
 LUTHERAN WOMAN’S QUARTERLY 5

9/11 Memorial Museum, 
New York, commemorates the 
September 11, 2001 attacks,  
claimed 2,977 lives and forever 
changed those who lived 
through the aftermath.Reaching Out in Love

B Y  B E C K Y  W E H R S PA N N ,  F E AT U R E S  E D I T O R

Reaching out in love has been the goal of 
the Lutheran Counseling Center (LCC) in 

metropolitan New York since its beginning more 
than 30 years ago. It has grown into a healing 
ministry of the Church, o�ering health, hope, 
and wholeness by serving individuals, families, 
congregations, and the community. Much of 
the growth happened immediately following 
September 11, 2001, when LCC counselors 
were some of the first to provide services to 
individuals and families.

Molly Blancke is the Executive Director of 
LCC, a position she’s held since 2006. “On 
September 11, I was an intake coordinator,” 
Molly recalled. Very quickly that day — and 
in the days, weeks, months, and years that 
followed — the teams of counselors at nine 
sites were thrust into disaster response. 

“Our director, Ausma Mursch, 
immediately went to work,” Molly 
said. “She contacted professional 
trauma field experts in Florida and 
brought them up to give our people 
training.” Ms. Mursch was a Latvian 
refugee, fleeing Germany at the end of 
World War II with her family. LCC was 
blessed to have her. “Having had that 
experience, she went into emergency 
mode,” Molly said. “She immediately 
called all our counselors and set up 
critical incident de-briefings at all our 
sites the very next day. She told us to 
clear our calendars and be ready for 
walk-ins and people who needed help.” 

By this all people will know that you are 
my disciples, if you have love for one 
another (John 13:35).

Molly continued: “Our sta� believes in 
faith-based counseling. We saw this 
as an opportunity to reach out with 
the love of God. Ms. Mursch had no 
idea if it would be funded, but she just 
reached out.” Funding from Lutheran 
Disaster Response of New York 
eventually arrived, and, for eight years, 
LCC o�ces were funded to provide 
counseling services and programs for 
hundreds of people. 
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Reaching out in love to their neighbors 
and community, the Center was able 
to build new programs and o�er more 
services. “Before 9/11, we had not really 
seen children in counseling,” Molly said. 
“We were serving mostly adults, but, 
then, we started helping children and 
families, and that has continued. That is 
God working for good.” 

And we know that in all things God 
works for the good of those who love 
him, who have been called according to 
his purpose (Romans 8:28 NIV).

“We’ve become more responsive to 
disasters, and it taught us to reach 
out proactively,” Molly shared. “We 
responded to Superstorm Sandy 
victims, and, during the pandemic, we 
provided free counseling sessions to 
pastors in order to help them adjust to 
the stresses they and their churches 
were facing.”

The services provided to clergy in 
2020 were not the first time LCC 
reached out to its ministry partners. 
The Consultation Circles for Personal 
Growth & Renewal in Ministry clergy 
program started in 2003 as a direct 
result of the 9/11 attacks. “We had 
57 clergy participate,” Molly recalled. 
“It was created to bring relief from 
compassion fatigue and burn-out, 
because they had such an increased 
pastoral role in their communities 
and churches.” Eight groups of 
pastors met throughout the New 
York metro area and Philadelphia, 
meeting every other week for a 
year with LCC counselors. After 
receiving positive feedback from the 
groups, they recognized the need 
for consultation circles for Lutheran 
school administrators, which began 
in 2005. 

In 2001, LCC had approximately 40 
association congregations. That 
number has grown to more than 70. 
“Our churches rely on us for mental 
health support, so we let it be known 
we are here and available,” Molly said. 
“The same goes for our district and 
Synod. We developed programs as 
we saw the need for them.” Some 
of those programs have included 
depression screenings, helping case 
workers in other Lutheran agencies, 

The parents of a nine-year-old boy came to 
LCC for help. He was very afraid of crossing 
bridges and of planes flying overhead. Through 
counseling, he was able to add “tools to his 
toolbox” and reduce his symptoms of anxiety. 
He became quite skilled at using his new coping 
tools, no longer panicking when crossing bridges. 

An executive, filled with anger and grief at the loss of a 
close friend in the WTC, was given help to deal with his 
grief and work through his feelings a�er this tragic death.

M olly shared examples of those LCC helped 
a�er 9/11. Names and identifying information 
have been changed to protect identities. 

Maria is a Dominican woman who worked for 
26 years as a cleaning lady in the World Trade 
Center (WTC). Although she was not at work 
that morning, one of her colleagues died in an 
elevator. Maria came for counseling because of 
the resulting post-traumatic stress symptoms: 
panic a�acks, anxiety, fatigue, unwanted 
flashbacks of the disaster, physical pain, and 
phobias of elevators and restrained spaces. She 
experienced hysterical crying, isolation from 
others, avoidance of being in “trigger” locations, 
and hopelessness about the future. She grew 
silent with her spouse and surviving colleagues. 
Over several months, Maria developed a 
renewed sense of trust in her capabilities. 
Spiritual support shown by the LCC pastoral 
counselor was paramount to her healing as 
she applied her Christian faith to the impasses 
in her life. She was strengthened and given 
renewed hope. 

(continued on page 8)
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Active profiling of Muslim 
men as possible perpetrators 
of 9/11 meant many Muslim 
men lived in fear of quick 
deportation. One Muslim 
family — a mother and 3 
children — sought help 
a�er the husband/father 
was taken from his job 
and deported suddenly 
without trial. Our pastoral 
counselor provided support 
and comfort to the family 
in dealing with their grief, 
and he personally wrote to 
congressmen and others 
who might be able to help. 
Communication with the 
father was finally restored.

An LCC pastoral counselor met with parents whose 
25-year-old son was missing. They brought with them 
their extended family of 16 people. The counselor 
divided the family members into two groups – those 
who were sure he was still alive, and those who had 
lost all hope that he was alive. He and another pastor 
were able to provide counseling and prayers for this 
devastated family in the time of uncertainty and a�er 
the son’s remains were found. 

A 46-year-old woman from Bangladesh, married 
with two children, was forced to flee in a panic 
from a WTC co�ee shop where she worked. She 
was counseled by our bilingual pastoral counselor. 
With the a�acks, her American Dream seemed to 
vanish. She lost her job, the family’s income, and 
became fearful of working in Manha�an again. 
She was counseled to deal with her losses and 
given help in applying for financial assistance. 

A Lutheran pastor asked for an LCC Children’s Counselor to meet with the 
congregation’s elementary and high school groups. The meetings provided a time for 
sharing stories, addressing questions, and finding helpful answers to presenting issues. 

George, a high-ranking o�cer in the NYFD, 
came in for counseling in 2005. He did not 
witness the events on 9/11 but he was at Ground 
Zero almost every day for the entire search and 
cleanup e�ort. A pastoral counselor specializing 
in anger management helped him work through 
his ongoing anger and depression.

A first responder who 
was out of town on 9/11 
felt severe guilt at not 
having been there. A 
close family member 
died that day, and this 
man spent weeks in the 
cleanup e�ort looking 
for any signs of his lost 
family member. It took a 
toll on his marriage and 
family, so counseling 
was provided for all of 
them to help with the 
resultant strain, grief, 
and his guilt. 

An MBA Accountant who experienced 
daily fears going to work again in 
Manha�an was counseled and helped 
to regain her confidence and trust.
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hiring a puppeteer for preschool 
children, manning a 24-hour hotline, 
and hosting educational seminars for 
churches and schools. 

New Ground Day Camps were held 
for several summers after 9/11. Each 
camp was sponsored by a church in 
the metro area and partnered with 
Koinonia, a Lutheran camp in New 
York. “The purpose was to help any 
children and families a�ected by 9/11,” 
Molly noted. “We provided children’s 
counselors with mental health 
oversight for the camp counselors, 
and we developed a curriculum 
through group activities and games 
that the camp counselors used to help 
the children with coping skills and 
self-confidence. The camp counselors 
were given training by our counselors 
and were supervised each week.” 

In 2015, an educational seminar to 
combat suicide in adults and youth 
began. “We saw the need, and we 
trained about 100 clergy to identify 
someone in their care who might 
be suicidal and how to get them to 
safety,” Molly remarked. “Then we 
developed a workshop for youth — to 
teach them how to identify and help 
friends who might be suicidal.”

This is my commandment, that you 
love one another as I have loved you 
(John 15:12).

During the 2018–2020 biennium, the 
LWML Atlantic District supported 
LCC with a $5,000 grant to develop 
tools and resources to combat self-
harm and to handle bullying and 
other internet dangers for students 
ages 12–17. Workshops, one-on-one 
counseling interventions, and family 
counseling sessions were provided 
with the funds. In addition, in-service 
seminars to di�use bullying in the 
classroom were made available for 
teachers of any age group. “Pre-
school directors asked us to present 
the seminar to their teachers, to help 
them identify aggressive behaviors 
and deal e�ectively with them in the 
classroom,” Molly said. “It was surpris-
ing to me that bullying or aggressive 
tendencies are seen in preschoolers, 
but it was a very popular seminar!” Q

Molly is a member of St. James 
Lutheran Church, St. James, New 
York, and is also an accomplished 
church organist and pianist. Her 
interests include reading theology, 
studying books of the Bible, walking, 
and hiking. She is married and has 
an adult daughter.

A mother sought help. 
Her son called from 
the Twin Towers to 
tell her he was helping 
people leave safely and 
would be home soon. 
That was the last she 
heard from him. She 
thought she had dealt 
with the pain, but, three 
years later, she began 
having nightmares. In 
counseling, she was able 
to deal with this deep 
grief, sharing her story, 
tears, and prayers. 

Jim, a recently ordained pastor, arrived in New York City 
for his first day in his new parish on September 11, 2001. He 
immediately began giving pastoral care and o�ering prayer 
services. As time passed, he was needed more and more 
for church and community members experiencing loss 
and needing help. He found previous sources of comfort 
no longer brought peace. He also felt lonely, giving all he 
had to the church, but not being able to relax or take time 
for himself. He recognized his need for counseling for his 
PTSD and depression. A caring LCC counselor gave him 
tools to help him look at himself more objectively and 
helped him through his occasionally over-emotional and 
distanced state. A�er nine months, Jim finally felt able to 
help the members of his parish in this important call.

The job of a 19-year-old working in a building next 
to the WTC was moved to New Jersey. He received 
counseling to manage his anxiety from the trauma he 
experienced riding the trains to and from work.
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