











George Pilant) and said, “Bruce, if
you're not saved, you'd better get
saved. Helt is going to be hot.”

Mark’s wife, Toni, just missed the
fire. She brought lunch to Mark and
returned to their home in Forest with
their two daughters, Flizabeth (14)
who was still on crutches from
arthroscopic surgery on her knee,
Rachel (11) and the daughter of a
friend she was babysitiing,

The gitl's mother heard about the
fire and called Toni. That phone call
set in motion a series of events which
changed Toni’s world. She would not
return home for many days.

Although Mark did not lose con-
sciousness, he began having trouble
breathing after fire fighters arrived.

“I'knew ['was dying," Elliott recalls.
“My breathing was getting shallower
with each breath. [ turned to one of
the firemen and said, ‘Ror, I'm dying.
Pray for me that [ can breathe." "

The fireman prayed and Mark's
breathing eased. West Carroll Ambu-
lance Service personnel tried to re-
move his charred clothing., His shint
came off but the heavy jeans he wore
had seemingly melted into his skin.

The time was between 1:30 p.m.
and 2:00 p.m. on Wednesday, January
1, 1997. Attendants placed Mark in the
ambulance and the race against
death began. The first stop was West
Carroll Hospital in Oak Grove,

Doctors began frantic efforts to in-
tubate him. To their horror, his neck
and throat had swollen and they
could not insert the tube. They gave
him a series of shots to quieten him.

Oak Grove emergency personnel
searched for medication to relax his
throat but could not locate any in
their supply; they finally sent to Lake
Providence for it. When the medica-
tion arrived and was given to Marlk,
nothing changed.

For two hours that seemed like
eternity, doctors struggled to insert
the breathing tube. Repeated calls to
the Delta Regional Medical Center in
Greenville, Mississippi, confirmed
that the burn unit would not accept
Mark as a patient unless his air pas-
sage was cleared. Without the tube
inserted, he had no chance to live,

Meanwhile, hundreds of people

from East and West Carroll Parishes
converged on the hospital in Qak
Grove praying for Mark. But after two
hours, local physicians knew they
were out of options and out of time,
They reluctantly backed away and
told family and friends there was
nothing more they could do. Death
seemed minutes away.

Among those gathered at the hos-
pital praying were ambulance driver
Dennis Seamans and Reverend Mil-
ton Pray, pastor of First Baptist Church
in Oak Grove, When physicians de-
clared they could do no more to clear
Mark’s air passage, Dennis Seamans
asked Milton Pray to have a special
prayer, then, “I'm going to try one last
time to insert the breathing tube.”

Everyone knew the gesture was fu-
tile, but Dennis insisted. After the spe-
cial prayer, Seamans reached for the
tube and approached the now un-
conscious Mark Elliott, As physicians
and family looked on in astonish-
ment, Dennis inserted the tube in a
matter of seconds. The first miracle
had occurred. There would be others.

Officials wanted to airlift Mark to
the Greenville burn unit by hel-
copter, but could not because heavy
fog grounded all aircraft. That meant
a 50-mile race against the grim
reaper by ambulance across the
North Louisiana delta, up U.S. 65 to
L.ake Village, Arkansas, and a final
dash across the Mississippi River on
the two-lane Greenville bridge.

The 78 Days

Toni Elliott climbed into the vehicle
beside her husband. His 220-pound,
§'3” body looked so frail. It would be
78 days before she left Mark's side.
Siren screaming, the ambulance
headed east on Highway 2.

The news was not good from doc-
tors at Greenville’s Delta Regional
Medical Center. The searing flash fire
with super-heated temperatures had
nearly cooked Mark. Sevenlty percent
of his body had second- and third-de-
gree burns, largely third-degree which
is the most severe,

He had less than a 10 percent
chance to live, Officials thought he’d
probably be blind, lose both ears and
both hands, lose his right leg and
arm, lose the end of his nose and be
unable to speak. As Mark’s major or-

gans began shutting down, their pes-
simism seemed justified.

At first, his fight for survival contin-
ued minute by minute, then hour by
hour, then one day at a time. Doctors
placed him on a ventilator immedi-
ately and gave him oxygen so he
could breathe. For seven weeks, he
was kept sedated with powerful
drugs. At one point, 15 tubes carrying
medication and fluids ran into Mark’s
neck. He was immobilized so that
only his head moved.

No one expected him to live. No
one that is, except his wife, Toni, who
refused to leave the bum center. She
would not give up nor allow the bum
center staff to give up on Mark. Toni
was told that if her husband survived,
he would face a minimum of three
months in the center as well as ex-
tensive skin grafts and surgeries, She
never blinked.

January 5. Mark received five units
of blood. Then he required blood so
often and in such quantities that
three blood drives in Louisiana and
Arkansas barely kept pace. One of
those drives, the largest for an adult
in the history of West Carroll Parnsh,
brought in 206 units.

Infection, the great threat to burn
victims, gnawed away at Mark’s
strength. January 3, he needed a cool-
ing blanket to moderate his tempera-
ture. By January 6, his temperature
rose to 102° His left lung filled with
fluid as physicians desperately fought
death on Mark’s behaif, Weekly surg-
eries on his hands and arms began.

Around-the-cloclk care kept him
alive until January 20. Toni, staying at
the Light House apartments provided
for family members, received an ur-
gent call at 2:30 that moming. Mark
was in serious trouble.

His blood pressure bottorned out
at 60/28, his heart rate shot up to 164,
both lungs filled with fluid and his
temperature skyrocketed to an unbe-
lievable 108°. Doctors prepared Toni
for the worst, telling her that he could
go either way hefore dawn. To every-
one's amazement, Mark was alive at
suniise,

He gradually stabilized but re-
mained critical for days. The surg-
eries, which had been halted, began
again. On February 4, his right pinky
finger was amputated.
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The Doarest Hours

For seven weeks, Mark lived in a
dark dreamworld surrounded by
medical personnel and sedated to
tolerate the pain. In his twilight world
of drugs, high-tech equipment and
tubes, he lay virtually immobilized,
alone with his thoughts.

He had recurring dreams that he
was shot and in a Mexican prison
where wornen tortured him by scrap-
ing his skin with wire brushes, caus-
ing excruciating pain. In fact, nurses
did regularly scrape dead skin from
his body. His mind played out the
drearn in order to cope with the pain,

When Mark regained conscious-
ness and became aware of the ex-
tent of his injuries, he was devastai-
ed. “My greatest fear was that I might
not be able to preach again or take
care of my family.”

The hopelessness of his situation
rose in his mind like a specter to
ridicule his faith and manhood. He
felt trapped and useless.

Mark’s bed was placed close to
the nurses’ station with a curtain that
could be drawn around him. “When
the curtain was drawn, ali | could see
was the wall clock at the nurses’ sta-
tior. | was so lonely and in so much
pain. Hived for 12:00, 4:00 and 8:00—
that's when my wife and daughters
could visit for 30 minutes.”

The growing knowledge that he
would have a very different life once
he left the burn center provided Mark
with both his worst and best mo-
ments.

“One night about 2:30 a.m., I was
so frustrated with my situation that I
challenged God in the darkness,”
Mark said quietly. “Lord, how can
you ever use me like this? I'm handi-
capped; | can't move; I may never
stand in the pulpit again. What possi-
ble use can I be to You?"

Almost immediately, a distraught
nurse Mark had never seen entered
the burn unit. She was not supposed
to be there; she worked in another
area of the hospital. Attendants had
just wheeled in her best friend who
had dropped dead at age 33. She
was inconsolable.

“I wish 1 had a preacher I could
talk to,” the weeping nurse said.

A bum center attendant replied,
pointing to Mark, “Here’s a preacher;
talk to him.”
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For the next hour, the “handi-
capped” Mark Elliott, trapped in the
bum center and unable to move with-
out assistance, witnessed to the
nurse. Mark asked her to get his Bible
and told her where to turn. When she
found the scripture passages, Mark
had her read them aloud. He then ex-
plained the verses and told her about
a hope stronger than death.

When she left, Mark had his an-
swer. “God showed me that He could
use me at 2:30 in the moming locked
in a burn center. If He could use me
there, He could use me anywhere,”

But the danger to Mark’s health
was (and still is) altogether real and
the hours were often desperate as
physicians worked heroically to keep
him alive. Haif a dozen times they
thought they had lost the battle.

“l saw God’s throne one night,”
Mark said. “Two angels began walk-
ing toward me. They had come for
me and | was ready to go with them.
Just before the angels reached me,
they stopped, looked at me, then
turned around and walked back.

“I was that close to death. Maybe
that occurred the night my bloed
pressure dropped so low and my
temperature reached 108°.”

Standing Tall

Events were moving more rapidly
than they seemed to be for Mark and
Toni. He sat up for the first time on
Thursday, February 13. By February
16, he came off the venilator and
feeding tube, but he had trouble hear-
ing and his eyes still burmed. February
19 he entered the whirlpoo! for the
first ime and began the painful
process of removing dead skin.

By February 26, Mark's left hand
was healing well. His face had no
scars because a canister-type respi-
rator mask covered his nose and
mouth durng the fire. The mask
probably saved his life even though
his lungs were damaged.

March 6 was a red-letter day for the
Elliott farnily, Burn center officials
allowed Toni to take Mark out for a
drive. She took him home to Louisi-
ana for a one-hour visit.

The most important day of 1997
came at dawn on March 30, Easter
Sunday. Doctors agreed that Mark
could attend sunrise service at Corbin

Ferry FWB Church, During that ser-
vice, a holy hush fell on the congrega-
tion. Grown men wept as Pastor Mark
Elliott rose in his bandages and stood
among his people as one who had re-
tumed to themn from the dead.

Mother's Day, May 11, Mark
preached his first sermon at Corbin
Ferry since the fire, He walked slow-
Iy to the pulpit, read Matthew 7:24-27,
and preached for 40 minutes on the
subject, “I'm Still Standing.”

Mark told the crowd, “God let me
live so that I could come hack and be
a wilness to you. Life is a choice. ]
chose Christ. So can you.”

Just before he preached, a doctor
from the burn center told Marlk,
“You're not supposed to be here. [n
fact, you're not supposed to be
alive.” The videotaped sermon has
been viewed by thousands of peo-
ple, including burn center personnel.

By May 29, Mark began preaching
regularly on Sunday mornings at
Corbin Ferry. He needed that spiritu-
al uplift because as doctors leamed
more aboui nerve damage to his
hands and right shoulder, fear of am-
putation surfaced again.

Infected bones in his right hand
were removed and replaced with
plastic implants. Mark turned 38 years
old on July 2. He was finally at home,
but facing 1%4-hour treatments, seven
days a week, on his hands.

Physicians told Mark that he must
undergo a two-year rehabilitation
program before he could consider
working again. But eight months af-
ter the flash fire, he retumed to work
at Forest High School where he has
taught special education students for
nine years.

The Long Road Ahend

Even so, he is there on a provision-
ary basis with approval of the school
superintendent. Mark had 20 surg-
eries between January and June
1997. He faces at least five more.
Sometime in the next year, a decision
will be made whether or not to am-
putate the fingers of his right hand.

The restrictions go deeper. He has
some memory loss, perhaps related
to the high fevers. He wears a blue
Job’s Pressure Garment {a special
glove) on his left hand that holds his
fingers rigidly splayed until more skin


















The Plan

We start with a dinner at the church,
Although the church purchases the
food up front, we charge $2 for adults
and $1 for children. One farnify volun-
teers to buy and prepare dinner at the
church. Afier they have served the
meal, they have met their responsibili-
ty in the church visitation program.

The idea is for folks to get off
work, go home to clean up and
come to church. They don’t have to
take time to eat at home. They can't
even eat at McDonald’s for this price.

Cne farnily signs up to wash dish-
es and clean up the fellowship hall.
This is a big job, but when they have
finished, they have met their respon-
sibility in the visitation program.

One family volunteers to stay at
the church and babysit. This includes
helping with homework and taking
care of children too small to go on
visitation. Our church has a TV and
VCR with a supply of Christian films
to help entertain the children.

One family volunteers fo stay at
church and telephone people who
have visited our church in the past but
have not attended services for at least
six months. As pastor, I list names and
phone numbers for them to call.

If they run out of names, they can
go to the phone book. Qur goal is to
call everyone in Davenport and invite
them to our church. [ have printed
out a dialogue that makes it easier to
call people they don’t know and in-
vite them to church.

Everyone else goes out on teams
(two to a team) and visits one horne.
| have already made an appointment
for them. A team is expected to ar-
rive between 7:00 and 7:30 p.m.
When they get to the home, they are
to cover three areas:

1. Small talk. Find something to com-
pliment—the people, their home,
ete.

2. Talk to every family member about
their spiritual condition. Take
them to the Word. The Bible can-
not be improved upon; use it in
their home.

3. Talk about our church, telling every-
thing positive and exciting that the
Lord is doing in and through our
church.
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Everyone must be back at the
church by 8:15 p.m. to collect their
children. Everyone is on their way
home by 8:30 p.m. | discovered that
members will get involved when they
realized they have a personal respon-
sibility to meet in the Great Commis-
sion, and when it is organized.

Church members do not like go-
ing into homes unannounced. The
people in our church have expressed
what a big help it is knowing that vis-
itation is over at a pre-set time. This
gives parents a definite schedule that
helps with children getting home
and ready for school the next day.

Problems

1. Our church is oo small and we
don’t have enough families to do alf
the jobs.

If your church is toc small for a dif-
ferent family do each job, you might
have to double up. For instance: The
family that prepares and serves the
meal may have to clean up. The fam-
ily maling the telephone calls might
have to babysit. Remember, these are
farnilies doing these jobs, not just one
person. Involve the young people.

2. Where do prospective names
come from for appointments?

I keep a list of everyone with
whom ! come in contact. I have
found folks to be friendly every-
where | go. They may not want me to
come to their door unannounced.

However, if 1 meet them at the
store, the mal or the gas station, am
able to get names and addresses of
prospects who will allow me to visit
and tell them about our church.

Get your church together and
make a list of neighbors, friends and
family members who do not attend
church. The key is to always be on
the lookout for a prospect.

3. Our visifation is so unorganized
how can we possibly do this?

The best way to keep organized is
to stay on a timetable. Keep the pro-
gram before the congregation and

watch excitement build. Results will
follow. You will have visitors, lost
family members and neighbors who
will visit the church.

It will not be long before the
church will start to grow and you wili
see people come to the altar to ask
Jesus into their hearts. The people in
your church will be changed when
they see God blessing “their” visita-
tion efforts. God blesses His people
who are deing what His Word in-
structs us {o do.

4. The people in our church think it
is the job of paid personnel to visit.

Again, the key is to make every
Christian aware of their responsibility
in fulfilling the Great Commission.
We must get people in our churches
to understand that being a Chnstian
is not something they do. It is some-
thing they are!

There is no perfect visitation plan,
Right or wrong, people are living
busy life styles and will not come out
to visitation every Thursday night.
One of my duties as pastor is to mo-
tivate the people and find ways to ac-
complish God's plan,

[ have tried to move the emphasis
of visitation from a tool to increase
our numbers to that of a personal re-
sponsibility to accomplish the Great
Commission. I found that a sched-
uled once-a-month visitation blitz
works for our church. Now church
visitation is not only anticipated, it is
well attended! m
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