Sermon September 11/12, 2021
Proverbs 21:1-17

Where were you twenty years ago today? What were you doing? Who were you with?

For most of us, on most days, these are non-sensical questions. We're doing well if we
remember where we were, what we were doing yesterday at this time, much less last
week, or last year. Twenty years ago, no way. Even our handy-dandy smartphones with
the calendars that control our lives don’t go back that far.

But today is different. Today is a day that people around the world hold in their collective
memory. It has its own name—9/11. Recognized the world over by two simple numbers.

Take a moment and think back on that day, to that time. Where were you? What were
you doing when you heard the news? How did you react? Who did you lose on that
day?

We approach this day, not with reason, but with emotions. We don’t remember that day,
we re-feel it. For many—and not just Americans—these emotions lie just below the
surface, ignored in our day to day lives, but easily accessed with just a suggestion, a
word, an image. We can once again be pulled back into the depth of emotions we felt at
that time, stronger, deeper, darker emotions than many of us had ever experienced.
Emotions that, twenty years later, are still with us, a part of us.

For most of us, the first reaction, that first emotive response was shock, mingled with
disbelief. This can’t be happening! It can’t be real! Oh, my God!

As the adrenaline floods the body, we are compelled into action. Many of the hero
stories Sue shared with us Thursday come from this time. First responders and normal
New Yorkers running toward the Towers. Individuals with stress-driven super strength
carrying others down fifty plus flights of stairs. Workers at the Pentagon rushing into the
burning section of the building to rescue colleagues. Passengers on a normal flight
taking down a plane, knowing their lives were already forfeit, choosing to live out their
final moments protecting others.

Less frequently told, yet just as real, are the frustrating stories of red tape and neglect.
The workers on the Pile, suffering from exposure to toxic substances, unable to
navigate the bureaucratic roadblocks to obtain relief. The frustrations and delays in
distributing funds to the families of victims. The unknown immigrants and nameless
delivery personnel, forever lost, yet left out of the “official victims” list. Those
unaccounted-for individuals whose families have fallen through the cracks, still waiting
to learn what happened to their loved ones who never came home. The horror came not
just from the hijackers in the planes on that day.

After the adrenaline rush left, after the nerves quieted and thoughts settled, we
experienced a moment of shared loss, sadness and grief accompanied by renewed



purpose. For one moment, the world put aside other differences and disputes, and
came together to say, No, this is wrong.

In those days, just after 9/11, churches, synagogues, temples, shrines and, yes,
mosques, were filled, as people all around the world searched for meaning, for purpose,
for a way to explain the inexplicable, to understand the unknowable.

And as the world searched for meaning, we also searched for purpose. Humans are
made for action, not just to study and reflect but to do something. We entered what
many are calling a turning point in history, a pivotal moment dividing one era, one time,
one understanding of world order from another. | prefer the more mathematical term,
inflection point, the point on a smooth plane curve at which the curvature changes sign,
from concave, sloping downward, to convex, turning upward, or vice versa. A point at
which the focus pivots, the course changes, heading off in a new direction with renewed
momentum.

At that moment, we collectively faced a choice—how were we going to respond? With
love, mercy and compassion? With a renewed search for understanding and unity? Or
with anger, righteous anger, justifiable, understandable, human anger? With a call for
justice? With a burning desire for revenge? With fear, and its close companions,
misjudgment and overreaction?

And here we enter the space of the Proverbs, a section of the Bible we would have
done better to read, meditate on and implement in those chaotic days. “A person may
think their own ways are right, but the Lord weighs the heart.”

We certainly did what we thought was right. We identified the person or persons
responsible, and we launched a process to search and destroy, to remove this threat
from the world. We bolstered our security apparatus, diverting trillions of dollars in
spending away from other activities and into protective measures, TSA agents at every
airport, screening at ports, undercover operations domestically and overseas to root out
any possible threat to ourselves, our homeland, our people.

But, in that moment, did we look into our hearts? Did we ask ourselves about our
motivations? Was it justice or vengeance? Was it security or prejudice? Was it fear?
Anguish? Grief? Compassion?

And where, in all this, was God? It seemed we searched for God in the immediate
aftermath. For a few weeks or months, we sought solace in our religious institutions. But
over the years, as this new way of living became more normalized, as we raised
children who only know a world of airport security checks and Arab terrorist bad-guys on
TV, too many of us have moved away from worship, from communion and prayer.
Church attendance is declining. People seem not to find meaning and purpose, solace
and relief, in religious institutions. All too often, God has disappeared from the
conversation and from our lives.



Yet God abides. God remains available for relationship with the humans God has
created. And what does God see, what does the Lord look for when weighing our
hearts? Micah reminds us that God has shown us what is good, and what the Lord
requires of us. Do justice, certainly. And we have taken action, many actions, in the
name of justice.

But the verse does not end there. Love mercy. Have we loved mercy? Have we shown
mercy? Have we even acknowledged that mercy exists?

Walk humbly with our God. Our collective actions and reactions post-9/11 have not
been humble. Arrogant. Yes. Forceful. Yes. Prideful. Most definitely. Humility, it
appears, is for the weak, not for the most powerful nation of earth.

And are we walking with our God? This God, who tells us that the first and great
commandment is to love our God, and that the second is like unto it, to love our
neighbors as ourselves. Has love been a consideration, at any time, in any way, in our
post-9/11 world? Love for ourselves and our families, perhaps. But love of others? Love
of neighbors? Love of those in other countries suffering from prolonged conflict as we
search for justice for ourselves?

As someone who was part of the government for many of these years, | acknowledge
and own these actions and decisions. | cannot stand (or, in actuality, sit) before you,
calling out weaknesses in a system in which | played a part without being honest about
myself, with myself, as well. It is as | struggle with my own thoughts and actions and
meditations, as | look over the last twenty years and search for what went right and, oh
so much that went wrong, that | realize that |, like those described in Proverbs, did what
| thought was right. But now, | look back and question, “What was in my heart?”

| invite you, also, in this time of remembrance, as you reflect back on changes to our
world, perhaps on losses you personally experienced, and on actions taken, | ask that,
as you spend these moments in reflection and contemplation, that you also keep in
mind that question, raised by the wise authors of Proverbs, “What is in your heart?” And
what can we aspire to:

Do justice. Love mercy. Walk humbly with our God. The God of Justice. The God of
Mercy. And, above all, The God of Love.

Amen.



