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Tranquebar, located in South India, is the birthplace of 
Lutheranism in India. Nearly five years ago, in January of 2005,  
I visited this village with a group of ELCA members in the wake of 
the Indian Ocean Tsunami that struck this village on December 26 
of 2004. I have seen destruction and participated in reconstruction 
efforts after many disasters, but have never witnessed magnitude 
as great as this; the sheer force of this wave was unimaginable.  
  
Here we listened to the stories of survivors; many lives were lost, 
livelihoods destroyed. People were looking for signs of hope in the 
wake of disaster. On that visit, we saw the remains of houses 
destroyed and the bare ground where homes once stood. We 
walked with the leaders of the Lutheran churches in India (UELCI) 
to discuss how best to respond to this crisis.  
 
In addition to the destruction created by the Tsunami I saw 
another wave ravaging through this community; the silent wave of 
extreme poverty, exclusion, and oppression. Right there and then, 
we (the ELCA) made the decision not to make a distinction 
between the victims of these two tsunamis, and the idea of a 
Jubilee Village was born. The ELCA committed itself to build 112 
houses and to support the community through a development 
project targeting health, education, vocational training (livelihoods) 
and communal needs. Church leaders described our presence as 
“a walking letter of hope.”   
  
Response from ELCA membership was overwhelming, over 11 
million dollars. The outpouring of financial support was a sign of 
our solidarity with and concern for the people of India, Indonesia, 
Sri Lanka, and the eastern coast of Africa affected by this disaster.  



 
The ELCA generously supported programs of relief – providing food, 
water, shelter, and basic services – that were implemented by our 
companion churches and partner agencies in the months and even 
years following the Tsunami. A plan for long-term rehabilitation of 
two communities, one in Indonesia and another in India, was 
prepared with the churches in India and Indonesia, along with the 
commitment to support an effort led by the Lutheran World 
Federation to create a learning center for disaster preparedness and 
community development in Indonesia to strengthen the region. 
  
Today, December 1, 2009, was a rainy day in Villapayam. We 
gathered under a tent that could not stop the rain. However, the 
faces of the community dwellers were radiant. They seemed not to 
be concerned with the inclement weather of these days and the past 
weeks during this Monsoon season. One woman told us, “we now 
feel safe in our homes.” Ninety-two homes were dedicated today. 
 
Twenty others will be completed in the next six months. A 
community development project will began by the end of 
January building a community center and other facilities for the 
village of Villapayam. The handing over of these houses was 
described as an “act of liberation for the Dalits,” for not only did 
these families received a new home, they also received the title 
for the land, something extremely important to these landless 
people.   
  
On December 26 th of 2004, a 9.0 magnitude earthquake ruptured in 
the Indian Ocean.  The earthquake triggered the dea dliest tsunami 
in recorded history, causing the loss of 225,000 li ves.  The ELCA 
mobilized over 11 million dollars to respond to our  companions’ 
relief and rehabilitation efforts.  These funds con tinue to rebuild 
communities and prepare for future disaster situati ons.   
 
The ELCA is a member of Action by Churches Together , a global 
alliance of churches and church agencies responding  in the wake 
of disaster.  Response was in partnership with ELCA  companion 
churches, The Lutheran World Federation, Church Wor ld Service, 
Lutheran World Relief, and other companions committ ed to the 
relief and rehabilitation in the aftermath of the I ndian Ocean 
Tsunami.   
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