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SAN DIEGO (CNS) — As fire-
weary residents began returning to
their homes in many Southern Cali-
fornia communities in early Novem-
ber, Catholic dioceses and parishes
began turning their attention from
emergency refugee relief to follow-
up aid for victims of the fires.

More than 3,300 homes were lost
and at least 20 people killed between
Oct. 24 and Nov. 3 in the six Southern
California fires that destroyed near-
ly 700,000 acres.

St. Gregory the Great Parish in
San Diego’s Scripps Ranch commu-
nity, where 343 houses were de-
stroyed, stopped accepting clothing
donations Nov. 2 because the re-
sponse was so great. .

Carmen Gronich, the parish di-
rector, told Catholic News Service
Nov. 3 that parishioners and other
members of the community had con-
tributed some $200,000 in cash and
checks in addition to emergency
supplies for those who lost-their
homes. Aid collections after Sunday
Masses Nov. 2 alone totaled $30,000.

Of the parish’s 2,400 families, 55
lost their homes.

People seeking to donate food and
clothing were asked to bring it to the
St. Vincent de Paul store in down-
town San Diego.

San Diego diocesan spokeswoman
Bernadeane M. Carr told CNS that
the diocese was coordinating its re-
sponse efforts through Catholic
Charities.

Most of the Whispering Winds
Catholic Conference Center, a re-
treat center in La Mesa in San Diego
County, was destroyed. Only a cou-
ple of buildings in the complex re-
mained standing.

In the community of Crest, Wthh
is east of San Diego, a firestorm Oct.
26 destroyed 21 houses along a quar-
ter-mile stretch of road, but left 16
others and St. Louise de Marillac
Catholic Church standing. The
church had broken windows, a
charred roof and smoke damage.

As the fire swept toward the

church, the pastor, Father Robert Ir-

win, had only 15 minutes to evacu-
ate. He grabbed the Blessed Sacra-
ment and the parish sacramental

records and fled to a motel with a .

convoy of neighbors There he start-
ed organizing things- for the relief ef-
fort to come.

As soon as he could return two
days later, he turned the property in-
to a base for serving hot meals and
distributing water, as well as for con-
soling neighbors. The tiny, 40-fami-
ly parish celebrated Sunday Mass
outdoors under canopies Nov. 2.

Bishop Gerald R. Barnes of San
Bernardino went to San Bernardino
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Elizabeth and Hector Pujo! look through debris from their fire-ravaged
home in Claremont, Calif., Oct. 31. Wildfires destroyed more than 3,300
homes from north of Los Angeles t> the Mexican border. Catholic Charities
and other local charities were attempting to support the thousands left

homeless.

International Airport Nov. 2 for an
outdoor Mass with refugees from
the fire who were gathered at the
Red Cross evacuation center there.

“These fires have reminded us
there is great love in the communi-
ty,” he told the congregation seated
around the temporary altar. He
urged people to continue relying on
one another as they face loneliness

and frustration in the long rebuild-
_ ing effort after the devastation.

The Mass at the evacuation shel-
ter replaced a planned celebration
that day of the diocese’s 25th an-

niversary. The anniversary celebra- |

tion was postponed in light of the
wildfire emergency.

In a radio address Oct. 28, Bishop
Barnes urged prayer and solidarity
for people affected by the fires.

“Many of us may be experiencing
a wide range of emotions: shock, a

. sense of loss, feelings of hopeless-

ness, questions of ‘why me?’; a sense
of guilt as we see others whose lives

have been forever changed while we .

remain safe,” he said. “Words, at

times, ring hollow in the face of such -

horrible circumstances. But all of us
in some way can stand together in
mutual support and solidarity.”

He scheduled a special collection
for disaster relief to be taken up dur-
ing weekend Masses Nov. 8 and 9.

At Holy Cross Church in Moor-
park near Los Angeles, a planned
10th anniversary celebration of the
dedication of the church Oct. 26 be-
came a much quieter, perhaps more
prayerful, gathering.

“People gathered outside afterg

Mass for coffee and doughnuts, and
to support each other,” said Msgr.
Joseph Cosgrove, pastor of the east
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some of the worst Southern Califor-

nia brush fires in a decade.

Ventura County parish, the scene of § 2

Father Tom Welbers, pastor of
Our Lady of the Assumption Church
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in Claremont, at the eastern end of

the Los Angeles Archdiocese, visited
refugees at -Hughes Community
Center in Claremont, one of many

shelters set up near affected neigh- £

borhoods. He said he “walked and

talked” with the people and, with a §

rabbi, organized a prayer service.

“People appreciated our pres-§
ence,” he told The Tidings, newspa- #
per of the Los Angeles Archdiocese. £

“They knew all too well what was
happening. Many did not know if

their houses were burned or not, so §
there was a lot of uncertainty. Most §
people wanted someone to listen to j

their story.”

Cardinal Roger M. Mahony of Lo
Angeles encouraged contribution
to Catholic Charities Fire Disaste
Aid program.

sending a check to: Catholic Chari-
ties USA, Southern California Fires,
P.O. Box 25168, Alexandria, VA

22313-9788.
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http://www.catholic-
charitiesinfo.org/fires.htm

