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9/11 was a defining moment in our country in many ways.  In some ways it’s a day we’d like to forget, because the pain was so great and the loss of life so tragic. But of course we’ll never forget that day.  It was a day that changed our country and that changed our world, and it was a day that changed us.  
One positive change that has come out of 9/11, I think, is our increased appreciation of the men and women who put themselves in harm’s way to protect us and to care for us.  It’s not like we didn’t appreciate their efforts before, but 9/11 reminded all of us of the courage of so many brave Americans and of the sacrifices they make on our behalf – the firefighters, the EMTs, the paramedics, the police, nurses and doctors, the members of the military … and the list could go on and on.  Not every day is a 9/11, but we better appreciate that every day they give their lives and risk their well-being for the sake of a greater good.  So we want to take a moment to pray for them, to pray for their safety, to pray for their families, and to pray that God would bless them in every way for the sacrifices they make for us and for those we love.

Prayer
This morning I want to spend just a few minutes reminding you of some truths we talked about on that first Sunday after 9/11.  It was a very emotional time, and we all had lots of questions, some of which are still waiting for answers.  But there are some things we can know, some very important truths that God has made very plain to us in the Bible, truths that impact not only how we think about that day but how we live the rest of our days.   


God Deeply & Genuinely Feels Our Suffering
One of the questions we asked and was asked of us as followers of Jesus is this: “Where was God?  Where was God when the planes crashed into the World Trade Center and into the Pentagon?  Where was God when the towers collapsed and thousands of people died?”  
I can’t give you as complete an answer to that question as any of us would like, but here’s what we do know – we know that God was very much in the middle of the pain.  We just finished a study of the Old Testament book of Isaiah, and tucked away in that book is a tremendously important little verse that simply says this as it tells us about the character and heart of our God: “In all their distress he too was distressed.” (Isaiah 63:9)  When we are in pain, God is in pain.  When we suffer, God suffers.  
In Isaiah 53 the prophet tells us about one who was referred to as the Servant, one who would someday come as the Messiah to deliver his people from slavery and oppression.  And how do we refer to him, this one we call the Servant?  We refer to him as the Suffering Servant.  Isaiah 53 says this about him: “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and familiar with suffering.” (Isaiah 53:3)  That, the Bible tells us, is our God.  According to the Bible, God became a man in the person of his Son Jesus.  He came to our world to save the world not by coming as a powerful ruler but as a suffering servant.  And in the person of Jesus our God was a man of sorrows and he was familiar with suffering.  Pain and suffering are not foreign to our God; he is intimately familiar with it.  
And he is intimately familiar with grief.  Many of you probably know the answer to this Bible trivia question – what is the shortest verse in the Bible?  The answer is John 11:35, which reads, “Jesus wept.”  The occasion of Jesus’ grief was the death of his good friend Lazarus.  Jesus, who is the resurrection and the life, grieved because Lazarus had died, and in particular he grieved, the text tells us, when he saw how much pain the sisters of Lazarus were in because of his death.  
Whenever we go through a time of loss and hurt and pain, we can be sure of this – in all our distress, our God too is in distress.  We never suffer alone.  Our God, who is familiar with suffering himself, suffers and grieves with us.  

People Matter More Than Anything
Ten years ago many of us spent hours in front of our TVs listening to the stories of those most intimately affected by the events of 9/11.  One interview in particular I will always remember was an interview with the president of a bond company whose firm occupied the 101st to 105th floors of one of the World Trade Center towers.  He was late getting to his office that day because he was taking his kindergartner to his first day of school.  You could see the terrible pain he was in as he described racing downtown while he watched the smoke billow from the World Trade Center and as he stood at the bottom of the stairs asking if there was anyone from the upper floors who was making it down.  He had nearly 700 of his employees on those floors, including his brother.  None of them survived.

His story was repeated over and over again.  Here’s one of the things that struck me as I watched those scenes.  No one cried because they lost their business.  No one cried because they lost their computers and their office equipment. No one cried because they lost valuable documents and information.  People cried because they lost people.

And that reminded me – people matter more than anything.  Sometimes it takes a tragedy to remind us of that.  In normal times we too easily get very much caught up in things and agendas and portfolios.  In times like this the truth hits us – none of that really matters.  People matter.   

And the reminder to me is that people need to be my priority all the time.  Now we all know that’s true.  We all, theoretically, believe that people matter more than anything.  Yet I have to acknowledge that my heart is much more tender towards people during times like 9/11 than it is during more normal times, and that bothers me.  So how can I change that?  How can I make sure that people are always top priority in my life?

First, I need to make sure that every day I spend time praying for specific people – family, of course, but also neighbors, parents of my children’s friends, etc.  

Second, I’ve discovered that I need to give generously and regularly – giving to those in need and giving to our church helps me remember that stuff isn’t that important, but that people are important.

Third, I need to listen to people.  That’s much of what we did ten years ago – listen as people on TV told their stories, and we listened to each other at work and at the gym and at Starbucks as we talked about how 9/11 impacted us.  We need to keep doing that – I need to keep doing that – regularly.  I need to take the time to listen to people tell me about what is important to them, what concerns them, what makes them happy, etc.  

People matter more than anything.  They matter more than anything to God, and they should matter more than anything to me – today, and tomorrow, and next week, and next year.


Sin Will Not Go Unpunished
If you think back ten years ago you might remember that President Bush used a particular phrase over and over in his addresses to our country – “Make no mistake about it.”  One of the first times he used that phrase was when he said, “Make no mistake about it, we will hunt down the perpetrators of this crime and they will be punished.”

Well, it took awhile, didn’t it?  Truth be told, there are likely others still out there who were involved in 9/11.  Frankly, because we are a fallen people who live in a fallen world, there will always be those out there who have done evil and who have not yet been brought to justice.  But make no mistake about it – sin will not go unpunished.  Someday, somehow, justice will be done.  Listen to how the prophet Amos said it in the Old Testament book that bears his name:

I saw the Lord standing by the altar, and he said: “Strike the tops of the pillars so that the thresholds shake.  Bring them down on the heads of all the people; those who are left I will kill with the sword.  Not one will get away; none will escape.  Though they dig down to the depths of the grave, from there my hand will take them.  Though they climb up to the heavens, from there I will bring them down.” (Amos 9:1-2)
We don’t have to worry that the terrorists or any other evil doers will get away with their crimes.  God weeps over our pain, but He is not a helpless or weak God.  God is just and God is mighty and God will hold all evil doers accountable for their acts.  Those who do us harm have much more than the might of America to fear.  They have God to fear.

But that reminds me of something else, something I need to remember.  I need to remember that just as the terrorists can’t hide from God, neither can I hide from God.  There are times in each of our lives, I think, when we seem to think we can get away with something we know is wrong.  We think we can hide it from our families and our friends, and we even think we can hide it from God.  We’ve gotten away with it before, and we think we can get away with it again.  

Not true.  Numbers 32:23 says, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.”  Make no mistake about it, God says.  You aren’t going to get away with anything.  The truth will come to light.  Your sin will catch up with you.  You will be held accountable.  Jesus said it this way: “But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken.” (Matthew 12:36)  Jesus reminds us that every one of us will have to give an account to God for the things we have done and haven’t done, for the things we have said and haven’t said.  None of us can hide from God.  All of us are accountable to God.  

So if there is something in your life or in my life that isn’t right, we need to make sure to get right with God right now.  You might recall that in those early days President Bush talked about holding accountable not just the terrorists but those who harbor them.  And if we are harboring sin in our lives, if we have set aside a safe place for sin to exist somewhere in our hearts, we need to go in and root it out right now, because we can be sure that our sin will find us out.  


God Will Win In The End
Here’s one last thing we know to be true.  We know that in the end, God will win.  In the end, God will make everything right.  Defeat will not be the last word; pain will not be the last word; death will not be the last word.  A better day is coming.  Goodness will triumph over evil, and life will triumph over death.  As Isaiah puts it, one day beauty will rise from the ashes.  Of course, we want all that to happen now.  We get impatient.  We want to see it happen in time for tonight’s 6:00 news.  God does not promise that.  In fact, God is very clear that there will be many times in this life and in this fallen world when evil will apparently win over good.  But it will not always be that way.  There is coming a day, God says, when evil will be defeated for one last time.  Do you remember how the prophet Isaiah put it in his book we just finished reading?  
On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations; he will swallow up death forever.  The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces; he will remove the disgrace of his people from all the earth … But your dead will live; their bodies will rise.  You who dwell in the dust, wake up and shout for joy.  Your dew is like the dew of the morning; the earth will give birth to her dead. (Isaiah 25:7-8; 26:19)  
Shortly before his crucifixion, Jesus left his disciples with this very important message.  In John’s Gospel we read these words of Jesus:  “I have told you these things so that in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have tribulation.  But take heart!   I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33) 
In the end, we who follow Jesus will overcome.  We are on the winning team.  There will still be hardship and heartache and hurt; in this world we will have tribulation.  But take heart, our Lord tells us, because we will overcome.

And one last thing, on that note of overcoming.  When we see evil, it makes us angry, rightfully so.  But what we cannot do is to give in to hate or to give in to fear.  We need to overcome, and the Apostle Paul told us how when he said, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12:21)   So let’s resolve to do just that.  Let’s determine not to be overcome with fear or hate or grief; let’s determine to overcome evil with good.  Let’s determine to live as Jesus taught us to live – to love our enemies, to pray for those who persecute us, and to give generously to those in need.  And let’s live with the confidence and the faith that one day our very great God will right every wrong and heal every hurt and reward every good deed.  A better day is coming – we will overcome.
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