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Proper 19, Year A – September 11, 2011 

“Ten Years of September 11, 2001” 

THE NEVIL MEMORIAL CHURCH OF ST. GEORGE 
ARDMORE, PA 

Exodus 14: 19 - 31  •  Psalm 114   •  Romans 14: 1 - 12    •   Matthew  18: 21 - 35 

 

+ 
 

 The scene is etched in our minds, perhaps even with the CNN ticker tape running along 

the bottom.  A slow motion shot of a commercial airplane approaching and then slamming 

into one of the World Trade Center buildings.  As I stood in Shorty’s Coffee Shop on the 

campus of Wake Forest, my Chinese History books weighing down my backpack, I thought 

they were showing a replay.  But then it slowly dawned on me when I heard the shocked 

reporters’ exclamations – it wasn’t a replay, it was a second plane hitting the second tower.   

 Smoke.  People running.  Screaming.  People falling from unimaginable heights.  No.  

Not falling.  Jumping.  The President’s somber speech.  Two more planes.  D.C.  Pennsylvania.  

And the word that kept rising to the surface.  Attack.  We had been attacked.  And our own 

people had been the missile. 

 

 Today, our entire nation, and many more people around the globe, will remember that 

day.  Some with profound, acute, personal grief.  Others with the sadness of empathy.  Others 

with little more than indifference, and still others with the anger of the militarily occupied.  As 

faithful Christians, part of our response needs to be a sharing in that grief and a mourning of 

the lives that were lost, altered, and otherwise significantly affected.  And part of our response 

– I suggested on our parish blog earlier this week that this was the most important part of our 
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response – needs to be about celebrating life and how we have carried on.  I wrote that 

terrorism, ‚is about more than taking lives and maiming bodies.  It’s about more than physical 

destruction, although that is certainly a big part.  In the end though, the physical destruction is 

only a vehicle by which the terrorist delivers their most mortal blow, their most grievous 

injury:  fear.   Part of what terror attacks are all about is instilling fear into the normal. Not 

allowing that part of it to succeed means that, though lives were lost, the terrorists’ goals were 

not fully accomplished.‛ And we will do that by having our blessing of the backpacks, by 

having our bbq and wiffle ball game and by being here, together, as we are every week.  The 

terrorists did not and cannot take that away. 

 

 As faithful Christians, though, part of our response needs to be taking a long, hard look 

at ourselves.  Where we’ve been, and where we’re going.  It is an absolutely incredible 

coincidence to me that on this Sunday, of this Lectionary year, when this remembrance is going 

on, that we’re given the Gospel lesson we’re given.  In the Gospel, we’re given a word about 

forgiveness, and we’re given a parable that Jesus uses to illustrate that word.  What Jesus has 

to say to Peter about forgiveness is hard, and the parable is even more challenging.   Jesus tells 

Peter that he must forgive seventy-seven times, which is Bible speak for ‚more than you’re 

gonna want to.‛  But, careful readers will be quick to point out me, ‚Ah, but, it says if a 

‘member of the church’ sins against you and those terrorists – they weren’t exactly good 

Episcopalians!  So, I don’t have to forgive them!‛  And that person would be right if this were 

the only thing the Gospels had to say about forgiveness, but it isn’t.  Over and over again Jesus 
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teaches us about forgiving those who trespass against us, forgiving those who are our debtors.  

The easiest place to look is in Matthew 6, when Jesus is teaching what we now know as the 

Lord’s Prayer.  And you and I both know, deep down, that as Christians we are commanded 

to be a people of forgiveness because we have been forgiven.  So, do you have to forgive even 

terrorists?  Yes.  Yes, you do.  See, I told you it was a hard word about forgiveness. 

 

 So what does that mean?  I think a lot of us can conflate two ideas.  I think a lot of us 

can equate forgiveness with reconciliation, and it is easy to do because we so often hear the 

words together.  You’ve heard me say, just last week, that we are called to be a people of 

reconciliation.  When I look up the word ‘forgive’ in the Gospels, I find lots of examples about 

how we are supposed to forgive everyone who trespasses against us.  But when I look up the 

word ‘reconcile,’ I only find it in the context that we heard it last week: the context of a brother 

or sister in the faith.  So, to me, that shows that there is a difference, and I think the difference 

is this: you need to reconcile with those with whom you had, currently have, or will have a 

relationship, even if that relationship is one is distrust and mutual dislike; but you must 

forgive all those who trespass against you, even those with whom you have no relationship 

and never will.  Like a terrorist. 

 

 Like I said, it gets harder.  Because as a nation, that is not what we did.  In the parable 

which Jesus told, a slave who owed a large amount of money was forgiven that debt.  Then, 

that same slave went out to someone who owed him a pittance by comparison and instead of 
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forgiving him, ‚seized him by the throat,‛ and demanded payment.  We were hurting pretty 

badly as a nation after 9/11, and perhaps, even after careful consideration, a military option 

against the perpetrators would have been the best option.   But ‘careful consideration’ cannot 

be the words to describe the reaction of our government.  No, instead, that was all a bit too 

much like the slave in the parable seizing his debtor around the throat, and Jesus had some 

pretty serious things to say about those who behaved as that slave did.   

  

 As we remember what happened on 9/11, we need also to soberly recall the knee jerk 

reactions of a blind-sided nation, and not revel in them as in the lyrics of the overly popular, 

jingoistic Toby Keith song, ‚Courtesy of the Red, White, and Blue.‛  We need to both do some 

forgiving and seek forgiveness ourselves as a nation who behaved like a wicked servant.  We 

mourn the deaths of thousands of innocents who died on 9/11, but what about the thousands 

of innocents in Iraq and Afghanistan who lost their lives to so-called ‚friendly fire,‛ and 

‚collateral damage.‛  It is indeed a hard pill to swallow when we consider how many people 

have been killed in the Afghan and Iraq wars versus how many of our soldiers died when we 

took out Osama bin Laden.   

 

I heard a story from a friend once about how when her college classroom was asked to 

stand in a moment of silence on one particular anniversary of 9/11, the whole classroom 

dutifully stood except one young woman.  She was asked by the professor why she refused to 

stand and she responded, ‚I grieve with the Americans who lost so many people that day.  But 
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where has the moment of silence been for my people?‛  She was Iraqi.  To borrow from a 

sermon I once heard by Will Campbell:  since the economic sanctions put into place after the 

U.S. involvement in the Persian Gulf ended in 1991, over 500,000 Iraqi children have died of 

lack of clean water and easily treatable diseases, and dare we talk of terrorism? 

 

Ten years ago, we were hurt and we were hurt bad and I do not stand here in front of 

you today to tell you that I had any better idea on what to do.  What I had was a hope that we 

would not do what we eventually did.  Now that all that is said and done, what we need to do, 

on this day of remembrance, is remember also who we are called to be as God’s children and 

as forgiven servants of Jesus Christ.  We are like the servant in the parable who has had more 

forgiven than could ever be hoped for and yet has gone out and seized their debtor by the 

throat.  Do the perpetrators and masterminds behind the attacks on 9/11 owe us something?  

Do they deserve our wrath?  Our vengeance?  Yes, absolutely.  But that is exactly the point – 

even though they deserve it, our God asks us to stay our hand.  To forgive.  I don’t think we’ll 

ever be reconciled with those people, but I don’t think we’re asked to be, either.  I do think we 

are asked to forgive, even those of us who lost no one, because as John Donne profoundly 

writes, ‚any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind.‛   This isn’t an 

easy Gospel, but neither was 9/11 an easy time.  And I think for a large part of our nation, the 

initial satisfaction and feelings of justified revenge that accompanied all those green, night-

vision scenes of explosions and anti-aircraft fire have faded and left a hole.  A hole that has 

festered with the toxin of prolonged military occupations and a crippling financial debt that 



P a g e  | 6 

 

was the inevitable inheritance of our seizing our debtors around the throat and not letting go.  

After ten years of that, after ten years of violence repaid with violence, of death repaid with 

death, after ten years of not forgiving, it is time to do something different.  I pray you will join 

me. 

And so, I forgive them: 

Mohamed Atta,  

Waleed al-Shehri,  

Wail al-Shehri,  

Abdulaziz al-Omari,  

Satam al-Suqami,  

Marwan al-Shehhi, 

Fayez Banihammad, 

Mohand al-Shehri, 

Hamza al-Ghamdi, 

Ahmed al-Ghamdi, 

Hani Hanjour, 

Khalid al-Mihdhar, 

Majed Moqed, 

Nawaf al-Hamzi, 

Salem al-Hazmi, 

Ziad Jarrah, 

Ahmed al-Haznawi, 

Ahmed al-Nami, 

Saeed al-Ghamdi, and 

Osama bin Laden, 

 

I forgive you. 


