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Remembering Kamaishi :: Jim Rogers [May, 2012] 

 

American volunteers Alecia and her husband, Mike, 

arrived at the farm field where they would be 

spending the day cleaning debris and planting new 

crops of wheat. A larger crew of volunteers from 

various parts of Japan and worldwide were also 

with them. The tsunami had wiped out nearly all of 

the wheat that was once in that field. Though this 

area had once been a thriving community, it now 

looked like there was nothing left. The soil was left 

mixed with trash. Many people in the town of 

Kamishi were farmers or fishermen and who had 

lost their means of livelihood. Volunteers were sent 

in to assist the local community, and help them 

regain some means of economic support. 

The volunteers began to pick through the debris. 

Pieces of Styrofoam from buoys in the harbor had 

washed inland from the sheer force of the waves 

and littered the field. As Alecia continued to sorting 

through the trash, she saw trees that had turned 

brown from excessive saltwater intake. She 

remembered that the sea is a few miles off from this 

location. “It was surreal,” she later recalled, “How 

could something like this happen to this extent?” 

The crew was told that they were to run towards the 

hills behind the field if another aftershock were to 

hit the area during the cleanup. As Mike walking 

through the field sifting through debris, he came 

across a Ramune Soda bottle – a brand of soda that 

is popular in Japan. As he held the bottle, the 

weight of the situation became real. Mike and 

Alecia often drank Ramune at home, because the 

brand is also popular with American fans of 

Japanese culture. “Is the person still alive who had 

this bottle?” he wondered. It was a small incident, 

but it left the two rattled. 

Alecia and Mike have been devoted to Japan for 

about five years. They had been to Japan on one 

occasion before, and were in the process of 

graduating from college. Their previous experience 

made them realize they wanted to go to Japan as 

full-time missionaries. After the earthquake and 

tsunami hit Japan’s east coast, Alecia began to 

receive text messages from friends asking if her 

friends in Japan were okay. The couple didn’t have 

internet or TV in their home, so they had no idea of 

the severity of the situation until they could get on 

the internet and look for themselves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteers prepare to plant wheat in field damaged by tsunami. 

Alecia’s first reaction was one of heartbreak. “What 

am I doing in the States?” she thought to herself. 

After working through an application process, the 

couple was approved to go to Japan in October 2011 

with CRASH Japan, the primary Christian relief 

organization that has spearheaded recovery efforts. 

Within forty-eight hours of the disaster, CRASH 

opened its first offices in Japan, and began to 

network with local churches to organize the long 

recovery process for those who were now in need. 

CRASH Japan had chosen a strategic location that 

put them within 15 to 45 minutes of many places 

that needed assistance with multiple forms of relief 

that would now be required. Many people had lost 

their homes, and now had nowhere to live except 

for the temporary housing units that had been 

constructed at the various points around the 

CRASH base in Tono. Each housing unit is home to 

about three families, and this is sometimes difficult 

for married couples. Sleeping patterns, children, 

and other individual aspects have to be reconciled 

between multiple families. However, this did 

provide the opportunity to meet the most 

foundational need – relationship. “It was a great 

unifying experience,” Alecia recalls, “It was difficult 

at first, but we got used to it. We all had to work 

together.” 
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Alecia was able to connect deeply with one woman 

in particular – a woman in her 30s who had lost her 

home, job, and her entire family in the disaster. She 

had no one left except for her new boyfriend 

whom she had met in the survivor center. The two 

wanted to get married, but his parents didn’t 

approve. “I’m having a struggle with my boyfriend,” 

the woman said, “I want to be more open. Can you 

teach me to be more open?” Speaking through an 

interpreter, Alecia was able to give whatever 

relationship advice she would to the woman, as she 

was newly married herself. The experience left a 

deep impression about the emotional issues many 

residents of the area were now struggling through. 

“I was touched that she would trust me with her life 

like that,” Alecia remembers, “Asking for help from 

a foreigner…she wanted help and a listening ear 

from anybody. It was hard to look in her eyes and 

see the suffering.” Many people affected by the 

disaster in Japan lost their sense of community, 

and community is a big deal in Japan. This 

rebuilding of relationship and community is one of 

the most important areas as relief continues. 

When the team finished cleaning up the debris, 

they lined up on the far end of the field to begin 

planting the new wheat. In these situations, it may 

be hard to know what to feel if you have not been 

directly affected by an event such as this. Black 

spots on the ground where entire buildings used to 

be confront you with the reality of families who may 

have lost more than can be imagined. There hadn’t 

even yet been discussion of rebuilding in Kaimaishi 

– just massive piles of material. Piles of concrete. 

Piles of wood. Piles of cars. Many skeletons of 

former houses and businesses still remained as they 

were after the waves rushed through. The residents 

of Kamaishi were almost shocked as the team began 

planting their new crops, and that so many 

foreigners would come to help their city, as well as 

the Japanese volunteers from other areas in Japan. 

It had never occurred to them that there were 

people around the world who cared about them; 

some joined in themselves. This location was a true 

Japanese countryside; many of the residents had 

never met foreigners before. A young member of 

the team who had come from Tokyo found their 

dialect difficult to understand. “We’ll just do the 

best we can,” she laughed. 

It is easy to quickly forget when things like this 

happen – and maybe somewhat understandable. 

The sensation wears off. The sense of duty to 

humanity begins to fade. The duties of real life 

come back again. It is easy to feel great desire to 

help when these disasters happen, but it is hard to 

push past the initial feelings of philanthropy and 

devote oneself to the long-term care of the people 

who suffered, even if only in small ways from a 

distance. Alecia and her husband returned once 

more to Japan in March of 2012, and while there, 

they attended a prayer meeting called Dunamis, in 

Kansai. The tsunami relief was brought up as a 

topic, but the reactions to it were mixed. Maybe it 

depends on ones connections to the events, but by 

now, many people had other things to concentrate 

on. Even for many people in Japan, the earthquake 

and tsunami happened “somewhere else” – up in 

northern Japan. But for the people who know 

someone who was affected, or for the people in 

temporary housing who lost livelihood, friends, or 

family, it is still a very real part of life. It is still a 

burden. Walking into a temporary housing unit is a 

daily reminder than life will not ever be the same. 

Alecia and Mike believe that deep recovery is 

possible, and are filled with hope for the people in 

Japan. There is still a part to play for those in Japan 

and those abroad. “Keep going there,” Alecia says. 

She emphasizes the opportunity for the Japanese 

church to love their fellow Japanese neighbors in 

the continued difficult situation. “Japanese 

Christians – Pray. Go. Send someone. Do it a lot!” If 

the Japanese church will devote itself to the hurting 

and homeless, it would speak volumes for Japanese 

Christianity, which is often seen as being “not 

Japanese.” It is possible that a Japanese Christian 

could touch the hearts of Kamaishi and all of Japan 

in a way that is deep and unique; coming straight 

from the heart of another Japanese. 

 

Opinions in this article may not necessarily reflect those of 

CRASH Japan. 


