Pastor Letter: Remembering 9/11 After 20 Years (9/12/21)
This week marks the twentieth-year anniversary of September 11, 2001.  In this week’s scripture passages we are exploring Wisdom Literature in the Old and New Testaments as well as taming the tongue.

Twenty years ago, I was in my second year at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary.  On that memorable day, I was on my way to the Day Room to fill my thermal coffee cup with “the sweet nectar of life” in order to jumpstart my typical day of studies.  A small group of professors and students with forlorn faces were huddled around a small 12 inch black and white TV set.  This was unusual because the TV set had never been there in the Day Room before this morning.  I quickly discovered the reason for the strange facial features, was the heart-breaking news broadcast of commercial planes flying into the twin trade towers in New York City and the attack on the pentagon in Washington DC, as well as a plane crash near Shanksville, PA.
The group of onlookers stood in deathly silence with a look of unbelief upon their faces, soaking up dreadful pictures and the broadcaster’s commentary on the TV.  After watching the news reports about the plane crash near Shanksville for a few moments, I broke the deafening silence with a simple question.  I asked if the military had shot down the commercial airliner in order to save the civilian population of Pittsburgh or Washington DC.  The facial expression on the onlookers immediately turned from forlorn to disbelief and then to terror.  I realized I had just thrown gasoline onto a smoldering fire with my shocking question to these traumatized onlookers.  
My job at the Seminary that year was to arrange for speakers for our weekly Chapel services, prepare the Chapel for those worship services, and unlock the doors to the Chapel.  Realizing the manner in which my shocking question affected the onlookers in the Day Room, I deduced that the Seminary personnel would need a spiritual outlet in order to calm their anxious and emotional state of mind.  I went to the Chapel, unlocked and opened the doors, turned on a few lights, and light the Christ Candle that burned during each Chapel service.  It was amazing how many Seminary professors, students, and staff wondered aimlessly into the sanctuary to find solace for their wounded souls.
In the meantime, I received a telephone call from my daughter-in-law and my wife, Debbie, informing me that our son’s military unit was being recalled and sent to the pentagon for guard duty.  Our daughter-in-law was a news producer for a local TV station.  The TV station’s news van was sent to Shanksville to set up just outside the established crash perimeter, in order to distribute updates of the commercial plane crash to other news outlets around the nation.  As a producer, she had received firsthand details that our son’s military unit was being deployed to Washington DC. 
The speaker at the morning Chapel service had planned to memorize a well-known theologian who had gone to his eternal reward.  Instead, he wisely chose to address those brave individuals who lost their lives or were injured during the morning’s tragic devastations and acts of terrorism.  This allowed the participants of the morning worship service an opportunity to vocalize their penned up physical, emotional, and spiritual feelings.  Names of those significant individuals who lost their lives, were injured, or were unaccounted for were shared with the rest of the community of faith.  These shared comments were shrouded with the various human emotions: love, anger, grief, appreciation, hatred, confusion, devastation, and disbelief.  Nearly everyone walked around in a dazed emotional and spiritual fog wondering “Why?” or “Where is God?”
Nearly everyone at the Seminary during this memorable morning were constantly on their telephones or computers connecting with loved ones, family, or friends attempting to glean as much information as possible.  Everywhere one went, one would encounter a buzzing beehive of verbal and digital communication.  Tongues were wagging all over the campus searching for wisdom, information, and knowledge about the deadly news event of the day and how it touched their respective lives. 
Our Old Testament passage from Proverbs details the Hebrew concept of Wisdom in the human form of a woman.  This woman appeals to everyone to heed her words but many refuse to listen to her reproof, “Wisdom cries out in the street; in the squares she raises her voice.  At the busiest corner she cries out; at the entrance of the city gates, she speaks: “How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?  How long will scoffers delight in their scoffing and fools hate knowledge?  Give heed to my reproof; I will pour out my thoughts to you; I will make my words known to you,” (Proverbs 1:20-23).  This woman, Wisdom, finally gives up and deals negatively with those who will not listen to her reproofs, “Because I have called and you refused, have stretched out my hand and no one heeded, and because you have ignored all my counsel and would have none of my reproof, I also will laugh at your calamity; I will mock when panic strikes you, when panic strikes you like a storm, and your calamity comes like a whirlwind, when distress and anguish come upon you,” (vv. 24-27).

Our New Testament passage from the book of James deals with the theme of the use of our tongues.  Much like many of the verbal comments I encountered on that dreadful day of September 11 at the Seminary, our words can be productive and honor God while others are negative, hurtful, destructive, and curse God.  The author of James tells us, “And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set on fire by hell…but no one can tame the tongue—a restless evil, full of deadly poison.  With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God.   From the same mouth come blessing and cursing,” (vv. 6-10).
I heard many and varied comments that dreadful morning of 9/11, some were positive and some were negative.  All were from so called Christians.  What shocked me the most was the number of comments that were searching for true Wisdom and Truth in the midst of pain, grief, confusion, and devastation.  
With the number of negative events we have recently endured, I also witness a vast array of individuals searching for Wisdom and Truth.  Like many of those at the Seminary that went into the sanctuary of the Chapel to find solace for their injured souls, we too can find sanctuary in the Lordship of Jesus Christ and the triune God.  We can also find solace in the words of Proverbs during the storms of life, “For waywardness kills the simple, and the complacency of fools destroys them; but those who listen to me will be secure and will live at ease, without dread of disaster,” (vv. 32-33).

May you find Wisdom for your everyday lives and use your tongue for blessings.

Pastor Larry
