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Two days had passed since the World Trade Center fell.  I heard on the radio that the Mayor of New York was ordering 11,000 body bags for the casualties resulting from the terrorist attack.  I felt my heart rate shoot up and my mind start to wander, how are they going to bless all the bodies?  There is just too much tragedy.  There is no possible way to have enough Christian presence for such a crisis.  Through the encouragement of my wife and the grace of God, I was able to overcome my fears and leave the seminary to travel into the city and see if I could be of any assistance.  

It took me about 3 hours to get to Ground Zero.  It seemed so surreal.  Grand Central Station was relatively empty.  Not knowing the dependability of the train schedule I decided to walk the 50 some odd blocks to get to Ground Zero.  
As I walked in my clerical attire, I received many different stares from people on the streets.  Some people had looks of reassurance, seeing the presence of the church in the midst of the chaos, other people gazed with fear seeing me as the sign of the end times.  
As I got closer to Ground Zero I had to pass through checkpoint after checkpoint praying to God that the military and police would allow me to proceed because of my clerical attire.  Just five blocks from the site the streets were basically abandoned and smoke was filling the area.  I took a break from walking and thought to myself what did I think I was doing?  Here I was a recent ordained seminarian who had arrived within a few blocks of one of the most tragic events in world history.  I said to myself, Who did I think I am?  Adding to a feeling of helplessness I could not locate my brother in the ministry Fr. Elias Villis, a Greek Orthodox priest from Rye New York, who I was suppose to meet me 14 blocks earlier.  I had no desire to continue and persist through the many barricades that still awaited me but through the strength of the Holy Spirit I continued.  To my surprise most police officers welcomed me with respect and I had no problem getting past the checkpoints.  I felt my presence gave them as sense of reassurance because I was a man of God willing to leave my securities behind and support my fellow Americans in a time of crisis.  
As I approached the last few blocks to Ground Zero, I found my brother in Christ Fr. Elias and we proceeded together.  Turning the last corner I saw the five story mound of ruble with a blanket of firefighters filling every corner and police officers trying to maintain a sense of order.  The men and women of the relief effort worked extremely hard to try to bring order and peace to the chaos but the reality was that everyone was in over their heads.  Nowhere in America has anything of this magnitude occurred, so the City of New York had to learn as they went along.  This initial sense of disorder diminished extremely as the days went on but the initial reality of Hell on Earth could not be avoided.  I spent 6 hours there on the first day, then on the following Saturday I returned with 2 other seminarians. 
 Thanks to God we were lead through the many checkpoints to be able to minister to the many relief workers who had been continuously laboring for several days with little rest.  Each one of us was able to be a presence of God in the midst of the chaos.  We heard the horror stories of what people had seen, blessed the bodies of those who had died by the act of terror and by the grace of God we were able to celebrated the Paraklesis service in the midst of thousands of Americans trying to piece together what was left of their world and loved ones.  
It was a very difficult experience.  The sight of such death was devastating, but the spiritual struggles, of the living victims of this event, was the most traumatic.  To see grown men cry and explain their sufferings and nightmares they had seen, profoundly penetrated my heart and left a large sense of sorrow that I could not ignore.  It was very sad to see my fellow humans enduring such pain.  But despite that sense of lamentation I never lost my sense of God.  I knew He was always with me.  I could always feel Him living through my neighbor who was selflessly sacrificing him or herself to help the one in need.  That was truly what kept my sanity.  I constantly questioned why did God let this happen?  I still have not come up with an answer that justifies the amount of death, which I witnessed, but I am consoled that God has not and will not abandon me because he is always present in the one who is my neighbor.  
It has been three weeks since our world was changed forever.  I have continued to aid the recovery effort by helping the families who have lost loved ones.  I give thanks to God for giving me the strength to embrace the experience of each person who opened their heart to me, so that they can be assured that they have not been abandoned but God is with them.
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