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Southern New Jersey Christians join missions to 
help world's poor 

By EDWARD VAN EMBDEN Staff Writer | Posted: Sunday, February 21, 2010 |  

There’s a picture hanging in the back of a health food store in Bridgeton of a gaunt Guatemalan 

girl walking alone down a dry and dusty road without her home, or even another person, in sight 

of the camera’s lens. 

The little girl, her name unknown, is about 3 years old, slightly bowlegged and thin from 

malnutrition. What this picture shows, Caitlin Terry said, beyond the striking colors, is the 

perseverance and self-reliance of the country’s people. 

Terry walked along the wall of her photography exhibit, explaining her art is about the people, 

places and realizations that have come from her experiences. 

Terry went on her first trip to Guatemala a few years ago with a group of missionaries. As an 

engineer, she was tasked with bringing clean water to those without access to it. She and locals 

dug an 1,000-foot ditch to bring clean water to the small village. The scarcity of tools, she 

recalled, left them with little more than a few shovels and some pickaxes. 

Her particular mission work is specific, but the call to service isn’t. Many are going beyond the 

evangelical roots of missionary service to help in relief efforts throughout the world. 

Though God is the reason, the word isn’t the delivery. In place of proselytizing and prayers, 

missions are aimed at delivering tangible aid and education to locals in impoverished and disaster-

stricken areas. 

Dressed in an outfit made up of a color palette best described as natural, Terry described the 

beauty and vibrant colors present, but often overlooked, in Guatemala. Talking too much about the 

drug trade, she said, can make you lose any positive impressions you had. 

The 28-year-old Rowan graduate and member of Ocean City’s Calvary Chapel — a conservative, 

evangelical non-denomination church — can’t help but paint a picture of optimism. Here in this 

village where she helped dig a ditch, install a pipe system, build a water tower and a set of 

showers and latrines, people show a lot of pride in the work they’ve done. 

Terry raised money and returned to Guatemala alone. She had two escorts she traveled with 
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between villages — she doesn’t use the term body guards, though it was clear they were there to 

protect her. 

“It really doesn’t bother me,” Terry said, casting ideas of danger aside. “Service has been a part of 

my life since I can remember. It was something I learned from my mom and something my dad 

has encouraged. The ability to share the love of God with the people of Guatemala is what I’ve 

wanted.” 

A call to action 

Sharing the love of God often means dedicating service to help those who need it most urgently. 

In an office at Calvary Chapel in Vineland, four men tried to recall the exact phrasing of a quote 

attributed to St. Francis of Assisi. The four men were part of a larger group of six locals who flew 

to Haiti in the aftermath of January’s debilitating earthquake with medical supplies and able 

hands. 

The actual language of the passage has been reinterpreted through the years but the message has 

not changed. As it is known today, “Teach the Gospel. Use words if necessary,” is a call to action, 

an effort to let one’s actions speak for them. 

Russ Sterger, Calvary Chapel’s assistant pastor, has been all over the world on various mission 

trips. This was the first time the Vineland church has organized a group of its own on a relief 

mission. 

“After the quake, I felt this overwhelming desire to go, and I didn’t know how I was going to get 

there,” he said. “I thought to myself, if God is in here, he’s going to get me there.” 

Sterger went about looking online for groups who were trying to fly into Port-au-Prince, home of 

Haiti’s international airport and the epicenter for the earthquake that killed more than 100,000 

people and displaced millions more. 

The group found a team of doctors and medical personnel to travel with and — with 22,000 

pounds of medical supplies — they made it into Haiti at the end of January. The group spent its 

time helping to erect and provide assistance at a medical tent as well as general infrastructure and 

handyman work in the week they spent there. 

Sterger, Atlantic City firefighter Robert Wojcik, Mamora, Upper Township resident Kirk Mayer, 

Vineland resident Dan Vasquez and Millville residents Shawn Brown and Jon Livingston, 

comprised the team. 

The destruction they encountered was almost incomprehensible, they agreed. 

Vasquez said one of the things that most struck him was just how inescapable the destruction was. 
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When hurricane Katrina caused levies in New Orleans to break and flood large sections of the 

city, Vasquez was there to help, too. Even that scene, even destruction on our own soil, couldn’t 

compare. 

“You could get out of that immediate area, you could get away from the destruction,” the 31 year 

old said. “This, it was everywhere. It seemed like everyone was lost, everyone had lost someone 

close to them.” 

A misconception the said they noticed is how the aftermath of the quake has been perceived. 

Positive stories exist, Sterger said, but anything positive is simply a product of the resolve of the 

Haitian people. The infrastructure has failed, food, water and medical supplies are in dramatically 

short supply. 

The population of the country’s largest city, as it was described, has been reduced to a population 

of vagabonds living in compounds made up of thousands of tents around a city that’s little more 

than rubble. 

“There’s such an overwhelming need and you worry about what’s going to happen when you start 

handing supplies out,” Sterger said. “You see signs, ‘SOS,’ ‘We need help,’ ‘We need food.’ The 

infrastructure is gone. Even buildings that still stand are cracked and no one wants to go back 

inside.” 

‘It’s addicting’ 

When asked why they would go to Haiti, why they would put themselves at unnecessary risk, the 

men look as though they’ve been asked the wrong question, or maybe one they just don’t 

understand. 

For them, the answer is simple: Why not? 

Brown said there’s a need for continued support and assistance, especially medical assistance with 

disease becoming a more significant problem now. Vasquez said it was the least he could do, 

especially considering the desperate need. Mayer said infrastructure needs to be improved before 

spring’s rainy season, when even more destruction could impact Haiti and its people. 

Sterger said the last thing Haitians need right now is to be preached to. This is teaching the Gospel 

through actions. 

Mayer said his trip to Haiti has made him more compassionate, better understanding of struggle. 

It’s also a trip that will likely lead to several more for him and others. 

“It’s addicting,” he said. “Once you step outside of your comfort zone you really see what you can 

do.” 
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That, and Haiti’s continued need for assistance, is why the group – maybe minus a few or with a 

couple new additions – is heading back to Port-au-Prince in March. There’s a joy — that’s how 

it’s described — in that kind of work, something you don’t understand until you try it yourself. 

It’s that joy that’s leading Terry on another mission of her own, this time to Tajikistan with a non-

profit organization called Hyrdomissions International. Remote villages in the country — a little 

more than a decade removed from civil war — are often without their own wells, requiring locals 

to travel long distances just to retrieve water. 

Though she’s employed as an engineer, Terry considers her skills as something she should share 

will all people in need. Her next trip will take her to the other side of the world, but she’s willing 

to simply chalk it up to her call to serve. 

“The idea of danger, it doesn’t bother me,” she said. “I’m pretty much open to go wherever.” 

Contact Edward Van Embden: 

856-649-2072 

EVanEmbden@pressofac.com 
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