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Hope and Healing as Constants in Chaos
Introduction

Many of us have sat through wonderful, educational, informative, and dynamic lectures.  Simultaneously, we have also heard papers presented that showed great theological and practical insights into ministry and the life of the Church.  Many incredible exegetes, historians, systematicians, and others have put countless hours into their work in preparation for delivery before a pastor’s conference, a symposium, or other gathering.  I am not sure how I would classify this paper you are about to read.  You are reading my personal journal.  The words and pages that follow are vignettes, snapshots if you will, taken from the pages of that which I have written beginning on September 11, 2001 and following.

Coupled with these vignettes will be references to Scripture that either came to mind during the time discussed or as I wrote these words on paper.  The quotations from Scripture are not going to come with all sorts of exegetical insights which have been unpacked over the past months.  At times music, a gift from having sung in the Concordia Choir (Ann Arbor) in college, were the carriers of Scripture in the days of ministry on and after September 11.  It’s best to read this paper for what it is, a glimpse into one pastor’s experience as a chaplain in Lower Manhattan on September 11, at Respite South during November, and at the on-site morgue from the beginning of December 2001 to the beginning of June 2002.

The names of my coworkers and others are most often their actual names.  The names of three victims are also real.  When a name is placed in quotation marks, I have changed those names to protect the privacy of those who are part of the story but whose identity I wish to keep confidential.

Finally, while I write this paper in the first person, this story is also a shared account.  Hundreds of others with whom I worked could also share similar accounts plus accounts that are uniquely their own.  It is for that reason I also thank you for taking the time to read, to journey along with us, as I share with you the incredible hope and healing God provided in the midst of chaos.
I.  September 11, 2001
“I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.  Listen.  I tell you a mystery:  We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed--in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.  For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.  For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.  When the perishable  have been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true:  ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ ‘Where, O death, is your victory?  Where O death, is your sting?’  The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law.  But thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.  Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm.  Let nothing move you.  Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not vain.”  I Corinthians’ 15:50-59 (NIV)

It has almost become cliche when someone shares their account of what life was like on September 11, 2001.  “It was such a beautiful day.”  That’s what many people remember.  For us in New York, and for nearly everyone else in the world, it was a normal day as well.  That’s why they call acts of this type “attacks” since they come with no warning.  Words like “surprise” even seem inadequate when they have torn the very fabric of your life and you will never be the same again.  Such was this day in my life and in history.

Like most Tuesday mornings, I was busy preparing for the Bible study we have at Saint Matthew’s Lutheran Church of the Deaf in Elmhurst, Queens every Wednesday night.  I had just finished the next lesson and had gone to the store since I was also preparing the meal for that night.  It was when I was returning home that I heard the news, the news that an airplane had struck the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

When I arrived home I, like most of the world, flipped on the television to see what was happening.  As was obvious to most people who had ever gone inside the World Trade Center, this was not a small plane that did this kind of damage.  As the smoke billowed out of the North Tower, it was inconceivable how this could have been an accident since how could a plane be so off course or so out of control to do this unintentionally.  It was, when the second plane crashed into the South Tower, obvious that this was an act of terrorism.  So, what are you supposed to do when you are standing roughly 25 miles away from the site of such a disaster?

At first, I prayed.  I don’t have any vivid remembrance of most of the prayers that I spoke verbally or silently that day.  Mostly, I remember the reoccurring refrain, “Lord, have mercy.”  I also remembered vividly that Rev. Wayne Hamit had been at the Towers after they were bombed in 1993 and the work he had done consoling and praying with the people that day.  Before I headed out, I thought I should make a call or two to see what I should be doing.  I called Trinity Lutheran Church in Hicksville and spoke briefly with Vicar David Rowold to tell him about what had happened since our circuit’s pastors were gathering there that day.  Next, I called our District President, Rev. Dr. David Benke.  President Benke had not yet heard of the attack.  I asked him if this is a time to “go” or “stay out of the way.”  He told me to go.

Not knowing how I would ever get into Manhattan, I kept listening to the radio and praying that God would permit me to negotiate the traffic and roadblocks ahead on the Long Island Expressway.  Radio station 1010 WINS was broadcasting the news and telling about how all entrances to Manhattan had been shut down.  I had my briefcase along, the one that is always packed for work in New York City, since it is my office wherever I go.  I knew that carrying the whole bag with me would be impractical so I stuck a few things into my pockets as I drove down the expressway.  I kept my handkerchief, an oil stock for anointing, a cell phone, and my Little Agenda.

I made it to Maurice Avenue, just a few exits east of the Queens Midtown Tunnel.  When I was obviously not going to make it in by car, I took the Maurice Avenue exit, parked my car, and then returned to the Long Island Expressway to see if I could ride in with one of the rescue worker streaming into Manhattan.  Soon, an FBI agent stopped and gave me a ride in.  Then, just prior to our entering the tunnel, the South Tower collapsed.  I have long forgotten that dear woman’s name but I will never forget her assistance that day.  I had gone from thinking that I would be going to a horrible building fire to now knowing the death and destruction that had occurred.  My mouth went dry as she drove through the tunnel.

Within literally minutes, we made our way to Mott Street just off Chinatown.  That was as close as she could drive as she also needed to go to her office.  I took off on foot and made it past several police barricades and made my way to where people were trying to get through to find their family, their friends, or their coworkers.  The New York Police Department (NYPD) officers were trying desperately to keep the people from getting any closer and possibly into harms way.  At that point we had no idea what might happen next.  By this time I was at the intersection of Church and Chambers Street, about four-blocks from the World Trade Center.  I prayed with, consoled, and simply listened to several people.  It was time to offer hope in the midst of what already seemed like chaos.  As each person would gain some sort of composer and was ready to move on (whatever that meant), someone, usually a total stranger, would take them by the arm and offer them their own home or office to use a phone to contact their family or to stay until they could figure out what to do next.  It was while I was hugging one sobbing woman that the roar of the North Tower began as it, too, collapsed before our eyes.  In less than 10-seconds, the 110-stories of steel, glass, concrete, and people were reduced to a nearly unrecognizable pile of rubble.  Lord, have mercy.

I remember running just like everyone else did.  We didn’t make it very far before the cloud of dust and debris overcame us.  We all bent down and breathed through handkerchiefs or T-shirts or whatever we had to put over our faces and felt the debris falling on our backs like a gentle rain.  Soon, the entire area was painfully quiet.  The number of people had thinned out dramatically and I felt horribly alone.  Everything looked like something out of a horrible movie.  Each of us was covered with the white dust that clung to literally everything.  Cars, buildings, phone booths, trash cans, hotdog carts, and people were all grey.  I came across an NYPD officer trying to shepherd the people away from the area, sending them north.  Not having an idea where I should go to help, he recommended I head to West Street where rescue workers were being deployed.  Each time I looked south, toward where the Towers stood moments earlier, I saw nothing but fire, smoke, and an incredible pile of debris.
“For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”  Matthew 18:20 (NIV)

While walking toward West Street, I prayed with several small groups.  The groups vowed to walk until they were all able to find help.  Some were heading to the Brooklyn Bridge to get out of Manhattan at least.  Others were headed to some unknown point; they were just heading north.  

When I arrived on West Street, I came across an incredible gathering of rescue workers.  I kept an eye out for other, official, “department” chaplains thinking I needed to honor their “turf” and to get some direction for what needed to be done.  At that point, I saw no other chaplains near the Tribeca Pedestrian Bridge on Chambers and West Street.  I was on my own.

Chaos.  There was plenty of it.  The remains of the buildings showed no sign of their previous splendor.  There were remnants of the North Tower’s facade in sight but there wasn’t much more that was recognizable.   There was some order to what the rescue workers were doing since, after all, they were at least used to doing one thing:  responding.  Yet no one ever wrote the book on how to be a chaplain in this very moment.  No one ever wrote the book explaining what to do first when two buildings, 110-stories each, collapses and form a debris pile not much more than seven stories tall.  All these thoughts consumed, literally, about one minute of my time as I stood under the Tribeca Bridge.  It was then that I saw the first firefighter emerge from the site of the World Trade Center.  I did not need to think anymore.  What came next seemed to come almost naturally.

I am confident that much of what I saw and much of what I heard the rest of that day was truly only meant for the eyes and ears of God.  The words from the liturgy, from the words of absolution spoken by the pastor, “  . . .  in the stead . . .” make a lot more sense to me having experienced what I experienced that day.  God was present and I was His instrument that day.  I looked into the eyes of this first man, “Carl,” and I truly understood what is meant by the eyes being the windows to the soul.  There, in the eyes of that firefighter, I saw his soul.  Eyes, red from the dust and from tears, expressed the horror of what had just happened even before he spoke one word.  Still, there were also the words.  The words removed any doubt.  Carl said, “Father, I saw so many parts but no whole bodies.  We had to dodge the people that were jumping.  My partner, “Steve,” and I were running from the building when he got hit by one of them.  He’s dead, Father.  He’s dead!”  I stood there, ankle deep in the dust of the buildings that had just fallen, embracing this firefighter as he wept.  Time seemed to stand still.  The wailing of sirens.  The rescue workers shouting out orders.  All of it seemed muted as my ears were filled with the words and the sobs of this man.  Our tears mingled.  We prayed.  Other firefighters came and offered him support.  They washed his eyes out with their water bottles.  They said they would take care of him.  A few minutes later, Carl came to me to be blessed and then he walked back down West Street, back into the debris.  From nearly being a victim to now being part of the rescue and recovery.  Carl and I had just a few minutes so I could offer hope and healing in the midst of the chaos.

The firefighters kept coming out as others went in.  The ones coming out were sometimes just like Carl and I would spend some time with them.  Others, usually in a group, would see that I was with someone and they would simply make eye-contact or shout, “Keep praying for us, Father.” As they walked by, they would put a hand on their brother’s shoulder and on mine.  When a group of firefighters would come out together, they would sometimes stop and ask for me to simply pray with them and for their lost brothers.  They would stop, remove their helmets, and bow their heads and we would pray briefly.  Lots of gratitude and lots of statements to the effect, “We’re glad the church is here today, Father.  We need you.”

There were others who were not so easily consoled.  They were usually the ones who most frequently demanded an answer to one important question, “Where is God in all of this?”  Sometimes, I have to admit, I was spared the opportunity to say something wrong when a brother firefighter would say, “Hey “Ed.”  Father’s here.  We’re here.  We aren’t doing this on our own today, brother.  God’s with us or we’re screwed, man.”  Then there would usually be a request for prayers and a blessing before they went for further orders or returned to the site.  Those were the “easy” ones.

There were also those who demanded an answer and I did my best to assure them that God was literally there in the mist of all of us.  How this was done seemed about as varied and unique as the men with whom I spoke and prayed that day.  The “answers” usually were similar to quoting Matthew 18:20 as sited above.  Another time I tried assuring them that God does not advocate evil, but good.  Many received comfort and hoped knowing that their presence that day, and even the sacrifice of many, all occurred under the careful watch of a loving Heavenly Father.  For some, the whole idea that they could be there serving God that day made them take ownership and encouragement from the thought of not being “just” some firefighter but a servant of God that day.
“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both soul and body in hell.  Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.  Even the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”  Matthew 10:28-31 (NIV)

True enough.  There were those who cursed God that day.  In their minds, God was absent on September 11.  It was almost as if I could hear them literally speaking the same words Christ did on the cross, “My God!  My God!  Why have you forsaken me?”  The voice of those whose faith had been shaken did echo such horror.  Was this a time when there was not so much as a smoldering glow left in their faith?  Was this bruised reed now broken?  While that would not have been the will of God, apparently it could happen.  Recalling my own sense of loneliness after the collapse of the North Tower, I hurt for these people.  Many were literally inconsolable.  Sometimes there were no words.  Sometimes a man just needed to be embraced, to be assured that at least one other human being was alive that morning.

For some, they were never able to reconcile in their own mind how a loving God could ever permit such things to happen as they had experienced that day.  Some literally saw my presence that day and the thought of praying as absolute nonsense.  Statements like, “What God do you work for, man?  He left a long time ago.”  For them I also prayed.  Even in the midst of disbelief, some faithful Christians could pray and see that as an opportunity for them to offer hope to brothers who were hurting.  Oh New York, New York, how I longed to gather you as a hen gathers her chicks under her wing!  What a message of hope, of the Cross, in the midst of all of this chaos was available to these people!  How awful that some chose to suffer, even to suffer alone.  Lord, have mercy.

So many rescue workers.  So many prayers.  So many blessings.  Blessings?  The desire of the firefighters and other rescue workers was to be blessed.  “Father, will you bless me?” was all it took before the line of rescue workers would spontaneously form?  When asked what their names were, about half responded with, “My baptism/Christian name is 

.”  I wasn’t blessing anonymous rescue workers.  I was blessing God’s children.  I was blessing those who had already received the sign of the cross on their foreheads.  These men, these baptized children, were asking for God to continue to be a part of what was happening that day.  That was when I took the oil stock from my pocket.  Inside was the oil I received at the chrism mass during Holy Week of that year.   After speaking their name, sometimes with a bit of difficulty given the diverse ethnic backgrounds of the men, I blessed them, pressing my thumb into the oil-soaked cotton in the oil stock and making the sign of the cross on their forehead saying, “ (their first name), God bless you in the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen”  And then, placing my hands either on their head or on both sides of their helmet I said, “And may God’s holy angels protect you as you serve Him today.”  Man after man.  Rescuer after rescuer.  Child of God after a child of God.  They kept coming.

Some of them came looking for more than just a quick blessing.  When you don’t know if your city is still under attack, your values change.  When you don’t know if they will destroy other buildings and kill more people, priorities change.  When you aren’t sure if our fighters in the sky are keeping our air space clear or if they are going after someone, you think differently.  When you aren’t sure if you will be alive at the end of this day, there is some business to be taken care of.  I heard confession.  I spoke the words that assured these men that God absolved them of their sins.  I sat on a cement planter next to a firefighter and heard his confession.  He called it cheating on his wife.  You speak bluntly when you are confessing in a war zone.  He wanted to amend his sinful life but wasn’t sure he was going to be alive at the end of the day to make a difference.  It was hard spending such a short time with these men and then sending them on their way.  In the end, it truly was okay since God promised to be with them, even to the end of the world.  They knew that too.  Go.  Hope and healing planted in the hearts of many.

Death.  You really couldn’t smell it yet that day but death was there.  We already heard that there were probably more than 300 firefighters dead in what was left of the Towers.  They estimated that the population of the entire complex was at 50,000 people.  How many were already dead?  How many more would die? Along with blessings there were permanent markers being handed around.  After I would bless someone, they would move to the next person and he would write their social security number and maybe a phone number on his arm.  There was hope that all who went in that day would come out, even if they didn’t come out alive.  Death.  Yes, it’s a given.  There were just too many unknowns that day to know for sure if there were any other constants beyond death.

The day turned into evening and triage areas were set up.  More clergy arrived throughout the day and into the evening.  The American Red Cross, the Salvation Army, and others were there in greater numbers throughout the day.  It was sometime around 5:30 when World Trade Number Seven collapsed after burning most of the day.  No one was lost inside that building.  Seeing and hearing another collapse sent all of us running again.  Finally, at about 9:30 that night, we were all informed that we should go home.  For one thing, there were others there to relieve us.  If that didn’t make sense, if we were still too determined to stick around and help, we were encouraged to go home and sleep if we could since tomorrow we needed to be back in our offices, parishes, or wherever it is that we normally work because many people were going to need us.  It was permission.  We were already painfully aware that there were going to be few if any more people brought out alive.  The night brought the realities that we were tired and that it was time to go home.

The night of the walking dead.  That’s what I kept thinking about as I walked up once familiar streets in nearly total darkness.  People from Tribeca and Soho offered us all places to stay if we weren’t going to be able to get home.  Some of them were even in the process of evacuating their buildings.  They had already fed us once that night.  They weren’t giving up either.  “The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’”  Matthew 25:40 (NIV)  I wasn’t used to being the one receiving.  I’m Called to give, or so I thought.  I walked, covered in grey pulverized concrete, toward the north.  We were looking for a subway that was running.  We walked.  People had been doing this all day.  It was our turn to get in step.  No one walked alone.  If you saw someone walking alone, you would pick up the pace just enough to see if they were okay.  Did they have a place to go?  Then we walked together.  “If one falls down, his friend can help him up.  But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!”  Ecclesiastes 4:10 (NIV)  It was a type of walk I hope never to take again.  There were no busses.  There were no taxies.  Occasionally, a city bus would pass filled with National Guard troops.  The rest of us walked.  The walking wasn’t the hard part.  We do that all the time in New York.  But we walked slowly.  This was not the walk of determined New Yorkers on their way to work, to lunch, or on their way home after a normal day.  This wasn’t a shuffle.  It was just a walk.  Not a stroll.  It’s the kind of walk you take when you are too tired, too dazed, too completely-out-of-your-element to do anything else.  You walk and you share information.  “Canal Street is closed.  Try Prince.”  So we walked.  We walked to Prince Street.  We heard that the trains had been running down there but had been shut down again.  Finally we made it up to 14th Street.  There was life in Union Square.  That’s where many people had come.  There was singing.  There were candles.  There was life.  The determination in the eyes of New Yorkers was obvious there.  We were going to make it.  The walk that night was just the start of a very long journey.  We were going to do this one together.  I went down to the turnstile to board a subway but had no money.  I had no money so a stranger gave me $10.00 and said, “Keep the change, Father.  Others will need to get home tonight, too.”

I still wasn’t home, though.  After an incredibly eerie stop in Penn Station, I took the Long Island Rail Road to Woodside in hopes of at least getting closer to where my car was parked.  The ride on the train was also an experience almost in isolation.  Another man finally sat near me.  He looked at my dust-covered shoes and asked, “Were you there, Father?”  My response was, “Yes.”  “How close?” he continued.  “Four blocks,” came my answer along with the realization that I was truly thankful to be alive.  We were at Woodside so I got off.  We exchanged “God bless you.” and off went the train.  Another pastor, Vernon Schultheis, was kind enough to come out that night, after all he had to take care of as well that day, and drove me back to my car.  My car was there, parked the wrong way on a one-way street.  I was almost home.

Other things occurred yet that night.  One was driving by the Hicksville Station of the Long Island Rail Road.  Many cars were there.  I had to wonder how many of those cars belonged to people who died in the Towers that day.  I couldn’t help wondering how often I must have shared a seat on a train with people who would not come home that night.  Home-coming has never been more sweet.

I arrived home with a serious need for a shower.  I came home and found the ground beef I purchased that morning still sitting on the counter.  Normally that would have upset me.  Such waste.  I threw it away.  There were more pressing issues here.  That was the first time I saw what I looked like.  My hair, still grey from the dust.  My clothes, a black clerical and khaki slacks nearly as grey as my hair.  My shoes.  I didn’t know what to do with them.  I knew that the dust was probably mostly concrete but there was a certain awareness that I had also worn, breathed, and literally ingested what could easily have been the remains of people.  I couldn’t just wash off those shoes in the sink or under the hose outside.  They sat next to my front door for about a month.

It was time to go to bed.  I watched the ongoing television coverage for a while.  It helped to fill the blanks.  We had heard rumors about the Pentagon and the plane in Pennsylvania.  Those were true.  The rumors about the United Nations and other sites turned out to be false.  I watched for a while.  I cried again.  I don’t make excuses for crying anymore.
II.  Getting Back to Normal
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  Proverbs 3:5-6 (NIV)

Mayor Giuliani wanted us to get back to normal.  That sounded good enough.  He encouraged families to go to parks.  He wanted us to go to movies and to plays and to talk to our neighbors.  That was a good thing.  For the longest time I kept on thinking, “We will never be normal again.”  Then some wise person, an ordinary person really, made it all so clear for me.  “We will never be the same again.  What we have experienced is not normal.  What we have experienced has changed the very essence of who we are.  In some way, we must assimilate that which has happened to us and move on.  Let’s do it together.  Let’s do it for good.”  I don’t know who said this but it made sense to me.  Since I could acknowledge that this was not normal and that it hurt and that life would go on, I could handle it.  As much as I got tired of frequently being reduced to tears, I knew that I was thankful I could still cry.  It was time to move on and do the things that I knew and loved.  It was time to do that which was normal or routine or something similar.
“God is our refuge and strength, an ever present help in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging.  Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth. The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.”  Psalm 46:1-3, 10-11 (NIV)

On September 12, I spent time with the staff and students of Mill Neck School for the Deaf.  It was good though there were a lot more tears.  I continued to serve and be served.  It’s always good that other people are thinking when I’m not able to do it all for myself.  That part, the not doing everything myself part, is sometimes the most difficult to accept.  There is something incredibly grace-filled when Barbara Lanman, a colleague at Mill Neck, brought me a sandwich simply because she knew I won’t have the time or take the time to do it myself.  The FBI agent who gave me a ride into Manhattan.  The countless individuals who offered food and shelter.  The man who gave me $10.00.  Vernon Schultheis who drove me to my car.  These people, all of us together, were going to make it possible to be God’s presence for a very long time.  There truly were hope and healing to come.

The normal routine for a Wednesday would have also included Bible study and dinner at Saint Matthew’s Lutheran Church of the Deaf in Elmhurst, Queens.  The normal thing to do was to be together.  The strange thing was to have to gather for a candlelight vigil to pray.  That by itself isn’t all that unusual.  It was the reason we were gathering that was so unusual.  Again, we did that one together.  Sandy Pittaro found candles for each of us to hold since we only had a few old, warped candles from some long forgotten candlelight service from the past.  Maureen Woods made sure we had tuna sandwiches to share with people after the service.  We needed to gather for worship.  We needed to gather for fellowship and mutual consolation.  Together, we gathered to hear about hope and to begin to heal.

The Sundays and other days followed in rapid succession.  There was renewed, even if temporary, interest in attending each of our churches.  There was increased interest in having more regular worship and study options at Mill Neck.  Those have continued.  Where is God in all of this?  I am convinced that He continues to cause good even after the evil committed against us.

We lost no members at either of the churches for the deaf or at Mount Zion Lutheran Church, the church from whom Saint Mark’s rents.  In some respect, that was good.  Yet the underlying concern was that there were an awful lot of people that day who died without knowing about Jesus.  There were many people who lost friends and family that day who do not have the hope and comfort Christians have.  That alone is sufficient reason for the Church to rekindle its zeal for evangelism.

Even in the midst of doing that which was “normal,” we all went to an awful lot of funerals and memorial services.  I knew none of these people but again, at the direction of Mayor Giuliani, we all went to at least one service of some sort.  It was the right thing to do.  Still, the sound of bagpipes has always been for me a hauntingly beautiful sound.  The sound of bagpipes filled the air day after day.  “Amazing Grace.”  “God Bless America.”  The strains of these hymns and of others echoed through the streets, across cemeteries, in baseball stadiums, on sheets hanging over highways, and mouthed by so many as tears again stained the cheeks of a city, a nation, of people.  Normal?  Probably not.  Still, it was who we were and probably a part of what we will be for a long time.
III.  Respite South
“One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating.  Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, ‘Of all the commandments, which is the most important?’  ‘The most important one, ‘ answered Jesus, ‘is this:  Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.  The second is this: Love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no commandment greater than this.’”  Mark 12:28-31 (NIV)

After about a month of taking care of our own, after a month of offering hope and praying for healing, it seemed time to return to what had become known as “Ground Zero.”  The request went out from the American Red Cross asking for chaplains to volunteer for three shifts between the beginning of November and the end of December.  It seemed simple enough.  There must be a need.  Why not at least check it out?

The process was quite simple.  Once I proved that I had attended a legitimate seminary and that I was ordained and recognized by a mainline denomination, the rest was nothing major.  Arriving at the Brooklyn office, I went to “Spiritual Care” for an interview and assessment.  Within two hours I had been interviewed, assessed, oriented, trained and out the door with a new identification badge with my picture on it and the words “Full Access  Ground Zero.”  I was assigned my first shift and sent on my way.

My first shift was at the Marriott Financial Center on West Street.  This was the site of Respite South or Respite Three.  This is also where this paper will be presented on 21 September 2002.  This hotel was a one-stop place for all the workers of Ground Zero to come for food, rest, first-aid, a clean pair of socks, long underwear, a chat with a counselor, and support from the chaplains on duty.  That bit of information was all I had as I got off the “A” train at Broadway/Nassau and headed inside “the perimeter.”

Where had everything gone?  The seven-story debris pile was now reduced to the partially destroyed remains of World Trade 4, 5, and 6.  There were remnants of the North Tower.  They had hauled much of the rest of the debris away.  The smell of smoke was obvious the second you stepped off the subway.  The smell of death was no longer subtle.  The sounds of diesel-powered cranes, grapplers, jack hammers, and the pop of the iron worker’s torch had all replaced the sirens of September 11.  It was an eerie and lonely walk most of the way.  The NYPD officers keeping watch at the perimeter were kind and even appreciative as I made my way past each check point and made the long walk to the Marriott.  The streets were still dark.  The storefronts were still boarded up and abandoned.  The bright red spray-painted letters on the walls were still there from September 11.  “Triage.”  “Temporary Headquarters.”  “First Aid.”  “Morgue.”  These were lasting tags not of rival gangs but of the team I started with on September 11.  Some of them were still working there every day.  Of course I didn’t know them but we were all still there.  I appreciated being back and to be part of the family again.  It wasn’t long before I was confident I had a reason to be there.

 For the most part, our work at Respite Three meant we sort of hung around the dining room set up in the Marriott pretending to be there for our meal break.  It usually took no more than five seconds before we were talking with someone who needed to talk.  I’m not exaggerating.  The need was great and the opportunities were endless.  This was especially true after the crash of Flight 587.  More questions about the presence of God.  More talk about strong families becoming stronger.  More truth about the fact that families in crisis were now about to completely fall apart.  More praying.  More listening.  It didn’t end.

At the time we, the chaplains, were very blessed to have good teammates with the folks from “mental health.”  Sometimes people needed to pray.  Sometimes they needed more mental health attention.  The best teamwork occurred when one mental health worker would come along with me and we would both sit with a person.  Soon it became obvious that is was a “spiritual” or a “mental” issue.  Once determined, the other person would simply make an excuse for leaving and the other would be left to meet the needs of the person.  Sometimes both the counselor and the chaplain would stay.

When we could get away with it (since it was not always authorized), a counselor and I would make a round of the perimeter.  It would have been okay if all the workers would take a break.  At that stage, though, many worked straight through and wouldn’t leave the site.  If we had our badges, a hard hat, a respirator, and safety glasses, we were generally able to go just about anywhere.  “All things to all people.”  That’s when we would meet up with the crane operator heading back from a meal who needed to talk to a chaplain for just a second.  The need for hope and healing was never hard to recognize.  A half-hour’s time later, I had listened, we had prayed, and things were just a little bit better for the person.  Eventually, workers were willing to pray for other people since they had time to themselves as they worked.  The number-one person prayed for was Justin Adams of Saint Charles, Missouri.  Justin was in need of a liver transplant.  The men and women on the construction equipment would come into the Marriott, see me, and ask for an update on Justin.  One even admitted, “Pretty sneaky, Father.  Things went a lot better for me when I quit spending all my time thinking about my situation.  Praying for Justin helped me remember that I’m not the only one who needs God’s help right now.”  Justin was called home to heaven at the end of June.

It was getting cold and the NYPD officers were sometimes the most lonely and most bored.  One office said that crowd control was a pain in the neck since people were constantly trying to sneak in for a “better look.”  “Kyle” shared with me how he didn’t mind people coming down there but didn’t the people also understand that this was a huge grave?  Then it all came out.  Kyle’s friend worked in the Towers and was killed.  They hadn’t found his body yet.  He cried.  “Father, I just want people to know that this wasn’t about buildings.  This was about my friend.  This was about my brother officers.  Who gives a damn about the buildings?  We lost a lot of people here!”  Another cold night.  We were close enough, though, to see the iron cross that was found in the base of a building.  We talked about the cross.  We talked about the love of God.  We talked about how much God loved us and how that love was there, on the cross, in Jesus.  I recited to him the final stanza of “Abide with Me.”  He asked me to write it down for him.  I only saw Kyle one other shift.  He still had the words to “Abide with Me” in his wallet.

It seemed inevitable that I would be around for the “final” of several things.  I was on duty the night that Respite Three closed.  It was time for the Marriott to get back their hotel.  It was also time that Saint John’s got back their facilities.  New York, specifically Lower Manhattan, was slowly returning to normal and it was time for change.  We closed Respite South at the end of November and new services were set up under a big white tent, affectionately called, “The Bubble.”  That facility was being staffed by mostly the Salvation Army.  I was then reassigned to the temporary morgue on Liberty just west of Broadway.
IV.  The Morgue - Liberty Street
“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.  For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.  We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.  We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.  For we are alive and are always being give over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body.  So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you.”  II Corinthians 4:5-12 (NIV)

Sure, I hesitated when they asked if I would be willing to be a chaplain at the on-site morgue.  It just wasn’t something that I thought I understood enough to do on my own.  What about orientation?  Maybe the American Red Cross and others think that baptism or seminary education or ordination are enough for such work.  I am not really sure.  My real orientation ended up being stopping by the morgue after my last shift at Respite South to meet with the chaplain on duty.  I knew I was going to be okay since, again, there was family there.  No, the “family” were not members of the victims’ families.  These were my brother and sister recovery workers.  I was introduced and welcomed.  It was still going to be another few days before I worked.  The work was not going to be easy but, again, we would do it together.  Hope and healing were just as needed here.

The trip to work was no longer a big deal.  No longer did the walk include long trips past abandoned and partially demolished buildings.  No longer did the view include seeing the bright red spray-painted signs.  It was different now.  After stopping to show my credentials to the NYPD officer on duty, I went behind the barricade and walked the half-block to the morgue after going through one gate.  Even this simple walk was a matter of curiosity since “civilians” (tourists and others coming by for as much of a look at Ground Zero as possible) couldn’t quite figure out what a chaplain would be doing.  They, of course, had no idea what was in that portable white building behind the fence covered in green fabric.  I honestly don’t think they knew what was going on there.  They were just curious.

The setup was really quite simple.  There was a table where the Fire Department of New York (FDNY) lieutenant sat and kept things in order.  There were two other Emergency Medical Technicians (EMT) on duty who also sat in the morgue.  We mostly sat on chairs salvaged from a restaurant after the attack on September 11.  On the other side of shelves set up to hold supplies were two stainless steel morgue tables and a work lamp.  At the far end of the room was a sink.  

The routine was straightforward.  Every time remains were found, they would call to request Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) readings.  That was pretty much the signal that we were about to work.  The EMT team would ride in a gator (a small four-wheel-drive vehicle used to negotiate the terrain in “The Pit”) to wherever the recovery had been made.  A full body recovery would be draped in an American Flag.  Smaller remains were placed in red bags and transported up to the morgue in a stokes basket.  Once they arrived at the morgue, the medical examiner, a police photographer, a crime scene officer, a Port Authority Police Department (PAPD) officer, an NYPD detective, and the chaplain would gather around the morgue table.  The body bag would be opened and the remains cataloged and preliminary identification work was done.  Following that, prayers and blessings were spoken.  The more traumatic the experience or the more graphic the remains were to view, the more prayers and blessings spoken.  That was the basic routine.  Opportunities for ministry, for bringing the Gospel into this setting, were more abundant than this paper can explain.  The desire to hear words of hope and the need for healing were tremendous.  Following are but a few instances where the power of the Gospel was most evident.  These were times to offer hope and healing in the midst of chaos.

Do we sometimes require our coworkers, our friends, and others to jump though various hoops before they are accepted?  Do we sometimes take rites of initiation too far and cause serious humiliation and embarrassment to occur instead of building up trust and acceptance?  I am not saying here that I am opposed to lighthearted teasing and rites of initiation.  I am, rather, opposed to ever doing anything that does anything but give acceptance and build up those who come after us or who work alongside us.  Perhaps I am too sensitive to this issue.  However, I believe how I was treated during my first shift at the morgue is the way I wish to treat not only each of our members but how I hope every brother pastor, every visitor, every human being is treated by me each day of my life.

When I arrived for my first shift, I had just enough time to meet my coworkers before the first remains were brought in.  I had already confessed that I was new and to please let me know if I am missing anything I’m supposed to be doing.  When the call for GPS readings came in, one of the other workers took me aside and briefed me on what was going to happen.  Because of the smell of decomposing flesh, I was shown how to rub “Vick’s” in my surgical mask to help cover up the smell.  I was also told that, should I need to vomit, I should just walk out and take care of things and return when I was ready.  Thankfully, I never did get sick or pass out.  Eventually, I also got used to the smell about as much as anyone can and no longer needed the “Vick’s” or the mask.  It was just good to know that it didn’t matter if I did need them.  The smell of death is an amazing reminder that death was not in God’s original plan.

When the medical examiner would open the bag, pictures were taken and the remains were identified as to which part of the body they had come from.  Even in the midst of the debris surrounding the body, there was much that could be identified.  The most powerful moments came when identification was found with the body or when the medical examiner would tenderly pick up a hand and show the wedding band still in place.  These were somber moments.  These were real people.  These were not numbers.  These were not buildings.  These were people, brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, best friends.

Because we did not know much if anything about the people who were recovered, the prayers were usually generic.  For the most part, the standard prayer I had written for this went like this.  “In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  God of all creation, we give you thanks for the recovery of this individual.  We give you thanks for the eyes of the workers who were able to locate this person.  We give you thanks for the skill of the iron workers and others who removed the debris so this person could be brought from the site.  Now we ask you to bless those who accompany this body/person/remain to the morgue.  May we handle this, your creation, with respect and dignity.  Give wisdom and insight to all who will be part of identifying this person through dental records, DNA, or finger prints.  Finally, Lord, prepare the hearts of the family members as they receive word of the recovery of their loved one.  Bless each of us now as we depart in your peace.  Amen.  (Speaking to those assembled)  The Lord bless you and keep you.  The Lord make His face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you.  The Lord look upon you with favor and give you His peace.  Amen.”  Then the remains would be returned to the body bag and transferred to a morgue vehicle that would take the remains to Bellevue Hospital.

When a firefighter or other uniformed member of service was found, the morgue procedure remained the same but there were additional rites and prayers in The Pit.  This generally included some of that which people saw on television.  Once the body was found and identified as a “member of service,” the chaplain would go down in The Pit to support the workers as they brought out one of their own.  Incidently, the chaplain was also available at any time to the workers in The Pit and I was there frequently even when it did not involve a member of service.  Once the body was exhumed, it was put into a stokes basket and draped in an American Flag.  Then all the workers would line both sides of the earthen ramp (later replaced by the more permanent steel ramp) as the body was brought halfway up the ramp.  There prayers were said (often similar to the one above) but would generally also include the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-third Psalm.  A great deal was left up to the discretion of the chaplain working with the FDNY captain.  Then the body was placed in an ambulance and brought over to the morgue.  Following the procedure in the morgue, an honor guard would then be formed as the body was removed from the morgue and placed in the ambulance for the trip to Bellevue.

The smell of death was very strong for quite a while.  I believe we became the number one consumer of Yankee Candles as we did all we could to help make being in the morgue a bit more tolerable in terms of smell.  Even as a nonsmoker, I welcomed anyone who would light up a cigarette after a body was removed from the morgue.  Again, the smell of death is proof, in my mind, that death is a horrible thing.  The smell of death adds to the indignity of the moment.  This is sin.  This is what sin has done to our world.  Lord, have mercy.

Two very significant days in the life of the morgue on Liberty occurred on Christmas Day and New Year’s Day.  I volunteered for both days since I neither had family with whom I would have spent Christmas Day nor do I have any major traditions that accompany the ringing in of a new year.  Both days ended up being incredibly blessed by being on duty at the morgue.  Both days were opportunities to offer hope and healing.

Christmas Day was quiet since there was a crew of reduced size working that day.  There were remains found and prayers and blessings to be spoken but there was also time to visit the officers working the perimeter.  These visits usually involved helping to answer the myriad questions the officers were being asked.  This was one of only three day shifts I ever worked.  During the evenings, there was more time to talk and support the officers one on one.

The visits to the perimeter also allowed time to pray with the occasional civilian who wished to pray the Lord’s Prayer or wished to speak to the chaplain.  One man came up wishing to go to The Pit to pay his respects to his wife who had died on September 11.  He had made no other visit to the site since the attack.  I accompanied the officer who took the man to the edge of The Pit where he called out his wife’s name several times.  Before we left, the man asked if I would perform a committal as his wife was on one of the floors that had been directly hit by the plane and he assumed no remains would ever be found.  He was certain this would be her final resting place.  The man spoke fondly of his wife and their lives as a young, Christian couple.  He was certain that this was the way he wanted to bid her farewell.  The officer, the man, and I shared many tears and hugs.  Even without knowing the final place where his wife would remain, this man was confident that God had taken care of her already.  Hope?  Healing?  Yes.  The Christ child, born in Bethlehem, was this man’s Savior and his wife’s Savior.  A blessed Christmas be yours, “Jim.”

The events of New Year’s Day ended up being the day that is most vivid and most emotional for me.  It was the one day where the brothers of two companies identified and brought three members of service out.  Two of the men, brought out at separate times, were from Ladder 118 in Brooklyn Heights.  Peter Vega and Robert Regan were brought out and all honors were given to them as explained above.  The opportunity to be with their brothers at that time ended up being overwhelming for me by the end of the day and, again, my own tears flowed freely.  After their remains were placed in the ambulance for removal to Bellevue, we all embraced.  Prayers for hope and healing were spoken.  Prayers for family members and recovery workers were offered.  Prayers for the brothers there that day were also added.  Coming to the site twice that day was bittersweet for them.  Lord, have mercy.  I was also there when a member of Ladder 25 was brought out, Joseph Rivelli.  That night, I went home and looked up their pictures on the Internet.  These were real men.  These were men with a story, with families, with brother firefighters who grieved their loss that day.  Lord, have mercy.

One final event at the Liberty Street morgue took place late one night.  It was rare when I could carry on no real conversation with the officers working at the intersection of Liberty and Broadway.  That night, though, the officers were polite but obviously not open to talking.  That made for a stilted night since there were usually times when breaks in the prayers and blessings would occur and I would spend some time with the officers on duty.  Not that night, at least not until near the end of the shift.  I was on my way up to Saint Paul’s Chapel to get some coffee and had again asked if they wanted a cup of coffee or anything.  We chatted for just a bit when somehow it came out that each of us where on the scene September 11.  That was the key.  They were not about to talk to a chaplain who hadn’t walked in their shoes at least in some way that day.  They had had enough of those offering sincere but distant condolences.  They had limited access to their hearts to those who had been there September 11.  Once they knew that I had also been there, they opened up and we had a good chat for about an hour.  They didn’t wish to pray but they did appreciate the opportunity to share their burden.  They talked as we all talk about that day.  It’s helpful to talk about it.  In early January, it’s still too hard to open up to people who might not treat their memories, their pain, their anguish, with respect and understanding.  Still, I prayed for them and asked that God would faithfully and abundantly bless that seed of hope and grant healing in their lives.  Lord, have mercy.
V.  The Morgue - Church Street
“Hold Thou Thy cross before my closing eyes,
Shine through the gloom, and point me to the skies.
Heavn’s morning breaks, and earth’s vain shadows flee;
In life, in death, O Lord, abide with me!”  The Lutheran Hymnal #552 stanza 8
Eventually, the morgue was moved closer, right to the very edge of The Pit.  The morgue was relocated just down Liberty and up Church in front of the Century 21 store.  There it remained until it was shut down in early June.  The setup was very similar.  The only real difference was that now the barricade, the separation between us and the public, was moved to the east side of Church Street.  Now civilians were permitted to be right across the street from where we worked.  We now had to bring all the remains right past the crowds.  Out of respect for those being brought up from The Pit, all bodies were now covered with an American Flag and all smaller remains were put into a body bag.  The goal was to keep the paparazzi (my term) away.  The goal was still dignity for all.  As much as the public has some sort of right or need to be there, it was still our collective need to offer this person the most dignity possible in the midst of all that violated that dignity.

I realize that many had a need or, as I said, a right to be there.  I can honor and respect that except for the lack of dignity, the lack of respect, that were sometimes shown in the area.  Having visited the memorial in Oklahoma City where I once lived, I appreciate the way the site was treated even long before a memorial was established.  I long for the day that the 16-square acres of Ground Zero is treated with respect and dignity by all coming to visit.

The rhythm of life at the morgue also included moments of worship, of community prayer that did not have to coincide with the recovery of human remains.  They were the prayers spoken with workers under the iron cross.  They were the prayers spoken when evening prayer was prayed as the sun set behind the World Financial Center.  There were prayers spoken for sick family members, fragile marriages, money difficulties, for an increase in faith, and for all those who worked through the night.  This was also a community of faith.  Bound together in the name of Jesus, grace was woven into the fabric of each shift.  The chaos seemed to be less.  The need for hope and healing remained.

This paper would not be complete, though, without a brief account of the fact that humor played an important part in the life and rhythm of Ground Zero.  There’s really no need to elaborate in great depth as I believe individual events speak for themselves.  Exhaustion breeds vulnerability so that’s why a bad case of “helmet head” always drew a few laughs at the end of a shift.  Even with a mild and relatively dry winter, the presence of mud, roads full of potholes, and riding on all-terrain vehicles sets up the perfect scenario for impromptu slides and falls that help people see chaplains as human and part of the total community within Ground Zero.  Lighthearted teasing when a coworker calls a significant other on a cell phone during a break only to be teased for saying something like, “Yes, dear,” when the room was most quiet caused laughter and thoughts of better times.  The best part of laughing is that you can’t cry simultaneously.

Just as significant, just as important, were the times when the hearts of all were deeply touched and tears came so easily.  There was something about sitting in Saint Paul’s Chapel that will always bring back the warmest of memories of how easy it was to be reduced to tears again.  There was something about coming in from the cold, out of the dark of night, to eat hot soup, served by volunteers, made by volunteers, served in a Styrofoam cup, eaten in a pew, listening to a firefighter snoring, reading letters of support from school children that always brought a lump to my throat and some tears to my eyes.  Sometimes it was eating our meals there that caused the greatest healing.  Hope and healing sometimes came in words spoken by a fellow worker, a chaplain, or written in a letter sent to “Dear Recovery Worker.”  Saint Paul’s Chapel opened their doors to a ministry that will always defy comprehension or adequate description.

There were also the cold and rainy nights when volunteers would bring by hot coffee and hot chocolate.  Some volunteers worked for the Salvation Army or other service organizations.  Other nights the same hot beverages would appear from the hands of volunteers, most of them youth groups from other cities.  They became the hands of Aaron.  We never kept track of names.  We didn’t send thank-you notes.  Oh the depth and riches of that kind of love!  How is it that in the midst of service it is also possible to be the recipient of service all at the same time?  That was proof positive that no one worked there alone.  Even those who were supposed to be there to speak words of hope and healing were often the recipients of the same from so many others.

Ground Zero, yes the morgue, was also home.  Each week, each shift, was a homecoming.  It will always be the one place on this entire planet where we could go to work and finally be understood.  There were no explanations necessary there.  Everyone knew.  This is where we came for a shift and there were hugs all around because this is family and it was so good to see one another again.  We were about to experience an entire shift of death, of witnessing what terrorism really looks like, of admitting that we have had our souls tried to their very core, but we do not go alone.  This is a team.  This is a family.  This is a brotherhood and sisterhood that words will never be able to fully describe.  And Christ was there in the midst of it all.

There are also the people who came from out of town to offer their support in other ways.  Connie and Chuck Sobanski and Kim Dobias came from Michigan with gifts for the workers.  Connie came with prayers on medallions for police officers and firefighters.  Rev. Mark Shockey came from Minnesota with boxes of chocolates that were distributed everywhere to all the people who worked in and around Ground Zero.  Candles were brought and lit beneath the iron cross.  Stuffed animals were brought on Valentines Day for all of the ladies.  Our cups ran over.  Healing.

No matter how many names have been recorded in my journal, two stick out head and shoulders above the rest.  Jack and Carlos.  Please don’t ask me to be able to explain all the nuances why seeing them and working with them meant so very much.  Words fail me.  Maybe it was their professionalism.  Perhaps it was their dedication to do what was necessary to get this job done.  Possibly it was their ability to laugh.  Then again it might have been the fact that their hugs were so sincere.  That’s why working with them was so important.  They personified all that kept me going back week after week.  Even when we didn’t have shifts together, their spirit, their dedication, their example, their love, carried me through.

On 30 May 2002 we all gathered on West Street for the closing of Ground Zero.  A final stokes basket was brought out, empty, symbolizing all the people we could not bring out.  It was tough to know that even all of our efforts couldn’t bring everyone out.  The final pillar was brought out on a truck.  No words were spoken beyond commands that brought all the workers to attention.  And the bagpipes.  The bagpipes and drums were played again.  I stood there with other chaplains.  These were my coworkers of faith.  We relieved one another after shifts.  We were happy to see one another after putting in yet another grueling shift.  Their faces were our relief.  Their presence made it possible for us to go home and know that all would be taken care of in our absence.  Those are the people with whom I stood on 30 May.

There were yet other farewells.  Yes, it was time to close this chapter with some other people, too.  This is the end of a chapter, not the end of our story, not the end of the book of our lives.  We have already made plans to see one another again.  That’s why I enjoyed seeing Jack again on 30 May at Saint Paul’s Chapel.  The ceremony had been concluded and what more fitting way to bring it to a close than to see the smile and feel the embrace of a friend, a coworker.  That’s why I enjoyed seeing Jack and Carlos again after they worked their final shift at Ground Zero on 2 June 2002.  I had stopped by with yet another group to allow them to pay their respects and see what the terrorists had done.  I was also glad that Jack and Carlos were there, just like they had always been.  The morgue had been stripped of all that made it a morgue.  Yet the faithful, Jack and Carlos, stood watch.  They were there to see that all was in order.  Faithful.  What an honor to have worked with such men.
VI.  Conclusion
“Salvation is created here on earth.  God!  Alleluia!”  Spasyeniye sodyelal (Salvation is Created)  Chesnokov 1877-1944

Nearly to the day, that’s what happened over nine months.  That was life for many of us at Ground Zero.  While “normal” life was also maintained during this time, it was almost as if the two worlds, the “real” world and Ground Zero, tried to become a puzzle that would eventually fit together perfectly.  Sometimes, that seemed to happened.  Sometimes allowing the worlds to coexist was simply better, each influencing the other, yet both so extremely different that the fit is never going to be perfect.  That is the way it should be.  Terror should never be welcomed as an equal in our lives.  Yet, in the midst of terror, in the midst of death, how beautiful that the love of God is so welcomed.  Some have trivialized some of this by say, “After all, there are no atheists in foxholes.”  I disagree.  There are those who do not know God.  There are still others who were more receptive than ever to the message of the Gospel in the midst of all that happened and continues to happen in their lives.  Christians became stronger, rallied around the cross.  Marginal Christians had the opportunity to express their doubts and to wrestle anew with thoughts of spirituality.  Chaplains had opportunities to mature and practice their vocation in a new and profound environment.

Finally, my deepest thanks to those who were part of my formation prior to and following September 11, 2001.  Their patience, their wisdom, their discipline prepared me for the work God intended for me to do and are part of who I am as a pastor.  My thanks to The Rev. Dr. Paul Foelber, Director (retired) of the Concordia Choir of Ann Arbor, Michigan for getting music into my “tapes” so that I always had a song to carry me through.  Thank you to the now sainted Rev. Dr. Daniel Pokorny who taught me to live life to the fullest and to never miss an opportunity to do good work.  Thank you to Commissioner Robert Beck of the East Meadow Fire Department and member of Calvary Lutheran Church, East Meadow, New York for his brotherhood and communicating to me what it means to be part of that brotherhood.  Thank you to my new friends in the United Kingdom who hosted me during my time of respite in England and Scotland, especially Philip, Russell, David, and Iain.  A special thank-you to all who took the time to send an e-mail, a card, to make a phone call, to make a visit in person to cry with me and pray with me, and to honestly ask me how I was doing.  I truly stand on the shoulders of giants.  Finally,  thank you to the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ, who taught each of us not to consider the soil but to boldly go forward sowing the Seed of the Gospel and then trusting the Holy Spirit to do the rest.
“O Lord, Thy little angel send, Whene’er my mortal life shall end, To bear my soul to Heaven!  My body in its chamber sleep, All torment do Thou distant keep, Till Thy last call be given!  And then from death awaken me, That these poor eyes their Lord may see, See, Son of God, Thy glorious face, My Savior and my fount of grace!  Lord Jesus Christ, O hear Thou me, O hear Thou me, Thee will I praise eternally.”  The Passion According to Saint John”  J. S. Bach, #38 Chorale
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