Kramer Chapel 

September 11, 2002

Text:
Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

The Spirit of God moved across the formless, dark void that was to become the earth. By His word the universe was called into existence, the earth formed and time began.  Into that creation, God placed man and woman, and He saw that all that He had made was “good.” But in time the crown of His creation rebelled. Sin entered the world, and with sin came death. Holiness, communion with God and life itself were exchanged for corruption, separation and death for every child of Adam. Violence and terror were now the lot of fallen humanity.  Soon Cain would murder his brother Abel as the dark cloud of sin moved over human history.


From that day to this day, brother has slaughtered brother as a desperate creation rebels against its Creator. From ancient warfare and its slaughter of millions, through the self-proclaimed “holy wars” of Christian crusaders and Inquisitions, to the cruelty of Muslim conquests, to the atrocities of concentration camps, this human race has taken that which is called “good” by the Creator and turned it to evil. 

And yet the Creator of all things, who gives us the moments of time in which we live out our brief earthly lives, did not and does not turn from His fallen universe. He breaks into our suffering world not with condemnation but with mercy and grace and hope. He who is above all time gives His people holy moments in time.

Those moments come together in an amazing balance and symmetry for time-bound creatures. The writer of Ecclesiastes describes our human experience as polarities: There is a time to be born—and a time to die.  A time to weep—and a time to laugh. A time to mourn—and a time to dance. A time of war—and a time of peace. For every time of life, there is a polar opposite.

So “the Preacher” of Ecclesiastes saw time—and so we experience it in our journey through time. One moment our day is a predictable routine; the next moment joy or sorrow punctuates and disturbs that routine. The victims of September 11 were involved in the routine of their lives. Most got up from sleep. They ate their breakfast and said good-bye to their families.  They were simply going to their daily work or perhaps flying on an airplane. Their loved ones had said good-bye like any other morning, not knowing that it would be a last good-bye. But that morning, it all changed.

And yet September 11 was not a unique moment in time.  How often human beings have suffered at the hands of their fellow man!  Recent years have again taught something about what we humans are capable of doing to one another. We saw the images on television of humanity’s terror filled existence many times before September 11. Remember the carnage of Rwanda and hearing a Roman Catholic nun say, “There are no devils in Hell.  They are all here in Rwanda”?  Remember the pictures of the lifeless bodies of the victims of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans?  I even remember the gruesome pictures of the horrors in Cambodia some years ago. And yet, like most of Americans, I could turn off my TV and go eat my dinner.  Terrible images, to be sure.  But far away and not in real time.

On September 11, that same TV screen held images of New York, of Washington DC, of Pennsylvania.  Suddenly, evil was not in Rwanda. It was not in the Balkans. It was not in some history book.  It was here.  It was tangibly real. 

But the television images never match the real thing.  When a telephone call came from New Orleans and the headquarters of the United States Naval Reserve, I was ordered to active duty at the Pentagon. The moment I walked into ground zero at the Pentagon, the moment I witnessed my first recovery of a victim, the moment my nose was filled with the stench of the place, and especially the moment I held a baby girl and looked into her beautiful brown eyes, eyes that would never know the image of her sailor father—in those moments I knew the enfleshment of evil. Evil was not abstract but concrete.

And the nation called out for God. Churches filled with people seeking answers and hope in the horror of the moment. But political correctness and civic religiosity too often answered by portraying the Lord God as One who is whatever you conceive Him to be. When Christian leaders replaced the Gospel with flag waiving and an abstract, politically correct “divine being”, is it any wonder that many Americans believe that the Church let them down?  Many words were spoken but nothing was said.

What then do we have to say one year later?  That same message quietly repeated in the rubble but, sadly, not proclaimed in every pulpit and stadium: God has redeemed our fallen race and has redeemed time itself, including September 11. The Apostle Paul wrote that in the “fullness of time God sent forth His son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law” (Gal 4:3-5).  It was “at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6).  It is this truth which gives meaning to every moment of time. God sent His Son, the Eternal One and Creator of time, who entered created time by taking on the flesh of fallen creation, faced the terror of the Cross in time, and rose again in time bringing forgiveness and eternal life to a fallen world. This is His victory over the evil that oppresses humanity and brought September 11 into infamy. The power of sin was broken in time and for eternity. 

How do we face the present and the future? The same Lord has broken into the moments of our lives.  In a particular moment of created time, He claimed you as His own through the water of Baptism, sealing you to Himself in time and for eternity.  In time, He has broken into your time-bound existence with His word of grace, “Your sin is forgiven” both in spoken word and in His precious Body and Blood. Wherever God is, all becomes holy. And no evil on earth or in hell itself can separate you from His eternal love. 

The writer of Ecclesiastes wrote that there is “a time to keep silent, and a time to speak” (v.7). Tumultuous days are not a time for silence but a time for speaking truth. This is the truthful message that challenges the deathly culture around us: God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself. There is but one true God, the most blessed Trinity.  He is not far and distant from pain and suffering but embraces it in His own Son. He is there for all that mourn today because of yesterday’s horror. He is there for all that fear the future. He calls all their moments holy.

One year after September 11, 2001, we gather at Kramer Chapel. We remember those who died.  We pray for those who survived, those who labored in rescue and recovery, those who lead our world in this time of war, those who must go to places of danger in defense of freedom. In this moment—this moment made holy by God Himself—we face the past, the present and the future. For they all belong to Him. They are holy moments.

AMEN

Daniel L. Gard

Concordia Theological Seminary
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