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Most of us remember exactly what we were doing on September 11th 2001. I was working in my office when I got a frantic phone call from Amy Withington, a former member of the congregation. She was beside herself going on about a plane hitting the World Trade Center. Amy had friends who worked there. It had happened at about 8:45. I had no idea what was going on. Like many people I assumed that a single engine plane had lost its way and crashed into the building, tragic, but not devastating on a mass scale. I went downstairs to the kitchen where Harry was and we put the TV on. Then I tried going back and forth between my office and the kitchen to keep abreast of events. I remember being frustrated because my computer wasn’t able to give me the same type of updates as the television. I was downstairs when the second plane hit shortly after 9:00. At that point I knew something was seriously wrong. I tried going upstairs to work again but soon realized it was a waste of time. I couldn’t concentrate. I needed to know what was going on. At about 20 minutes to 10:00 the news flashed across the screen that another plane had crashed into the Pentagon. At that moment I remember a deadly calm coming over me. I’m a child of the Cold War. I grew up expecting nuclear Armageddon at any time. And so I wondered, “Is this it? Is this the beginning of the end? Do we all have only minutes or hours to live?” I wasn’t afraid. When you’re about to die and you can’t do anything about it, fear is irrelevant. At that point, it’s all in God’s hands. But the news just continued. Shortly before 10:00 I watched with complete horror as the South Tower began to collapse. Huge clouds of grey smoke arose, and when they cleared, the building was gone. At 10:03 United Airlines Flight 93 crashed in the Pennsylvania countryside. We only learned latter of the bravery of the passengers and crew who took on the hijackers and brought the plane down before it could hit its intended target. Shortly before 10:30 the North Tower also imploded and fell. Other buildings in the World Trade Center complex were to follow. At ten minutes to eleven five stories of the Pentagon crumbled in fire. That afternoon at 2:39 at a press conference in New York when Mayor Rudy Giuliani was asked to estimate the number of casualties he replied, “More than any of us can bear.”
About 3000 people died on 9-11. The exact figure may never be known, because the family members of illegal aliens were too afraid to come forward. Over 1100 of the people who died have left no identifiable remains. Their bodies were turned to ash. There is nothing tangible for the families to grieve over, no gravesite to visit other than Ground Zero. 
What can we do in the face of such enormity? How can we begin to respond? There is evil in the world. Life has no guarantees. We cannot predict what tomorrow will bring. Do we live in fear? Do we allow ourselves to be wracked with anxiety? It would be easy to do this, easy, but not what God wants for us. Paul says, “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” Paul was not referring to the things of this world, however. This is not a promise of prosperity or of freedom from suffering and struggle. Rather it is the promise of an everlasting hope and a final victory. It is the assurance that no matter what happens, God loves us.
So who is it that is against us? Who is our enemy? We know that the terrorists are against us. Complete strangers can be against us because of the color of our skin, our ethnic origin, religion, age, gender or sexual orientation. Colleagues at work can be against us due to personality conflicts or personal ambition. Neighbors can be against us. Even family members can be against us. And our very worst human enemy, the one who works the most unrelentingly against us, is ourselves. We can mess up our lives like nobody else on the planet! The power of sin that is at work in us never sleeps. It requires constant vigilance. Against this kind of enemy we really need an advocate on our side.
Paul’s words were addressed to people who knew that they were guilty. They were aware of personal failure. The image he used was that of standing in a courtroom before accusers. Who isn’t aware of their own imperfections when surrounded by an inquisition? The strong temptation at such a time is to interpret every misfortune and struggle as divine punishment. There are those who have said, “9-11 is divine retribution.” It is an expression of the wrath of God, allegedly meted out because of our tolerance of gays, or Muslims, or because of social policies that the people making these claims are opposed to. The “God is punishing us/God hates us camp” has always been enthusiastic in co-opting national crisis to suit their purposes. It doesn’t make it true. In a broader sense there are of course unwritten rules of cause and effect built into our universe. There are times when we will suffer the consequences of our actions, not because we are being punished, but because that is the way the world is logically designed. We will reap what we sow. 9-11 did not happen in a vacuum. While nothing can justify what the terrorists did, our government has not always behaved in a way we can be proud of. We have supported tyrants. We have turned a blind eye to injustice. We have abandoned people in their time of need. There are things that our leaders should have done and did not. We helped drive the Russians out of Afghanistan, but we did not help Afghanistan to rebuild. We left them in poverty with a power vacuum, a vacuum that extremists were happy to exploit. Hindsight is always 20-20. But there is also a part of this tragedy that we have had no control over. We cannot change the hostility Islamic fundamentalists bear against Israel. This is old, at its root as old as Islam itself. And we cannot throw Israel to the wolves in order to appease Islamic fundamentalists.
Paul’s message to people struggling through upheaval and uncertainty was one of forgiveness and grace. Do not be afraid if it seems that your world has turned upside down. It does not mean that God has rejected you. Only Christ can condemn us, and Christ came to redeem us. Despite our guilt, our flaws, our personal and national failures, God loves us. We are more than conquerors through Jesus who loves us, literally, “super-conquerors.” Our victory is above and beyond what we can imagine, made sure because it does not depend upon us. Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, spiritual or human, neither height nor depth, most likely a reference to the stars, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. This is an amazing promise. We can’t even separate ourselves from the love of God in Christ Jesus! We can screw up royally and the Holy Spirit will once more work graciously in us to bring us back to where we need to be, because Christ died for us.

We have an advocate, a defense attorney beyond compare. And our advocate knows that we are guilty, knows, and paid the price for our guilt. There is no one left to condemn us. This is the good news that we find so hard to take in. Nothing can separate us from the love of God, not even 9-11. We stand, all of us, with charges against us—some false, some true, but none of us are innocent. God should condemn us. But this is exactly what God has not done. 

None of us know the day or hour of our death. We cannot prevent cancer, or accidents, or terrorists from trying to destroy us. But God is bigger than all of this. This is the hope we have to hold on to: in the end, God wins, and it does not depend upon us. God will do what needs to be done. God is God. We are not. And when the end of time does come, as the prophet Isaiah says, “the heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment and its inhabitants die like flies. But my salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail.” We do not need to be terrified of mere mortals, who can harm the body, but not the soul. Our hope lies in eternity. Amen. 
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