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Hope Amidst the Horror. . . Ten Years Later

Jeremiah 31:31-38

Ten years later and we still remember where we were and what we were doing when the first reports came

in.  A nation forever changed. 

Today, I want to explore some of the issues that 9-11 might have raised for us in these ten years, but then

I want to go back and preach again what I preached the first Sunday after 9-11, because I believe those

words might still be relevant today. 

But in these past ten years, some things have changed.

I know a son who ever since September 11, 2001, always says “I love you before he hangs up.” Always. For

he knows how tentative and transitory life can be.

And on September 10, 2001 we just sort of took for granted firefighters and the police and the military.

Now we honor them. Appreciate them. And this is to the good. 

But also in these past ten years issues of war and peace and proportional response have challenged us. 

And so we ask , was it precisely because we went to war that there have been no more attacks? Was it our

proactive response in Iraq and Afghanistan that told the terrorists that we are not to be bullied?

Or, rather, was our going to war an overreaction and has the cost in lives and morality simply been way

too much?
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That’s a more difficult question to which I have absolutely no answer.  Our wars have seen the death of

tyrants such as Hussein and Bin Laden, but then the death of many other people as well, including two

warriors for whom I conducted funerals. Was it worth it? That’s a question a Christian must always answer

when it comes to going to war.  Ten years later, the answer to that question does not seem as clear-cut as

it did September 12, 2001. 

 As a Christian, I cannot simply ask, is my nation better off because we went to war; I must also ask, are

the nations we invaded better off? Because God is a God of all nations, not just the ones I root for. 

Now, Hussein and the Taliban were both torturing their people. Brutally and viciously. So, are they better

off because of the actions of our nation? I do not know the answer, but I certainly hope so.  

Let us never forget that evil happened on September 11, 2001. And even as today we debate what the

proper response should have been ten years ago and  what it should be today, let me now reiterate what I

said on that Sunday after 9-11. It was a call for us to react as Christian people, even when it did not seem

satisfying to do so. Here’s what I said then, with only a few editorial corrections. 

[From the Sunday after September 11, 2001:]

Today we know the horror and destruction.  A single shattering day has changed our lives

forever. Cruelly, we have been able to see it all, planes crashing into towers, flames searing the

Pentagon, evil searing the very foundation of our lives. 

Today we know the horror and the destruction. More people killed on Tuesday than at Pearl

Harbor, almost as many people killed as at  Antietam during the Civil War. Will we ever forget

the images of people leaping from the towers? Will we ever forget the impossible sight of those
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two massive towers crumbling in a matter of seconds? 

Today we know the horror and destruction. Tomorrows will bring word of deployments, of

families separated as brave men and women go to far-off lands to fight an enemy that seems to

be everywhere and nowhere all at the same time. We are now engaged in war against people

whose hatred seems incomprehensible, whose hatred not only gives meaning to their lives, but

is hatred that leads them to give up their lives. 

Today we know the horror and the destruction. Our emotions move from shock to disbelief

to anger to rage, to helpless frustration. And we worry about the tomorrows. How are we

going to rid the world of terrorism, when terrorists seem to live and thrive in so many different

nations, even some who are supposedly our allies? How many will die, how long of a war is on

the horizon? We don’t know. It scares us. It angers us. It saddens us. 

Today we know the horror and the destruction. But is there hope amidst the horror? Or do we

even want to talk about hope? Hope is a religious word, reminds us of God’s presence in the

world. And maybe we don’t even want to talk about that right now. Revenge. Get even. That’s

what we want. We want to be free to be as evil as they are. Get even. Make them hurt as much

as we do.  

That’s how we feel. And maybe we are just a little angry even at God, angry that he did not

send in angels at the last moment to steer the airplanes away from the towers. This God of love,

this God who gives us free will and even allows us to live in the context of free will, even when

that will is evil, even when that will turns planes into bombs. Maybe we are not ready to turn

to God, unless we can use God somehow as a weapon to destroy the destroyers.  I don’t know

about you, but today, I don’t want to be faithful, I want to be angry. I don’t want to talk of
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rebuilding, I want to destroy. . . to destroy them, as they have tried to destroy us. 

Today we know the horror and the destruction. But today we gather not just as Americans who

are angry and grieve deeply over the wounds of our beloved country. Today we gather as

another people, with an identity deeper even than that of American. Today we gather as

Christians, as believers in Jesus Christ, as followers of Jesus Christ. 

And even in our anger and sorrow and frustration, we know that ultimately our souls will not

be satisfied with getting even. We will not find peace even if we do punish the enemy as much

as the enemy deserves to be punished. Because as Christians, our lives can never just be about

hatred and anger and revenge. For God has given us different hearts, even if today I wish he

hadn’t.

Today we know the horror and the destruction.  It is real. Our anger is real. Our sorrow is

real. But today I want to talk about hope amidst the horror. 

Jerusalem: for centuries had avoided horror. But now, the reality, Babylonians were invading,

and they were going to win. Jeremiah looked out over the doomed city. He saw the tower, he

saw the beautiful streets and the magnificent wall. And he  new it would all be destroyed, the

tower and walls would tumble down, the temple itself, that dominated the skyline, would be

desecrated, and the people sent off into exile.

And even as he considered the horror of his nation, of his city, Jeremiah dared to offer these

words of hope: 1) First, God is still alive. And God would act. First, he would write a new law,

a new relationship into the people’s heart, a new way of understanding him. We Christians

believe that this Scripture is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
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And secondly, as he looked out over the doomed city, Jeremiah dared to say. You will return.

And this city will be rebuilt. He pointed to a tower and he pointed down the street. He took

the most eastward point and the most westward and said, all this will be restored.

Jeremiah knew what we know. The power of evil, the power of destruction is very real. But

it is not as strong as the power of God. And it is not forever. 

And this is our hope today. Evil and terror and horror have their power. But it is not ultimate

power. And it is not as strong as God’s power. And in God is the power to rebuild, to forge

ahead, to overcome, to claim victory even amidst the rubble, even as the empty tomb of Easter

Sunday claimed victory over the bloody death of Good Friday.

Know that even amidst the horror, there is hope.  A Marine raised a flag amidst the Pentagon

carnage. Children who brought peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to shelters in Manhattan.

Blood banks are filled to capacity: symbolic and real value in that. 

This is our faith: evil is real. Death is real. But not eternal. And not as powerful as

righteousness, as resurrection.

If the destruction of the tower leads us to hatred, and lives of bitter vengeance, then they have

won. But if we determine again that what is of Christ will be our beacon, our hope, our way

of life, then we will win.

If the anger over the falling towers consumes us, then they win. But if the cross towers over us,

then we win. 
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Our hope lies not in getting even, though I hope we do. Our hope lies in teaching a new

generation what God’s purpose is for our lives. As we are merciful, as we seek justice, as we

teach our kids the Golden Rule, then the God of love again reigns supreme. 

May we be as committed to good as they are to evil. Be as committed to life as they are to

death. 

May we live according to that new law written in our hearts, that law of Jesus. 

And if we do, then to us belong hope, and victory, and life. 
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