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INTRODUCTION GROUND ZERO TWENTY YEARS LATER


THE DUST HAS LONG cleared and any evidence of destruction has been swept away. A new tower rises like a defiant phoenix brushing the sky, yet something remains. Echoes. Echoes of what was.

Today this sacred ground shimmers with defiant rebirth. Once cradling the World Trade Center, the Twin Towers, and (sadly) Ground Zero, the site has reconfigured and risen again as One World Trade Center (the Freedom Tower) and the 9/11 Memorial and Museum. The breeze now carries, not the ashes of destruction or the stench of decay, but rather the fine mist of the reflecting pools. Listen, and you may hear the distant music of laughter, of casual conversations, of the bustle of meetings, and I’ll-be-home-for-dinners. These echoes of life do not include being afraid to go to work or board an airplane. They are part of what was, namely life before September 11, 2001, and they remain a part of us. Those old enough to remember carry them in our cell memory.

In the immediate aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center, I felt a strong sense of calling to volunteer at Ground Zero. I had been working as a hospice chaplain for several years and was well acquainted with death. What became imminently clear, however, is that nothing could have prepared me (perhaps any of us) for this task. If preparation was not a prerequisite for service, a leap of faith and a deep breath for courage certainly were. Those with whom I walked and served—firefighters, police, EMTs, volunteers, construction workers, food servers, mental health professionals, and fellow chaplains—embodied that courage and more. Some were driven by faithful friendship to the fallen or by steadfast promises made to their families. Some felt compelled to serve because they loved their city, a city groaning and in tatters. Some were following the call of the Divine. And others showed up simply because they knew they had the strength to do so.

Working at Ground Zero meant shouldering the responsibility of standing in for a wounded and grieving nation—for families desperate to dig barehanded into the rubble in search of their loved ones, for those crying out to a God who might dare explain why, for children missing their parents, for the unborn who would never know their fathers, and for the dead waiting to be found. Because I was there as a chaplain, I also felt a sacred duty to comfort and to pray for those who worked without ceasing on that shifting, sometimes perilous, always painful site. I committed to memory the tender moments that passed between strangers and gently carried in my heart the people whose bodies I blessed at the morgue. I wanted to reassure myself (and others) that the Divine was alive and ever present at Ground Zero, despite the smoldering mountain of evidence to the contrary.

Much was shattered on September 11, to be sure, but some things were not completely destroyed. They could not be destroyed. Goodness. Hope. Faith in the future. Reverence for life. Love. These virtues survived against all odds, and they continue to guide us toward deeper healing. The scars of 9/11 are a reminder of everything we lost—cherished loved ones, the safety we took for granted, dreams and images free of burning towers and people falling—but they also bear witness to our ability to survive and to face the unthinkable. Our spiritual and emotional scars point to the resilience of the human spirit and to the strength of living in community. They mark where we were wounded, yes, but also how we managed to stitch ourselves together. They are evidence of strength as well as pain.

What happened in the aftermath of the attacks on that September day was an extraordinary outpouring of compassion, empathy, and support. And for a few shining moments, we were united in our common humanity rather than clawing at each other’s throats because of our differences. At Ground Zero, the response to the devastation was not a clenched fist. It was an outstretched hand. It was not revenge; it was shared heartbreak. Maybe those same strong hands formed their fists later. I’m not saying they didn’t. But for a time, they were open and ready to help.

The profound determination and spiritual stamina of those I met at Ground Zero will remain etched on my heart. And surrounding all of us, inspiring all of us, compelling all of us was the silent presence of each person waiting to be found. The awareness of their presence inspired a reverence that is difficult to describe. It gave us strength and kept us moving. The living kept watch over the dead, while the dead kept company with the living. It was an unspoken agreement, one that required extraordinary patience and care. Sorrow permeated the air, but it was not oppressive. It was infused with love and love made it light. Because of this, with every shift and every pause to lend an ear, I found more than sorrow: I found hope.

At first the hope was, of course, to find survivors. Hope against hope. Even when it became clear that no one would be pulled alive from the rubble, the hope sustaining and energizing Ground Zero was not dashed. Not completely. Instead, it absorbed the blow, wobbled, and changed forms. It became focused on finding and reclaiming the lost. Each time a body (or body part) was recovered, hope beat its fragile wings. Initially, our hope was simply to help. After a while, we hoped to keep our spirits alive, to retain our faith in humanity, to not shut down. Some hoped their marriages would survive or their health would hold out. Others hoped to retire when the work was done. The unspoken hope of some was that they, too, would be remembered if the roles were ever reversed. Like countless others, I carried ashes home on my shoes and in my hair. I carried toxins in my body—but hope carried me.

In hope, we gathered the shattered pieces of those who died. We gathered ourselves. With these pieces, we created a delicate stained-glass window through which the light could shine. We tried to mend the broken places with love, the cracks with gold. This helped us remember the presence of beauty in the midst of the destruction. Holding on to the hope that life mattered, that what we were doing mattered, strengthened our resolve.

Through the years, whenever I have spoken about my service as a chaplain to the morgue at Ground Zero, many have been surprised (and heartened) to learn that every part of every person received a blessing. It is a tender and sacred part of the story of 9/11. As more years passed, I feared this chapter would be lost unless shared once more.

Here you will find echoes of life at Ground Zero, stories of everyday people who found themselves called to face the unthinkable in that particular moment in time. They climbed the pile, they descended into the pit, they searched the rubble; they refused to give up. Some later succumbed to illnesses related to their service. Most still bear the scars. These are but a thimbleful of the stories and people of Ground Zero. I invite you to walk with them, and with me, as we remember.
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LIKE MOST PEOPLE, I can remember exactly where I was on September 11, 2001. I was in the middle of morning update at the Jansen Memorial Hospice in Tuckahoe, New York, where I served as chaplain and pastoral care coordinator. Each morning, at 8:30, we would gather to hear the report from the night before, learning who had died, who had had difficulty in the night, and who was currently in distress. Based on the report, we would triage, form our plans for the day, and then begin to move out into the community to care for the patients and families in our program.

In the midst of this familiar routine, our office manager, Evelyn, rushed in to inform us that a plane had hit the World Trade Center. We were stunned but assumed it to be a small private plane, one that had wandered off course. “Keep us posted,” we told Evelyn with concern; then we went on with the report. Fifteen minutes later, she rushed in again, saying, “Another plane just hit the other tower!”

“Oh my God,” said one of the social workers, “we’re at war.”

I remember thinking that this was a bit dramatic, but everything started spinning. We didn’t have access to a TV, so we told Evelyn to bring in the radio. I ran to my desk to call my husband, who happened to be home that morning, and told him to turn on the television. I also instinctively called my parents in Indiana to let them know I was okay. I knew they would worry, even though I worked in Westchester, a good thirty minutes from the World Trade Center. My mother was relieved to hear my voice. “I knew you probably wouldn’t be in the city this morning, but I’m so glad to hear from you.” I could feel her concern and the fears with which she quietly struggles over having a child so far away, especially in this increasingly unpredictable world.

“I’m okay, Mom,” I said. “I knew you would be worried. I’d better go, but I’ll call you later.”

I returned to the conference room, where the hospice team was listening to the radio and starting to form an emergency plan. This was before the towers fell, before we could grasp the scope of the nightmare. The patients who most needed to be seen would be seen. Those who could wait, or who could manage with a phone call, would be put off until tomorrow. After those with the most acute needs were attended to, all team members were to report back to the office. The thinking was that we should be ready to lend support to the local hospital. In those first hours, we fully anticipated a flood of wounded people coming in through the Lawrence Hospital emergency room in Bronxville, New York. Lawrence would be one of the closest Westchester hospitals available in the event that the city hospitals were overrun. And so we waited.

The towers fell. My husband watched in horror as the unthinkable transpired on the television. He said he was screaming as the first tower collapsed—and again as the second one folded like a house of cards. Then he rode his bike to one of the piers in Rye, where he could see the smoke billowing from across Long Island Sound. I paced the office ten miles away, torn between professional commitment and maternal instinct. I was prepared to assist with the wounded and dying, and felt called to do so if necessary, but I was also fighting a frantic desire to gather my children to me, to feel them and smell them and make sure they were safe. I thought of my mother—and, of course, I thought of the mothers who would not get a call, the ones who would be waiting and waiting for the dear voice that would never come. Finally, just before 3:00, I got in my car and headed back up to Rye. I knew there were clergy of every denomination within walking distance of the local hospital. And, as it would turn out, no wounded ever came.

I arrived at my children’s elementary school just in time for pickup. Mothers were standing on the playground quietly asking about each other’s husbands. Some were crying, others embracing. Everyone was trying to confirm whose husband worked in or near the towers and whose did not. The school had decided not to tell the children anything about the attack. The prevailing wisdom was that parents should have the opportunity to explain it to their own children.

That evening, planes circled endlessly overhead. They roared over our house in loud bursts. I didn’t know whether to feel protected or scared out of my mind. My husband and I sat with our two children, ages five and eight, to discuss what had happened. They nodded solemnly, clearly unable to grasp it. Who of us could? All of us were reaching for straws, for anything that might make sense of this heinously senseless act. Thinking it might help, we asked our eight-year-old daughter if she wanted to stay up with us and watch President Bush’s first address to the nation. We thought she might find comfort in seeing that the country was not in chaos, and that someone was in charge. But when we asked her if she wanted to do this, she looked up at us earnestly and said, “But Mommy, we think President Bush is an idiot.”

I stammered a bit and managed to explain, “Well, uh, yes, we don’t agree with most of his policies, but he is in charge right now, and we need to pray for him. We need to pray that God gives him the wisdom to lead our country through this terrible time.”

She nodded in agreement. “Okay, Mommy. I can do that. Let’s watch.”

Later that night, a loud explosion woke my husband and me out of a deep sleep. It sounded very near and very devastating. My husband bolted out of bed yelling, “Get the kids! Get the kids! They’ve bombed the city! We’ve got to get out of here!”

“Wait a minute,” I said, grabbing him. “I think it was thunder. Is it raining? Don’t wake the kids yet. Turn on the television—or better yet, call the police department and see what they say.”

He ran downstairs, turned on the TV, but didn’t wait before calling the local police. I stood frozen in the dark hallway between our children’s rooms, straining my ears for the sound of sirens or the reassuring rumble of simple thunder. Instead, I heard my husband hang up the phone, and by his slow, weary steps, I knew what he would report. He said that it was in fact thunder; the police told him that several other people had called thinking the same thing. Thank God we didn’t wake the kids, I thought. Still, both of us were shaking as we lay silent in the darkness listening to the rain.
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