The Rev. Nan Hildebrand's Sermon for September 11, 2011

St. Columba's Episcopal Church, Washington, D.C.

The timing of our lectionary selections with the commemoration of the 10th anniversary of 9-11 seems preternatural.  I expected that we would be choosing special texts for today, but the wonderful serendipity of our round of readings has provided for us once again. Today’s text is one of the most important sermons in Matthew mirroring, especially the Lord’s Prayer, the essential petition, “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”.  We pray this daily, sometimes several times daily, and, we hopefully recall that our hope for forgiveness is based on our own record in forgiving.  The numbers describing the debt and the debt forgiven between the servant and the King are beyond imagination, so if you take those figures and multiply them seventy times seven, you get a debt of cosmic proportions.  It cannot be counted. The King’s mercy cannot be counted either.  The wideness of God’s mercy by assumption cannot be counted either. There is no sin or sinner God cannot forgive, but the sinner must be able to forgive to receive it.  A wonderful preacher at Star Bethlehem Church of God, said that there is no sinner who can’t be forgiven, but God expects the sinner to not remain in sin.  True repentance and forgiveness should result in transformation. 

Last week, Jesus was heard telling the disciples about the importance of confrontation when sin has occurred within the community.  True forgiveness cannot occur without the truth of confrontation and repentance.  Martin Luther King understood this passage perfectly. So well, in fact, he preached the truth of our nation’s sin in it’s racism, holding the nation accountable to its values, but always in the forgiving hope for reconciliation and restoration. 

Today’s Gospel provides another example of confrontations, one with mercy and one without mercy.  The King, whose mercy is incalculable, expected nothing from his servant, except, as it turns out, similar behavior from the servant to others.  When the King heard about his servant’s behavior, he reinstated the servant’s debt and condemned his servant to torture.  This kind of judgment from God is more than we bargained for, so we try to ignore the fact that our faith includes judgment.  Jesus is very blunt: those who refuse to forgive will not be forgiven.  We cry out, “isn’t that why you are God, and we are only human?  Cannot you forgive when we cannot?” N.T. Wright, an Anglican bishop, writer extraordinaire, says, apparently not.  He says, “forgiveness isn’t like a Christmas present that a kindly grandfather can go ahead and give to a sulky grandchild even if the grandchild hasn’t bought a single gift for anyone else.  …He says that forgiveness is more like the air in your lungs.  There’s only room for you to inhale the next lungful when you’ve just breathed out the previous one.  If you insist on withholding it, refusing to give someone else the kiss of life, that they may desperately need, you won’t be able to take any more in yourself and you will suffocate very quickly”. If we are open, able and willing to forgive others, we will also be open to receive God’s love and forgiveness.  But if we are locked up to the one, we will be refused the other.  Love and forgiveness is the equation, not the numbers required for forgiveness for which Peter is looking.  

Desmond Tutu, in his sermon at the Cathedral’s 2nd anniversary prayer service for 9-11, said that we Christians are in the forgiveness business, because our God and God’s Christ are in the forgiving business. That morning, Archbishop Tutu opened his arms to us saying,  “Dear friends, in many ways, it is to say, we, all of us, are vulnerable, fragile.  For vulnerability is of the essence of creaturehood.  Only God is ultimately invincible.   You and I exist only because God is forever blowing God’s breath into our being.  With arms still open, he said,  “you have come to know a little, the insecurity, the sense of helplessness, that so many of your sisters and brothers out there experience as their daily lot.”  He invited us into the world’s family,  since we were now, all are insiders to the knowledge of suffering.  He then discussed the shock of people who had heard him say that the Apartheid State President and he, whether they liked it or not, were brothers.  For the Archbishop, this is the truth of the Jesus way. All belong -- the Palestinians, the Israelis, the U.S. and the Taliban, Osama Bin Laden, Bush and Obama.  No matter what we say, God says, all, all are my children.  He added that as long as the powerful nations of the earth invest their abundance in arms and don’t invest out of their abundance to help repair the world, none of us will be truly safe.  We find it shocking and radical.  The true hope of this is that God’s radicalism was not just a divine thought, it was an enabling thought that came through God’s breath into us.  God made it possible for us to make a choice, the choice for hate or to live oxygenated by love of our brothers and sisters, near and far.  

 Given the ten years of war and the predictions from certain quarters that America should expect war against terrorism for at least 50 more years, this anniversary seems like an excellent time to remember and to examine not only what happened that fateful and awful day but to examine and reflect on the intervening years.   Finally, I believe that as a nation we are more ready to do this than ever before.  In our grief, we have learned some terrible things about ourselves, and some good things about ourselves.  We are a mixed bag, struggling with the evil committed against us and the evil we have committed.  A whole lot of forgiveness needs to occur, but as we batter impoverished peoples in retribution for the crimes of Osama Bin Laden, we risk closing the door to reconciliation with them.  Their suffering is too great.  Most were not a part of the crime against us, yet they take the punishment. Will the seeds of their own anger and resentment about the devastation of their lives plant the seeds for terrorism in the future?  Will our experience with torture, rendition, spying on the world, and, indeed, on each other affect our sense of ourselves as believers in human rights and justice? Will we destroy ourselves and our precious democracy? 

Not one of us went unaffected by 9-11.  One of our own, a St. Columban, died on flight 93 and many or, perhaps, most know someone terribly affected in New York and at the Pentagon and may still be suffering terribly. I would not discount that.  My daughter, her husband and our niece watched the second plane crash into the World Trade Tower from their rooftop, ten blocks away, as we talked on our cell phones and as I watched it happen on my television screen.  For months, my daughter said, that when she looked up and saw someone standing in a window, the words, “don’t jump” would flow through her mind. 

The Washington Post recently published some articles and reported on some surveys that indicated that not only are we war weary, frightened by our own excesses in the name of security, and but we are also worried about the changes a security establishment has made on our civic life.  We hear that the world no longer respects us or likes us.  We are humbled by our own mistakes and are beginning to talk about ending the violence. We grieve for our dead soldiers, the wounded soldiers and all the uncounted dead of Iraq and Afghanistan.  We are experiencing remorse.  We have frightened ourselves by the enormity of our own use of power not for confrontation and mere defense but something terrible, never-ending revenge. One woman whose mother died on Flight 93 said, that her mother, a therapist would have wanted to listen to those who hate us and to understand why.  She would have exhorted her family to go out into the world to serve others and to make peace. 

Now, our trauma includes the impact of our errors of our reaction.  I want to add a powerful note of hope for us today.  David Cole wrote an article in the most recent New York Review of Books, that I highly recommend to you.  He said, that not only were our weaknesses as a democracy exposed, but our strengths emerged as well.  He wrote that the resilience and activism of our civic society put the brakes on the most egregious trespasses in the security establishment. He worries, though, that our President’s wish to end divisiveness by not prosecuting those who broke the law by commanding and justifying torture, rendition, secret trials and eavesdropping on American citizens, may weaken the progress that was made. There is good news and bad news, but to hear the good news is music to our sad souls.

Through this, we Americans can gain confidence that we do stand for something as a nation and that we can overcome a culture developing based on revenge and fear. We can, as the Archbishop, exhorted us choose the radical breath of freedom and love.  Forgiving and being is possible.  Forgiving is so wonderfully hopeful.  God refuses to give up on anyone and gives us repeated chances to get it right.  New beginnings are made everyday, because of the cycle of forgiveness. God never gives up on us.  But, as the Gospel told us last week and this week, confrontation and accountability are part of forgiveness.   It is now up to all of us to finish the work of reconciliation by being open to the truth of our situation and to take action accordingly.  It is up to us go into the world loving and serving the Lord filled with the breath of God’s love, forgiving where it is needed and also asking for forgiveness where and when it is needed.  Amen
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