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PIEDMONT, Alabama -- It hardly seems like 20 years have passed since an F4 tornado struck Goshen United Methodist Church outside Piedmont during a Palm Sunday service. 

"It's hard to believe that all those people who I loved so much, that I haven't seen them in 20 years," said Rhonda Rhinehart DeHaven, one of those who was in the church that morning. "At the same time, it feels like a lifetime ago that I experienced it." 

Lisa Cronan knows how she feels. She lost her sister due to the storm, which struck during a musical performance by the children's choir. 

"There are days when I feel like it hasn't been that long," Cronan said. "But it's the first thing I've thought of every morning since.

"It was like a war zone," she said. "It was terrible."

'Something to be celebrated'
March 27, 1994 was a day of historic severe weather, not only in Alabama but in several Southern states, remembered as vividly in its time as the April 27, 2011 tornadoes since.
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View full sizeA photograph of the tornado that hit Goshen United Methodist Church on March 27, 1994. (Alastormspotter) 

Shortly before 11 a.m. that day, a tornado began forming a mile south of Ragland and started traveling northeast. 

A woman was killed near Neely Henry Lake as the storm crossed over into Calhoun County near Ohatchee. There the storm killed a man as the van he was riding in was thrown into a ditch. By the time the tornado reached Cherokee County, it was an F4 on the Fujita scale, headed for the Goshen community outside Piedmont, 1 mile from the Cherokee County border. 

It was Palm Sunday, and there was a full house at Goshen United Methodist for the morning service. Goshen is a close-knit community, where the church is filled with people who have grown up around each other, many of them related. 

It was an unseasonably warm Sunday morning. DeHaven remembers this detail because she wore a sleeveless dress she had bought the day before in Jacksonville. She was 25 years old. 

"Before that day, a morning like that was something to be celebrated," she said. "Now, hot weather in March is a concern. It's not supposed to be 70 degrees that early in the morning in March." 

It was a big morning at Goshen. Church members were attempting a drama about a father and son who had come to sacrifice their lamb and ended up encountering Christ on the way to Calvary. Some members were in costume. They had been rehearsing it for weeks. It was a nearly packed house, with about 140 people in attendance. 

During Sunday School, members noticed the hard rain pelting the church. But by the time of the play, DeHaven said, she was so focused on the performance that she wasn't thinking about the weather. 

"It wasn't as real to us as it has been since," she said. 

Cronan, who was 30 at the time, was sitting on the right side of the congregation, on the front row. Her three-and-a-half year old son Tyler was sitting with her older sister, Diane, on the other side of the church.

"There was thunder and lightning and a lot of rain," she remembered. "Then the wind picked up." 

'Where is everybody?'
The play required recorded music, but the power went out. Still, members went on with the performance. It was time for the children's choir to sing. 

Only a few moments later, members began noticing something pelting the side of the church. Many thought it was hail. But it was debris from the tornado, which was approaching. 

Cronan, who was sitting next to the pastor, the Rev. Kelly Clem, remembers Clem saying, "This is getting really bad." Then a window shattered. It was 11:39 a.m. 

"A piece of something flew through the top stained glass window," DeHaven said. "That's when we all realized this was bad. This was more than a little thunderstorm."

DeHaven, who was sitting on one of the front pews near the aisle, remembers her aunt suddenly shouting "Get down! Get down! It's a tornado!" 

From the congregation's perspective, the tornado struck the left corner of the building, picking up the roof and knocking down the south wall of the church. The roof then came right back down on the congregation. 

"It passed very quickly," Cronan said. "When I went down, my face was facing the wind, so I had debris hitting my face." But Cronan had no injuries. She saw bricks, blocks and the open sky. 

She said, "My thought was, 'Where is everybody?'"

Church members began scrambling to find loved ones and dig them out of the rubble. Police had spotted the tornado coming up the highway and followed it, so first responders were on the scene within minutes to begin helping, with medics not far behind. 

The first thing DeHaven remembers after was opening her eyes. Her face was against the carpet, her mouth full of gravel and she could see a woman who she had known her whole life, who had babysat her as a child, sitting in the rubble. "I knew she was dead," she said. 

Cronan couldn't find her little boy. But there were many others lying in and around her, whom she began helping. Bricks were piled up, and members had to pass loved ones over them out into the open. Others used pews to move bodies and stretch out the injured. Other victims couldn't be moved for the weight of the roof. 

The rest of the afternoon is a blur of memories and stories recounted many times for DeHaven. She had a head injury and her pelvis was crushed. She had lost a lot of blood. Though she doesn't remember this, she has been told that when someone came to pick her up, she told them she couldn't walk. 

"I remember being out in the yard of the church, hearing all the emergency people and their radios," she said. "I remember rain on my face. I remember somebody patting my face, asking me, 'Are you OK?' 

Cronan remembers stepping over DeHaven out in the yard. "If someone was breathing, they were alright," she said. "You were worried about the others." 

Cronan's mother had 11 broken ribs and a head injury. She was found under the roof. Her father was injured in both the arm and hand. Her son was found alive as well, virtually uninjured except for a scratch behind his ear. But her sister had died shielding him from the storm. 

DeHaven lost five members of her extended family that day, but her son Jake, then two-and-a-half years old, who had been in the nursery on the side of the church hit, survived. She spent a week in a Gadsden hospital, and time in rehab. It would be six weeks before she was able to get around without a walker. 

'Why?'
Goshen wasn't the only church destroyed that day either. Two other churches were damaged during their morning services in Alabama. Later that afternoon, as rescue workers converged on the church, they had to suddenly evacuate the area as another funnel cloud passed over, fraying already brittle nerves.

20 people inside the church would die as a result of the storm, and 92 were injured. In all, six tornadoes hit Alabama that day in eight counties. 

Below is video shot a few weeks later of the site:
In the days that followed, Alabamians rushed to help Goshen,
which became a focal point of attention nationally. Vice President Al Gore came
to view the ruins. Church members returned one week later for a sunrise Easter
service at the site of the church that was carried live on national television.
The Rev. Clem, who lost her four-year-old daughter Hannah in the storm, became a
symbol of hope and enduring faith to many, not just in her congregation but
nationally. 

"Seeing the way Kelly Clem conducted herself immediately after, and the faith she had in our God after suffering the most heartbreaking thing I think anybody could ever have, gave me strength to deal with what I had to deal with," DeHaven said. "And not to lose faith in God, and in my Christ. If she was hanging on, then I could." 

Goshen was eventually rebuilt a little further down the road, and the original site was turned into a memorial garden. When the tornadoes of 2011 came, one cut a path near the community. The church became a shelter and a focal point for relief efforts, church members helping to coordinate help. 

But still, there were those who saw a church crushed by winds and wondered why God would allow such a thing to happen. Those who survived have had two decades to think about those questions. 

Clem herself tried to answer those questions at the time. In a 1994 interview, her eyes still black and swollen from the disaster, she said, "I'm not feeling very theological right now, but I know I don't blame God. God has been with us throughout all of this. God did not make this happen."

Cronan sounds a similar note when thinking back. 

"I still don't know all the reasons why," Cronan said. "I do know He wasn't doing that to us. He was there with us. He has used that experience in my life to speak to many, many people. I have met so many people because of it. I hope I have helped people to get through some tragedy in their own lives. I just know He doesn't leave us when we go through it. 

"It was hard that so many people had died, and I didn't have any injuries," she said. "But somebody needed to take care of them. I have to think of it that way."

DeHaven said she felt like the experience made her stronger. It is never far from the minds of those who still attend at Goshen. The whole building itself is a reminder of 1994, she said. 

"For awhile, it makes you appreciate people more," she said. "I wish I could say that was still the case. But I am human. Of course, none of us want bad things to happen in our lives, but we live in a world that's broken. It's full of sin and selfishness. I don't think God caused it to happen. Did He have greater purposes to allow it to happen? I'm sure He did." 

On Sunday, when members of the church gather for a special memorial service, Cronan and DeHaven plan to be there. Cronan will sing "Holy Ground," a song that has become special for church members in remembering the events of that day. She isn't necessarily looking forward to the service, Cronan said, for all the emotions, but she does long to see the people touched by it all. 

"I just pray for sunshine," she said. 

© 2014 AL.com. All rights reserved.

