
Houses of Worship 
Tabletop Exercise

Severe Weather



Exercise Objectives

• Identify policies and procedures for the initial response to severe 
weather, including designated shelter-in-place locations, and 
considerations for individuals with access and functional needs.

• Identify how communication is maintained during an incident.
• Identify how your congregation will recover after an incident.
• Assess current plans to identify any gaps and develop strategies 

to address them.



Exercise Structure

• This is a discussion-based exercise.
• A scenario will be presented, and new information will be provided 

as the exercise progresses.
• Questions will accompany the initial scenario and each additional 

update.
• The scenario is fictional but reflects a possible real-life situation 

and should be treated as such.
• This exercise provides an opportunity to walk through emergency 

response plans and procedures to evaluate their effectiveness 
and identify any areas for improvement.



Scenario

April 12, 2026
It’s 7:00am and an outdoor service is scheduled to begin at 9:00am 
in your House of Worship. It's a bit cloudy and there is the potential 
for thunderstorms and tornadoes, so you are keeping an eye on the 
weather radar and decide to move the service inside. About 10 
minutes before the service begins you receive a tornado warning, 
hear a clap of thunder, and can see funnel clouds starting to form in 
the distance. Members of your congregation are still arriving for 
service. You must respond to the incident while aiming to keep 
everyone as calm and safe as possible.



Initial Questions
• Are your staff members aware of your severe weather protocol?

• How do you make sure it is being followed? 
• Who is responsible for making decisions based on inclement weather?

• Where are your identified shelter-in-place locations?
• Is there signage outside of these rooms to indicate this?

• Who should be informed that your house of worship is being affected by the 
severe weather?

• How do you get the message out that you are sheltering in place in a 
timely manner? 
• Do you have a messaging system that can help with this?

• How are you addressing those with access and functional needs?
• What processes are in place to assist them?



Scenario Update 1

Everyone has made it to a designated shelter-in-place location 
to wait out the storm. While you are sheltering in place the 
power suddenly goes out. There are no windows, it is pitch 
black. The cell tower also appears to be down as you have no 
cell service so are not able to contact anyone.



Additional Questions

• Do you have emergency supplies easily accessible within the space, 
including flashlights, a radio, a first-aid kit, etc.?

• Do you have a generator? 
• If so, do you have fuel for the generator?
• Does your generator power the entire building or only certain things?

• How will you keep everyone calm?
• Who will communicate with your congregation?

• What is your plan for ensuring accountability and accounting for members 
during the emergency?
• How do you know who arrived for today’s service?

• How will you know when it is safe to stop sheltering in place?



Scenario Update 2
You receive an alert that the tornado has passed, and the warning is no 
longer in effect. After conducting a quick survey of the building, you 
notice several areas of damage, including downed trees, downed power 
lines, and roof damage. Members of your congregation are searching for 
loved ones—some were separated while sheltering in place, while 
others had not yet arrived for the service.
After the tornado, members of your House of Worship want to help by 
ensuring the area is safe by checking for hazards before beginning 
damage assessment or cleanup how do you direct them?



Additional Questions

• Do you have an alternate location that can be used or are you able to move 
operations to a virtual platform until repairs are finished?  
• How fast can you get this location/virtual platform up and running?

• Do you have someone responsible for public outreach who can 
communicate with concerned members of the community?

• What is your plan for dealing with any volunteers that show up? 
• Do you have someone who can manage the volunteers?

• What is your plan to reunify members with their families? 



Scenario Update 3
The storm is now over, families are reunited, and damage is being fixed. You 
must now move into the recovery phase.



Additional Questions

• Who should you contact to address the damage present at and around your 
house of worship? 

• Will your insurance company need to do any assessments for addressing the 
damage?
• Who has permission to communicate and coordinate with your insurance company?

• Are there additional considerations that need to be addressed for those with 
access and functional needs?

• Do you need to change the location/signage for any of your shelter-in-place 
locations?

• How soon will you be able to resume normal operations and what are 
your steps for this?



Reflection

• Do you feel your House of Worship is prepared for a severe 
weather incident?

• What are the current gaps or vulnerabilities in your emergency 
response plan that need to be addressed?
• Where will you document and track this, along with how you address it? 
• How will this be communicated to your members?

• What aspects of your emergency response plan worked well?
• What are your main takeaways from this exercise?



Conclusion

With severe weather being so common in our area, you never know 
when an incident may occur and it's important to be ready. There 
are always steps you can take to prepare and respond before, 
during, and after a severe weather incident. Making sure your 
House of Worship is aware of these steps is key to being prepared 
when severe weather occurs.
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