PAGE  

“God Of New Beginnings”
Exodus 14:19-31

September 11, 2011
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Today is the tenth anniversary of terrorist attacks on New York City and Washington D.C., and another attack foiled when a passenger uprising led to a plane crash instead near Shanksville, Pennsylvania. But of course you knew that because this tenth anniversary of the 9/11 terrorist attacks has saturated the news reporting for quite a while now. It is so etched in our minds and our psyche, that it is hard not to constantly relive the event.

Ten-year multiples of anniversaries tend to be significant in people’s minds, at least in cultures whose numbering system is base 10. There is no doubt that this day will command significant attention in the lives of those of us who are citizens of the United States, as well it should. There is no doubt, too, that for people who live in or simply were present or came to New York City, Washington D.C., or the region of Shanksville, PA, at the time or shortly after the attack may find this day either profoundly helpful or profoundly painful, or some combination of both. This is especially true for those who lost loved ones and colleagues in the crashes and the rescue efforts, or who were on hand to be part of the clean-up and rebuilding that followed. 

It was one of those events in history that becomes a game changer. The assassination of JFK, or Martin Luther King, Jr.; the explosion of the Challenger on take off, the terrorist attacks that resulted in the destruction of the Trade Center, part of the Pentagon, and 3,000 lives. You remember where you were and what you were doing when you heard the news.

So I want to do something a little different. I actually want you to take the time to turn in your seats and talk with one or two other people about your remembrance – where you were, what you were doing, what was your emotional reaction. I would like us to honor the victims and the rescue workers with our stories and memories.
Pause

I was in a cabinet meeting in the Detroit Conference Offices up in Flint. Bishop Lee was going to be joining us later for she was flying into Detroit that morning from Washington D.C. She was lucky that she had an early morning flight. She was in the air and almost in Detroit before the planes crashed into the Trade Center and the Pentagon. She made it back to Michigan before they started grounding planes around the country at the closest airports. Marquette County Airport, which is the old K I Sawyer Air Force Base had dozens of flights using it as their emergency landing strip, which was a big thing for Marquette.

I remember someone coming in to our meeting telling us that a plane crashed into the World Trade Center. What a horrible accident we thought, wondering how a fluke accident like that could have happened. It became somewhat personal for Tom Robinson, my colleague and district superintendent in the Saginaw Bay district at the time. He had just moved back to Michigan a couple of years previous, having lived in New York for 20 years working with the General Board of Global Ministries for the United Methodist Church. Our meeting was a little ill at ease and then we heard of another plane crashing into the World Trade Center. That was the end of the meeting as we all crowded around a small TV in the break room of the conference headquarters watching the story unfold and waiting to hear any word from Bishop Lee.

That was a decade ago, and yet it is still fresh in our minds, isn’t it? We remember it clearly. We remember the dramatic change in our living and lifestyle. I used to fly quite a bit from Marquette to Detroit or Lansing for meetings. It was on these little puddle jumpers that hold about 19 people where the co-pilot is also the flight attendant. They used to keep the door to the cockpit open, and you could see through the front windshield as we were taking off and landing. No longer. I also remember swapping tickets with a previous D.S. I flew with a ticket issued to Ken Ward. They never checked IDs.

It is a different world now. 9/11 can be seen as the time we lost our innocence. Or perhaps we lost our ignorance. We woke to the fact that we are not isolated from the rest of the world – we are no longer an island unto ourselves. We discovered that there are people who dislike us so much they are willing to risk their lives to do great damage to us. It’s not the good old fashioned sovereign nation against sovereign nation for simple expansionism, power, and control; but a multi-national group of people who simply do not like our presence.

It reminds me of a time when I was in elementary school and some guy wanted to pick a fight with me, and I simply asked why? Why don’t you like me? You don’t even know me. He responded, “You’re ugly!” I said, “Well there’s not a lot I can do about that.” There was a little bit of shoving. He was bigger than I was so I just walked away, ready to run at a moments notice.

On 9/11 we lost our innocence and our ignorance. There are people who don’t like us and we don’t know why, because from our perspective we believe we are a force for good. But I guess what is “good” can be pretty subjective.

My heart mourns for those who died in 9/11 and grieves for their families. It is hard enough to grieve the loss of loved ones. How much harder is it to mourn with such public display and daily reminders? Maybe it is easier to grieve when the nation grieves with you. I don’t know, but I ask that you keep the families of all who were affected in your prayers. Especially on this day.

There is another group of people for whom I grieve. Our young people who are just coming to the age of being acutely aware of their surroundings – those who were small or not even yet born when the event we call 9/11 happened. This is a generation that has no concept of not being at war, because on October 7, 2011 we began what has been the longest protracted war in American History. We began the War on Terror with bombing in Afghanistan. We then invaded Iraq.
3,000 died in the 9/11 attacks. Not all citizens of the United States. There were casualties from over 60 countries.

Since then with our wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, over 5,500 U.S troops have been killed (4,414 in Iraq, 1,140 in Afghanistan). And all told, troops, civilians, contractors, and journalists, almost 1 million people have been killed in the subsequent wars after 9/11. And this is all our children know.

Has it been worth it? We finally killed Osama Bin Laden. Are we safer? Should we have gone to war over the terrorist attacks? One million people and counting for 3,000? I’m not smart enough to answer those questions. Neither are you, nor our president and elected officials. There are certainly strong opinions on all sides of this, but it almost doesn’t matter, because we can’t go back and do things differently. We can’t go back and not attack Afghanistan and Iraq to see how things might turn out differently. What has happened has happened. We can only move forward and that is what this sermon is all about. We have a God who is a God of new beginnings, if we allow God to lead us to it.
I was enamored with our the Old Testament Lectionary reading for this weekend – the mighty acts of God to lead Israel out of Egypt and out of slavery. God led the Israelites with a pillar of fire and smoke. The image from this lectionary lesson on this anniversary of 9/11 matched the image etched in my mind of the pillars of fire and smoke that was the World Trade Center after the planes crashed into them. And I wondered to myself, how can this modern image of fire and smoke represent the leading of God in our time and in our midst?
First a disclaimer: I do not believe, as do some, that God caused or allowed 9/11 to happen as a punishment for our sins or for any other reason. But I do believe that God can take even the most evil situation and create good and new beginnings. After all, isn’t that what the resurrection of Jesus Christ is all about? The most rebellious of human acts against God, the killing of God’s son, and God used it to forgive the world.

We have this image etched in our minds a pillar of fire and smoke from 9/11. How can we let God use that to lead us out of our slavery of hate, retribution, and fear into a world of new beginnings?

As I was preparing for the sermon this week, I realized that I was ignoring the Gospel lesson from the lectionary for this week and therefore it didn’t get included in our readings. But it does possess the answer for our need to move forward with new beginnings. You know the passage from Matthew 18. Peter asks, “How often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” And Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven.” That is: always forgive, if you are seeking peace and reconciliation, and the kingdom of God.

Now before you roll your eyes at me, I know that saying it and doing it are two different things. There are times in my life when I consciously choose not to forgive because I like relishing in my self-righteous anger. There are times I have truly been wronged, so why should I be the one to initiate moving beyond? Because, Jesus would point out, the one who truly suffers is the one who refuses to forgive. They will be crippled with the poison of an unforgiving memory.

This weekend we commemorate the tragedy of 9/11 – the brave and innocent who suffered at the hands of a few horribly misguided people. We also grieve for the million brave and innocent people who have died at the hands of a long protracted war since 9/11. But friends, we believe in a God of new beginnings and it is time to move on. Never to forget, mind you. We must never forget. But let the pillar of fire and smoke represent God in our midst who will allow us to forgive and move on.

I would like to end by quoting E.J. Dionne in an article this last week in The Washington Post. He said:

We have no alternative from now on but to look forward and not back. This does not dishonor the fallen heroes, and Lincoln explained why at Gettysburg. “We can not dedicate — we can not consecrate — we can not hallow this ground,” he said. “The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract.” 
The best we could do, Lincoln declared, was to commit ourselves to “a new birth of freedom.” 

May God grant us forgiveness and the ability to forgive, that a pillar of fire and smoke might lead us into a future of grace and new beginnings. That is my prayer for your life and for mine. Amen.
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