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Where were you and what were you doing on this morning ten years ago?  I mean the morning of September 11, which was a Tuesday that year.

I believe that anyone over 15 or 16 has their location and their activities of that morning seared into their memories.  Our lives changed forever – and more than we could have imagined when we learned that two airplanes had crashed into the World Trade Center.  When we next discovered that another plane had struck the Pentagon, and finally that United Flight 93 was intentionally crashed in Shanksville, Pennsylvania through the fast action of passengers and crew on that flight.  

Carolyn and I were in Sandbridge then, in the middle of our week at St. Simon’s-by-the-Sea, the Diocese of Southern Virginia’s chapel that provides a getaway for diocesan clergy.  As we came back from our morning walk, our Navy son, who was stationed here, was on the landline telling us to turn on the TV, that a plane had just struck one of the Twin Towers.  I am old enough to remember when an airplane struck the Empire State Building in some New York fog and my first thought went there, until I remembered that the weather forecast had been for clear weather up and down the eastern seaboard.  By then we had the TV on and we joined the rest of America as we watched in horror as the second tower was struck and as the other tragedies unfolded.


Since we developed our preaching schedule for this fall and I realized that I would be “up” today I have been wondering how I could possibly approach this homily.  In some ways, preparing to preach five days after September 11 was easier than preparing to preach today has been.  First, in the interest of full disclosure, I decided to not use the assigned lessons for this liturgical Sunday; that year the Gospel was Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep and lost coins.  Interesting, but not intuitively appropriate.  Instead, I chose to use the lessons for the Episcopal Church’s Burial Office, which allowed me readily, if not easily, to focus on the assurance of God’s love for all people, especially, but not limited to, the victims and those who loved them.


Second, ten years ago we didn’t know much about what had transpired, only beginning to digest the unbelievable outcome of that plot that would subject thousands of people, Americans and others, to instant or lingering death.  People from all over the world who worked in the World Trade Center; rescue personnel of all sorts; military personnel and civilians, including children in the day care center, at the Pentagon; and passengers and crew of United Flight 93. It was only beginning to become clear that the victims included Christians, Jews, Muslims, members of other religious groups and members of no religious group; the plot was an “equal-opportunity” one.  The target was America and its way of life.  We also didn’t comprehend that our country and our allies would face a full decade, and more, of conflict that would kill additional thousands. 


Third, again in the interest of full disclosure, I decided to use a different set of lessons this year than those prescribed by either of our lectionaries.  The Gospel lesson this year is Jesus’ parable of the unforgiving servant; his debt is forgiven but he refuses to forgive another’s death, and his owner condemns him to be tortured until he repays his total debt.  Again, interesting and possible, but not clearly helpful for today. They were recommended by a Lutheran liturgical posting specifically in support of today’s worship chosen, I’m sure, because they speak in several ways to where most of us are.

This has been a raw week for me, and I suspect that it has been for you.  Again as a matter of full disclosure, I have cried more this week than I can recall ever having cried, even when my parents died.  They were at the end of pretty long lives and both died of disease processes, and their deaths took them away from mortal pain.  The thousands who were killed or injured on September 11, and most of those who have been killed or injured as a result of the subsequent military action were not in any way responsible for what happened to them.  Most who have died as a result of the 9/11 tragedy had their lives cut tragically short.  Many died in what we call the “prime” of life.


Following up on the “rawness” comment I just made, this has been a week full of anecdotes, from September 11 especially, but also from the years since then.  It has been hard to escape them; in many ways I have felt as I did on the afternoon of September 11, 2001: I need to turn off the radio and TV, because I am becoming obsessed by the images.  Obsession of any sort is not healthy.  And yet, I seem to be unable to block out most of them.  One of the most gripping was the closing segment on Friday night’s ABC news.  Ten years ago Diane Sawyer, the host of that program, began gathering children, newborns or whose mothers were pregnant, whose fathers, were killed on 9/11.  Those children are now nearly ten or a little older. The ones she interviewed said they were supported by the annual gathering, because it assures them that they are not alone in their loneliness and grief.  The segment ended with a little boy remembering asking, “When’s Daddy coming home?” This faded into a recent country and western hit, that supports military families, but which also applies in this instance, because the Daddy sings the song’s title in answer, “I’m already there.”  I cried again.

So, with all of that as background, what can today’s lessons teach us about the world and, perhaps, about ourselves?  They are all about God’s love and God’s power.  Jonah ran away from a task that God had given him because he didn’t want to be part of saving the Ninevites, called “evil people.”  After Jonah’s sojourn in the “great fish,” God sends him back to the Ninevites.  God ultimately forgives the Ninevites for their sinfulness, causing Jonah to sulk. Finally God confronts Jonah, asking: Should I not be concerned about the thousands of Ninevites?  God’s mercy extends to places and people that we might not like, but that is God’s doing; we don’t have the right to choose.  

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians reminds us that God is worthy of our trust, even in the face of unwarranted attack; that we have not been abandoned, as much as it may seem that we have.  We are invited to be faithful to the God who has acted on our behalf, and will continue to do so, often even when we continue to be sinners in many and varied ways. There’s an important relationship outlined here: regardless of what we may have done, what we are and what we are becoming is a function of whose we are and what we have received from our trustworthy and loving God. God loves us anyway.

Finally, more than any of the several possible interpretations of the actions of its main characters, Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan reminds us that being followers of Jesus has several possible costs.  For example:  What conduct is incumbent upon a member of God’s Chosen People, someone who claims to believe in and follow God?  Who is our neighbor?  How can we live in harmony with all people, even those who seek to harm us?  In times like the past ten years, how can we have compassion for others in the manner that God, through the life and ministry of Jesus, teaches us?  I’ll let you consider for yourselves and admit that I struggle with a couple of those questions every day.  Answering them is not easy, but the struggle is essential for our salvation.
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