead two days of serving 
and learning about ministry with the poor at First United Method-
ist Church of Marion, Va. Registration fee is $30 including meals 
and program. Visit Poverty.Holston.org or call Gaye King at (865) 
690-4080.  

Secretaries Association Conference/ Sept. 18-19: 
Church secretaries, administrative assistants, and treasurers are 
invited to the annual retreat for Holston Conference Secretaries 
Association, held at MainStay Inn & Suites in Pigeon Forge, Tenn. 
Registration deadline: Aug. 15. Call (865) 690-4080 or email 
hcsa@holston.org. 

Native American Gathering/ Sept. 18-20: Holston’s 
Native American Ministries Team hosts their annual weekend 
for the public, featuring workshops, worship, meals and a pow 
wow at Coker Creek Village in Tellico Plains, Tenn. Contact Vicki 
Collins at (865) 548-2920 or wahoohoospirit@yahoo.com or visit 
TheGathering.Holston.org. 
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