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A year ago, the Diocese 
of Lake Charles was getting 
its first glimpse at the cata-
strophic damage caused by 
Hurricane Laura on Aug. 27, 
2020. Churches, rectories, 
and schools were destroyed. 
Nearly one-third of priests 
were displaced. Even the 
Chancery is still unusable 
forcing Fiscal, Tribunal, and 
the Bishop’s office to operate 
in other locations of the dio-
cese.

From destruction in Cam-
eron Parish, where the storm 
made landfall with 150-mph 
winds, to the devastating im-
pact it had as far inland as Al-
len and Beauregard parishes, 
Laura is the strongest hurri-
cane residents of Louisiana 
have seen in their lifetimes. 
It is tied with the 1856 “Last 
Island Hurricane” based on 
wind speeds.

Within days of the storm, 
many priests were celebrat-
ing weekend Masses, a visi-
ble sign of dedication to their 
vocation. Bishop Glen John 
Provost, who remained in 
the Diocese throughout the 
storm, officiated at the 9:30 
a.m. Sunday liturgy on Aug. 
30 in the Cathedral of the Im-
maculate Conception. A week 
later in Cameron Parish, he 
celebrated an outdoor Mass 
at Hackett’s Corner on Sept. 6 
for recovery workers and sur-
vivors of Hurricane Laura in 
that region. 

Three of the coastal par-
ishes — Our Lady Star of 
the Sea in Cameron, Sacred 
Heart of Jesus in Creole, and 
St. Eugene in Grand Chenier 
— were destroyed, leaving 
those parishioners to share the 
parish hall of St. Mary of the 
Lake in Big Lake until its own 
church can be rebuilt.

The Diocese has made 
successful strides in its re-
covery efforts since those 
first few days. Father Ruben 
J. Buller, Vicar General, who 
also serves as Chief of Re-
covery, said the greatest over-
all progress since Hurricane 
Laura has been in preparing 

for the permanent repairs.
“We had damage at every 

parish in the Diocese, some 
more significant than oth-
ers,” said Buller, noting over 
500 structures with an esti-
mated $135 million in total 
damages. “The good news is 
that repairs are beginning to 
be made. Most, if not all our 
priests, are living in a stable 
condition at this point. Either 
their rectory has been repaired 
enough or they have moved to 
another location. For those 
structures where the outside is 
in good shape, we just need to 
finish the roofs.”

Christ the King Catholic 
Church in Lake Charles and 
St. Pius X Catholic Church in 
Ragley, have started meeting 
with the Baton Rouge-based 
firm selected to design their 
churches. Early on, Christ the 
King was sharing space at Our 
Lady Queen of Heaven Parish 
until a temporary building 
could be set up, just in time 
for Christmas Eve Mass. 

Three local architecture 
firms have been selected to 
design new schools: St. Louis 
Catholic High School and St. 
Margaret of Scotland Catholic 
School, both in Lake Charles; 
and Our Lady’s School in Sul-
phur. 

“Both temporary campus-
es at St. Louis and St. Mar-
garet are operational, and the 
temporary campus at Our La-
dy’s School is expected to be 
ready for the start of the new 
school year,” Buller said. “We 
received our first FEMA (Fed-
eral Emergency Management 
Agency) grant totaling more 
than $2 million as reimburse-
ment for the cost of temporary 
classrooms at St. Louis High 
School. It’s a beginning.”

Viewing the recovery 
through the lens of “One Di-
ocese, One Church,” Father 
Buller said that one success in 
any area is a success overall.

“We celebrated when our 
temporary schools opened. 
We celebrated when Christ 
the King was able to have 
Mass again on their campus, 
and we celebrate now that we 
have received our first grant,” 

he said. “Even though it 
might not be a grant for one of 
the church parishes, it is still 
cause for celebration.”

If not for a second hurri-
cane, an ice storm, and his-
toric flooding within the span 
of nine months after Laura, 
Father Buller said the Diocese 
would be further along. 

“Every time we have a 
disaster of this nature, we are 
set back anywhere from two 
weeks to two months because 
we have to do all the remedi-
ation work to make sure the 
building is still salvageable. 
Everything else is put on 
hold,” he said.

Four federally declared 
weather disasters are just 
part of the challenges Father 
Buller and the recovery team 
have faced in their task of 
rebuilding an entire diocese 
spanning five civil parishes.

“A big challenge has been 
dealing with discouragement, 
not only my own, but that of 
pastors as well as parishioners 
who wish we were further 
along with repairs. I think we 
all share that same feeling,” 
said Buller. “The important 
thing is not to lose hope. We 
are moving forward.”

Catholic Schools
Of the six Catholic 

schools in the Diocese, the 
only one that opened imme-
diately after Laura was Our 
Lady Immaculate in Jennings. 
St. Louis High School was 
the first to have its temporary 
classrooms in place less than 
two weeks after Hurricane 
Delta hit on Oct. 9. For sev-
eral months, upper grades at 
St. Margaret of Scotland used 
the third floor of Immaculate 
Conception Cathedral School, 
while the lower grades re-
mained on the original St. 
Margaret site until the tem-
porary campus was installed. 
Our Lady’s School in Sul-
phur utilized a portion of its 
main building, and Our Lady 
Queen of Heaven students at-
tended on its original campus.

Superintendent Kimber-
lee Gazzolo sees the tireless 
efforts of so many as one of 
the biggest accomplishments 

during the past school year.
“Our school adminis-

trators, teachers, and staff 
worked endlessly to get back 
into school,” Gazzolo said. 
“Even prior to getting back on 
campuses, our teachers were 
providing virtual instruction 
to students and working on 
academic gains.”

The impact of two back-
to-back hurricanes did not 
come without challenges for 
a school system faced with 
structural damages on several 
campuses. 

“Many of our families 
were displaced, and our 
school personnel worked 
hard to make sure we stayed 
connected and were back into 
the classrooms as quickly as 
possible,” said Gazzolo. “The 
Office of Catholic Schools is 
very grateful for the anon-
ymous donation which es-
tablished the Bishop’s Hur-
ricanes Relief Tuition Fund. 
Over $100,000 in grants has 
been provided directly to 
families — who experienced 
damages from the hurricanes 
— to assist with tuition costs 
for the 2021-2022 school 
year.”

The overwhelming devas-
tation left by Hurricane Laura 
was a lot to digest in those 
first few days, but Gazzolo 
said she is thankful for how 
quickly everyone gathered to 
help assess and clean up dam-
ages. 

“I am most grateful for 
the sense of community that 
we experienced right after the 
storms and continue to expe-
rience a year later,” she said.

As Catholic schools begin 
the 2021-2022 school year 
in the midst of hurricane re-
covery, the superintendent’s 
focus is on academics and re-
building.

“Our teachers will be fo-
cused on assessing our stu-
dents, meeting them where 
they are, and moving them 
forward to meet grade-lev-
el standards,” Gazzolo said. 
“Our school leadership teams 
are also focused on continu-
ing the repairs of our building 
sites. For three of those sites, 
the rebuilding is significant, 

and we will be focused on 
those operations and plans to 
get back to permanent struc-
tures.”

Saint Charles Center
Deacon Brian Soileau had 

only been director at both 
Saint Charles Center and 
Camp Karol in Moss Bluff 
less than two months when 
Hurricane Laura hit. The 
devastation from the storm’s 
intensity quickly shifted Soi-
leau’s focus from planning 
tranquil retreats to helping 
coordinate disaster response 
overnight.

Now, on the one-year an-
niversary, Saint Charles Cen-
ter is hosting a weekend re-
treat, “Heroes and Heroines,” 
led by Father Andrew DeR-
ouen. He was one of several 
priests who found refuge at 
Tabor Retreat House for five 
months after being displaced 
from their rectories.

According to Deacon Soi-
leau, Saint Charles Center is 
now 95 percent complete with 
reconstruction, and Camp 
Karol is at 100 percent. He is 
surprised by those numbers 
considering what he faced on 
Aug. 27 last year.

“When I arrived at the en-
trance of Saint Charles Cen-
ter on the afternoon of the 
storm, my heart sank,” Soi-
leau said as he recalled hav-
ing to park his truck on the 
side of Highway 378 because 
the driveway was blocked 
with so many trees. “If you 
would have asked me where 
we would be a year after the 
storm, I would have told you 
we are still going to be shut 
down.”

Pivoting into survival 
mode is second nature for 
Soileau after serving many 
years in the prison system, 
most of it employed at Allen 
Correctional Center. He said 
the first thing that was obvi-
ous to him and what would 
need immediate attention was 
the widespread destruction to 
the property.

“Over the years, we have 
people tell us that the minute 
they drive through the gate 
at Saint Charles Center, they 
feel peace,” Soileau said of 

the nearly 26-year-old site 
for spiritual renewal. “Part of 
that are the surroundings, the 
trees, the wildlife, all those 
things that have been here for 
so many years. We lost one 
of the most beautiful nature 
trails behind the Assumption 
Chapel. We will never get that 
back.”

The loss of the landscape’s 
beauty was a critical con-
cern for Soileau. For a retreat 
center, he said the landscape 
and look of the place sets the 
mood for retreatants.

“We are reconfiguring a 
lot of the grounds around the 
property because of so many 
downed trees,” he said. “The 
Way of the Cross, for exam-
ple, will have a different route 
with some added features so 
that when people come back, 
there may be some things that 
are no longer here that they 
are going to miss, but we are 
adding some things that will 
give them that experience 
they are looking for. We are 
also making new gardens and 
creating new spaces to help 
people enjoy their retreat ex-
perience.”

Both retreat locations 
proved valuable for the Dio-
cese to continue its ongoing 
operations with the Chancery 
left uninhabitable for the un-
foreseen future. Katharine 
Drexel Conference Center 
serves as the temporary Fiscal 
office, while the Tribunal staff 
carried out its work at Camp 
Karol until relocating to Our 
Lady Queen of Heaven a few 
months ago.

Despite the ongoing chal-
lenges forced upon him by 
Hurricane Laura, Soileau said 
he is thankful for the oppor-
tunity to become a stronger 
director.

“Right out of the gate, I 
was faced with the worst-case 
scenario anyone could be giv-
en as a director,” he said. “At 
this stage of the game, I feel 
like if we ever get back to nor-
mal, surely I can handle nor-
mal with more confidence than 
ever after all of this chaos.”

Diocese moving forward with hope as it rebuilds from storms 

Just a few hours after the 
storm, as I surveyed the dam-
ages to the Diocese and our 
churches, not to mention the 
devastation to the homes and 
businesses of the people of 
Southwest Louisiana, I had 
an overwhelming sense that 
we were not alone. God was 
and continues to be present in 
a remarkable way. I see this in 
the faith of our people which 
is undimmed by the darkness 
of this catastrophe. And, I 
experience it in the kindness 
and generosity of so many 
who are assisting our recov-
ery. While much is left to be 
done, we have made great 
progress. 

A year ago, September 1st, 
I appointed a Recovery Team 

to lead us through the rebuild-
ing. Father Ruben Buller, 
as the Chief of Recovery, 
is doing a splendid job and 
service to us all in immea-
surable ways to coordinate 
this colossal effort. No one 
knows just how difficult this 
is. There are so many others: 
Ms. Stephanie Rodrigue, the 
Director of Temporal Goods; 
Ms. Brittney Beale, the Re-
covery Secretary; Sister Mir-
iam MacLean, RSM, and the 
staff and workers of Catho-
lic Charities; our dedicated 
Deans under the direction of 
Monsignor Daniel Torres —
and so many countless oth-
ers, too numerous to name. I 
cannot express my gratitude 
enough. 

Across the nation, gener-
ous donors and volunteers 
reached out to us. One anec-
dote will help describe the 
Christian vitality we have all 
experienced during this last 
year. I visited a church parish 
in New Orleans that had been 
exceedingly generous to the 
Diocese of Lake Charles, not 
only in funding but also vol-
unteer work. As I expressed 
our deep appreciation to the 
pastor in the presence of a 
few of his parishioners, one 
of them spoke up and said, 
“Bishop, we were happy to 
do it. We cannot forget what 
the people of your area did 
for us after Katrina.” Experi-
ences like these are reminders 
to me of God’s presence.

Bishop Provost shares reflections 
one year into recovery

Bishop Glen John Provost operates a forklift at Catholic Charities of Southwest 
Louisiana on Aug. 28, 2020, to help unload a special delivery of bottled water 
donated by the Diocese of Beaumont. Newly installed Bishop David L. Toups from 
the Beaumont diocese had his own damages to assess but reached out to his 
neighbors to the east in their time of great need.

Sister Miriam MacLean, RSM, director of Catholic Charities of Southwest 
Louisiana, proclaims one of the readings for a special Mass officiated 
by Bishop Provost at Hackett’s Corner in Cameron Parish on Sept. 6, 
2020. Bishop Provost celebrated the Mass for recovery workers and 
hurricane survivors in the coastal parish. It was during this Mass that 
His Excellency recited a prayer he composed for the recovery of the 
Diocese of Lake Charles in the wake of Hurricane Laura. 

Heavenly Father, Who willed that the fallen hut of David be rebuilt; that Your people 
return from exile to repopulate their lands, rebuild Jerusalem and restore the Temple; that 
Your Son, Jesus Christ, would be the new temple and that He would build a new Jeru-
salem, firmly set on the twelve apostles of the Lamb; look, Gracious Creator, upon our 
devastation now in the Diocese of Lake Charles and along the coast; rouse up in the hearts 
of many good and faithful workers the courage, perseverance, and fortitude to bring Your 
task to a successful completion, where what is recovered will give Your name glory and 
be protected from the onslaught of the Devil; put to flight lethargy of spirit and fortify our 
wills so that the good works of Your faithful people will be seen as fulfilling Your work; 
grant us understanding, God of all light and reason, so that we will comprehend Your ways 
and see in every suffering and tribulation an occasion to embrace Your will and grow in 
love for You. Grant, loving Father, through that same Jesus Christ, our Lord, all these 
prayers by the intercession of Our Lady Star of the Sea, You, who live and reign in the 
unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever.  Amen.

The Most Reverend Glen John Provost
Bishop of Lake Charles 

On the occasion of Hurricane Laura
August 27, 2020

Prayer for the Recovery of the Diocese 
of Lake Charles after Hurricane Laura 

(See HURRICANE, next page)
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