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Every culture has its defining moments. In our culture, people of a certain age can remember exactly where they were and exactly what they were doing on December 7, 1941. People of a certain age in our culture can remember exactly where they were and exactly what they were doing on November 22, 1963 when they got word that President John F. Kennedy had been shot. Debbie and I were married on November 22, 1997. We chose that date for two reasons. We wanted to combine our honeymoon with Debbie’s Thanksgiving break to give us more time, plus we chose a Saturday when UT was playing away from Knoxville to increase attendance at our wedding.  All of that is true. We chose our wedding date, in part, because of UT’s football schedule, but at a more important level, when we began to announce that we were getting married on November 22nd, people of a certain age without fail said, ‘The day John Kennedy was shot.’ That is how much that date resonates for people who remember what happened on that date. 


I am very fortunate to get to go to Great Britain just about every year.  For British people the term 7/7 now has become a part of their vocabulary.  July 7, 2005 is the date for the bombings in the tube in London and the coordinated attacks on the street on buses. It was a terrible day in London so folk from there routinely refer to the events of 7/7. 

For us in our recent history, 9/11 is a term we all understand. Before 2001 the phrase 9/11 would have meant very little if anything. But now we all know exactly what it means and to what it refers. September 11, 2001 is the bloodiest day on American soil since the battle of Antietam, what some of you learned to call the Battle of Sharpsburg. On that horrible day of our own horrible Civil War, 3,654 people died in the Battle of Antietam. On September 11, 2001, almost three thousand people died. 

I can remember exactly what I was doing that day. It is not dramatic. I was fully dressed and brushing my teeth, about to head out the door for what I thought would be a normal day at church. The Today Show was still on and I began to hear the breaking news of what was happening. As it happened I did not have any appointments at church that morning, so I called the church secretary and said, “Something important is happening and I am going to stay home and follow it. I will be in as soon as I can.” I watched the events unfold on television and knew what it was instantly. I did not know who was doing it, but I knew what it was. I remember as the scale of those terrorist attacks began to be clear how angry I got. I mean at a deep level, I was rageful that so many innocent people’s lives could be taken so indiscriminately. I am, as you have gathered in the last eight years, a pretty laid-back fellow.

A dear friend in graduate school once said to me, ‘Dude, you are one breath short of a coma.’

What he meant was, ‘Dude, you are just too relaxed. You are just too calm.’ But, don’t kid yourselves, I have a temper, and I was filled with rage that day. I didn’t act on it. To look at me no one would have known, but it was so rage-inspiring to see innocent people slaughtered. As I began to imagine what it would be like to be directly involved, I thought about the prospect of Debbie going to work that day and never coming home. Then I really was filled with rage. We have all reacted to the aftermath of 9/11 differently. I do not like to watch footage from that day. I don’t need to re-live it via the retrospective programs that have been on television this week. Everybody reacts differently, but I can remember the day as if it happened yesterday. Those memories are so vivid. And we all know that our lives have changed in some subtle ways and some overt ways after that fateful day ten years ago. 


I only look at the scripture lessons one week in advance. I never plan out my sermons ahead of time.  I once said to someone, ‘It may not be very good, but at least it’s fresh.’   So I got back in town Tuesday night from a parish wedding that was out of town, and I realized what today’s lessons were – every one of them directly teaching about forgiveness and reconciliation. We get our lessons from something called a Lectionary. It is a schedule of readings that is published long in advance, so months ago it was determined that on this date these would be the lessons that we would have. Every one of them confronts us with God’s will for us to be reconciled with one another. In the Gospel lesson, we have this extraordinary passage on forgiveness. Jesus makes it so clear that there is no limit to how many times we are called to forgive. Peter says ‘seven times.’  He must have thought he was being progressive, because up to this point in Jewish history the rabbis taught that three times was what you were required to forgive someone. Peter more than doubles that. In the Greek it says, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother?” This modern translation has it as ‘another member of the church.’  In the Greek, it is very straightforward. ‘How many times do I forgive my brother? Seven?’ More than twice as much as the rabbis have taught.  But Jesus says, “Not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”  Translators struggle with this part of the passage. The Greek can be translated ‘seventy times seven,’  but the meaning is clear. We are to always called to forgive. Then Jesus tells this amazing story. A servant owes the king ten thousand talents. When scholars translate that it is fifteen years’ wages. It is an impossible debt for a servant. That is the point. It is impossible for a servant to hope to pay back fifteen years of salary, but the lord has pity on the servant, this translation has it. It can also be translated compassion. The lord had compassion, pity, on the servant and forgave him the debt completely. A debt that he could have never paid is forgiven out of compassion. Yet this servant comes upon another servant who owes him a hundred denarii. A denarius was a day’s wage. A modern scholar has calculated that in our terms today, a hundred denarri would be $20 in terms we understand. Pocket change --  that was what this second servant owed the first. But the first servant would not forgive him. He had him thrown into prison over the equivalent of $20. He himself had been forgiven an incalculable sum. Then Jesus shows us that the king challenges the servant, ‘Why couldn’t you have had mercy the way I had mercy on you?’ Elsewhere Jesus teaches us to pray, ‘Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.’  


The teaching in today’s lessons is clear. The challenge comes in applying what we are taught. It is one thing to hear the teaching and to comprehend the message. It is another thing all together to try to live this way. To be a person who at all times is ready, willing, and able to forgive. So how do we link this up? How do we link up our cultural observance of 9-11 with today’s scripture passages? Ultimately, we cannot deal in one sermon, in one parish, in one city with all of the ramifications of the events of 9/11. It  is far too enormous a task to try to treat this subject comprehensively. I could not begin even to try to do that. 

What I want to leave us with today is the thought that Jesus clearly challenges us to have a heart that always, in the end, seeks reconciliation. This first servant is reconciled to the king through the king’s grace. Yet this servant doesn’t offer that same grace to his fellow. We are challenged in this lesson, we are challenged in the marvelous lesson from Genesis, in Paul today, and in the Psalm, to see that a part of what it means to be a person of faith is to have a heart for reconciliation, a heart that wants to bridge cultural biases and misunderstandings. We are called as people of faith to know that we  all are, in the end, children of one Heavenly Father.  We are all children of God, and we are called to see in one another’s face not the face of evil but the face of a sister or a brother. This is not a counsel to naiveté. It is not a counsel to naive vulnerability going forward. But I think on this date, today’s lessons from scripture remind us unmistakably clearly that evil cannot be allowed to be the end, that people of faith are called to pray for and to constantly work overcoming hatred with Godly love. There is a time, when one is grievously harmed, for anger. There is a time, when one is grievously harmed, for sadness. There comes a time though to move forward, a time to work for a lasting peace, a lasting justice that has a theological understanding that all of us in the human family are, in the end, sisters and brothers. I can assure you in my own thinking, in my own life, I am still working on this one in response to 9/11. I am a work in progress. Today’s scripture though guides us in that work. Today we hear the word of the Lord, ‘Be merciful to one another as the Lord is merciful to us.'


I want to conclude by reading you one short paragraph I found this week. One of the periodicals I subscribe to is the Sewanee Theological Review. I found an editorial written by the editor, Dr. Christopher Bryan, who is an Episcopal priest and has taught New Testament at Sewanee for years. He has recently retired but is still very active in ministry. When you hear this passage it is important for you to know that Chris Bryan is English.  He is from London, and he survived the Blitz.  From 1940 to 1941, forty thousand civilians were killed in London. Forty thousand. Then there was retaliation on the Continent, as you know. Chris Bryan lived through all of that. He has seen the amazing reconciliation that has taken place in Europe since World War II. It is from that perspective, from one that has survived bombing and lived to see reconciliation, that he writes this editorial. I want to share with you a part of that editorial  in conclusion today.  This is from The Rev. Dr. Christopher Bryan.  ‘Alas, we are very far from the moment when the children of Osama bin Laden and the children of those who died in the World Trade Center can embrace each other weeping. But if we are serious about what we claim to believe, then we must not cease to pray for such reconciliation, and, if we have the opportunity, to work for it, however improbable it may seem just at the present.  Why must we pray for it? Why must we work for it? Because we believe in the generosity of God. ”Forgive us our sins,”  we say, depending on that generosity, but as we do so we pledge ourselves to show the same generosity as we “forgive those who sin against us.”  Do we mean it? Or, is it just words. It is not easy to forgive our enemies. I know that. The live televisions pictures of one of those towers crumpling with all those people still inside are etched in my mind forever.  I do not find it easy to pray for those who did it. Nor do I find it easy to pray for the repose of the soul of Osama bin Laden. But then we do not pray for our enemies because it is easy, we pray for them because Christ commanded it, and set us an example. And we follow Christ not because it is easy, but because he is Lord. ‘  

Amen. 
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