September 11 2011.

Dear Friends in Christ,

Quirks of calendar have brought events into a strange alignment.  On the anniversary of 9/11 we will have a pig roast at church.  The two seem at odds.  Can we have a feast that day?  This meal is not a tasteless commemoration of that grimly historic day, or a callous attempt to ignore it.  

This is a celebration of a fruitful sabbatical.  It is also a Rally Day feast and a kind of homecoming dinner.  We will smile and laugh and we will enjoy good food.  There will be children in attendance who have little or no memory of 2001.  Their joy will be untainted.

For the rest of us September 11th 2001 will not be far from our minds.  The date will live in infamy.  Browse the internet and you will find photos bring back the horror of the day.  It was hard to believe what we were seeing.  It is still hard to believe.

We will see and hear many images and remembrances from September 11, 2001 as we pass the tenth anniversary.  Grief will well up again.  The death of loved ones or neighbors always brings grief, but a different sort of grief attaches to deaths that are not only violent, but so outrageously arbitrary.  But what we feel as a nation is more than grief.  Theologian Walter Bruggeman wrote of the ‘systemic shattering’ that was felt by every American.  We knew we would never be the same.  

In the days after the attacks many activities were suspended.  For a time, no airplanes flew.  Comedy programs on TV were shelved.  Birthdays and anniversaries of that date began to feel tainted.  It took a while before normal activities resumed and when they did, we spoke about a new normal.

It seems the new normal has lasted these ten years.  Heightened security measures have made every airline trip a reminder of that dark day.  Fears that might once have seemed irrational now seem plausible, even if remote.  Is happiness out of place on September 11?  Should laughter be set aside every year on this day?

Sunday’s gospel passage (Matthew 18:21-35) reminds us of God’s forgiveness, and of God’s expectation that we be forgiving of others.  

Talk of forgiveness is difficult.  I can imagine someone reacting with resistance, even rage at the thought that we are called to forgive others, even for heinous crimes.  How can we forgive when the very act of forgiveness seems like a betrayal of justice?

Forgiveness is by no means a way to excuse bad behavior.  Forgiveness is not always a transaction where one party repents and the other forgives.  Some forgiveness is given for the sake of moving on in freedom, no longer defined by gnawing bitterness.  It has an arbitrary quality that perhaps fits a day like 9/11.  Some forgiveness is sheer obedience to God, given as a witness to God’s greater mercy.  Forgiveness can short circuit the never-ending spiral of retaliation.  

The contrast between mourning and celebration is stark, even jarring. Yet it may be an eloquent expression of the place where the church always lives- between the grief and outrage of the cross, and the joy of the heavenly marriage feast.  

The many psalms of lament make it clear that God will listen to broken hearted people, (See Psalm 130) and even people angry at an enemy.  (See Psalm 137:8-9)  But God does not leave us in lament or resentment.  

Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to a wedding feast.  God has given us a promise of a kingdom where all is set to right, and where rejoicing is the order of the day.  That feast began with the resurrection of Jesus and will continue breaking in to our world, breaking down walls, breaking through grief.  For us, the feast begins even while we remain in the vale of tears.  

We didn’t plan for Rally Day to be on 9/11.  Rally Sunday is always the Sunday after Labor Day, and this year that turned out to be September 11th.  We will remember with sorrow and respect.  But we will also live in the light of God’s love.  

“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?”  (Psalm 27:1)






