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Dear sermon readers, 

 While this sermon is dated for the Sunday it is to be released to the public, it 

always goes through its final draft on Saturday the day before. This year that happens 

to be the 20th anniversary of 9/11. Nineteen years ago, Fred Rogers was asked to 

come out of retirement to record a series of public service announcements for the 

first anniversary of 9/11. Today’s sermon draws from the same Christian teaching Mr. 

Rogers drew on that day. May I remind you that Fred Rogers was an ordained 

Presbyterian pastor with a special ministry to children and their families. The text for 

all of his programs is found in Matthew 7:12. Here is the King James Version as Mr. 

Rogers and many others of his generation memorized it in Sunday School, “Do unto 

others as you would have them do unto you.”  

 This weekend a raw pain again seems to be in the air. Not only is it the 20th 

anniversary of 9/11, but COVID infections are rising including a breakthrough 

infection for a CCH resident who was vaccinated. A mask advisory is in effect until 

October 5 because all of St. Croix county is in a high infection state with COVID. 

This advisory applies to everyone, no matter our vaccine status we are all advised to 

wear a mask when in a public building. Also, the current events in Afghanistan are a 

direct result of 9/11. We must remember our military involvement in Afghanistan’s 

civil problems came out of a post 9/11 desire for improving our nation’s security. We 

also face “normal” challenges like the beginning of a school year, or a painful medical 

diagnosis. What can a preacher write with so much darkness filling a beautiful 

September weekend?   



 Just this, both the people who came to hear Jesus preach his Sermon on the 

Mount and those who were the intended first readers of James’ letter knew times just 

as ours. Our Scripture for today is not a lament, it is a lesson in living. Shall we pause 

and pray? “Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable 

to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.” Psalm 19:12 

 Twenty years later, what strikes me most about 9/11 is how God was present 

on Flight 93 through Christians living the Golden Rule as their habit. Flight 93 was 

the hijacked plane that did not hit its intended target because the flight crew and 

passengers lived into their deepest beliefs. Here are four life stories of folks who were 

booked to fly on Flight #93 that day. All were Christians. All lived into the Golden 

Rule in real time on 9/11. 

Tom Burnett was seated in first class and stepped up to leadership the moment 

he witnessed the cockpit was breached by terrorists. His wife, Deena, was a former 

flight attendant. Tom chose to make his inflight call to her. In 2001, the Burnett 

family and the Ramstad family lived in the same California valley but in different 

towns. I had my news and traffic radio station tuned in as I drove past Tom’ office 

park when I heard Deena’s first raw news interview. In that moment the San 

Francisco Bay Area community realized the life-giving sacrifice that Flight 93 

passengers and crew members made for our country. Ten years later, while walking as 

a guest at St. John’s University in Collegeville, I came upon a small rotunda dedicated 

to alum Tom Burnett’s memory. There I learned how his Christian faith shaped his 

action on Flight 93.  

Todd Beamer was seated in the rear of coach and had the presence of mind to 

keep his phone call with his wife short so he could serve best by calling call 911 to 

report a recorded version of what they were doing. Friday night, 10 September, NBC 

dedicated their Dateline program to the passengers and crew of Flight 93. The 911 

operator who took Todd’s call was among the interviewees. In that call she reported 

that Todd asked her to pray the Lord’s prayer with him. As they said “amen.” She 

heard other voices. Todd did not hang up, but just dropped the phone. She was the 

person who heard Todd Beamer say, “Let’s roll.”  

Wanda Green was a flight attendant and resident of Oakland, California. She 

was a deacon in her church (lay leader in Methodist dialect). As a flight attendant she 

left only a love message on voice mail, she was very busy in other ways. Flight 

attendants worked rapidly to load the tops of their beverage cart with hot liquids, 

turning it into a battering ram for the cockpit door as others searched out their 

windows for open farm land to bring Flight 93 down in.  



God was with them in that terrible time. These three knew God was there 

because in their ordinary, mundane lives before 9/11 they included God. They were 

able to live into Jesus’ Golden Rule and save other lives on the ground because they 

lived into Jesus’ Golden Rule in how they lived their lives as Christians before they 

became heroes.  

But God was not only on Flight 93 in that terrible time, but God was also 

working in advance of Flight 93 in ways that lead me to believe he had a plan for 

some to survive 9/11. One such person was Rev. Dr. William McKinney.   

Bill McKinney was not on that plane, but he was supposed to have been. Bill 

was the president of Pacific School of Religion, my alma mater. Bill had handed me 

my diploma as a Master of Divinity, an academic credential needed for me to be your 

pastor. Bill had planned to attend a conference in New England the weekend before 

the weekend before. But the conference was undersubscribed and canceled. 

Therefore, Bill never went to New England and never boarded Flight 93 New Jersey 

to make his transcontinental flight home to Berkeley. Imagine Bill realizing God had 

intervened in his life as he listened to Deena Burnett’s interview. A man of profound  

faith and high ethics, Bill got to work and did what he could to live do for others what 

he wanted others to do for him. Bill convened a conference the following Friday 

morning in our Chapel of the Great Commission (“Go therefore into all the world 

and preach the Gospel. . ..” Jesus, Matthew 28:19). There Bill led us in focusing on 

our duty well as we prepared to provide pastoral care in times of tragedy. On our 

panel was flight attendant Wanda Green’s pastor from Solomon Temple, an American 

Baptist Church in Oakland. 

Friends, those are just four-story snapshots of God’s presence in the lives of 

four Christians, three on Flight 93, and one who by the grace of God survived that 

September morning. What they all had in common was this, they did for others what 

they hoped others would have done for them. They kept the Golden Rule.  

Words are always powerful. Always. It is what James wrote to us, “Think about 

this: A small flame can set a whole forest on fire. The tongue is a small flame of fire, a 

world of evil at work in us. It contaminates our entire lives. Because of it, the circle of 

life is set on fire. (James 3:5-6, Common English Bible)1 So many words set events in 

action that clear September morning. So many words literally flew as passengers and 
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crews made their last phone calls. So many words that led to action; some doing great 

evil, but even more brought God’s great grace.  

Words always come from our hearts. That’s Jesus’ point in this application 

section of his sermon. We who are facing hard times, challenges big and small, can 

make grace come alive. We can make Jesus’ words sing to a word caught in sin. His 

sermon “So what?” was “Do for others what you hope others would do for you.” 

Mr. Rogers did. Here is what he said to us about living in the Golden Rule for 

that first anniversary of 9/11:  

"I would like to tell you what I often told you when you were much younger. I 

like you just the way you are. And what’s more, I'm so grateful to you for helping the 

children in your life to know that you’ll do everything you can to keep them safe. And 

to help them express their feelings in ways that will bring healing in many different 

neighborhoods."2 

Fred Rogers preached a very practical Golden Rule sermon for his listeners that 

first 9/11 anniversary, a beautiful September weekend, filled with sunlight and a new 

school year. May we too ponder how we can live into Jesus’ Golden Rule in these 

difficult days that now surround us. 

Let us pray.  

“May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in 

Thy sight, O Thou, my rock and my redeemer.” (Psalm 19, attributed to David)  

Amen. 
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