
 1 

 [SLIDE]  WHAT WE MAKE OF THE DAY AFTER  

 The last time I preached, I spoke about being in the season known 

as  “ordinary time,” or “green, growing time.” It is when we are to put 

down deeper spiritual roots.  It’s a time of being open to God’s Grace 

and movement in our world. Despite the ups and downs of each day, 

God’s Spirit is at work in our midst. Today we remember 9/11 and the 

aftermath. But God doesn’t ONLY move from ONE BIG event to the 

next. God is with us in the in between. That’s where my message 

begins. So I ask you to consider it alongside the wisdom of recent 

sermons.  

First, please pray with me: God of the Already and the Not Yet, we 

need you to be with us. Help us to remember your faithfulness as 

recorded in scripture and in our lives. And may the words of my mouth 

and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, most 

Faithful God. Amen. 

[SLIDE]  BIBLE      

I’ll bet many of us TOOK TO HEART Gwen’s recent comment about 

the Bible; that it’s “the only book that's actually breathing ... the only 

book that, when you open it up, it opens you up... That when you read 

it, it actually reads you. That when you go into it, it actually goes into 

you.” God’s Word not only draws us near, but makes room for us. I’d 

like to begin with a story about a day when God offered me a little peek 

inside. To lay the groundwork, hear these words from Isaiah 43:  “But 

now thus says the LORD ... Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have 

called you by name, you are mine... I am He who blots out your 

transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins.” 
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It’s the “not remembering” that anchors my story. It was an 

ordinary event on an ordinary day, until God intervened. It helps me to 

process where we’ve been, and where we need to be going. 

[SLIDE] BICYCLE      

In August, 2016 I left the East Woods rummage sale the proud 

new owner of Mickey Drummond’s Schwinn bicycle. I took it home, 

bought a helmet and bike lock, and began enjoying daily rides around 

my neighborhood. One day my ride began as usual, but soon took on a 

life of its own. I rode to the corner and turned right, going up a slight 

incline for three or four short blocks. On that day, as I turned left at the 

end of the street … everything got away from me... My next conscious 

moment found me riding back into my own driveway and Randy said I’d 

been gone for about a half hour. I have no knowledge of where I went 

or what I encountered. I remember nothing. 

To make a long story short, a scan showed two tiny holes in the 

part of my brain that governs memory. A neurologist said it was an 

episode of amnesia. I imagined riding around like some kind of zombie, 

of cars coming to a screeching halt or me barely missing someone in the 

crosswalk. But the doctor said all my other cognitive faculties worked 

just as I needed them to. She said it was like switching off the 

camcorder in my head. Just because I had no memory did not mean 

that I was ever in danger. And when I asked about those holes in my 

brain, she said they were already healed.  

This was uncharted territory. But out of this disorienting 

experience, God brought me this gift, this little nugget, this message 

from Scripture that I know quite well. But that day, God let me have a 

peek inside. At least for a moment I had a closer connection with those 

oft-repeated words of the prophet Isaiah:  
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[SLIDE] TEXT  for I will ... remember their sin no more. For the first 

time I understood what it means to literally not remember. That’s my 

story...as orchestrated by God.       

[SLIDE] 911 LIGHTS:         

Now, this is 9/11 weekend 20 years hence. We Americans are 

awash in embedded memories and fresh regrets. In 2001 and 2020, Life 

changed on a dime and lost recognizable shape. I think it would help to 

have a useful frame of reference. So I’d like to take us on a parallel 

biblical journey. This will help us get from 9/11 to 9/12 and beyond. 

Let’s revisit those affluent residents of Jerusalem; the ones who were 

rounded up and marched to exile in faraway Babylon. For while we 

haven’t changed mailing addresses, America has wandered in the 

wilderness in our own kind of exile. We’ve acquired mobile devices, and 

lost the time. What did we remember to forget, and what did we forget 

to remember? We might see ourselves in the exiles’ lament of Psalm 

137:  [SLIDE] WORDS OF THE PSALM        

 By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there we 

wept when we remembered Zion.  On the willows there we hung up our 

harps.  For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors 

asked for mirth, saying  “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”  How could 

we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land? 

9/11 threw us into the unknown. We lost our sense of security, 

our peace, our innocence, our belief that we were safely buffered from 

random violence. 20 years later, we keep company with a generation 

that never knew such a naive time. Together we navigate a path similar 

to God’s exiled people. 
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[SLIDE] I AM:      

We share with them the scripture tradition that, in God’s realm, 

not remembering is God’s choice and done for God’s own sake. To 

begin with, the Creator of all things good self-identifies to Moses as “I 

Am.” Bible Scholars unpack this to mean, “I am that I am; I will be who I 

will be; I will do what I will do...” In ancient, and modern history, 

people, and governments, sometimes put on this Godly posture, and 

find it to be a terrible fit. But God’s identity brings the promise of 

Leviticus 16: 29 This shall be a statute to you forever...  30 For on this day 

atonement shall be made for you...”  

God also says to Moses: Say therefore to the Israelites, ‘I will 

redeem you with an outstretched arm ... I will take you as my people, 

and I will be your God. For a while, people kept their focus on God. 

Then they got distracted by shiny objects and their own 

accomplishments. 

Fast forward 7 centuries, to Isaiah 43. We find God’s people exiled 

in Babylon. The exile would last 59 years; that’s three generations. They 

grieved all they had lost. They wondered if God remembered them at 

all. But around year 45, an exiled writer known as “Second Isaiah” 

emerged from their midst and declared to them,“... Do not remember 

the former things, or consider the things of old...” That’s a toughie... 

Forget the stories of their homeland’s collapse? Forget the towers 

coming down? That sure sounds like the message, doesn’t it. 

Of course, that’s not what Isaiah meant. Chapter 43 comes just 

after the prophet’s message that Israel is to be a light to the nations, 

and birthplace of the Messiah. Imagine getting THAT news while in 

exile! What the Jews needed to stop remembering was their betrayal of 

God and the Mosaic laws. They took personal inventory. They 
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acknowledged their wrongful attitudes, including a theological 

invention of a judgmental God ... and their reaction and resulting 

behavior. One can imagine a low tech version of cancel culture and 

tribalism ... of the “ins” and the “outs” ... the alt-this and anti-that ... of 

putting God in a box for one’s own purposes. 

In their repenting they heard afresh the Genesis 1 story of God’s 

cosmic Presence. They realized that their God was not left stranded 

back in Jerusalem! Their faith restored, three generations embraced a 

theology of salvation. They yearned to gather in Jerusalem. You might 

say they retrieved their harps from that willow tree and returned to 

making music.   

But as I said, first, they repented. “Repent” means to turn around, 

back toward God. Jesus often said, “Go and sin no more.” But how does 

that work? In part it requires that we stop remembering ... that we 

switch off the camcorder ... that we remember to forget those habits 

that pull us away from loving God and neighbor and self. And if God’s 

“not remembering” is to animate you and me in this time, we need to 

relinquish center stage ... AND the notion that a country blessed by God 

never makes bad decisions. We need to step out of our comfort zone ... 

and fix our eyes where they belong. Personally and nationally, culturally 

and financially... God calls us to discipleship ... to be Gospel bearers ... 

and be the evidence of God’s Presence in our midst.  

Speaking of God’s Presence, I’d like us to turn our thoughts to the 

people of Afghanistan. May God’s Presence, and Grace, and 

faithfulness enfold, and bless, and protect, and keep watch over them. 

AMEN? America brought a taste of freedom to that far-away country. 

Life improved greatly for women and girls. We’ve paid a big price and 
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made mistakes. But God transforms our efforts into miracles ... Let it be 

so.    [SLIDE] GROUND ZERO CROSS:      

 Do you remember that 9/11 happened on the heels of Ramadan 

and within days of Rosh Hashana? On the first 9/12 and the days that 

followed, The God of the Not Yet was ever-present. That massive steel 

cross pulled from the rubble at Ground Zero, met the mournful sound 

of the Shofar ... and the legacy of Flight 93, and Pentagon employees.  

Wanting to care for first-responders, Brooklyn housewives came every 

day with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. The New York Mets 

helped deliver essential supplies. Massage therapists were there round 

the clock. An eye surgeon treated countless injuries. Rescue dogs and 

handlers came from thousands of miles away. For the 9/11 vesper 

service at Southminster Presbyterian in Beaverton, Oregon, those 

gathered included many members of the nearby Moslem Educational 

Trust. So much Grace.  So long ago.   [SLIDE] CANDLE     

Whether we look at a map, or in the mirror; these days are 

unsettled. Many are once again feeling exiled ... in mourning, and 

isolation, and disbelief. There’s work to do. There’s kindness and 

forbearance needed, toward self and others. I think of those children in 

last week’s video, who described what they do to care for one another 

during Covid. When we do those things, God meets us with what we 

need ... including a call for prophets and evangelists to help us build the 

kingdom.  

God also calls us to find the courage to inventory the things we 

need to stop remembering. I think we’ve backslid and attached 

ourselves to a SECULAR theology of judgment. I find a lifeline in Pastor 

Michael’s words,      [SLIDE] The Jesus in me loves the Jesus in You.  
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When I look past my own impulses, I see that the Jesus in me 

loves the Jesus in those I tend to view as the adversary. I share my 

burdens with God, and God does the heavy lifting ... as I allow it. In 

Mark’s gospel account of the Last Supper, Jesus says to the disciples, 

“One of you will betray me.” Then he offers his body and the blood of 

the new covenant to everyone in the room. Everyone. That includes 

Judas. It includes Peter, who would deny Jesus 3 times. It includes the 

other disciples who scatter for their own safety. That is breathtaking 

Grace, and it’s for you and me, and-like it or not- it’s offered in equal 

measure to those who have wronged us. That GRACE ... leads people 

out of exile. Maria reminded us of the Apostle Paul’s words, “... the 

peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts 

and your minds in Christ Jesus...” That PEACE ... leads people out of 

exile.  

In Christ we are cleansed and vindicated and God remembers our 

sins no more. But we do, and this is our dilemma. God creates us to 

remember. Problem is, we find it convenient to invent our own path, 

rather than stay on God‘s path. Pastor Joyce Meyer warns: Stop 

remembering what God has forgotten! Then we could say, with Paul, “I 

know what it is to have little ... and I know what it is to have plenty. In 

any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed ... 

and of going hungry, of having plenty ... and of being in need. I can do 

ALL THINGS through him who strengthens me...” 

 [SLIDE] “RETURN TO YOUR FORTRESS”:        

 20 years ago today, as the sun rose, America was showered with 

a worldly outpouring of love and support and encouragement and 

hope. More important, in one another we recognized our brother and 

sister. We took one another into our care. We listened more. We 
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seemed to follow Paul’s bidding; that we think on what is true, and 

honorable, and pure, and pleasing, and commendable. For a time God’s 

peace fed our hearts and minds. It was like the Kristin Getty song, that 

‘Jesus would guide us through the tempest; Keep our spirits staid and 

sure.’ In time, we faltered. But God never left. 

We cannot escape 9/11. But 9/12 has its own legacy of good. We 

need to remember and reclaim that good; we did let go of it, to our 

detriment. But in God’s Kingdom it’s never too late. I suggest that we 

think of 9/11 and 9/12 as being like bookends, sort of like All Hallows 

Eve that is followed by All Saints Day—the light that surpasses the 

darkness, and remains. Let this be our future 9/12s... to forget what 

needs to be forgotten; to seek God’s claim on us. Let me say again, 9/12 

comes close to Rosh Hashanah. The Jewish new year leads into Yom 

Kippur, the day of atonement. Our day of atonement is near! 

Here’s one last encouragement. In the 5-day a week Bible reading 

series ... this week’s reading begins with Isaiah 45 ... introducing King 

Cyrus of Persia, who would open Babylon’s doors and invite the exiled 

to return home. The king sent Nehemiah to Jerusalem to help God’s 

people rebuild the city wall. He sent Ezra to instruct in the disciplines of 

faith. In fact, the online Jewish Virtual Library states, “Cyrus sent them 

home specifically to worship Yahweh—WHAT was once only a kingdom 

... would become a nation of Yahweh.”  THEY returned home with the 

words of Isaiah 46: 

[SLIDE] ISAIAH 46:9-13:     

“... I am God, and there is no one like me, declaring the end from 

the beginning ... and from ancient times ... things not yet done, saying, 

My purpose shall stand, and I will fulfill my intention ...  I have spoken, 
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and I will bring it to pass; I have planned, and I will do it.” That’s God’s 

story.  

We might ask: Who is God lifting up to guide the people of this 

country in this moment? May we pray that their voice would be heard 

and that we will follow. It’s 9/12. It’s the day the God of the Not Yet is 

preparing our renewal. There’s no need to wonder about that; God 

renews for God’s sake. God calls the FAITHFUL to be a light to the 

nations ... to share the Gospel in every time and place. And God offers 

this benediction:   [SLIDE] SCRIPTURE TEXT:      

“The people who survived the sword ... found grace in the 

wilderness. I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have 

continued my faithfulness to you.” The remembering, and the 

remembering no more, is in perfect balance for God’s beloved ... even 

an amnesiac on a bicycle! So is God’s theology of salvation in the 

person of Jesus Christ. Let this be what we remember! As with days of 

long ago, God’s people have been through sad, hard times.   [SLIDE] 

911 LIGHTS:      

But this is 9/12 and God is here. I pray that God would bless every 

believer with moments of disorienting clarity, an unmistakable 

invitation to come closer and take a peek, and witness to God’s 

faithfulness.  

 

PLEASE PRAY WITH ME: Faithful God, help us always to remember, and 

live into, your gift OF 9/12. Restore and liberate every generation, in 

every time and place, and make of us a light to the nations. In your 

most holy name we pray... and all God’s people said... AMEN 


